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A DUTCH and EAST AFRICAN COIN "FIND"
FROM NORTHERN AUSTRALIA

W.J.D.Mira, FaNS

In 1983, my report dealing with the above was
published in The Australiar Coin Review. It
recorded the discovery of Dutch 18th century and
Kilwa Sultanate coins, then thought to be of the
14th century, on Marchinbar Island in the Wessell
Group off Northern Australia. Some Very
sensational mis-interpretations by the press, of
what the find indicated, did little to encourags
further study.

Since 1983 nothing new has been learned
i regarding the actual deposition of the coins but.
”é through the good offices of Dy . G.S.P.Freeman
H: Grenville of York, England, a recognised authority
on East African /history and coinage, additional
i information has become available from recent
archaeological finds. This has modified the
! attribution and dating of the East African coins.
Two of those found are now considered to be fronm
| the 10th century and three from the 13/14th
{ century., :

Such was the interest of Freeman Grenville in
the coin find and the significance he placed on it
that., in 1984, he prepared & pPaper, “From Africa
to Australia: a find of coins from Kilwa, Tanzania
and from the Netherlands, in the Wessell Islands®.
This was read at the Second International
Conference on Indian Ocean Studies, held in Perth,
Western Australia, in 1984. 71t has since been
published in The Swahili Coast,art . IX.London
1988 . i

Im 1992 another Paper ., mentioning the find
Was prepared by the same author ,"A New Look at the
Chronica Dos Reyes de Quiloa Following Recent
Archaeological Discoveries”". This Was presented to
the National Committee for the Commemoration of
Portuguese Discoveries: Symposium on Maritime
Routes and Associated Networks held in Portugal ,
May 1992.

My present report Presents, in an edited
form, much of what was published in 1983 but with
the addition of new information. For this, the
Papers noted above are freely drawn upon, along
with data obtained in personal communications from
Dy . Freeman-Grenville. Portion of the finpal
paragraph of his 1984 paper is worth repetition:

"May I hope that gome enterprising Australian
archaeologist will search the whole ares (of the
coin find). If this conference is to have any
positive result..... may I express the hope that
the challenge will be taken up -and speedily" . To
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/most a decade OoNn., no one in authority has

- the slightest interest . Perhaps the renewed

{ for the mahogany ship in Victoria may stir

Jaction .

/Documented European contacts with the
ihland are many. In the north ,the Duyfken
455 in the west . Dirk Hartog, 1616, angd Houtman,
95 in the south, Thussen, 1627, and Tasman,
/606 Torres, in 1606, may well have glimpsed the
mainland of the continent, as he inched his way
into the strajt which stil] bears his name .
These 17th century European voyYagers gave
cartographers sufficient data to pProduce, in by oad
outline, the northern, southern and western
coastlines of Terra Australis Incognits.

The final Piece in the Jig-saw had to wailt
until 1770, when Captain James Cook charted the
salient features of the eastern coast. From a
European point of view, it all fits very
conveniently, with an expanding acquisition of
knowledge leading to the drawing of a satisfactory
map of the last unknown, the southern land mass.

The Circumstances of the Coin Find ,
In 1944, during World War 2, the 312 . Radar Unit

Was stationed of Marchinbar Ts and. as a forward
wafﬂiﬂ@wéféffaﬁ‘géﬁfﬁgiij;Eanese aireraft, surface
vessels and submarines thrEEEéﬁIﬁ@“ﬁchﬁéFﬁ”ﬁ“
Australia."AEWEH§~F§a5?\Site, the island is only &
few hurdred vards wide, has & rocky east coastline
and a sandy western, with tides up to fourteen
feet. It is the on{k_gg;pt,onJghgﬁiglandT—where
fresh waté?\15"available~?F55mgﬂ\underground
Sp?ing;" SO LS 2

