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Guardians of the colony: nineteenth-century military
travellers in the Dutch East Indies
Rick Honings

Leiden University Centre for the Arts in Society (LUCAS), Leiden, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
In the nineteenth century, many men left for the Dutch East Indies
in military service. Their task was to maintain order and fight
“rebels”. Dutch soldiers were part of the occupying force that saw
to it that the population was kept under control. At a time when
Dutch authority had not yet been established everywhere in the
Indonesian archipelago, they had an important task. To what
extent did this military mission determine their perspective? This
article focuses on the texts of three soldiers: Maurits Ver Huell,
Nikolaas Willem Schmal and Dirk Hendrik Kolff. All three visited
the Indies in the early nineteenth century and each published a
travelogue about their experiences. This article illustrates how the
task that Dutch military travellers had influenced their
representation of the indigenous people. It additionally addresses
the question of the extent to which they represented their
military presence as a form of violent occupation.

KEYWORDS
Colonial travel writing; Dutch
East Indies; military
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“There ought to be a steel soul in a metal body, to withstand all the disasters that afflict the
soldier in the Dutch East Indies”, Dutch ex-soldier Nikolaas Willem Schmal (1796–1837)
stated in his book De reis van onderofficieren en soldaten naar de Oost-Indiën (The journey
of non-commissioned officers and soldiers to the East Indies, 1832, ii).1 Born in 1796,
Schmal married Helena Renaud in 1820, and started a family with her. Three daughters
were born to them in five years’ time. Schmal became a second lieutenant with the cuiras-
siers (mounted cavalry soldiers), and was stationed in Haarlem. In 1829 he left for the Dutch
East Indies on board the Aurora. Holding an officer’s rank, as a lieutenant with the volunteer
hunters, Schmal could take his family with him. He was in all likelihood dispatched to the
colony in connection with the then on-going Java War (1825–1830), between the Dutch
colonial government and indigenous Javanese “rebels” led by the Islamic Prince Diponegoro
(cf. Bossenbroek 2020). Once arrived on Java, Schmal was initially appointed second, and
subsequently, first lieutenant with the mounted volunteer hunters (cf. Honings 2021).

Schmal’s wife Helena must have been pregnant when she left the Netherlands: on 30
June 1830, in Semarang (Central Java), she gave birth to a son they named Willem. Four
months after the delivery she returned to the Netherlands with her four children. Had Mrs
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Schmal weakened in the colony, was she ill, or was it on account of her child? In any case,
disaster struck during their voyage. Six months after his birth, on 14 December 1830, the
little boy died, and three months to the day later, his mother Helena also passed away, at
the age of 36. Both were buried at sea. A month later, on 12 April 1831, the ship carrying
the three motherless girls reached the fatherland. Apprised of his wife’s death, Schmal
requested and almost immediately received an honourable discharge, at which he
sailed back to the Netherlands, where he arrived late December 1831.

In 1832 Schmal established himself as a bookseller in Zierikzee (Zeeland). That same
year he published the book De reis van onderofficieren en soldaten naar de Oost-Indiën,
which conveys how he experienced his stay in the colony. In his eyes, the Indies were
wrongly depicted as a land of opportunity. Soldiers doing their military service there
would have a “wretched time”. Schmal’s publication was intended to give those consider-
ing going an idea of the “disasters” awaiting them. He did not mean to deter – after all,
“the colonies require troops” – but to tell the “truth” (Schmal 1832, 1, 3).

In the early nineteenth century, many Dutch men left for the colony to do their military
service and become a member of the Koninklijk Nederlandsch-Indisch Leger (KNIL, the
Royal Netherlands East Indies Army), which had been formed by royal decree on 14 Sep-
tember 1814 and was active until 1950 (cf. van de Loo 2022). It is important to underline
that the KNIL was never exclusively Dutch: it included many European soldiers of other
nationalities (mainly German) and also many Eurasian and indigenous soldiers (cf.
Groen et al. 2021). Its task was to maintain order and, if necessary, fight indigenous
“rebels”. Soldiers were part of the occupying force that was to keep the population in
check. At a time when Dutch rule did not yet extend to all parts of the Indonesian archi-
pelago, theirs was an important task: they were the “guardians” of the colony. Yet to this
day, the perspective of the military traveller in the Dutch East Indies has received but
scant attention. The decolonisation period has been covered (Oostindie 2015) but the
experiences of nineteenth-century soldiers have been little examined.

This article highlights, in chronological order, three Dutch military men who visited the
Dutch East Indies in the early nineteenth century and published travel accounts of their
experiences. Although there were also Eurasians and Indonesians in the Dutch colonial
army, no travel stories by them have survived, as far as is known. The three travel texts
that are the focus of this article were written by three white Dutchmen, which means
that they inevitably contain a European perspective. In the first place there is Maurits
Ver Huell, who arrived in Batavia in 1816. The discussion will then turn to the travelogue
by N.W. Schmal, who we have already met, and finally to the account by Dirk Hendrik
Kolff, who traversed Celebes (present-day Sulawesi) and the Moluccas. All three held
high military ranks: Ver Huell was commander of the Admiraal Evertsen, Schmal was a lieu-
tenant with the mounted volunteer hunters while Kolff was a first lieutenant-at-sea. Only
Schmal elaborated in his text on what ordinary servicemen had to endure. How did the
soldiers’ mission affect their conception of the local population, and to what extent did
they represent the Dutch presence as (violent) occupation?

Colonialism and violence

In 2018 Violence, Colonialism and Empire in the Modern World appeared, edited by Philip
Dwyer and Amanda Nettelbeck. This edited volume is a good starting point for an analysis
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of military travel accounts. In their introduction, the editors stress that violence was an
essential element of any form of colonialism. Obviously, there was front-line violence:
fights were frequently waged to colonise or control areas, often using modern weaponry
against a technologically underdeveloped adversary. But there was also more mundane
violence, which included exclusion, corporal punishment and (sexual) exploitation,
termed “the sin of the settler” by historian Elizabeth Elbourne (Dwyer and Nettelbeck
2018, 9). And there was a symbolic dimension to colonial violence: it meant to marginalise
indigenous populations in a political sense. Where colonial violence differed from the vio-
lence of an ordinary war was in its intended aim and effect: it was used to gain power over
other people and to rule them based on a notion of supposed racial and cultural super-
iority (Dwyer and Nettelbeck 2018, 15).

Dwyer and Nettelbeck point to a strange, fundamental paradox in how Europeans con-
ducted themselves in the colonies. On the one hand, their self-image was characterised by
a discourse of advancement, modernity and humanity. On the other, colonial reality was
rife with all kinds of violence and cruelties. It is remarkable how various humanitarian
attainments that had taken hold across nineteenth-century Europe under the influence
of the Enlightenment, including an aversion to corporal punishment (Nettelbeck 2018),
were never, or hardly ever, thought pertinent to the situation in the colonies. The
editors observe a “disconnect between the rhetoric of a liberal empire, which included
wide-spread expressions of humanitarian concern for Indigenous peoples, and the colo-
nial violence that took place on the ground”. Such violence was variously legitimised, in
particular as constituting preparations indispensable to a beneficial civilising mission, a
duty to promote modernity, combat injustice and repression and guarantee peace and
safety (Dwyer and Nettelbeck 2018, 5, 15).

Another strategy to legitimise violence, Richard N. Price stresses, was to represent
the colonial “Other” as cruel and dangerous, which justified a Western counter-reaction:
it was “crucial to justifying, even proving, a racial order of essential, inborn difference”
(Price 2018, 29; cf. Boehmer 2005, 21–22). The “other” was dehumanised. Fear of
“hostile” indigenous people determined for a large part how Westerners conducted
themselves, even in travel texts. The coloniser made it appear as if violence was not
something that the colonial project in essence stood for; it was collateral damage, a
requisite side-effect of bringing peace. The hunter thus heaped all the blame on his
prey, Price argues (2018, 41).

