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A Note on Spelling, Translation and Currencies

This book is based mainly on sources in German, French and Dutch. Occasionally, 
sources in Italian or Indonesian were also consulted. However, to share this work 
with a broad audience, this story is told exclusively in English, and all quotes from 
other languages are translated. Nonetheless, for the sake of historical accuracy, all 
quotes are included in the footnotes in the original language.

Another decision had to be made with regard to geographical names. Writing 
the history of colonised places is challenging since the orthography of place names 
varies over time. The European naming of indigenous places was imbricated within 
the power structures undergirding colonial rule. To illuminate these dynamics, the 
present text employs historical place names from the Dutch Empire, supplementing 
them with their contemporary postcolonial identifiers in brackets when they are 
first mentioned within a chapter. For instance, by referring to “Batavia (Jakarta)”, 
this work reminds us of the colonial structures that pervaded this social space 
during the period under scrutiny.

Lastly, as this work examines, among other things, the transimperial flows of 
finance, various currencies are mentioned. The main currencies are Dutch guilders 
and Swiss francs (exchange rate: 1 guilder = approx. 2.07 Swiss francs).





CHAPTER 1

Introduction�: Swiss Tools of Empire 

This book tells the story of about 5,800 Swiss mercenaries who served in the Dutch 
colonial army between 1848 and 1914—the period when the Dutch Empire eventu-
ally established a vast colonial state within the far-flung Malay Archipelago.1 These 
mercenaries did not build the colonial empire on their own, but they made an 
essential contribution to its violent expansion and maintenance. At times, every 
tenth European in the ranks of the Koninklijk Nederlandsch-Indisch Leger (Dutch 
colonial army; henceforth KNIL)2 was Swiss. Considering this extensive commit-
ment, the question arises as to why so many citizens of a small central European 
country engaged in establishing the Dutch colonial empire.

Drawing on Daniel Headrick’s widely received Tools of Empire, Dutch historian 
Martin Bossenbroek emphasised in 1992 that the most crucial tools of nineteenth-cen-
tury Dutch expansion were the “living tools”, i.e. the colonial soldiers. However, 
recruiting these forces posed a significant challenge for a relatively small country 
with limited demographic resources like the Netherlands.3 To fill their ranks with a 
sufficient number of soldiers, the KNIL, therefore, had to resort to two options. On 
the one hand, they raised non-European troops from their own colonies, mainly in 
the areas of present-day Indonesia, but partly also in West Africa.4 However, racial 
prejudices, cultural differences and, not least, the fear of rebellion, as occurred in 
British India in 1857 when Indian soldiers of the English East India Company’s army 
almost drove the British from the subcontinent, prompted them to pursue a second 
option at the same time. In addition to non-Europeans, they looked out for young 
men from other European countries who were willing to offer their military labour 
in exchange for money in what can be characterised as a transimperial military 
labour market. In other words: they recruited mercenaries.5

In doing so, the KNIL continued a strategy that had previously been followed 
by the Dutch government, the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oostindische 
Compagnie, henceforth VOC) and most other charter companies. From the sixteenth 
century onwards, Dutch rulers had been employing Swiss mercenary regiments to 
fight wars in Europe, and the VOC recruited c. 700,000 employees from all over 
Europe, including Switzerland, to build, manage and expand their merchant 
empire.6 Nonetheless, it was only at the beginning of the twentieth century when 
the military penetration of the archipelago largely came to an end, and the KNIL 
command changed its tactics from large combat units to small mobile columns 
consisting of Javanese and “Ambonese” soldiers led by European officers, that the 
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recruitment of European mercenaries became less important. In the previous hun-
dred years, however, non-Dutch European “foreigners” made up roughly 40 per 
cent of the KNIL’s European troops. In absolute numbers, this amounted to 70,000 
mercenaries from the territories of present-day Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, Sweden and Switzerland 
who were recruited between 1816 and 1909.7

