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Tonga-Netherlands first encounter: a meeting of cultures 
 
 
Acknowledgements/Fakatapu 
 
Introduction 
It is my pleasure to have been asked to give this lecture on the 400th anniversary of the visit 
of Willem Schouten and Jacob Le Maire to the Niuas in May 1616. 
 
I have decided to retell the story of the first encounter between Tonga and the Netherlands 
in terms of a ‘cultural grafting/partnership’.  
 
It was a first cultural encounter (where the perceptions, understandings and misconceptions 
of each culture were brought to bear on the other). Some of the resulting outcomes, both 
good and bad, were inevitable given the vast distance in spatial, geographical and 
knowledge between the Dutch and Tongan worlds. 
 
This led to a cultural exchange where goods whether physical (bananas, coconuts, nails, 
yams, pigs, beads) were exchanged, or intellectual (witnessing of Tongan seamanship and 
sailing craft by the Dutch), or marine lore (the presumption by the Dutch, and to the 
surprise of the Tongans, that the understanding of marine protocol applied universally. That 
is that it was understood the world over), or political governance (the apparent hierarchy 
which allowed the king of Niuatoputapu to make presentations of hospitality to the Dutch 
seamen), or conceptions of the other (where recordings in written and oral traditions of the 
encounter and its articulation in search of understanding – most often of course the struggle 
to understand the other is made difficult by the fact that we are restricted to using existing 
internal/local/national perceptions and analyses with which we are familiar). This 
necessarily makes us, even with the best intentions, more insular looking and ignorant of 
the very things we search for. (This characterised so many of the ‘first encounters’ between 
people of different races and beliefs) 
 
What has resulted, whether we know it or not, is a continuing cultural grafting/partnership 
which is made up of the constituent parts of our shared past. A bit of circular thinking here 
will not go amiss. I am reminded of Patricia Ledyard’s book The Tongan Past where she 
described her first encounter with a Tongan’s tendency to link events in the past (even 
unrelated occurrences) to justify a present outcome. Using that analogy in this case, it 
would go something like the following: were it not for the decision made by Isaac Le Maire 
and others as a result of the restrictions enforced by the Dutch East India Company to limit 
trade and trading routes between the Netherlands and China and the East and the 
subsequent desire to find new trading routes (and perhaps the legendary southern 
continent) and the almost chance visit by Schouten and Le Maire to the Niuas and Tafahi, 
we would not be celebrating the 400th anniversary of that encounter today. 
 
On 14 June 1615 Captain Willem Corneliusz Schouten and commercial enterpriser Jacob Le 
Maire set sail from Texel in northern Holland in two ships: the Eendracht commanded by 
Schouten himself and the Hoorn captained by Schouten’s brother Jan Schouten. 
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The expedition was funded mainly by wealthy Amsterdam merchant Isaac Le Maire, Jacob 
Le Maire’s father, and a group of merchants who did not agree with the restrictions placed 
on them by the Dutch East India Company. 
 
The Dutch East India Company had been founded in 1602 to regulate trade with the East, 
with its headquarters in the Moluccas in Indonesia. It organised a fleet to enable trade and 
an army to protect its ships. The trade was mainly in spices and the Dutch East India 
Company had a virtual monopoly on all spice trade with the East. 
 
In fact, earlier expeditions to this part of the world were mainly for trade rather than 
exploration. 
 
The Schouten-Le Maire expedition had two objectives: 

1. To find an alternative route to the East and China, in order to bypass the restrictions 
imposed by the Dutch East India Company  

2. To explore other lands and potential wealth and perhaps to find the fabled southern 
continent (which was thought at the time to exist in order the balance the globe 

because of the large landmass in the northern hemisphere)  

On 29th January 1616, after some six months at sea during which the Hoorn was accidentally 

burnt, the expedition discovered Cape Hoorn, which was named after the town where 
Schouten was born.  

 
On 30th January, they discovered what became known as the Strait of Le Maire, named after 
Jacob Le Maire. They had now entered the Pacific Ocean. (A view that was first beheld by 
Ferdinand Magellan nearly 100 years earlier).  
 

Both Cape Hoorn and the Strait of Le Maire were further south than the Strait of Magellan. 
They not only offered a different, less dangerous, route than the Strait of Magellan, it also 

allowed the expedition to establish a different route to that “owned” by the Dutch East 
India Company. 
 

The expedition then sailed northwest until it made landfall in the Tuamotu Archipelago on 
10 April 1616, where it visited several islands. 