At the same time, the use of violence on the part of the West was often covered up.
Elizabeth Mjelde points to the “picturesque discourse” prevalent in the nineteenth
century. In depictions of the colony, such as drawings and paintings, even when made
by soldiers who were confronted with violence on a daily basis, traces of this violence
were usually left out. Instead, illustrators would represent the colony as a romanticised
painting: without exception, the pictures show beautiful landscapes. In this manner,
the West’s military presence was minimalised (Mjelde 2018, 54, 67, 69). While Mjelde
does not mention her, her own conclusion in fact tallies with the insights gained by
Mary Louise Pratt, who in her book Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation
(1992) discusses the “aestheticisation” of the landscape as a common rhetorical strategy
of nineteenth-century colonial travellers (Pratt 2008, 197). The question remains whether
the travelogues by the three Dutch soldiers will reveal similar phenomena.
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A nature-loving soldier: Maurits Ver Huell

Naval officer Quirijn Maurits Rudolph (Maurits) Ver Huell (1787–1860) (Figure 1) published
his Herinneringen van eene reis naar de Oost-Indiën (Memories of a journey to the East
Indies, 1835–1836) in two volumes. His work has received a relatively good deal of atten-
tion these past years: a modern, annotated edition of his text as well as a biography have
seen the light, for instance (Van Fraassen and Klapwijk in Ver Huell 2008; Van Fraassen
2008). Ver Huell was born into a noble family in Zutphen in 1787. He was multi-talented:
he was a (travel) writer, draughtsman, watercolourist and a collector of natural history
objects. At a young age, he joined the navy, where he quickly made a career for
himself: from midshipman third class in 1803 to lieutenant-at-sea second class in 1807.
That same year he travelled to the Dutch East Indies, but his ship was stopped by
English troops off the coast of Brazil. Ver Huell spent two and a half years awaiting the
moment he could return to the Netherlands, in 1810.

Figure 1. Portrait of Quirijn Maurits Rudolph Ver Huell at age 25 as a naval officer. Collection Museum
Arnhem.
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In 1815 he sailed once more to the Indies, and this time successfully so. In Batavia, he
was appointed first officer of the ship-of-the-line Admiraal Evertsen, which was part of a
squadron that had been dispatched to the Indies to take over control of the colony fol-
lowing the English “interregnum” (1811–1816). In 1817 he was even made commander
of the ship, after the death of the captain-at-sea. Ver Huell would remain in the Indies
until 1819. That year, his ship, en route for the Cape of Good Hope, sank off the island
of Diego Garcia, in the Indian Ocean. He himself narrowly escaped death, but his personal
belongings, including his natural history collection, were swallowed up by the sea.

Ver Huell writes in great detail about his adventures in the Dutch East Indies in his
memories. But he also made over a 100 watercolours, which have all been reproduced
in colour in the modern edition of his text (Ver Huell 2008, 497–592). In the first
volume of his Herinneringen Ver Huell describes his experiences in the Moluccas, where
a bloody uprising broke out shortly after his arrival. In 1817, riots broke out on the
island of Saparua. It led to an uprising in which Fort Duurstede, where the Dutch resident
was holed up with his family, was stormed and everyone was killed. The uprising then
spread to other Moluccan islands. In response, the Dutch sent a few hundred soldiers
to the region. By the end of 1817, Saparua as well as the other islands had completely
been brought back under Dutch control.

As part of the Dutch forces, Ver Huell sailed there on the Evertsen to help restore peace.
Once this had been achieved and he had also explored the Moluccas, he had time to
travel around Java, where he took trips to such places as Surabaya, Batavia, Buitenzorg,
Puncak Pass and Lake Telaga Warna. As said, Ver Huell was a collector – but a scientist’s
mind he had not. He described the tropical scenery in a lyrical, aestheticising way (cf. Pratt
2008, 197), elaborating on how it affected him. Already in the introduction to his mem-
ories, he writes about the “luxuriant wealth of nature; those dense impenetrable
forests, where the palms raise their graceful crests; those vast, lovely green rice fields;
that clear sky, whose azure is tempered by the rising smoke of the proud volcanoes”.
He represents Ambon and its environs as a paradisical garden with thousands of
flowers, colourful butterflies, babbling brooks, bubbling waterfalls, rustling palm trees,
green hills and “balsamic, heart-warming” scents. The tastiest fruits grow on the trees.
He saw incredible things, such as a luminous tree which appeared to be covered with
thousands of glow worms that spread an enchanting blue light (Ver Huell 2008, 93,
227). Whilst these aestheticising descriptions do not exactly typify the military perspec-
tive, the effect of his manner of representing the Indies as a paradise does: it legitimised
the Dutch annexation (cf. Straver 2015, 34).

Ver Huell’s text reveals a physico-theological worldview: he found the manifestation of
God and evidence of God’s omnipotence in nature (cf. Van Fraassen and Klapwijk in Ver
Huell 2008, 65). He marvelled at the most amazing animal species in the Moluccas. He
found that there were also “stick leaves” besides stick insects, which he took for evidence
of God’s grandeur. One animal protected the other: “Is this not a link in the great chain of
creation, which binds the transition from the plant to the animal kingdom in a soft and
adorable melding?” (Ver Huell 2008, 233). This worldview also emerges from his descrip-
tion of the view from the volcano Gunung Api near the Banda Islands. Ver Huell travelled
to these islands to take over control from the English. In the middle of a moon-lit night, he
climbed the volcano:
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The horizon could be seen more clearly against the sky; and soon, a spectacle opened up
before us, so sublime and awe-inspiring that no mortal may describe it, and where even
the glowing words of an Eastern poet are powerless. Filled with holy reverence for God’s
grandeur, we sat down on the lava lumps in silent admiration. The dawn strove to outstrip
the glowing chariot of the sun; and like an immensely great curtain it passed over the
entire sky in rosy glow, extinguishing the light of the moon, and of the twinkling stars.
(Ver Huell 2008, 178)

Ver Huell gazed down on the azure-coloured ocean with its islands “shrouded in silver
clouds of dew”. Gazing should be understood here as a form of appropriation. In Ver
Huell’s case this was also literally true: after the English interregnum, the island came
into Dutch possession again. Ver Huell underlined this as he placed the Dutch tricolour
on the summit: “Long did our flag flutter on the volcano, though it eventually disinte-
grated on account of the sulphur fumes” (Ver Huell 2008, 179, 182).

Not out of bloodthirstiness

In this section we will focus on Ver Huell’s representations of the Dutch military presence
and the indigenous peoples of the colony. His mission started with the arrival, on 17 May
1817, of a frantic note from Mrs Van den Berg – the wife of Johannes Rudolph van den
Berg, resident of the island of Saparua – saying that a riot had broken out and that the
“Indians” were murdering all Europeans. Her husband, who had sought refuge in an
old fort of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), was in a precarious position and
would become a victim if no help was forthcoming (Ver Huell 2008, 201).

In order to rein in the “furious islanders” and recapture the fort the Dutch dispatched a
small war fleet to Saparua, which included Ver Huell’s ship. He described in great detail
the front-line violence with which the Dutch tried to crush the revolt, which had also
spread to other islands. An initial attempt led by Major Pieter Jacob Beetjes to land at
the coast of Saparua, in May 1817, failed as the “Indians”, hidden in the forests, attacked
the Dutch soldiers, shooting at them with looted guns. Panicking, the Dutch tried to flee
but could not: the wind drove the ships seaward. The coast was strewn with dead bodies:
“Many were standing to their necks in the sea, and were even there pursued by the furious
Indians. Despairing, they advanced; but soon assaulted from all sides, they shared the
same fate”. Major Beetjes himself, who had misjudged the situation according to Ver
Huell and had gone ashore at an unstrategic point, “fell in the rebels’ murderous fray”
(Ver Huell 2008, 210–212, 217).