Whereas a few scholars have already scrutinised the role of Dutch and 
non-European (“indigenous”) soldiers in the nineteenth-century KNIL,8 this is the 
first large-scale study to shed light on the hitherto broadly neglected category of 
European “foreigners” by taking a sample of approximately 5,800 Swiss merce-
naries as a case in point,9 with the aim of examining mercenaries as agents of 
historical entanglements and to address a wide range of questions: How did the 
Swiss mercenaries support the Dutch authorities in maintaining and enforcing 
their colonial power? In what ways did they interact with the local population and 
their comrades? To what extent did they contribute to constructing transregional 
or transimperial networks and infrastructures, which allowed the Dutch to recruit 
men from large parts of Europe continuously or to provide veterans with pen-
sions? Furthermore, how did these military careers shape modern Switzerland’s 
economic, social and cultural history?

Although the spotlight on Swiss mercenaries in the Dutch East Indies excludes 
the vast majority of colonial mercenaries from other European countries and 
leaves out the West Indies as an equally important space in the history of Dutch 
colonialism, the focus on these “Swiss Tools of Empire” in the Malay Archipelago 
nevertheless serves particularly well for a more thorough investigation for several 
reasons.10 To begin with, highlighting the role of colonial mercenaries takes us 
beyond the immediate confines of the Dutch colonial empire and helps shed light 
on its broader pan-European aspects. In recent years, such an approach, which 
takes empires as a starting point but consciously transcends their boundaries, has 
been labelled “transimperial”, distinguishing it from transnational or transloca-
tional approaches that rely on the nation-state or other historical political entities. 
As pointed out by Bernhard C. Schär, such a transimperial approach helps us to 
recognise that the European hinterland served as “multi-imperial service and 
resource zones” for colonial powers since service providers such as bankers, pol-
iticians, lawyers, doctors, sailors, and merchants from other European countries 
significantly facilitated the expansion of the Dutch colonial empire.11 The KNIL 
ultimately benefitted in recruiting mercenaries from being embedded within the 
centuries-old transimperial military labour market structures.

Secondly, it enables us to enhance our knowledge of the Dutch Empire’s 
colonial repercussions on other European nations without formal colonial pos-
sessions. While some recent works have shed light on several such transimperial 
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connections, they have primarily been limited to agents who belong to a “global 
bourgeoise” or religious circles: scientists, merchants, missionaries, travellers 
and other members from Europe’s globally connected (semi-)urban middle- and 
upper-class societies.12 However, since the majority of the mercenaries originated 
from poorer urban and rural backgrounds, their examination, in contrast, allows 
us to gain a broader understanding of colonialism and its impact on micro-social 
communities beyond the nineteenth-century bourgeoise classes.

Thirdly, by limiting the scope to the second half of the nineteenth century 
up to World War I, attention is given not only to the phase of expansive military 
developments in the Dutch East Indies as highlighted at the outset but also to the 
early years of the nascent Swiss federal state founded in 1848. In doing so, it sheds 
new light on the connection between colonialism and nation-states without formal 
colonial possessions since modern Switzerland was built through its profound 
social, economic, and epistemic involvements in the broader phenomenon of 
European colonialism even though it never possessed any colonies of its own. 
Finally, while research on “Swiss colonial history” has so far focused mainly on 
economic and cultural entanglements, this book further demonstrates that acts of 
extreme violence, sexual exploitation and colonial racism should also be part of 
the national historiography.

Examining these Swiss mercenaries, therefore, allows us to better understand 
the larger European dimension of colonialism, beyond the dichotomy of metropolis 
and colony and beyond imperial borders.