oA member of the Uunit, the late M.Isenberg,
spent hf@“§§§?é“tfﬁe‘flgﬁfEE‘EFH‘WEHE€EEE§ZaLQng
th@“éh@?é?‘ﬁf‘fﬁé"é@htre'df-jéﬁgzﬁTﬁii; is a sandy
beé?ﬁ\wi‘t“ﬁ“‘"’a—tfdykwé‘é\kﬁﬂﬁfﬁ‘-é'ft'“e’r?cis” ‘about
forty metves tnrang— E

ne gay, Whilst fishing, he saWw four green

circular objects lying in the sand. about one
metre below the high water mark. He picked them
UP. realised they were coins arnd poked around in
an area of about four square metres, finding five
hore. Having ro interest in coins at that time, he
looked no further byt did put the coins in an
2irtight match tin; this went into his kit bag and
“eturned with him to Australia.

It lay forgotten until late 1979 Coming
icross the coins again, he cleaned them
;ufficiently for the design and legends to appear .
le mentioned them to G.Kohn, who brought them to
he writer’g attention. The coins were macle
wvallable for study and photographing and have
iince been donated to the Museumn of Applied Arts
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;Eiences, Sydney. It is these nine coins which (
/have prompted intermittent research over the past )
/ ten years. '

/
i

The Wessell Islands
These form a group extending in a chain, for

a distance of 75 miles north east of Napier Point,
in north eastern Arnhem Land, Northern Territory,
Australia. They are marked on early Dutch charts
and_the name was éndorsed by Matthew Flinders in
1803. Several of the islands are renowned for
their Yaborigimal vock painting. T

. .

THE MARCHINBAR COINS

The Low Countriedn

1. AE. doit 1690: 20mm: Gelderland (D/GEL/RIAE)

2. AE. doit 1724: 22mm: quland (ZEE/LAN/DIA)

3. AE. doit 11784: 21imm: Zeeland (ZELAN/DIA in,

cartouche) (Ve —

4. AE. liard f?f&ﬁ 23mm: Bishopric of Liege

\\//

Kilwa,East Africa
Dynasty of Ali ibn al Hasan (late 10th

Al. AE. 2 grams;:20mm: Alj ibn al-Hasan;
Obwv.: Ali ibn al-Hasan Sa‘ida
As Walker X111 (Plate V111, 9)

A2. AE. 1.45 grams:21lmm:
As Al. but rev. die in another hand.

Sultans of Kilwa
laiman ibn al-Hasan (1294-1308)
3.1 grams, 23mm.

Obv.: Sulaiman ibn al-Hasan Sa‘'ida
Rev.: Yathiku bi Maula®l-Minan‘Azza
"Sulaiman son of Hasan {(may he be happy )
mGWT% is
As Walker 111 & 1V (Plate V111,3 and 4)but
dies in another hand

B2. AE. 2.35 grams:22mm: as B1 but dies in a
different hand
al-Hasan ibn sulaiman (1310-1333)

Cl. AE. 2.25 grams: 23mm: al-Hasan ibn Sulaiman :
Cbv.: al-Hasan ibm Sulaiman “Azz Nasrahu
Rewv.: Yq&h;&uﬁbgii\ggbid al- Mannan

@l—HasaU/§Qﬁfgf\Sulalman",mgx\hlq victory be

alorious) trusts in the One (God), the

T Sy N s G S . i

- et T e

Bountiful ..
[ T e

B1l.

The Netherlands coins are all of continental issue
(cf. the Macknight series) and span a period OF
Just under 100 years, with the latest dafe 1784 .
“¥”Hm”fﬂ585€§§:£5lﬁfﬂDomroﬁﬁwﬁ?i3§§ﬁgmgﬁgmthe
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late N.M.Lowick of t
expertise iden ifiec
A, int worth

= Preservatio

Specimens. 1t is not

" Dutch pPleces, which

he British Museum, whose

n _of
much different to that of the
are several hundred Years

younger. Is this consistent with them being in the
Sea or in the sand for several hundred years>

The Macassans
Macassan seafar

been making vovages

coast of Australia D

arrival of Europeans .