The Dutchmen were stunned they had been beaten by an opponent who was militarily
and technologically inferior. This first expedition having failed, they then tried negotiating
with the “rebels”. A faithful raja (indigenous king) was sent to persuade them to surrender
but they refused, threatening that they “would teach those white pigs to change their
tune”. According to the raja, the number of “mutineers” grew by the day (Ver Huell
2008, 214). Thereupon, the fighting resumed. The Dutch soldiers recaptured the old
fort in early August 1817. From there, various nearby villages were once more placed
under colonial rule. The enemies’ resistance was stubborn. There were traps everywhere.
They dug pits, with sharp bamboo spikes pointing up in them. They stretched wires; a
soldier walking into them would set off a gun. They also fastened young, bendy tree
trunks to the ground with strong ropes and covered them with leaves. If anyone
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bumped into the rope, the tree jerked loose, overturning everyone and everything around
it (Ver Huell 2008, 272, 291–292).

At no point in his text does Ver Huell query the legitimacy of the Dutch violence.
He repeatedly mentions the “legal” authority of the Dutch, which has to be enforced.
Brutalities are not concealed. Ver Huell makes no secret of the Dutch troops’ heavy-
handedness: village after village was set on fire. “Mohammedan” villages in particular
were consigned to the flames; Christian churches were spared. Hundreds of people,
including many women and children, fled and wandered hungry and uprooted
through the forests. The Dutch occasionally chose to employ a different tactic to
punish the insurgents, ostensibly to oblige the indigenous auxiliary troops: “In
order, also, to appease the pillaging auxiliaries, a plunder was allowed for
24 hours”. Not only troops from Ternate and Tridore took part; so did Dutch soldiers,
who hunted for poultry and goats with which they prepared lavish feasts (Ver Huell
2008, 263, 271, 280–281).

The indigenous “rebels” were punished severely. The worst “scamps” were shot on the
spot: “Twenty-three of them were ordered to kneel down, to pray, and were at once shot
to kingdom come!” According to Ver Huell, this was strict but fair practice since they had
flouted all attempts to bring them to their senses (Ver Huell 2008, 272, 308). It served as a
deterrent:

Forsooth, this punitive action has made its influence felt on all the still rebellious people, and
much blood has been spared, since the notion of submission is now more and more taking
root in them. It had therefore been a dear obligation to set a fearsome example and since
strict righteousness was observed in the doing, they became convinced that this war
against them was not waged out of bloodthirstiness but to win them back from their
error. (Ver Huell 2008, 273)

Thomas Matulessy was the leader of the Moluccan “rebels”. He is a national hero in Indo-
nesia, where he is called Pattimura Muda (Young Magnanimous Commander). The airport
and Ambon Universitas Pattimura have been named after him. According to Ver Huell, he
was approximately 34 years old and “tall in stature, thin in appearance, with a sinister
look, which, however, did not have much in the way of expression or ingenuity”. On
the eve of his execution Ver Huell visited him in his cell, where he found him in
prayer – Matulessy was a Christian. The following morning his verdict was read and
carried out. Together with three other men he was sentenced to be hanged. In Matu-
lessy’s case, it was determined that his body was to be hung in an iron cage by way
of caution (Ver Huell 2008, 289, 307).

Seemingly unafraid, Matulessy walked onto the scaffold, was given the “fateful noose”
around his neck, greeted the judges in a composed voice and “plunged into eternity”.
Thus ended this “tragedy”, as Ver Huell called it. In his text he makes it appear as if he
regretted the violence. As said, it was, in Ver Huell’s opinion, not bloodthirsty warmonger-
ing that drove the Dutch. After all, they represented the “voice of peace”, Ver Huell said,
and should be seen as a “philanthropic” peacekeeping force whose goal was to calm the
“fierce naked hordes” (Ver Huell 2008, 266).

Once the enemy had been defeated, peace would be restored and the colony
would revert to its essential, idyllic (nature) state, Ver Huell believed. Bullets would
be replaced by butterflies, the scaffold by rustling palms and the smell of gunpowder
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by “balsamic” fragrances. It is striking to see that this picturesque textual discourse is
also expressed in the more than 100 watercolours that Ver Huell made of the Indies.
Using bright colours, he especially captured the overwhelming natural beauty of the
Indies archipelago: vistas of waterfalls, sunsets, waringin and palm trees, and volca-
noes. He also painted ruins and Dutch ships against a background of green moun-
tains. And, in addition, there are his watercolours of butterflies and flowers. Chris
F. van Fraassen and Pieter Jan Klapwijk (in Ver Huell 2008, 42, 46–47) have correctly
observed that the watercolours show the Indies at its most favourable. Ver Huell’s pic-
tures of the Indies are greatly aestheticised, much like the drawings analysed by Eli-
zabeth Mjelde (2018). Traces of colonial violence, suppression, conflict and war are
not shown, or are concealed. Military forts are assimilated into the landscape. The
kora-kora of the fleet of Ternate and Tridore are so exotic that they are barely recog-
nisable as warships.

Only in a few of Ver Huell’s watercolours is something of the bloodshed and fighting
perceptible. Yet these too do not convey a realistic image since the painter highlights the
valour of the Dutch. Even in such a violent scene as the execution of a rebel leader, it is the
tropical landscape and Dutch flags that attract most attention. The convict is painted
small, in the background. He is still alive. Not one of the pictures has any casualties in
it; blood, severed heads or burning villages are nowhere to be seen, not even in a water-
colour with the raid on the villages Ullath and Ouw on Saparua. Instead, it depicts Dutch
supremacy: hundreds of soldiers dressed in blue coats, white trousers and carrying guns
take on a few primitive, naked “Indians” (Figure 2). Ver Huell wanted to show the West’s
superiority over “the East”.

Figure 2. Storming the entrenched villages of Ullath and Ouw on the island of Saparua, by Q.M.R.
(Maurits) Ver Huell. Collection Maritime Museum Rotterdam.
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Gentle and murderous

That Ver Huell justified the use of violence against the indigenous peoples of the Indies as
being in reaction to their hostilities did not imply that his image of the local inhabitants
was exclusively negative. He also speaks kindly of them in his text. He may have found the
people of Ambon sluggish and superstitious but they are also a “beautiful human race”.
The women, he thought, were “fair, well-made and light brown in colour, and of a most
loving nature”. Indigenous people had a gentle and peaceful character. That they turned
rebellious was on account of their superstitiousness. Ver Huell believed that the “other-
wise so peaceful people had allowed themselves to be so greatly misled as to wage
warfare against such a – to them – formidable enemy, who was so very much superior
to them both in military science and war equipment”. What also played a role was that
Christianity had not yet “softened” their morals enough (Ver Huell 2008, 204, 234, 273).
Once it had taken hold across the Indies, the whole wretchedness would automatically
come to an end:

No people, no matter how wild or uncivilised, would not rather be led by a loving treatment
than by cruel coercion. History has numerous examples of this eloquent testimony that God’s
Spirit, the spirit of love, dwells more or less strongly in all people’s hearts, from pole to pole!
(Ver Huell 2008, 205)

Indigenous people were as a rule peace-loving, Ver Huell maintained, but when insulted,
they could turn dangerous and vicious, and act as if they had taken leave of their senses
and could no longer think clearly. Here, Ver Huell uses the colonial running amok trope.
Ver Huell witnessed the execution of a young Javanese man who had stabbed and killed a
Dutch officer. He was sentenced to be hanged. As he climbed onto the scaffold, Ver Huell
recognised him: it was Siding, according to Ver Huell a decent young man who had reg-
ularly done him small services. What had happened? One evening, the officer had
returned home, inebriated, when he found a local woman in his house. He railed at her
and threatened to hit her. When the servant explained that this was his girlfriend, who
had kept him company, the officer wanted to fling her out of the house. The Javanese
man signalled that he would not allow his girlfriend to be flogged but the officer did
not back down. Thereupon, the insulted lover’s anger reached its height: “The insult
alone, hurled at his beloved in a most frivolous way, had bewildered his senses; and,
true to the nature of the peoples in this area, he had bloodily avenged the scorn
heaped on him” (Ver Huell 2008, 407–408).