State of Research

This study draws on and contributes to three overlapping fields of research, 
attempting to connect different historiographies from the Netherlands, Indonesia 
and Switzerland, namely New Military History, New Imperial History and History 
of Migration.13

New Military History

As a history of mercenaries, the present inquiry ties in with the broad field of 
military history, or more precisely, with the subfield of New Military History. While 
this current is no longer quite as “new” as its name suggests—it already took roots 
in the 1960s—, it still helps distinguish itself from a supposedly “old” or “traditional” 
military history, whose main subjects are primarily great commanders, weaponry, 
battles, tactics, and logistics. However, since New Military History defines itself 
mainly by what it is not, it lacks a clear identity, subsuming a “hotchpotch” of the 
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most diverse topics.14 What most of the works that label themselves as New Military 
History have in common, though, is their openness to approaches grounded in 
social and cultural history. Taken together, they opt for a “bottom-up perspective”, 
addressing questions about the social, cultural, and economic dimensions of 
warfare and violence, gender-specific implications of the military milieu, and the 
sexuality and everyday life of soldiers and their social environment.15

This approach is also echoed in two bodies of literature that are of particular rel-
evance to this inquiry. The first concerns the historiography of Swiss mercenaries. 
Hundreds of thousands of Swiss soldiers served foreign European monarchs from 
the fifteenth to the nineteenth century.16 This intense involvement had a decisive 
influence on Switzerland’s political, economic and social history. Until the 1970s, 
however, research primarily focused on heroic deeds, acts of bravery or their impor-
tance in the process of forging a national identity.17 It was not until the last quarter 
of the twentieth century that an increasing number of works addressed economic 
and social dimensions. They examined, for example, not only how pensions allowed 
individual families to accumulate enormous wealth, hold high office for generations 
and forego collecting taxes but also the crucial role of women within “family military 
enterprises” as managing directors and head recruiters.18 In addition to these works 
focusing on local elites, further studies have elucidated the rank-and-file merce-
naries of such regiments.19 Ultimately, following an international historiographical 
trend towards the “transnationalisation” of national narratives, there have also 
been increasing efforts to synthesise the numerous case studies and to analyse how 
Switzerland was involved in transregional European “markets of violence”, and to 
what extent this position, surrounded by monarchs, shaped the loose structure of 
the Old Confederation on the territory of present-day Switzerland.20

Despite the broad scope and undisputable originality of these recent works, 
it is striking that this body of literature suffers from two fundamental conceptual 
limitations. Firstly, it confines the analytical framework of Swiss mercenary his-
toriography temporally almost exclusively to the period prior to 1800. Secondly, 
it remains Eurocentric: it neither takes into account the colonial rivalries of the 
European powers in the Atlantic, Indian and Pacific Oceans, which shaped the 
demand for Swiss mercenaries in the European mainland, nor does it examine the 
extra-European theatres of war where numerous Swiss fought for colonial powers.

In their seminal contributions on the French Foreign Legion, however, Peter 
Huber and Christian Koller proved that Swiss mercenaryism was a “mass phenom-
enon” well into the twentieth century.21 Even if exact figures on national affiliation 
cannot be determined due to the anonymous entry into the Legion as well as the 
restrictive access to archives, Koller estimates that 30,000 to 40,000 Swiss served 
as legionaries for the French Empire in Africa, Asia, Europe and Mexico from 
1831 to 1962.22 Moreover, Koller’s research also provides valuable insights into the 
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self-image of these mercenaries. Focusing on the legionaries’ self-testimonies, Koller 
convincingly demonstrates that they developed a shared sense of camaraderie that 
blurred the social and cultural differences within the Legion. This collective iden-
tity was soaked in an attitude of “European superiority”, which was both formed 
and challenged in demarcation from an extra-European “Other”.23

