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The Barque South Australian 

Discovery & Documentation of South Australia’s Oldest Known Shipwreck 

Introduction 

Between 16 and 20 April 2018, a collaborative team comprising maritime archaeologists, museum 

specialists and volunteers from the South Australian Department for Environment and Water 

(DEW), South Australian Maritime Museum, Silentworld Foundation, Australian National Maritime 

Museum, MaP Fund and Flinders University surveyed for and located the shipwreck site of the 

barque South Australian. Lost at Rosetta Harbor in December 1837, South Australian is South 

Australia’s oldest documented shipwreck. Its significance also derives from its use as one of the 

earliest immigration ships to ferry European settlers to the colony of South Australia, as well as 

careers as a postal packet and ‘cutting-in’ vessel for shore-based whaling activities. 

Vessel History 

South Australian was launched as Marquess of Salisbury at the British shipbuilding centre of 

Falmouth in 1819. Originally rigged as a ship, the 236-ton vessel was, upon being launched, 

designated a Falmouth packet, a unique class designed to carry mail between Great Britain and 

overseas ports within its far-flung empire. Its owner and master, Thomas Baldock, was a former 

naval officer who had served with distinction in North America during the War of 1812 and was 

invalided in 1816. In 1824, Marquess of Salisbury was purchased by the Royal Navy, renamed 

Swallow, and commissioned as a naval packet. Baldock, who had been reappointed to the Royal 

Navy the same year, was given command of Swallow and embarked upon a number of 

transatlantic voyages to North and South America, and the Caribbean. While under the command 

of Baldock’s successor Lt. Smyth Griffith in 1834, Swallow was dis-masted in Cuban waters during 

a hurricane and underwent significant repairs in Havana. Two years later, it was decommissioned 

from naval service and sold to the South Australian Company (the Company), a mercantile 

enterprise developed in 1835 with the purpose of establishing a colony of free European settlers in 

what is now South Australia. 

 
Remnants of copper-alloy sheathing still adhere 
to South Australian’s surviving starboard bow. 

Photo by James Hunter 

After the Company acquired Swallow in 

September 1836, it was re-rigged as a barque 

and renamed South Australian. The hull was 

adapted to suit carriage of colonists to Australia, 

although the Company’s intention was to use 

the vessel in whaling duties upon its arrival in 

the colony. South Australian departed Plymouth 

on 22 December 1836 under the command of 

Captain Alexander Allen, with a contingent of 

primarily British and German emigrants, 

including David McLaren (who became the 

Company’s second Commercial Manager), John 

and Samuel Germein (alternately credited as 

the discovers of Port Germein), and ship 

surgeon Dr William H. Leigh. 
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The passengers were predominantly skilled labourers, including five fishermen, four shipwrights, a 

butcher and salter, a smith and farrier, two German vine-dressers and a ‘flax-grower’. Also aboard 

were breeding stock including bulls, heifers, pigs and Cashmere goats. South Australian arrived at 

Kingscote, Kangaroo Island, on 22 April 1837 and discharged its passengers and cargo. After its 

arrival, the vessel completed three more voyages between Kangaroo Island and Rosetta Harbor, 

carrying provisions, cargo, personnel and the occasional passenger. 

In May 1837, South Australian left Kangaroo Island with a cargo of whaling equipment and 

provisions for the Company’s shore-based whaling stations at Rosetta Harbor. While there, the 

vessel’s master, Captain Allen, was ordered to refit the barque as an offshore whale processing 

platform or ‘cutting-in’ vessel. South Australian completed one last round-trip voyage to Kangaroo 

Island in November 1837, now under the command of Captain J.B.T. MacFarlane, arriving back at 

Rosetta Harbour at the end of the month. While there, the crew prepared the whaling station’s 

produce for shipment aboard the ship Solway, another of the Company’s vessels. On 8 December 

1837, while awaiting Solway’s arrival, a strong south-easterly gale arose causing South Australian 

to part its mooring cables and strike Black Reef stern-first. The vessel was then pushed over the 

reef by heavy seas and driven into calmer waters in front of the Fountain Inn, one of the only stone 

structures then standing along Rosetta Harbor’s shoreline. Aboard South Australian when it 

wrecked were David McLaren, John Hindmarsh, Jr. (son of Governor Sir John Hindmarsh) and Sir 

John Jeffcott (South Australia’s first Chief Justice). Once the vessel went hard aground, a boat was 

lowered and first Hindmarsh, then the other passengers and their luggage, were taken ashore 

followed by the crew. The wreck was extensively salvaged over subsequent weeks, although the 

logbook notes the lower hold was flooded and could not be accessed. In an ironic twist, Solway 

finally arrived at Rosetta Harbour two weeks later than expected, but was lost on 21 December 

1837 under circumstances almost identical to those of South Australian. Solway’s wreck site was 

located and identified in the early 1960s. 

In subsequent years, South Australian’s hull broke up, eventually disappeared beneath Rosetta 

Harbor, and its exact location was lost to local memory. However, the general area where the 

barque went aground has been known for more than 180 years, and historic charts and mud maps 

sketched shortly after the wrecking event provided a relatively clear indication of where the loss 

occurred. This information, in combination with anecdotal evidence obtained from local informants, 

and the results of remote-sensing surveys conducted by maritime archaeologists affiliated with 

South Australia’s then-Department of Environment and Heritage during the 1990s, enabled the 

project team to establish a refined search area for the 2018 investigations. 

