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Abel Tasman’s place in New Zealand history is a paradoxical one. Despite being
the first BEuropean navigator to visit this country and encounter its indigenous
inhabitants (which he did very briefly in the final days of 1642), Tasman remains a
somewhat obscure figure whose life and achievements both in New Zealand and
elsewhere have been almost totally eclipsed locally by those of James Cook, the
second European navigator to explore our shores, who visited them for the first
time over a century and a quarter later. This paradox can be put down to various
reasons, perhaps the most fundamental of which is the decidedly fleeting nature of
Tasman’s visit. Altogether he spent just 24 days sailing up New Zealand’s western
coast, not always close to shore and without making any recorded landing, whereas
Cook spent around 11 months in our waters over the course of his three Pacific
voyages, during which time he came ashore at nine different localities, all but one
of them at or north of Queen Charlotte Sound at the top of the South Island.
Tasman’s three-and-a-half-week cruise along perhaps a quarter of New Zealand’s
coastline provided extremely little opportunity to gather geographical or
ethnographic intelligence to begin with, and the little such intelligence he was able
to gather was subsequently guarded jealously for decades by the Dutch East India
Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie [VOC]), in whose service he had
conducted his voyage. However, news of the discoveries he made on this
expedition, which was the second of three he commanded for the VOC, eventually
trickled out into the public domain, and in doing so experienced a belated though
piecemeal dissemination in late 17th-century publications in a variety of European
languages.

The VOC’s Dutch-language records of Tasman’s 1642 voyage and their
multilinguistic afterlife have been a happy scholarly hunting ground for the author
of the present volume, which represents the culmination of more than 20 years’
research on the life, times and achievements of the great Dutch navigator. A retired
language teacher, Riidiger Mack has subjected this vast and often fragmentary
source material and its accompanying pictorial record to thorough and often
painstaking scrutiny, and the result is the most important extended study of
Tasman and his associates by a New Zealand-based author since Grahame
Anderson’s The Merchant of the Zeehaen, which was published in 2001. The two books
differ, it should be stressed, in terms of approach, scope and emphasis, with the
most notable differences between them being that Mack’s First Encounters is much
more document-based and that it also attempts, as suggested in its subtitle, to
incorporate the indigenous memories and perspectives of Tasman’s 1642 voyage
that are preserved in Maori and Tongan oral tradition.

Mack’s book is structured largely systematically across 12 chapters. Chapters 1

through 3 briefly sketch, respectively, the three main protagonists (Anthony van
Diemen, governor-general of the Dutch East Indies and head of the VOC in
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Batavia [modern-day Jakarta] from 1636 to 1645, who dispatched Tasman on his
voyages; Tasman himself; and Tasman’s pilot, Francois Jacobszoon Visscher); the
main documentary and oral records of Tasman’s 1642 voyage; and the voyage itself.
Chapters 4 and 5 examine the voyage’s Pacific encounters through indigenous (i.e.,
Maori and Tongan) eyes and the slow spread of knowledge of the voyage
throughout Europe. Chapters 6 through 10 then provide detailed discussions of
two principal printed sources and the pictorial record of the voyage, after which
Chapters 11 and 12 consider, first, the various European suggestions about further
exploring New Zealand and the hypothetical great Southland (a useful chapter
indeed for those of us who are curious about the 127-year gap between Tasman’s
and Cook’s visits), and, lastly, the authenticity of several portraits purporting to be
of Tasman.

What, then, is substantially new for our wider understanding of Tasman that is
presented in these 12 chapters?

Aside from Mack’s inclusion of an indigenous perspective, two particular novelties
deserve special mention. The first of these is his argument that excerpts from the
now lost journal of Tasman’s pilot Francois Visscher survive in a chapter of the
second edition of Noord en Oost Tartarye, a sprawling geographical work describing
the numerous lands and peoples of eastern Eurasia that was published privately by
the wealthy Dutch businessman-scholar Nicolaes Witsen in Amsterdam in 1705.
The chapter in question, Mack informs us, is actually devoted to America and the
Pacific, and includes Witsen’s reflections on how the peoples of Asia, America and
the Pacific might be related to one another; in discussing Australia, New Zealand
and the western Pacific in particular, Witsen draws on the accounts of Tasman and
other Dutch navigators who sailed the waters of the region in the first half of the
17th century — sources to which he may well have had privileged access in his
capacity as a director of the VOC in Amsterdam. Indeed, Mack is so convinced of
the significance of Witsen’s chapter as not only a historical source for Tasman’s
voyage but also a foundational text of early Pacific anthropology that he reproduces
the entire chapter in its original Dutch and then provides the first full English
translation of it in two separate appendices which, taken together, make up over a
quarter of his book.

The second of the two particular novelties of First Encounters alluded to above (and
one which may prove controversial in some quarters) is Mack’s argument that a
number of the illustrations in the 1643 journal signed by Tasman that have
traditionally been ascribed to Isaac Gilsemans, who held the rank of Merchant on
the Zeehaen (the consort ship to Tasman’s flagship, the Heemskerck), were actually
produced by someone else; these illustrations include the well-known and much-
reproduced drawing that foregrounds Maori warriors in a waka in Golden Bay.
Mack has arrived at this conclusion after making a painstaking comparison of the
journal’s illustrations with corresponding engravings in Witsen’s Noord en Oost
Tartarye, while also remaining constantly mindful of the fact that almost all of the
surviving illustrations from the voyage are actually, like the 1643 journal signed by
Tasman, copies of originals now lost. Mack identifies the likely copyist of the
original illustrations — and by implication the European artist who produced the
earliest surviving scenes of New Zealand and its indigenous people — as a German-
born official of the VOC at Batavia, Zacharias Wagenaer.
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A few remarks on production to end with. First Encounters is, on the whole, an
elegant and well-produced book, and one that is extensively illustrated. There are
one or two minor textual slips that have escaped detection during proof-reading
(e.g., two of the chapter titles given in the Contents differ slightly from the titles
given on the first page of the corresponding chapters; ‘Nicolas’ appears instead of
‘Nicolaes’ on p. 28; and the fatal encounter between Dutch and Maori at Golden
Bay is mis-dated 19 December 1643 on p. 159 and again on p. 161), but these slips
are mostly very few and very far between. My only real criticism concerns some of
the black-and-white illustrations which make up the vast majority of those in the
book. Some of these are obvious reproductions of quite large originals which have
been reduced in size to fit into half pages or less, thereby reducing their finer detail
considerably (I had to search for ages to spot the initials ‘I G’ pointed out in the
bottom left corner of Figure 10.3 on p. 188). A sizeable number of the other
llustrations — particularly contemporary photographs (e.g. in Chapter 9) and the
occasional historical portrait (e.g. on p. 214) — are also so dark that it is often
extremely difficult to discern much detail in them.

The disappointing quality of these illustrations is, however, the book’s only
significant blemish, and does not negate the otherwise impressive amount of
scholarly work that Mack has put into it. First Encounters can, in places, require a
high degree of fairly attentive reading, but the reader who persists will be very richly
rewarded. I for one especially appreciated Mack’s efforts to place Tasman and his
voyages in a wider historical context, and came away from my reading of his book
keen to learn more about the VOC’s operations in the former Dutch East Indies.
As a vast BEuropean colonial enterprise whose eastern administrative headquarters
in the former Batavia was closer to us than the modern-day state of Singapore, the
VOC is something about which New Zealanders really ought to know more — quite
apart from the obvious connection provided by the person and achievements of
Abel Tasman.
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