With their works, Koller and Huber stand at the threshold of the second body 
of literature, namely that of the historiography of the colonial armies. In recent 
years, numerous publications have appeared that take a closer look at the colonial 
armies of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Michelle Moyd, for example, 
has made an essential contribution to the history of the so-called “Askaris” in the 
German Schutztruppe, which also provides a critical theoretical foundation for the 
analysis of colonial armies in general.24 Additionally, Erica Wald offeres a substan-
tial social examination of the life of British colonial soldiers in the barracks of 
South Asia.25 Kate Imy’s detailed exploration of the British Indian Army highlights 
how the army enforced religious and racial divisions; and Heather Streets-Salter, 
a few years prior, released an extensive work on martial races, masculinity, and 
imperial culture in the British Indian Army.26 The anthology by Tanja Bührer, 
Christian Stachelbeck, and Dierk Walter, focusing on imperial wars from 1500 to 
the present, is equally vital for understanding colonial military forces.27

With regard to the KNIL, Martin Bossenbroek’s comprehensive work forms an 
important reference point for this book because it extrapolates the recruited nations 
and its thorough depiction of the motives, fears and concerns of the Dutch recruit-
ing authorities.28 Another significant source is a recently published book called 
Krijgsgeweld en kolonie, in which Petra Groen, Anita van Dissel, Mark Loderichs, 
Rémy Limpach, and Thijs Brocades Zaalberg, for the first time, provide a compre-
hensive analysis of the KNIL in the Dutch East and West Indies.29 In this respect, their 
work represents the culmination of almost forty years of critical engagement with the 
history of the KNIL, building on contributions on African, Javanese or “Ambonese” 
soldiers,30 colonial warfare,31 barracks concubinage32 and military administration.33

Despite the diversity of the scholarship on the KNIL, a comprehensive account 
of the actions, experiences and perceptions of non-Dutch European soldiers is still 
lacking. In analysing micro-historical cases of single mercenaries, however, several 
articles have already indicated that such an investigation could provide valuable 
insights. Thomas Bürgisser, for example, tells the story of the farmer’s son Arnold 
Egloff, who succumbed to his wanderlust in 1889 and enlisted with the KNIL to 
travel to Java, from where he regularly reported on his life in the barracks in letters 
to his parents.34 Following the traces of Swiss mercenary Louis Wyrsch, Bernhard 
C. Schär discusses the influence Wyrsch’s Asian concubine Silla had on Swiss his-
tory and why such subaltern voices have hardly been heard until now.35 Andreas 
Zangger, to name another example, reconstructs what motivated the offspring of 
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a wealthy Swiss family to join the KNIL in 1858 and how he tried in vain to escape 
from there again.36

Furthermore, an extensive examination of nineteenth-century colonial merce-
naries provides new impulses to the discussion revolving around the various facets 
of (non-)physical colonial violence in recent years. Only recently, for example, a pro-
ject group consisting of researchers from the three Dutch institutes KITLV, NIMH and 
NIOD published their first findings concerning the question of the extent to which the 
KNIL systematically used acts of “extreme violence”.37 By using the concept of extreme 
violence, the authors refer, on the one hand, to acts violating the core of international 
humanitarian law, which was already common at the time; on the other hand, to acts 
of violence carried out beyond direct combat operations without military necessity 
against the civilian population or fighters of the Indonesian army.38 Undoubtedly, 
this concept has its shortcomings—Roel Frakking and Anne van Mourik, for instance, 
rightly warned that it could evoke the idea that, alongside extreme transgressive vio-
lence, there is also its twin “accepted violence”.39 Notwithstanding, authors such as 
Petra Groen, Tom Menger, Michelle Gordon and Susanne Kuss demonstrated that it is 
yielding to extend the time period of this concept to the fin de siècle, as it allows for an 
analytical grasp of physical acts of violence considered controversial even in the eyes 
of contemporaries when they were directed against “white” people.40 Ultimately, one 
must bear in mind that colonial violence was more than the mere exercise of extreme 
physical force; it shaped everyday colonial life in manifold ways—be it as threats of 
violence, the exercise of coercion or in the form of epistemic violence.41 Drawing on 
these discussions, the present book highlights the hitherto neglected transimperial 
dimension of these acts of colonial violence from a bottom-up perspective.