expeditions began is
they ended legally,

in the Macassan stat
lesser extent the Bu
Sopping. The north w

Jawa, the northern,

Carpentaria,Marege.
The trepang (be
lug) were collected,
boiled in large shal
then buried in sand
the home ports they
and shipped to China
culinary delicacy.
In June 1818 L.t
voyage along the wes
Mermaid, reported fr
"...from the convers
a fleet of Proas...w

Australia every vear .

and the natives Mare

confirmed), no attem
settlement nor is th

Thus . though th
Lhey were, however ,
long periods of resi
continents north an
authorative work on
to Marege" by C.C.Ma
Nationa) University,
vast amount of backg

ers 1in search of trepang had
to the north and northwest
robably long before the

When these Macassan

not known with certainty but
in 1906.Their home ports were
es of Gowa and Tallo and to &
ghis states of Bone, Wajo and
est coast was known as Kava
as far east as the Gulf of

che de mer, sea cucumber, seg
taken ashore, gutted and

low copper dishes. They were

Pits to dry Out. Taken back to

were sold to Chirese traders
where they aye considered s

- P.P.King on a surveying
tern coast in H.M.Cutter
om Timor:-
ation I had with the Rajah of
ho fish on the coast of

.-the coast ig called Marega
gas" . :

istered by S.a. from 1863 until
e licenses for Macassar
—-Z.=icenses for Macassan.

Y and wideranging (about 7o
ites have been located and

Pt was made at pPeYmanent

€re any substantiated evidence
h the aboriginal Fopulation,

igines made the trip to and back

& contacts were impermanent,
substantial and regular, with
dence (weeks to months) on the
d north western shores. The
the trepang trade js ° Vovage
cknight, The Australian
Canberra. He carrvied out g

round research in Indonesia
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‘and on Dutch records, as well as archaeological

investigation of severa] Processing sites .
iéLQELQQE$T/5F9k8H~bQL: S_and pottery, fish hooks
and grave g located; examined
documented . SixX coins wers also Tound;
Dutch doits, “the earliest date Is 42, the Tatest
e

1790.

The Macknight Coins . -

Reference numbers and descriptions are those
used by Macknight in his thesis "The Macassans -~ a
study of the early trepang industry along the
Northern Territory coast . "

S54  AF doit V.0.C., 1790 - Scholten 316 oOr 745¢
316 - struck at Utrecht 1790 to be sent
. . ‘\“\/\T\JQW
to the Indies.

5¢~ sEruck by official mints at Batavia

and Surabaja in ] -43.
SS85  AE  doit 1790 = Zeeland-nct located in
catalogues

S56 AE doit 1838 - Scholten 7354 or 735b.Either
struck -at Surabajas in 1838
$97 AE doit V.o.C. 174722 - Scholten 88.Struck at

rdecht and._j 742 I
$111 AFE  doit V.0.C. 1780 . Struck at Dordecht
‘ 4780 T T

The sixth coin, dated 1779 was reported in 1943; no
other detajls are available.

It is interesting, that all the attributable
coins were Specifically struck for use in the
butch colonies. Macknight opines that, from the
avallable evidence, the trepang trade began some
time between 1650 and 1700 .

Kilwa

Located on the East African coast of present
day Tanzania, Kilwa began as a sma trading

Station, probably 'ﬁ\tﬁg/TUfﬁﬂggﬁkury. BY the 12th
CeNntury it was an entrepot for tﬁngﬁiiﬂTTﬁfﬁﬁld

e

and Ivory—fromssutherr Trica and the import of

goods from India. the InaiEE\EﬁB&EFE\EFTW§T”*
Cargoes were transported‘ihwlcng\ﬁigféﬁééy ocaan
qqmmwmaﬁﬁﬁmmw Perstan
GQlf\EQLE§Jiﬂjﬁ\éﬂljﬂmL§HEéT. I —

The first ruling sultan known to have issued
colnagewas— ALl 7 T al-Hasg 2thecentury="
J.R.CrawaWTﬁT??ﬂ§§?fﬁfgf€“T5Eh century", Freeman

