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Life at sea, according to an eighteenth-century eyewitness, was at least as hard as life in

prison. Why then did sailors not seek a more pleasant life on land instead of squandering the

money they had scraped together, often over the years, in taverns within a few weeks? To

show what being a sailor or a merchantman was like, Caroline Hanken has created an

imaginary character, Sebald, whose experiences at sea are based on those recorded by real

sailors.

For a common sailor, with only a hammock and a footlocker for his things, it was not easy

to keep a journal aboard a crowded, tossing ship. Though many sailors were able to read and

write, keeping a diary was often hard, tiring work and only a few of their diaries have come

down to us. But we also have detailed accounts of what the crew ate, how duties were allo-

cated and tasks performed in the course of the day6–6largely thanks to the scrupulous records

kept by the great trading companies.

Sebald’s Voyages affords us a fascinating glimpse of the initiation of a young boy from Am-

sterdam into the rough and miserable life of seamen on board ship and in various ports. The

‘naval culture’, as Hanken calls it, ‘was characteristic of a nomadic society whose first objec-

tive was survival in hazardous surroundings.’ This loose collection of shiftless men was com-

pletely dependent on their fellows at sea, and even on land sailors sought each other out. In

appearance, mentality and status (or their lack of) seamen constituted a world apart, one that

stretched from Amsterdam to the Cape, from Batavia to Ceylon, from East to West.

Hanken has Sebald act as a flesh-and-blood guide to this adventurous existence. Apart from

learning about daily life on board ship in the company of seamen, the reader learns about the

effects of that life on the individual sailor. Sebald’s Voyages is a colourful account of a sea-

man’s life during his peregrinations on the seven seas at the end of the seventeenth century.

Caroline Hanken read anthropology at the Free University of Amsterdam. She took her doctorate in 1996 with a

thesis entitled Gekust door de koning (‘Kissed by the King’). This study of royal mistresses at the French court

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries has been translated into German, Spanish and Hungarian.
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Excerpt from Caroline Hanken, Sebald’s Voyages. The sailor’s aspirations 

in the seventeenth century
(‘Sebalds reizen. Het verlangen van de zeeman in de zeventiende eeuw’, Meulenhoff, 
2001) 

Translated by Diane Webb

Chapter 2

Departure 

Lying at anchor off the island of Texel were three large ships, ready to sail in convoy to 

the East Indies: the Heemland, the Zonnehof and the Vrouwe Elizabeth. The autumn sun 

shone on the gilded carvings of the large East Indiamen, whose sterns were decorated 

with the coat of arms of the Dutch East India Company (VOC),1 supported by two fierce 

lions and surrounded by sculpted pendants and festoons. On shore, dockworkers and 

sailors were busy loading cargo under the supervision of the captain, the senior merchant 

and several commanding officers of the VOC, dressed in sober black suits and 

immaculate white collars. 

Chests, crates, casks and barrels were made ready to be ferried in small boats to the 

cargo hold of the East Indiamen. In addition to cloth, wine, lead, dyestuffs, quicksilver 

and mirrors, which would be traded in the East Indies, the chests contained many items 

destined for the offices of the Company itself, such as paper, ink, pens and penknives. 

Adzes, chisels, pincers and trowels were being shipped to craftsmen, and materials such 

as nails, sailcloth, anchors and rope were taken along to repair the ships. Even building 

materials for houses and forts to be built in Asia were conveyed by the East Indiamen to 

Batavia. The Dutch community in the East Indies was dependent for nearly all its daily 

needs on products imported from the Dutch Republic. 

According to Company regulations, not all of which were obeyed to the letter, the 

rations thought sufficient for 300 crew members included 18 barrels of pickled meat, 
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2,400 herrings, 1,200 cheeses, 75 barrels of beer and 315 bags of barley groats, as well as 

other foodstuffs such as bread, bacon, stockfish, wine, butter, oil, vinegar, rice, prunes, 

peas, flour and salt. Not surprisingly, it took days for all these provisions to be brought by 

sloops to the ships’ holds. 