New Imperial History

By elucidating global entanglements reaching from the Dutch East Indies to the 
European hinterland, this study also can be placed in the realm of New Imperial 
History. Whilst the definition of what New Imperial History stands for is extensive, 
the bulk of these works share the approach of conceiving colonial empires as a mul-
titude of networks between the colonies and metropolises in which people, objects 
and ideas circulated. In this respect, cultural history is given a higher priority than 
conventional narratives of political or economic history.42 Furthermore, through 
placing the metropole and the colonies in the same analytical field, as Ann Laura 
Stoler and Frederick Cooper have famously called for,43 these approaches seek to 
overcome conventional narratives according to which history unfolded in “national 
containers”, as well as Eurocentric beliefs that ideas, knowledge and culture diffused 
from Europe to the world.44 Embracing these assumptions, in the past two decades, a 
rich body of literature has provided fruitful insights into the British, Belgian, French, 
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German, and Japanese Empires.45 In the Netherlands, this new imperial paradigm 
was also reflected in various works that located Dutch society in multiple global 
networks and examined the manifold colonial repercussions on the metropolis.46

However, several scholars have recently warned that it is insufficient to merely 
broaden the field of analyses from a national framework to an imperial one while 
continuing to treat colonial history as a “national affair”. Sebastian Conrad, for 
example, bemoaned in 2018 that only “in the past few years have scholars seriously 
taken up the challenge of recreating a fuller, more comprehensive picture of the 
transborder interactions and global structures that shaped the colonial era”.47 In a 
similar vein, Daniel Hedinger and Nadin Heé criticise Stoler and Cooper’s methodo-
logical approach, saying that although it is highly innovative, it still revolves solely 
around “intra-imperial processes”. As a paradoxical result, national history has been 
transnationalised, whereas the history of Empires has been nationalised.48

How yielding it is to look beyond imperial borders has recently been shown by 
various studies on different colonial empires—be it in South Asia, the Caribbean or 
the Pacific.49 David Arnold, for instance, reminds us that British colonial endeavours 
were rarely “purely” British but transimperial, involving the expertise and resources 
of outsiders from multiple nations.50 Similarly, a number of scholars such as 
Marieke Bloembergen and Martijn Eickhoff, Karwan Fatah-Black, Francisca Hoyer, 
Jos Gommans, Susan Legêne, Monique Ligtenberg, Tom Menger and Bernhard C. 
Schär, have transgressed the spatial and lingual boundaries of the Dutch Empire.51

This book likewise aims to provide an example of how the Dutch Empire spread 
beyond its imperial borders into the European hinterland. By shedding light on these 
transimperial connections, it ties in with the recent historiography on “colonialism 
from the margins”, a field of research that has been distinctively influenced by 
Postcolonial Studies, New Imperial History and Global History.52 Taking Switzerland 
as a case in point, numerous scholars have not only illuminated the role of Swiss 
actors and institutions as plantation owners,53 settlers,54 soldiers,55 missionaries,56 
colonial merchants57 or natural scientists58 in colonial settings around the world 
but also the economic and cultural repercussions of these colonial entanglements 
on financiers of the slave trade,59 visitors to ethnological shows,60 professors of 
“racial science”,61 readers of children’s books,62 or recipients of commodity rac-
ism in Switzerland.63 With regard to the Dutch East Indies, Andreas Zangger’s 
pioneering book Koloniale Schweiz deserves special mention, as it provides an 
important basis for further research into relations between the Dutch East Indies 
and Switzerland. Examining the social and economic history of Swiss merchants 
and plantation owners in Sumatra and Singapore, he reconstructs global networks 
of the Swiss bourgeois elite and illustrates how, on the one hand, they fitted in 
as part of the colonial elite, and on the other hand, they continuously sought to 
preserve an “authentic Swiss identity”.64