Lrenville, 1992) .Recent evidence suggests he rvuled .
4 . - - . o~
~ over Kilwa, Mafia and the islands oT Pemba and

v

\ggﬁgibar%1 he SUrvivitg OPPer coins of this early
dynasty are numer oUusTthe siTveT — Tess 50 -
(Marchinbar COIFs A2
From the aspect of known coinage issues we
Must pass to the end of the 13th ancl beginning of
5
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14th centuries.By this time, through an
known series of events, perhaps triggered by its
levelopment as a Principal trading station,
ilwasMafia constituted a separate sultanate.,
‘Coinage issues of the Sultans of Kilwa pertinent to
our topic are those of Sulaiman ibn al-Hasan |,
(Marchinbar coins Bl, B2)) and al-Hasan ibn
Sulaiman (Marchinbar coin C1).

Kilwa gradually lost itgﬁgig:gmgﬂgpﬁyposition
as a trading station and around the second hal¥ of

— : ety

the 14th ceéntu 1t ceased coin minting — —TT——
(mm_)'

The Marchinbar find thus has two examples
from the late 10th (Freeman-Grenville) or early
1§%ﬁtmrtmm7e“é‘”ﬁm the 14th
century.

Both Crawford and Freeman Grenville agr
that, on present arhcaeological evidence,
Africa coins under discussion had an area of
Circulation limited to East Africa — ——

) Freeman Grgg;yfﬂgﬁﬁiﬁiﬁﬁffF@kes a most
important observation: “..only a single Kilwa
_coin has ever been re orthawaaigfa;lnggihﬁ?nga,
other than those reported i stralia*
TRIS Tofe specinen ‘was & copRer Biae ot ba'ud ibn
Sulaiman 11 (regent,1308=10; sultan o, 1333-56). ..
éxcavated in Oman®.

- This Brings us to the nub of the exercise -
Why and how could five examples of East Africa
coinage, covering 10th/12th and 14th century
strikings, in association with late 17th and 18th
century Low Countries pieces be deposited on a
remote island off the northern coast of
AUustralia?

That the coins arrived by sea is beyond
doubt; that a wWreck(s) was involved is very
probable, but did they all arrive at the same
time? In other words was ‘theré one deposit or tuwo
or even three. Freeman Grenville subscribes to the
view that, becdUss of the wide Lime span _involved
in the coin dates,. ( four and possibly eight
centuries), one must at least give strong credence
to several depositions. - ST
' “IT only the Low Countries specie had bsen
found then a simple scenario can be proposed.

The last dated coin is 1784 ,it was struck in the
Netherlands. By the time it Was shipped to the
Indies, passed into circulation and moved to the
Macassan region, several vears may have elapsed.So
the time the coins were deposited was propbably 1790
at the earliest.

The site of the find is noet a proven trepang
Processing site, however , Isenberg recalls trees
about ten feet high with a round fruit. These are
tamarinds which are not indigenous to Australia.

)




The seeds came via the Macassan fishermen on the
trepang expeditions. They are a reliable indicator
of such visits. & proa may have been wrecked and
the coins washed ashore; or they were lost by the
trepang processors during their stay ashore.
Macknight was informed by a local aboriginal. that
there was "no trepang on Marchinbar"

Matthew Flinders records that, in 1805, he
came upon a Wrecked proa on the south western
shore of Marchinbar Island. The currents are such,
that even a floating hulk on the eastern side of
the island could be swept through Cumberland
Strait, which separates Marchinbar from its -
southern neighbour, Guluwuru Island.

This explanation completely ignores the presence
of the East African coing.

If all the coins were deposited at the same
time, the above arguments still hold with the
addition of a further supposition. Sometime after
the second half of the fourteenth century, an
unknown number of Kilwa coins moved to the Indies.
How and why is a mystery. Also a mystery is why
they would be kept for almost 400 years. Jhey had
rno bullion value and why were they on a vessel
“sailing off Arnhem Land?