Sebald gazed in wonder at the Heemland, the ship on which he would shortly set sail. 

He suddenly realised that he was soon to be part of a great undertaking. It was difficult 

not to be awe-struck by the size of such vessels, which sailed the seven seas and formed 

the basis of Amsterdam’s economic prosperity. In Het Lof der Zee-vaert (In Praise of 

Seafaring), published in 1623, the Dutch poet Joost van den Vondel compared the East 

Indiamen to the biggest buildings of his day: 

All things considered, then, my galleon does indeed purport 

To rival or surpass an ostentatious emperor’s court, 

Constructed of ogival vaults at heavy cost and labour, 

With cornices, fine carvings, gold and marble all a-shimmer. 

Many a man has lost his way in rooms so numerous, 

In great halls high and empty, cellars deep and cavernous.  

Its gilded beams, facades, its many roofs and ramparts’ height, 

Arrest the traveller’s eye and give him pleasure and delight.2

Owing to competition from the English, French, Portuguese and Danish, all of whom had 

established trading posts – which were called ‘factories’ – in the East Indies, shipbuilders 

in the Dutch Republic worked throughout the seventeenth century to perfect the 

construction of their vessels. Each part was made by a specialised craftsman: the masts, 

sails, ropes, pulley-blocks and rigging were all made in different workshops. Moreover, 

hundreds of carpenters were employed at the wharf, building the keel, prow, stern, and 

hull under the supervision of the master shipbuilder. It was not only the size of such 

‘oaken sea castles’ that was impressive, but also the ingenuity that went into making 

them. 
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Sebald was conveyed to his ship by a sloop. He climbed up a rope ladder and found 

himself on a deck already packed with people, the crew members jostling each other to 

find their chests and kit bags and take them to their bunks. Sebald had no idea where to 

start looking for his belongings, but tried to stay near three boys he had met on the trip to 

Texel, who had all come from the municipal orphanage.3

One hundred sixty men made up the crew of the Heemland; another eighty were 

soldiers. All had to be accommodated on three decks, each approximately forty-five by 

ten metres. The hold, in the very bottom of the ship, was filled with trading goods, 

provisions and munitions of war. The lowest deck, the orlop, was also used as a storage 

area, and it was here that the crew were required to stow their baggage. Here, too, was 

where the 200-metre-long hawser was kept. On this deck, which lay below the water’s 

surface and was therefore dark and musty, the eighty soldiers were assigned bunks. 

Above the orlop, Sebald found two more decks, with a combined area of around 900 

square metres, where he and the other 160 seamen were expected to endure the long 

voyage to the East Indies, which could easily take longer than six months. These decks, 

too, were crammed full of the provisions needed for life on board. Located on the main 

deck were the cannon, the galley, the steward’s storeroom, the ship’s pumps and the 

capstan. It was here that most of the sailors had to find a place for their hammocks and 

chests. The upper deck, which was partly open, had a saloon at the rear, as well as cabins 

for the captain, officers and a few passengers travelling to the East Indies to serve as 

clerks at one of the VOC’s many trading posts. There was more room and comfort in this 

part of the ship, but even the more privileged passengers would have to resign themselves 

to limited freedom of movement during the long voyage. 

After a long search on the upper deck, Sebald found his chest and descended to the 

main deck, picking his way through the cannon and piles of baggage. The darkness was 

penetrated only by the small amount of light able to seep through the portholes. The 

experienced seamen among the crew, who had been sailing on East Indiamen for years, 

knew exactly where to hang their hammocks and had soon taken all the best places. 

Quarrels broke out, and the odd skirmish ensued. Sebald watched and waited, not daring 

to ask anyone for help. At last he chose an empty spot and was about to install himself 
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when a sailor, whom he’d just heard arguing with someone, chased him away with a 

string of oaths. Sebald decided to drag his chest to the very back of the deck, where the 

three orphans had settled in. They had already laid their pallets, horsehair blankets and 

pillows in their hammocks. 