It was the Europeans’ responsibility to treat all the indigenous inhabitants respectfully,
Ver Huell believed. That they had been given “some authority over these so-called blacks
or savages” did not mean that the Dutch could insult or repress them like slaves with
impunity: “Do they not also have a just claim, being endowed with the Divine light of
reason, to be treated as human beings, – with justice and loving affection, commensurate
with their character and morals?” Ver Huell was convinced that a “loving” approach was
more productive than brute force (Ver Huell 2008, 205). The strange colonial paradox
between brutal military force and the need to treat indigenous people humanely
stands out here.

The murderous attack by the indigenous Moluccans did not come out of the blue, Ver
Huell argued. The only possible explanation must be that the inhabitants had been
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insulted, either by the English or by the Dutch Resident Van den Berg. Ver Huell had over-
heard that he had been guilty of “extortion”. This must have made them lose all sense, and
turned them rebellious and violent. Van den Berg had paid with his life for this. He was no
longer able to bring them to their senses: he was slaughtered with machetes. Then, it was
his wife’s and children’s turn. Not having been on the scene himself, Ver Huell resorted to
his imagination to describe the horrors:

They drag the unfortunate woman with her children screaming with fear to the castle. The
first heartrending thing that strikes her is her husband, lifeless, and bathing in blood
before her feet. – The bloodthirsty Indians push the defenceless victims into the same
room from where her husband was led to the slaughter, not giving her any time to gauge
the extent of her misery. Her tender darlings are hacked into pieces under her very eyes,
in an outburst of the foulest language. Wild with despair, the tragic woman throws herself
on the ground, senseless; like tigers, they tear the heavily pregnant woman apart. (Ver
Huell 2008, 202)

Of course, his imagination was highly influenced by contemporary views on race, gender,
violence and colonialism: the “Indians” were “bloodthirsty” animals that killed the “defen-
celess” European victims and even women and children. The woman, Mrs. Van den Berg,
begged for her life, while her husband seemed to face death fearlessly. Only a little boy,
Van den Berg’s son Jean Lubbert, survived the massacre. After the rioters had left the fort,
Ver Huell writes, some local people found the child, who lifted his bloodied head and said
in Malay that he was still alive. A woman then had mercy on him and asked rebel leader
Matulessy if she could keep the child. He replied that he could not care less what hap-
pened to “that white pig”, and they took him with them (Ver Huell 2008, 286–287; Van
Zonneveld 1995, 48–51). Ver Huell depicted the indigenous “rebels” as “angry barbarians”
that raged like wild animals and behaved “inhumanly” (Ver Huell 2008, 219–220, 273).

Ver Huell sets this cruelty against what he posits as the cultivation of the Europeans
and, in particular, himself. Ver Huell casts himself as a paragon of civilisation and a
good person. It is he who makes sure that Van den Berg and his family receive a
proper burial. He is also the one who does everything to save the little boy who survived
the slaughter, eventually with success. The “dear child” was wearing no more than a small
vest, his skin was badly burnt. He could no longer speak Dutch. Ver Huell took the poor
child, who he estimated to be six, onboard with him and on to Java, where he transferred
him to the boy’s family. When he left the Moluccas, Ver Huell not only took the boy with
him but also a “diamond-studded” comb, which he had found on Saparua and suspected
to be Mrs Van den Berg’s. Back in the Netherlands, he forwarded the object to her father as
a memento of his daughter (Ver Huell 2008, 287–288, 365).

Roosje and Christina

The supposed bipolarity of the indigenous character – gentle versus cruel – is expressed
as Ver Huell casts two female protagonists in opposite roles that mirror each other: Roosje
and Christina. During a few days’ sojourn with a perkenier [plantation owner] friend on
Great Banda (nowadays Banda Besar), he watched the production of nutmeg. His stay
was in a comfortable house on the beach. At the back, his room looked out on
wooded mountains and on the Gunung Api at the front. It was an ideal place for
drawing and collecting natural history objects. Early each morning the bell was rung,
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and the “perk slaves” would go into the forests. All had a hooked stick with which they
harvested the ripe, split-open nuts. They carried a basket on their backs and stomachs,
into which they collected the nuts. At 11 o’clock the bell sounded once more, at which
the harvest was handed in. A mandur [native foreman] made a careful note of how
much every slave had picked. Then the pickers disappeared into the woods again for a
second round, not to return until the evening (Ver Huell 2008, 182–183).

One day, Ver Huell took a tour of the island, travelling in a sedan chair. En route, he saw
a young female “perk slave” who, rooting in the ground, tried to steal a nut. This was
strictly forbidden. When she saw she had been caught red-handed, the “poor girl”
stood before Ver Huell looking “as guilty as sin”. She was terrified, fearing he would
betray her, and started to cry. Her tears softened Ver Huell. To his question why she
was doing this, she answered that earlier, she had been punished for bringing the
mandur too few nuts. That was why she now and then buried a nut by way of compen-
sation. Ver Huell estimated the age of the “sweet Indian” at about fourteen, fifteen. She
was dressed in simple but “clean” clothes and wore her jet-black hair in a chignon. Ver
Huell found her pretty and as “free and easy as a child of nature”. When he asked her
name, she said softly, her eyes cast down: “Roosje!” (Figure 3). In this instance, he
showed himself generous, giving her a ropij to prove that he would not report her and
wishing her nothing but the best. She accepted the coin gratefully. In exchange, she
brought him a beautiful caterpillar later that day while he was resting because she
knew that he was looking for natural history specimens (Ver Huell 2008, 184, 188–189).

For Ver Huell, Roosje represented the ideal of the noble, peaceful “savage”. With his
description of her outward beauty, gleaming eyes, gentleness and humility she was, to
him, the best indigenous woman imaginable. She was, he believed, “living proof, how
many a so-called refined and haughty European errs, by ranking these blacks or
savages but little higher than the senseless animal”. She was, admittedly, “uncivilised”,
but precisely because of it, noble (Ver Huell 2008, 189). She was part of the picturesque
Indies that Ver Huell liked to see. Describing this scene also allowed him to illustrate
what the preferable behaviour of Europeans should be. They should act as he did:
lovingly instead of cruelly. If everyone acted as he did, there would never be war in
the Indies.

Set against Roosje is another girl, Christina Martha Tiahahu, who Ver Huell met later.
She was the daughter of the Moluccan rebel leader Paulus Tiahahu (Figure 4). Like
Thomas Matulessy, Christina Martha has acquired the status of a heroine in Indonesia,
where she is honoured with two statues: one on Ambon, and the other in her native
village of Abubu on the island of Nusa Laut (Straver 2018, 223–224). Although Christina
was slightly older than Roosje, her appearance too conformed to Ver Huell’s ideal: “She
was very well-made and tall in stature. Her beautiful, black eyes were full of expression.
She wore a wistful expression around her mouth, which was pretty, with snow-white
teeth”. Her clothes were equally simple. When her father, whom she supported loyally,
was caught, Christina was arrested as well. Despite her pleas, he was sentenced to be
hanged. The Dutch soldiers took her away out of “charity” so she need not witness the
execution and see how the soldiers stuck their bayonets into him (Ver Huell 2008, 294–
296).

