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Abstract

Despite a corpus of sources, historians of the Moluccas (Indonesia) have given little atten-
tion to military history. While land warfare consisted mainly of headhunting raids, maritime
warfare was essentially amphibious, with a eet (hongi) sailing to an enemy beach where a
village would be stormed. The European intrusion brought changes to this general pattern.
The Dutch East India Company developed its own hongi, consisting of local vessels and a
few European ones. However, these were ineffective by the nal stages of the wars of con-
quest and ultimately it was European expeditionary forces that eliminated the last opposition
to Dutch rule. Once the ÔPax NeerlandicaÕ was established, the Company could rely on the
hongi once again.

Malgr�  le nombre de sources historiques ̂  leur disposition, les historiens des Moluques (Indon�sie)
nÕont gu� re pr� t�  attention ˆ lÕhistoire militaire. La guerre sur terre, cÕ� tait surtout faire la
chasse aux t� tes. La guerre par mer, en revanche, consistait surtout en op� rations amphibies,
ˆ lÕaide dÕune otte (hongi) qui faisait voile vers une c™te ennemie pour monter ˆ lÕassaut
dÕun village. La p� n� tration europ�enne a chang�  cette situation. La Compagnie Unie des
Indes Orientales a d� velopp�  sa propre hongi, compos� e dÕembarcations locales et de
quelques navires europ�ens. Pourtant, ces hongi ne furent pas e caces dans les derni� res
� tapes des guerres de conqu�te et, nalement, ce fut la marine europ�enne qui � limina la
r� sistance ˆ la domination hollandaise. Lorsque la ÔPax NeerlandicaÕ fut � tablie, la Com-
pagnie put de nouveau compter sur les hongi.
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In the rst phrases of Warfare and Empires, dealing with confrontations
between Europeans and non-Europeans in the early modern period, the editor,
Douglas M. Peers, puts the proposition that colonialism and war are inextrica-
bly linked. Although most historians generally adhere to this idea, there are only
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a few who have paid proper attention to such matters as choices of strategies
and of tactics, the crucial factors bringing success or defeat in battle, and the
consequences of war for the societies involved. Moreover, few historians seem
to be aware of the adage Ôempires won by the sword were to a large degree
maintained by the swordÕ (Peers 1997: xv, xx). The historiography of the Dutch
East India Company, o cially the Vereenigde Geoctroyeerde Oost-Indische
Compagnie, abbreviated to VOC, is likewise awed by this lack of attention. In
a sense this is quite peculiar because during its presence in Asia, spanning
almost two centuries, there was hardly any year in which the VOC was not
involved in violence somewhere. Even a cursory glance at the eet of the VOC
shows that virtually all its ships carried armaments, while about one half of the
personnel in Asia consisted of military men. Reinout Vos has voiced the opin-
ion that the VOC had in fact two faces, that of the merchant, in particular
where its activities in Europe were concerned, and that of the prince, in partic-
ular in Asia and South Africa (Gaastra 1991: 85-7; Vos 1993: 1). Once its ships
rounded the seas off the Cape of Good Hope, the VOC apparently not only
entered a different region, it also changed roles.

The two faces were already implicit in the Charter of the VOC of 1602, in
which it was stated that in the area between the Cape of Good Hope and Cape
Hoorn, the VOC had the freedom to conclude treaties, to build fortresses, to
wage war and to make peace in the name of the Republic of the Seven United
Provinces of the Netherlands (Gaastra 1991: 20-3). What this meant in reality
was immediately visible in the rst eet of twelve ships, sent out by the VOC
under the command of Admiral Steven van der Haghen. On 23 February 1605,
it took the Portuguese dependencies in the Amboina Islands, most notably the
fortress Nossa Senhora da Anunciada, in what is nowadays the city of Kota
Ambon in the Moluccas. By this action the VOC inexorably acquired the role
of a state, becoming the overlord of thousands of subjects, mostly Amboinese
nominally adhering to the Christian faith. The ultimate reason it assumed the
role of a statesman in Amboina was commercial: its great goal was to gain a
maximum share in the world trade in Moluccan spices, in particular cloves. In
the Moluccas, as in many parts of the world, trade and politics, including war,
were very much interconnected. In this context, it has to be stressed that had
the Dutch not armed themselves, they would have run the risk of being driven
out of the area by the Portuguese, and not simply for commercial reasons. Since
1580 the king of Spain had also been the ruler of Portugal. At the time of the
union of the crowns of Spain and Portugal, the newly established Dutch
Republic was wrestling for its independence from the king of Spain. Therefore
the confrontation in the Moluccas was part of a more general struggle between
the Catholic Iberians on the one hand and the Protestant Northwest Europeans
on the other (Knaap 1987a: 15-7; 1991: 115).
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To ful ll their dream of cornering as much as possible of the clove market,
the Dutch in the Moluccas strove for nothing less than a monopoly in the sup-
ply of that precious commodity. In the newly acquired territories this was just
a matter of ordering their subjects to hand over all the cloves they produced to
the VOC warehouses in return for a certain amount of money. Were cloves pro-
duced in areas where the Dutch were not sovereign rulers, the VOC concluded
ÔcontractsÕ or treaties with the local authorities, in which it was expressly stip-
ulated that these areas would deliver their entire production to the VOC exclu-
sively for a xed price. The VOC in turn promised to protect the other party
against renewed outbursts of Iberian aggression. Such a promise has to be seen
in the light of earlier developments. During the last part of the sixteenth cen-
tury the principal Moluccan state, the sultanate of Ternate, which included the
western part of the Amboina Islands, as well as the independent petty states of
Hitu, Hatuhaha, and Ihamahu, all of them Muslim, had been embroiled in an
almost constant state of war with the Portuguese and their Christian Amboinese
subjects. Well-conceived though it may have been, the Dutch scheme did not
eventuate completely as planned because of a disagreement about the prices to
be paid for cloves. This disagreement coincided with attempts on the part of the
producers, individually as well as collectively, to sell to the highest bidder rather
than to the Dutch. To enforce the treaties it had concluded, the VOC resorted
to violence, which from 1624 until 1658 resulted in a series of armed con icts,
which have been collectively labeled Ôthe Amboinese WarsÕ (Knaap 1987a: 17-
23; 1992a: 11-2). As had the Portuguese before them, the Dutch usually fought
these wars with the assistance of Christian Amboinese subjects. However, dur-
ing one particular year, namely 1636-1637, the VOC was on the brink of los-
ing everything, when even the Christians turned against the Dutch in a hostile
reaction to offensive treatment. Governor General Anthonie van Diemen saved
the day by personally leading an expedition to the area. In the 1640s and 1650s,
the VOC nally subdued the independent states in the Amboina Islands as well
as the rebellious dependencies of the sultan of Ternate in the area, in campaigns
which often assumed the character of total warfare. When the heat and dust of
the battle had settled, the monopoly on the production of cloves was a fact and
further guaranteed by a sort of armed peace (Knaap 1987a: 22-7; 1992b: 7-20).

This article deals with the way warfare was waged in the Amboina Islands
in the period up to the year 1700. The rst step is to look at how the Am-
boinese themselves waged war before the advent of the Europeans. In tradi-
tional warfare, headhunting was an important motive. This sets the scene for
observing the changes that occurred under the in uence of the Portuguese and
the Dutch, whose intrusion sparked off a period of intensi ed warfare which
lasted about one hundred years. Before the Europeans entered on the scene amphibi-
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ous actions were a dominant element in military confrontations. The most
important instrument in this type of warfare was the kora-kora, a sort of galley
with outriggers. These kora-kora eventually formed larger eets, which were
called hongi. The colonial overlords also used the hongi as an instrument of
war. Special attention will be paid to the organizational aspects of the process.
Towards the end of the article, parallels with developments elsewhere in the
Malay-Indonesian Archipelago will be drawn. Finally, the military and naval devel-
opments will be evaluated against the background of a broader discussion in
historical literature about early modern warfare at a global level.

