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To Dallas van Zanten
– wife, best friend, muse, mate of my body and soul

To Pretoria’s disregard for foreign spouses
– Mandela would rise; his second wife was Mozambican
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To my late Mum and my uncle Philippe
– keepers of our family’s stories in Algeria since the 1800s

To my late sister Isabelle
– a fierce fencer, 100% Marseillaise, fluent in English

To all South Africans with Huguenot roots
– because stories help us relate

To Deon Meyer
– for his interest in my ‘French Connection’

From the same author (in French)
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The Dark Chronicles of a White Lebu

The Harpsichord of Vergelegen

The Cursed (Gorée Island)

Cape Saga, 1703

Translated from French
Entirely reshaped and edited by the author
© Philippe Cantalou.

This story is inspired by true events and includes historical figures. However, characters, settings, and events have been fictionalised for dramatic purposes.

A Cast of Characters appears in Annex 3.

Basics about Music

The harpsichord is a keyboard instrument known for its distinctive, bright sound, produced by a mechanism that plucks the strings when the keys are pressed. It was especially prominent in Europe from the 16th to the 18th century.

As the French say, pisser dans un violon ne fait pas de musique – pissing into a violin does not produce music – when advice falls on deaf ears. Such were Governor Van der Stel’s.
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Cape Town, 2008

Dear Reader,

The story I am about to tell you is the same one I told my learners two years ago as we sat on the great lawn of Vergelegen Estate during a school outing. It is neither a product of my imagination nor a piece of nonsense – or “talking kak” as some of my Afrikaner historian colleagues would say. The names may sound familiar, taking you back to your primary school years: Adam Tas and his diary written in 1706, Adriaan van der Stel and his father Simon, the VOC, the estate of Vergelegen, the Castle of Good Hope, and the Huguenot farms of Franschhoek.

Yet many other names tied to that saga never came up in your teacher’s lessons – he simply didn’t know them himself. How could he? Those historical events are rooted in documents kept in a wooden chest at my grandparents’ home in Blaauwberg. From their stoep, Table Mountain and Robben Island have always offered delight for the eyes and pride for the soul. 

‘And you are?’ you’d be thinking by now ... 

I’m Jan – a public-school teacher, living with my fiancé in a tiny flat in Obs.

But my ancestor, Juup van Huyt, was the captain at the Castle from 1700 to 1713, when he died during the smallpox pandemic that claimed one in four Europeans and Natives alike.

I graduated in 2004 and took a sabbatical year to travel the world before my first posting.

My goal was to explore the geographical sites connected to the story involving my ancestor – because once you begin your professional life, and in my case teaching, opportunities like that become rare. I understand French and speak German. I first flew from Cape Town to Amsterdam, where I stayed for a few months reconnecting with my Dutch roots, exploring the city, and visiting the former VOC headquarters and their archives. I also spent time in Rotterdam, where I retrieved Die Nannon’s logbooks and the letters from Jean-Baptiste to his mother in France – that the ship’s captain had, in the end, never sent. I then travelled to the Belgian seaside town of Knokke-le-Zoute, where the traitor Adriana van Beck landed following her banishment – she was a collateral victim of Van der Stel’s recall. “What the fokk!” she reportedly exclaimed upon reaching Knokke.

Being under twenty-six, I was able to buy a Eurail Pass, designed for young travellers to cross Europe by train at an economical price. During my stay on the French Riviera, I visited Marseille and the Panier district, where Marguerite and Mimi had shared a hovel in 1702. From Saint-Charles Station, I took a bus to Cassis, tracing the steps of the winemaker Jean-Baptiste. The bus wound its way through the Col de la Gineste, a mountain pass feared in the eighteenth century for its bandits. The forty-five-minute ride, full of twists and turns, climbed to a height that offered an unparalleled view of Marseille, culminating in a magnificent arrival in Cassis – a foretaste of Nelson Mandela Boulevard back home.

Sitting atop Cap Canaille’s cliff, I watched the sunset with a glass of Domaine de Fontcreuse in hand – one of the finest white wines grown on the very hills where Jean-Baptiste Vermeulen had worked in the early 1700s. From its 400-metre height, the view embraced the fishing port of Cassis, Arène Beach, and the Port-Miou cove – a landscape that had lingered in Jean-Baptiste’s mind on his deathbed in Franschhoek.

From Algeciras, at the southern tip of Spain, I took a ferry to Tangier and travelled across Morocco, Western Sahara, and Mauritania. At one point, I even rode a camel! My goal was to reach Senegal and visit Gorée Island – where the galleons Die Nannon and Die Klara II had once made a stopover in 1703 on their way to Cape Town.

I spent the end of 2005 in Dakar, where I attended a Thione Seck concert at The Sahel Club – his lyrics, “At the crossroads, sometimes dreams take flight,” still echo in my mind. Three days later, I flew from Dakar to Johannesburg on South African Airways, arriving in Cape Town just in time for my first school year as a history teacher at Woodstock Primary School. 

