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PART ONE 
 

 

1. Abstract 

 

“Horatio Dawn” is a novel set in the late seventeenth century and draws on the figure 

of the pirate, scientist and explorer William Dampier and his “discovery” of Australia. 

This imaginary work examines the meeting of British people in the Enlightenment 

period with Aboriginal people and, in doing so, dramatises the complexities of first 

contact and its after-effects in modern Australia. The direct influence of Dampier on 

Australian colonisation was real. Adrian Mitchell notes that Dampier’s view of 

Australia as a land of lack (as a place that needed to be invested with labour, farmed, 

built upon and changed) “influenced the attitudes of Joseph Banks, Matthew Flinders 

and the early European settlers a century later; and over the years [Dampier’s] 

reservations found their way into school texts and informed the attitudes of 

generations [in Australia]” (ix). This view of the Australian land as needing to be 

developed resulted in both violence towards Aboriginal people and, as Henry 

Reynolds argues, denial of that violence around the end of the nineteenth century, as 

Australia moved towards federation (60). By 1962 this had, according to Stanner, 

become a “cult of forgetfulness practiced on a national scale” (189). 

 “Horatio Dawn” starts with a pirate named Cutstone washing up on the shore 

of the protagonist Horatio Dawn’s farm. Cutstone, while recovering, shares stories 

about exotic places and mentions the great Captain William Dampier. After Cutstone 

departs, Dawn becomes sick with plague and subsequently experiences visions. He 

starts to lose his mind as he drifts from his family’s farm in the north of England 

towards London. He undergoes various picaresque adventures on the road. In London 

he meets a strange man named Joram who wears a plague doctor’s mask. Eventually 

Dawn finds work as a clerk at the archives of the East India Trading Company. The 

Company organises for Dampier’s release from jail in order to lead a voyage to New 

Holland. Once they depart for the new land, the narrative fragments. They capture a 

second ship that Joram decides to captain. Dampier slowly goes insane as he comes to 
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identify with Jeronimus, the psychopathic murderer who led the brutal Batavia 

mutiny. During a wild storm, lightning strikes Dampier and he becomes incoherent. 

The crew is planning a mutiny when land appears and Dampier, Dawn and Samantha 

are put ashore. When his ship arrives, Joram starts to hunt all three. Dampier dies 

while starting a large bush fire. Eventually they make it back to London for a fateful 

return to the Royal Society’s headquarters and the archive. Dawn is captured, given a 

mock trial and executed. A final fragmented section presents the monster of William 

Dampier as he emerges from the grave and travels across the continent to arrive at 

Sydney and witness the foundation of the settlement. 

 
The accompanying exegesis starts with a general introduction to William Dampier, 

featuring major events in his life. I examine traditional Dampier scholarship and 

biographies to see how he is consistently presented in the heroic mode as an 

enlightened man of reason. I consider his effect on history and critique his first book, 

A New Voyage Round the World (1697). In this work, Natural Law philosophy can be 

seen as forcing Dampier to distance himself from Indigenous people in order to 

appear “untainted” by other races. An examination of earlier drafts shows how these 

references have consciously been edited out. In his next book, A Voyage to New 

Holland, Dampier again removed references to violence; this was to assist him in 

beating a court-martial for excessive cruelty. It should be noted that during this 

voyage he killed Indigenous Australians. Following this, I look at Dampier’s effect on 

English literature, including the works of John Locke, Jonathan Swift and Daniel 

Defoe. Locke’s writings about private property certainly influenced Dampier’s views 

of Australia and, I argue, Locke’s idea of a tabula rasa was transferred onto the 

landscape of Australia: meaning that the tabula rasa of Australia remains empty until 

a man such as William Dampier can arrive and begin filling it with his writing. 

Making Dampier’s task to write Australia into existence. After this, I examine the 

absorption of these ideas by Joseph Banks and Matthew Flinders and their influence 

on successive generations of Australians. 

 To locate this knowledge in the field of historical fiction, I undertake a critical 

reading of three historical novels that feature William Dampier as the main character: 

Recognition by Dijon Deverell; Brother Captain and The Cygnet Adventure, both by 

Alan Chester. To aid with this critique, I utilise Borges’s figure of Pierre Menard and 

acts of literature that aim for “total identification” with past historical periods (Borges 
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65). All three of these historical novels present Dampier in the heroic mode and, 

therefore, are compromised by their uncritical representation of Dampier as an 

enlightened man of reason. The modality of historical fiction has always been a 

contentious issue in Australia. By examining historical novels that feature Dampier, 

we can understand just how complex the question of legitimate historiography is. 

After this examination I undertake a Sebaldian reading of these novels by 

incorporating a reading of Horkheimer and Adorno (along with Coetzee). Building on 

this I then fuse these ideas with Michel Foucault’s idea of a counterhistory in order to 

chart how a new historiography has emerged that seeks to reveal what has been 

formerly ignored or wilfully misrepresented by traditional historiography. I examine 

how Don DeLillo reformulates Foucault’s idea of a counterhistory in his novels Libra 

and Underworld and puts back into his American historical novels what has been 

purposefully hidden. I also incorporate Christina Brooke-Rose’s idea of a historical 

novel as palimpsest history that aims less to accurately capture the past than to use the 

past as a platform with which to expand that novel’s reader’s perceptions. Finally, to 

situate these ideas in an Australian context, I examine Rohan Wilson’s The Roving 

Party as a case study. In this Australian historical novel, Wilson presents his work as 

a supplement to the historical record that undertakes a crucial task (outside of the 

scope of traditional historiography) of presenting the human experience of the past. 

 

Mitchell, Adrian. Dampier’s Monkey: The South Sea Voyages of William Dampier 
including William Dampier’s Unpublished Journal. Wakefield Press, 2011. 
 
Reynolds, Henry. Forgotten War, NewSouth Publishing, 2013. 
 
Stanner, W. E. H. The Dreaming and Other Essays. Black Inc., 2009. 
 
 
  



 vii 

 

2. Acknowledgements 

 

I would like to thank my supervisor Professor Nicholas Jose for all his support and 

encouragement. I would like to also thank Dr Philip Butterss for all of his help. Dr 

Martin Edmond read an earlier draft of the novel and offered me a perceptive reading 

with helpful suggestions. Dr Alice Healy Ingram helped edit the exegesis. 

 

I acknowledge the support I have received for my research through the provision of an 

Australian Government Research Training Program Scholarship. I also acknowledge 

the support that came from an Adelaide University Divisional Scholarship. 

 
  



 viii 

3. Declaration of Originality 

 
 
I certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of 

any other degree or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution 

and, to the best of my knowledge and belief, contains no material previously 

published or written by another person, except where due reference has been made in 

the text. In addition, I certify that no part of this work will, in the future, be used in a 

submission in my name, for any other degree or diploma in any university or other 

tertiary institution without the prior approval of the University of Adelaide and where 

applicable, any partner institution responsible for the joint-award of this degree. I give 

consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, being 

made available for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the Copyright 

Act 1968. I also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made 

available on the web, via the University’s digital research repository, the Library 

Search and also through web search engines, unless permission has been granted by 

the University to restrict access for a period of time. 

 
 
 



 1 

 

PART TWO: 

“INVISIBLY SOMEWHERE BETWEEN THE TWO 

CLAUSES”1 

 
1. Introduction – Why a Novel about William Dampier? 
 

After Dampier the Southland became, to British sensibility, a place of 

daunting fact at the same time as it was paradoxically a site for hopeful acts. 

(Gibson, The Diminishing Paradise 11) 

 

Don DeLillo has publicly stated that calling his first novel Americana “was no 

accident . . . [but] a private declaration of independence, a statement of my intention 

to use the whole picture, the whole culture” (Conversations with Don DeLillo 88). To 

begin a discussion relating to the requirements for an exegesis of “Horatio Dawn”, it’s 

important to start with this need: to formulate an aesthetic statement that the resulting 

novel aims to engage, fictionally, with “the whole culture”. But the length and breadth 

of Australia (including Aboriginal history) makes this engagement difficult to contain 

in a single work. Instead, one key figure needs to be selected, preferably from around 

the colonial years, or, even better, a historical figure that was present at early 

encounters between Europeans and Aboriginal people.2 

 This leads to a popular biography titled A Pirate of Exquisite Mind, the Life of 

William Dampier by Diana and Michael Preston (2004).3 In this work, William 

Dampier emerges as a figure of the Enlightenment par excellence who was so blinded 

by his own belief in science and reason that he reduced the complexity and 

                                                
1 This title is a quote from: Mitchell, Adrian. Dampier’s Monkey: The South Sea 
Voyages of William Dampier including William Dampier’s Unpublished Journal. 
Wakefield Press, 2011, p. 60. 
2 I acknowledge the complexity of this term. This exegesis will use ‘Aboriginal 
people’ when discussing overall experiences of Australia’s first people (including 
Torres Strait Islanders). 
3 The biographical details that populate Part Two are drawn from: Adrian Mitchell, 
Dampier’s Monkey; Preston, Diana and Michael Preston. A Pirate of Exquisite Mind. 
The Life of William Dampier: Explorer, Pirate and Buccaneer. Doubleday, 2004. 
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uniqueness of Aboriginal people to simplistic and racist tropes. Here is the biography 

of a single historical figure whose life is represented as the “whole picture” of 

Australia’s origins, and whose life went on to influence explorers and officials in the 

colony. So the subject has been located, but there is a level of inescapable irony 

involved as the biography reveals its subject as a flawed and deeply violent man. Thus 

the selection of Dampier as a subject successfully contains the origins of a long 

history of violence towards Aboriginal people. This is especially pertinent as Dampier 

was one of the instigators of the violence. 

 

What are the details of William Dampier’s life that make him such a rich subject for a 

novelist? He was born in East Coker, England in 1651. While he was still young, his 

father died in mysterious circumstances and soon afterwards his mother died from the 

plague. As an orphan, he apprenticed himself to a shipmaster and started a life at sea. 

He later sailed to Jamaica and America to work in various industries. In 1673, at the 

age of 22, he joined the Royal Navy. All the while, Dampier was continually honing 

his nautical skills and his ‘hobby’ of cataloguing nature. In 1679, he successfully 

completed his first circumnavigation of the world. Some years later, typical of a man 

in this line of work, he fell into pirating and by 1683 was a part of large raiding 

parties in the Caribbean under the leadership of John Cooke. Just what specific 

actions and what level of violence he engaged in is hard to tell as precise records were 

never kept, at least not of the violence. Diana and Michael Preston note that “while 

deep in these worthy scientific observations, [Dampier’s] companions were otherwise 

engaged in plotting to seize a better ship for the piratical voyage” (1). But Dampier 

was also engaged. 

In 1687, Dampier joined a new raiding party on board the Cygnet and 

eventually reached the west coast of what is now Australia. While there, he began his 

cataloguing of flora and fauna. He also wrote about and murdered Aboriginal people. 

Dampier was later marooned – by choice – and did not return to London until 1691. 

When he did arrive, all he had were his journals and a slave named Jeoly from the 

Pacific Islands who was covered in the most exquisite tattoos. Desperate for money, 

he started to exhibit Jeoly and turned his journals into the travel book A New Voyage 

Round the World. This was successfully published in 1697. 

The transition from pirate to author gained Dampier respectability and access 

to London’s higher circles. The fellows of the Royal Society took notice of his work, 
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valuing his detailed observations of the natural world, and Samuel Pepys, the famous 

diarist and naval administrator, invited him to dinner (Preston and Preston 22). In 

1699, Dampier was given the captaincy of the HMS Roebuck and returned to 

Australia. It was a difficult voyage (as will be examined later) and Dampier had a 

strained relationship with his lieutenant, a man named George Fisher. After months of 

simmering tension, Dampier finally cracked. He beat Fisher violently with a copper 

rod and later abandoned him in a Brazilian jail. By 1701, the Roebuck’s hull had been 

eaten out by worms and the crew abandoned it near Ascension Island. A few months 

later, the crew made it back to England and by 1702 Dampier was officially court-

martialled for excessive cruelty to Lieutenant Fisher and for losing the Roebuck. 

Destitute, Dampier decided to pen a second book. 

Dampier’s second travel book A Voyage to New Holland, was published in 

1703 and its reception would go on to have a large influence on subsequent early 

accounts of Australia. (A detailed analysis of this book will be undertaken later.) In 

the same year, Dampier’s climbing of the class-based ladder reached its zenith when, 

as reported in the London Gazette, “by command of the Queen he was presented to 

her, kissed her hand, and had the honour of relating his adventures to her” (qtd. in 

Mitchell 24). In 1703, at age 52, Dampier was to fight in the War of the Spanish 

Succession and was given the St George (with 120 men) with a mission to raid and 

destroy Spanish ships in South America. On board was a young Scottish man named 

Alexander Selkirk. After some violent raids around modern day Panama, the crew’s 

takings were meagre and Dampier was accused of incompetence. In 1704, Selkirk 

demanded to be marooned on the Juan Fernandez Islands and Dampier happily 

obliged. Very little booty was procured over the next few years. The voyage was a 

failure and the ship returned to London in 1707. 