 
On 9 May, still sailing westward from the Tuamotus, the Dutch sailors encountered a double 
hull canoe, which was subsequently identified as a tongiaki which was heading north to 

Samoa. The Dutch sailors fired shots at the tongiaki to make it stop (some accounts say that 
it may have been mistaken for an European barque because of the lateen sails and the 

riggings which gave the tongiaki a distinctly ‘European’ look).  But the Tongans, of course, 
did not understand such protocol and continued sailing. The canoe was soon overtaken. 

Some of the men blackened their faces (according to some accounts) and jumped overboard 
while the remaining passengers “kissed their captors’ arms and feet”. The canoe had about 
25 men, women and children. 
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Le Maire noted that he could not see any compasses or nautical instruments. But there 
were plenty of fish-hooks made of tortoise shell and mother of pearl. There were also some 
thick ropes. 
 
A.H. Wood in his History and Geography of Tonga, says a man named Tauvaka was shot and 
wounded. Other accounts say that the person was shot and injured at Niuatoputapu 
although the person is not named. I will return to this a little later. 
 
Schouten thought the Islanders looked like “red folk who smeared themselves with oil” 
while Le Maire stated they had “very yellow complexions”. The women wore their hair short 
while the men had their hair long and “painted very black”. 
 
The expedition continued to sail in a westerly direction and the following day, 10 May, they 
sighted Tafahi. More tongiaki approached the ship where a lively trade was conducted with 
coconuts being exchanged for nails and beads. The Dutch named Tafahi Cocos Island on 
account of the numerous coconut trees found there. 
 
A shallop was sent to Niuatoputapu to see whether there was better anchorage there and it 
was attacked by “numerous canoes” full of armed men trying to capture it. The attack was 
repelled with shots hitting one man in the chest. 
 
Meanwhile trading continued unabated at Tafahi with Islanders giving coconuts, bananas, 
and ‘obas’ roots (yam), small pigs and ‘dipper’ of fresh water. 
 
A gift of a large pig, cock and hen were brought from Niuatoputapu. A messenger brought 
the gift from the king. Soon after the king himself arrived. His name was ‘Latou’ (Latu). 
Wood suggests that his name was either Latumailangi, the first Ma’atu or Puakatefisi. As 
was customary, kava was prepared  but was refused by Le Maire thinking it was poison. 
 
It is unclear whether Le Maire’s refusal of the kava was the main reason for the events of 
the next day for on 12 May, the Dutch estimated that about 1,000 men attacked. (Difficult 
to substantiate this number since by 1875 the population of the whole of Tonga could not 
have been more than 20,000). They were driven off with gun fire. Before the expedition 
sailed off, they named Niuatoputapu Verraders Eylandt or Traitors’ Island.  
 
Some 24 hours later they reached Niuafo’ou. They called this Island Good Hope, hoping that 
they would find water and provisions there. Again a shallop was sent ashore. And again the 
shallop was attacked. The Dutch then sailed north and made landfall at Futuna where they 
were received more hospitably. 
 
The expedition eventually reached the Moluccas on 17 September and onwards to Batavia 
or Jakarta. Schouten did make it back to Holland but sadly Le Maire died on the voyage back 
home. 
 
Despite some of the negative outcomes, Schouten and Le Maire’s expedition was 
remarkably successful: 
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1. From a Tongan perspective, their rediscovery of the Niuas, for good or bad, opened 
Tonga to the world. It established relations between Tonga and Holland which was 
to be strengthened further by the arrival of another Dutch explorer Abel Tasman, 
who was the next European explorer to come to these shores, only 27 years later, in 
1643; 

2. Le Maire compiled a vocabulary of 32 words which he had heard at Tafahi. It was the 
earliest known record of a South Seas language; 

3. They also provided the first known recorded description of a Tongan sea craft, the 
tongiaki; 

4. The descriptions by the Dutch, even of those things that they did not understand, 
were extremely valuable. For example, their mention of the king, Latumailangi, 
afforded a passing glance at the complicated world of Tongan politics, which I will 
talk about presently; 

5. Undoubtedly from an international and perhaps global perspective, the greatest 
achievement of the Schouten-Le Maire expedition was the discovery of the Le Maire 
Strait and Cape Hoorn/Horn. Indeed, some commentators have gone as far as to 
suggest that this was indeed the greatest exploring expedition ever made by Dutch 
sailors.  