24 introduction

History of Labour Migration

In between these two fields of research—and in many ways overlapping with 
them—lies the historiography of labour migration. It is debatable whether soldiering 
should be classified as labour since it involves killing or the exercise of other types 
of extreme violence.65 According to Erik-Jan Zürcher, however, two relevant reasons 
exist for considering the soldiers’ activity as work. Firstly, soldiers spent much more 
time in barracks than on campaigns, where they also carried out other tasks, such 
as building infrastructure. Secondly, if war is waged successfully, surplus value is 
created for states and their elites through territorial gains or economic advantages.66 
Even more than regular professional soldiers, mercenaries embodied job seekers in 
a labour market.67 They weighed different options against each other and signed up 
where the overall offer of pay, lodging and conditions of service was most attractive.68

To this end, soldiers and mercenaries had to travel to where the work needed 
to be done. While there were still numerous job opportunities in Europe in the 
first half of the nineteenth century, they increasingly shifted to extra-European 
spaces in the second half of the century.69 Dutch historian Ulbe Bosma estimates 
that around 6.5 million colonial soldiers left Europe in the period from 1846 to 
1940. Surprisingly, however, these migration flows did not find their way into the 
European migration statistics of the nineteenth century.70

This also holds true for Switzerland.71 A major reason for this lacuna lies in 
an overly narrow and linear concept of migration, which only focuses on one-
sided and permanent settlement emigration without considering alternative 
forms of migration, such as circular migration or temporary sojourns abroad.72 
Recent approaches to Swiss migration research operate with a broader concept 
of migration and shed light on circulatory movements. Nevertheless, even these 
works fail to describe Swiss migration to the Dutch East Indies adequately. Pointing 
out this shortcoming, Andreas Zangger contends that Swiss migration to Asia has 
often been conceptualised rather “unfortunately” as “Handelsmigration” (“trade 
migration”), “Einzelauswanderung” (“individual emigration”) or “Elitewanderung” 
(“elite migration”). By focusing on single individuals, these terms obscure the fact 
that their migration was part of a mass phenomenon and took place within dense 
and far-reaching networks of relationships.73 This finding can also be extended to 
the mercenaries. Even if their networks differed from those of the merchants, their 
emigration would have been inconceivable without the existence of networks that 
operated partly officially and partly illegally.74

As this research will illustrate, the majority of Swiss military migrants regarded 
mercenary service as a life cycle. After its expiration, they intended to return to 
Europe. Some of them, however, remained in the Dutch Indies, where they found 
civilian employment and sometimes lived together with an Indo-European or Asian 
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woman and their joint children in petit-bourgeois households. Drawing from the 
groundbreaking studies on concubines and social and cultural “creolization” in 
South East Asia, this investigation aims to explore Swiss aspects of this migration 
history.75

Aims and Scope of This Study

This study pursues three main objectives. Its first and most obvious one is to 
rectify the temporal and spatial shortcomings of the historiography on Swiss mil-
itary labour outlined above. It follows the mercenaries’ trajectories on their way 
from Switzerland to the Dutch East Indies, determining their motives and social 
backgrounds, illuminating their daily lives in the barracks, examining friendly, 
sexual or hostile relations and tensions with other humans in the colonial contact 
zone, and tentatively reconstructing their life after service (at least for those who 
had one). Through such an analysis, the present book argues that the history of 
Swiss mercenaries did not end with the founding of modern Switzerland, nor did 
it stop at the borders of continental Europe. This spatial and temporal expansion 
ultimately allows us to comprehend colonialism, violence, and racism as formative 
components of modern Switzerland’s social, economic, and cultural history.