In 1708, under the command of the famous Captain Woodes Rogers, Dampier 

was appointed to the position of pilot for the ships the Duke and Duchess (although he 

seems to have spent more time on the former ship) (Rogers 270). This expedition 

departed for the Pacific Ocean to raid ships, towns and forts. In 1709, under 

Dampier’s guidance, both ships anchored at Juan Fernandez Islands and Selkirk was 

rescued, four months and four years after he was marooned. He would later be the 

model for Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. This party later attacked Guayaquil in 

Ecuador and by the end of the year they had seized a rich Manila galleon. In 1711, 

they were back in London. But Dampier, again, ended up with only meagre takings 
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from the voyage. Dampier mostly disappears from the record after this. It is known 

that in his later years he lived in penury. He died during the first few months of 1715, 

aged sixty-three. His burial place is unknown.  
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2. William Dampier as Author: A New Voyage Round the World and 

A Voyage to New Holland 
 

In 1697, Dampier published his first work A New Voyage Round the World. 

Importantly, it was the first account of Australia and Aboriginal people presented in 

the English language: 

 

New Holland is a very large Tract of Land. It is not yet determined whether it is 

an island or a main Continent; but I am certain that it joins neither to Asia, 

Africa, nor America. This part of it that we saw is all low even land, with sandy 

banks against the sea, only the points are rocky, and so are some of the islands 

in this bay. (312) 

 

Soon afterwards, Aboriginal people make their first appearance in the English 

language: 

 

The Inhabitants of this Country are the miserablest people in the world. The 

Hodmadods of Monomatapa, though a nasty people, yet for wealth are 

gentlemen to these; who have no houses and skin garments, sheep, poultry, 

and fruits of the earth, ostrich eggs, etc., as the Hodmadods have: and setting 

aside their Human shape, they differ but little from Brutes. (312) 

 

In his comparative ethnography Travel: A Literary History (2011), Peter Whitfield 

reads Dampier’s writing as “a lively narrative [that] combines maritime adventure 

with a form of bluff rationalism about the people and places of the world” (121-122). 

In his first book, Dampier makes a concerted effort to clean his violent piratical past 

by dissociating himself from all that is brutish, cruel and violent, hence his 

objectification (as differentiation and distancing) of Aboriginal peoples. Anna Neill 

argues that Dampier wished to draw from Natural Law philosophy to present himself 

as an English gentlemen and “a man of reason and reflection” (168). Natural Law 

philosophy is the belief that societies are “shaped by a uniform divine plan whose sole 

agent is human reason” (Neill 168). Dampier wanted to portray himself as this very 

agent: a mastery of reason would cement his place in Western civilisation. This was a 
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rhetorical device to distance himself from being “corrupted” by the “barbaric 

civilisation” that he encountered. Neill believes that this focus “transformed [him] 

from an outlaw into a civilised subject” as “savage people are objects of scientific 

knowledge before they are friends or enemies, guides or captors” (168). Dampier 

presented his encounters with Aboriginal people as bereft of any positive interaction 

and focused on them as objects of study, like a scientist looking at an experiment. To 

now return to polite society and clean himself of any contact with “savage people”, 

Dampier had to remake himself. The writing and publication of A New Voyage Round 

the World was just such an act, giving Dampier a new status of legitimacy. The style 

of the prose was as important as the contents – it needed to register in a cold and 

affectless mode, thereby removing him from any interaction with what he was 

describing. Such scientific distance was crucial as it marked him as a man of reason. 

Neill writes that “[w]hile buccaneers live ‘beyond the line’ in the sense of their self-

imposed exile from the civilized world and the laws of nations, they also inhabit a 

cultural borderland wherein they render themselves perilously vulnerable to the flux 

of contact” (172). Dampier was safe from the contamination of the “barbarian” and 

the evidence that he was not infected is the prevalence of reason that, supposedly, 

infuses his writings. Neill believes that the sign of his mastery of reason is “the 

accuracy of his descriptions of plants, animals, climate, and peoples in the places that 

he visits”. In doing so, “Dampier reinvent[s] himself as an English subject and a man 

of science” (Neill 172).  

 This change can be followed in the evolution of the various stages of the 

manuscript for a New Voyage Round the World. Neill reads this evolution to show 

that, with subsequent drafts, Dampier inserted this necessary distance: 

 

What begin as accounts of alliances made with certain tribes or incidents of 

cultural and commercial exchange between buccaneer explorers and their 

indigenous guides develop into an ethnographic study of the manners of remote, 

“barbaric” peoples. (172)  

 

The gap that emerges during the transition from manuscript to book is a crucial 

influence on the novel “Horatio Dawn”. 

 A specific example of Dampier’s editing focuses on his experiences in Central 

America in 1681 while crossing the Isthmus of Darien (now Panama). He was there as 
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part of a raiding party. Their aim was to sack the city of Panama and raid the 

surrounding Spanish gold mines (Dampier, A New Voyage Round the World 114). 

Dampier was loaded down with a rifle, pistol, shot, powder and his cutlass. Slung 

over his back was a piece of waterproof bamboo sealed at both ends, where he kept 

his pens and paper to make notes and sketch plants, animals and flowers. Dampier the 

man of reason was inside that bamboo case. Dampier the marauder was in the cutlass 

and pistols on his belt. The attack was a failure. The Spanish knew of their approach, 

were well prepared and fought off the invaders. Dampier retreated with his 

surrounding men. They were lost, hungry, exhausted and in alien territory. They ran 

back to their Mosquito and Cuna guides and relied on them for safe passage back 

across the strait. Yet the resulting account that Dampier offers of this event focused 

on his observations of botanical, geographic and ethnographic descriptions. There is 

no idea that they were lost and subsequently saved by these so-called barbaric people. 

For portraying the guides as saving the Europeans’ lives would result in an act of 

identification, implying communication, perhaps even complicity. In the published 

book, Dampier, operating under the influence of Natural Law Philosophy, needed to 

ensure that Indigenous people were portrayed as objects of scientific examination. 

The manuscript for A New Voyage Round the World is included in Adrian Mitchell’s 

scholarly biography Dampier’s Monkey (Wakefield Press, 2011). In the early 

manuscript, Dampier originally writes: 

 

The natives in general are well limbed People 

and strong Bodys and very Ingenious in building 

both their houses and Canoas 

Their Canoas or Prows are built with narrow 

Planck[s?] and built in shape like the flyeing Prows 

of the Coast of Java and Sumatra (fol. 186 verso Mitchell 472-73) 

 

In the published book, this respect for their building skills has been edited out. 

Instead, we are swamped with details: 

 

The natives of this island are strong-bodied, large-limbed, and well-shaped. 

They are copper-coloured like other Indians: their hair is black and long, their 

eyes meanly proportional; they have pretty high noses; their lips are pretty full 
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and their teeth indifferent white. They are long-visaged and stern of 

Countenance; yet we found them to be affable and courteous. They are many of 

them troubled with a kind of leprosy. (Dampier, A New Voyage Round the 

World 206) 

 

The abundance of detail functions as a wall of language that Dampier is building 

between himself and the local people. For, after all, how can a man of reason possibly 

befriend these people? Neill concludes: 

 

In the printed journal . . . Dampier highlights the cultural distance between 

Indian and Europeans not only through the wealth of descriptive detail about 

Indian ways of life, but also by suggesting that the objects of his study had not 

yet achieved that degree of civilized sophistication which would make them 

capable of independent sovereignty. (175) 

 

In addition to this editing, Dampier is not actually drawing from his own experience, 

for in the journal he directly copies in material written by the surgeon. During the 

editing process, he must have decided that the surgeon did it better and so removes the 

copied material: 

 

I shall not give a relation 

or a description of the Country nor 

the manners and Customes of the natives but 

refer it to Mr. De La Wafer our Chirurgeon who 

by his Longer abode in the Country is better able 

to doe it than any man that I know. (fol. 13 recto – fol. 13 verso Mitchell 238) 

 

And this becomes further problematised as the movement from the journal to the book 

involves multiple unnamed people. Following Mitchell’s reading of the journal 

 

we can see the copyist accidentally writing in Dampier’s speech (‘I say’) when 

he corrects a phrase, as though his scribe were writing from dictation . . . 

Dampier set to work to correct and enlarge the whole with an elaborate 

machinery of insertions and marginal notes, and it is in the margins, 
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appropriately, that he starts to let slip some of the colourful details, mostly by 

way of his disapproval of his shipmates’ behaviour. (Mitchell xi) 

 

The history of the composition of A New Voyage Round the World undermines its 

own assertion of being an accurate portrayal of what actually occurred. Dampier’s 

need to portray himself as filled with reason and distance himself as the observer from 

the observed, ultimately, skewered his gaze. The writings of William Dampier are 

tainted texts and, if read uncritically, incorrect and unhelpful in presenting the 

specifics of what occurred. In the printed version, no idea of friendship – and no 

respect for – the Indigenous people of Central America remains. All the reader is 

shown is cold, rational and affectless observations. As Neill observes, “Dampier’s 

published text positions him as a compiler and analyst of plausible data” (177). 

Nothing more. 

But Dampier was not as successful as he thought he was in regard to removing 

explicit references to violence within his text – the trace still lingers. Dampier had 

previously stated in A New Voyage Round the World that Aboriginal people have 

terrible eyesight (312). Ironically, it was Dampier who was having trouble seeing. In 

an early encounter, he thought that he would fire his gun over their heads to frighten 

them with an assertive display of his power. In A Voyage to New Holland Dampier 

makes it clear that “I discharged my gun to scare them but avoided shooting any of 

them” (101). But his actions did not produce the intended result and so he decided to 

raise the stakes and “thought it high time to charge again and shoot one of them, 

which I did” (102). The tone of the sentence fools the reader into thinking that it is 

innocent enough. However, Dampier is employing a narrative strategy that allows him 

to avoid any culpability or guilt (this passivity almost brings to mind the phrase 

“collateral damage”). Adrian Mitchell – Dampier’s most astute reader – has analysed 

this sentence and comes to the conclusion that Dampier “thinks it is time to shoot one 

of them, and then he reports that that is what he did; but the actual shooting has taken 

place invisibly somewhere between the two clauses” (60). It should be noted that 

charging means recharging his gun to shoot them again from a safe distance, not 

running forwards. So the violence is present without a presence within the sentence. It 

haunts the text. It taints the text.  

Let me briefly digress to connect Dampier with larger issues at play within 

Australian society. Henry Reynolds argues that the denial of the violence towards 
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Aboriginal people that soaks the history of colonisation in Australia grew out of a 

nascent nationalism and movement towards federation around the end of the 

nineteenth century (Why Weren’t We Told? 92). And therefore “during the first half of 

the twentieth century the Aborigines were written out of Australian history” 

(Reynolds, Forgotten War 16). W. E. H. Stanner, anthropologist and originator of the 

phrase “cult of forgetfulness,” stated in his 1968 Boyer Lecture “After the Dreaming” 

that this had become 

 

a structural matter, a view from a window which has been carefully placed to 

exclude a whole quadrant of the landscape. What may well have begun as a 

simple forgetting of other possible views turned into habit and over time into 

something like a cult of forgetfulness practised on a national scale. We have 

been able for so long to disremember the Aborigines that we are now hard put to 

keep them in mind even when we most want to do so. (189) 

 

William Dampier’s texts, the very first writings on Australia to be published in 

English, over time contribute to what becomes a symptomatic “cult of forgetfulness”. 

In this sense Dampier can be considered one of the instigators of this process. And 

this situation shows no signs of abating. If the Dampier example is the seed, then it 

subsequently becomes an obnoxious weed that stretches through Australian history. 

 With this in mind, I return to an analysis of that specific murder. The ship’s 

master, a man named Jacob Hughes, did keep a detailed log of the incident. Adrian 

Mitchell includes the relevant extracts in Dampier’s Monkey. Hughes talked to the 

other witnesses and recorded what he heard. On the 1st of September 1699, he stated 

that this violent encounter started with a sailor named Alexander Beale who was told 

to capture the local Aboriginal people. After a spear was thrown at Beale, he cleaved 

“one part of the head the Blacks running to the others assistance our Capt. Being by 

shott at one of them so that he fell down, that dashing them very much; then parted” 

(Hughes qtd. in Mitchell 60). “Dashing them” would refer to a bloody slashing of 

their bodies. Cleaved “one part of the head” is fairly self-explanatory. After 

witnessing one of their kin being torn apart with a sword, Hughes mentions that they 

“then parted”. Parted indeed – the Aboriginal people were running from imminent 

slaughter! 
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 Perhaps the most horrific and hidden act of violence within Dampier’s tainted 

text occurs on board a ship named the Bachelor’s Delight. In 1683 – during his earlier 

buccaneering days – Dampier had arrived in Chesapeake Bay (site of modern day 

Baltimore). After drinking his way through all his savings he joined Captain John 

Cook as a buccaneer. The ship departed, hoping to seize a larger and stronger ship 

with heavier guns, ultimately to use as a weapon to capture a much larger and more 

lucrative Manila galleon. They came upon and overran a Dutch slaver’s ship, with a 

“freight” stored below of sixty female slaves (Preston and Preston 101). The pirates 

saw the large bounty of women slaves chained in darkness, reeking of their own 

excrement and cowering in fear. With this knowledge, they decided to rename the 

ship the Bachelor’s Delight. Now with a new ship (armed with thirty-six guns) they 

continued searching for larger ships to take. Preston and Preston suggest that the “fate 

of the slaves was never mentioned but was presumably a sad one. At best, the 

buccaneers may have sold the women to a slave trader on the coast” (101). Indeed, it 

was much worse than that. No record of the women’s fate is made in Dampier’s book. 