I now want to devote the remainder of this talk to trying to see the encounter between 
Schouten and Le Maire and the people of Niua from a Tongan vantage point. I am, and I am 

sure others as well are, interested in why Niuans acted in the way that they did, and what 
these attitudes said about Tongan societal norms. 

1. It seems that Tongan society had always been hierarchical and socially rigid. From 
the talatupu’a, the Tongan cosmos, down everything and everyone was ranked for 
example, flowers, plants, types of food, animals, material culture, fish and so on 
were all ranked according to their chiefliness. Tonga was also a polytheistic society 

which meant that gods intermingled with the living. 
2. Hierarchy or pretensions to it was kept even during times of war. One of the 

principal organising elements of Tongan society was the maintenance of 
relationships which themselves were based on social rank which were in turn 
determined by gender and blood. For example, when Captain Cook observed all 

three representatives of the 3 kingly lines, which existed in Tonga at the time, in the 
one place he was able to see the deference and respect shown by the younger and 

lesser titles (but more powerful politically) of Tu’i Kanokupolu and Tu’i Ha’atakalaua 
to the more venerated (but politically weaker) Tu’i Tonga  

3. It was also a society that was organised along monarchical tendencies, which is 

different to a society that was, say, egalitarian in outlook: 
a. Kau’ulufonua Fekai was the 24th Tu’i Tonga. The date for the beginning of his 

reign is conventionally given as 1470. But this not to be taken as hard and fast. 
He is credited with reorganising the power and authority structure of the 

country.  
b. One of these was his institutionalisation and establishment of the Tu’i 

Ha’atakalaua dynasty of kings with his brother as the original incumbent. Its 

function was to take over the running of country while he as Tu’i Tonga retreated 
to a more ‘sacred’ position. 
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c. Kau’ulufonua, in order to buttress his rule and influence, sent relatives to the 
outlying islands as governors. To Niuatoputapu he sent Talapalo, though it is not 
certain as to how successful he was in running Niuan affairs. 

d. Kau’ulufonua, according to oral tradition, has a further connection to Niua which 
might explain the Niuans’ behaviour in oscillating between peace and aggression 
when dealing with the Dutch. It is said that after Takalaua, Kau’ulufonua’s father 
was assassinated by Tamasia and Malofafa, Kau’ulufonua pursued them to 
various islands including Niua. Because he was received warmly by the people 
and shown great support he gave them the right to refuse or capture any 
“canoe” or visitors to their shores. And this is when Niua became Niuatoputapu 
(sacred Niua). Whether this extended to foreign papālangi ships is not clear. But 
it may partly explain why Niuans treated the Dutch in such an unpredictable way. 

e. Tongan society in the early 17th century was not homogenous but contained a 
sizeable foreign population which included Fijians, Samoans and others. Indeed it 
has been suggested by Elizabeth Bott that many of the chiefs’ attendants the kau 
matāpule were of foreign origin. 

f. After Kau’ulufonua not much is known about the other Tu’i Tonga holders until 
Telea, the 29th Tu’i Tonga. At the request of TT Fefine Sinaitakala-‘i-Langileka, 
daughter of Tele’a, a Fijian by the name of Tapu’osi (because her extremely high 
rank made her unmatchable with a Tongan) was brought to her. Their union 
produced Fonomanu who was the father of Lātūmailangi, the king of Niua who 
met Schouten and Le Maire 

g. Tele’a might have been the contemporary of Mo’ungatonga who was father of 
Ngata the first TK who is said to have been installed, according to conventional 
analyses, in 1610, just 6 years before the arrival of Schouten and Le maire.  

h. Other sources, including oral accounts, suggest the TK was established earlier 
and no later than around 1550. If this is true then either Ngata had ruled for a 
considerable time when the Dutch visitors arrived in the Niuas or that he was 
already replaced by the next TK ‘Atamata’ila.  

i. However, the question is: regardless of who was TK at the time, was the TK’s rule 
felt at the Niuas? Probably, to a certain extent. For example, Schouten and Le 
Maire’s arrival at the Niuas was known intimately in Tongatapu by the time of 
Captain Cook’s arrival in the 1770s. 

j. The Fijian Tapu’osi began what became to be known as the Fale Fisi which is a 
group of titles that descended from him. A major title of the Fale Fisi is the 
Mā’atu title. The first Mā’atu was Latumailangi, youngest son of Fonomanu and 
Tu’i Tonga Fefine ‘Ekutongapipiki who as I have mentioned met Schouten and Le 
Maire. 