Secondly, the Swiss mercenaries serve as a case in point to unveil the symbi-
otic—and sometimes toxic—relationship of the Dutch Empire with the European 
hinterland. The Dutch demand for military labour proved to be a unique oppor-
tunity for many young Swiss men to bridge periods of economic crisis or explore 
the other side of the world at no cost. Comparable to natural scientists who used 
research in colonial spaces to boost their careers while providing helpful knowl-
edge to colonial administrations, the mercenaries’ enlistment with the KNIL was 
also a case of “mutual instrumentalization”. They could close the labour shortage 
and contribute to the military expansion of the Dutch Empire.76 However, it must 
be added that this mutual instrumentalisation was not as balanced as with the 
scientists since almost 50 per cent of the mercenaries paid for their commitment 
with their lives. To uphold this—albeit unequal—mutual instrumentalisation, a 
wide variety of formal and informal networks transcending regional, national, 
and imperial borders were essential. This work, therefore, asks which actors, 
institutions, and administrations forged these networks and sheds light on the 
money, knowledge and patterns of thought that circulated within them. As shall 
be demonstrated, these economic, social and cultural ties reached the very bottom 
of Switzerland’s rural and urban strata. Through letters, for example, mercenaries 
spread among their relatives and friends racist beliefs that were shaped by colonial 
discourses. Many families were torn apart, while numerous were founded across 
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cultural barriers. Returning veterans received quarterly pensions that contributed 
significantly to their income as bakers, farmers, or factory workers. Thus, the 
present examination probes the potential for what further research might yield 
on the remaining approximately 60,000 mercenaries from present-day Germany, 
Belgium, France, Poland, or Denmark.

On a more abstract level, this book thirdly seeks to marry New Military 
History with New Imperial History. In 2006, Historian Joanna Bourke concisely 
stated that the success of New Military History was due to its openness towards 
constantly integrating new approaches from related research fields such as social 
or cultural history.77 Traditionally located in social history, this also concerns the 
history of labour migration. As explained above, numerous studies regard soldiers 
as workers who constantly had to relocate their centre of life. The approaches of 
New Imperial History, on the other hand, have received much less attention from 
military historians so far. Although numerous academics have looked into colonial 
armies, the colony and the metropolis have rarely been grasped within the same 
analytical framework, focusing often merely on non-European theatres of war.78 
As this research intends to prove, however, the “concubinage” between these fields 
allows us to address new questions at a theoretical level. Beyond the transregional 
and transimperial military connections, continuities and ruptures, intersectional 
approaches, in particular, gain relevance.79 For example, to what extent is it still 
appropriate to refer to a “bottom-up” approach in military history if we put the 
spotlight on those men who—although they belonged to the underdogs in Europe—
occupied more privileged positions within the racial hierarchy in colonial settings? 
Furthermore, where did the “racial dividend”, as Harald Fischer-Tiné has called 
it,80 of these “white subalterns” end? In answering these questions, this book also 
hopes to appeal to an audience whose interests lie outside Southeast Asia.

Sources, Structure & Methodology

Sources

Before getting to the sources, a critical remark needs to be prefaced beforehand: 
conspicuous by its absence, Indonesian archives could not be consulted. Although 
an archival trip of several months to Indonesia was planned—in particular, to 
consult the holdings in the National Archives of Indonesia (Arsip Nasional Republik 
Indonesia), the surprising outbreak of COVID-19 made any on-site research impos-
sible, necessitating a shift in research strategy. Despite these constraints, this study 
draws on a broad set of diverse private and public sources from Switzerland, the 
Netherlands and Indonesia.
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The first set of sources encompasses official documents of the Dutch adminis-
tration that are kept in the Dutch National Archives. Two stocks are of particular 
relevance here. The first entails the stamboeken (registers of soldiers) of the KNIL.81 
Browsing the register concerning the period from 1848 to 1885, the “Swiss Tools of 
Empire” project team singled out 5,352 Swiss and fed them into a database.82 The 
stamboeken usually contain not only the mercenary’s name and date of birth but also 
information about his parents, date of recruitment and embarkation, place and date 
of death, as well as mentions of promotions. On the one hand, the data obtained from 
these registers allows us to conduct quantitative analyses about recruitment patterns, 
length of service or death rates. On the other hand, it serves as a tool to track down 
individual mercenaries mentioned in other sources. In addition to the stamboeken, 
the Dutch National Archives also houses the documents of the Ministry of Colonies 
and the correspondence of the Dutch authorities in The Hague with their diplomatic 
representatives in Switzerland. These provide another indispensable set of sources 
containing detailed information on the fate of individual mercenaries, payment 
receipts for pensions, reports on political events in Switzerland, government decrees, 
and countless requests from young Swiss men who wanted to join the KNIL.83