It was a week before the Heemland was able to weigh anchor. Some of the crew were put 

to work stowing away chests, rope and all kinds of miscellaneous goods that were still 

cluttering the deck. Sebald and the other boys were kept busy swabbing the decks and 

disentangling rope. Others sailed back and forth in a sloop, bringing fresh water on board. 

After eight days a strong wind rose from the east and departure seemed imminent. The 

VOC governors came on board a last time to inspect the ship and the crew. They handed 

over the ship’s documents, including the cargo book and sailing instructions for the 

captain, as well as the post to be delivered to the VOC administrators in Batavia. After 

this the pilot was brought on board: this was a solemn moment for the crew. Most of 

them would stay away for five or ten years; some would never return. The ziekentrooster

– a ‘comforter of the sick’ who also acted as a lay reader – read a short sermon on deck, 

after which the men sang a psalm. The captain then took advantage of the solemnity to 

address the crew. 

The captain, who generally kept a low profile for most of the voyage, used this speech 

to set the tone for the atmosphere on board. William Hutchinson, an eighteenth-century 

English captain, recommended in his Treatise on Practical Seamanship (1777) that the 

captain make clear from the start that all members of the crew were dependent upon one 

another. The captain was duty-bound to explain to the men under his command that the 

safety of their ship and the success of the whole undertaking depended on the alertness, 

care and diligence with which each crew member carried out his duties: 

The watch upon deck have upon them the important charge, not only of the safety 

of the ship and their own lives, but the lives of the other watch and all that are 

below, therefore any neglect of duty by the watch upon deck, and especially in 

keeping a good look out, should be resented by all the rest of the crew… .These 
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declarations help greatly to reconcile the crew in general, to that strict discipline, 

which may be absolutely necessary to be established at the beginning of the 

voyage… .4

When the ceremonies were over, the captain gave orders for the Heemland and the other 

two ships in the convey, the Vrouwe Elizabeth and the Zonnehof, to weigh anchor. The 

huge East Indiamen were clumsy and difficult to manoeuvre, and they had to take great 

care not to collide in the narrow channel they were forced to navigate. Meanwhile, salutes 

were fired by the guns of the departing ships and the governors’ yacht that was seeing 

them off. Sebald, standing on deck, watched the coastline becoming more indistinct by 

the minute. The row of dunes on the island of Texel faded to no more than a stripe on the 

horizon before finally disappearing from view altogether. 

When signing on for the voyage the crew members had already been assigned their duties, 

thereby establishing their place in the ship’s hierarchy from cabin boy to captain. A large 

sailing ship, with some thirty different positions filled by its captain and crew, resembled 

a small city with its various functionaries and municipal workers. At the top of the 

hierarchical ladder was the captain, whose most important assistant and deputy was the 

first mate, who was responsible, together with the second mates, for navigating the ship. 

Entrusted with the defence of the vessel against enemy ships was the gunner, or warrant 

officer, who was in charge of the eighty soldiers on board. The provost marshal was 

responsible for maintaining order and discipline among the crew, and also for organising, 

along with the drummer and the trumpeter, the changing of the watch. The various skilled 

craftsmen and their assistants also on board included sailmakers, carpenters and coopers, 

as well as the boatswain and the boatswain’s mate, who looked after the standing and 

running rigging of the three masts and the bowsprit. Meals were prepared by the cook and 

his mate, and the steward supervised the distribution of rations. The crew also included a 

ship’s surgeon, the above-mentioned ziekentrooster, a bookkeeper and a merchant, all 

with their own assistants. 
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At the very bottom of the hierarchical ladder were the cabin boys, and just above them 

the ordinary seamen and sailors, who, under the supervision of the quartermaster, did all 

the dangerous work on the yards, stood at the helm or manned the crow’s nest, worked 

the pump and, when the ship lay at anchor, helped to load and unload the cargo and also 

to carry out repairs to the ship. 