INDIGENOUS WARFARE IN AMBOINA

About 1621, Artus Gijsels, the former chief-merchant of Hitu and later 
governor of Amboina, gave an extensive account of the state of indigenous war-
fare. He pointed out that most of the wars consisted of amphibious raids car-
ried out with kora-kora. The purpose of these actions does not appear to have
been conquest. Instead, the aim was either to take prisoners or the heads of peo-
ple slain, irrespective of whether they were males, females, or children. The
occasional expeditions carried out over land resulted only in heads, which were
carried home hanging from rods over the warriorÕs shoulder. Before launching
an expedition, the village priest or shaman would observe the omens to see
whether the time was right to go into action. Shamans were also present on
board the kora-kora to consult the supernatural world before going ashore
somewhere on a distant coast. Once a kora-kora had come home with heads
and captives, the warriors were welcomed with great joy. Sometimes it might
happen that some of the prisoners were placed in the bow of the ship and their
heads chopped off at the moment the vessel ran aground on the beach. The
heads were placed in the bailehu, the ceremonial hall of the village. The
remaining prisoners were subsequently sold to the highest bidder to pay for 
the cost of the expedition. The people on board did not receive any compensa-
tion for their readiness to take part. In fact, they joined the expedition not only
because there was a chance to earn themselves respect and status in combat
and/or lay their hands on some booty, but also because the whole endeavour
was part of the compulsory service to the community and its leadership. Every
man on board carried his own provisions and drinking water. When all provi-
sions had been consumed, the whole party might go ashore to cut down a few
sago palms in order to extract our to make porridge (Knaap 1987b: 53-5). 

Once at sea, the village leader, usually bearing the title of orangkaya, sat on
a raised section in the centre of a kora-kora, surrounded by the most prominent
and able warriors of the community. Near the railing or on benches between the

HEADHUNTING, CARNAGE AND ARMED PEACE IN AMBOINA, 1500-1700



outriggers sat the people who were supposed to row. Apart from using man-
power to row, the vessel could also be moved ahead by raising its sails. There
was always a sail on board connected to the tripod mast. The rowers were less
heavily armed than the actual warriors. An individualÕs weapons consisted of a
shield, a sword and javelins. There were two types of javelins, the assagai-type
made out of iron, wood, and cane, which was thrown in a straight line, and
kaluwai, made of cane with barbed hooks of animal bones. These kaluwai were
thrown, three to ve at a time, straight up into the air to hit the enemy from
above after a curved trajectory. At the beginning of the seventeenth century,
some people also possessed roers, matchlocks, obtained from the crews of the
Dutch ships. Although the Amboinese were quite well aware of how to handle
these guns, they were often negligent in maintaining these devices. This might
be one of the reasons why Gijsels concluded that an Amboinese warrior pre-
ferred to ght with sword and shield rather than with muskets. The Amboinese
also proved very fond of the morions (a type of helmet) which they occasionally
obtained from Europeans. Besides muskets and morions from Europe, kora-kora
usually carried inferior quality bronze swivelguns imported from Java. Each kora-
kora had, according to its size, one, two or three of them, placed in the bow,
the stern or amidship. Because of the great number of accidents with swivel-
guns, the Amboinese were fairly reluctant to re them. Gijsels was of the opin-
ion that, from the European point of view, it was better if the Amboinese had
ten swivelguns rather than one matchlock musket. In Hitu the Amboinese occa-
sionally had heavier ordnance, for instance bronze pieces, six to eight feet long

ring two-pound cannon balls. Gijsels also mentioned Javanese pikes and Portuguese
halberds as part of the defence of kora-kora (Knaap 1987b: 55-8).

During the late fteenth and early sixteenth centuries many villages in the
coastal areas of Amboina had become part of village federations and/or early
state formations. The upshot was that the kora-kora of several villages were
joined together in eets known as hongi. Once the Portuguese had established
their rule in certain parts of the islands, they also organized their realmÕs indige-
nous defense according to the same principles. When the VOC conquered the
area it continued the institution of the hongi. In 1607 the rst hongi under VOC
rule set out on patrol. However, the hongi had their limitations. They were
instruments of war which were effective in coastal areas only, not t to cam-
paign on the open seas, where ships had to contend with rough weather. On the
other hand, owing to their shallow draught, a kora-kora, (essentially a large
built-up canoe with outriggers), was perfectly suited to amphibious actions. The
length of the vessels was usually between 24 and 30 metres; in the beam they
measured 4 to 5 metres. With a number of between 50 and 90 men on board,
it takes no great stretch of imagination to realize that conditions were rather
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overcrowded (Knaap 1987a: 10-2, 147, 154, 199). In his rst reports on Amboina,
its conqueror, Steven van der Haghen, already noted the obligation of vassals
to assist the governor on warlike expeditions and hostile actions, both on land
and at sea. According to his estimate, the entire hongi comprised of subjects
and allies of the VOC together might be about 30 to 40 kora-kora. The num-
ber of men on board was estimated to be 4,000 to 5,000. This was probably a
little exaggerated; more detailed information later on in the century reveals that
with this number of kora-kora a number of 2,000 to 3,000 men would have
been more likely. Chief-merchant Nicolaas Puyck, writing in about 1612, tells
us something about the availability of rearms in the then still independent state
of Hitu. Among the 700 able-bodied men there were 150 carrying muskets. Like
Gijsels after him, Puyck also estimated that a kora-kora would be armed with
two or three swivelguns, sometimes also with a falconet (a light cannon) and
usually with between four and twelve matchlock handguns (Knaap 1987a: 150-4;
1987b: 3-4, 12-3).

This then was the nature of the warfare along the coast, among the people
who were generally called ÔAmboineseÕ by the Dutch. In the interior of the big-
ger islands, in particular in Seram, conditions were different. Generally speak-
ing, the people here were not considered to be ÔAmboineseÕ but ÔAlifuru.Õ
Alifuru were semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers and swidden agriculturists living in
mountain-ranges covered with jungle. They were believed to be less ÔcivilizedÕ
than the Amboinese. The animistic Alifuru were passionate adherents of head-
hunting. Each important moment in the life-cycle of Alifuru communities, for
instance the building of a bailehu and the initiation of boys and girls on reach-
ing adulthood, required the spilling of blood. A new stage in the life of the
community or the clan needed the sacri ce of another personÕs life. In the
thoughts of the animists life and death were very much interconnected. Given
this, it is hardly surprising that the Island of Seram was in a permanent state
of war, with each village constantly being on the alert. The villages themselves
formed loose alliances, which were, in their turn, part of the classi cation of the
entire population into two moieties, the Patasiwa and the Patalima. The Pata-
lima and the Patasiwa were mutual archenemies. In an effort to establish some
peace and order among their own often warring villages, the Patasiwa of West
Seram had an institution which bore some resemblance to a medieval German
or Polish Diet (Knaap 1987a: 60-1, 73-5; 1993: 252-6). 

The Reverend Fran� ois Valentijn, writing at the beginning of the eighteenth
century, gave detailed descriptions of the Alifuru way of waging war. He stated
that Alifuru headhunting parties usually consisted of about eight to ten young
men, who used to stay away from home for weeks on end, sometimes even up
to a few months. Apparently, the goal was not simply to prey on neighbours
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from the villages in the vicinity. The preferred tactic was to take heads from
villages located farther away. Again, it was not important whether victims were
male, female, old or young. The group camou aged itself in the forest and
attacked innocent passers-by on trails from behind, using javelins. People
wounded in this manner were killed and their heads subsequently taken, after
which the party hurried home to receive a warm reception. This was the ideal
situation but sometimes they met with serious resistance resulting in several of
their party being wounded or even killed. Besides small-scale raiding, war in
West Seram also involved ghting with groups of one hundred or more. Entire
villages were attacked because of con icts between the leaders, disputes over
control of land, or even over the possession of powerful magical amulets. Once
such a group reached the periphery of the enemy settlement and the omens were
considered auspicious, three or four champions would press on ahead. If they
were successful, the rest followed into battle; if not, they retreated (Valentijn
1724: 72-4, 81-2).

