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The Inhabitants of this 
Country are the Miserablist 
People in the World

Hook, Not Cook
My first ever visit to the theatre was to see Peter Pan, J M Barrie’s 
cloying tale of middle-class Edwardian children, tinkly fairies and 
unreconstructed Red Indians. The play was pottering along in its own 
rather tedious fashion, when suddenly onto the stage burst a fearsome, 
loquacious and hilariously funny pirate. My evening was completely 
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was then that his life was completely 
transformed. Like so many of these 
early trans-global adventurers, he got 
himself a book deal. 

His skills as a sailor and leader of 
men may have left something to be 
desired, but he was a great bullshit 
artist and a superb storyteller. 
His rollicking tales of near-death 
experiences captured the public’s 
attention and he became not only a 
best-selling author but a celebrity. 
Within two years of its publication, 
A New Voyage Round the World 
was republished four times and 
sparked a vogue for travel writing. 
As for the phrase ‘the Hodmadods 
of Monomatapa’, if it has the ring 
of familiarity that may be because 
Jonathan Swift loved the book so 
much that it inspired him to write 
Gulliver’s Travels, in which the 
fictional voyager Lemuel Gulliver 

discovers exotic races like the 
Lilliputians, the Brobdingnagians and 
the Glubbdubdribians. 

One of the aspects of Dampier’s 
book that particularly enthralled the 
public was his use of language. He was 
a great collector, not only of exotic bits 
and bobs, but also of vocabulary. He 
peppered his book with exotic local 
words that described his discoveries, 
and more than a thousand of them 
have since found their way into 
common English usage. For instance, 
if you and your posse wanted to pick 
up your chopsticks, knock up a cashew 
and avocado tortilla, and throw an 
albatross on the barbeque, you’d be 
hard-pressed to describe what you were 
doing without Dampier’s contributions 
to our language.

Dampier’s reputation had been 
miraculously transformed from that of 
a pirate to a respectable authority on 

transformed. ‘How,’ I remember asking 
myself, ‘could this terrifying captain, 
with his even more terrifying hook, 
possibly occupy the same universe as 
Wendy, Tinker Bell and a large cuddly 
dog called Nana?’

I had a similar feeling of disjuncture 
when I discovered that the first 
Englishman to land in Australia was 
not the austere and highly respectable 
Captain Cook, but a free-wheeling 
adventurer in the Captain Hook 
mould, who nearly a hundred years 
previously had set foot on Australia’s 
northern coast and declared it to be 
absolutely ghastly. ‘If it were not for 
that sort of pleasure which results from 
the discovery of the barrenest spot 
upon the globe, this coast would not 
have charmed me much,’ he avowed. 
His name was William Dampier, 
and like Hook he was bewigged, 
dysfunctional and more than a little 
ridiculous.

The Bullshit Artist
Dampier’s life was the stuff of boys’ 
adventure yarns. He was born in 
Somerset and orphaned at an early 
age, was sent to sea, and by his early 
twenties was a battle-hardened sea-salt 
with Dutch blood on his hands. He left 
the navy to manage a large estate in 
Jamaica but developed a loathing for 
the slave trade, and so in a magnificent 
gesture of Christian high-mindedness 
became a pirate instead.

He spent his next fifteen years 
living a life of derring-do, stopping 
off in Mexico, Peru, Chile, Virginia, 
California and the Galapagos Islands 
like a stoned young backpacker 

endlessly drifting from one bunch of 
mates to the next.

Then in 1686 he crossed the Pacific 
for the first time, as a crew member 
of the Cygnet. After six months of 
drunkenness, debauchery and violence 
in the Philippines, he and the majority 
of the crew mutinied, abandoned the 
ship’s captain in Mindanao and took 
the Cygnet on to China and from there 
to the Spice Islands (which we now call 
the Malukus, or the Moluccas).

They then set course for a vaguely 
known land to the south called New 
Holland, partly to investigate it but 
also to patch the leaks in the ship’s 
rotting hull. There the Cygnet stayed 
for the next few weeks, with the crew 
living on the rice they’d brought with 
them, supplemented by local turtle, 
barramundi and sea cow.

Unfortunately, Dampier couldn’t 
stand the locals. The Aboriginal men 
threatened the crew with spears, 
and the women cried and kept their 
children hidden. Dampier’s opinion 
was that ‘the inhabitants of this 
country are the miserablest people 
in the world. The Hodmadods of 
Monomatapa, though a nasty people, 
yet for wealth are gentlemen to these.’