Such a strict division of roles meant that each crew member knew his place, both 

literally and figuratively, and exactly what was expected of him. The captain, for 

example, spent most of his time in the saloon, and the first mate and his assistants were 

most often to be found in the first mate’s cabin. The cook and his mate were nearly 

always by the fire in the galley, while the gunner had his own cabin, which also served as 

the weapon store. As cabin boy, Sebald spent most of his time with the sailors on the 

upper two decks at the front of the ship. 

For a couple of days after they set sail, Sebald was seasick and found it extremely 

difficult to carry out his duties. He had been appointed cabin boy to the ship’s surgeon: in 

addition to swabbing the decks, he was required to tend the garden on the poop deck, 

where herbs and winter radish were grown in crates to feed the sick. Sometimes he was 

ordered to feed the chickens and pigs, which had been taken along to supply the officers 

with fresh eggs and meat. 

Life on board ship, constantly rolling on the waves, was a new experience for Sebald, 

and it was more than three days before he recovered somewhat from his seasickness and 

started to adjust to a daily rhythm that was determined by the half-hour glass. Every half 

hour the bell was struck, indicating by the number of times it was struck how many half-

hours of the watch had elapsed. When eight bells, or four hours, had passed, it was time 

for the changing of the watch. Three times a day – at eight a.m., twelve noon and six p.m. 

– the bell was struck for meals. 

At night Sebald and the other cabin boys were allowed to go on sleeping when the 

sailors went up on deck for the changing of the watch, but all that talking and movement 

and the noise the men made on the narrow wooden stairs between decks usually woke 

Sebald anyway, after which he found it difficult to fall asleep again. He lay there in his 
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hammock in a stuffy room with around eighty men, all of them plagued by lice. Rats, 

mice and cockroaches scurried across the wooden floorboards, which creaked with every 

movement of the ship. 

The first few days Sebald thought back wistfully to the home he had left. Work on 

board ship was hard, and he was often cold because there was no place to dry his wet 

clothes. He also had to be constantly on his guard against sailors who made a sport of 

playing cruel jokes on the cabin boys. On the very first day a sailor had ordered him to 

open his chest. Sebald had obeyed, although he had no idea who the man was. He stood 

by watching helplessly as the man made off with a loaf of bread. No one came to his 

rescue, and it began to dawn on Sebald that he could not expect help from anyone. 

The pride that Sebald had felt upon first seeing the Heemland was in no way 

diminished, however. The tall masts and white, wind-filled sails made a deep impression 

on him. At the very top of the main mast was the crow’s nest, and this mast, so essential 

to the vessel’s propulsion and balance, formed the centre of social life on board ship. 

Prayer services and celebrations were held around the mast, punishments were inflicted 

there, and it also functioned as the ship surgeon’s consulting room and surgery. Above 

all, the mast marked the border separating the domain of the higher officers from that of 

the common people, a boundary which the sailors were not allowed to cross without 

permission. 

Behind the mast, where the saloon and the cabins of the captain, the officers and the 

few passengers were to be found, it was a lot more comfortable than elsewhere in the 

ship. There was more light and the space was occupied by far fewer people. There were, 

in addition, some tables and chairs, and even the occasional painting on the wall. The 

table shared by the captain and officers was laid at mealtimes with a tablecloth, napkins 

and pewter plate, which in such circumstances was considered a great luxury. 

Sebald ate with the other sailors either on the lower deck or outside on the upper deck, 

always with the same group, a so-called ‘mess’ consisting of six men. They sat in a small 

circle around a chest or a crate with a long, trough-like bowl in the middle, which they all 

dipped into with their spoons. 
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Following Company regulations, a typical meal consisted of peas, beans, rice or 

barley-groats, supplemented with sauerkraut, raisins, prunes, stockfish or pickled meat. 