2018 Site Survey, Discovery and Initial Findings 

The 2018 survey area was split into twelve 100 x 100-metre survey squares and numbered in 

order of perceived priority. Due to unsuitable weather conditions during the first three days of 

fieldwork, the search initially concentrated on the inshore reef flats using metal detectors, with the 

express purpose of identifying a debris field that could help point towards the wreck site’s location. 

The metal detector survey resulted in the discovery 

of several artefacts of interest, including iron 

fasteners, copper sheathing, and hull timber 

fragments—a number of which featured adhering 

copper-alloy sheathing and/or fasteners. Vessel 

operations commenced on 19 April, with a towed 

magnetometer survey of the area seaward of the 

reef edge. A number of large magnetic anomalies 

were identified, one of which was inspected by a 

two-person dive team and tentatively identified as an 

iron standing rigging element.  

 
James Hunter records wooden hull structure 

in South Australian’s bow section. 
Photo by Kieran Hosty 

(Continued p4) 
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in this issue From the Editor 
1 The Barque South Australian: 

Discovery & Documentation of South Australia’s 

Oldest Known Shipwreck 

From the Index we see that members and associates have 

again contributed some diverse articles for your enjoyment. 

Most notable are the articles on the discovery and 

documentation of the South Australian and the information 

on the contribution of Frederick de Houtman. 

Remember, our Newsletter needs news and articles, so 

keep the contributions coming for future issues.  If you are 

not able to write an article, but have an idea, then pass it on 

via email to the Editor.  The Committee may be aware of a 

member or associate that could assist with developing or 

writing an article. 

3 From the Editor 

3 From the President 

4 The Barque South Australian (cont.) 

5 Noteworthy Points re Frederik de Houtman 

9 Aboriginal Stone-Walled Intertidal Fish Trap 

Investigation 

9 Newport Harbour Panorama 

10 Whaling Conference 

10 Book Review: 

Historical Antarctic Sealing Industry 

12 The AAMH Team 

From the President 
I am pleased to report that the Constitution Working Party has completed their tasks and after 

consultation with the Executive and State Representatives, tabled a draft Constitution at our last 

Committee meeting. Members may remember that a new Constitution was necessitated by the 

2015 Incorporated Association Act which mandated a deadline of 30 June 2019 for adoption of 

compliant Constitutions/Rules. 

In addition to preparing the draft the working party compiled a list of By-laws made up of operational 

items from the current Constitution as well as taking the opportunity to document and formalise a 

number of our current operational practices, established the new Register of Office Holders, now 

required by the Act, and reviewed the Members Register for compliance.  

On behalf of the Association I thank the members of the Constitution Working Party for under taking 

this import task and completing preparations in time for our 2018 AGM. 

In summary, the draft Constitution is based on a template provided by the relevant state 

Department which can either be adopted as is or modified. The template is a collection of best and 

prudential practises which are common to incorporated or unincorporated Associations in any state 

or territory. All of our current Constitutions AAMH specific items were incorporated or beneficially 

amended and included in either the draft or as By-laws. 

By way of example, the current Constitution has eight Objects.  These were decreased to six. Of the 

two items that were removed, one was a prudential practise and already included elsewhere in the 

template.  The other, ‘To affiliate with the International Commission of Maritime History’ required a 

name update and was included as a By-law.  By-laws give us the flexibility to add additional 

affiliates and to correct names, should they change, without the need to go through the formal 

Constitutional change process of advising the Department and adoption at an AGM. 

It should also be noted that under the legislation, a Constitution can only be amended by a special 

resolution. Unlike an ordinary resolution which requires a majority, a special resolution requires “not 

less than three-fourths of the members of the Association who cast a vote at the meeting”. 

Our 2018 AGM is scheduled for 4 pm EST Tuesday 20 November. Included with this newsletter 

members will find our AGM Notice, as well as Committee nominations and Notice of Motion forms. 

Members will receive the agenda, a copy of both the draft Constitution and By-laws and other AGM 

materials in a second posting after receipt of any nominations and prior to the AGM. 

Several current Executive Committee members have indicated that they will not stand for re-

election at the AGM. Also Howard Gray our long time The Great Circle Book Reviews Editor and 

Ray Tryniw our Newsletter Editor have indicated that they are not able to continue in their 

respective roles. 

For your Association to continue we need members to nominate for Committee and Editorial roles.  

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any suggestions for improving or otherwise 

contributing to your Association. 
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The Barque South Australian - Continued from p2 

A snorkel team searched an area approximately 50 metres southwest of this anomaly the following 

morning and identified a wooden-hulled shipwreck site with exposed copper-alloy keel bolts. 

Subsequent dives by a four-person team produced a baseline-offset mud map of the site, and 

noted hull design features and small finds that—when taken in combination with its geographic 

location—confirmed its identity as South Australian. 

Based on the initial site inspection it appears that most, if not all, of the port-side lower hull/cargo 

hold is intact. The starboard side was less visible and may have substantially weathered and been 

removed. Some structural components were observed protruding from sand adjacent to the 

exposed centreline and are most likely collapsed remnants of the starboard hull. Articulated hull 

components present include the keel (primarily buried) and keelson, which were marked by a line 

of large copper-alloy dumps (keel bolts) that are visible over the entire length from stem to stern. 

Other architectural elements include frames, cant frames, hull planking, sacrificial (or double) 

planking, ceiling planking, remnants of what may be the foremast step and portions of the stem 

assembly. Anecdotally, the site appears to be typically covered by a deep sand/mud sediment that 

appears to have hidden it from prior discovery, and contributed to the surviving hull’s remarkable 

state of preservation. 