Had the map that Dampier drew of 
the north Australian coast survived, 
it would have become an icon of 
world cartography, a profound aid 
to generations of navigators who 
negotiated its difficult waters, but 
predictably he lost it when he jumped 
ship in the Nicobar Islands, leaving the 
‘mad crew’ of the Cygnet behind him. 
After several more adventures worthy 
of the great Baron Münchausen, he 
returned to England in 1691, and it 
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supremacy just north of Australia in 
the seas of South-East Asia. The prize 
for which they were prepared to invest 
so much money and so many ships 
was control of the lucrative spice trade 
between Asia and Europe.

In the seventeenth century it had 
been the Spanish and the Dutch who 
were prepared to risk their lives for 
the lure of cinnamon, nutmeg and all 
those other little coloured powders that 
grace our spice racks. Great seamen 
like the Dutchman Abel Tasman had 
made unbelievably dangerous voyages 
of discovery with only rudimentary 
navigational equipment. But not all of 
these journeys ended happily; indeed, 
one culminated in a grizzly tragedy of 
epic proportions. 

The story of the Dutch ship Batavia 
begins, like that of the Titanic, with 

high expectations, a state-of-the-art 
ship on its maiden voyage, opulence, 
excitement and crowded decks full of 
excited faces. But there the similarity 
ends. Whereas the Titanic is a tale of 
natural disaster, the Batavia is an essay 
in human evil.

In 1629, fifty years before Dampier 
first landed in Australia, the Batavia 
set off from North Holland loaded 
with gold and silver to buy spices in the 
East Indies. Onboard were merchants, 
settlers and a bankrupt pharmacist 
called Jeronimus Cornelisz, who was 
fleeing the Netherlands to avoid arrest 
as a heretic.

During the voyage, Jeronimus 
cooked up a plan to hijack the ship, 
steal the loot and sail away to start 
a new life. But before his mutiny 
could come to fruition, a storm blew 

the South Seas. The admiralty not only 
sought his advice on exploring the 
region, but also bestowed on him the 
rank of captain and gave him his own 
ship to command, HMS Roebuck.

In January 1699 he set off once 
more to explore the seven seas – 
and where did he go this time? 
Well, he may have been less than 
impressed by ‘New Holland’ first 
time round, but despite hideous 
privations he headed there again 
and made detailed observations of 
the local wildlife and plants. But he 
remained unenthusiastic. He described 
Australia’s coast as low and sandy, 
with no fresh water and scarcely any 
animals, except one which looked  
like a racoon and jumped about on  
its hind legs.

He had also planned a major 
exploration of the continent’s eastern 
seaboard, but by this time the 
Roebuck was leaking so badly he was 
forced to turn back towards England. 
This was a typical Dampier voyage: 
his men were suffering from the heat 
and began to display symptoms of 
scurvy, his ship was rotting around 
him, and the garbage in the bilges was 
fermenting in the tropical air. The 
Roebuck finally ran aground near 
Ascension Island and he and his crew, 
like drunks queuing for the last bus, 
had to wait over a month for a ship to 
come along and rescue them. It was an 
ignominious end to what might have 
been a glorious post-piracy career. 

On Dampier’s return home, things 
fared even worse. He was court-
martialled for cruelty to a crew 
member and found guilty, for which 
his pay for the voyage was docked and 

he was declared unfit to command any 
of His Majesty’s ships ever again. 

But his writing career went from 
strength to strength, and his book 
Capt. Dampier’s Vindication of his 
Voyage to the South Seas became 
another big hit. And finally he had 
the success at sea he must always have 
craved, not as a captain but as sailing 
master under the privateer Captain 
Woodes Rogers. The expedition 
amassed a staggering £170 000 in 
plunder – nearly $30 million in today’s 
money! But typically, Dampier’s 
triumph was marred by the fact that 
he died before he was able to collect 
his share of the cash.

William Dampier’s exploits don’t 
make him a revered figure in the 
story of Australia – indeed, it could 
be argued that he was so negative 
about New Holland’s potential that 
other explorers were deterred from 
investigating it. But his enduringly 
popular writing surely contributed 
to a continuing European fascination 
with the Great Southern Land, and it 
was only a matter of time before such 
curiosity would be satisfied.

Horror in New Holland
The fact that Dampier already knew 
of the existence of this vast swathe 
of land, and also knew it was called 
New Holland, undermines the wholly 
British notion that Cook was the great 
discoverer who brought Australia into 
Europe’s consciousness, and thus, as 
far as the Europeans were concerned, 
into being.