This testimony provided by Valentijn proves that war on Seram was not
waged for the sake of headhunting only. Dutch records reporting on con icts
among seventeenth-century Alifuru also mention the systematic destruction of
plantations and the burning down and dislocation of villages, for the simple rea-
son of acquiring power and tribute, by groups of several hundred attackers
(VOC 1309 Dagregister: 934r-v, 1044r-1045v; 1376: 42r-v). There should be no
hesitation in accepting the fact that among the indigenous population of the
coastal areas referred to earlier, such full-scale warfare must also have existed
before the arrival of the Europeans. One example of such a case on Ambon
Island was the massive attack of a number of villages driving to extinction a
part of the federation of Hunut (Manusama 1983: 26).

Valentijn also described the weapons carried by both the Alifuru and the
Amboinese of his time, namely the beginning of the eighteenth century. Both
possessed swords with broad blades imported from Tambuko in Sulawesi as
well as parang , multi-purpose machetes. Both carried rectangular wooden
shields decorated with shells, three to four feet long and one foot wide. In the
coastal areas circular shields of rattan with a diameter of two to three feet were
also a feature. The richest among the coastal warriors wore copper morions,
decorated with feathers of birds of paradise, on their heads. The Alifuru had
simple javelins of bamboo as well as more sophisticated wooden ones with iron
points. The latter were called toraan in Dutch sources. Alifuru also made use
of large bows to shoot arrows with bamboo points. Bows and arrows were
rarely seen among the Amboinese on the coast. Instead, towards the end of 
the seventeenth century at least, they possessed muskets and snaphaunces. 
Although, on their kora-kora they had swivelguns shooting one or two pound
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shot, heavier ordnance was no longer available (Valentijn 1724: 73, 182-3). The
disappearance of heavier artillery among the population was a direct conse-
quence of the Amboinese Wars. As rearms were part of the explanation of the
success of the VOC in gaining the upper hand in the Archipelago, the Dutch
shrewdly tried to limit the supply of arms to the indigenous populations as
much as possible. From 1637 it was prohibited to sell rearms to the Am-
boinese, and a prohibition against the sale of gunpowder was passed in 1650.
Of course, this prohibition was not implemented effectively. This explains why
in 1673 it appeared that in the villages near Kota Ambon, where the most
ÔtrustedÕ Amboinese lived, in each company of 125 men there were still 25 car-
rying muskets, usually matchlocks (Knaap 1987a: 29-31).

As war was endemic in the area, it was characterized by slowly changing
patterns of alliances and newly kindled animosities. These concerned loosely
organized moieties, federations of villages, which might be considered as early
states, individual villages, and even parts of villages. Were peace to be made
or an alliance to be concluded with each other, the animistic population marked
the solemnity of the occasion by swearing an oath called matakau. The cere-
mony was conducted as follows: Some earth, a piece of gold, for instance a
ring, some salt, which symbolized food, and pieces of weaponry, for instance
the points of swords, javelins, the barrel of a gun and a bullet, were dipped in
a pot of water. Thereafter a special formula was addressed to the supernatural
world and the water drunk by the main representatives of the groups involved.
The idea was that whoever broke the agreement would be visited by disaster or
be punished by every item of matter that had symbolically been put into the
pot. The belief in the power of this oath, the breaking of which would trans-
form it into a curse, was fairly strong. During the seventeenth century the VOC
encountered several instances among Alifuru of leaders trying to avoid having
to swear such oaths, afraid that they might not be able to comply fully to the
stipulations of the peace; for instance, if it was deemed impossible to implement
a peace agreement, because their rank and le would not accept it. Gradually,
as part of the process of Islamization, Muslim Amboinese had begun to swear
oaths on the Koran instead of performing the matakau (Knaap 1987a: 10-2, 60-
2; 1987b: 51-3). We may assume that Christian Amboinese would have emu-
lated this example soon afterwards by swearing an oath on the Bible.

In traditional Alifuru society, the contents of the agreement itself were not
written down. In so far as the agreement was of a general nature, everybody
present at its conclusion functioned as a witness. Should the agreement consist
of all sorts of detailed stipulations, reliance on peopleÕs memories might impose
a risk to its implementation. Written treaties between state-like organizations
were concluded between the Portuguese on the one hand and the sultans of
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Ternate, Tidore and Bacan on the other, as early as the rst half of the sixteenth
century. Whether this also happened in the area of Amboina between the Portuguese
and their Amboinese subjects is as yet unknown. It may very well be possible
that the Portuguese and their Muslim Amboinese adversaries made written
peace treaties to end their wars. When the Dutch rst arrived in Amboina, they
tried to reach written agreements with the parties they encountered. One of the

rst agreements, that with Hitu of 1601, states that it was signed and sealed by
the Hituese leadership, Ôaccording to our own customs,Õ in the bailehu. This was
an agreement of a fairly simple nature. It only concerned a mutual alliance
against the Portuguese and certain trade prerogatives. In an earlier agreement,
the Hituese had already traded the delivery of all cloves for the establishment
of a small Dutch garrison for defence against the Portuguese. From 1605
treaties became much more detailed, comprising many more clauses. As the
indigenous party was often the one whose freedom of movement was seriously
curtailed by these treaties, it is not surprising that violations were frequent
(Heeres 1907: 12-4, 31-3, 58-61; Andaya 1993: 58).

A HUNDRED YEARSÕ WAR

By the time the Dutch took over from the Portuguese, Amboina had already
been the scene of erce ghting between all sorts of groups. During the six-
teenth century traditional small-scale con icts among the population sparked off
by headhunting, territorial expansion and aspirations to pre-eminence in the
hierarchy of power became part of the gradually developing antithesis between
the Ternatans and most of the Muslims ranged against the Portuguese and the
Amboinese Christians. From about the middle of the century, the area was in a
constant state of war. Towards the end of the century, the Portuguese and their
subjects faced such a battery of attacks that several Christian villages were
obliged to abandon their original settlements and take shelter in safer areas, for
instance in the neighbourhood of the Portuguese castle on Ambon Island. The
VOC conquest in 1605 meant a temporary slowing down of hostilities. How-
ever, by 1625, once it became clear that the VOC was adamant in its attempts
to establish a monopoly in the clove trade, a nal round of 25 to 30 years of

ghting ensued (Manusama 1983: 65-6, 71; Knaap 1987a: 12-5, 20-3). That war
was an all too present element in society is also unequivocally revealed in the
only surviving chronicle on the indigenous side, RijaliÕs Hikayat Tanah Hitu, in
which armed con ict, in particular with the Europeans and their allies, is a
recurrent theme. The changing face of warfare also emerges clearly. Gradually,

rearms were being introduced in the naval battles between the two adversaries.
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On the Muslim side this happened towards the end of the century (Manusama
1977: 1, 84, 93-6, 99, 101-2).

Although a considerable amount of substantial information has been intro-
duced in the previous section, a few words should be said here to evaluate the
e cacy of seventeenth-century Amboinese weaponry. Sword and shield appear
to be the most popular weapons. They were the natural implements for hand-
to-hand combat. Javelins, also widely used, were capable of bridging a short
distance between adversaries, although it is likely that this would have been less
than 100 metres, the usual effective distance which could be covered by an
archer. The bullets of muskets and matchlock handguns were estimated to be
effective at several hundred metres. Upon impact they were capable of destroy-
ing body armour. The greatest drawback of these guns was the fairly lengthy
period needed to reload, namely several minutes (Parker 1988: 17-8; J.P. Puype,
personal communication, January 5, 2001). Snaphaunces, which appeared
towards the end of the seventeenth century, were intlocks, much easier to han-
dle and safer to use than the muskets of the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
century. If a shot from this type of gun was prepared making use of paper car-
tridges, another novelty of the late seventeenth century, the reloading procedure
was cut back to about one minute (Black 1994: 39). Returning to 1600 and to
artillery rather than handguns, swivelguns and falconets probably had a range
of 600 metres or more. It is di cult to estimate the time it took to reload these
guns, but it was probably some three to four minutes (Vogt 1977: 179-80;
Parker 1995: 156).