 
Runs of double hull planking are visible in the stern 

section of the South Australian shipwreck site. 
Photo by James Hunter 

 
Brick and remnant wooden barrel staves located 

in South Australian’s midships area. 
Photo by James Hunter 

The alignment of the cant frames suggests the vessel has quite fine lines. This adds to the 

likelihood that the wreck is South Australian, as Falmouth packets were usually built for speed. The 

lower portion of the hull is double-planked and covered in extensive copper-alloy sheathing. Many 

timbers without preserved sheathing still have in situ copper-alloy sheathing tacks. While a large 

amount of sediment has been removed from the site’s periphery and exposed outer timbers and 

features, an extensive seagrass-covered sediment mound still covers a large portion of extant 

remains, particularly in the stern. A range of artefacts were noted among the hull remains, 

including glass and ceramic fragments, bricks, barrel staves, lead scuppers, and a range of copper 

and iron fastenings. Several copper-alloy keel bolts were discovered lying loose within the interior 

of the hull near the bow, mapped in situ, and reburied elsewhere on the site to protect them from 

unauthorised removal.  

Since the site’s discovery in April, members of the team have returned to South Australian for 

follow-up inspections to observe changes in its condition, and record newly-exposed hull features 

and small finds. Previously buried portions of the port side of the hull—and associated artefacts—

have become visible, underscoring the need for additional investigation and development of 

strategies to aid in the site’s management and protection. DEW is currently drafting a conservation 

management plan for South Australian, and recently provided advice to South Australia’s Minister 

for Environment and Water that resulted in the establishment of a protected zone around the site 

under the State’s Historic Shipwrecks Act 1981.  

Rick Bullers (South Australia Department for Environment and Water) 
Irini (Renee) Malliaros (Silentworld Foundation) 
James Hunter (Australian National Maritime Museum) 
Article also printed with additional images in Australasian Institute for Maritime Archaeology Newsletter Volume 37 Issue 2 June 2018. 
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Noteworthy Points re Frederik de Houtman 

2019 marks the 400
th
 anniversary of the first European sightings of the southwest of the Australian continent. 

The following are 5 noteworthy points re Frederik de Houtman, a significant figure in Dutch and VOC history 
of the time and the person credited with this sighting. 

1. Intimately involved in the earliest days of the Dutch foray into the East Indies Spice Trade 

 The Frederik de Houtman story covers the three decades in which the Dutch overcame the Portuguese 
domination of the spice trade to have almost total control of the trade:- 

 - The back story to Frederik and his Brother Cornelis’ episode in Lisbon spying on the Portuguese to 
learn their trading secrets and the precise source of the spice 1592-4. 

 - Participant in the Dutch First Fleet to the East Indies – disastrous if not for the small amount of 
spices obtained and the first-hand knowledge of the sources and the existing trading situation. 

 - Assistant to navigator/astronomer Keyser on the First Fleet – taking on his work when Keyser died. 

 - Captain of one of two ships on the second ‘de Houtman’ fleet to the East Indies in 1598, his brother 
Cornelis the fleet commander. Ended in the ships being attacked and Cornelis killed. Spent two 
years imprisoned in Aceh. Later published the first Dutch-Malay word/conversation book, which 
included for the first time accurate declinations for stars of the Southern Hemisphere (see 2, below.) 

 - Returned with first major VOC fleet in 1605, became first Dutch Governor of Ambon, 1606-11, thus 
involved in the Dutch usurpation of the spice trade from the Portuguese and local traders (by force 
when required). 

 - Returned for a fourth sojourn in the East Indies, appointed Governor of the Moluccas 1620-23, 
under the control of the notorious Jan Pieterszoon Coen. 

2. Constellations of the Southern Hemisphere 

 Frederik de Houtman’s role is summarised by astronomical historian Ian Ridpath:- 
See: http://www.ianridpath.com/startales/startales1c.htm#houtman 

 

 
Frederick de Houtman (1571–1627) 

Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 

FREDERICK DE HOUTMAN’S CATALOGUE 

The oldest surviving catalogue of the southern stars was made by the 
Dutch seafarer Frederick de Houtman (1571–1627) from Sumatra and 
published in Amsterdam in 1603. Only about half a dozen remaining 
copies are known, one of them in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. A facsimile 
of it was privately published in 1927 by the British astronomers Herbert 
Hall Turner and Edward Ball Knobel. 

In his catalogue, de Houtman lists 304 stars, although coordinates are not 
given for one of them (in the tail of Scorpius). De Houtman states in his 
Introduction that he made some observations of the southern stars on his 
first voyage in 1595–97, and revised and increased the number on his 
second voyage, 1598–1602. 

 De Houtman included 111 stars lying in the 12 newly invented southern constellations. The bulk of his 
catalogue, though, was devoted to filling out the existing Ptolemaic figures – in particular, he gave 
positions for 56 stars in Argo Navis and 48 in Centaurus, of which 52 were new. He listed Crux as a 
separate constellation (‘De Cruzero’) for the first time. 