The reality is that for three centuries 
the European powers had jostled for 

RIGHT: A Dutch 
engraving of the 
massacre after  

the wreck of the 
Batavia, 1647
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and weapons to be placed under his 
command, then began to execute those 
who he thought might stand in the way 
of his plans to hijack any rescue boat 
and sail off in it with the gold. 

The killing spree was soon so out 
of control that his men found any 
flimsy excuse to murder men, women 
and children, adding drowning and 
strangulation to their gruesome 
repertoire of death. Ultimately, they 
even abandoned the pretence of having 
to think up a reason, and killed 
simply for pleasure or to relieve their 
boredom. 

Meanwhile, Jeronimus looked on, 
never actually taking part in the killing 
(apart from one horrifically botched 
incident when he attempted but failed 
to murder a baby) but, like despots 
throughout history, demonstrating that 
he felt absolutely justified in unleashing 
this terror. As far as he was concerned, 
his actions were a virtuous necessity – 
he only had enough supplies for 
forty-five people, so the rest had to be 
sacrificed for the greater good.

But Jeronimus’s plan had one fatal 
flaw. The marooned soldiers hadn’t 
perished. Instead, they had found a 
plentiful supply of water and fresh 
food, and when they learnt from 
fleeing survivors about the carnage on 
the mainland, they quickly collected 
wood from the wrecked boat and 
erected a fort. 

Once Jeronimus became aware 
that they were alive and had water, he 
mounted a series of attacks on them. 

The soldiers only had rudimentary 
weapons, which they had made from 
timber and the metal hoops off barrels 
that had washed up onto the island. 
But they managed to fend off the 
attacks until the rescue ship arrived, 
whereupon both sides immediately 
became embroiled in a desperate race 
to be the first onboard it to tell their 
side of the story. The soldiers won, 
joined forces with the rescuers and, 
after a brief battle, all the mutineers 
were captured.

It wasn’t considered necessary to 
wait for their return to Jakarta before 
holding a trial. It took place there 
and then. The worst offenders were 
executed, and Jeronimus and several 
of the most culpable mutineers were 
hanged after having their hands 
hacked off with a chisel and a hammer. 
Two hundred and ten people had died 
before the last survivors finally made it 
to the safety of the Dutch East Indies.

Two lesser offenders, a seaman and 
a cabin boy, were pardoned execution 
but instead were left marooned on 
the mainland. Their ultimate fate 
is unknown, although later British 
settlers told tales of unusually light-
skinned Aboriginals in the area, whom 
they believed were descendants of the 
two abandoned mutineers.

up and smashed the ship onto a reef 
off western Australia. Thirty-two of 
those onboard were drowned, but 
268 passengers and crew survived and 
were taken to nearby islands in the 
ship’s longboats. Their troubles were 
only just beginning: they couldn’t find 
any fresh water, and the only food 
available was the unappetising flesh of 
sea lions and seagulls.

The ship’s commander felt he had 
no alternative other than to set out 
with some of his men in the longboats 
in order to try to find help, leaving 
the other survivors praying that they 
hadn’t been abandoned. Miraculously, 
after a terrifying thirty-three-day 
journey through hostile seas, they 
made it to present-day Jakarta without 
serious mishap.

A rescue ship was organised and 
two months later it arrived in New 

Holland. But the rescuers weren’t 
greeted by happy, smiling castaways – 
instead they found themselves in the 
middle of a bloody massacre. 

In a plot twist worthy of a 1970s 
horror movie, the fanatical potential-
mutineer Jeronimus Cornelisz had 
assumed charge of the survivors. 
Fearing reprisals for his part in the 
threatened mutiny, he sent the ship’s 
soldiers off to explore a nearby isle 
they named ‘High Island’, in order 
to look for water. He then marooned 
them there, expecting them to die of 
thirst. 

Now he was able to exercise 
complete control over the other 
castaways, assisted by a gang of 
murderous followers, young men 
who he kitted up in red and gold 
uniforms plundered from the ship’s 
stores. He ordered all available water 
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The Eunuch Admiral
The Dutch aren’t the only candidates 
for the title of being the first Europeans 
to land in Australia. That honour may 
well belong to the Portuguese. They 
were based in the Spice Islands, and 
hence were relatively close by. In the 
sixteenth century they were the world’s 
foremost sailors and navigators, so it 
seems improbable that they wouldn’t 
have bumped into the Australian coast, 
even if only by accident. Unfortunately 
for Portuguese national pride, 
though, most of their early records 
were destroyed in the Great Lisbon 
Earthquake of 1755, so a Portuguese 
discovery of Australia doesn’t feature 
very large in the history books. But 
tantalising clues do exist, including 
Aboriginal rock paintings of what 
appear to be early Portuguese ships, 
and a silver coin dated 1597 that was 
found in a snake-infested swamp on 
Queensland’s Stradbroke Island.