If you don’t mind, let’s go back to 4 September 2006, when we visited Vergelegen for the 300th anniversary of Adam Tas’s diary. My colleague in Natural Science, Thabile Kambeal, gathers everyone and invites them to sit in the shade of the five camphor trees planted by Van der Stel himself. The school children are ready to embark on a voyage – destination: the 1700s.

You’re welcome to join us.

Jan van Huyt

P.S. The kids won’t be exposed to the sexual content – only you.
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Vergelegen – Visitor Wing and Classroom of the Day –

(Author’s Photo)
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1

Marseille, France, 30 December 1702

D

ie Klara II and Die Nannon had remained docked for three days.

Two magnificent galleons, each boasting over four hundred tons, were moored at the main quay facing the artery of La Canebière. These foreign ships swelled the pride of Marseille’s Old Harbour with their regal stance – a delightful sight for anyone walking on the famous city avenue. A scope for the imagination. As the mistral wind helped spread the rumours, in three days, everybody knew about the mooring of those jewels of the Dutch Merchant Navy.

The common folk of Marseille chuckled at the snub of Versailles that the Protestant ships Klara and Nannon represented in France’s second-largest, Catholic city. 

Louis XIV was once again defying the crowned heads of Europe. It was now the turn of the Habsburg family from Austria to feel the rays of the Sun King, as Louis XIV liked to be called. 

Colbert, a key minister who played a major role in the development of finance, trade, and colonial policies – had been cautious of Marseille’s rebellious spirit. Their passionate nature, their dislike for Parisians, and their pride in being France’s oldest city – founded by Greeks rather than Franks or Gauls – gave Marseille’s residents a unique temperament! When Julius Caesar invaded Gaul, Massilia – the city’s name in Latin – joined the Roman legions to conquer Gergovia (Clermont-Ferrand) and Lutetia Parisiorum, the name of Paris in Latin.

From the start of the conflict against Vienna backed by Amsterdam, only galleys and royal navy vessels used the Old Harbour of Marseille, and the arsenals of Toulon were working at full capacity. The docking of Die Klara II and Die Nannon was a high-pitched noise in Louis XIV’s ears. Had he not died twenty years ago, Colbert would have said to the king:

‘I told you, Vôtre Majesté! Those Marseillais are something else!’

Despite the odds, Willem de Krook and Hermanus Henewougen Jnr – the Dutch captains – received an invitation to attend the official New Year’s dinner at the city hall. An ideal opportunity to celebrate France’s future victory in placing Philippe V on the Spanish throne! The alderman of Marseille fearlessly showcased France’s grandeur to the Rotterdam captains over dinner. The opportunity to dazzle these heretical Dutch Protestants was too tempting for the alderman to pass up, especially after their gift of a small Flemish tapestry as a sign of commercial peace in this time of war. A quartet from the Opera delighted the guests’ ears, and the chef from Albi, Thierry Gayrard, manned the stoves for this New Year’s Eve that the alderman intended to be staggering. To honour the local vineyard, he sent for Jean-Baptiste Vermelain from Cassis for his knowledge in grape varieties and to serve as a technical expert.

Indeed, the end-of-year festivities included a tasting of the region’s finest wines. The two Dutch captains took part, as they had expressed their need to buy vine cuttings to transport to the Cape. This inquiry surprised the Marseille authorities, unaware that the Cape had been producing enhanced vinegar for years. If the Calvinist heretics wished to buy local products, it was their business – supposing they had the means. Given the size of the two Dutch galleons, the Port and the Aldermanry had no worries about not being paid.

The convoy sent to bring the vine expert Jean-Baptiste Vermelain from Cassis to Marseille consisted of a stagecoach and a small escort. It bypassed the Gineste Pass, notorious for the bandits who prowled the Carpiagne Hills. The convoy took a detour – the long road through Aubagne – and reached Marseille on the afternoon of 31 December.

Cassis

A quaint fishing port nestled between the 400-meter cliff of Cap Canaille and the Calanques – the Coves in Provençal – that stretch along the coast for 20 kilometres up to Marseille, resembling Norwegian fjords with vegetation akin to the Capetonian fynbos. Cassis’ mineral soil and south-facing hill slopes honoured the fame of the Provençal vineyard.

Even the Minister of Finance and War, Michel Chamillart, the successor of Colbert, appreciated the white wine from Domaine du Cap Canaille crafted by Jean-Baptiste Vermelain.

This invitation to the 1702 New Year’s Eve dinner didn’t surprise him; the local authorities had requested his expertise two years earlier. In 1700, Michel Chamillart visited Marseille on a mission to inspect the Mediterranean ports and insisted on meeting the region’s best winemakers to taste their nectar. 

During this social event in the City Hall, Jean-Baptiste Vermelain had sparked a trend with his passion for the vine and the delicate elaboration of his own crisp dry white. He had even dared to compare the artful blending of aromas in his wine to Le Nôtre’s pursuit of perfection in designing the gardens of the Palace of Versailles! His reference to France’s greatest landscape designer had pleased the super minister, a privileged partner of King Louis at the pool table.