Moving to the defensive side of warfare, most of the villages in Seram were
located on hill-tops or on the slopes of mountains. Such a location made them
less vulnerable to surprise assaults. The same holds true for the villages in the
coastal areas. Location on the beach or on the estuary of a small river would
certainly have been more convenient from an economic point of view, but
would have carried greater risks of falling victim to amphibious raids (Knaap
1987a: 24). The great majority of these villages were not forti ed, but there
were some exceptions. In a few cases these were the centres of state formations
in the area, where the leadership resided. More often, they were focused on
mountains or hills in the territory of the political entities, where the natural ter-
rain was such that it was easy to establish a stronghold. A typical example of
such a situation was Wawani on Hitu, where several forti cations were erected
to block the path to the actual settlement located on a mountain top, two hoursÕ
walk from the beach. Near Wawani small quantities of sulphurous earth had
been discovered, and these were used in times of war to produce gunpowder.
Gunpowder was also produced in the mountains of HituÕs other main strong-
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hold: Kapahaha. One of the most formidable strongholds in Amboina was
Asahudi on Hoamoal, a complex of seven small fortresses, located one above
the other on the seaside of a mountain slope, plus two more fortresses on the
landside. Besides these defenses, there was also a battery on a small island off
the coastline. It was here that the last decisive battles of the Great Amboinese
War were fought in 1654-55. The cases of Kambelo, also on Hoamoal, and of
Wawani, on Hitu, seem to have been exceptional, because here the fortications
reached right down onto the beach, to give shelter to vessels, for instance from
VOC patrol ships (Rumphius 1910, 1: 256; 2: 76; Manusama 1983: 31, 36-7, 90,
99, 115, 126-8). The indigenous fortresses in the coastal areas possessed
artillery. The number of their pieces was usually limited, not only because of
the modest supply from abroad, but also because it was not easy to haul such
heavy equipment up into the hills and the mountains. Paths were too narrow
and too steep for wheeled vehicles, and pack horses or mules were not in ready
supply (Rumphius 1910, 1: 130, 209, 255; Knaap 1987a: 169, 178).

The VOCÕs rst and most important stronghold in Amboina was the former
Portuguese castle Nossa Senhora da Anunciada, built in 1576. It was taken over
by the Dutch in 1605 and renamed Victoria in 1614. The defensive capacity of
this Portuguese brick construction was made more impregnable by the Dutch,
who undertook such work as strengthening the walls and bulwarks at the cor-
ners with earth, the digging of ditches and, nally, in the second part of the
seventeenth century, the building of a new wall as an extra defense on the land-
side. Through their efforts the Dutch brought the construction of Victoria more
in line with the new standards of fortress building in Europe itself. The castle
was located directly on the sea shore. As such it functioned as a landing-place
for the maritime power, the VOC. It was also a safe haven for the Europeans
in times of emergency. The Portuguese had often used it in this way. It was the
headquarters of the political, economic, and military power of the colonial state
in Amboina. The number of soldiers inside the castle was never more than a
few hundred; for instance, in 1694 it was about 300. The town surrounding the
castle, Kota Ambon, was not forti ed, except for a few years when temporary
defensive works were erected. An attempt to surround the town with a sort of
permanent earthen embankment during the late 1680s failed, one of the reasons
being that heavy rains during the monsoons destroyed the poorly conceived con-
structions (Knaap 1991: 105-8, 110, 115). 

During the course of the seventeenth century, the VOC built several smaller
strongholds, located at various places on the coast throughout Amboina. Most
of these strongholds were so-called block-houses, otherwise called redoubts.
These were small two-storeyed, roofed fortresses made of brick with an extra
encirclement, the latter varying from fairly sophisticated structures with stone
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bulwarks at the corners to just simple palisades (Knaap 1987a: 21, 24, 29, 270).
At the end of the seventeenth century the VOC possessed nineteen smaller
strongholds manned by garrisons numbering from about 5 to 45 men. In most
of the strongholds the commanding o cer held the rank of sergeant. The high-
est rank among the military of the VOC in Amboina was that of a captain, sta-
tioned in Victoria. The armed forces of the VOC were not a militia. They
formed a real standing army, mainly armed with muskets rather than pikes. The
main component of this army, the ordinary soldiers, was regularly drilled and
disciplined. Besides the regular army of the VOC, in the town of Kota Ambon,
there were civil militias patrolling the streets after dark. These were the Ôschut-
terijÕ of the European Burghers and of the ÔNativeÕ citizenry, the latter mainly
consisting of Christianized foreign Asians. Apart from this, in Amboina the
VOC also had vessels to service its infrastructure. At the end of the seventeenth
century, there were three such vessels, usually small ones carrying 10 to 25 men
on board. Earlier in the century, in the period of the Amboinese Wars, there had
often been a few more, because patrolling the seas assumed more signi cance
at that time (VOC 1551 zielsbeschrijving; Knaap 1991: 113).

The VOC garrisons at the forti ed places and the odd patrol ships at sea
were only su cient to guarantee the Dutch the area in ÔnormalÕ times. In times
of crisis, notably war or rebellion, this force could not be stretched beyond pro-
tecting the VOCÕs own organization and that of its most fervent indigenous sup-
porters. In other words, it was adequate to maintain defensive positions so that
the VOC would not be driven out. For larger offensive action, to defeat or, at
least, to gain an advantage over the enemy, more troops were required. Consequently,
during the Amboinese Wars, expeditionary forces were brought in from Batavia,
sometimes for several years in succession. On such occasions, the armed forces
of the VOC to be deployed on land were multiplied by several times their usual
number. In an area where maritime supremacy was paramount, the naval forces
were no longer dependent on a few small shallops and yachts, but had recourse
to the much bigger East Indiamen. The largest of these ships, square-stern
shaped, carried between 30 and 40 cannon, some of which shot balls of 24
pounds (Stapel 1927: 505, 508-9). Such heavy artillery could only be red
about ten times in an hour. Its approximate range was between 1,500 and 2,000
metres (Van Beylen 1970: 76; J.P. Puype, personal communication, January 5,
2001). Examples of special expeditions, numbering almost twenty vessels car-
rying some 2,000 men, were the two mounted by Governor General Van
Diemen, in 1637 and 1638. The rst of these was intended to ÔappeaseÕ the sit-
uation among the Amboinese, the second to achieve extra guaranties for a last-
ing peace by reaching an agreement with Hamza, the sultan of Ternate (Knaap
1992b: 11; forthcoming: 1).
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In several cases relatively detailed reports about attacks by VOC forces are
available. The actions against Luhu in 1625 and Lusiela of 1637 revealed a pat-
tern of an initial bombardment with cannon from the East Indiamen, followed
by a head-on attack by 800 Europeans and 1,000 Amboinese or of 1,500
Europeans, respectively. The operational unit in the eld preferred by the Dutch
during these and later campaigns was a company of 60 to 70 men strong. The
defenders of the strongholds under attack red an occasional shot with their
cannon, which usually did not hit any of the VOC vessels anchored in the road-
stead. Nor could it be said that the bombardments from the sea by the VOC,
however impressive they might have been, were very effective either. Neverthe-
less, in 1625, VOC forces in the peninsula of Hoamoal for the rst time burned
down deserted villages on a massive scale, destroyed a few hundred canoes and
other vessels, and cut down several tens of thousands of clove and other eco-
nomically important trees. This devastating action marked a watershed in the
sense that, from then on, the majority of the Hoamoalese adopted a de nitively
anti-Dutch stance. It seems that the point of no return had been reached there
(Tiele and Heeres 1890: 48-70; Rumphius 1910, 1: 51-2, 129-31). 