For all his posturing of accuracy, Dampier purposely ignores their story as irrelevant 

to the general designs of his book. It turns out that 

 

[b]y February 1684 they were rounding the Cape [Horn]. A terrible storm 

struck, forcing them further and further South until they were below sixty 

degrees South Latitude. The extreme cold killed the young women, one by one 

until they were all dead while the men discovered that by drinking three quarts 

of brandy a day they could stay warm and alive. (Ritchie 161) 

 

The men were drunk while the dying moans (sixty women slowly freezing to death) 

rose up from the lower decks. The brandy would have warmed the men’s bodies, but 

it would not have blocked out the cries of the women, followed by the death rattles 

and then deathly silence. Later, once they were out of the storm, the bodies would 

start to fester. All this happened below decks of the horribly named Bachelor’s 

Delight. Dampier’s account is missing these horrific and crucial details. 

 Dampier’s next book A Voyage to New Holland was published in 1703. As he 

was preparing it for publication, First Lieutenant George Fisher was constructing his 

legal case against Dampier for excessive cruelty. Furthermore, the Admiralty was 

trying to recuperate costs after the loss of the HMS Roebuck. 
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The HMS Roebuck had departed four years before the publication date, on the 

14th of January 1699. Due to the cold, Dampier decided to avoid going around Cape 

Horn and across the Pacific to get to the east coast of New Holland. Instead, they 

sailed down the west coast of Africa and then east across the Indian Ocean to New 

Holland. A brief respite in Tenerife was a sign of the tension that was slowly building 

(Preston and Preston 257). On solid land, Dampier took the opportunity to explore 

and catalogue various wildlife, as he frequently did. Meanwhile, the officers were 

drinking spirits in the harbour taverns. When Dampier returned, an argument broke 

out between Dampier and Fisher. In the Prestons’ biography, it is revealed that Fisher 

“bade [Dampier] to kiss his arse and said he did not care a turd for him” (256). 

Meanwhile, the Roebuck’s gunner, Philip Paire, testified that he heard the lieutenant 

“tell the Capt[ain] he did not care a F[ar]t for him, and saw him lift up his hand 

towards him” (qtd. in Mitchell 95). Another account states that Fisher “bent his fist 

and held it to his nose and said he did not care a fart for him” (qtd. in Mitchell 95). 

Fisher subsequently apologised and an uneasy truce began. But Dampier was left to 

stew over the insult to his rank. To the crew, as sailors in the Royal Navy, Dampier 

was a despicable pirate (the very people they were supposed to fight) and he had not 

completed any officer training. He was an upstart who, because of his celebrity, had 

shifted into the top position on board. 

 Later, Fisher allowed a keg of beer to be tapped and shared among the thirsty 

crew without Dampier’s permission. This was highly unusual. Dampier summoned 

Fisher and they began to speak. Dampier suddenly started to beat him with a copper 

cane then had his legs put in irons. Fisher was later put in jail in the Brazilian port of 

Bahia, where he remained for weeks. After being released, he caught a Portuguese 

ship back to Lisbon and eventually made it to London. All that time he was preparing 

his legal case against Dampier (Preston and Preston 287). 

 To understand the rapid intensification of the argument between Dampier and 

Fisher, it is important to think about how space functioned on board a ship, especially 

one that has sailed below the equator. Dampier’s outburst involved the politics of 

space in the deeply hierarchical Royal Navy ship. How does one’s physical position in 

just such a space signify social standing? The hyper-paranoia and sensitivity of 

Captain Dampier was a result of constant undermining by Lieutenant Fisher (Mitchell 

89). Greg Dening’s work (1992) on the mutiny on the Bounty can yield fruitful results 

when applied to this similar situation. Dening undertakes a close reading of the 
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language employed by the participants within the ship’s deck as a theatrical space. 

Mitchell, using Dening, believes: 

 

Dampier confronted a comparable dynamic [to Bligh’s mutineers] – he was in a 

different sense déclassé, his authority challenged on the inviolable space of his 

own quarterdeck, verbally abused in public by a subordinate who would not 

recognise himself as in any way his captain’s inferior. (94) 

 

Fisher continually kept his hat on his head in Dampier’s presence (Mitchell 

92). Fisher only took off his hat when leaving the captain’s cabin, signalling that no 

gentleman was to be found inside that space. In the seventeenth century, pirates were 

sometimes called “hatmen” (Mitchell 93). Fisher was challenging Dampier on the 

quarterdeck, exactly where he should be in complete control. This hardened his anger 

down into a pearl. Now, after Fisher’s constant subtle insults had worn Dampier 

down, releasing the beer without his consent had “opened a sluice gate into an 

altogether serious challenge to Dampier’s right to command the quarterdeck” 

(Mitchell 98). 

 With Fisher safely in jail, it seemed as if Dampier’s authority was again safe. 

Now the Roebuck crossed the Cape of Good Hope and sailed across the Indian Ocean 

to New Holland. During the return voyage to England, on 22nd of February 1701 near 

Ascension Island, Dampier’s ship started to leak. Around 11pm, the carpenter John 

Norwood told Dampier it was “impossible to save the ship” (Preston and Preston 

285). They abandoned ship and rowed long boats to the shore. By high tide only the 

ship’s masts were visible. 

 It took Dampier eight months to return to London. He kept the majority of his 

notes and when he delivered them to the Admiralty, they thanked him then informed 

him of the outstanding court-martial for excessive cruelty to Fisher and a further 

investigation into the loss of the ship. The court found Dampier guilty of “very hard 

and cruel usage” of Fisher, and found Dampier “not a fit person to command a navy 

vessel” (Preston and Preston 292). He escaped jail time but the court requisitioned all 

three years’ worth of wages still owed to him. 

And so Dampier sat down to write his second book, A Voyage to New 

Holland. It is a book that contains no account of the beating of Fisher and the sinking 

of the ship is only cryptically alluded to. Dampier writes that the Roebuck “foundered 
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through perfect age near the island of Ascension. I suffered extremely in my 

reputation by that misfortune” (ixv). Later he tells the reader that he is innocent and 

that it is always the fate of “those who have no true relish and value for scientific 

discoveries and observations” to have “prejudice against the person by whom the 

discoveries were made” (ixvii). Dampier, with his account of the Roebuck’s voyage to 

New Holland, tried to rebuild his damaged reputation. So began a new cataloguing of 

all discernible details. 

 Dampier’s prose portrayed Aboriginal people as barely humans. There is no 

space for communication between the Europeans and these “blinking creatures with 

the same black skin and hair frizzled, tall and thin . . . They had the most unpleasant 

looks and the worst features of any people that ever I saw” (A Voyage to New Holland 

103). Dampier focused even more energy on degrading Aboriginal people. By 

showing them as barely animals, he is forcing the reader to see them as decrepit while 

he, the observer, is civilised and possessed with reason. Dampier, again, is writing his 

way to legitimacy. This leads to a tainted historical record as it does not accurately 

show what actually occurred. 

 

For all his gestures toward an accurate cataloguing of nature, Dampier sometimes 

writes in a way that makes the object opaque to the reader (Mitchell 159). One time 

he attempts to describe the size of a strange tropical fruit. The best he can do is say 

that it is as “big as a penny loaf, when wheat is at five shillings the bushel” (A New 

Voyage Round the World 205). The solidity of the object is undermined by fluctuation 

of the market’s supply of wheat: a most unsolid description indeed. At another time, 

he is caught in a storm and does not think that he will ever live to write about it. 

Suddenly the details seem not to matter and an introspective and confessional mode 

begins: 

 

But here I had a lingering view of approaching death, and little or no hopes of 

escaping it; and I must confess that my courage, which I had hitherto kept up, 

failed me here; and I made very sad reflections on my former life, and looked 

back with horror and detestation on actions which before I disliked, but now I 

trembled at the remembrance of. I had long before this repented me of that 

roving course of life, but never with such concern as now. (A New Voyage 

Round the World 332-333) 
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When Dampier seems upon the verge of death, the affectless prose turns on him. He 

turns ponderous and homiletic. He wonders about the acts that this roving life has 

forced him to perform. The ‘I’ is becoming awash with guilt. In a later book of 

Dampier’s, Voyages and Discoveries, his prose turns animistic: 

 

Sea-breezes do blow in the day and rest in the night; so on the contrary these 

land breezes do blow in the night and rest in the day, and so they do alternately 

succeed each other. For when the sea-breezes have performed their offices of 

the day, by breathing on their respective coasts, they in the evening do either 

withdraw from the coast, or lie down to rest: Then the land-winds, whose office 

is to breathe in the night, moved by the same order of divine impulses, do rouse 

out of their private recesses, and gently fan the air till the next morning; and 

then their task ends, and they leave the stage. (244-245) 

 

Mitchell highlights this point in Dampier’s prose as a “precursor to an animist view of 

nature, more than an affectation of literary effect” (151). Others have interpreted 

Dampier’s growing awareness that all matter in this world is alive as hylozoistic (P. 

Edwards 38), giving his work a quality of searching for the animist. What can be 

known for sure is that Dampier was aware of a larger force at work as he noted the 

currents and the howling winds. Mitchell believes that Dampier, “despairing upon the 

abyss. . .comes close to something like ecstasy” (152).
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3. William Dampier and English Literature. 
 

Due to the rapid expansion of exploration and trade, readers in the seventeenth 

century were fascinated by what may be found beyond the edges of all known maps. 

For some, Dampier’s importance was primarily as a travel writer whose influence was 

crucial for establishing the tradition of travel writing in the seventeenth century. 

James Kelly argues that “Dampier’s narrative . . . engendered competition, imitation, 

and invention on such a scale that within two decades voyages peaked as one of the 

most sought-after forms of polite literature in Britain” (158). Whitfield sees 

Dampier’s book as a “kaleidoscopic flow of information that tends to daze the reader 

of today, although it appealed strongly to the early-eighteenth-century public” (122). 

But just what was the influence of William Dampier on English literature? 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s praise of Dampier’s prose and “exquisite mind” 

(168) perfectly summarises the attraction of Dampier for readers at that time: it was as 

much his mastery of reason (the style) as the exotic world (the content) that his work 

offered them. Jonathan Swift read and mined Dampier’s writing for details. The 

preface to Gulliver’s Travels (taking the form of a letter from Gulliver to his cousin) 

states that what follows is “a very loose and uncorrect Account of my Travels; with 

Directions to hire some young Gentleman of either University to put them in Order, 

and correct the Style, as my cousin Dampier did by my Advice in his Book called A 

Voyage Round the World” (xxi). Who is this other “Gentleman” who puts the 

“incorrect” into some kind of order? Gulliver’s Travels is presented as a draft to be 

“cleaned up” by the unnamed gentleman. By name-dropping Dampier, Swift aims to 

give Gulliver’s Travels legitimacy due to its alleged factual nature. But this is a 

legitimacy that Swift will, of course, go on to undermine by filling it with fanciful 

details. Smollett was also a careful reader of Dampier (Whitfield 122). It has been 

noted that Dampier’s writing played an influence on Stevenson’s Treasure Island (H. 

Edwards 9); this is especially true for the character Ben Gunn’s connection to 

Alexander Selkirk. Herman Melville briefly mentions Dampier in chapter 45, “The 

Affidavit” of Moby Dick: “In that up and down manly book of old-fashioned 

adventure, so full, too, of honest wonders – the voyage of [the surgeon] Lionel Wafer, 

one of ancient Dampier’s old chums . . . (295). It seems that Dampier was such a 

fixture in the Western literary imagination that to write a prose work that stretched out 
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to unknown adventures in strange lands, the figure and the works of Dampier became 

a kind of touchstone for a wide variety of writers. Indeed, it is easy to establish a 

narrative of influence from Dampier to writers of popular adventure novels of the 

Victorian period, such as G. A. Henty, R. M. Ballantyne and H. Rider Haggard. In 

them we can see the continuation of the Dampier example of the adventurous man 

pushing to edges of the unknown (Griffiths 565). 

A more complex relationship is the one between Dampier and Daniel Defoe. 

Defoe drew heavily from Dampier. Defoe’s book The Life, Adventures and Piracies 

of Famous Captain Singleton also relied on Dampier’s books and his life (Bonner 

326). Both Dampier and Defoe have similar ideas of epistemology – generally 

aligning with those of John Locke (Watt 62). At their simplest, these ideas suggest 

that if something can be observed and subsequently recorded in language, then it 

constitutes knowledge. This is Locke’s famous tabula rasa, or the empty mind. The 

blank chalkboard before the teacher enters the classroom becomes, with Dampier, the 

blank page before the man of reason arrives in the new land. John Locke believed that 

what has occurred – any trace of a people’s history or culture – is of no interest. In his 

Second Treatise of Government Locke assures his reader that “history gives us but a 

very little account of men that lived together in the state of nature . . . Government is 

everywhere antecedent to records, and letters seldom come in amongst a people till a 

long continuation of civil society” (352). First there is the historical event, 

subsequently there may, or may not, be a written record of it, and if there is not then 

that historical event (or that entire culture) essentially does not exist. No text, no 

culture, no knowledge – no importance. For Locke a society that is pre-writing cannot 

construct an archive – cannot catalogue its knowledge – and therefore is, by 

definition, without history. Following this, a land without an archive is a land without 

history. The tabula rasa of Australia remains empty until a man such as William 

Dampier can arrive and begin cataloguing the details. Dampier’s task, according to 

Lockean epistemology, is to write Australia into existence. 

