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PREFACE 
This book has been many years in the making. The excavation which I directed from 1971-1975 was followed by 

a long period of research and documentation. In 1987, I decided not to delay publishing the excavation report and 
catalogue of artefacts any longer, but to combine these sections together with their archaeological interpretation in a 
book, leaving the ship's structure report until a later publication. The decision to publish the Batavia report in two parts 
was influenced by the fact that the reconstruction of the Batavia was unlikely to be fmished beforel989. All the section 
dealing with the ship's structure could not be fmalized until the completion of this project, it seemed expedient to press 
ahead with that part of the work which was ready for publication, to produce this book. After the completion of the 
reconstruction and research on the hull structure, a further volume will include a report on this as well as the coinage, 
the human skeletal material and the land-based archaeology, together with a historical review of the shipwreck, and other 
small matters that may have been missed in the flfst volume. 

The present book is divided into three parts: the excavation, the artefacts and the interpretation. The flfst pan is 
straightforward, being an account of the excavation and the techniques used for documenting and recording. Some of 
this work has been reported elsewhere (Green (1974, 1975 and 1980ii), Green and Baker (1976), Green and Pearson 
(1975) and Ingleman-Sundberg (1977)), but the section here describes the excavation in detail. 

The artefact catalogue is a more complex problem. For the purposes of classification, I have attempted to group 
artefacts together which would have had a natural association on board the ship. The merits and the drawbacks of this 
approach are discussed fully in the final section 'Archaeological sigrtificance of the artefacts'. I should point out, 
however, that where an item may have a number of different functions or purposes on board the ship, and thus belong 
to several different groups, I have tried to place it in the most obvious or relevant group. Readers are referred to the 
'Contents' pages for a detailed listing of the groups and the placing of artefacts within them and to the 'Archaeological 
significance of the artefacts' chapter for an explanation of these placings. 

In most cases the objects recorded in the catalogue are illustrated either by a line drawing or by a photograph. All the 
drawings are at a scale of 1:2 unless otherwise stated. The registration numbers prefixed with L'le letters 'BAT' refer to 
the object's registration number recorded on the object and on the master register in the Department of Maritime 
Archaeology at the Western Australian Maritime Museum. A few groups of material have not been illustrated because 
they are unsuilable or inappropriate as illustrations, the bricks, for example; in other cases (the beardman masks and 
medallions) the complete collection has been illustrated to show the range and diversity. 

The chapter 'Archaeological significance of the artefacts' discusses the complexity of classifying material from a 
wreck site that has a large historical documenlation. An account is given of the lists that were used by the administra­
tion of the V.O.C. to specify the materials loaded on board their ships, examining their relevance to maritime 
archaeological excavation work. The items that have special significance to the documentary evidence are discussed and, 
finally, some conclusions are drawn about the research in general. 

I have found Henrietla Drake-Brockman's book Voyage to Disaster (Drake-Brockman, 1966) extremely useful in 
the course of this work, especially the translations ofPelsaert's Journal by E.D. Drok, which appear in it However, all 
the translations have been examined and compared against an original copy of the manuscript of Pelsaert's Journal. 

I have typeset this book myself using a Macintosh SE computer and a Laser Writer Plus. The original text was typed 
using Microsoft Word 1.03 and then typeset using Page Maker 3. Statistical work utilized Slats View 512+1>1 and 
Microsoft Excel and charts from these applications were pasted, via the clipboard, directly into the typeset texl. 

The views and opinions are those of the author, except where others are cited. 
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THE EXCAVATION OF THE BATAVIA 