k. The TT had sent Latumailangi to NTT to see whether he could garner the loyalty 
of the people. It seems that they were a difficult people to govern or whose 
loyalty was difficult to secure given that they were so far away. Also it is very 
likely that this was after Kau’ulufonua’s gift to them ie the right to resist foreign 
visitors. This may explain then why they were so difficult to govern. 

l. Latumailangi as Ma’atu succeeded in winning the people’s loyalty and he became 
the great ‘eiki ‘of NTT. He changed his name to Utumā’atu shortly after his 
arrival. 
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m. He became “almost an independent king”. There were other titles either in 
existence when Ma’atu arrived or created by him. These were Vivili, Tafea, and 
Telai. This was the state of affairs that greeted Schouten and Le Maire in 1616 

n. According to Ve’ehala and Tupou Posesi Fanua, in ‘Oral Tradition and Prehistory’, 

‘Ilaheva, mother of the first Tu’i Tonga ‘Aho’eitu, was the daughter of Seketoa 

who was a chief of Niua. It is suggested that this is where the Niuatoputapu, 

sacred Niua, came from because it is the birthplace of the first Tu’i Tonga’s 

mother. 

The attack on Schouten and Le Maire was not an isolated incident. Indeed the indifferent 

relationship between Tongans and foreign visitors continued well into the 19th century. For 

example: 

1. the lucky escape of the British navigator and explorer Captain James Cook at Lifuka, 

Ha’apai in 1777.1  

2. The ambush of the three missionary workers of the London Missionaries Society at 

Ha’ateiho during the civil wars of 1799.2  

3. The massacre of the whaler Port au Prince vessel and crews that survived by only a 

few and a young boy William Mariner at Lifuka, 1806.3   

4. The cultural shock that aborted Wesleyan missionary Walter Lawry in Mu’a, in 1822-

23.4  

 

Names commemorating and memorialising the encounter: 

1. Tauvaka – this is the man who was shot and wounded. His name means to ‘war with 

boat’. It is a chiefly name of the island and he has descendants still living today. One 

descendant, I understand, is a minister of the Free Wesleyan Church – a Reverend 

Pongi Tauvaka. 

2. The name Vivili, which is still prominent today, was said to be the father of the first 

Ma’atu. This of course conflicts with the Tu’i Tonga origins of the title. I am 

acquainted with members of this family. 

3. The name Vakata is said to have originated from the Dutch encounter which means 

“to hit the boat”. It is the name of the current Niua representative to Parliament, 

who is also the Minister of Internal Affairs in the current government. 

 

Conclusion 
 
The recounting of history can be a painful experience as it often leaves out context which 
makes events and voices from the past more meaningful. No doubt the people directly 

                                                             
1 Robert  Langford, "The Maritime Explorers," in Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga, ed. Noel 
Rutherford(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1977). 49. 
2 Wood, History and Geography of Tonga. 30. 
3 Ibid. 34-35. 
4 Ibid. 44-45. 
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affected by the encounter such as the Tauvaka and Vakata families will relate incidents that 
took place in a different way to interested but detached observers such as myself. 
 
The retelling of an incident, such as the Tonga-Dutch encounter of 1616, can never hope to 
contain everything that took place or that full and complete explanations can be offered for 
what actually took place. What I have tried to offer here is hopefully the beginning of a 
closer examination of the encounter from the Tongan side. And just because we will have to 
rely on oral accounts from the time, which for the most part have probably receded into the 
very distant past, does not mean that the information will be less reliable than written 
accounts. 
 
For example, soon after 1616, accounts began to appear in Dutch that purport to accurately 
describe the Schouten-Le Maire expedition. It soon became apparent however that the 
accounts attempted to extol the virtues of each of the men against each other. 
 
What was clear to me, while doing the research for this talk, is that the Tongans of 1616, no 
less than Tongans of today, behave in ways that reflect Noel Rutherford’s idea in the Preface 
of his Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga. That Tongans, then as now, possessed a cultural 
integrity which has made them believe that they were the equal of everyone. Quite often, 
they also believed that they were better than other people!  
 
One cannot say for certain how far this worldview influenced the views and behaviours of 
Tongans in that first encounter with Europeans. But one can certainly say that the 
encounter is now etched in the Tongan psyche to the extent that we do not say Schouten 
and Le Maire when referring to those Dutch sailors from 400 years ago. We call them Sūteni 
mo Lemea: they have been Tonganised.  
This is the cultural partnership and memory I mentioned at the beginning. 
 
 
 
Thank you for listening 
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