If one subscribes to a multlplb deposition
theory then the Kilwa coins were already there,
whern the Dutch coins were lost or washed ashore.
It would be an incredible coincidence for this to
be the case, but truth is often stranger than
fiction. Freeman— Grenville (19%92) opines:-

"The find was a beach find. No attempt was made
to search the sand. let alone excavate. A true
hoard, that extended from the late tenth century
until the late eighteenth, would be wholly
unexampled. The dates between the pieces of all b.
al-Hasan and the two Sultans of Kilwa are
separated by three centuries; between the piec 3
of the sultans of Kilwa and the eavliest of Lthe
Netherlands pieces are three and one half
centuries. I would hazard that below the surface
there are yet more coins to be found, and that the
find site is in fact the top of a midden, or of.
wrecks where coeins have been accidentally
deposited at three different periods. The problem
could only be 8olved by excavation."

If this be the case, what ships could have
heem sailing. either directly or indirectly,
between Kilwa and the Indies between the 10th/12th
and 18th centuries?

The Arabs
For centuries before the arrival of
Europeans, Arab traders from the Arabian
Peninsular made regular vovages along the East
7




African coast and to the Spice Islands. Writing of
his experierces, between 1512 and 1515, as &
Portuguese agent in India, Tome Pires commented on
the trade through Malacca: :
there are resident
meychants and trads adgents, who are brought

//“\< Chither in Gujerati ships. from Cairo, Aden,
e
F

"In Malacca too

T KIlwa T Mombasa ., Mogadishu...these men trade goods
y from China and from the Molucca Islands to The
. westward". [ —

i's observation establishes the existence of
a link between the sultanate, the trading centres
of the East Indies and the ships, that serviced
both.

, Kilwa coinage had beern an accepted
(exchg%ig_agafaE“5U€535;73§§7§Iﬁ§ﬁﬁﬁ§2\1ﬁ§ﬁ it
only one coin been found outside Eé%ff?ﬂ?ﬁ@fi

The Portuguese

When Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape of Good
Hope in 1497, he opened Up the Indian Ocean to
European traders. As he sailed through the
Mozambique Channel in mid 1498, he was rnot far
from Kilwa. During da Gama‘s second expedition to
India in 1502 he "gained submission From Fhe— -

rulers of Mozambique and Kilwa", =so conselidating
Portuguese influence in south castern Al lcaT—0-
< In 1571 the Portuguese estaBlishec separate

Governorship of Mozambigque. Their influenca
expanded and became more entrenched, with the ares
becoming part of the empire... Portuguese Fast
Africa. It continued as such until decolonisation
began in the second half of the 20th century .
Between 1502 and 1504 five Portuguese fleets
saliled to India.

AN event, perhaps important to our quest for
an answer to the Marchinbar conundrum, took mlace
in 1505. Francisco d‘Almeida sacked Kilwa. Is :
there an even remote chance that., Pecause of their
rIHTEEH‘E?EE‘E?_UEEEET_TifﬁﬂEEE~EU€H_T6€F7§§ﬂiHTT‘
Kilwa strikings were stil] serving their purpose
a5 a local me ium of exchange? Sam Ra ael, a ——
German, who was Present, wrote of " copper coins ,
Tour equalling a real", being in circulation.
(Freeman Grenville).

Could an unknown quantity have been t
the Portuguese as "treasurs trove"? Not per
oy it intrineic Worth, but more ass & mears o
interfering with the regional econcmics and making
it movre dependsnt on Portuguese coin and trade
Go0ds . AGain we must pose the question. Why, ha
TMOTE not turned Up in areas of Portuguese
influence in India and the East Indies? One
account of the sacking records, that three vessels

8 .
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,éiolved; one of these subsequently
‘peared.
/ From their bases in India, the Portuguese
/cended their influence to the east. In 1511 they
dccupied Malacca. Stations on the east African

;&oast were consolidated and Mombasa occupied.
" Traders would have made frequent calls at Kilwa
and other East African ports in the ensuing
decades. As a result. there would have been
innumerable occasions, when Kilwa coins could have
found their way onto Portuguese vessels. The
Indian Ocean, in the 1é6th century. was a
"Portuguese lake". : '

In Just over two decades, Portuguese traders
had stations throughout the Indies;from Malacca to
Timory . The latter were set up in 1516 to obtain
sandalwood. They were getting very close to
Marchinbar.