The site 
Introduction 

In the early hours of the morning of the fourth of Iune 
1629, the V.O.C. relolUscropBalavia, foundered on a reef 
of the treacherous HOUlman Abrolhos, about 65 km off the 
coast of Western Australia. Although no lives were lost in 
the wreckage itself, the shipwreck was a prelude to an 
extraordinary tragedy. Shortly after the disaster, the com­
mander, Francisco Pelsaert, made a critical decision. 
Abandoning the 70 people who still remained on the vessel 
- by this time breaking up in thunderous surf - Pelsaert 
took the ship's longboat and departed, ostensibly in search 
of water. He was accompanied by all the senior ranking 
officers, some crew and passengers - a party of 48 in all. 
Left behind were 198 survivors who'd struggled to two 
waterless islands close by, as well as the unfortunates still 
on board. Pelsaert' s group made a fruitless search for water 
as they sailed north along the mainland coasl, finally 
making their way to Batavia, to obtain help. Their voyage 
lasted 33 days. On arrival, the high boatswain was exe­
cuted, on Pelsaert's indictment, for outrageous behaviour 
prior to the loss of the ship. The skipper, Adrien Iacobsz 
was arrested, again on Pelsaert's word, for negligence. 
Seven days after he'd reached Batavia, Pelsaert was dis­
patched in the jacht Sardam, by Governor General Coen, 
to effect a rescue. They met with extraordinary bad luck, 
and it lOOk 63 days to return to the wreck site, almost 
double the period of the voyage by the ship's boat to 
Batavia. Arriving back at theislands he'd deserted, PeIsaert 
discovered that mutiny and a terrible massacre had taken 
place. Led by the undermerchanl, Ieronimus Cornelisz, a 
group of mutineers had massacred 125 men, women and 
children. After arresting the ringleaders, PeIsaert set up a 
court on the islands where the mutineers were tried and 
some of them executed. Whilst the lengthy trials were 
taking place, Pelsaert diligently set about recovering the 
chests of specie and other valuable items from the wreck, 
using divers from GujaraL 

When the Sardam finally returned lO Batavia, some of 
the other offenders, who already for their deeds had been 
flogged, keelhauled and dropped from the yard-arm, were 
then executed- Df316people who had sailed from Amster­
dam aboard the Balavia, only 116 survived. 

For the V.D.C., the shipwreck of the Batavia only 
compounded what had already proven to be a financially 
disastrous year. The cargo was valued at n. 259888.11.4, 
of which n. 4()()()() - 45000 was lost. However, this new 
retourschip was the third loss of the l628 fleet. The 
's Gravenhage had been disabled just after leaving the 
Netherlands and was forced to unload for repairs and a 
major refit. The Wapen van Enckhuisen blew up off Sierra 
Leone with only 57 survivors. They were picked up by the 
Leiden, which itself lost over 170 through sickness on the 
outward voyage. In this cloud of misfortune, the wreck of 
the Batavia thus soon passed into obscurity. Tasman was 
instructed in 1644 to locate the wreck site and recover the 
bronze cannon, but he did not reach the Abrolhos. 

In 1647, an account of the disaster was published by 
Ian Iansz, entitled Ongeluckige Voyagie van' t Schip Bata-

via. This ran to a number of reprints as well as to pirated 
editions. Even in the 18th century, the events of tbe 
Batavia incident were not completely forgotten: van Dam 
(in 1701) recounts the story, as does Valentijn in 1724-26. 
There was even an English account of the loss, albeit the 
author was somewhat confused and put the wreck in the 
Brazilian Abrolhos. 

In 1840, Lieutenant Lort Stokes and Commander 
I.Wickham visited the Abrolhos in H.M.S.Beagle, as part 
of an early survey of the Western Australian coast. During 
the expedition, they identified, correcUy, the site of the loss 
of the V.D .C. ship Zuwijk which was wrecked in the 
Southern Abrolhos in 1727. However, they erroneously 
identified the very southern end of the Abrolhos, as the site 
where the Batavia was lost. In the early 1960s, Henrielta 
Drake-Brockman, a Western Australian historian, who 
had studied a translation of PeIsaert's Journal, suggested 
that the wreck site lay further to the north, in the Wallabi 
Group of the Abrolhos. In 1963, the wreck site was localed 
on Morning Reef, in the Wallabi Group. 

Since the discovery of the wreck site, a number of 
expeditions have been made to the Batavia. In 1963, the 
frrst major expedition recovered three bronze and one 
composite cannon, two astrolabes, some coins and ce­
ramic material. In 1964, the State Government enacted 
legislation to protect this and other historic wrecks on the 
coast. This legislation was amended twice, its final form 
being the Maritime Archaeology Act, 1973. In 1972, the 
Australian Netherlands Agreement on Did Dutch Ship­
wrecks was signed, whereby the Netherlands Govern­
men~ as successors to lIle V.O.C., transferred any rights 
that they might claim, to the Australian Government. The 
Western Australian Museum was recognized in the Acts, 
as the body responsible for the archaeological excavation 
and study of these sites. Theflrstmajor Batavia excavation 
mounted by the Museum, commenced in 1972. From that 
beginning, theBatavia programme has developed into one 
of the largest and most ambitious maritime archaeological 
projects undertaken by the Western Australian Museum. 
In four seasons of field-work, the stem section of the ship 
was completely excavated, leaving a small seclion of the 
bow area of the sile unexcavated, for study at some point 
in the future. 