After her father’s execution Christina was exiled to Java. On 17 December 1817, she and
38 male prisoners were taken onboard the Evertsen. Ver Huell had her brought to his cabin
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to talk with her – a scene mirroring the one with Roosje. Ver Huell’s attitude towards her
was similar to that which he had adopted towards Roosje: he writes that he tried to offer
her encouragement, assured her she would be treated well onboard and would not lack
anything. And he promised her that, once on Java, she could count on the “generosity and
charity” of the Dutch governor-general. Ver Huell’s approach was an example of the
“loving” attitude towards the indigenous peoples he commended. But its outcome in
Christina’s case was very different from Roosje’s. She gave him a “meaningful” look and
remained silent. He, in his turn, felt “deep compassion for this wild child of nature”,
who circumstances had led hopelessly astray. If she had been “born among civilised
peoples” and her soul had been “tempered” by “softer moral laws”, things would have
gone differently with her, Ver Huell believed. Onboard Christina refused all food and
medication, and wasted away. Her body quietly disappeared into the Banda Sea one

Figure 3. Roosje, the “perk slave”, by Q.M.R. Ver Huell. Collection Museum Arnhem.
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night (Ver Huell 2008, 309, 325). The figure of Christina Martha was to fascinate Ver Huell
for the rest of his life. In later years, he even wrote an “Eastern romantic historical scene”
about her (Ver Huell 2013).

While Roosje and Christina resembled each other in appearance – both were “well-
made” – they were diametrically opposed to each other in Ver Huell’s eyes. Roosje was
a noble savage, Christina was “animated with a wild disposition”. The original inhabitants
of Nusa Laut were pirates and cannibals, Ver Huell claimed. Christina was undoubtedly
affected by this wild lineage. Blinded and misled, she forgot her sex, Ver Huell argued,
and threw herself into the turmoil (Ver Huell 2008, 298). Ver Huell’s colonial views were
strongly masculine, as was typical of the colonial discourse of those days (see Boehmer
2005, 61). As a result, the “West” was represented as powerful and masculine, the
“East” as the weak and feminine (see Boehmer 2005, 74).

Figure 4. Christina Martha, by Q.M.R. Ver Huell. Collection Museum Arnhem.
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Fighter of “vermin”: Nikolaas Willem Schmal

In 1832, Nikolaas Willem Schmal published, as said, his De reis van onderofficieren en sol-
daten naar de Oost-Indiën because he felt that existing travel accounts of the Indies had
shortcomings. By his own account, Schmal had never read anything about the true, “dis-
astrous” situation of soldiers in “the East”. That was why he wanted to give an overview of
what awaited a soldier, from the journey to Batavia to his return to the Netherlands. He
especially wished to provide practical information, including how much money a
soldier received every five days, what clothes he was given, what his “menage” (chow)
was like, and how he was to get through his time (Schmal 1832, 2–3).

Anyone going to the Indies had to take into account, first of all, that his fellow soldiers
were not particularly nice “folk”, according to Schmal. One drank, another had debts, a
third was a “rake”, number four was neglectful and then there was a bunch of foreigners,
“deserters with false papers”, seeking to quench their thirst for foreign countries. These
“loose Boys, full of zeal, fire and passion” had two goals only: to “keep a tight rein on
the blacks” and acquire gold. Many pictured themselves going home with a fortune.
Common sense might have told them that this was hardly realistic but most did not
really consider this. They drank and lived from one day to the next (Schmal 1832, 3–4).

Schmal described in minute detail how the troops prepared for their departure. The
voyage he regarded positively. The troubles started with the arrival in warmer climes.
Most soldiers suffered from fever, diarrhoea, boils, carbuncles and other physical ailments,
which quickly turn even the strongest European man into an emaciated patient. Mosqui-
toes, ants and other “night pests” disturb a salubrious rest. Schmal advised soldiers to be
consistently moderate. It was best to eat little and drink a lot of water, to be wary of fruits
and not ponder too much. He who did not adapt to the tropical conditions was doomed
to succumb soon, Schmal said (1832, 19, 22, 29–30, 44–45).

Once in the colony, Schmal feasted his eyes. He found Java to be a picturesque country
with “majestic forests” and marvelled at its fertility. His verdict on the old lower town of
Batavia, where only the “dirty and smelly lodgings” of Chinese and Javanese dwellers were
to be found, was much less enthusiastic. This dismissive attitude extended to the coun-
try’s produce. Vegetables were bland and watery, carrots tasted of “overcooked liquorice”.
One should also bear in mind, Schmal warned, that everything that went by the name of
vegetable or fruit here would be called refuse in the Netherlands (Schmal 1832, 35, 37, 47).

On Java, horses were small, cows skinny and their milk tasteless, sheep’s wool bad,
goats mere skin and bones, and chickens thin: “Nothing is as it is in Europe, not a tree,
not a leaf, not an animal, and even the pigeons and house sparrows brought over from
Europe have become smaller and poorer, nothing grows old, everything decays just as
fast in this eternal summer”. The Indies might be beautiful, the tropical climate was dis-
astrous. The hot sun was an instrument of torture that embittered life and spread the
“rot in every animated thing”. It was therefore only fair that one year of military service
in the tropics counted double. Those travelling home again after their mission had
changed from “cheerful loose lads” into “blind, lame, defect-ridden mugs” with
“sweated and withered bodies” (Schmal 1832, 35–36, 45, 91–92).

All days looked alike. In the morning, a drink was handed out, a dram of arak, which
tasted awful. Early mornings were reserved for military activities like drilling, inspecting
and foraging (supplying). Then, a soup was served, a “bluish extract from tough meat”,
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filled with undercooked vegetables and rice. Soldiers had to remain in the barracks from
10 am to 4 pm to be protected from the sun. At four o’clock, a rice dish with curry was
served. “He is an unfortunate man who does not love rice”, Schmal figured. He had fre-
quently seen boys who found its smell so repulsive that their food literally came out
through their noses. This food might suit “insipid East-Indies souls”, it was not fit for
people who “have blood, rather than churned milk, running through their veins”. Any-
thing tastier was usually not available, unfortunately. Potatoes were scarce, expensive
and often watery and bland. Even if one managed to come by something tasty, it was
not possible to turn it into a flavoursome dish because everything was fried in the all-per-
vading “coconut oil”. In the late afternoon, at five o’clock, another drill had to be got
through. These exercises in the tropical heat had the soldiers’ sweat pour down their
bodies like water. By around six, it was pitch-dark in the Indies (Schmal 1832, 42, 45–46).

This schedule made for a monotonous life. Entertainment there was none. Walking was
out of the question on account of the heat, inns were non-existent. In the canteen, many
soldiers turned to the bottle for solace, which led to “poverty, neglect of duty and disso-
luteness”, and they were badly paid to boot. Their life was worse than a prisoner’s in
Europe (Schmal 1832, 55–56).

War on barbarism

The monotony of daily life was occasionally broken by warfare. This too was, according to
Schmal, “a miserable undertaking”. The climate made marching “exhausting and enfee-
bling”. When soldiers had to move from one place to another, they did so at night.
They usually travelled by water because of the heat. But even then, military service on
Java was unbearable. The men had to force their way through rice fields, bamboo
forests and “wilderness”. Shoes hampered their progress, especially after the rains,
“because the whole of Java is one red, heavy, loamy, sticky clay”. They did not encounter
many Javanese people: these fled as soon as they saw the Dutch soldiers approach. The
country thus appeared uninhabited although it “teemed” with Javanese folk (Schmal
1832, 80–82).

Even though they did not see many hostilities, there were always sick comrades to be
transported and dead ones to be buried as a result of the appalling conditions. Their stay
in the colony did not improve the soldiers’ mood, either: “the liveliest souls become the
deadest lumps of meat”. The idea of being billeted also should not raise a soldier’s hopes,
as the population was so poor that there was nothing to be had. While soldiers in Europe
were billeted with rich farmers who took good care of them, military men in the Indies
were given a handful of rice by the government, if they were lucky. Disillusioned,
Schmal drew the conclusion that Dutch soldiers thus sank to the level of the inferior Java-
nese “Other”: “He lacks a roof over his head, food, invigoration and all necessities” (Schmal
1832, 85, 88–89; cf. Boehmer 2005, 66).