This legacy of viewing the land through a Lockean epistemology remains a 

strong strain throughout the twentieth century. From a Lockean view, Aboriginal 

people had no conception of private property as the land was not invested with their 

labour. (This is an idea recently and resolutely rejected by two authors. The first is 

Bill Gammage who argues in his book The Biggest Estate on Earth that in the pre-

settlement era Aboriginal people practiced systematic and effective land management. 
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The second is Bruce Pascoe, a Bunurong man who, in his prize-winning book Dark 

Emu, also argues that Aboriginal people did indeed cultivate the land.) For Locke, a 

people’s possession of country should involve work: 

 

Subduing or cultivating the earth, and having dominion, we see are joined 

together. The one gave title to the other. So that God, by commanding to 

subdue, gave Authority so far to appropriate: and the condition of human life, 

which required labour and materials to work on, necessarily introduces private 

possessions. (Second Treatise of Government 310) 

 

Just like Dampier’s view of the Australian land as a “lack” was passed down through 

the generations, so too were Locke’s ideas on the Australian land requiring to be 

invested with labour. And that this was a sacred task. In 1926, Prime Minister Billy 

Hughes accepted this sacred task that the Australian land required cultivation and 

used it to justify the Commonwealth’s acquisition of the Northern Territory. That land 

was required to resettle veterans from World War One. For Hughes the rightness of 

this was self-evident as, “God has never intended us to retain the Territory unless we 

were able to use it. We must either settle the country . . . or allow someone else to do 

so” (Hughes qtd. in Schaffer 198). By the end of the twentieth century intellectuals 

like Ross Gibson were linking this idea of nature as a thing that must be tamed – that 

must be overwhelmed – to Australian identity: 

 

The idea of the intractability of Australian nature has been an essential part of 

the national ethos. It is a notion with its genesis in the ancient legends of the 

“hellish antipodes”; a notion promoted by the First Fleet annalists who detailed 

the anguish of a harrowed and perverse society struggling to understand and 

subsist in a seemingly bizarre habitat. (South of the West 66-67) 

 

I return to Dampier’s influence on Daniel Defoe. Defoe agreed that by  

reading Dampier, one was able to absorb the data of the reality that existed beyond the 

very edges of the map. In The Complete English Gentleman, Defoe advises his 

readers that any English gentleman may sit by a warm hearth and 
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make a tour of the world in books, he may make himself master of the 

geography of the universe in maps, atlases and measurements of our 

mathematicians. He may travel by land with historians, by sea with navigators. 

He may be round the globe with Dampier and Rogers, and Kno’ a thousand 

times more in doing it than all those illiterate sailors. (225) 

 

Indeed, in this case the English gentleman’s experience of foreign lands – gained from 

reading safely before the fire – trumps the primary experience of illiterate sailors. 

What does an English gentleman have? Legitimacy. Why? Because he is a man who 

is filled with reason. Where is the evidence of reason? In the writing of prose that 

meticulously catalogues all the various details. Within this modality of writing, it 

seems that nothing is confusing and all details are comprehended by undergoing a 

comparison to something else (effectively creating a hierarchy). Also, the observer is 

clearly separated from the observed. This display of reason effectively legitimises a 

piece of writing in the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century. 

 How does the world unfold in Dampier’s work? Dampier believes (following 

Locke) that the visual impression that he is able to record is turned into data – and as 

data it becomes invested with the truth. If this process can occur, then that thing exists 

and the account becomes true. Dampier writes to give his readers sense-impressions 

of what it’s like to witness exotic lands. One can believe that Dampier would gladly 

accept Defoe’s reading of him. Indeed, Defoe’s English gentleman constitutes an 

ideal reader of Dampier. Yet the irony is that at times Dampier, as narrator, seems 

(like Gulliver), perplexed and unsure of himself as a detached observer. In a note 

written in an early draft, Dampier expressed his concern: 

 

I fear that I am too prolix in this Discourse. I am only to answer for myself and 

if I have not given a description of those places to the satisfaction of my friends 

I must beg pardon and desire them to blame the defects they find in these my 

writings on the meanness of my information and not in me who has been 

faithful as to what is written of my own knowledge or in getting the best 

information I could. (qtd. in Preston and Preston 244) 

 

There is a tension in Dampier’s writings between being interesting as a writer and 

being faithful to the facts. Shapiro has shown that “Honesty in the factual genre 
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required unadorned prose” (72). Shapiro then goes on to show how in the seventeenth 

century rhetorical language was generally utilised when the speaker wished to 

manipulate the reader as “rhetorical fluency and highly ornamental and figurative 

language had connotations of deception and flattery” (72). The eighteenth century 

reader may have suspected that the prose is rather ostentatious and “putting on airs”. 

Similarly to Swift’s opening, Dampier’s introduction to A Voyage to New Holland, 

takes issue with those who have questioned the accuracy of his work: 

 

It has been objected against me by some, that my Accounts and Description of 

Things are dry and jejune, both filled with variety of pleasant Matter, to divert 

and gratify the Curious Reader. How far this is true, I leave to the world to 

judge. But if I have been exactly and strictly careful to give only True relations 

and Description of Things (as I am sure I have) and if my Descriptions by such 

as may be of use not only to myself (which I have already in good measure 

experienced) but also to others in future voyages; and likewise to such Readers 

at home as are more desirous of a Plain and just Account of the true Nature and 

State of Things, described, then of a Polite and Rhetorical narrative: I hope all 

the Defects in my Stile, will meet with a ready pardon. (ixvii-ixviii) 

 

 Defoe eventually becomes tired of Dampier’s endless cataloguing as an act of 

epistemology. In 1724, Defoe wrote a parody of Dampier and called it A New Voyage 

Round the World, by a Course Never Sailed Before (mimicking the title of Dampier’s 

famous work) to express his exasperation with the tedious cataloguing and creation of 

lists undertaken by Dampier. For Defoe, the ex-sailor authors like Dampier, for all 

their presentation of the data of foreign lands, leave their readers trying to discern 

“how affairs stand in those remote parts of the world” (34). It is novelists like Defoe 

that begin to answer these needs. They write to fill the gaps left by non-fiction writers 

such as William Dampier, but more on that later in the exegesis. 

 

The direct influence of William Dampier on early British explorers and colonists to 

Australia is real and tinged with irony. But the irony only registers after arriving in 

country. Joseph Banks, after an earlier infatuation, came to reject the writings of 

Dampier. For Banks, Dampier’s “original view” of Australia was so influential that he 

worried that he could not “see” Aboriginal people without reference to Dampier’s 
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work. After first viewing Aboriginal people, Banks wrote a telling entry in the 

Endeavour Journal: 

 

We stood in with the land near enough to discern five people who appeared 

through our glasses to be enormously black: so far did the prejudices which we 

had built upon Dampier’s account influence us that we fancied we could see 

their colour when we could scarce distinguish whether or not they were men. 

(Banks 22 Apr. 1770) 

 

Matthew Flinders was an especially keen reader of Dampier. But he also – after 

arriving in Australia – became frustrated with his precursor’s example. Flinders was 

disappointed at the lack of purchase Dampier’s prose had on Australia. Mitchell 

points to Dampier’s flawed description of a stumpy-tailed lizard (40). Flinders caught 

it and held it in his hand to examine the details closely and saw little connection 

between the actual animal and the one he had previously read about in Dampier’s 

book. Dampier had described the lizard as 

 

a sort of guano, but differing from others in three remarkable particulars: for 

these had a larger and uglier head, and had no tail: and at the rump, instead of 

the tail there, they had a stump of a tail, which appeared like another head; but 

not really such, being without mouth or eyes. Yet this creature seemed, by this 

means, to have a head at each end. (A Voyage to New Holland 85-86) 

 

For all his gesturing towards factual accuracy, Dampier had performed a poor job 

with his descriptions. Flinders came to realise “the animal is certainly of a singular 

form but it is scarcely necessary to say, that the merit of Dampier’s description does 

not consist in being strictly accurate” (Flinders, book 1, ch. 3).  

 Adrian Mitchell notes that Dampier’s lack of enthusiasm for what he saw 

“influenced the attitudes of Joseph Banks, Matthew Flinders and the early European 

settlers a century later; and over the years [Dampier’s] reservations found their way 

into school texts and informed the attitudes of generations [in Australia]” (ix). And for 

Ross Gibson, “Dampier contributed to, at the same time as he is influenced by, the 

image of the diminishing paradise” (Diminishing Paradise 11). These quotes 

demonstrate Dampier's pernicious influence on how a whole culture viewed the land 
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that it was living, and also how it viewed its place within that land. 
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4. A Survey and Analysis of Novels about William Dampier 
 

Having problematized both the content and the reception of Dampier’s two travel 

books, this exegesis will now situate that problematic knowledge within the three pre-

existing novels about William Dampier and assess how they might be built upon for a 

new creative work, “Horatio Dawn”. 

The first historical novel that featured William Dampier was Recognition by 

Dijon Deverell, published in 1960. The author introduces her topic with a telling first 

sentence: “if there is such a thing as reincarnation . . . then, in one of my past lives, I 

must have been associated with Captain Dampier” (3). Such an opening is both 

playful and telling. For the author is asserting that her writing gains currency by 

bypassing the sources and feeds directly – through reincarnation – to a previous 

version of herself. For Deverell it is important to re-enter history so as to correct a 

fault in the historical record. The author wants recognition for William Dampier as the 

“true” discoverer of Australia, as opposed to James Cook. But the identification of 

Deverell with Dampier becomes murkier as Dijon Deverell herself does not actually 

exist. Besides a single interview in The Age newspaper, no trace can be found. The 

USA’s Library of Congress website lists an additional contributor to Recognition as 

an Evangeline Deverell. Very little trace remains of Evangeline Deverell’s career. As 

an author of young adult fiction and as a woman, she may have chosen the name 

Dijon to replace Evangeline and so gain currency as a writer of traditionally 

masculine adventure fiction. Eve Stanley of New Zealand (1909), written when she 

was quite young, had previously been reviewed in the Evening Post: 

 

[W]e must regretfully confess that in this immature production we can find 

neither achievement nor promise. The best and the kindest advice that can be 

offered is to leave fiction alone, for, whatever her vocation may be, it is not 

literature. Her story is inchoate and absolutely destitute of colour; the 

characters, old and young, are devoid of intelligence, and incredibly ill-bred. 

(15) 

 

 Fifty years later, in The Age newspaper on 27th January 1960, an interview 

with the renamed Dijon Deverell occurs with the release of Recognition. The article 



 24 

ends with the assertion that the purpose of Recognition is that “Miss Deverell aims to 

correct the historical record and provide recognition for her subject” (9). After all, as 

she tells her readers, “it is incorrect that Captain Cook discovered Australia when it 

was in fact William Dampier” (9). 

  Returning to Recognition’s prologue, we learn that as a young student, 

Deverell was exposed to the conspiracy to remove Dampier from the historical record. 

She writes: 

 

One day the headmaster of a public school I attended, Edmund Webbler, Esq. 

M.A. (Oxford), in the midst of a geography lesson told the class of Captain 

Dampier and the contemptible way he was treated by the British Admiralty; he 

was the discoverer of Australia, not Captain Cook, as the Admiralty and 

educators would have us believe. (3) 

 

Later, “while in Australia I studied her early, authentic history” (3). Further fact-

finding missions around Australia led Deverell to an almost Pierre Menard moment. 

In this act of literature Deverell, like Borges’s Menard, is so absorbed in the context 

of Dampier that she is able to reproduce a version of his experience that supersedes 

the original texts. According to Deverell’s aesthetics, she is inadvertently supplanting 

Dampier. Deverell is claiming possession of the “reality” of Dampier in a bid to 

achieve “total identification” (Borges 65). Deverell does not write about Dampier: she 

repeats the writing of Dampier. Deverell’s prologue ends with this realisation: 

 

Then one day, while engaged in this work, it suddenly dawned on me that 

without knowing it, I had been unconsciously following on and off in Dampier’s 

footsteps for a number of years. With it came the thought – was I associated in 

some past life with the great navigator, or have I been guided by him at times, 

from another world.  

I cannot say. I do not know. (5) 

 

Neither do I. This was a peculiar motivation for choosing Dampier as a subject. In 

Recognition, Dampier is introduced in the following way: 
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He was a tall, dark, dapper young man in his twenty-eighth year, with deep, 

vivid blue eyes, and a florid complexion. His brown, silky hair parted in the 

middle, fell in ringlets to his shoulders. He was vain of his appearance. No one 

ever saw him untidy. No matter where, or in whatever circumstance, Dampier 

was always well dressed and carried himself with an unconscious air of 

distinction. (8) 

 

This description of Dampier does not align with the one image we have of him: 

Murray’s portrait (which, strangely, is mentioned in Recognition’s prologue) has him 

looking rather shabby. In a particularly apt visual reading, Adrian Mitchell sees “a 

silver cravat . . . in need of a wash and a bit of bleach . . . Dampier is well short of 

dapper. He looks uncomfortable” (19). Far from a dapper gentleman, it seems like 

William Dampier was in want of money. Deverell’s image of Dampier is that of a 

brooding Victorian rather than a late seventeenth century scientist, a Heathcliff who 

has gone to sea in search of adventure: 

 

Morgan, Swan, Cowley, Bancroft and Harris were names that sparked fear 

throughout the Caribbean. Their crews were regarded as England’s worst 

cutthroats. But the most dreaded of all was Captain William Dampier. 