The 12 new southern constellations as listed by de Houtman, with their present-day names in brackets, 
are as follows: Den voghel Fenicx (Phoenix); De Waterslang (Hydrus); Den Dorado (Dorado); De 
Vlieghe (Musca); De vlieghende Visch (Volans); Het Chameljoen (Chamaeleon); Den Zuyder Trianghel 
(Triangulum Australe); De Paradijs Voghel (Apus); De Pauww (Pavo); De Indiaen (Indus); Den Reygher 
– literally ‘the heron’ (Grus); Den Indiaenschen Exster, op Indies Lang ghenaemt – literally ‘the Indian 
magpie, named Lang in the Indies’ (Tucana). In addition, he listed stars in the pre-existing constellations 
of Ara, Argo Navis, Centaurus, Corona Australis, Crux, Lupus, Columba (which he called De Duyve met 
den Olijftak – literally ‘The dove with olive branch’), the tail of Scorpius, and southern Eridanus, which he 
termed ‘den Nyli’, the Nile. 

Extending Ptolemy’s 48 

Although Arab astronomers increased the number of star names, the number of constellations remained 
unchanged. The first extension of Ptolemy’s 48 was made in 1536 on a celestial globe by the German 
mathematician and cartographer Caspar Vopel (1511–61) who depicted Antinous and Coma Berenices 
as separate constellations; Ptolemy had mentioned these star groups in the Almagest, but only as sub-
divisions of Aquila and Leo respectively. Vopel’s lead was followed in 1551 on a celestial globe by the 
great Dutch cartographer Gerardus Mercator (1512–94). The Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe listed 
Antinous and Coma Berenices separately in his influential star catalogue of 1602, ensuring their 
widespread adoption. Coma Berenices is still a recognized constellation, but Antinous has since been 
remerged with Aquila. 

http://www.ianridpath.com/startales/startales1c.htm#houtman
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 By now the European age of exploration was well under way and navigator–astronomers turned their 
attentions to the hitherto uncharted regions of the sky in the southern hemisphere that had been below 
the horizon for the ancient Greeks. Three names stand out from this era. The first is Petrus Plancius 
(1552–1622), a Dutch theologian and cartographer; his name is the Latinized form of Pieter Platevoet 
(literally, Peter Flatfoot). The other two were the Dutch navigators Pieter Dirkszoon Keyser (c.1540–96), 
also known as Petrus Theodorus or Peter Theodore, and Frederick de Houtman (1571–1627). 
Surprisingly, all three are little-known today despite their lasting contributions. 

Scouting the Southern Sky 

Plancius instructed Keyser to make observations to fill in the constellation-free zone around the south 
celestial pole. Keyser was chief pilot on the Hollandia and later on the Mauritius, two of the fleet of four 
ships that left the Netherlands in 1595 on the first Dutch trading expedition to the East Indies. The 
expedition spent several months anchored at Madagascar and it was there that Keyser made most of his 
observations. 

The Dutch historian and geographer Paul Merula (1558–1607) wrote in Cosmographiae Generalis 
(1605) that Keyser observed from the crow’s nest using an instrument given to him by Plancius. The 
instrument he used was probably either a cross-staff or a universal astrolabe (sometimes known as an 
astrolabium catholicum), as this was still the pre-telescopic era. 

Keyser died in September 1596 while the fleet was at Bantam (now Banten, near the modern Serang in 
western Java). His observations were delivered to Plancius when the fleet returned to Holland the 
following year. Regrettably, little else seems to be known about Keyser’s life and accomplishments, but 
he left his mark indelibly on the sky. 

Keyser’s stars, divided into 12 newly invented constellations, first appeared on a globe by Plancius in 
1598, and again two years later on a globe by the Dutch cartographer Jodocus Hondius (1563–1612). 
The acceptance of these new constellations was assured when Johann Bayer, a German astronomer, 
included them in his Uranometria of 1603, the leading star atlas of its day. Keyser’s observations were 
eventually published in tabular form by Johannes Kepler in the Rudolphine Tables of 1627. 
Unfortunately, Keyser’s original manuscript is long lost and so we do not know whether he sorted his 
stars into the 12 new southern constellations himself or whether that was done later by someone else. 

 The Twelve constellations introduced in 1596–1603 
from the observations of Pieter Dirkszoon Keyser and Frederick de Houtman 

  Apus 12 (9) 

 Hydrus 15 (15) 

 Phoenix 14 (13) 

 Chamaeleon 10 (9) 

 Indus 12 (11) 

 Triangulum Australe 5 (4) 

 Dorado 6 (4) 

 Musca 4 (4) 

 Tucana 8 (6) 

 Grus 13 (12) 

 Pavo 16 (19) 

 Volans 7 (5) 

 NOTE:- The first figure is the number of stars in each constellation as shown on the globes of Plancius and Hondius. The figure in 
brackets is the number of stars in de Houtman’s catalogue of 1603. In addition to these 12 new constellations, Eridanus was 
extended southwards to the present-day Achernar, incorporating five of Keyser’s newly observed southern stars. 

 
A plausible candidate for the inventor of the dozen southern constellations is Frederick de Houtman, the 
younger brother of the commander of the Dutch fleet to the East Indies, Cornelis de Houtman (1565–
99). Frederick was also a member of the crew and made celestial observations of his own, 
independently of Keyser. 

After Keyser died, Frederick de Houtman would have had access to his records and might well have 
taken custody of them on the long voyage home. We can easily imagine him whiling away the time at 
sea by collating the joint observations, grouping them into constellations representing the wondrous 
things they had seen, and planning a more extensive observing campaign for his next voyage south, 
which was not long coming. 

The de Houtman brothers departed on a second voyage to the East Indies in 1598. During this voyage 
Cornelis was killed and Frederick was imprisoned for two years by the Sultan of Atjeh in northern 
Sumatra. Frederick made good use of his time in captivity by studying the local Malay language and 
making astronomical observations. 