This allusion to Le Nôtre’s gardens had made Mrs Alderman, Elizabeth Warden, the temperamental daughter of a great English hemp-fibre merchant for the Navy, blush with emotion.

‘Oh, it’s so charming!’ exclaimed Lady Elizabeth aloud.

‘My God, Elizabeth, compose yourself. It’s only wine!’ said the alderman, eager to avoid appearing as the husband of an Englishwoman unaware of French social norms.

‘She is right, my dear, this white wine is exquisite!’ was the verdict of statesman Michel Chamillart, eminent pool player at court and successor of the iconic Colbert.
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O

n New Year’s Eve 1702, Willem Adriaan van der Stel governed the Cape with a tight fist since his appointment in 1699 by the VOC. He knew that Die Nannon and Die Klara II were en route, carrying furniture for his homestead at Vergelegen and a keyboard – a harpsichord – for his wife, Maria the musician. Relations within the couple were tense: Maria was confined to the dodgy Castle of Good Hope, bored to death and lonely, while Willem Adriaan busied himself on his majestic farm on the slopes of the Helderberg mountains.

The same umbrageous climate in Van der Stel’s marriage was clouding relations between France and the Netherlands – as it had been since the 1650s. The Franco-Dutch rivalry was fierce on multiple fronts – geopolitical, economic, naval, cultural, and military – especially in the struggle for dominance over the route to the Indies. Batavian pirates were a formidable force in the Caribbean, and French privateers from Saint-Malo, Nantes and La Rochelle were no fools.

Thus, amid the open conflict over the Spanish succession, the arrival of two Dutch merchant ships in Marseille seemed a daring provocation from Amsterdam!

Departing from Rotterdam, Die Nannon and Die Klara II encountered a fierce storm off the Galician coast, followed by an even more violent one near Tangier. Continuing their journey south under such conditions was unwise. Seeking repairs, their captains altered course toward Barcelona, only to find the city’s naval shipyards in ruins – recently bombed by the French. Because of its proximity, the port of Marseille was their only viable option to replace the storm-damaged upper masts. When Die Nannon and Die Klara II sent a shallop to request authorisation to moor, the military warned the alderman against admitting potential spy ships, while the advisors on commerce and maritime affairs argued that the Dutch could bring much-needed revenue. 
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M

arseille welcomed Die Klara II and Die Nannon with open arms – its people were accustomed to the ever-changing tapestry of faces, nationalities, and ships arriving at its quays.

Near the docks, the laundresses of the Canebière Laundry chimed in with their comments, their thick accents punctuated by the signature ‘euh’ at the end of key words – Marseille’s way of heightening emotion in speech.

‘Klara with a K? That’s Prussian, I’m sure-euh! But Nannon? Sorry, eh, that smells of our lavender-euh!’

‘They say those are the names of the shipowner’s daughters!’ exclaimed one laundress.

‘Nannon, his daughter? Oh, Yvette-euh, have you lost your mind, my dear? Nannon is his Provençal mistress-euh!’

Laughter erupted in the laundry, under the sheepish gaze of Yvette Chenon – the laundress caught in the act of a severe lack of imagination, an offence no Marseillais could forgive!

Louis XIV found the news sacrilegious – the presence of two Dutch galleons in Marseille.

The Sun King of France felt eclipsed.

In the strained relations between Versailles and Amsterdam, the race for European hegemony and colonial expansion were not the only points of discord. Above all, there was religious rivalry.

The Protestant United Provinces of the Netherlands had become a haven for Calvinist Huguenots, driven out by Louis XIV’s decree that marked the death of religious freedom in France. The French Protestants had a free choice: convert, perish, or flee wherever they could. A small number made it as far as the Cape of Good Hope – around 230 persons – transported by nine ships under orders from the Lords Seventeen of the Dutch East India Company (VOC).

The first wave of Huguenots had been dispatched to the Cape in 1688, fifteen years earlier, the second big wave in 1689.

Louis XIV had not forgiven this double affront – just as he had not forgiven the humiliating defeat he had received at billiards at the expert hands of his Minister of War just before Christmas, in front of everyone who mattered at Versailles. This triple blow still stuck in his craw.

His ego could never bear a loss of any sort.

As for Marseille, its people had no interest in the King’s grievances, his bruised ego, or any other matter concerning Paris and Versailles. The rebellious spirit of Marseille, which had sided with the Romans against the Gauls in 52 BC, was still very much alive in 1702 AD.0F​[1]
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Marseille, 31 December 1702

Y

ou are requested to wear a suit tonight for the reception at the alderman’s!’

‘But I don’t have any!’ responded Jean-Baptiste Vermelain to the directive from the city master’s private secretary.

‘Well, rent one,’ insisted the secretary. ‘You have the rest of the day! I know a place at 36 Paradise Street that can sort you out; go on my behalf, and Jean-Paul Cabbage will give you a good price.’ 