But of course, all this is a 
shamelessly Eurocentric view of the 
various adventurers who have landed 
in Australia over the millennia. 
Traders from New Guinea and the 
Torres Strait Islands have left evidence 
of their presence. It’s even possible 
that the Maori made it across from 
New Zealand. And there was one 
incentive for which plucky sailors 
from Indonesia were only too happy 
to risk their lives – not territorial 
advantage or fertile pastures, but sex 
aids! For centuries, traders crossed the 
open sea to harvest sea cucumbers on 
Australia’s coast for their aphrodisiac 
qualities, so they could sell them at 
a high price to wealthy detumescent 
Chinese men.

Early Arrivals

1606 – First authenticated arrival of Europeans in Australian 
territory. Dutch ship Duyfken skippered by Willem Janszoon gets 
lost in the Torres Strait Islands. Janszoon maps coastline of Cape 
York and lands in the Gulf of Carpentaria. Nine crew murdered  
by natives.

1607 – Spaniard Pedro Fernandez de Queirós petitions the Spanish 
King for three ships to search for the southern continent. His men 
see the mountains on Cape York Peninsula but believe them to be 
islands. Comes within a few miles of Australia but doesn’t land – 
duh!

1616 – Dirk Hartog lands on an island just off western Australia – 
leaves a pewter plate behind!

1629 – The wreck of the Batavia.

1642 – Dutch explorer Abel Tasman claims Van Diemen’s Land 
(present-day Tasmania) for Holland.

1644 – Tasman explores northern Australia from Cape York to 
North West Cape, hence the name New Holland. N.B. By this stage 
the Dutch have effectively mapped all of Australia except its east 
coast – but virtually ignore it as they don’t see any financial gain in 
doing so.

1688 – Dampier’s first Australian landing.

1696 – Willem de Vlamingh commands rescue mission to find 
survivors from the Ridderschap van Holland, lost two years 
previously. Sails up the Swan River. Visits Dirk Hartog’s Island and 
replaces Hartog’s plate with one that records both visits.

1699 – Dampier’s second Australia landing.

1768 – Louis Antoine de Bougainville hopes to claim the east 
coast of Australia for France, but hits heavy breakers off the Great 
Barrier Reef and sails away again.

1770 – Captain Cook arrives in Botany Bay.

Top: Chinese admiral eunuch Zheng 
He, possibly an early visitor in 1421
ABove: Sadly, even a barrel full of  
sea cucumbers wouldn’t have solved 
the admiral’s problem
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And there may well have been 
early visitors from even further afield. 
Ancient Chinese texts referred to 
a ‘Great Ocean Continent’ in the 
‘Southern Seas’ and describe animals 
that appear to be the kangaroo and 
the koala. The Chinese were certainly 
capable of sailing that far from their 
homeland. During the Ming Dynasty 
in the early 1400s, the Ming navy 
had a well-established trading post 
at one of the southernmost islands 
of Indonesia, as close to Australia as 
the sea-cucumber traders’ base. It’s 
thought that in 1421 the emperor’s 
admiral, a eunuch called Zheng who 
had command of the emperor’s mighty 
ocean-going ships, landed in northern 
Australia.

You’ve probably noticed, though, 
that I’ve begun using qualifying 
terms like ‘it’s thought’, ‘may well’, 
‘apparently’ and ‘it’s possible’, which 
are a sure sign that the writer is on 
shaky ground. The reality that is what 
we know about these early discoveries 
is clouded, tempered and dwarfed 
by what we don’t know. But there is 
one theory about an early visitor that 
blows all other competitors clear out of 
the water . . . 

Australia and the 
Pharaoh’s Son
Around four thousand years ago, 
sailors from Ancient Egypt landed in 
Australia. An expedition led by the 
Pharaoh’s son, Lord Djes-eb, became 
shipwrecked off the coast of what’s 
now New South Wales. The survivors 
headed west, battered by wind, rain, 
desert and flies, until the prince was 

bitten by a poisonous snake, died and 
was buried in a tomb.