The daily rations officially prescribed by the VOC – a list which remained largely 

unchanged from the seventeenth century until well into the nineteenth century – contained 

enough calories to enable the men to carry out the hard work required of them. 

For the men who had known poverty back home, with frequent periods of scarcity 

during the winter months, the diet on board was entirely acceptable as long as the food 

was not spoilt. Tainted food was common, however. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries the techniques for preserving food were not yet very sophisticated. Salting, 

drying and smoking were the most frequently employed methods of preserving meat, but 

if the barrels were not sealed tightly the provisions became practically inedible. What the 

cook dished up after several months at sea was sometimes so revolting that the VOC had 

been forced to add an article to its regulations, forbidding anyone to throw food 

overboard on pain of losing a month’s wages. Such measures were necessary, for it was 

sometimes months before the ship could take on fresh provisions, and there was no 

choice but to eat rotten food or die of hunger. 

For those from the higher echelons of society, food on board – according to Nicolaus 

de Graaff, a ship’s surgeon – must indeed have been unpalatable. In the Oost-Indische 

Spiegel (East Indies Handbook), published in 1701, he expresses his disdain for ‘white-

bread children’ and ‘wastrels’, spoiled by luxury, who squander all their money and then 

have little choice but to enter the service of the VOC. Taking perverse pleasure in their 

plight, he describes the hardships they suffer on board: 

Just try to imagine what such ‘white-bread children’ and ‘wastrels’ have to endure 

if, instead of all manner of delicious beers and wines, they are forced to drink 

stinking water, which is sometimes so brackish as to seem mixed with salt water. 

And instead of a morning drink, or soup, or cup of sparkling wine, they must make 

do with half a capful of stinking quail arrack or rice arrack, and instead of boiled 

or roasted chicken, or a capon or venison pasty, they are forced to enjoy a bowl of 

dried palm leaves or beans, full of beetles, or have to eat a rasher of raw bacon and 
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half-spoilt meat or a piece of dried fish on the coals, and instead of pure wheat 

bread, they have to force down their throats a bowl full of black, sandy, stony rice, 

which grates between your teeth just as if you were chewing crushed sea shells or 

tobacco pipes, and instead of delicious, red May butter, they have nothing but 

stinking drippings or coconut oil.5

The preserved provisions were occasionally supplemented with fresh meat – usually pork 

or poultry, from the animals kept in the waist, the open part of the upper deck between the 

forecastle and the quarterdeck – as well as with a small amount of vegetables and herbs, 

grown on the afterdeck. According to the VOC’s victualling lists, it was usual to take 

along two sows, twelve pigs and forty chickens. These were meant for the officers, but on 

feast days and holidays the whole crew was allowed to partake as well. With 240 men on 

board, however, the supply of meat soon ran out. 

The diet on board, which in theory was so nourishing that under normal conditions no 

one should have had to go hungry, did not include fresh fruit and vegetables, however, 

which led to widespread suffering from scurvy among seamen. Many of the crew had 

suffered from vitamin shortages while still on land, and were therefore weak at the 

beginning of the voyage, which made them even more susceptible to scurvy, the major 

cause of death among sailors in the seventeenth century. In the early stages of the disease 

their gums became swollen and their teeth became so loose that they eventually fell out. 

This was followed by soreness of the joints and wounds that would not heal, and finally 

the sailors became so weak they could no longer leave their bunks. 

For a long time no one knew how to prevent scurvy, and it was assumed that the salty 

diet and salt water were the cause. One was advised to eat salted meat and fish only in 

northern climes. Washing clothes in salt water and sleeping in wet clothes were also 

discouraged. Other causes were thought to be the sea air and lack of exercise. It was 

generally agreed that the sea was not man’s natural habitat, and that it was best to go 

ashore as often as possible. This was of course not in the interest of the trading 

companies. Scurvy caused so many deaths among crews of the merchant fleet that this 

loss of life was taken into consideration when calculating how many crew members 
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would be necessary at the outset, assuming that many would not reach their destination. 