‘I certainly hope so!’ retorted Jean-Baptiste Vermelain. ‘I’m not exactly rolling in money, and I’ll have you remember that I’m more than just a guest, but a man required!’
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S

ix feet tall, weighing 165 pounds, with a square face weathered by the sun, Jean-Baptiste Vermelain had black, mischievous eyes that dove into one’s gaze like a child leaping into the sea from the cliffs of the Port-Miou cove. He had sideburns on his hollow cheeks and typically tied his abundant brown hair into a prominent ponytail. Without a doubt, Jean-Baptiste Vermelain was a handsome bachelor. At 24, he was only interested in wine, women, and his mother’s well-being. In his presence, ladies would sigh, ‘Oh, he is so charming!’

‘You need time and experience to create an excellent wine,’ was his motto. The playboy cellar master from Cassis believed the same principle applied to finding a good wife.

Despite his age, Jean-Baptiste had refused to marry, convinced that love would find him one day – but not here in Cassis. Where had this strange idea come from? No one knew, much to the chagrin of Ginette, his mother. Her son had fallen victim to the call of the open sea, suggested by the vastness of the Mediterranean. Indeed, why tie the knot when the lovely daughter of a wealthy hemp-fibre merchant, the English wife of the city’s alderman, blushed in front of you?

Hamlet’s philosophical pondering on life’s essence, with his famous ‘To be or not to be,’ had influenced English theatre for a century. Jean-Baptiste didn’t know Shakespeare but would have agreed with him.

The Provençal wine tasting in the alderman’s library in April 1700 had marked a turning point in Jean-Baptiste Vermelain’s career. Super minister and billiards master Michel Chamillart had ordered ten cases of his white wine for Versailles and congratulated him on the exquisite bouquet of his nectar. The alderman of Marseille had promised to consult him if needed – and did so for the 1702 New Year’s Eve dinner. Jean-Baptiste Vermelain’s mission was to convince Captain De Krook and Captain Henewougen to purchase vines and local produce.

What more could the best winemaker in Provence ask for?

Dressed like a lord by the couturier Jean-Paul Cabbage of 36 Paradise Street, Jean-Baptiste had set off for the event hosted by the Alderman – a sweet idea lingered in his mind.

To hear Lady ‘naughty’ Elizabeth, Mrs Alderman, whisper to him once more in English:

‘You are amazing.’
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A Greek ‘God’ & a few English ‘Yeses’

I

n early January, when winter had cooled the fiery blood of Marseille, a bear hibernated.

A man concealed himself. The connoisseur of grapevines, the cellar master summoned by the alderman for his expertise, the son of Ginette from Cassis, the charming Jean-Baptiste Vermelain – still dressed like a lord by Jean-Paul Cabbage of Paradise Street, our best Provençal winemaker in the eyes of Versailles – well, well, well, our ‘Casanova’ had now found refuge at Marguerite’s place – an old acquaintance and a past flame.

‘Find me that bastard,’ shouted the alderman of Marseille to his henchmen.

’Vermelain – my arse! The man who shamed my wife – drown him in Sormiou’s cove with his purse emptied. People will assume it was a tragic robbery,’ he ordered.

Marguerite had always admired Jean-Baptiste, which was why she hid him at her place despite his scandalous affair. ‘The things we do for love,’ she told him, justifying her help.

She had met him in 1699 at Domaine du Cap Canaille in Cassis, while working as a servant and Jean-Baptiste was the cellar master. When Marguerite realised that Jean-Baptiste would not marry her, she moved to Marseille in 1701. There, she found work as a laundress at the Canebière Laundry, situated on the wide avenue that leads down to the harbour, where the two Dutch galleons were moored.

Marguerite had spotted Jean-Baptiste walking down Paradise Street on New Year’s Eve 1702, dressed like a lord. They spoke, they hugged, and Marguerite, thrilled to see him again, gave him her address in the Panier district, where he was currently hiding from the henchmen.

How long would Die Nannon and Die Klara II remain docked in Marseille?

Time was running out for Jean-Baptiste Vermelain as the henchmen closed in, interrogating people around the Old Harbour. How stupid he was to have found himself in such a critical position! Had he lost his mind?

‘Seigneur Jésus, Marie, Joseph!’ his mother, Ginette, would cry.

Why had he paid attention to a neglected wife?

Events were toasting his own ass for having pounded with passion the buttocks of Lady ‘naughty’ Elizabeth, considered one of the most seductive women in Marseille. The grace of a British doe, an innocent face, a slim body, pale pink skin, and the mischievous look of an eccentric spoiled woman. The wife of the alderman was the daughter of a wealthy English hemp merchant. She was whimsical and found her French husband’s icy rigidity dreadfully boring. She had left grey, foggy London to be caressed by the sun and the warmth of Mediterranean passion. And here she was – the Mr Alderman had mistresses and never touched her.

Pôvre petite chose-euh ... Poor little thing ... However, ‘What she wants, she gets, uh’ – such was the gossip among the many fishmongers’ wives at the daily market in the Old Harbour.

And indeed, Elizabeth Warden got what she wanted with the fiery Jean-Baptiste, as revealed by her repetitive ‘Oh my God,’ and emphatic ‘Yeses.’