How do we know this? Jake Cassar, 
youth worker, former pub bouncer 
and wildlife guide, took me for a 
walk through the bush he’s known 
all his life, an hour’s drive from 
Sydney, and showed me something I 
certainly wasn’t expecting to see in 
Australia – Egyptian hieroglyphics 
hidden away among the dense thickets 
of eucalyptus. And they weren’t just 
the occasional few scribbles of graffiti, 
like the random prehistoric scratches 
archaeologists get so excited about 
in England. This was a complete 
Egyptian novel etched in to the rocks – 
bird-headed priests, vipers, quails, 
even phalluses. All of which, according 
to at least one now-dead Australian 
Egyptologist, tell the story of Djes-eb’s 
fatal journey.

‘He was killed while carrying the 
Golden Falcon standard up front in a 
foreign land,’ the writing apparently 
says. (See, I used that word ‘apparently’ 
again.) ‘He who died is here laid to rest. 
He will never again stand beside the 
waters of Sacred Love.’

I like Jake – he’s got that traditional 
Australian ‘can-do’ optimism about 
him and is fiercely protective of his 
little bit of bush. And he’s not daft. 
He’s well aware that if these carvings 
are authentic, the history of the ancient 
world will have to be completely 
rewritten. So I had to challenge him.

‘It’s not very likely that the Ancient 
Egyptians would have had the 
technology to build a ship that could 
sail across the Pacific, is it?’

‘Well, if the Maori could sail from 
Polynesia to New Zealand, and 

ABove: Jake Cassar and his bush tour of ‘ancient’ Egyptian carvings
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the Aboriginals could get across to 
Darwin from Asia, why shouldn’t the 
Egyptians be capable of something 
similar?’ he replied.

‘Yes, but the carvings look really 
fresh, and they’re obviously not all the 
work of the same person.’

‘I know it looks like that,’ admitted 
Jake. ‘But they were probably re-
carved a few years ago by a couple 
of blokes who were stopped by the 
national park rangers with chisels in 
their hands.’

‘What! What!’ I went. ‘There have 
been blokes here with chisels? Come 
on, Jake!’

‘Look,’ he said. ‘They couldn’t have 
carved them from scratch, could they? 
What’s the chances that a couple of 
ordinary Aussie blokes out in the bush 
would have known how to write all 
this stuff? Pretty slim, mate.’

Jake, and a lot of people like him, 
are determined to believe this story is 
true. But I’m an old English sceptic. 
The idea that an ancient Egyptian 
civilisation could have discovered 
Australia four thousand years ago is 
just very, very daft. Except, of course, 
it reveals what I think is an important 
point – we all yearn to have exotic 
and magical ancestors. The irony is 
that the Australians don’t have to 
look to Ancient Egypt for a long-ago 
cultural fix. Thousands of years before 
Cook, Dampier, the Indonesian sea-
cucumber harvesters and the Chinese 
eunuch admiral were around, a truly 
glorious manifestation of early human 
life blossomed in Australia, and we 
can prove it with absolute certainty 
because it’s still there today.

Just minutes away from the Egyptian 

carvings, on the walls of a little cave, 
are a series of ancient handprints – the 
mark of the Aboriginals who have 
occupied this landscape for tens of 
thousands of years. Like their owners, 
these prints are largely hidden from 
view, but they tell the real magical 
story of early Australia.

The Very First Arrivals
Some sixty thousand years ago, during 
one of those periods of dramatic 
climate change with which we’ve all 
recently become so familiar, sea levels 
in Australasia plunged by more than 
100 metres, and Australia and New 
Guinea became joined together. If 
your Pleistocene ancestors had wanted 
to get from Jakarta to Darwin, they 
would have had to take a succession of 
hazardous journeys on bamboo rafts, 
wade through a few rivers, and do a 
hell of a lot of walking. 

It was along this so-called ‘land 
bridge’ that the ancestors of the 
present-day Australian Aboriginals 
came to the continent, and they 
quickly spread all over it until they’d 
inhabited even its most inhospitable 
corners. Forty-thousand-year-old tools 
and fossils have been found in south-
west Australia; five thousand years 
later there were Aboriginals in the 
south-east and (having crossed another 
land bridge) in Tasmania too. 

Then, ten thousand years ago, when 
the earth entered a period of global 
warming, the seas rose and separated 
the giant landmass from New Guinea 
again. Australia was virtually cut off 
from the rest of the world.

These early Aboriginal travellers 

RIGHT: Aboriginal rock 
painting with hand 
prints, at a protected 
location in NSW