During the Hituese War, which lasted from 1641 until 1646, the adversaries of
the VOC obtained help from expeditionary forces from Makassar in Sulawesi.
In 1641 a eet of over 26 Makassarese vessels, which apart from men carried
some 8,000 lbs of English gunpowder and lots of rice, approached the coast of
Hitu. The vessels consisted of junks and pelong, the latter probably a sort of
outrigger of the kora-kora type (Rumphius 1910, 1: 189, 193; MacLeod 1927,
2: 266). Information about these Makassarese eets of later years shows that the
number of men on board was estimated to be between 50 and 60. It is obvious
that these vessels could be propelled by both sails and oars (Rumphius 1910, 2:
49, 52, 67, 69). This explains why the vessels of 1641 were able to reach the
coast of Hitu, in spite of the patrols mounted by a certain section of the hongi
and the presence of two capital VOC ships. The large vessels of the VOC used
their heavy cannon against the Makassarese, which forced the latter to seek a
safe haven on the beach or in the mouths of small rivers. After disembarkation
and unloading, many of the vessels were destroyed by cannon re or by land-
ing parties of the VOC coming ashore. In battles on the open seas, it appears
that VOC ships, probably owing to their artillery and great numbers of muskets

red by those on board, had no trouble proving their supremacy over Makassa-
rese vessels (Rumphius 1910, 1: 189, 193; 2: 63, 69-70). Consequently, the func-
tion of the eets of the Makassarese was to carry reinforcements and supplies
for their allies. Upon arrival in Amboina they were cut off from their homeland.

Returning to the Hituese opponents of the VOC, their initial stronghold in the
war, Wawani, consisted of three fortresses located in a row, stretching from the
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beach into the interior, each one higher than the other. The Hituese located up-
hill and the Makassarese in the fortresses below possessed some muskets, swi-
velguns and cannon. In 1643 the VOC felt strong enough to initiate a more
offensive stand, starting by burning down neighbouring villages in order to ter-
rorize any potential allies of the defenders. The fortress on the beach was heav-
ily bombarded by cannon and mortars from the ships and subsequently stormed
by about 900 Europeans and 800 Amboinese. Among the Europeans there were
quite a few sailors carrying axes, bushknives and hand-grenades. After a few
days of ghting, the two lowest fortresses were taken but in front of the nal
one, located higher up the hill, the VOC forces were driven off. The situation
for WawaniÕs defenders had become hopeless.  A few months later, when
Kakiali, the leader of the Hituese at Wawani, was murdered at the instigation
of the VOC, the upper fortress was nally taken by a small force of about 250
VOC soldiers and Amboinese warriors (Rumphius 1910, 1: 189, 209-13, 220-1).

After the fall of Wawani, other Hituese under the leadership of Telukabesi
continued the war, fortifying themselves further north in Kapahaha. Access from
the beach proved much more di cult here. The few paths leading uphill were
much steeper and hence easier to defend. For the time being the VOC block-
aded Kapahaha with patrol vessels and a few temporary strongholds on the
beach, thereby depriving it of supplies. From one of these strongholds it was
possible to re cannon at the main enemy fortress. Later on, it appeared that
this artillery had been effective, to some extent at least, as it had been capable
of knocking out one of the few pieces of artillery in Kapahaha. In 1644 and
1645 four offensive actions launched by forces consisting of VOC soldiers and
troops from the hongi failed to reach Kapahaha, because there were no proper
guides to show them the way. The few paths which were known to the VOC
were heavily defended by TelukabesiÕs men. In the meantime, the Dutch also
brought in a company of Alifuru from Seram, who made the forest around Kapa-
haha unsafe by headhunting. As time went by the defenders, numbering about
700 persons, ran short of food. The situation grew pressing. Finally, in 1646
Kapahaha was taken in a nocturnal surprise attack by a force of about 100
VOC soldiers, 60 sailors and 20 Muslim Amboinese. The number of people
who fell into the hands of the Dutch was about 500; the rest tried to escape by
jumping from the rocks, a risky undertaking considering the many found dead
in the neighbourhood afterwards (Rumphius 1910, 1: 231-2, 237, 242-3, 249-50,
253-5; MacLeod 1927, 2: 283-4).

The Great Amboinese War, also called the Hoamoalese War, lasted from 1651
until 1656/58. Its outbreak was marked by the surprise capture of eight minor
VOC strongholds and the subsequent massacre of 150 people who lived in them
by the Amboinese of Hoamoal and the islands to the west of it, formally
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Ternatan territory. Such a spectacular setback rarely occurred in the military
annals of the VOC. During the Great Amboinese War the local Ternatan lead-
ership and their Amboinese subjects in Hoamoal and elsewhere obtained help
from rebels from the Ternatan heartland to the north of Amboina. Furthermore,
in 1653 and 1654, the coalition was reinforced with a few thousand men from
Makassar. In the beginning, the Dutch simply retaliated by burning villages or
destroying clove and sago plantations. Gradually, the con ict became a war of
attrition, in which the degree of destruction and the number of casualties
reached an inordinate level. After the war was over, Hoamoal and a few of the
islands to the west of it, notably Kelang and most of Boano, were depopulated.
The people who survived the war were obliged to migrate to other areas (Knaap
1987a: 23, 26-7, 100-4). The extreme brutality and cruelty of this war did not
escape the attention of contemporary observers. Livinus Bor, once secretary to the
Dutch commander, Superintendant Arnold de Vlaming van Oudshoorn, wrote a
book intended to glorify and defend his superior. Here he stated that destruction
of the means of livelihood and the persecution of the enemy by re and sword
was the only way to end the war. In fact, he believed that the VOC had no
choice but to kill all able-bodied men in enemy territory (Bor 1663: iv-v, 55-8).

In 1652, with the arrival of the rst expeditionary force from Batavia, the
rst target was the stronghold of Loki, located on the eastcoast of Hoamoal,

consisting of seven forti cations, the highest of which was constructed of stone.
After the usual procedure of cutting off the supply lines and destroying the vil-
lages and the sources of livelihood in the vicinity, the Dutch commanders, see-
ing that Loki itself could not be taken for the time being, decided to construct
a temporary forti cation of wood and earth on the beach to keep the enemy
holed up. Nevertheless, during an offensive action at dawn a few months later,
a force of about 400 VOC soldiers, about 50 mercenaries from Ternate and a
group of sailors carrying axes, ropes and Ô reworksÕ took the complex by sur-
prise. Before storming the place, the troop was instructed to cut down every-
body capable of bearing arms. After the fall of Loki, a slightly enlarged force,
now also including about 250 Christian Amboinese, marched across the penin-
sula taking several other smaller strongholds inland (Bor 1663: 86-9, 95-7; Rum-
phius 1910, 2: 26, 30-4). However, it was not yet over. After reinforcements
from Makassar had arrived, the anti-VOC forces regrouped themselves and made
Asahudi, on the northwestern coast of Hoamoal, their main headquarters. From
there, some of the Makassarese and Hoamoalese marched back to the eastcoast of
the peninsula to erect a new double fortress at Laala near rich sago plantations.
In 1654 the VOC laid siege to the strongholds of Laala. It took some time, but
eventually a force of 800 VOC soldiers and several hundred Amboinese from
the hongi took Laala in a erce and merciless battle. A mortar as well as hand-

GERRIT KNAAP



grenades had a devastating effect on the defending forces. After the battle was
over, it appeared that 700 Hoamoalese and Makassarese had been killed, while
another group numbering over 400, mainly women and children, had been taken
prisoner. Only 60 people managed to get away (Bor 1663: 236-41; Rumphius
1910, 2: 52-3, 70, 73, 76-9). 