Around one-third of the sailors served as reserve crew, for on the return trip one hundred 

seamen would be enough to man the ship. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, 

ships’ surgeons gave scurvy sufferers diluted sulphuric, gin with scurvy grass and 

tamarind extract. It was not until 1753 that the Scottish ship’s surgeon James Lind 

demonstrated convincingly that scurvy could be prevented only by eating citrus fruit and 

fresh vegetables. 

Every meal was rationed as soon as they were on the high sea, and by mid-ocean 

pickings were paltry. The oak walls and deck rails were the boundaries of a world in 

which the entire crew had to fight for survival with every means at their disposal. 

The quartermaster and the ship’s surgeon had the cabin boys cleaning the ship all day 

long. There was not much credit to be gained by swabbing the deck, nor was it a very 

rewarding activity. The boxes and crates were only occasionally pushed to one side to 

make thorough cleaning possible; at such times VOC regulations required them to combat 

the stench first by smoking out the rooms with gunpowder and juniper berries and then 

sprinkling them down with vinegar. Lack of ventilation caused the sailors’ living quarters 

to be especially stuffy and foul-smelling. To make matters worse, the crew had no 

opportunity to wash, except when it rained. 

In his sea manual of 1777, the English captain Hutchinson reported that on some ships 

the between-decks were so filthy that some sailors became seriously ill. It is hardly 

surprising that the officers seldom ventured into the domain of the common seamen in the 

front half of the ship. 

Lack of hygiene led regularly to an infestation of vermin, which were a leading cause 

of infection. Lice, cockroaches, rats and mice seemed ineradicable. Typhus occurred 

frequently, quickly brought on by the sailors’ reluctance to use the privy outside on the 

forecastle, a kind of balcony with a grating that hung out over the water. A brush hung 

from a rope and was dragged through the water for them to wipe their bottom. In bad 

weather it was an especially unpleasant place to sit, and sailors were then more likely to 

look for a corner between-decks to relieve themselves. 
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Once in the tropics, the crew were prone to infection by malaria, cholera and 

dysentery, which could reach epidemic proportions owing to the close and unhygienic 

accommodation on board ship. An extreme case of this occurred on a fleet commanded 

by the English admiral Hosier, who sailed in 1726 to the West Indies. He allowed his 

ships to become so dirty that 4,000 of the 4,600 men on board took ill and died. Hosier 

died as well, and his body lay buried for four months among the ballast of his flagship, 

after which his remains were transferred to another ship and taken back to England to be 

given a decent burial. 

At the beginning of his voyage Sebald noticed few of these problems of food and 

hygiene. His biggest worry was holding his own as a cabin boy among the older sailors. 

The youngest of his ‘mess’, he was required to wait on the sailors during mealtimes. 

There was a lot of laughter, mostly at the expense of Sebald and others low down in the 

ship’s hierarchy. Someone was always thinking up an excuse to make him get up, sending 

him in search of something unknown to him or confusing him with jargon he didn’t 

understand. Often these were technical terms for some piece of equipment, or a part of the 

ship or the rigging. Even everyday objects, however, often had different names on board 

than they did on land. Once when Sebald asked for a ‘bucket’ he was told in no uncertain 

terms that on board ship they only had ‘pails’. 

Kindness and generosity were not qualities cultivated by seamen. The strongest sailors 

were often the worst mannered, and were capable of intimidating a whole ‘mess’ or even 

a larger group of seamen. Officers barked orders at their inferiors. What passed as 

refinement on land was in short supply on board ship, even among the superior officers. 

Men who tried to display good manners – by taking their hats off to a superior, for 

example – were laughed at and immediately told to stop behaving so foolishly. 