In 1603, following his return to Holland, Frederick published his observations as an appendix to a Malay 
and Madagascan dictionary that he compiled – one of the most unlikely pieces of astronomical 
publishing in history. In the Introduction he wrote: ‘Also added [are] the declination of several fixed stars 
which during the first voyage I have observed around the south pole; and during the second [voyage], in 
the island of Sumatra, improved upon with greater diligence, and increased in number.’ 

De Houtman increased Keyser’s measured star positions to 303, although 107 of these were stars 
already known to Ptolemy, according to a study of the catalogue by the English astronomer Edward Ball 
Knobel. Nowhere did de Houtman give Keyser credit for his priority – in fact, relations between the two 
men seem to have broken down during their voyage together, despite their common interest in the sky. 

De Houtman’s catalogue of southern stars, divided into the same 12 constellations as shown on the 
globes of Plancius and Hondius, was used by the Dutch cartographer Willem Janszoon Blaeu (1571–
1638) for his celestial globes from 1603 onwards. Keyser and de Houtman are now credited jointly with 
the invention of these 12 southern constellations, which are still recognized today. 
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3. The 1606 Voyage of the Duyfken 

 
The Duyfken was part of the first Dutch fleet under Cornelis de Houtman 1595 and very active in later 
Dutch exploits in the East Indies. While the order for the Duyfken to explore further east came from VOC 
headquarters via Steven van der Hagen, it was Frederik de Houtman who put this into action:- 

 P. A. Leupe: De Reizen der Nederlanders naar het Suidland of Nieuw Holland (1868), p. 7: 

"The yacht Duyfken, skipper Willem Jansz, in 1605 was placed at the disposal of Gov. Frederik Houtman at Amboina by Adm. 
Steven van der Hagen. Houtman gave orders for an expedition to the so-called southern lands to Skipper Willem Jansz, but as 
Jansz had to obtain some very necessary provisions and ship's stores before he could sail, Houtman sent him to Bantam with 
orders to the President Jan Willem Verschoor asking him to be of help to the skipper." 

The First Discovery of Australia. With an Account of the Voyage of the "Duyfken" and the Career of Willem Jansz. 
By T. D. MUTCH (Read before the Royal Australian Historical Society, May 26, 1942) p-17-23. 
[http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0600631h.html#ch08]:- 

Steven van der Hagen appointed Frederik de Houtman as Governor of Amboina in 1605, the first territory the Dutch had secured 
for themselves in the East Indies. … 

The orders of the Council in Holland to Steven van der Hagen were that he was to leave his two smaller vessels, the Delft and the 
Duyfken, in the Indies for at least three years, to sail from one place to another for the purposes of discovering new sources of 
trade to the advantage of the company. Accordingly we find him in September, 1605, returning with his fully-laden ship and the 
Duyfken to Bantam, from whence he sailed for Holland in the following month. The Duyfken remained at Bantam to be fitted with 
her requirements for the voyage to "Nova ginnea," which was to become historic. 

There would appear to be good reason to believe that the voyage of the Duyfken for the discovery of New Guinea was directed by 
Steven van der Hagen, in accordance with his instructions. As he left almost immediately for Holland, however, the responsibility 
for the furtherance of those instructions would devolve on someone else. At that time, the chief Dutch trading station in the East 
Indies was Amboina, which had been taken from the Portuguese, and where a Governor, Frederik de Houtman, had been 
appointed. The position of Verschoor at Bantam was inferior to that of Houtman; he was a chief merchant, or commercial agent. 

4. The European Discovery of the Southwest Corner of the Australian Continent and the Houtman 
Abrolhos Islands 

 
The record of this discovery can be found in these letters (as per transcription in Heeres):- 

 Letter of Commander FREDERIK DE HOUTMAN to Prince Alaurice, October 7, 1619 
 Letter of FREDERIK DE HOUTMAN to the Managers of the E.I.C., October 7, 1619 
 Letter of Supercargo JACOB DEDEL to the Managers of the E.I.C., October 7, 1619 

 J. E. Heeres: The Part Borne by the Dutch in the Discovery of Australia 1606-1765. XI. (1619) 
VOYAGE OF THE SHIPS DORDRECHT AND AMSTERDAM UNDER COMMANDER FREDERIK DE HOUTMAN, 
SUPERCARGO JACOB DEDEL, AND SKIPPERS REYER JANSZOON VAN BUIKSLOOT AND MAARTEN 
CORNELISZOON(?), FROM THE NETHERLANDS TO THE EAST-INDIES.--FURTHER DISCOVERY OF THE 
WESTCOAST OF AUSTRALIA: DEDELSLAND AND HOUTMAN'S ABROLHOS. 

A. 

Letter of Commander FREDERIK DE HOUTMAN to Prince Alaurice, October 7, 1619. 
Most Noble Highborn Prince, 
Most Highborn Prince, my last letter to Your Princely Excellency was dated May the 20th last from the Taefelbay near Cabo de 
bonne esperance with the ship Anna from England... 
Now as regards my subsequent progress I would inform Your Excellency that on the 8th of June we set sail from the Tafelbay with 
a fair wind with the ships Dordrecht and Amsterdam, add that on the 19th of July following we suddenly came upon the Southland 
of Beach [*] in 32 degrees 20 minutes. We spent a few days there in order to get some knowledge of the same, but the 
inconvenience of being unable to make a landing, together with the heavy gales, prevented us from effecting our purpose, upon 
which shaping our course for Java, we got sight of the same on the 19th of August, and arrived safely before Jacatra on the 3rd of 
September... 
[* Though De Houtman knew of the discovery of Eendrachtsland (see infra), he still uses the name Beach; which clearly proves 
that in the early part of the seventeenth century the Netherlanders identified the discovered South-land with the mysterious land of 
Beach.] 
From Jacatra, this seventh of October, A.D. 1619. 
(Signed) 
Your Excellency's most devoted Servant 
FREDERICK HOUTMAN. 