Climate and fatigue were the soldier’s worst enemies in the Indies, Schmal stated.
Warfare was merely one of the 10 dangers one could die from. The war against those
“uncivilised peoples” did not amount to much. Even so, there were plenty of men lying
“nose-down in the sand”. Those who fell into enemy hands would die the “most outra-
geously agonising death”. No-one was safe outside the bivouac. Waging war in the
Indies required a special method, Schmal had learnt empirically. Great battles did not
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take place. To the Javanese, fighting meant: hiding, waiting, firing one shot and then
fleeing. It was a guerrilla war that claimed a great number of victims: “The war against
those peoples should rather be seen as a hunt for people than as a battle between
nations to settle their disputes, because they cannot be made to stand, and cannot be
got to wage a proper war” (Schmal 1832, 87, 89). Schmal regarded the war as Western
civilisation’s battle against an “uncivilised” people (Figure 5).

Among the “beasts”

Although Schmal enjoyed the majestic nature of Java, there was one thing that ruined his
picture: the indigenous people of the colony. Schmal’s work is permeated by the colonial
discourse in which a systematic distinction is made between Europeans as “civilised” and
indigenous peoples as “uncivilised” (see Boehmer 2005, 75–76). That the soldier in the
Indies was surrounded by “negroes” did not make life any easier, Schmal claimed. On
the contrary (Figure 6). With their brown skin, squat bodies and “bony foreheads and jaw-
bones”, the Javanese were inferior creatures in his view. Their villages attested to
“debauchery and bestiality”, their “miserable bamboo huts” resembled “animal pens”.
They were lazy, filthy and slow. A European maid got more done in one day than did
five of those “beings” together. They went barefoot, which required “no shoe polish”,
Schmal alleged. Their feet were soled like the “hooves of a horse”. The Javanese were
the antithesis of noble earthlings: “Like filthy, debauched, shabby creatures they sink

Figure 5. Dutchmen in combat with Ambonese, by Q.M.R. Ver Huell. Collection Museum Arnhem.
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away with all their kampong twaddle and markets among the opulent, majestic scenery,
like vermin among the withered leaves” (Schmal 1832, 65, 67, 77–78, 90).

If only the Javanese had shown the slightest tendency towards civilisation, Java would
have been a divine country, Schmal believed. But the Javanese could “never be turned
into humans”; they would forever remain inferior. That is why the colonial mission was
doomed to fail, Schmal thought. Venereal disease was widespread. Simple-minded, the
Javanese cared for nothing more than staring at a little bird or a kite for days on end.
Besides, they were crazy about smoking opium and would lie drowsing for days. Yet,
Schmal warned, Europeans always had to be wary of the Javanese because they had
an “innate tendency to steal, lie and deceive” (Schmal 1832, 65, 67–69, 90).

Indigenous women similarly came in for Schmal’s censure. Every Javanese woman was
an “ugly, self-willed, lazy beast of a lump”. They had disgusting “sewer-like” mouths from
chewing sirih, with “negro-thick” lips and black teeth. Their black hair was “thick and stiff
like copper wire”. Even where Schmal had favourable words for them, they were always
followed by some critical note. Their breasts were “shapely”, he thought, “but the habit of
fastening the sarong over said breasts soon presses down these tender parts, and they
quickly become droopy slack sacks”. Further, they had wide hips and “nothing like a
beautiful slender figure”. What with their unmannerliness and “perpetual stench”, they
were utterly without charm. And this was not to mention their nature: “Their character
is stupid, cunning, low, cruel, vengeful, false, hypocritical and in the highest degree,
unfaithful, ungrateful, and thievish” and their brain inferior to a child’s (Schmal 1832,
62, 66, 69, 71).

Much like animals and children, Javanese women lacked all moral sense, according to
Schmal. They even did not recoil from killing their offspring. If a birth did not pass off

Figure 6. Soldier in the Dutch East Indies, print by Carel Christiaan Antony Last, circa 1836–1876. Col-
lection Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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quickly enough, “then some Javanese woman or other just stands on the belly, and thus
the child is kicked out”. And once born, the child is left to its own devices: “And so, it grows
up like a wild animal, is laid down in the sand to crawl, and raises itself up, at one year old,
to walk”. And again like animals, Javanese people matured at an early age (around the age
of 12) and also aged early (around their thirtieth year): “Am I saying too much here, if I
maintain that the Javanese are vermin in human shape?” (Schmal 1832, 70–73).

It will not come as a surprise that someone who judged the indigenous population
thus did not advocate “miscegenation”. It exasperated him that there was a legion of
“half-breeds”, several of whom held high positions. In Europe, they would barely earn
15 guilders a month, but in the Indies, they counted for bigwigs despite their “half-
black skin, their pride, stupidity and ostentation”. They were “dumb animals” (Schmal
1832, 59, 73–75; see Rosen Jacobson 2018; Boehmer 2005, 83).

Eurasian women were malicious and lazy and only interested in material goods, Schmal
said. The European man who married such a one got an “indifferent piece of furniture,
which knows nothing, except when it comes to getting dressed, riding, going out,
showing off her beringed hands, and her flower-adorned hair”. An Indo-European
woman would squat all day, dressed in sarong and kabaya, chew sirih and chat with
other women. She enjoyed nothing more than going to parties, playing games, eating
and sleeping. Such a “lazy cow” would never take up any needlework. Worst of all,
Schmal felt, they even dared call themselves Christians though they understood the
faith as little as did “the Apes in Bantam” (Schmal 1832, 74–75). Schmal dehumanised
the indigenous and Indo-European population in a way that is characteristic of the dis-
course of those days: in Schmal’s opinion, they were animals rather than humans. Colo-
nialism was represented here as a survival of the fittest, and everything was related to
underline the inferiority of the indigenous peoples and the superiority of the colonial
ruler (see Boehmer 2005, 77).

The government’s “peacemaker”: Dirk Hendrik Kolff

A third Dutch military traveller from this period was Dirk Hendrik Kolff junior (1800–
1843) (cf. Kolff 2011). In 1828 he published an account of his adventures entitled:
Reize door den weinig bekenden zuidelijken Molukschen archipel en langs de geheel onbe-
kende zuidwest kust van Nieuw-Guinea, gedaan in de jaren 1825 en 1826. An English
translation appeared in 1840: Voyages of the Dutch Brig of War Dourga, through the
Southern and Little-known Parts of the Moluccan Archipelago and along the Previously
Unknown Southern Coast of New Guinea, Performed During the Years 1825 & 1826
(Kolff 1840). Kolff claimed not to crave literary fame. His travelogue was a “simple
story of encounters and observations”, recorded during a number of research trips
(Kolff 1828, iii). The effect of this remark was that the reading public was under the
impression that his was an objective and true account.

Kolff opted for a career in the navy at a tender age. Only 14, he became a midshipman
second class on the war frigate Van der Werff, under the command of his father. After he
had first sailed to the West in 1815 and 1816, he was promoted to midshipman first class
in 1817. That same year, Kolff left for the Indies onboard the corvette Venus. On 29 June
1817, the ship arrived in the roadstead of Batavia, from where it continued to Surabaya for
necessary repairs (Kolff 1828, 2, 4).
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In 1818 Kolff joined the expeditions against the Moluccan islands of Ceram and
Saparua, where unrest had broken out. That whole year he waged war on smugglers
(especially of gunpowder and ammunition to “rebellious natives”) and pirates (“scum”).
In 1819 he travelled back to Batavia, from where he was summoned to Surabaya, once
more to hunt down “pirates”. He planned to return to the Netherlands towards the end
of the year but his plan fell through: a battle was to be fought against Sultan Mahmud
Badaruddin of Palembang on Sumatra. Kolff was appointed commander of the Colonial
Navy, and given a Javanese crew of thirty. He sailed to Bangka, between Sumatra and
Borneo, and spent eight long months on his ship, isolated from other Europeans. He
recurrently risked his life when repelling enemy attacks. His crew assisted him loyally,
which made him judge them favourably: “When the Javanese are given what is their
due, and are not abused, they are just as loyal as the Europeans, and much easier to
control, too” (Kolff 1828, 4, 7–8).