On 10 January 1703. Marseille was smiling thanks to the visit of Klara, the Prussian wife of a Dutch shipowner, and Nannon, his Provençal mistress. The laundresses of La Canebière Laundry were laughing at their colleague Yvette for her lack of imagination. Louis XIV had relished his revenge against his super minister at the pool table. The shipyards, the merchants, and the tavern keepers were rubbing their hands in Dutch florin. The sex workers of the docks had their thighs well rubbed by Dutchmen. Yes, everyone was smiling – except the favourite winemaker of Minister Chamillart. Jean-Baptiste Vermelain had become a one-afternoon god in the eyes of the alderman’s wife – and might well end up in the dark waters of Sormiou’s cove!

In 1703, Catholic French society had no mercy for a self-proclaimed Dionysus – the Greek god of wine, ecstasy, and madness.
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I

n his mind, it was crystal clear. Jean-Baptiste could no longer stay hidden like a rabbit, waiting for the hunting dogs of the town’s boss to flush him out of Marguerite’s tiny apartment. Through her, he had learned that the two Dutch galleons were setting sail for the Cape of Good Hope.

What a name! Just what he needed: Hope.

Marguerite had delivered the laundry to Die Nannon a few days ago. Today, on 11 January, she was to deliver the uniforms of Captain De Krook and Lieutenant Van Zoop.

On this pretext, Marguerite was to hand Jean-Baptiste’s letter to the captain of Die Nannon and not leave the cabin without his approval. Time was running out for doubts and wailing. The shy Marguerite des Sources, driven by love and the fear of losing it, headed toward Die Nannon with the energy of a woman who must save her man at all costs, unaware that she, too, was playing a significant role in the story.

Captain Willem de Krook had no problem receiving her in his cabin; the reason was obvious – delivery of his uniforms. She knocked twice on his door, waiting for a ‘Ja,’ then entered the officer’s cabin. She gave a short curtsy and showed the officer his three uniforms, ironed and folded as they should be, as well as those of Lieutenant Van Zoop.

The Dutch captain thanked her with a warm smile, giving Marguerite the ultimate strength to hand him the letter from her beloved Jean-Baptiste.

––––––––
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Marseille

11 January 1703

Dear Captain De Krook,

Sorry to bother you, my captain, but I find myself in a grave personal predicament, and you might be my salvation.

Recall, at the New Year’s Eve dinner, you smiled at me while glancing at Madame Elizabeth. You observed her antics, her demeanour. My presence excited her, which amused you. The day after next, the husband’s men caught us, naked. Since then, I have been fleeing.

During your discussions with the cheated alderman, I advised you against purchasing the vine cuttings he offered. They were of inferior quality to my taste, and he charged you a high price for them. In Africa, your colony will need people who understand the art of cultivating the soil. I cannot stay in Marseille without risking my life. The laundress who brings you this message has sheltered me at her place, taking significant risks. Please, let us embark on your journey to the Cape of Good Hope.

‘Merci’ for your mercy,

Jean-Baptiste Vermelain

P.S. Please give your response to Marguerite and burn this letter.
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C

aptain Willem de Krook agreed and burnt the letter. The escape plan was to cross the Old Harbour at night from the Panier district, where he was hiding, and board Die Nannon without arousing suspicion. To do so, Jean-Baptiste Vermelain had to make himself unrecognisable. He was still wearing the same conspicuous suit he had hired on 30 December and never returned to the couturier, Jean-Paul Cabbage, who had no doubt gone straight to the alderman with the unpaid invoice.

Thanks to the uniform lent by Lieutenant Van Zoop, Jean-Baptiste outsmarted the Dragoons assigned to prevent any escape by Provençal Huguenots and eluded the henchmen’s torture planned by the alderman – a drowning in Sormiou’s cove. The disguise fooled everybody and worked wonders. A brilliant idea – what a stratagem! Marguerite and Mimi played their roles brilliantly. Captivated by those two gorgeous call girls, the Dragoons saw the happy Dutchman in uniform but ignored his presence. Marguerite and Mimi charmed them, puffing up their chests and swaying their hips. The two Dragoons envied that Dutch lieutenant for the great time he was having during his stopover in Marseille.

After boarding Die Nannon, the three refugees hid in a cabin until the galleon set sail.

Marguerite, Jean-Baptiste, and Mimi had left everything behind, bringing no luggage – nothing more than what they were wearing.

Captain De Krook suggested changing their names on their registration in his logbook to polish their escape.

In his famous novel, Alexandre Dumas portrayed the disturbing incarceration of an innocent Edmond Dantès in the Château d’If – the Robben Island of Marseille – before describing how Dantès planned his revenge and became the Count of Monte Cristo.

Once the U-shape formed by the Old Harbour was behind them and the islet of Château d’If had been passed, Jean-Baptiste proposed to Marguerite. In French, Captain Willem de Krook announced that he would bless their wedding ceremony according to the precepts of Calvin, the man who did not believe in the virginity of Mary. Jean-Baptiste Vermelain didn’t care; he wasn’t much for religious matters. He was even smiling like a fool from a remote village in the Luberon mountains, where the constant gusts of the Mistral drive people mad or mentally unbalanced. Jean-Baptiste’s intuition that he wouldn’t get married in Cassis was becoming a reality. And here he was, about to embark on a wedding at sea aboard a Dutch galleon!