B. 

Letter of FREDERIK DE HOUTMAN to the Managers of the E.I.C., October 7, 1619. 
Most Noble Wise Provident Very Discreet Gentlemn, 
My last letter to Your Worships was dated May 20th from the Tafelbay...We next sailed from the Tafelbay with the ships Dordrecht 
and Amsterdam on June the 8th... 
We ran on with a fair north-west wind as far as 36° 30', in which latitude we kept this steady breeze with us up to the 17th of July, 
when we estimated ourselves to have sailed straight to eastward the space of a thousand miles. We observed 16° decreasing 
north-westerly variation of the compass, and resolved to steer...on a northeast- by-north course, {Page 15} we then being in 35° 
25' Southern Latitude. After keeping the aforesaid course for about 60 miles, in the evening of the 19th we suddenly saw land, 
which we steered away from. On the 20th we found it to be a mainland coast extending South and North. We resolved to use our 
utmost endeavours to obtain some knowledge of this coast, which seemed to be a very good land, but could find no spot for 
conveniently landing owing to the surf and the heavy seas. On the 23rd both the Amsterdam and our ship lost an anchor each, 
since our cables were broken by the strong gale. We kept near the coast till the 28th of July, but owing to the violent storm could 
not effect a landing, so that we were forced to leave the land aforesaid, not without imminent danger of being thrown on it by the 
strong gale. 
On the 28th we sighted a cape of the said coast, off which we sounded in from 45 to 70 fathom, but shortly after we got no bottom, 
and in the evening the land was out of sight. 
On the 29th do. deeming ourselves to be in an open sea, we shaped our course north-by-east. At noon we were in 29° 32' S. Lat.; 
at night about three hours before daybreak, we again unexpectedly came upon a low-lying coast, a level, broken country with reefs 
all round it. We saw no high land or mainland, so that this shoal is to be carefully avoided as very dangerous to ships that wish to 
touch at this coast. It is fully ten miles in length, lying in 28° 46. 
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On the 2nd of August, the wind becoming contrary, we turned our course eastward at noon we again sighted a long stretch of land 
in Lat. 27° 40' South. We are all assured that this is the land which the ship Eendracht discovered and made in the year [*], and 
noways doubt that all the land they saw in 22, 23, 25 degrees, and which we sighted down to 33 degrees, is one uninterrupted 
mainland coast. 
[* Left blank.] 
When in 26° 20' we were in sight of the land, we had 8 degrees decreasing northwesterly variation of the compass. We then 
shaped our course north and north by west, which leaves it due north, if the variation is deducted. On the 29th of August we made 
the south-coast of Java, 60 miles to eastward of the western extremity of the said island, so that if you are near this South-land in 
23, 24 or 25 degrees S. Lat., and shape your course north by west, which deducting the variation is due north-north-west, you will 
strike the coast of Java [*] miles to eastward of its south-western extremity. Therefore, in order to have a fixed course from the 
Cape to Java, it is advisable to set sail from the Cape de bonne Esperance in June or July, and to run on an eastern course in 36 
and 37 degrees Southern Latitude, until you estimate yourself to have covered a thousand miles to eastward, after which you had 
better shape your course north and north by east, until you get into 26 or 27 degrees, thus shunning the shoal aforesaid which lies 
off the South-land in 28° 46'. 
[* Left blank.] 
When you have reached the 26th or 27th degree, run eastward until you come in sight of the South-land, and then, as before 
mentioned, from there hold your course north by west and north-north-west, and you are sure to make the western extremity of 
Java, as shown in the annexed small chart [*], which I have drawn up for the better assurance. This South-land, as far as we could 
judge, seems to be a very fair coast, but we found it impossible to land on it, nor have we seen any smoke or signs of inhabitants 
there; but further investigation is wanted on this point. 
[* Not forthcoming.] 
On the 25th of August we got into Sonda Strait... 
In the fortress of Jacatra, October 7, 1619. 
Your Worships' obedient servant 
FREDERICK HOUTMAN. 
{Page 16} 

