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THE STORY OF FRANCINA VAN REEDE.* 

B Y M. W. JXIEEIAANSE. 

It is rather disconcerting to find tha t the only Dutch 
woman who seems to have impressed the population of this 
island to such an extent that her fame has survived the ages 
should have achieved this merely by committing suicide because 
of an unfortunate love affair. To say the least of it, it is not 
fair ! 

The story of Francina van Reede, Lady of the Manor of 
Mydrecht, has been told over and over again uncritically and 
with more eye to romance than to the t ruth. This has done no 
harm, as it has appeared merely to be a legend about the 
daughter of a foreigner who has been forgotten long ago—the 
name " van Reede " has apparently conveyed nothing to the 
Ceylon historians. Posterity is often ungrateful. The some­
what melancholy last phrase in the leading article in the 
"Daily News" of 21st January, 1941: "Though history may 
repeat itself, historians only repeat each other", might have 
been written a propos of the history of the Lady of Trin­
comalee...if only it had been history ! Although I cannot 
solvp the problem presented by the mysterious pillar erected 
above the Swami Rock, an effort to straighten out the 
facts and to place the persons in their proper surrounding may 
help to do justice to people who should not be forgotten by the 
inhabitants of Ceylon. 

Those who are not familiar with the situation should know 
that, like most of the forts in this island, the fort at Trincoma­
lee, nowadays called Fo.rt Frederick, is of Portuguese origin but 
^Reproduced by kind courtesy of the "Ceylon Daily News", the t i t le only 
. being altered, 
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was completely rebuilt by the Dutch. Here the coastline, 
broken by the windings of the Inner Harbour, throws out on 
the North the rocky peninsula from which Trincomalee derives 
its name. On this triangular hill ages ago three pagodas were 
erected, tha central one being " one of the most venerated in 
India, worshipped by the idolatrous navigators who descry it 
from the sea .. " " The pagans are so fanatical in their false 
devotion that from the Pagoda .., they throw themselves down 
in sacrifice to their idols, reaching the bottom in pieces, being 
persuaded tha t by tha t leap into Hell they are lifted to 
Paradise", reveals the strict Boman Oatholic Portuguese histo­
rian, de Queyroz1. 

The popular belief of today is tha t down below, where the 
sea breaks against the rocks, a temple has disappeared. Devot­
ed Hindus, guided by a Brahman priest, regularly worship on 
the rock. Just beyond the place where the priest performs the 
ceremonies, on the summit of the Swami Rock, a tall pillar has 
been raised with the inscription : " Tot gedaghtenis van Fran-
cina van Reede, lofr. van Mydregt, dezen A° 1687 M April 
opgeregt ", or in English : " This has been erected on the 24th 
April 1687 to commemorate Francina van Reede, Lady of the 
Manor of Mydrecht". 

Guided by the thought that commemorations usually take 
place after death, and perhaps owing to too great familiarity 
with Dutch tombstones, so common in this Island, an early 
English historian, Major Forbes, was guilty of recording the 
strange story of the Lady of Trincomalee for the first time. In 
his book "Eleven years in Ceylon'', which was published in 
London in 1841, he calls this memorial " t h e monument of sui­
cide " 2 . He says that " tradition fills up the particulars of the 
catastrophe ", but undoubtedly it is Major Forbes who is try­
ing to fill a gap in his own knowledge about this pillar, when he 
writes that Francina, seeing from her apartment that the man 
to whom she was betrothed was sailing away, rushed out and 
flew along the cliffs. After describing how the ship had to tack 
before it passed along the line of the precipices, he makes poor 
Francina poise herself on a projecting crag and plunge from the 
dizzy height. He even seems to know that her mangled re­
mains we're rescued ! 
i. Vol. _rp7667~"~~ " ~~ ~ ~ ' 
2. Vol. I I , p . 4 6 . 