This report describes the excavation and the methods 
used. It should be emphasized that this was one of the first 
excavations undertaken by the Department of Maritime 
Archaeology and many of the techniques used were pio­
neered on this site. Additionally, it should be noted that the 
site is far from ideal for carrying out detailed and exacting 
archaeological recording. It is extremely exposed and" 
often dangerous to work. The weather and sea conditions 
are impossible to predict with certainty. therefore, there 
was never any guarantee that on the following day one 
would be able to work on the site. The ratio of days one 
could dive to days when it was impossible to dive was quite 
low (1:3). A considerable amount of archaeology was 
achieved in spite of these difficulties. 
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Figure 2. Map of the Wallabi Group of the Houtman Abrolhos showing the Batavia wreck site. 

The wreck site 
The Batavia wreck site is located on Morning Reef in 

the Wallabi Group of the Houunan Abrolhos (Fig. I), a 
series of islets and reefs lying between latiludes 28°14' S 
and 29° 00' S and longitudes 113° 35' E and 114° 04' E, 
about 65 km from the mainland of Western Australia. 
There are four groups of islands within the Abrolhos: 
(starting from the north) North Island, Wallabi Group, 
Easter Group and Pelsaert Group. They represent the 
southern-most, well-developed coral reef in the Indian 
Ocean. The islands were formed on reef, coral shingle or 
lagoonallimestones laid down in the sea-level highs of the 
Pleistocene Inter-glacial (Beard and Burns, 1976). The 
Abrolhos were flfSt sighted by Frederile de Houtman 
(whose name they bear) in 1619 in the ship Dordrecht: 
' ... at night about three hours before day-break, we again 
unexpectedly came upon a low-lying coast, a level broken 
country with reefs all around 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 this coast. It is 
fully ten mijlen in length,l ying in 28° 46' lalitude' (Heeres, 
1899). As mentioned previously, the Houtman Abrolhos 
was extensively surveyed by Lieutenant Lort Stokes and 
Commander Wickham in H.M.S. Beagle in 1840, when 
most of the islands and features were named. 

• 
3 

There is a systematic, annual weather pattern. In sum­
mer, the predominant wind is southerly, with a 40% fre­
quency of Beaufort Force 5-6. Winter is characterized by 
variable winds with a small number(2%) of Beaufort Force 
8-12 gales. Spring is also variable with mild winds, see 
Australian Pilot Vol. 5 (Hydrographer of the Navy, 1972). 
The tidal range in the Abrolhos is about 0.8 m, and is 
strongly affected by wind and barometric pressure. Thus, a 
34 millibaraunosphericpressurechangecan causea differ­
ence in the sea-level of about 0.3 m (Australian Govern­
ment Publishing Service, 1976). Cyclones are commonly 
expected in this area between January and March. Three 
cyclones were experienced during the four seasons of work 
on the site, none of which caused serious damage, the only 
difficulty was to secure a mooring for the workboat. 

The greatest problem posed by working on the Baravia 
site or, for that matter, any wreck on the exposed reefs of 
Western Australia, is that of the swell. The dominant and 
consistent seasonal movement of swell is from the south· 
west These swells are generated far out in the Indian Ocean 
by the movement of frontallIoughs, and by high pressure 
systems moving east in lower lalitudes. The swell is com­
prised of a series of sharp waves wilh a distance bel ween the 
peaks of about 100 m. The amplitude of the wave is slight 



I 
11 
11 
'I 

1' 

.,:,.~: ........ Ia 

; W~~P __ 0 

\\ ocJ 

\
~_'. v 

OQ 
~~ ... _.,_.I -_._..., .... 

( _. ..-

I ; ~ . ~ 0 BalaYia 

e-...._._ ...... ' ... IIM .... - _ ... , ""'"--..... , ~".,.., 

o 

( 

, 

('~ 

o 
Localily Ptan 

\ 
Ott .. 

\:1 \ 
't o ., '\ 
" '( ....... 

T 

I ..... 

~M' 

w. 