C. 
Letter of Supercargo JACOB DEDEL to the Managers of the E.I.C., October 7, 1619. 
Worshipful Wise Provident Gentlemen, 
My last letter to you was dated May 20 last, in which I informed you of my arrival at Cabo de bonne Esperance..., where I found 
Commander Houtman... 
On the first of June I was ready to set sail for Bantam from Cabo de bonne Esperance but contrary winds prevented my putting to 
sea before June 8th, when I sailed in company with the Hon. Houtman, pursuant to a resolution of the Plenary Council. The ships 
were found to have nearly the same sailing powers, so that we constantly remained in each other's company. After having had 
plenty of westerly, south westerly and southerly winds in 35, 36 and 37 degrees Southern Latitude, with occasional stiff breezes, 
we safely made the required distance to eastward, and on the 19th of July last came upon the south-lands situated behind Java. 
We anchored in 14 fathom in 32½ degrees latitude, the bottom being level and hard; in full sight of the land the sea was 100 
fathom deep, the coast being steep and mountainous, the interior uniformly high, of which I append a map. We used our best 
endeavours to make a landing, which, however, could not conveniently be done owing to the steep coast, whereupon we resolved 
to run a little more north, where the coast seemed easier of access; but the wind steadily blowing very stiffly from the north under 
the land, and the tide coming in from the south, we spent a good deal of time in tacking, until a sudden squall from the west, which 
made the coast a lee-shore and made us lose one of our anchors, threatened to throw us on the coast. We then made all sail, and 
the wind coming round a little, we stood out to sea, not deeming it advisable to continue longer inshore in this bad weather with 
such large heavy ships and such costly cargoes as we had entrusted to our care, and with great peril to lose more precious time, 
but being contented with having seen the land which at a more favourable time may be further explored with more fitting vessels 
and smaller craft. We have seen no signs of inhabitants, nor did we always keep near the coast, since it formed large bays which 
would have taken up much time. Still we kept seeing the coast from time to time, until in 27 degrees we came upon the land 
discovered by the ship Eendracht, which land in the said latitude showed as a red, muddy coast, which according to the surmises 
of some of us might not unlikely prove to be gold-bearing, a point which may be cleared up in time. 
Leaving the 27th degree, we shaped our course north and north by west, until on the 19th of August we struck the island of Java 
70 miles to eastward of its western extremity...after which we arrived in Sunda Caleppe Strait on the 23rd of the same month... 

 
This 7th day of October, 1619. 
On board the ship Amsterdam at anchor before our fortress of Jacatra. 
Your Worships' Servant 
JACOB DEDEL. 

 

 
Houtman’s discovery first appeared on charts in the 1620’s, as here 
on this Hondius map of 1625 – the oldest known chart to show the 
west coast of Australia. (Commonwealth Bank Collection). 

5. The Recognition given the de Houtman story in the Netherlands 

 The de Houtman brothers are well recognised and commemorated in the Netherland, through 
monuments, plaques, names, etc. as the following examples show:- 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 Houtman monument - Houtman Park Gouda Gate House - Amsterdam 
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 Commemorative Stamp Commemorative coin 

 

   
 Houtman Quay - Amsterdam Frieze: Troppenmuseum - Amsterdam telling the story of the 1st Dutch Fleet. 

 Dr Howard Gray, Chairman, Batavia Coast Maritime Heritage Association 

ABORIGINAL STONE-WALLED INTERTIDAL FISH TRAP  INVESTIGATION 

Aboriginal stone-walled intertidal fish trap morphology, function and chronology investigated with 
high-resolution close-range Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) photogrammetry. Stone-walled 
intertidal fish traps surround the Australian coastline and are among the largest structures built by 
Indigenous Australians. 

Globally, fish traps are considered important elements in food production, domestication, 
territoriality and ceremonial landscapes, yet the level of detail in documentation is highly varied and 
scholarly fishtrap knowledge sparse. Comparative analysis is currently restricted by a lack of detail 
and reproducibility in recording, hindering analysis of morphology, function and chronology. 

In this study we employ high-resolution close-range UAV photogrammetry and a suite of spatial 
information analytical techniques to investigate the Kaiadilt Aboriginal stone-walled intertidal fish 
traps of Sweers Island, southern Gulf of Carpentaria, Australia. Tidal inundation modelling was 
undertaken to assess (1) fishtrap working range, (2) individual and simultaneous trap function, (3) 
seasonal functionality and (4) chronology based on function relative to sea-level history. Thirteen 
fish traps were identified in the study area, ranging from 38 m to 287 m in length. 

Flow accumulation indicates that shape and placement of fish traps reflects underlying topography. 
Inundation modelling shows that all fish traps operate most efficiently at present mean-sea level 
(PMSL), indicating construction in the last 3500 years. Quantitative recording techniques, analytical 
procedures and terminology developed in this study provide an opportunity to improve approaches 
to recording large-scale stone features and standardise documentation of stone-walled intertidal 
fishtrap sites. 

The complete article is available at:- https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030544031830222X 

Newport Harbour Panorama 

 
Taken from Fort Adams this is a section of Newport Harbour with Goat Island, the town of Newport is obscured by Goat Island. 

This is roughly where a line of British transports - including the Lord Sandwich (ex-Endeavour) - were scuttled during the Battle of Rhode Island in 1778. 
Photo by James Hunter 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030544031830222X
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 Whaling Conference  
A ‘Colonial and British Whaling Conference’ at the Maritime Museum of Tasmania  

planned for 6-7 May 2019 in Hobart, Tasmania, Australia. 

The keynote speech, “Collecting Leviathan”, with be presented by an international guest. 

Topics are:-  Colonial Australasian Whale and Seal Fishery; 

 British Southern Whale and Seal Fishery (BSWF); and 

 Other Southern Hemisphere Whale & Seal Fisheries inc. Modern Aust. Fishery 

Conference attendees will have the opportunity to view the State Library of Tasmania whale and 

seal fishery collections as well as a number of others collections which are still to be confirmed.  

Information and costs will shortly be available on the Conference website which will have links 

available from the BSWF website at: http://www.britishwhaling.org/. 

!! Contact Dale Chatwin at bswfdb@gmail.com for further information on paper submission. !! 