DUTCH BUEGHKE UNION 3 

Major Forbes does not mention his sources. The connec­
tion, however, between his account of Francina's pillar and de 
Queyroz;' account of the pagoda-hill is obvious. In Major 
Forbes' account, de Queyroz' sailors are represented by the un­
faithful fiance who sailed away past the precipice, the devoted 
Hindus who threw themselves down from the rock by the un­
fortunate Dutch woman who is said to have been in love with 
him. 

However much this narrative may appeal to the taste of 
the public, in view of the fact that it is a rehash of the history 
of the pagodas and was made up into its present form between 
1810 and 1840, no one will be surprised to find that the his­
torians of the period know nothing about it. In fact, the clas­
sical Dutch'writers on the history of Oeylon after 1687—the 
year of the Lady's death—van Dam who wrote in 1701 and 
Valentijn who wrote in 1726, do not mention the story. Even 
Haafner, the last author to write Ceylon history in Dutch, 
whose book was printed in 1810 and who is a notorious old 
gossip in the matter of romantic love-affairs, does not relate 
this one. As far as I know, the stone pillar is mentioned in the 
Dutch records once only, in the beautiful and well written 
diary of Governor van. ImhotFs tour of the island in 1738-, two 
manuscript copies of which are preserved in the Ceylon Govern­
ment Archives3. The Governor is on his way to Jaffna and 
pays a short visit to Trincomalee, arriving by boat from BaUi-
caloa. His main object is to meet the Wannia chiefs and to 
inspect the fortifications of the place. He necessarily goes to 
" Pagoodsberg " {the pagoda hill). Under Saturday, the 31st of 
May, his secretary notes down : "wen t to the pagoda hill where 
the name of Francina van Reede, daughter of the late Com-
missaris Generaal van Reede, was found cut on a shaft, with 
the year 1687, which shows tha t she too came as far as this. 
Nothing else worth mentioning .." This entry is interesting, 
particularly for what it does not tell us. 

In 1738 Hendrik Adriaan van Reede was not yet forgotten 
in Ceylon, as he was after 1810. The young and capable Gov­
ernor van Imhoff must have been forcibly impressed when he 
saw the name " v a n Reede" written on the " sha f t ' ' as the 
diary calls the pillar. The Governor must have remembered 

3. Prel. nos. 1170 and 4061. 
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in detai l t he facts , nob perhaps abou t t he girl to w h o m t h e ins­
cript ion refers , bu t abou t t h e man who is said to have been he r 
fa ther , and the influence of whose work and ideas was sti l l felt 
by t he Government of th i s is land in 1738. L e t us t r y to follow 
Governor van Imhoff's t h o u g h t s . 

Al though his name is not found in t he l ist , of the Gover­
nors of Geylon and a l though today one will look in vain for h is 
p o r t r a i t in Queen 's House , H e n d r i k Adriaan, ba ron van Keede 
t o t Drakes teyn , was one of t he mos t remarkable of t he D u t c h ­
men who came out to t he Eas t . As regards his an teceden t s , he 
h a s more to h i s credit t h a n being jus t a m e m b e r of a noble 
D u t c h land-owning family. H e was educa ted , not in one of t h e 
p rosperous t o w n s of t h e province of Hol land, b u t in Qt rech t , 
t h e mos t a r i s toc ra t i c province of t h e Low Countries , where the 
gen t ry , t hough a t t h a t t ime s t r ic t P ro tes t an t s , re ta ined the cul­
t u r a l background of the R o m a n Catholic cen t re which the pro­
vince had been before t he Reformat ion . 