In 1821 Kolff returned to Surabaya to carry out repairs on his ship. He then took part in
the fight against Palembang. That same year, the Dutch carried out a violent bombard-
ment of the city of Palembang in South Sumatra to force the Sultan into obedience
(Figure 7). For his efforts, Kolff was awarded the Military Order of William in 1822 for
exceptional bravery on the battlefield. That same year he went on a few trips along the
coast of Java and to Borneo. The following year saw Kolff’s promotion to adjutant to
captain-of-the-sea Van Schuler, who was appointed director of the Colonial Navy. Kolff

Figure 7. The bombardment of Palembang, Sumatra, 24 June 1821, by Martinus Schouman. Collection
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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found the function tedious, however, and he requested the governor-general that he be
offered a “post that saw more active service”. After taking an exam, he was promoted to
lieutenant first class and commander of the brig Dourga. He accompanied the governor-
general on an inspection tour across the Moluccas in 1824 (Kolff 1828, 11–13).

From there, Kolff sailed via Saparua and Menado to Makassar on Celebes (Sulawesi),
where he joined several expeditions. Here, he encountered the guerrilla tactics of the
enemy for the first time. The Makassar, he found, were “richer, cleverer, better armed,
and more murderous” than the Javanese. They possessed an “innate lust for pillage
and plunder”, Kolff stated: “Stealing and pillaging is the element of these people,
yet when it comes to fighting valiantly, they remain idle, or take to their heels”.
They would never attack in the open field: “It is in ambushes and entrenchments
that they show their greatest power”. Danger lurked in every rice field. They went
at the Dutch soldiers with rifles, lela cannon, pikes, krisses and klewangs. The coast
up to Makassar was soon subjected but the unrest remained (Kolff 1828, 14, 17,
19–20).

Numerous indigenous princes paid homage to the governor-general during his travels
across the Moluccas. Only the chiefs of Supa and Tanete failed to make an appearance. It
was therefore decided to undertake a punitive expedition, to be led by lieutenant-colonel
Hubert Joseph Jean Lambert de Stuers. Kolff was on the spot himself, and described the
frontline violence he witnessed. Since the information they had received was incorrect,
the troops storming Supa were taken by surprise: the enemy proved stronger than ima-
gined. The Dutch troops tried to set fire to the fortifications but each attempt failed. Even
the last-moment deployment of 500 soldiers did not help to breach the enemy’s
positions:

Being closed in with wives and children, they were determined to die to the last man rather
than surrender. Access to the bentings [reinforcements] had beenmade extremely difficult by
means of abatisses [obstructions of chopped down trees and branches] and other barriers,
and many a soldier and seaman became the victim of his own valour. Within their entrench-
ments, the enemies were sitting in deep holes in the ground, out of the reach of artillery and
other weapons. As soon as our side advanced, they fought with desperation. They had
advanced in such close ranks that many of us were wounded by krisses and klewangs,
similar to how many on the enemy side were in their turn also wounded by our bayonettes
and sables. (Kolff 1828, 23)

Kolff saw with his own eyes how a captain and a first lieutenant fell. A third of the men
were eliminated. It was decided to sound the retreat. Notwithstanding the superior
arms of the Dutch soldiers, they did not succeed in subjecting Supa until six months
later, after a second expedition. Proof, Kolff argued, “that the natives are no match for
the courage and military discipline of the Europeans” (Kolff 1828, 30). He never
doubted the superiority of the West.

“Desirous of a military occupation”

When Kolff had recovered on Ambon from the fighting on Celebes, he received a request
from the government on 1 May 1825 to go on a “commission tour”. He was meant to take
stock of what remains could be found on the Moluccan islands of the forts formerly built
there by the Dutch East India Company (VOC). Further, he was to establish relations with
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the resident peoples and invite and encourage them to sail to Banda for the purpose of
trading. This, then, was a tour of inspection rather than a military journey (cf. Mörzer
Bruyns in Modera and van Delden 2018, 23–25). The assignment clearly developed
Kolff’s perspective. There was no more frontline violence.

Kolff’s tour started on (East) Timor, then in Portuguese hands. Here he was witness to
slave trade. The commander of the Portuguese troops offered Kolff two children no older
than eight, “who were loaded in heavy irons”. An adult male slave cost 40 guilders, a
woman or child 25 or 30. An opponent of slavery who regretted the fate of these “unfor-
tunate people”, Kolff refused the offer (Kolff 1828, 39). He inspected East Timor’s old forts,
its people and its produce. His arrival aroused the distrust of the Portuguese, who did not
permit him to visit the local prince.

Kolff sharply criticised the Portuguese, who preferred carrying off “innocent natives
from their peaceful homes” and profiting from their sale to making an effort to better
their conditions and improve agriculture. Numerous natives told Kolff how they
yearned for the moment that the Dutch freed them from the “hateful yoke of the Portu-
guese”. Kolff depicted the Portuguese as oppressors and the Dutch as liberators, who
defended the indigenous people’s interests. He writes about the “philanthropic and
well-meaning intentions of the government” (Kolff 1828, 40, 43, 230).

It would not be the last time that Kolff represented the Dutch as humane. Wherever he
went, he pressed home his “friendly” intentions by distributing arak and, given the
chance, he bought a slave’s freedom. Time and again he described how the local inhabi-
tants asked and even begged that they might “live once more in peace and quietude
under the rule of the Dutch”. Of the indigenous peoples of Wokam, one of the Aru
islands, he even noted that they were “extremely desirous” of “an occupation of one or
two Dutch soldiers” (Kolff 1828, 48, 210).

The peoples he met were incapable of looking after themselves. They sometimes
walked around naked and if so, Kolff made sure they were given clothes (Kolff
1828, 217–218). Kolff consistently portrayed the indigenous in his text as dependent
and in need of help. The inhabitants of the Moluccan islands had lived in dire poverty
since the departure of the VOC. He saw misery and decay wherever he looked. Such
representations justified the reinstatement of Dutch rule. Again and again, he prom-
ised the indigenous chiefs to defend their interests toward the government. To sym-
bolise this, he presented them with a Dutch flag. In addition, he “renewed” their
position by giving them silver or gold “knobbing staves” – after an old VOC custom
– which were engraved with the coat of arms of the Kingdom of the Netherlands
in place of the Company’s monogram. They also received acts of appointment and
submission. As part of the ceremony that took place on each island, the chiefs
swore an oath of allegiance to King William I (Mörzer Bruyns in Modera and van
Delden 2018, 25).

According to Kolff, the “native”was convinced that “the great aim of our government is
the general freedom and welfare of humanity”. He writes that wherever he went, he was
received with demonstrations of kindness, cordiality and joy. Crowds turned out to see
him: they sang, cheered, shouted and showered him with delicacies and gifts. On
Wadia, Kolff even saw “Dutch flags flying, which appeared to be of their own manufac-
ture”. Kolff was put on a pedestal – sometimes in a literal sense: “I cannot find the
terms to describe how gratifying it was to discover in all these islands so sincere and
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unanimous a feeling of attachment towards our Government and our national character”.
In celebration of his visit, the inhabitants of the island of Moa prepared a feast that went
on for hours. As a sign of their friendship and appreciation they presented Kolff with two
bullocks (Kolff 1828, 80, 91–92, 220, 225).

On occasion, he was met with a less enthusiastic reception. The “fearful and suspicious”
inhabitants of Damer received Kolff with strung bows and levelled spears. But when they
learnt who had come before them, they loudly sang “Orang wolanda, Orang Compania!”
and laid down their weapons. It was over 30 years since they had last seen a Dutchman.
This was the reason, Kolff argued, that they responded so diffidently. Because of this lack
of contact they had returned to their original “state of barbarism”. Experience shows, Kolff
reasoned, that if the “natives” were left to their own devices, theys lapse into “coarseness”
(Kolff 1828, 104–106).