BOOK REVIEW - HISTORICAL ANTARCTIC SEALING INDUSTRY 

 
Antarctic fur seal (Arctocephalus gazella) bull with cows and pups, 

 South Georgia, drawn by Richard Laws (1952). 

 

HISTORICAL ANTARCTIC 

SEALING INDUSTRY 

Scott Polar Research Institute 
University of Cambridge 

 
Southern elephant seal (Mirounga leonina). The Beachmaster, drawn by 
Robert Murphy. From: Logbook for Grace. London: Robert Hale (1947). 

 

 

Occasional Publication Series 

2018 

This book, published on 21 June 2018 by the Scott Polar Research Institute, includes 16 papers 

and 3 appendices on the subject of Antarctic sealing. This principally involved fur seals 

(Arctocephalus species) and elephant seals (Mirounga leonina) although a very small proportion of 

other species were also taken. Sealing was the first of three major exploitative periods of the 

biological resources of the Southern Ocean. The earliest record of the industry is 1786 from 

London, Britain, and it persisted until 1922 when the last of the old-style sealers returned to New 

Bedford, United States. The beginnings of the modern, industrialised, Antarctic sealing industry 

overlapped this period by about a decade and all finished in 1965 when the last shore-based 

Antarctic whaling stations closed. 

Sealers made over 1000 Antarctic voyages, which are listed in an appendix.  They were nearly all 

from Australia, Britain, France, New Zealand, South Africa, and United States. Their crews made 

the earliest landings on, and were the earliest to winter in, Antarctic regions. Occasionally gangs of 

sealers spent several consecutive winters on one peri-Antarctic island. Thus, despite the sparse 

records surviving, their incidental contributions to exploration and discovery are major, although 

often underestimated. 
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The conference papers cover a comprehensive range of subjects by 22 authors from 10 countries.  

After an Editorial Preface they are:- 

1: Published Literature from Antarctic Sealers: First-hand Accounts, Robert Headland; 

2: Sealing in the Southern Oceans: Towards an Archaeological History, Michael Pearson; 

3: 19th Century Sealers’ Sites on Heard Island, Angela McGowan and Estelle Lazer; 

4: Antarctic Historical Sealing and Material Culture, Maria Ximena Senatore; 

5: Aboriginal Australians as Southern Oceans Mariners, Lynette Russell; 

6: Fur Seal Imports to Britain, 1800 – 1840: New Estimates in Context, Bjørn Basberg, Robert 

Burton, and Headland; 

7: From Shoes to Shawls: Utilization of ‘South Seas’ Fur Seal Pelts  in late 18th and early 19th 

Century England, Burton; 

8: The Wreck of the Norwegian Sealer Solglimt on sub-Antarctic Marion Island: John Cooper, 

Jaco Boshoff, Cathrine Harboe-Ree, and Tara Van Niekerk; 

9: Food and Feeding of Sealers on Livingston Island, South Shetland Islands, María Jimena 

Cruz; 

10: From the Antarctic to New England: Remembrance of Sealing and Sealers, Andrés 

Zarankin, Melisa Salerno, and Adrian Howkins; 

11: Survival and Science: Early Antarctic Explorers and Sealing, Ursula Rack; 

12: Labour and Capital in Antarctic Abattoirs, Ben Maddison; 

13: Antarctic Digital Public Archaeology, Fernanda Codevilla Soares, Raquel Caldas Nolasco, 

and Matheus Mota; 

14: Sealers Wintering in the South Shetland Islands, Headland; 

15: An early 19th century Sealers’ Structure at Yankee Harbour, Greenwich Island, South 

Shetland Islands, Ronald Lewis-Smith; 

16: Sustainable Utilization of Southern Elephant Seals: 20th Century South Georgia Sealing, 

Anthony Dickinson; 

A1: Peri-Antarctic Islands and the Southern Ocean Sealing Industries; and 

A2: Antarctic Sealing Voyages (1786 to 1922), Headland. 

A3: Contact information provided by author’s 

As well as the images in individual papers, there are 14 supplementary illustrations from a variety 

of historical and modern sources depicting sealers, seals, and sealing. Maps show the Southern 

Ocean, the peri-Antarctic islands, which are principal sealers sites, and Antarctica. Tabulations 

summarize economic, historical and geographical data. 

It is a 224 page (40 with colour) A4 volume with 92 illustrations, 17 maps, and 20 tables; card-

covered with ‘perfect binding’. Available from the Scott Polar Research Institute:  Lensfield Road, 

Cambridge, United Kingdom, CB2 1ER,  +44 (0) 1223 336540,  +44 (0) 1223 336549, 

 https//www.spri.cam.ac.uk. Generous grants towards the costs of publication were received 

which permit commercial distribution to be at GBP 25 a copy with postage of GBP 2 inland and 

GBP 6 abroad. 

Southern Ocean seals have been the subject of many conferences and symposia, but this is the 

first on the Antarctic historical sealing industry. 

Headland, R. K. (editor) 2018. 

Historical Antarctic Sealing Industry. Proceedings of an International Conference in Cambridge 

16-21 September 2016. 

Cambridge: Scott Polar Research Institute, Occasional Publication Series. 

ISBN: 978-0-901021-26-7 
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A Newsletter Needs News 

Contributions may be historical or newsworthy and on the theme of maritime history.  They 

may be short notes or articles with text about 100-1200 words with images where possible.  

Text may be edited and publication is at the discretion of the Editor. 

The deadline for the next Newsletter (Issue 149) is: 17 March 2019 

Thank you for your continued support. 
 