The s t and ing of t he family, which had been of more t h a n 
local impor tance since t he Middle Ages, a t t a ined great he igh ts 
dur ing the " Glorious Revolut ion " in Eng land , when a van 
Reede, t he fu ture first E a r l of Ath lone , and a closely re la ted 
Bent inck , t h e fu ture first Duke of Po r t l and , accompanied 
Wil l iam I I I on his expedi t ion. Hendr ik Adr iaan himself was a 
younger son in a family of eleven chi ldren. H e was an o rphan 
a t t h e age of four and a r u n a w a y a t fourteen. I n 1657, ju s t a 
year af ter t h e D u t c h cap tu red Colombo, h e joined a sh ip of t h e 
D u t c h E a s t I n d i a Company, general ly called t h e V. O. C , as an 
ensign. The rapid i ty of h is p romot ion bears out t h e suggest ion 
t h a t among the rough crowds of D u t c h m e n coming out to t h e 
colonies in those days good breeding helped to t i p t h e scale on 
t h e side of success. H e was discovered by Admira l Rijklof 
van Goens when the l a t t e r wa3 besieging Cochin in 1663. H e 
made t h e young man, who had a l ready d is t inguished himself, 
Ragiador to t h e King of Cochin, and it was probably on his 
r ecommenda t ions t h a t H e n d r i k Adr iaan was soon a f t e rwards 
made " C o m m a n d e u r " of t h e Malabar Coast of India*. I t 
looked as if he would become Rijklof van Goens ' pupil in 
colonial policy. "When, however , we read t h a t he was reproved 
4. A report by him during that period toRijklofvan Goens, translated 

Ceylon Literary Register III, pp. 47—102. 
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for building his new res idence in Cochin in too luxur ious a 
s ty le , we unde r s t and a t once t h a t he was a m a n of a different 
type from the tough warr ior van Goens 5 . 

Dur ing his l ifetime he mus t have been held in high honour 
because of t he appo in tmen t which he received in 1684 as t h e 
Company 's H i g h Commiss ioner , by v i r t ue of which office for 
seven years he was t h e mos t powerful m a n in t h e W e s t e r n 
agencies. The splendour of h is posit ion, however , vanished 
wi th his sudden dea th in 1691. He , however real ly i m m o r t a ­
lised his n a m e by the i n t e r e s t which he took in t he flora of 
India . . H i s publ icat ion, t he " H o r t u s Malabar icus ", a book 
w r i t t e n in La t in in twelve volumes, and conta in ing near ly 
1800 copper engravings of p l a n t s growing on the Malabar coast , 
is t h e first a t t e m p t to describe t he flora in t h a t p a r t of Ind ia 
in a scientific way. This hobby of t h e Gommandeur ' s called 
for a staff of t ra ined a s s i s t an t s , and a l t hough Hendr ik Adr iaan 
canno t properly be called t h e a u t h o r of t h e book, i t is qui te 
r igh t t h a t h is name should appear on t he t i t l e page and t h a t 
h is p o r t r a i t should be indulged in one of t he volumes , no t only 
because he took the in i t i a t ive in t he p repa ra t ion of th i s 
i m p o r t a n t and voluminous publ ica t ion, bu t because he t r ea t ed 
i t as t he apple of his eye, b rought t h e manusc r ip t to Hol land , 
and saw to t h e p r in t ing of it, which he pa id for largely out of 
h is own pocket . The first volume appeared in A m s t e r d a m in 
1687, and t h e publ icat ion of t h e book was completed only in 
1703, long after h is dea th . 

His s t rong h u m a n i s t i c ins t inc t s left t h e i r ma rk in Ceylon 
too. Apar t from the able general repor t s on t h i s is land which 
have been preserved in t h e S t a t e Archives a t t h e H a g u e , we 
have a repor t by him, which has been p r i n t e d lately and which 
is of par t i cu la r i n t e r e s t on t he pearl-f ishery and the qual i t ies 
of t h e pear l s 0 . He also wrote an i l lumina t ing descr ipt ion of 

; t h e dyeing of c lo th on t h e E a s t (Coromandel) coast of Ind ia , 
whence t h e knowledge of t h i s kind of dyeing was b rought to 
Ceylon. E v e n today, in P a i n t e r s ' s t ree t near Mannar , a m a n 
named A n t h o n y T h a m a y a m p u l a i is dyeing sarees for a few 
old-fashioned Muslim ladies in t h e d i s t r i c t by exact ly t he 
5. A. Galletti, A. J. van der Burg, P. de Groot, The Dutch inMalabar, 

Madras 1911. 
6. Van Dam I P , p. 410. 