But for the bride, Marguerite Des Sources, the captain’s announcement was a real shock!

The prospect of a life without the Virgin Mary ... My goodness!

Hence Marguerite’s choice to register in the logbook as Frida, a German name, and her insistence on placing it before Margriet. Frida to be akin to the word freda, meaning ‘cold’ in the Provençal dialect. Indeed, Marguerite shivered upon hearing Calvin’s precepts on Die Nannon’s deck. Frida Margriet – voilà, a double name to mark her new life in the Cape of Good Hope, which did not welcome the Virgin Mary. To keep things simple, she will be referred to as ‘Marguerite.’

Mireille ‘Mimi’ Pron, the cabaret dancer, officially changed her first name to Mireya, but she would be referred to as ‘Mimi’ during the course of events.

Jean-Baptiste became Jan-Baptistus in the Dutch registers, but everyone called him ‘Jean-Baptiste.’ His surname, however, adopted a Dutch resonance that would remain in South African registers to this day. His French surname, ‘Vermelain’, was simply too difficult to pronounce.

After reflecting, Captain De Krook chose the transcription:

Vermeulen.
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Die Nannon: Logbook of 13 January 1703

W

e cast off from Marseille Old Harbour at 7:30 in the morning. Rainy and cool weather, steady southeast wind. Crew was complete, no illnesses to report.

We embarked a young couple of refugees, as the entry must read for the French Huguenots, by order of the Lords Seventeen of the VOC: Jan-Baptistus Vermeulen, ‘Jean-Baptiste’, 24 years old, farmer, and Frida Margriet Vermeulen, ‘Marguerite’, 20 years old, laundress. I officiated their wedding on board, as my status as a high-ranking officer allowed. It was under the auspices of God and the precepts of Calvin that I married this couple of young, vigorous colonists today as we passed the Château d’If. We embarked another refugee: Mireya ‘Mimi’ Pron, 26 years old, single, cabaret dancer. We made this decision with a clear conscience, even though the instructions from His Excellency Adriaan van der Stel were very restrictive regarding the nationality of newcomers. The governor wanted only German or Dutch farmers. However, those who arrived at the Cape were older and widowed. 

Goods loaded in Marseille:

	2 000 vine cuttings

	1 000 olive tree saplings, 2 barrels of olive oil and 10 crates of salted sardines

	30 barrels of drinking water and 2 barrels of Provençal wine for the crew

	30 crates of dry grapes, as a large part of our apple cargo had taken on water

	5 crates of herb goat’s cheese and 2 barrels of olives in vinegar


To celebrate our departure and uplift everyone’s spirits, the ship’s cook prepared a delightful omelette with potatoes, onions, and local mushrooms for the crew and the 15 passengers, served with bread and a half-portion of Provençal wine. A feast.

May God aid us on our journey.

Capt. Willem de Krook

Logbook of 14 February 1703

Although we had avoided the treacherous Famara-Graciosa Strait, this did not spare us from an attack by men from that very sandy islet, La Graciosa. We managed to outpace them by raising the mainsail and firing our cannons. Small boats frequently roamed the waters of the Canary Islands, exploiting their large sails relative to their size and their intimate knowledge of the local winds and currents. But what else could one expect from a people living in utter destitution, with nothing but fish for company? These arid islands – where not even a tree grew!

However, our attackers were professionals, and shouted their despair in Arabic as they watched us slip away.

The pirate attack caused great fear among the passengers. In mutual agreement with my lieutenant and the crew’s representative, we decided not to stop for supplies at the Cape Verde Islands, as unpredictable as the Canaries. Instead, we would make a detour to the French port of Gorée in Senegal.  

We could stock up there on drinking water and tropical fruits and purchase some slaves that we could sell at a very good price in Cape Town.

After a month of sailing, we mourned the loss of two passengers due to fevers:

	Marina van der Sarr, Dutch, 23 years old, seamstress

	Helmut Grootzenhoole, Dutch, 42 years old, carpenter


We had to throw overboard our provisions of smoked meat from Rotterdam because it had become infested with worms. Rationing would be necessary for water, dry biscuits, raisins, and the remaining edible apples until we reached Gorée Island. Despite concerns about pirates, everyone’s spirits remained high. The men were determined to reach the island of Gorée and avoid the Spaniards and Portuguese, who had shown – in Brazil or in their conquests of the Incas and Aztecs – that they were a people without mercy or remorse.

On this Valentine’s Day, we made official the marriage of the Marseille refugee ‘Mimi’ Pron with our cook Frederik van Butt, 30 years old. We freed up a cabin for them to spend their wedding night and share the rest of the journey together. After the ceremony, we let the newlyweds know they had the privilege of having two glasses of Provençal wine, a goat’s cheese, a nice slice of dry bread, and some grapes. Above all, they ought to remain silent. We wished them all the happiness of a life together.