11 .. _111: a..o ..... _ • .-; .. ,. 
_.' ..... D ... ·_t 
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Figure 4. Beacon Island showing the Western Australian Museum field station in the foreground and various flshennen's houses, 
in Lhe background is Morning Reef and the wreck site. 

(c. 1-2 m), but as they approach the rising seabed, the 
amplitude increases until, in shallow water, the creststartS 
to break. It tends to build up over a number of days, from 
flat calm and almost imperceptible swell, to swells more 
than 10 m in height with breaking crests. As the swell 
builds up, the breaking of the wave occurs progressively 
further away from the reef. Thus, the danger for the 
workboat of being swamped on its mooring, gradually 
increases. There, also, appears to be a shorHenn periodic 
increase in wave amplitude. Thus, in a few hours, a group 
of three or four 'larger than nonnal' waves are often 
experienced. The use of two mooring points, 50 m and 75 
m from thesite,enabled theworkboat to operate on the site 
in both rough and calm conditions. If the swell was greater 
than 6 m in height or if it was breaking close to the vessel, 
diving operations were tenninated. Curiously, there was 
little danger to the di vers on the seabed, even when the sea 
was breaking overhead. At all times, the diver's air supply 
hoses acted as a safety line. Even in the event of a free 
diver being driven onto the reef, the depth over the reef 
was such that one could swim into calmer water on top of 
the reef, where the waves would have dissipated. 

The wreck site lies about 800 m east from the south­
west corner of Morning Reef, some lOOm from the top of 
the reef. Access to the site from Beacon Island was either 
by the workboat, through Goss Passage, or in small boats 
across the inside reef, lagoon area and through the break 
in the reef to the east of the site (Fig. 3). 

5 

Beyond the main site, in the lagoon shallolVs on the 
inside of the reef, is an area about 500 m long by about 
200 m wide where material from the wreck has been 
driven by stonns. For the purposes of this text, this area 
will be referred to as the 'inside reef site'. Depths here 
range from 0.5 to 2 m and artefacts consist of large 
numbers offragmentsof stoneware, bricks, some remnants 
of chain plates and occasional coins. 

The main site, outside the reef, is about 50 m long and 
15 m wide. At the north end of the site, closest to the reef, 
are three large anchors, and a fourth lies 78 m further 
north in the shallows on top of the reef. 

Along the western side of the site, twenty-one iron, 
five bronze and two composite cannons were located 
when the site was first discovered in 1963. Prior to the 
start of the Museum's first excavation season, three iron, 
one composite and all five of the bronze cannon had been 
raised. A group of four anchors were located about the 
mid-point, on the east side of the wreck site. Slightly to 
the south of these anchors, across the site, was a pile of 
distinctively shaped building blocks. 

The sile lies in a shallow depression in the reef, at the 
south end of which there was a noticeable drop, some I-
2 m from the seabed-level. At the north end, there is no 
noticeable depression. On the initial site inspection, at the 
beginning of the first season, there were no small arte­
facts apart from a few bricks. The only obvious signs of 
wreck were the cannon, anchors and building blocks. 
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Figure 6. A lifting sheerlegs on Beacon Island being used to lift the composite CBnIlon off Ihe 
portable trolley. 

Tbe racilities 
Beacon Island was to be the base for the excavation, 

and here a small house was constructed to accommodate 
six people, with a workshop, storage shed and a small 
darkroom built nearby. A 1.5 kw diesel generator was 
used to provide lighting, and to operate power tools, an 
arc welder and a freezer. A stand-by 0.75 kw petrol 
generator was available in case of breakdown of the main 
unit. As there was no fresh water available on !he island, 
three large catchment tanks with a total capacity of 
10,000 liues were used to collect rainwater from the roofs 
of the buildings in the winter rainy season. Since the 
excavation seasons took place in the rainless summer, 
water restrictions were necessary. 

7 

A jetty was built from !he north-east end of !he island, 
next to !he field station, out to a deep-water passage. This 
allowed the large workboat to unload directly onto the 
island, and enabled the island supply boat and other big 
vessels to come alongside to be loaded with heavy mate· 
rial. To this end. a davit wi!h a lifting capacity ofaboutO.5 
tonne was constructed on the end of the jetty for loading 
and unloading from the boats. Radio communications 
were established with the mainland coastal radio stations, 
and messages could be sentei!her as telegrams on !he small 
ships' frequencies or via a radio telephone frequency link 
with Perth. 














































































































































































































































































































































































































