Even when hostilities broke out, Kolff maintained his calm. When, once, his men were
shot at from a wood and a soldier was wounded, Kolff had some experienced sailors take
up positions. Not seeing anybody around, however, they did not return fire. They briefly
considered burning the village but since the government had ordered him to pursue only
“peaceable measures” and he wished to keep his men from being injured, he decided not
to seek revenge (Kolff 1828, 291–292).

The indigenous peoples were represented by Kolff as the opposite of the Dutch:
intolerant, quarrelsome and murderous. Inhabitants of Babar had “assaulted and mur-
dered” some Englishmen. But they were mostly targeting each other. Nowhere was
there peace. Time and again, Kolff stressed that the indigenous peoples fought each
other by fire and sword: “It appears characteristic of these islanders, that they very
easily start a quarrel over the most insignificant cause; and their stubbornness is so
great, that they had rather live in disagreement and even war with each other for
years than that either of them would take a single step to end their difference”. They
would sooner let their land, cattle and produce go to waste, thus bringing starvation
upon themselves, than be reconciled with one another. Conflict, for instance about
fishing, regularly led to brute violence. A quarrel about the arranged marriage of the
daughter of a local chief led to the killing of four people. To revenge themselves, the
opponents shot “some persons from his family dead, took away the others as slaves,
stole all his goods and burnt the beautiful house”, and then returned home (Kolff
1828, 73, 156).

This afforded Kolff the position of referee and peacemaker – an image that he recur-
rently projects in his travelogue. He brought reconciliation to each and every island:
“Without the mediation of the representatives of the Government, or of European
traders, they remain stubbornly irreconcilable on account of the most insignificant differ-
ence”. With the help of interpreters Kolff managed in no time to resolve conflicts that
sometimes had been going on for years: “As usual, the differences among the islanders
were soon settled by me, and the reconciliation with each other pledged”. That this
was so easily done was because the indigenous people were just like children, he
argued – a frequent colonial stereotype (see Boehmer 2005, 61): “The reconciliation
between these people is conducted in a similar manner to that between children who
have quarrelled”. According to his own travelogue, Kolff spoke severely to the indigenous
people. This helped: on more than one occasion, the chiefs burst into tears in response
and promised solemnly that they would never wage war again. The dispute settled, the
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two parties took some sirih from each other’s mouths to seal the peace. Like a wise father
Kolff spurred his subordinates to harmony, forbearance and good order. If he succeeded,
he was content: “The thought of having, by timely intervention, put a stop to wars,
murders, and running away with women, and so many other horrors, afforded me
more pleasure than I can express”. He enjoyed being able to assist these “uncivilised”
and “uncorrupted” people with his paternalistic advice (Kolff 1828, 116, 123, 125, 265).

Kolff projected the Dutch self-image with verve: in his account, colonialism had
nothing to do with violence but everything with philanthropy and the wish to help the
indigenous by bringing peace.

Conclusion

After this tour of three early-nineteenth-century Dutch, white military travellers, it is
time to take stock. How did the military travellers’ mission affect their idea of the indi-
genous population? And to what extent did they represent their presence as (violent)
occupation? Although the three travel texts are very different, both in terms of the
description of events and the style in which they are written, they also contain simi-
larities in terms of the discourse found within them. Dwyer and Nettelbeck (2018)
have pointed out the fundamental paradox in how Europeans conducted themselves
in the colonies. On the one hand, their self-image was characterised by the concept
of advancement, modernity and humanity. On the other, there was colonial reality,
where all kinds of cruelties were the order of the day. This paradox is also found in
the texts by military travellers. We have seen that they did not recoil from incorporating
into their texts explicit descriptions of violence against the indigenous population in the
Moluccas, during the Java War and on Sumatra. The picturesque discourse does not
dominate in Ver Huell’s work; only in the romanticising way he wrote about female
“noble savages” such as Roosje, can we see it, as well as in his many watercolours.
Ver Huell’s texts, however, did not cover up how “rebels” were executed or kampongs
burnt. Soldiers legitimised such actions by representing them as justified reactions to
indigenous violence. The indigenous population was systematically portrayed as intol-
erant, quarrelsome and murderous.

The effect of this representation was that it created the impression on the part of the
reader in the “mother country” that Dutch colonialism was, in essence, not violent: it
was a humanitarian mission. Colonial violence was represented as a necessary condition
for bringing peace, prosperity and “civilisation” to the Indies archipelago and to help the
indigenous peoples. All travellers portrayed the Dutch as a peace-keeping force tasked
with restoring peace and quiet. This was nothing to do with aggression, an urge to
conquer or imperialism, it is suggested. Rather, the indigenous people should rejoice
at the Dutch being there to restore calm. It is not for nothing that Kolff wrote that
the population was desirous of a Dutch military occupation. The “philanthropic” and
“well-meaning” Dutch government only wanted the best for everyone and to help
make the Indies a better place. In all of them, we can observe the phenomenon of
the hunter (the coloniser) heaping all the blame on his prey (the colonised) (in the
words of Price 2018, 41).

Their military mission also determined the manner in which the travellers represented
the indigenous people. Following in the footsteps of other postcolonial scholars, Price has
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demonstrated that dehumanising the “Other” was a common strategy to justify violence.
This strategy is the most marked in Schmal’s travel account: he saw “natives” as vermin
that demanded heavy-handed suppression. The Javanese would “never be made into
human beings”, he believed, just as the Indies climate would never change. Without
doubt, Schmal saw himself as a guardian of the colony who kept the population in
check. He presented the Dutch presence in black and white as a war of civilisation
against barbarism. Perhaps this had something to do with his bad experiences in the
Indies (the death of his wife) and also with his lower social status; unlike Ver Huell and
Kolff, he did not come from a well-to-do family. Ver Huell and Kolff were less negative
in their opinions in that they emphasised that the indigenous were in fact human
beings, albeit that they too could not refrain from stressing that they were childlike, unciv-
ilised, wild, undeveloped. Maurits Ver Huell’s was the most nuanced point of view.
Influenced by the Enlightenment, he was of the opinion that the natives too were
endowed with the “Divine light of reason”. They, therefore, had a right to be treated as
human beings: benignly, fairly and without force. Since they were not thought to be as
highly developed, however, Europeans had a duty to treat them with respect and
avoid any insults that could result in aggression. If the effect of the Dutch presence
and Christianity were to continue, the indigenous would automatically become more
mild-mannered. Ver Huell did not so much see himself as a guardian of the population
as their protector or older brother.

In recent years, the Dutch colonial past in the Indies has been in the spotlight. In 2020, it
was 75 years since Indonesia’s independence. Until recently, the image of the Netherlands as
a humane coloniser, which had done much good for Indonesia, prevailed. In 2012, Elleke
Boehmer and Frances Gouda made a plea for “neerlandophone postcolonial studies”
(Boehmer and Gouda 2012). They criticised the fact that there was still an aversion to a post-
colonial perspective, something that, according to them, was related to the refusal of the
Dutch to come to terms with their past. In the Netherlands, the idea prevailed that the
Dutch were not an aggressor, but did something great in the Indies. The roots of that colo-
nial idea can be found in the travel narratives of early nineteenth-century soldiers. To ensure
that the Dutch self-image will be finally adjusted, it is crucial to critically re-read such sources.

Note

1. This article was written in the context of the research project Voicing the Colony. Travelers in
the Dutch East Indies, 1800–1945, financed by the Dutch Research Council (NWO). I would like
to thank Prof. Olf Praamstra and Dr Coen van ’t Veer for their advice, and Dr Eli ten Lohuis for
her translation of this article. All quotations from Dutch travel texts have been translated into
English by her.
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