Nevertheless, because of his good looks and aristocratic presence, he was 

regarded by wealthy Spanish ladies as a matrimonial catch, but Dampier always 

kept aloof, being shy and ill at ease in feminine company. (10) 

 

Dampier is next seen walking through the streets of London and a situation arises that 

shows him to be a gentleman who is possessed of reason (it is strangely similar to the 

opening of Brother Captain, the next Dampier novel that will be examined): 

 

[A] wizened man was striking furiously at a nondescript dog, who kept raising 

his right paw as if to ward off the blows.  

With a yell, Dampier seized the man and flung him against the fence. ‘How dare 

you strike a poor defenseless animal!’ he cried angrily. (11) 

 

Dampier’s gregarious nature is confirmed when he adopts the dog as his own. 

He takes the dog to an inn and shares his roast beef and yorkshire pudding with the 
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animal. While there, Dampier meets his nemesis Lieutenant Fisher. The novel cuts to 

a rant from Fisher, who reveals that himself and Dampier were both boarders at a 

public school and used to fight in the dormitories. Then Dampier recounts a dream 

that he had in his youth where he 

 

didn’t like the poverty he saw everywhere, ragged children, cold and wet, 

playing around the wharves, the wet, muddy streets, the half-starved looking 

men and women, or people begging. It moved him. Then suddenly he got the 

idea in his head that there was a country a long way out in the ocean where 

people could go to live and never be hungry if they were willing to work; where 

it would never be cold, and no one would stand on street corners and beg. (16) 

 

Deverell is constructing Australia as a land of utopian impulses. She then breaks from 

the fictional tone to insert quotes from Dampier’s work, adding to the notion that 

Dampier has purely scientific concerns: 

 

Dampier spent a month in Bahia, and was much impressed with the beauty, 

wealth, and resources of Brazil. He gives a graphic description in his second 

volume of Voyages Around the World of what he saw and encountered – fish, 

fruit, fowls, animals, and serpents. He tells of the anaconda snake. 

This water snake is said to be nearly thirty feet long. They live wholly in 

the water, either in large rivers or lakes, and prey upon any creature that 

comes within their reach, be it man or beast. They draw their prey to them 

with their tails, for when they see anything on the banks of the river or 

lake where they lurk, they swing about their tails ten or twelve feet over 

the bank, and whatever stands within their sweep, is snatched with great 

violence into the river or lake and drowned by them. It is reported very 

credibly, that is they see only a shadow of an animal on the water, they 

will flourish their tails and bring in the man or beast whose shadow they 

see, and are often too successful in it. 

Dampier and his men made many friends while in Bahia. The night before they 

were to sail for Terra Australis, the governor gave a ball at the Government 

House in their honour. (97) 
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The plot of the novel gains fuel from the growing arguments between Lieutenant 

Fisher and Captain Dampier. In the novel, Fisher is put in a Brazilian jail. After this, 

there is a mutiny and Dampier is put ashore on a deserted island. The crew later 

realise their incompetence and send a boat to rescue their captain. Dampier accepts 

their apology and asks them for one more week of faith so that he can make it to 

Terra Australis. They agree. They arrive within the allotted timeframe. Their ship is 

leaking and a full charting of Terra Australis becomes impossible: 

 

Had fate been kind, and the navigator had followed the course he was taking for 

about eight more days, Dampier would have reached the Gulf of Carpentaria, 

and shortly afterwards the east coast of Australia, where he would have found a 

more hospitable country. 

 But so far he had accomplished nothing. Disappointed and sick at heart, he 

told his officers of his failure . . . Dampier sighed wearily. “But I haven’t 

discovered what it is . . . It is certainly not an island, nor a series of islands. It 

could be a continent – All I ask,” he added wearily, “is to leave something 

behind regarding this place that better qualified persons who shall come after 

me may know, and avoid, some of the mistakes I have made.” 

 “Thanks to your map they will,” the officer replied bitterly. (112) 

 

Dampier returns home with his notes, successfully beats the unjust court-martial and 

then retires. Recognition then jumps forward to 1788 and the Port Jackson settlement. 

La Perouse arrives too late to claim it for France and so he decides to give Captain 

Philip a lesson on the history of that land. La Perouse informs the British settlers thus: 

 

The first Englishman to land on this island continent was Captain William 

Dampier. He laid this country, which is now yours, at the feet of England 

without the shedding of blood (emphasis added), paved the way for a happier 

and better life, not only for all assembled here, but maybe for countless 

thousands in the years that lie ahead.  

Did Captain Dampier receive recognition, the gratitude of his country? He did 

not . . . Australia will do well to honor the memory of a great sailor like Captain 

Dampier. He lived not for glory, but by his courage, fortitude, sacrifice, service 
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to his country, to his fellow man, he achieved glory – and God did not forsake 

him. (229) 

 

The issue of Dampier’s bloodless arrival in Australia directly contradicts his own 

account. This portrayal of Dampier by the author is a continuation of the denial of the 

violence that came with Dampier’s arrival in Australia. For all of Deverell's claims to 

be able to travel back through society, she does not seem to progress far beyond the 

Victorian period. Recognition presents Captain William Dampier anachronistically, as 

a Victorian gentleman of honour. The presence of an anachronistic William Dampier 

is not so much of concern as Deverell’s denial that that is in fact what she is doing. 

She claims that she has access to facts and is somehow beyond the historical record, 

severing this historical novel from all traces of the record, as left by Dampier, and 

pushing Recognition into fantasy. To return to Pierre Menard, Jorge Luis Borges once 

believed that “to discover or to invent – both words mean the same thing” (qtd. in 

Burgin 79). Deverell thinks that she has discovered Dampier, but she has in fact 

invented him. Borges writes: 

 

[Pierre Menard] did not want to compose another Quixote, which is easy – but 

the Quixote itself. Needless to say, he never contemplated a mechanical 

transcription of the original; he did not propose to copy it. His admirable 

intention was to produce a few pages which would coincide – word for word 

and line for line – with those of Miguel de Cervantes. (65-66) 

 

Deverell claims to bypass, or wilfully forget, British imperial history and remember 

the world of Dampier as if she were one of his companions. “Initially Menard’s 

method was to be relatively simple: learn Spanish, return to Catholicism, fight against 

the Moor or Turk, forget the history of Europe from 1602 to 1918, be Miguel De 

Cervantes” (Borges 66). And so Deverell desires to be Dampier, meaning that in 

Recognition there is no Dampier, there is only Deverell. 

 

Alan Chester wrote the next two historical novels about William Dampier. Brother 

Captain (1964) focuses on the HMS Roebuck's voyage of 1698; The Cygnet 

Adventure (1985) on the Cygnet voyage of 1686. 
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 Brother Captain charts similar ground to Recognition. Its full title is Brother 

Captain: A Novel, Reconstructing HMS Roebuck’s voyage to the South Seas in 

1698/1701 under the Command of William Dampier, Formerly One of the 

Buccaneering Brethren of the Coast. It situates Dampier as the hero who is stabbed in 

the back by his Lieutenant Fisher. But Chester charts new territory from Deverell at 

the point of first contact between Dampier and Aboriginal people. A fight quickly 

breaks out and one of Dampier’s sailors, the bellicose Barnaby, needs rescuing. And 

so Dampier “reluctantly decided that there was no other course but to shoot one of the 

blacks and aimed the musket carefully at one of Barnaby’s assailants, so as to wound 

without killing” (Brother Captain 148). The affectless language continues – focusing 

on the events, as opposed to the players – somehow occurring with no guilt being 

prescribed to the individuals present at the time. “The shot was followed instantly by 

the collapse of one of the blacks on to the sand, crying and clutching at his thigh to 

stop the stream of blood” (148). The entire character of the engagement had been 

changed by the shot. Chester explains that “Dampier was always saddened when he 

had to use force against a people who did not understand the meaning of firearms and 

had no defence against these weapons” (149). 

The desolate landscape drives William Dampier into a deep melancholy. He 

does not know what to do with his time and expresses regret that the violence 

occurred. But these “blacks” have nothing to trade with him and Dampier soon loses 

interest. A landscape that we see as sublimely beautiful, he sees as a blank space: 

 

[Dampier] paused, reading over what he has written, gripped by a sudden sense 

of tremendous depression, as if all the great efforts of the last months had gone 

for nothing. What had been achieved? Compared with his expectations, very 

little . . . he had intended to observe more closely the inhabitants of this land and 

to try to win them over. (152) 

 

First Dampier wants to observe Aboriginal people, then he wants to enslave 

them and make them reveal the watering holes and hunt for meat. And yet still 

Chester presents Dampier in the heroic mode. At this point I will insert a notion given 

to us by Reynolds. By now it has become clear that both Deverell and Chester were 

enthralled by the discourse of the “cult of forgetfulness”. As when it came to 



 30 

questions of violence towards Aboriginal people they were both responding to, and 

perpetuating the 

 

suppression of these questions by nationalist historians writing between 1900 

and 1960, who were more interested in telling heroic tales than in confronting 

the legal and ethical problems underlying the process of colonisation. 

(Reynolds, Why Weren’t We Told? 164.) 

 

Chester’s second go at a Dampier novel is The Cygnet Adventure. As it was published 

in 1984, this version has much more violence than Brother Captain, accurately 

reflecting a shift in Australian historical epistemology. The crew is portrayed as much 

more piratical than previously. At one point, while storming and aiming to sack a 

village, it is Dampier that is the lone voice of reason: 

 

Dampier rushed up from the beach, slogging hard through the sand. ‘No!’ he 

cried, and appealed to Read. ‘To fire the village would be an outrage. We 

started this!’ 

Read hesitated. ‘We did?’ he echoed, surprised. 

‘We attacked their women and that started it. Besides, there’s already been too 

much slaughter for Christmas Day,’ he added, artfully. (141) 

 

Dampier’s awareness of the slaughter brings a sense of self-loathing. In The Cygnet 

Adventure, Dampier ponders: 

 

He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but he could not understand why he 

was doing this. But his temper had raged up and he was trembling, suddenly 

caught by a cloudy, confused, reckless anger, touched off perhaps by a fill of 

stupid killing. He glared at the master. He was sick of Teat, sick of his bombast, 

sick of his sadism, sick of his arrogance. And sick, also, of his own frustration. 

(141) 

 

Dampier becomes the man of reason with a strong ethical conscience, a man who will 

do his duty to what is right, who will stop the senseless slaughter. He decides that 

killing Teat, the man who is slaughtering the villagers, would be too extreme and so 
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decides to wound his right arm, so that he can no longer swing his cutlass: “The exact 

opening came for Dampier to thrust his sword through the muscle of the arm, 

withdrawing with a savage jerk and twist” (143). Dampier the pirate with a 

conscience stops the slaughter, directly and without regards for consequences. After 

the melee, the captain of the Cygnet asks Dampier, “‘At least you didn’t kill [Teat] – 

and I’m still wondering why?’” Ever the man in control of his passions and possessed 

with reason, Dampier responds, “‘[b]ecause I didn’t choose to kill him.’” (145). This 

conversation ends with Dampier storming off the deck, “simmering with anger the 

more dangerous because he controlled it so well” (147). 

Dampier is appointed to replace Teat and navigates the Cygnet to Australia. 

He takes a small team ashore. As soon as he lands he leaps over and sees that “the 

ground was clothed in small trees, scrub, and visually insignificant but unusual plants 

the like of which he had not previously seen. Noting them mentally, he decided to 

collect specimens later” (150).  

They aimlessly search for water. Seeing distant fires they know that they are 

not alone, but they do not know how to make contact. Now, when Dampier sees 

Aboriginal people, Chester displays a level of begrudging respect that was absent 

from his previous Dampier novel: 

 

Rarely had Dampier seen two such extraordinary human beings. They were 

muscular, but thin enough for him to count the ribs. The upper part of their 

bodies was daubed with red and white. Their bearded faces were ugly to him. 

They were quite naked, evidently being a people without cloth of any kind, a 

primitive and ancient people indeed. (152) 

 

A gap has clearly emerged that shows a growing but bitter acceptance (but not 

admiration) for Aboriginal people. When Dampier returns on board, he talks to the 

captain: “‘It would be interesting to make contact with the people, I’ve never seen 

their like. It could be that they are the oldest race in the world’” (emphasis added) 

(154). Dampier returns ashore and tries to offer the Aboriginal people gifts of beads, 

but they display no interest. The ship leaves New Holland, dejected and with nothing 

to show. Dampier has many more adventures and then returns home to his wife 

Judith. The novel has an afterword. It imagines that if only Dampier could have 

returned to Australia 
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less than three hundred years later, he must have been proud of his prescience. 

Just off Dampier Archipelago, he would have seen the port of Dampier named 

in his honour, and Port Hedland 150 kilometres north, where giant ore carriers 

up to 120 000 tonnes gulped brick-red iron ore into cavernous holds. Out to sea, 

he would have seen the rigs and platforms of the largest natural gas discovery in 

the world; and if a kindly air pilot had flown him inland from his original 

landfall at King Sound, he would have seen thousands of cattle, Lake Argyle, 

the Ord River Dam, sugar crops, and the site of one of the biggest diamond 

deposits on earth discovered so far. A pity he could never know, but possibly 

just as well; because then he would have also experienced the supreme irony of 

knowing that another great navigator, not born until thirteen years after his own 

death, a Captain James Cook, was officially credited with ‘discovering’ 

Australia. (263-264) 

 

Again, in Chester’s The Cygnet Adventure, Dampier is cold-shouldered by Australia 

for the fairer beauty of Captain James Cook. 