About three weeks after setting sail, the Heemland ran into a storm off the coast of 

Ireland, and only just managed to escape unscathed. The big East Indiaman, which had 

shone in the harbour as a triumph of technology, was reduced by the storm to a vulnerable 

and delicate thing. It is difficult to imagine how strong and destructive the wind can be. 
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The ship’s surgeon Nicolaus de Graaff gave a good description of the wind’s devastating 

strength in an account of the first storm he experienced at sea: 

…we all thought we would perish with the ship and all its cargo; it was blowing 

extremely hard and the sea rose up to the heavens, sometimes it poured on us, the 

sails flew in tatters from the yards, so that one could hardly see where a ragged 

piece remained. The tiller broke off, causing the rudder to slam back and forth so 

hard that we were afraid it would split open the stern, which we had to make fast 

with chains and tackles; we also developed a large leak in the bow through the 

thumping and crashing down of the head-knee and bowsprit, which we were 

forced to saw off, and it cost us much effort, keeping up all that pumping and 

bailing, to prevent the ship from sinking. 

Our row-boat and two heavy objects below deck were wrenched free from the 

tackles and ropes and rolled from one side of the ship to the other, killing two 

mates and seriously injuring others. The storm raged for three days in a row before 

it finally abated. Then the sea gradually calmed, and everything that was broken or 

damaged was repaired as well as possible and, with God’s help, made ready 

again.6

The officers and sailors did their best to survive the storm by maintaining strict discipline 

and making it possible for all the members of the crew to act as a co-ordinated whole. 

Sebald also wanted to do his part, however modest, but the heaving of the ship made him 

sick and fearful. He slipped and slid across the deck, and sought in vain for something to 

hang on to. At last he crept in between the pigsties, where he lay, exhausted and out of 

breath, while the experienced sailors did their utmost to save the ship. 

When the rain stopped and the wind died down, Sebald picked himself up and went 

below deck to look for some dry clothes. The damage was extensive. The chests had 

come loose and slid out of place; some had tipped over and broken open. Everywhere was 

filth and vomit from the sailors who were so sick they had had to keep to their bunks. It 

all had to be cleaned up, and Sebald set to work at once. Ashamed of his helplessness 
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during the storm, he hoped to prove himself by working hard, though it would be difficult 

to make up for his disgrace and rise up from his subordinate position. Under the strict 

supervision of the quartermaster and the ship’s surgeon, he had no freedom of movement 

whatsoever and was seldom given the chance to do anything but the most menial of tasks. 

Gradually the weather got warmer, and they left the autumnal cold behind. The 

Heemland was now sailing along the coast of Portugal. Together with the other 160 crew 

members, some of whose faces Sebald did not even recognise, he worked to maintain the 

large vessel that would carry them 5,000 miles across the ocean. In the coming months 

they would depend for their very lives on the wind, the ship and one another. 
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Notes to Chapter 2

1. In Dutch, the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or VOC for short. 
2. Dit alles aengemerckt, staet t’ overwegen, of  

Mijn kraeck niet evenaert met eenigh Keysers hof,  
Dat met veel kost, en moeyt ten golven uyt ghetimmert,  
Van lijst, en beeldewerck, van goud en marmer schimmert,  
Dat sijn vertrecken heeft daer menigh in verdoolt,  
Sijn salen hoogh, en leegh, sijn kelders uytgehoolt,  
Wiens balcken zijn vergult, wiens gevels, tinnen, daecken,  
Het oogh des vreemdelings verletten, en vermaecken. 
Joost van den Vondel 1985, p. 36. 

3. Translator’s note: The word in Dutch is burgerweeshuis, which was an institution for the 
orphaned children of poorters (citizens), as opposed to mere inwoners (residents) of a 
city. 

4. William Hutchinson, A Treatise on Practical Seamanship, London, Scolar Press (1777) 
1979, p. 99. 

5. N. de Graaff, Reisen van Nicolaus de Graaff gedaan naar alle gewesten des Werelds
Beginnende 1639 tot 1687 incluis, The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1930, pp. 44-45. 

6. De Graaff 1930, p. 5.