Having sailed over 15,000 miles to reach
Timoy, it is hard to believe, they would not have
explored further to the east. Logic dictates they
would at least have had a leook. The result would
be landfalls on the australian mainland and
adjacent islands. _

Similar logic can be applied to the Arab
traders. Timor is 5,000 miles from their home
povyts on the Persian Gulf; what was another fauw
hundred miles? They had been sailing the region
since, perhaps, the seventh century.

While all this Portuguese exploration had
been going on, the arch rival, Spain., had been
mounting expeditions from South émerica in search
of a western approach to the Spice Islands.
Awareness of a Spanish presence would certainly
not have induced the Portuguese to make any
discoveries public. The further they moved to the
east, the closer they came to the line of
demarcation created by Pope Alexander VI (Traaty of
Tordesillas), which split the krown world between
Spain and Portugal .

For a detalled appraisal of this possible
Portuguese exploration, the reader is
"Discovery of Australia"by George Collingridge,
1895 and a more recent extension of this treatise
"The Secret Discovery of Australia", by K.G.
McIntyre 1977.

At the turn of the 17th century, Portugal‘s
power ceased. It was replaced, in the Indian
Ocean, by England and Holland.

The English and the Dutch
The English were to predominate in India and
eventually establish convict settlements In
fustralia, whilst the Dutch began the colonisation
of the Indonesian Archipelago.
9




Dutech East India Company (VOC) and
Netherlands continental colnage was to ]
Wwidespread acceptance in the Indies. This almost
certainly accounts for the Low Countries specie in
the Marchinbar find.

Both powers had ships plying the Indian
Ocean. Their approach to the East, however,
differed from that of the Portuguese. Initially
both Dutch and English avoided the Mozambigue
Channel and the Portuguese enclaves, including
Kilwa on the coast, by sailing to the east oF
Madagascar . The Dutch, in 1611, followed Bowar ‘e
route sailing east after leaving ths Cape Ny
turning north, just west of the austyas
Several mis-calculated and finished as wrecks on
the Western Australian shores (The Gilt Dragon
1656, The Zuytdorp 1712,.The Batavia 1629 ,The
ZeeWyk 1727). Large quantities of coin, i
principally silver serving as bullion to pay for
goods purchased, have been rvecovered from these
ships but nothing of East African origin.

Similarly the English utilised the “yoaring
forties" in the Passage from Britain to New South
Wales. Trade, between NSW and the east, utilised
the passage through Torres strait and thus went
Just to the north of Marchinbar Island. However ,
none of the coins in the find were common in the
specle starved settlement .

It seems unlikely that the Kilwa coins have

an English connection, Any link to the Dutch would
Le tenuous, except for the possibility, that they

o
Lransited through a region, Holland ultimately
administered,

We are left with the most likely
2zibilities being some link with arab
Portuguese and the Macassans. What
ts are, we will probably never Ko,
ssibilities are fascinating.

suggested by Freeman-Grenvills, rha ol
additiornal information could he obtained would
examine the site and look for other coins,

Ps of the Kilwa period but rot of Xilwa.
ose found a random sampling of the unknown
deposited? Isenberg only scratehed avound on
ta
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rface of a small area for a short time. What
ld he have found if he had made raepeated
rches? One could look for artifacts, which may
ecede the Macassan visits. It is unlikely, that
intact wWreck would be found but a survey of the
nearby ocean floor may detect metal, & cannon
would be a prize par excallence.

Luck would have to he on the side of any
investigativa expedition. The wartime occupation
and subsequent mireral exploration hasve probably
left their fair share of modern "rubbish'. Th
10
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ompound the dilemma even further; could the coins
ave been washed there from an even more remote
i
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