 

He Sailed with Dampier by Philip Rush is also about William Dampier, but it is a 

slight affair with a recommendation to be shelved in the Young Adult fiction area of 

libraries. It is similar to the previous three books and so will not be analysed in this 

exegesis. A more recent (but truncated) version of the Dampier novel does exist. In 

2011, an American author named Sabina Murray published a short story collection 

called Tales of the New World. The story “He Sailed Thrice” is about William 

Dampier. Murray introduces Dampier, again in the heroic mode – but this time 

anointed by God: 

 

I would like to say there is a sense of destiny about [Dampier]; that the finger of 

God extends downward and then, one, two, three, pokes a rubbery staccato upon 

his stinking hair, this one, this one, this one. And the history writers flock and 

scribble. But it is not greatness, more a displaced refinement of intellect: a 

cunning. (164) 
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When Murray’s narrative arrives at Dampier’s landing in Australia there seems to be 

no change in the representation of Aboriginal people. (Indeed Chester seems to be 

more respectful.) She makes the unsettling aesthetic decision to make the Aboriginal 

men speak to each other using English words and, furthermore, make a cultural 

comparison between the English and the Dutch. Murray is treating her Aboriginal 

characters as if they harboured European prejudices: “‘These English,’ . . . ‘they’re 

worse than the Dutch!’” (172). Later a character “acknowledges Dampier’s right to 

the rest of the world” (166). The story’s portrayal of Aboriginal people is deeply 

unsettling and her representation of Dampier in the heroic mode connects her work, 

although she is writing well into the twenty first century, with the “cult of forgetting”. 

“He Sailed Thrice” can be conceptualised as another Dampier fiction that must be 

written against. 

The three historical novels (Recognition by Dijon Deverell, Brother Captain 

and The Cygnet Adventure by Alan Chester) and one story (“He Sailed Thrice” by 

Sabina Murray) all claim to be fiction that is based on the historical record, and 

therefore all make claims to arriving at something resembling historical truth. But 

now that this exegesis has shown how tainted the record is, these must be a suspect 

claims. In their influential and popular book Is History Fiction? Curthoys and Docker 

acknowledge the paradox of “the necessity for and difficulty of finding truth in 

history” (5). If this paradox is thought of as a gap in knowledge, “Horatio Dawn” 

bridges that gap. “Horatio Dawn” is aware of the difficulty of presenting the facts 

pertaining to Dampier’s arrival in Australia, but still accepts the necessity of the 

search. It rejects the notion of fully ascertaining the truth, but grasps for it 

nonetheless. 

I return to our analysis of Deverell and Chester. Of all the misrepresentations 

that have emerged in the works of Deverell and Chester, the most alarming is the 

silence that remains around Dampier’s violence towards Aboriginal people. The result 

is that all previous fictional representations of William Dampier are, in the words of 

W. G. Sebald, “compromised” (qtd. in Schwartz 83). Noting the example of Thomas 

Bernhard, Sebald claims that Bernhard is a writer to be admired because his work 

“wasn’t compromised in any sense” (qtd. in Schwartz 83). Sebald expands upon this 

notion to explain how Bernhard, as a model, was different from “much of German 

prose fiction writing, of the Fifties certainly, but of the Sixties and Seventies, also, 

[which] is severely compromised, morally compromised, and because of that 
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aesthetically frequently insufficient” (qtd. in Schwartz 83). All three prevailing 

Dampier novels, like the examples that Bernhard, and subsequently Sebald, wrote 

against are morally compromised and also aesthetically insufficient. What is needed is 

a fictional presentation of William Dampier that is moral (it includes the violence) 

and aesthetic (it incorporates a new approach to prose writing). A moral novel about 

William Dampier will reinsert the missing violence and follow Coetzee’s critique of 

Enlightenment ideas as:  

 

conduct[ing] a searching interrogation of reason – the reason of the 

Enlightenment – as the basis for a good society, and in particular of the good 

faith of reason (does reason not have its own covert agenda, as much to do with 

an itch for power as with a disinterested quest after truth and justice?). (140) 

 

The thrust of these moral needs draws directly upon the critique of the Enlightenment 

provided by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno in their book Dialectic of 

Enlightenment. In this seminal work, they have revealed an ironic endpoint to the 

grander narrative of the Enlightenment. Instead of a belief in reason slowly liberating 

societies, the Enlightenment and its version of rationality arguably led to some of the 

worst horrors of the twentieth century, including fascism and the Holocaust. 

Horkheimer and Adorno argued that “Enlightenment is totalitarian” (6). With this 

critical interjection, it becomes impossible to accept any kind of blind belief in the 

reason of the Enlightenment and a moral failing to write any kind of historical novel 

that is enthralled with this myopia. Portraying Dampier as a man of reason or a figure 

of the Enlightenment who works for the betterment of humanity must be revealed as 

the delusion that it is. Instead, what Dampier will bring to Australia is horror. As a 

result of the work of Horkheimer and Adorno, the task of a historical novelist is to 

write books that go against this optimistic grain and to show that a belief in the reason 

of the Enlightenment has indeed led to horrific circumstances, such as the butchering 

of Aboriginal people and the subsequent covering up of that horrific act. 
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5. Counterhistory in Michel Foucault’s Society Must Be Defended 

  

If the character, manuscripts, influence and biographies of William Dampier are so 

tainted, where does that leave an author who wants to write a historical novel about 

him?  

Michel Foucault, forever wanting to see what lies hidden beneath grand 

institutions, traditions and discourses, has interesting insights into the writing of a 

history that engages with tainted sources. In a 1976 lecture at the College de France, 

Foucault outlined his idea of a counterhistory. The seeds of counterhistory emerged 

around the end of the seventeenth century, spurred by the sudden clashing of races 

that came with the expansion of European empires. Foucault saw this development as 

an attempt to break with this discourse: 

 

The history of the revolutionary project and of revolutionary practice is, I think, 

indissociable from the counterhistory that broke with the Indo-European form of 

historical practice, which were bound up with the exercise of sovereignty; it is 

indissociable from the appearance of a counterhistory of races and of the role 

played in the West by clashes between races. (79) 

 

At this time historians were using history to reinforce the sovereignty of the 

white races by denying other races a position within the historical narrative. 

Counterhistory, as discourse, opposes this trend. Counterhistory goes beyond collating 

the sources that remain. It is directed in its search by what is missing. That makes it 

objectively critical of the attempts of historians to remove other non-white races from 

the historical narrative. Counterhistory is aware that part of the history of every 

military victory comes with an equally powerful history of defeat and subjection: 

“What looks like right, law or obligation from the point of view of power looks like 

the abuse of power, violence, and exaction when it is seen from the viewpoint of the 

new discourse” (Foucault 70). This new discourse is written to challenge the 

Enlightenment’s habit of portraying Europeans as holders of the light through their 

mastery of reason, and the Other as outside of the light (brutish, simple and backward 

people). For counterhistory is “a new form of history that is a direct challenge to the 

history of sovereignty and kings – the Roman history – and that we see a new history 
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that is articulated around the great biblical form of prophecy” (Foucault 71). Previous 

history (Roman history) functioned to continue the unbroken links of historical 

memory. Nothing can be forgotten. Military victories and emperors must be 

perpetuated through the work of historians. Counterhistory, on the other hand, is 

written to undermine Roman history and Roman state legitimacy. Its primary act is to 

 

disinter something that has been hidden, and which has been hidden not only 

because it has been neglected, but because it has been carefully, deliberately, 

and wickedly misrepresented. Basically what the new history is trying to show 

is that power, the mighty, the kings, and the laws have concealed the fact that 

they were born of the contingency and injustice of battles. (Foucault 72) 

 

A conqueror does not want to be remembered by their victories resting upon 

another people’s defeat – because that would recognise the trauma that a society is 

built upon. And so those people are delegitimised and no monuments will be erected 

to show their resistance. Anzac cenotaphs will be proudly displayed in main streets of 

small country towns. But the idea of a memorial to Aboriginal people who died 

resisting the colonisation of Australia is anathema to most Australians. Dampier’s 

tainted texts require a counterhistorical reading to produce meaning. A counterhistory 

is the gathering of all these gaps within the record and creating a narrative that – 

drawing from historical knowledge – fills the lingering gaps through an imaginative 

leap of the writer (be they a historian or a novelist). An act of writing a counterhistory 

– by Foucault, or Don DeLillo (expanded upon next) –  

 

will be to show that laws deceive, that kings wear masks, that power creates 

illusions, and that historians tell lies. This will not, then, be a history of 

continuity, but a history of deciphering, the detection of the secret, of the 

outwitting of the ruse, and of the reappropriation of a knowledge that has been 

distorted or buried. It will decipher a truth that has been sealed. (Foucault 72) 

 

When the lie has been revealed, then the record must be rectified. But if the historical 

records are so misleading (just like Dampier’s tainted texts), how can history ever be 

accurately ascertained? The result is that a true and factually correct history can never 

be achieved. This opens ground for a historical novelist to write a novel in the 
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counterhistorical mode. A counterhistory starts with the records but, as has been 

shown with Dampier’s sterilisation of his own work, the secret (meaning what 

actually occurred with Dampier’s arrival in Australia) has been wilfully hidden. In 

“Horatio Dawn” this secret – the thing that has been lost – is the violence brought 

upon Aboriginal people. And there is still denial today as to the level of violence and 

who should be held responsible (Windschuttle). In Australia today there is still an 

ongoing need for, and rejection of, reconciliation.4 This denial of the violence that 

occurred with the arrival of Dampier in Australia has serious repercussions as it is 

denying the role of trauma in the formation of Australian history, and even in 

Australian identity. This trauma exists in Australian history but it is not fully 

recognised by the Australian people. This exegesis has charted the trauma that started 

with William Dampier’s arrival in Australia, that continued to be ignored up until 

recently. Indeed, the three novels about William Dampier seem to perpetuate the idea 

that Dampier was a man of the Enlightenment but they do not ask the question about 

what it means to be a man of the Enlightenment, and how Enlightenment 

epistemology might lead to just such violence. The novels of Deverell and Chester 

cannot be viewed as counterhistory. For Recognition, Brother Captain and The 

Cygnet Adventure continue to portray Dampier in the heroic mode. They are not 

interested in disinterring the violence that has been hidden. “Horatio Dawn”, as 

counterhistory, creates a space for trauma to be displayed. “Horatio Dawn” breaks 

from the historical novels of Deverell and Chester as it refuses to be distracted by the 

fictional edifice of the heroic myth of Dampier. Deverell and Chester are so enthralled 

by the figure of Dampier that they are oblivious to the deep violence that lingers 

within his tainted texts. This means that Dampier’s arrival in Australia is celebrated – 

when it should be critiqued. That William Dampier as subject for a novel can contain 

the existential history of Australian trauma is lost to Deverell and Chester. “Horatio 

Dawn” finds it again. 

                                                
4 The Reconciliation movement aims to forge a sense of trust between the general 
Australian community and Aboriginal peoples. 



 38 

6. Counterhistorical Fiction: Libra and Underworld by Don DeLillo 
 

The example of DeLillo can be posited against those of Deverell and Chester. Indeed, 

DeLillo seems to have drawn on Foucault’s formulation of counterhistory. In a review 

of Libra, DeLillo was praised as “the chief shaman of the paranoid school of fiction” 

(Towers 6). But DeLillo has countered this assertion by recasting his own work as 

being composed not of paranoia but “counterhistory”. Paranoia is seeing things that 

are not there. Counterhistory is imaginatively projecting historical knowledge. For 

Geoff Dyer, one of the main pleasures of reading DeLillo is “seeing history hand-

tinted by DeLillo’s unique imaginative intelligence” (34). 

 On the 7th of September 1997, to coincide with the release of the novel 

Underworld, DeLillo published an article in The New York Times called “The Power 

of History”. With a subheading of “counterhistory” (keeping Foucault’s unhyphenated 

spelling) DeLillo wrote that Underworld is about the parts of American history that 

remain clouded and hidden from view. This is an aspect of American history that 

needs to “escape its own brutal confinements” (DeLillo “Power of History”). Paranoia 

sees patterns where there are none – invents patterns. Counterhistory releases history 

along with the discovery of a new type of language – forming an imaginative 

testimony to what is missing. And this new language must not follow the central tenet 

of Realism with its aim to perfectly capture history as it has already occurred – as 

traditional historiography dictates. Counterhistory – as a new discourse – circles 

around the gaps in historical knowledge like water around an open drain. DeLillo 

writes: “Language can be a form of counterhistory. The writer wants to construct a 

language that will be the book’s life-giving force . . . Let language shape the world. 

Let it break the faith of conventional re-creation” (“The Power of History”). 

 Underworld is not DeLillo’s first counterhistory. Stepping back nine years 

from Underworld to Libra, we see how DeLillo encodes the ideas of counterhistory 

by creating Nicholas Branch, a “counterhistorian”, who has been commissioned to 

write the secret history of the assassination of John F. Kennedy for the CIA: 

 

Nicholas Branch sits in the book-filled room, the room of documents, the room 

of theories and dreams. He is in the fifteenth year of his labour and sometimes 

wonders if he is becoming bodiless. He knows he is getting old. There are times 
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when he can’t concentrate on the facts at hand and has to come back again and 

again to the page, the line, the fine-grained detail of a particular afternoon. (13) 

 

Branch’s work is written in secret, for a small and very select audience, and the record 

that is available explains nothing. Indeed, the more Branch researches the 

assassinations, the more confused he becomes. Following this logic, we can see that in 

writing Libra, DeLillo was more interested in what was missing from the Warren 

Commission Report than the wealth of data that it was providing. For DeLillo, history 

lingers in the silences and in what is missing. For a counterhistorical reading is an 

informed reading back from the present (with an awareness of contemporary 

concerns) in an attempt to trace out the roots of trauma. In doing so, the writer infuses 

his consciousness with the texture of a historical period so that he can go beyond the 

historian’s role as an interpreter of the past and imaginatively penetrate into that past. 