By the beginning of 1655, the VOC had erected many temporary strongholds
to curtail the movements of its enemy, concentrating its efforts in Asahudi.
Artillery from East Indiamen was used to destroy enemy vessels, which com-
pletely cut off their communications. The Makassarese and Hoamoalese were
running out of food and morale sank. On 29 July a force of about 700 VOC
soldiers, 70 sailors and about 800 Amboinese launched a frontal attack on the
main fortress of Asahudi. Before this attack, at dawn a small group of soldiers
had climbed the cliff behind the main fortress. After a trumpet had sounded the
ÔWilhelmus,Õ the religious hymn which was to become the Dutch national anthem
in the twentieth century, the offensive was let loose, supported by gun re from
the ships. Seeing that VOC troops had already occupied the cliff above the
fortress, into which they could now re, the Makassarese and Hoamoalese ed.
Within four hours the VOC had captured all the fortresses. In the weeks which
followed the fall of Asahudi, the only remaining stronghold in the interior of
Hoamoal, at Kalike, was taken, on which occasion the number of casualties
must have been quite high. Many Hoamoalese and people from the islands to
the west, such as Boano and Kelang, now asked for and obtained pardon. Those
trying to escape, in particular Makassarese who set off through North Seram,
were hunted down and killed. Only 250 Makassarese, out of a total of more
than 1,000, were taken prisoner (Bor 1663: 288-98, 301-3; Rumphius 1910, 2:
85, 88-94). These actions meant the virtual end of the Great Amboinese War,
although in Buru violent actions were still continuing well into 1658.

ARMED PEACE

With the end of the Great Amboinese War in 1656/58, the core area of
Amboina entered into a long period of peace, lasting, with a few exceptions,
until the end of the eighteenth century. The Amboinese adversaries who had
survived the onslaughts of the VOC forces and its hongi and did not ee the
area held their peace for generations to come. It was a sort of a ÔPax Neerlan-
dica,Õ based on fear rather than affection for the colonial overlords. In Kruidna-
gelen en Christenen it has been stated that in the post-1656 period the authority
of the VOC rested on four elements: military dominance; a controllable popu-
lation; divide and rule; and on consensus building. As noted earlier, military
dominance rested on keeping the fortresses garrisoned, while limiting the 
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possession of rearms among the indigenous population. Control of the popula-
tion operated through the requirement that virtually all villages were to be
located on the beaches rather than on inaccessible mountain slopes or hilltops.
This would allow the VOC to strike whenever it was deemed necessary. The
element of divide and rule was not so di cult to implement, since among the
Amboinese unity could be scarcely said to have existed prior to European intru-
sion, and was even hard to nd at the height of the Amboinese Wars. In prac-
tice, the nal element, consensus building, was only possible with part of the
population, notably the Christians. In this case it was carried out on the basis
of a shared religion. This feeling of a common bond was further reinforced by
the fact that the VOC and the Christians had been Ôbrothers-in-armsÕ during the
Amboinese Wars. Another part of the element of consensus building concerned
the elite, in particular the village chiefs, whose loyalty to the Dutch overlords
was encouraged by giving them allowances on the delivery of cloves and grant-
ing them honori c positions in the structure of the colonial state. The hierarchy
among these positions was to a large extent decided by the relative importance
of the respective villages, or federations of villages, in the hongi of the VOC
(Knaap 1987a: 29-34; 1992b: 22-4).

In this context, it should be recalled that at the beginning of the seventeenth
century the VOC was heavily reliant on the oating force of the hongi, in par-
ticular that mounted by its own subjects, mostly from Ambon Island as well as
Haruku, Saparua and Nusalaut. During the late 1620s and early 1630s, the
hongi had assisted the VOC against the growing number of its adversaries. The
frequency with which the hongi was brought into action therefore greatly
increased. This was what had led to the rebellion among the Christians in 1636,
subsequently resolved by Van DiemenÕs personal intervention. On this occasion
Van Diemen decided to limit the maximum number of weeks the hongi would
serve the VOC at ve per year. This restriction meant that the great campaigns
to subdue Hitu in the 1640s and Hoamoal and the islands to the west of it in
the 1650s could only be won with the help of expeditionary forces from
Batavia. After the end of the Amboinese Wars, it became common for a VOC
hongi to go out only one month a year, preferably in October and/or November.
These months marked the change of season between the monsoons, a period in
which the weather was reasonably favourable. After 1656, more or less com-
plete hongi, numbering 46 or 47 kora-kora out of a grand total of about 60,
only set sail every two or three years instead of each year. In intervening peri-
ods, smaller forces were sometimes sent out or, as an alternative, the crews of
the hongi just dug ditches, cut palisades, broke up coral stone or burned lime
for strengthening VOC forti cations. In this period the large and virtually com-
plete hongi was rarely engaged in any armed action. Its main activity was
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accompanying the governor of the VOC or his representative on a tour of
inspection around Seram or along the islands to the west of Seram. In these
cases the most important purpose of mobilizing the hongi was a show of force
on the part of the VOC (Knaap 1987a: 149-51; 1992b: 18). 

During the second part of the seventeenth century the regulations concerning
the hongi were formalized and standardized in more detail. In 1650 the ÔOrdre
op de kora-koraÕ was issued, which stipulated the procedure for assembling,
what each vessel had to carry on board, the kind of compensation to be
expected from the VOC, and, nally, the prescribed size and crew of the ves-
sels. Each village or cluster of villages was to bear the cost of contributing one
kora-kora. The governor and most of his suite were lodged on the biggest kora-
kora, the one from the cluster of villages of Titaway on the island of Nusalaut.
The governor was accompanied by approximately 150 VOC soldiers, who were
divided among the kora-kora of the Christian Amboinese. The Muslim Am-
boinese kora-kora would be free of European soldiers in order to minimize the
risk of irritation between Christians and Muslims. To ensure discipline in the

eet, and to prevent kora-kora that drifted away from the main force from 
looting and pillaging coastal villages, an ÔOrdre op de hongiÕ was issued in
1671. The service on board the vessels was performed as a sort of compulsory
labour. The Dutch called it Ôhofdienst,Õ literally meaning Ôservice to the court.Õ
Every family or extended family within a village was supposed to provide one
able-bodied man, for which it was compensated in return with certain rights to
the use of land by the village community. It has been calculated that about 11
to 12 of the population was theoretically obliged to do service on the kora-
kora, either as an oarsman or as a warrior. However, in practice fewer men
were needed. When a hongi actually set sail only 6 to 8 of the population of
the area controlled by the VOC appeared to have been at sea for a period of 4
to 5 weeks. This meant approximately one out of every fourteen inhabitants; for
adult males alone it was one out of every four or ve. On board, the time spent
working, either during the day or at night, was not regulated precisely. On aver-
age, working hours were relatively long, namely 10 to 11 hours, which were
mostly spent rowing, but occasionally also by being under sail. Crowded con-
ditions and lack of food caused considerable hardship for those on board, in
particular towards the end of a journey (Knaap 1987a: 138-40, 152-6).

After 1656, the hongi, whether big or small, was usually used only to patrol
or inspect the area. Warlike actions were the exception rather than the rule. The
exceptions were the ones sent against East Seram. In 1659 two, and in 1660
one large hongi were sent out to attack the population of this relatively remote
area, who vehemently opposed the VOC in its attempts to curb the free trade
of East Seram with Makassarese traders. The VOC intended to establish a
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forti cation there. Burning villages near the coast and destroying vessels on the
beach or on the open sea proved to be no problem for the VOC-led Amboinese
hongi. The story was different in actions against the enemy fortresses inland,
which did not lead to victory in battle and subsequent surrender on the part of
the East Seramese. Nonetheless, among the latter the destructive actions and
temporary sieges did lead to hunger and hardship. Finally, they gave in and
acknowledged Dutch overlordship, including limitations on their trade relations.
Having asserted their authority, the Dutch, now willing to be generous, no
longer insisted on having a forti cation in this remote place. However, the
actions of the Amboinese hongi during these years had sown terror in the hearts
of the people of East Seram. In the decades after the peace had been concluded
the population still hurriedly evacuated the villages whenever the kora-kora
came in sight, retreating to safer places in the interior. As a token of their good
intentions and subjugat ion, they usually left some presents on the beach
(Rumphius 1910, 2: 124-31, 136-7, 141; Knaap 1987a: 150, 156).