The crew and I desired nothing more than a favourable wind. May God assist and protect us until our destination.

Capt. Willem de Krook

Logbook of 24 February 1703

Senegal. Warm weather, 25 degrees at noon, light wind, rough sea.

After ten days of sailing from Lanzarote, heading south-east, we reached the African coast of Senegal. In sight of the small islet of Gorée, from the turret of their fort on the hill, the French fired a warning cannon shot into the water, forcing us to stop. We hoisted the white flag and then closed the hatches protecting our cannons to display our peaceful intentions.

The indigenous people surrounded us with their vibrant, painted wooden fishing canoes. It was always a spectacle to witness the curiosity of these individuals. Their shouts and cheers were friendly. A canoe named Sunyu Gal ak Jamm, thanks to an inscription painted on its hull, approached us. Fifteen fishermen shouted at us with enthusiasm, showing us their best catches. The lieutenant Van Zoop, with the help of Jean-Baptiste Vermeulen, bought three crates of fish for half a florin and a cotton shirt – a fish we would consume, dry, and salt on the main deck for conservation purposes.

Apparently, the French name of the country, Senegal, came from the Wolof words Sunyu Gal, which means “Our Canoe”. Ak Jamm means “At Peace”. That was the name of their rowing fishing boat – our canoe is at peace.

Our Dutch currency was something the young fishermen had never seen. It had been 20 years since Amsterdam had given up the colony to the French.

‘Gold? Gold?’ asked one of the fishermen.

‘Ja! Oui, it’s gold!’ replied Lieutenant Van Zoop and Jean-Baptiste with a smile.

‘Djëredjëf toubab! (Thank you, white man!) Am djeun-bi patron, Barracuda laa! (Take the fish, boss, it’s a Barracuda!) C’est cadeau! (It’s a gift!)’ said the fishermen’s leader.

As the crew loaded the fish crates and our cook prepared the 25-pound barracuda, a rowing boat with the flag of the Kingdom of France approached us. A lieutenant and two soldiers came aboard our vessel to question who we were and what we were doing. I told the lieutenant that our priorities were getting water, fresh fruits, and maybe buying slaves.

The French lieutenant, impressed by my language skills, told us to wait for two cannon shots – the signal that we could anchor in the bay near Fort Saint-François. As had happened in Marseille, we had to wait several hours for the control tower’s authorisation.

Surrounded by the calmness of a mild subtropical winter evening, we dropped anchor and enjoyed our last glasses of Provençal rosé wine. The African heat affected the quality of this wine.

The cook, Frederik van Butt, and his newlywed Mimi, prepared a superb dinner of grilled barracuda with boiled lentils.

After sailing for six weeks, this stop in West Africa would give everyone on board a chance to rest and recover. Seasickness was affecting our future settlers. Leaving the land is a challenge for farmers worldwide.

May God help and protect us.

Capt. Willem de Krook

Logbook of 28 February 1703

Bay of Gorée Island, Senegal. The weather has turned strange. A thick blanket of dust and sand covers the sky, obscuring the sun. L’Harmattan is what the indigenous people of Senegal call this dry wind from the Sahara. There is an unsettling atmosphere, a mix of foreboding and tension, as the sand haze could provide an excellent cover for a surprise attack.

Today, I made an exceptional allowance for a group of native women to board the ship, offering my men some respite before their long journey ahead. These women are slender, their bodies exuding a strong musk or other perfumes that sting the nostrils. They eagerly accepted copper necklaces and bracelets as payment, quarrelling over them. As for the married passengers, they could rent a room from the French farmers in Gorée for an hour to enjoy some privacy.

Yesterday evening, Lieutenant Van Zoop and I were guests of Lieutenant Dumont Desfletry for dinner at Fort Saint-François. The director of Gorée and his captain had departed on a hunting expedition, leaving the colony’s affairs in the hands of this weary officer. This French outpost bore none of the splendours of Versailles. Our meal – a plain grilled fish with two withered potatoes – was far from the fine poultry or mutton we had anticipated. Yet our host honoured us with a glass of cognac, fierce enough to jolt the bowels and stir the soul. Lieutenant Dumont Desfletry unburdened himself of his frustrations with colonial life, lamenting his thankless duty of overseeing the slavers. He drowned his discontent in cognac, railing against the dreariness of his posting. Earlier, before dinner, the lieutenant and I had inspected the merchandise at the Enclosure of the Captives. The price for a young and vigorous man stands at 150 florins; for a woman, a mere 50. To avoid complications, we resolved to purchase only male slaves with the 500 florins remaining in the register. The passenger Jean-Baptiste Vermeulen conducts the negotiations, for my French is not sufficient to bargain. The slave trader Oliver Kardigan of Nantes – half French, half English – proved obstinate, and no purchase was made.

We loaded ten barrels of water, but fresh fruit was nowhere to be found in this season. The juicy mangoes and papayas will not appear until summer. This is a hard blow – I fear scurvy and a pitiful arrival. We cast off tomorrow, hoping to reach the Cape of Good Hope before the austral winter sets in. Before departing, we will attempt one last negotiation, mirroring my wife Gilda’s strategy at the Utrecht market before closing time, to secure the best deal.