DeLillo does not interpret the sources so much as reinsert them back into the eco-

system from which they came. This rich environment includes sexuality, culture, 

politics, race, epistemologies, aesthetics, nuclear weapons, a baseball and the lost 

footage of the assassination of a president. In Underworld, the reader meets J. Edgar 

Hoover – the neurotic germaphobe – at a baseball game. He is relaxing and enjoying 

the festive atmosphere when a crumpled up piece of paper is dropped from the seats 

above and slowly drifts down to land on his face. He unfolds it to reveal a 

reproduction of “a sixteenth century work done by a Flemish master, Pieter Bruegel . . 

. called The Triumph of Death” (50). Within this festive atmosphere, DeLillo’s 

Hoover discovers an orgy of death. Skeletons torment the living. A dog nibbles on a 

baby, still alive in its dead mother’s arms. Dogs everywhere, dogs with tumours, their 

skin falling off from disease and mites. The landscape seems like a vast wound, a tear 

allowing Hell to leak out. Yet Hoover is not repulsed. He is strangely drawn to it. 

Hoover “has an air-filtration system in his house to vaporize specks of dust – he finds 

a fascination in cankers, lesions and rotting bodies so long as his connection to the 

source is strictly pictorial” (50). Deep down Bruegel speaks to something pathological 

and buried deep within Hoover. Something is hinted at in the record that Hoover has 

left behind, but it takes a writer working in the counterhistorical mode to establish the 

connection and bring it forth in DeLillo’s Hoover in Underworld, as opposed to the 

historical figure. The narrator addresses Hoover directly: “Edgar, Jedgar. Admit it – 

you love it. It causes a bristling of his body hair. Skeletons with wispy dicks. The 
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dead beating kettle drums. The sackcloth dead slitting a pilgrim’s throat” (50). The 

counterhistorical mode reveals Hoover’s willingness to perpetuate the war in 

Vietnam, his psychopathology towards mass slaughter, his blasé approach to nuclear 

war: his paranoia that there are forces out to get him and one vast tear in the landscape 

with Hell leaking out – all this is strangely comforting to him. All of these details are 

far removed from the tenets of what can be ascertained through a more traditional 

approach to history. (Leopold von Ranke’s belief in the historian as scientific recorder 

of history has clearly been rejected here.) The landscape of Bruegel infuses the inner 

mindscape of this key historical player. As DeLillo puts it in his essay, by using the 

discourse of counterhistory to a write a novel, the author  

 

has escaped the established narratives of the past and allowed a new narrative to 

emerge . . . [a] version of the past that escapes the coils of established history 

and biography and that finds a language, scented, dripping, detailed, for such 

routine realities as sex, weather and food, for the ravel of a red thread on a 

woman's velvet sleeve. (“The Power of History”) 

 

After Hoover’s meditation on Bruegel, DeLillo makes a jump from this scene 

of Thanatos to America’s national anxiety about the potential threat of the USSR’s 

nuclear arsenal. Still at the game, Hoover 

 

thinks of a lonely tower standing on the Kazak Test Site, the tower armed with 

the bomb, and he can almost hear the wind blowing across the Central Asian 

steppes, out where the enemy lives in long coats and fur caps, speaking that old 

weighted language of theirs, liturgical and grave. What secret history are they 

writing? (Underworld 50) 

 

Hoover is obsessed with what is being wilfully hidden from him, from the historical 

record. DeLillo is similarly obsessed with locating the lacuna of history and diligently 

filling these gaps. In Underworld the lacuna ultimately comes to provide the structure: 

Bobby Thomson’s homerun ball. In an interview with a French magazine DeLillo 

once stated that: 
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The baseball, the real baseball from the real ballgame, was never recovered; and 

if anyone ever turned up with it, and claimed that this was the Bobby Thomson 

homerun ball, their claim would not be accepted, there would be no way to 

prove it, presumably. So, this ball just floated into a kind of cyberspace. Would 

the novel have been possible otherwise? If the ball had been recovered, if 

baseball fans knew who the owner of the ball was, would I ever have written 

this novel? I don’t think so. See, I had to have the opportunity to make a fiction 

out of it, and I don’t think I could’ve done this otherwise. (DeLillo qtd. in 

Chénetier 105) 

 

Moreover, this aesthetics which affects the structure of the novel also filters down to 

sentence level. This is especially true when DeLillo is dealing with historical trauma 

and so must “open up the sentence . . . loosen the screws of punctuation and syntax 

(“The Power of History”).  

 In Libra, the trauma of Kennedy’s assassination arrives as 

 

FLASH 

SSSSSSSSSS 

BLOOD STAINEZAAC 

KENNEDY SERIOSTY WOUNDED 

SSSSSSSSSS 

MAKE THAT PERHAPS PERHAPS 

SERIOUSLY WOUNDED. (402) 

 

Libra – as counterhistory – is free to portray trauma in just such a way. Why not show 

the violence of history through an act of violence to the language? After the Kennedy 

assassination, unanswered questions lingered and evidence was amassed that, in 

theory, would satisfy these questions. The Warren Commission collated all accounts 

and issued their report. And immediately the conspiracy theories multiplied. DeLillo 

reads the Warren Commission report as no more than “a confusion of data” 

(Conversations with Don DeLillo 52). Branch confirms that the Warren Commission 

Report is insufficient to explain the assassination. It’s more “the megaton novel James 

Joyce would have written if he’d moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred” 

(181). The Warren Report is so saturated with details that it leads the reader to no 
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conclusions as to what actually happened on that day (similar to Defoe’s reading of 

Dampier). But if it does not answer the crucial question of who committed this crime, 

then the counterhistorian must start to ask what has been left out. The final result of 

the report, DeLillo tell us, is a lingering “sense that history has been secretly 

manipulated” (56). 

Victims of trauma will often incessantly retell the tale of their trauma. With time, 

language itself becomes stubborn in its capturing of the trauma. This stubbornness 

comes from language being manipulated, for political purposes, to hide the event. The 

discourse of counterhistory tries to elicit some meaning out of the confusion. But for 

Branch, this confusion only frustrates him as he does not know how he can possibly 

attain a true understanding of what exactly occurred. And so “[t]he curator sends a 

special FBI report that includes detailed descriptions of the dreams of eyewitnesses 

following the assassination of Kennedy and the murder of Oswald” (Libra 441). The 

sources are not enough to reveal sufficient details to break into the minds of the 

people who are involved in the assassination (if Branch does in fact know who those 

people are). So the curator of the C. I. A. archive 

 

begins to send fiction, twenty-five years of novels and plays about the 

assassination. He sends feature films and documentaries. He sends transcripts of 

panel discussions and radio debates. Branch has no choice but to study this 

material. There are important things he has yet to learn. There are lives he must 

examine. It is essential to master the data. (442) 

 

Nicholas Branch has an epiphany at the end. He will never master the data of the 

assassination. It will come to swamp him, “[b]ut he persists, he works on, he jots his 

notes. He knows he can’t get out. The case will haunt him to the end. Of course 

they’ve known it all along. That’s why they built this room for him, the room of 

growing old, the room of history and dream” (445). A similar epiphany occurred to 

DeLillo – what his interviewer calls a “breakthrough” – in his composition of Libra. 

Many conspiracies remain as to who killed Kennedy (Conversations with Don 

DeLillo 63). Ironically, there is now so much data that the “true” history of Kennedy’s 

assassination will probably never be known. DeLillo, sticking to his idea of inventing 

a language with which to release history, chose a different entry into this tainted 

record. This new path was by creating a vessel with which to enter the record and that 
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vessel can be understood as being the voice of Oswald (DeLillo and Oswald grew up 

together in a similar part of the Bronx, therefore DeLillo could do this convincingly). 

This became a keystone for the rest of the novel as 

 

once I found Oswald’s voice – and by voice I mean not just the way he spoke to 

people but his inner structure, his consciousness, the sound of his thinking – I 

began to feel that I was nearly home free. It’s interesting that once you find the 

right rhythm for your sentences, you may be well on your way to finding the 

character himself . . . So the prose itself began to suggest not the path the novel 

would take but the deepest motivation of the characters. (Conversations with 

Don DeLillo 63) 

 

Once DeLillo is able to write in the voice of Oswald, then the new counterhistory, the 

nascent discourse, of Libra begins. The language of Oswald becomes crucial to 

successfully engage with the remaining sources of the JFK assassination. For the 

bedrock of all experience, to DeLillo, is language: “Before history and politics, 

there’s language” (Conversations with Don DeLillo 107). The representation of 

Oswald’s consciousness, a zone normally outside of the concerns to historians, takes 

centre stage. This shift from historiography to language has enabled DeLillo to “fill in 

the gaps. The Kennedy assassination was an event in which there were missing 

perceptions . . . What I did was provide the missing narrative” (Conversations with 

Don DeLillo 162). DeLillo carefully read around the lacunae and then filled the 

vacuum – a historiographical vortex – with his language. And this is a language that is 

at times broken, at times melancholic and at times hysterical. At times he adopted the 

grammar of cinema and at times the still lines of portraiture or the microscopic detail 

of the Flemish masters. 

Related to DeLillo’s formulation of counterhistory and, following Foucault, is 

Christina Brooke-Rose’s idea of the novel as palimpsest history. Brooke-Rose’s ideas 

can be used to build upon those of DeLillo in order to understand what ultimate gains 

that counterhistory gives to its readers. Brooke-Rose also focuses on the writer’s task 

in constructing a language that is rich with history. For Brooke-Rose, the novel’s end 

point is beyond the domain of sources and interpretation: 
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The novel took its roots in historical documents and has always had an intimate 

link with history. But the novel’s task, unlike that of history, is to stretch our 

intellectual, spiritual and imaginative horizons to breaking point (emphasis 

added). Because palimpsest histories do precisely that, mingling realism with 

the supernatural and history with spiritual and philosophical reinterpretation, 

they could be said to float half-way between the sacred books of our various 

heritages, which survive on the strengths of the faiths that they have created . . . 

and the endless exegesis and commentaries that these sacred books create, 

which do not usually survive one another, each supplanting its predecessor 

according to the Zeitgeist. (137) 

 

As DeLillo found the record of Kennedy’s assassination unhelpful to ascertain what 

exactly did occur on that traumatic day, he then invented a language with which to 

plug the gaps and build the narrative. But it’s crucial that the starting point was the 

historical record. Palimpsest histories start with the sources but then use an 

invigorated language to stretch their reader’s horizons to breaking point. Indeed, all 

palimpsests are reliant on an original text, even if in their writing that original text has 

become lost. Just like Dampier erasing the traces of violence in his text, just like the 

conspiracies surrounding the JFK assassination, the truth of what occurred has been 

hidden, but the trace of its removal lingers in the language and, here, within language, 

it can be played with, guessed at, exposed and made to exist within the reader’s mind. 

The palimpsest history argues against a fixed reading of the past. Instead there are 

multiple and polyphonic readings. But always the writer keeps their eye on the prize: 

a surgical rupture of their reader’s horizons. 
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7. A Case Study of the Australian Counterhistorical Novel: The 

Roving Party by Rohan Wilson 
 

Using Foucault, DeLillo and Brooke-Rose, I will now perform a counterhistory and 

palimpsest history reading of Rohan Wilson’s The Roving Party. This is an Australian 

historical novel that was published with much acclaim as the winning entry in the 

2011 Australian/Vogel Literary Award. A review in Wet Ink focuses on how Wilson’s 

“reconstructive imagination . . . reminds us of a dark and shameful moment in our 

history that is important not to forget” (Warrell 55). Geordie Williamson proclaims 

The Roving Party as “powerful in its prose and utterly original in its use of historic 

material” (“Riveting Tasmania Saga Continues”). In another article on Wilson, 

Williamson singles out 

 

the language with which the author relates events that arrests the reader most. It 

is self-consciously archaic, comma-wary, a combination of fragments and 

rolling sentences that combine gruesome verisimilitude with hallucinatory 

flights . . . The style is renewed by the fresh world it is obliged to describe, and 

in doing so furnishes passages of graven elegance. (“Fearless on the Frontier”) 

 

An extract from The Roving Party shows this: 

 

Further down the hill the Dharugs lead them upon a fire pit strewn about with 

possum bones and wood spirals where spears had been carved and hardened in 

the flames and rounds of breadroot had been cooked. The men sniffed at the 

leavings then ate timidly, picking over the bones for meat skerricks. In the 

trodden soil around the fire Black Bill read the tracks of children pressed in 

perfect detail of toe and arch, his gentle fingers feeling over the imprints. Then 

John Batman hounded them on by waving his weathered hat and they followed 

the black men where they led. (203) 

 

For Williamson, “[w]hat grounds this lofty register is Wilson’s command of the 

historical texture” and we can see how The Roving Party becomes a counterhistory as 

a “concoction of imagination and reality” (“Fearless on the Frontier”). “The roving 
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party is led by a man named John Batman, a real settler in the district who took part in 

some of the cruellest acts of frontier dispossession before using his wealth to found a 

settlement called ‘Batmania’ and we call ‘Melbourne’” (“Fearless on the Frontier”). 