In the period after the East Seramese campaigns, success in the few occa-
sional violent actions was ensured as long as the hongi remained at sea. An
example of this can be found in Buru in 1680. In that year a force of ten kora-
kora from Sula, to the north of Amboina, arrived in Buru to stir up rebellion
against the Dutch. An Amboinese hongi consisting of about 25 vessels under
Dutch command enthusiastically engaged the Sulanese, who were easily trapped
in a bay. The Amboinese, who were promised loot and the possibility of keep-
ing prisoners of war, killed about 200 Sulanese and took 60 of them into cap-
tivity. When the men on board disembarked from a hongi with part of the forces
sent some miles into the interior to attack enemy strongholds, which sometimes
was the case in West and Central Seram, the chance of failure was about 50 .
Land forces comprised of about 1,000 to 1,500 combatants, of whom some 50
to 75 were VOC soldiers, were easily detected as they marched along paths
and/or along small riverbeds in the jungle. This meant that any element of sur-
prise was totally absent. The situation was compounded by the fact that these
paths and riverbeds were usually unknown terrain to the commanding o cers.
Besides this, the possession of rearms meant little in an environment where
Alifuru enemies could easily hide themselves and prepare for an ambush.
Another major problem was the di culty in carrying victuals and drinking water.
In fact, the ideal size of a force which might obtain some success on land was
approximately 500 to 600 men, smaller than that normally deployed by the
VOC. It meant that communication among the troops was not too complicated
and the provision of supplies and drinking water somewhat easier to arrange. It
does not appear that the command of a European or of an Amboinese o cer
was decisive to the outcome of the operation (Knaap 1987a: 156-9).
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COMPARISON AND DISCUSSION

To the north, in the area which we now call the Northern Moluccas, compris-
ing such islands as Ternate, Tidore, Halmahera, Bacan and so forth, military
conditions were more or less the same as those in Amboina. The population 
on the coast was part of the state formations headed by sultans, among whom
that of Ternate had become the most prominent during the sixteenth century. At

rst, the sultan of Ternate was an ally of the Portuguese but later on, in par-
ticular after 1570, he was their main adversary. When the Dutch rst arrived in
the area, in 1599, the sultan of Ternate could command a hongi of about 30
kora-kora, carrying between 1,200 and 1,800 men. Later in the seventeenth 
century, when the sultan of Ternate became a VOC vassal, he had to supply
kora-kora when ordered to do so (Andaya 1993: 116, 132, 138, 187). Elsewhere
in the archipelago and in Southeast Asia, military conditions were generally dif-
ferent. In the area east of Sulawesi the paradigm of warfare was almost invari-
ably amphibious.

In the 1960s Carlo Cipolla in his classic study, Guns, Sails and Empires,
argued that the Portuguese in early sixteenth-century Asia owed their superior-
ity to their artillery, in particular at sea. Their ships, large sailing craft devel-
oped in the Atlantic Ocean a few centuries before rather than galleys propelled
by oarsmen, were in fact a sort of oating platform for cannon. Such vessels,
which were Ôessentially a compact device that allowed a relatively small crew
to master unparalleled masses of inanimate energy for movement and destruc-
tion,Õ formed the foundation of the European advantage over the non-European
world. Confronted with the threat of the Portuguese and subsequently that of
other European powers, most Asian states attempted to manufacture their own
artillery, but this produced only limited results. As Cipolla put it: ÔWestern guns
were always much superior to any non-European product and their superiority
was universally recognized.Õ Nevertheless, Cipolla also pointed out that before
the nineteenth century the supremacy of the Europeans did not extend to land-
locked areas, owing to their smallness in number and to the lack of eld
artillery (Cipolla 1965: 81, 83, 109, 128, 137-8, 140). Fifteen years later, Peter
Marshall added to this argument when he pointed out that in actual battles
fought during the early modern period differences in strength between Euro-
peans and Asians were often fairly small and that there was no uniform European
pattern for success (Marshall 1980: 16-8). 

In his famous study on the Military Revolution, Geoffrey Parker also attrib-
utes European superiority in the early modern world of the Americas, sub-
Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia to the quality of their weapons and their
e cient organization. He argues that at the beginning of the seventeenth century
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the Dutch Republic built the rst navy capable of operating over long distances.
The frigate of 300 tonnes carrying 40 cannon was the standard vessel in the
Dutch eet. Later on standard ship sizes increased. The VOC, the Asia-oriented
exponent of this development, used square-stern ships for its voyages and
actions. These ships were bigger than those of the navy, but somewhat less
heavily equipped with guns. Until the 1640s their average capacity was between
400 and 500 tonnes. Later, the average VOC ship size exceeded this volume.
In Southeast Asia the adversaries of the Europeans learned that for these new-
comers war was a matter of killing people rather than taking captives. Again,
according to Parker, of all Europeans arriving in Asia in these early centuries
of expansion, the VOC was the one most prepared to engage in war, not least
because one of the reasons it was founded was to harry its Iberian arch-enemy.
Within VOC circles in Asia, there was a strong belief in the adage of Governor
General Jan Pietersz Coen that pro table trade was impossible unless it were
carried out under the shield of military protection (Parker 1988: 99, 102, 115,
118, 132, 136; Bruijn, Gaastra and Schšffer 1987: 38, 174).

Among Southeast Asianists Anthony Reid has set the tone in the debate on
the military balance. He has argued that warfare in Southeast Asia differed from
its counterparts elsewhere, because labour was a scarce commodity in this
region. Hence, war became mainly a matter of capturing rather than killing peo-
ple. It offered a way by which states might increase their manpower at the
expense of others. Moreover, the most common response to agression from out-
side was to take temporary refuge in the interior or the forest rather than try-
ing to defend forti ed strongholds  or engaging in pitched battles. Massive
armies of peasants or other commoners, ÔamateursÕ in war, though summoned
by the elite, were only mobilized to intimidate, not to exterminate each other.
A few dedicated ghters, who might be compared to shock troops, usually vol-
unteered to perform a kind of enraged, if not suicidal, attack, for instance by
running amuck. After one or more of these heroes had lost his initial ght, it
could often happen that their armies took the bene t of the doubt and ed. According
to Reid, this kind of warfare was often no match for the smaller, but relatively
well-armed bands of Europeans. The victory of the latter was ÔundoubtedlyÕ  a
result of the Ôgreater ruthlessnessÕ to which they were accustomed in their
homeland. During the fteenth and sixteenth centuries, cannon and muskets,
although not very effective, had already been introduced in Southeast Asia from
the Middle East, and from South and East Asia. Later, they were sometimes
even produced in Southeast Asia itself. In the sphere of handguns local crafts-
men were, however, only able to produce matchlocks. States in the region also
became dependent on small groups of mercenaries, who were especially trained
in the use of rearms. Once the Portuguese had appeared on the scene with
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their shipboard cannon, their effective use of handguns and, occasionally, pro-
tection by body armour against arrows and spears, many Asian rulers took the
opportunity to adapt to new techniques and weapons. Before the nineteenth cen-
tury, however, this adaptation proved less than successful in two respects,
namely in the adoption of artillery in naval warfare and in the construction of
massive stone fortresses. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, the VOC
had become the undisputed strongest power in the Archipelago, owing to its
naval supremacy as well as its reliance on a professional standing army (Reid
1982: 1-5, 8; 1988: 122-9; 1993: 219-24, 226-9).