May God inspire us every time and anywhere.

Capt. Willem de Krook

Logbook of 1 March 1703

Gorée Island. Senegal. The heat is tempered by an ocean breeze. The sea is calm.

The open-air trash around the French Fort attracts mosquitoes, causing many of my men to lose sleep at night. But, as their evening spent with the local women has eased any fatigue, the men are prepared for departure.

This morning, I invited the slave trader on board to discuss the price. Oliver Kardigan, a man who owns two tamed baboons – Samba and Mambo – needed to see for himself the size of our ship and understand that we were ready to sail with or without his slaves. Present in my cabin were Lieutenant Van Zoop, the Franco-English slave merchant with his bodyguard, Zebu Obasanjo – a tall black man wearing a turban – the winemaker Vermeulen, the French lieutenant Dumont Desfletry, and myself. Oliver Kardigan had the French arrogance of a man who possessed precious merchandise, combined with the English cunning of overpricing it. I poured him a cup from my personal stash of brandy, which made the merchant soften his stance – especially after another round. At the perfect moment, Jean-Baptiste Vermeulen broke the deadlock, leaving everyone satisfied. I am reproducing the exact terms of the negotiations.

‘Have another half glass of brandy, my friend! You don’t seem like a man whose business is thriving. The captain’s 450 florins are right before your eyes. You lack customers, and we can find our slaves at a lower price in the Gulf of Guinea,’ said Jean-Baptiste in French to the Franco-British Oliver Kardigan.

‘The choice is yours!’ I added in English to back up Jean-Baptiste Vermeulen.

‘Okay, you’ve got me. Let’s settle for 4 men and 3 women for the 450 florins, plus what’s left of the brandy bottle!’ agreed the slave merchant Oliver Kardigan.

‘No, sir! 5 men and 3 women for the 450 florins + the rest of the brandy bottle!’ Vermeulen then countered in French.

‘You’re wearing me out. You’re worse than the skilled Berbers!’ conceded Kardigan.

In these words, we raised our glasses, and Kardigan even dared to tease me by asking if my lieutenant and I wanted to ‘test’ the women. ‘I am a man of faith and happy in marriage,’ I replied, showing him that we are not alike – a scoundrel of a slave merchant!

Thanks to Jean-Baptiste’s negotiating skills, we kept 50 florins in the cash register and loaded two more male slaves and two more female slaves for the same price as 450 florins. An excellent transaction. I rewarded him with pipe tobacco for his efforts and decisive help.

At 2 p.m., we set sail for the most extensive part of our journey. Our aim is to reach the Cape of Good Hope without stopping from the shores of Senegal. Our only fruit supply comprises 12 crates of dried grapes. The two months that lie between us and our destination look daunting with no fresh fruit. A stopover will be necessary.

May our Lord Jesus Christ be with us.

Capt. Willem de Krook

Logbook of 4 April 1703

The Gulf of Guinea. Temperatures are high and the rains are heavy.

For the past day, we have been moored in the Ebrie Lagoon, a waterway that runs along the coast known as the Ivory Coast. A wide strip of sandy land, dotted with coconut trees, shields us from the strong swells of this part of the Atlantic. The local people call this place Assinie. Set between the ocean and the lagoon, Assinie is a haven of beauty and peace. We feast on fresh fish and coconut water. My crew members experience a void from not seeing and tasting mangoes and women in this untouched paradise.

In Assinie, we loaded:

	15 barrels of fresh coconuts, bought for 3 florins. We used the empty drinking water barrels. Coconuts are easy to conserve, providing food and water. Watching the locals racing to climb the coconut trees, and shaking the trunks to make the fruit fall was quite a show for a small coin!

	1 barrel of a local alcohol called Kutuku. This is a fermented liquid made from palm trees, bought by the crew with their wages. As I’m not familiar with this drink, I’ve limited its consumption to half a tea glass per person every three days.


We regret to announce the death of five passengers and one black slave:

	Maria van Hoot, aged 15, who was travelling with her parents.

	Jan De Steel, a 45-year-old single Dutch farmer.

	Markus Braun, a 42-year-old widowed German farmer.

	Sebastian Möller, 9 years old, who had become our mascot.

	Karl van Ticheljie, a 35-year-old divorced Dutch carpenter.

	Awa, a black slave of unknown age.


These individuals were extremely weak. Malnutrition and fever took their lives. As I’ve mentioned before, our farmer passengers find the sea
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The Cape Lodge on the same day, 1 May 1703
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The Hot & Taut Inn
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Die Nannon – Logbook of 3 May 1703
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The Cousin from Rotterdam
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	In thoughts, when the shipowner gave him the order to pay special attention to the harpsichord; the captain grumbled.

	In words, upon seeing the delicate instrument being hoisted on board: ‘Well, with this, all we’re missing are the ballerinas!’ said Henewougen.

	By the acting of a predictable equatorial storm.

	By omitting to check the securing of the harpsichord in the hold.
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