 Wilson succeeds where Deverell and Chester fail in his portrayal of 

Aboriginal people. For Williamson, “at its best The Roving Party lends agency, 

dignity, even a tragic nobility to its Aboriginal protagonists. To see the European lust 

for possession – of land, of wealth, of men and women – reflected in their eyes is a 

humbling experience” (“Fearless on the Frontier”). Wilson’s capturing of this “lust for 

possession” gives his novel moral gravitas. It takes the reader far from the postmodern 

games of most contemporary fiction and sees, with historic certainty, the historical 

player’s moral failings. Wilson does not seek to rectify this mistake – only to show 

the festering psychic wounds of Australia. 

 Wilson has spoken of the difficulty of writing a historical novel about John 

Batman. After his initial draft of The Roving Party, he found that Batman was not to 

be the narrator of his nascent novel: 

 

What the initial draft of The Roving Party has taught me was this: Batman was a 

tedious, banal, self-serving killer in the mould of a low-level Einsatzgruppen 

officer, or an Ottoman of the Teskilat-I Mahsusa. He was motivated by racial 

hate, and by ambition to become a great landholder, a great man. He was not the 

character I needed to guide me through the Tasmanian genocide. (“Winning the 

Vogel Can Change Your Life”) 

 

In a similar vein, earlier drafts of “Horatio Dawn” showed the need to create a new 

narrator to guide the reader. To write a novel in the voice of William Dampier would 

mean to mimic his own tainted texts about Australia. Instead, a new character is 

required: the visionary Horatio Dawn. Wilson’s guide was the Aboriginal man, raised 

as a white man, named Black Bill, who  

 

offered something more. Here was an Aborigine alienated from his birth culture, 

raised in the ways of hatred so common among frontier whites. An outsider, but 

a participant nonetheless. He had an ambiguity that was immediately 

compelling. (“Winning the Vogel Can Change Your Life”) 
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But what is the aesthetic and structural advantage of making a novel about the 

historical figure of John Batman without making him the narrator? Black Bill did 

exist but almost nothing is known about him; the slate is clean, or to use the ideas of 

DeLillo, counterhistory will be required to release him. The Roving Party is not so 

much about John Batman, as it is about another character’s experience of John 

Batman. The historical figure of John Batman remains in history books, but Black 

Bill’s experience of John Batman is to be found within The Roving Party. Wilson 

believes that “fiction is less about the past and more about the human experience of 

the past,” and that experience is always fixed in language (qtd. in Dalley 138). This 

means that The Roving Party does not supplant or replace the various history books 

about John Batman. It provides knowledge, but this knowledge is of a different 

register – a different discourse, counterhistory and palimpsest – to that of history. For 

Wilson: 

 

One simple truth is that the understanding of the past you get through fiction 

belongs to a different order of knowledge than the understanding you get 

through historiography. I find fiction useful because it allows room to reimagine 

lost experiences (emphasis added), even if those experiences are necessarily 

flawed, limited, and fictional. (qtd. in Dalley 138) 

 

The space that his work opens up allows the reader to reimagine experiences. These 

are historical experiences that were never recorded and so have now been lost. Like 

DeLillo, Wilson is not ignoring the sources – he is reading around them to see what 

gaps are emerging, then filling in the blanks with his imagination and his language 

(although by now these two things have become fused together into a single entity). 

He does not strive for any tenets of realism. The language of The Roving Party is 

filled with archaic words and syntactical structures. It often recalls the mythic and 

biblical rhythms of Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. These manipulations of 

language signal to the reader that this is not a transposition of reality but, ironically, a 

revealing of how things “truly” were. Wilson believes that “the moment we believe 

fiction to be nothing more than a window into the past is the moment that we are at 

our most mystified” (qtd. in Dalley 139).  

Wilson mentions the influence of Coetzee’s little known and hard to find essay 

“The Novel Today” upon his own work. In this essay, Coetzee asserts that the 
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historian will subscribe to a certain methodology of historiography (a history of class, 

of sexuality, of cinema, of fashion, et cetera) and this decision will guide their writing. 

The theories that they accept, and those that they reject, will, in turn, dictate what they 

see and write about and what they dismiss as not important. Coetzee writes that: 

 

[A] story is not a message with a covering, a rhetorical or aesthetic covering . . . 

They are not made up of one thing plus another thing, message plus vehicle, 

substructure plus superstructure. . . . Storytelling is not a way of making 

messages more – as they say – ‘effective’. Storytelling is another, an other mode 

of thinking. It is more venerable than history, as ancient as the cockroach. (“The 

Novel Today” 4) 

 

The writing of The Roving Party starts with the few pithy traces of history 

remaining in the archives. But the material of John Batman is not what is most 

intriguing in the novel. It’s Black Bill who comes to the foreground within the story. 

(Similarly, the initial idea for a novel about William Dampier ended up being about 

Horatio Dawn. The character of William Dampier seemed resistant, if not just 

downright boring.) Wilson is adamant that the Black Bill that resides in his novel is 

his own creation. Wilson says “It seems probable that he actually existed, that he 

joined the roving party at Batman’s invitation, that he lived nearby to Batman, and 

that he married an Aboriginal woman named Catherine” (qtd. in Dalley 143). But that 

is indeed enough, if it’s not, indeed, preferable (just like DeLillo’s disappeared 

baseball). After all, Batman comes with pre-existing baggage. And a historian can 

take issue with what is inserted into the record. But a writer like Wilson can work 

with the thin details of Black Bill. The story of Black Bill is not an affront to previous 

histories of John Batman but an altogether different discourse. Coetzee makes the 

point 

 

that history is not reality; that history is a kind of discourse; that a novel is a 

kind of discourse too, but a different kind of discourse; that, inevitably, in our 

culture, history will, with varying degrees of forcefulness, try to claim primacy, 

claim to be a master-form of discourse, just as, inevitably, people like myself 

will defend themselves by saying that a history is nothing but a certain kind of 

story that people agree to tell each other – that, as Don Quixote argued so 
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persuasively but in the end so vainly, the authority of history lies simply in the 

consensus it commands. (“The Novel Today” 4) 

 

The novel appears to sit alongside history. To supplement history, without 

supplanting it, the novel will avoid the impulse to totalize control of the past. It is but 

one of many discourses that humans can construct that aim towards the past. But 

Coetzee’s quote begs the question of why an author should write stories set in the past 

at all? The discourse of the story or the novel does not aim to either prove a point or 

to present facts (this is another point where “Horatio Dawn” differs from the previous 

Dampier novels). Wilson tells us that the attraction of The Roving Party is that it aims 

to answer nothing and it makes no apologies for this lack: 

 

Fiction has a built-in defence against the overreach of the historical method. 

That is, it cannot be made to mean one thing and one thing only, the way 

historiography must. It always refuses a final reading, a final closure. We read 

in contexts that authors can never anticipate and in ways that they can never 

foresee. We read allegorically, ironically, and subjectively. We knock holes in 

authority that authors have worked so hard to build. Their stories cannot stand 

up to the scrutiny that we apply. No story can ever stand up to this type of 

scrutiny because stories are not vehicles for historiographic accuracy, they are 

vehicles for human experience. (qtd in Dalley 141) 

 

The answer that The Roving Party gives is outside of any assertion, argument, point or 

thesis. The answer lies in the aesthetic experience of the language and what occurs 

when this language embeds itself in the reader’s consciousness – releasing the hidden 

history. If The Roving Party does have a task, then it is one that begins with history – 

but it does not end there. It ends in the reader’s consciousness and provides some kind 

of rupture to allow a new historical experience to emerge. 
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Before finishing I’d like to return to the novel “Horatio Dawn” and connect it to the 

ideas explored in this exegesis. For this novel never set out to present on the 

experiences of William Dampier who, as this exegesis has shown, is a rather limited 

historical figure. “Horatio Dawn” starts in a mode that echoes Stevenson’s Treasure 

Island, a Young Adult novel about Dawn as a young adult. And from here the novel 

slowly eases into different modes. The placement of Horatio Dawn as the main 

character (as well as other characters, especially Samantha) is, indeed, a conscious 

strategy to open up the narrative to other voices, enabling multiplicities. The transition 

to a picaresque/bildungsroman narrative further reinforces differing points of view 

with phantasmagoria via Dawn’s visions enabling a refrain with Rimbaudian verve. 

To successfully transition to New Holland the novel switches into a mode of formal 

experimentation with prose poems. In these poems I sample various examples of 

archaic poetry. This radical shift to a new register is to avoid the tedious rendering of 

a long 17th century voyage from England to Australia. And here the disruptive layout 

and fragmented, elliptical utterances signals that the characters are entering a space 

that is about to rupture their very notions of reality. In New Holland Dampier, the 

supposed man of reason, loses his mind. But Dawn the visionary, and Samantha the 

forger, are able to respond to their immediate environment. Ultimately this is not a 

historical novel per se but a counterhistorical novel that seeks to include within its 

narrative what previous novels about William Dampier have wilfully ignored. To 

return to the DeLillo quote from this exegesis’ opening paragraph “Horatio Dawn” 

and the novel’s various theoretical underpinnings aim to connect to DeLillo’s idea of 

writing towards “the whole picture, the whole culture” (Conversations with Don 

DeLillo 88). “Horatio Dawn” is an innovative and unique approach that has created a 

new kind of knowledge about historical fiction and First Contact.  
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8. Conclusion 
 

This exegesis has examined the historiographical, theoretical and literary influences 

on the novel “Horatio Dawn”. It has argued that previous Dampier novels are lacking 

and shows how “Horatio Dawn” hopes to offer a new model of Australian historical 

fiction. 

 William Dampier is a fascinating figure whose life intersects with seventeenth 

century science, exploration and piracy. His two books that contain his impressions of 

Australia, A New Voyage Round the World and A Voyage to New Holland, influenced 

early understandings of Australia so much that it is a pity that those impressions were 

so skewered. For William Dampier was a violent man. He removed references to the 

violence in order to sterilise his texts and present himself as both an enlightened 

English gentleman, and also to hinder a court-martial against him. The influence of 

Natural Law Philosophy led him to downplay his contact with non-European people. 

Gaps in his tainted texts point to Dampier’s guilt in shooting Aboriginal people in a 

confrontation on the west coast of Australia. Further accounts have come to light of 

Dampier allowing sixty African slaves to freeze to death during a storm (Ritchie 161). 

I have shown his influence on English prose in the examples of Jonathan Swift and 

Daniel Defoe. As the first English subject to write about Aboriginal people, his 

influence stretched to the early colonists and beyond. Even so, as the HMS Guardian 

approached the east coast of Australia, Joseph Banks wondered if his gaze may indeed 

be blinkered by Dampier’s writings. 

In the twentieth century, the life of William Dampier has provided rich 

material for several works of fiction. In 1960, Dijon Deverell published her novel 

Recognition and portrayed Dampier in the heroic mode as a man of the Enlightenment 

par excellence. Alan Chester followed by publishing Brother Captain in 1964 and, 

much later, The Cygnet Adventure in 1985. Both closely stuck to the model of 

Recognition although Chester, in his later work, displays a begrudging respect for the 

ancientness of Aboriginal civilisation. All three novels reveal a somewhat 

hagiographic relationship as Captain Dampier is portrayed as an enlightened man of 

reason, science and a true British gentleman. All three, when read today, come across 

as what Sebald would call “compromised”: both in a moral sense (they avoid a 

portrayal of the violence of Dampier) and an aesthetic sense (neither was doing 
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anything new with the novel form). What is needed now, in terms of writing about 

figures of the Enlightenment, is an inbuilt critique of that intellectual movement as 

Horkheimer and Adorno, Coetzee and others have done. 

Michel Foucault’s influence helps us to see how a counterhistorical approach 

to the sources reveals things that were purposefully hidden. Counterhistory allows us 

to expose the overriding violence in Dampier’s life which was previously hidden 

away from public knowledge. By showing Dampier in this light, the idea of him as a 

“figure of the Enlightenment” slips away (or, indeed, the very idea of what it means to 

be enlightened is questioned). DeLillo seems to have adopted Foucault’s idea of a 

counterhistory and used it for the writing of his own American historical novels. In 

Libra, the secret history of the Kennedy assassination is exhumed; in Underworld, the 

secret history of paranoia and nuclear weapons during the Cold War is revealed. 

DeLillo builds on Foucault by adapting his ideas around counterhistory and applying 

them to the American situation. He does this by identifying gaps in the American 

historical record and then filling those gaps with prose. So all the sensual and rich 

details will re-order the reader’s perceptions of what has occurred in the past: the taste 

of food, ideas that are influencing people’s actions, ideas that are making people 

blind, fucking, pissing, shitting, dancing and laughing. An Australian historical novel 

that achieves something similar is Rohan Wilson’s The Roving Party. Drawing on 

Coetzee, Wilson does not see the two different disciplines of novel and history trying 

to usurp each other. They rely on and supplement each other as two different forms of 

knowledge. The Roving Party supplements history by providing primary experience 

of a historic period. History aims to factually capture the past and present it in all its 

details. A counterhistory palimpsest novel, however, has a different outcome: to 

“stretch our intellectual, spiritual and imaginative horizons to breaking point” 

(Brooke-Rose 137). 
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