Many authors who have dealt with this subject do not adhere to a simple
technological determinism as the factor in deciding the balance between Europe
and Asia. Leonard Andaya, for instance, reminds us that many states in the non-
Western world did not have the industrial, scal, and bureaucratic organization
to produce and maintain enough rearms to match the Europeans. The same
author stresses that, by the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth century,
Southeast Asia became increasingly dependent on the import of weapons from
Europe as local craftsmen were not capable of nding an answer to mass pro-
duction of cast-iron cannon and intlock mechanisms for handguns. The prob-
lem was compounded by the fact that indigenous technology had never been
able to produce gunpowder of the quality of that made in Europe (Andaya 1992:
385-7). An example of a state where seventeenth-century Southeast Asians were
capable of producing cannon, matchlock handguns, and gunpowder was the
court of Mataram in Java. With respect to military technology, in particular on
land, the Javanese seem to have learned quickly from the Europeans. By the
beginning of the eighteenth century, they also possessed intlocks. Merle Rick-
lefs claims that in Java at least it is really impossible to speak of a European
technological superiority, even in the construction of strongholds. If there were
differences between the Javanese and the VOC, it was: a) in numbers, in which
the former were stronger, counted in thousands as against by the hundred; b) in
discipline, in which the latter were better; and c) in strategy and tactics, in which
the VOC was sometimes more capable (Ricklefs 1993: 13, 37-8, 131, 223-4). 

In contrast to Ricklefs, Luc Nagtegaal does not have a particularly high opin-
ion of MataramÕs military capability. He points out that the court was unable
to build up a signi cant standing army of its own, which made it dependent on
poorly equipped peasant armies mobilized by the aristocracy. Only a small per-
centage of these armies was composed of true warriors, usually the kinsmen of
the aristocracy supplemented by bands of mercenaries functioning as body-
guards. In such armies muskets found their way into the hands of no more than
10 of the combatants. Battles were usually fought by small groups of spear-
head warriors. If the spearhead warriors of one of the two sides gained an
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advantage, the entire army of the other would soon be put to ight. Nagtegaal
agrees with Ricklefs that the military success of the VOC cannot be explained
by superior technology. Instead, in the campaigns on Java the VOC soldiers
almost always functioned as a spearhead group operating within a larger Java-
nese army. Mercenaries in the service of the VOC, usually recruited from other
parts of Asia and living in settlements around Batavia, also formed part of the
shock troops. As the VOC soldiers themselves were well trained in ring effec-
tive volleys into the enemy ranks, their presence could have a devastating effect
on the opposing armies. Hence, Nagtegaal believes that superior training and
discipline, facilitated by payment and experience, made the difference. In addi-
tion, the VOC proved more effective in besieging enemy fortresses because of
the experience acquired in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Europe itself.
Finally, one crucial element, which simply cannot be overlooked, was the dom-
inance of the VOC at sea, which safeguarded its lines of communication in the
Archipelago (Nagtegaal 1996: 53-4, 58-70). Discussing the much smaller state
of Banten in West Java, Johan Talens shares NagtegaalÕs opinions. It seems that
during the few campaigns in Banten the VOC was less dependent on internal
allies than in the case of Mataram because the number of opponents was
smaller (Talens 1999: 93-7, 102-9).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Douglas Peers has pointed to the fact that sometimes the political organiza-
tion of the opponents of the European intruders was such that there was no clear
capital city or a strategic point. The absence of a centre to be captured meant
that a decisive victory in an eventual war was not guaranteed and, hence, the
conclusion of hostilities uncertain. Such situations led to prolonged campaigns
to which there seemed to be no end. According to Peers, the duration of these
campaigns made the Europeans dependent on the cooperation of local inter-
mediaries and auxiliary troops (Peers 1997: xx). What happened in Amboina
during the Hundred YearsÕ War followed this pattern very closely. State forma-
tion was relatively recent and political particularism quite strong. There was no
clear centre in the area. Consequently, shortly after one political factor was
eliminated, another quickly arose to take its place. As it was impossible to main-
tain enough European soldiers and ships over a period of so many years, the
Portuguese and Dutch regularly found themselves ghting their campaigns
mainly with the hongi manned by Christian Amboinese (Knaap 1992a: 19-21;
1992b: 21-4). The knowledge that the VOC could count permanently on a force
of Amboinese subjects was probably the main reason for the fact that, unlike
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Java, relatively little use was made of mercenaries recruited from elsewhere in
Asia.

Looking at the military history of Amboina it appears that although the Europeans,
and in particular the Dutch, could lose a battle during their encounters with
indigenous enemies, they never lost the war. Garrisons stationed in coastal fortresses
both large and small were able to survive until larger relief forces reached them
because of the VOCÕs mastery of the seas. Since Amboina, geographically
speaking, is mainly an area of coasts lacking major land-locked regions, quite
unlike the situation in Java, indigenous forces always had to contend with the
naval superiority of the VOC. In the decisive battles, which took place only a
few kilometres into the interior at the most, the VOCÕs indigenous foes,
although not totally devoid of rearms, played second ddle to the Dutch in
terms of equipment. In its campaigns the VOC made full use of naval artillery
as well as of siege methods developed in Europe. In the 1640s and 1650s, they
also employed temporary strongholds to blockade enemy fortresses, as had the
Princes of Orange, Maurits and Frederik Hendrik, when they laid siege to
Spanish garrison towns in the Netherlands. In the eld of tactics, the VOC often
used the element of surprise to take local strongholds.

Peers also points out that in large parts of the early modern non-European
world there was not such a sharp difference between peace and war as in
Europe itself. The difference was often not formalized; tranquility and hostility
formed part of one continuum (Peers 1997: xxi). This was the condition which
prevailed in Amboina, where the taking of heads was a principal motive for
hostile raids between different villages. Headhunting was part of the fabric of
society and, hence, violence was endemic (Knaap 1987a: 72-3, 115). Very much
the same rationale can be applied to the distinction combatant/non-combatant 
in Amboina. Indigenous warriors were not dressed in distinguishing uniforms 
or any other European panoply of war, and in principle a warrior might look
very much like a hunter. Furthermore, in the rules governing headhunting it did
not matter whether violence was perpetrated against males, females, or children.
Consequently, as far as able-bodied males among the Amboinese were con-
cerned, the lines between what was ÔmilitaryÕ and what was ÔcivilianÕ were
di cult to distinguish. 

Some authors referred to above have argued that the Europeans who ventured
overseas were more readily inclined to wage a Ôtotal warÕ than were the non-
Westerners they encountered. Indigenous powers (in this case Southeast Asian
states), were actually inclined to limit the damage of war as much as possible,
primarily because manpower was in short supply. Peers has cast some doubt on
such opinions (Peers 1997: xxiii). Whether Europeans were more inclined to
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wage Ôtotal warÕ or not also depends on the de nition of the concept. Generally
speaking, it is hard to imagine that the leaders of states in Southeast Asia, once
they rode into battle, were as ÔrationalÕ as Reid has suggested. Looking at the
context of indigenous Amboina, it is obvious that killing a person, whether a
combatant or a non-combatant, was of prime importance. Under these circum-
stances, the Ôlabour-scarcityÕ argument is de ated. Destruction of livelihoods or
occupations of territory could also occur. It should be borne in mind that dur-
ing the so-called Hundred YearÕs War in Amboina, when Europeans were part
of the action, killing, occupation and destruction were practised on a much
larger scale than before. The rst reason for this was that the political constel-
lations had become more sizeable, and, the second that the effects of European
military technology, in particular that of rearms, whether in the hands of Euro-
peans or Amboinese, had proved more devastating. In contrast to the Portuguese,
who were often in a defensive position, the Dutch were regularly able to mobi-
lize substant ive expeditionary forces to reinforce their local garrison and 
the hongi of their subjects. As time went on and a nal decision was delayed,
systematic elimination at all costs, meaning devastation and annihilation, un-
varnished Ôtotal war,Õ became a stated object within certain circles of VOC o
cialdom. Differences in ethnicity and religion contributed to the aggravation of
the savagery of war. This was especially true of the ghting in the 1650s, 
when complete areas were depopulated. It has been estimated that the western
half of the Amboina Islands lost about 30 of its inhabitants, because of war
and subsequent dislocation (Knaap 1987a: 99-104; 1995: 238)
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