The second set of sources comprises administrative documents in Switzerland. 
The Swiss Federal Chancellery, whose holdings are nowadays stored in the Swiss 
Federal Archives, occupied a central position within the international correspond-
ence between the Dutch East Indies and the Netherlands.84 All kinds of official 
requests and replies from the Dutch envoys, as well as reports from the Swiss 
consulates based in Amsterdam, Rotterdam and Batavia (Jakarta), flowed through 
this eye of the needle and were transmitted to the Swiss Federal Council. Following 
these paper trails, the present investigation also draws on documents from fifteen 
Swiss state archives. In addition to communicating with the federal state, these 
archives yield insights into direct enquiries from mercenaries, their family mem-
bers or municipal authorities.85

Providing vital information on public discourses or specific events, newspaper 
articles constitute a further elementary set of sources for this study. Thanks to the 
advanced digitalisation of various providers, it is possible to search specifically for 
such information in newspapers from the Dutch East Indies, the Netherlands and 
Switzerland. In this way, it was possible to reconstruct different perspectives from 
the peripheries of both the colonies and the European hinterland.86 Furthermore, 
additional periodicals, such as the Indisch Militair Tijdschrift or the Koloniaal 
Verslag, offer essential background information to complete the picture.87

Lastly, to write a mercenary history from below, self-testimonies are funda-
mental. First of all, this includes published memoirs. As Matilda Greig recently 
has reminded us, this type of source carries the attributes of being “unreliable” 
and “unrepresentative”, since they were often biased, embellishing, exaggerating, 
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omitting or even fabricating events.88 To make matters even more challenging, 
there is usually a gap of several years between the narrated event itself and the 
moment of writing it down. This is also true of the five published memoirs written 
by Swiss KNIL mercenaries. Those of Carl August Haab were published in 1916, 
roughly 50 years after the end of his service.89 Not quite so extreme is the case with 
the other memoirs. Reporting on the 1880s and 1890s, Karl Schmid’s contribution 
did not appear until 1912.90 Augustin Zehnders’ Unter Hollands Flagge in Ost-Indien 
appeared in 1924, twelve years after his return and Edwin Eckert’s Erlebnisse in der 
holländischen Kolonialarmee in 1912 seven years after his desertion.91 Unfortunately, 
we do not know the exact dates of Ernst Hauser’s service, but based on his book’s 
content, his term must have happened before the outbreak of World War I.92 
Notwithstanding these challenges, however, numerous work in the field of cultural 
studies over the past three decades has proven that an in-depth examination of 
memoirs provides valuable insights into the perception of wars, the construction 
of the “Other” or the author’s own identity.93

Similarly instructive are unpublished sources such as memoirs, diaries and 
letters. For instance, the diary of Jean Aimé Theodore Humberset, edited and pub-
lished in 1998, vividly records the hardships and horrors during the Borneo War in 
the early 1860s.94 The following sources proved to be a stroke of luck, as they were 
previously in private hands but have since been donated to the Swiss Sozialarchiv 
in Zurich for further processing.95 This concerns, first of all, the unpublished 
memoirs of the former KNIL mercenary Anton Camenzind, in which he revealed 
intimate views on his relationship with his Indo-European wife, Maria Narbertina 
Wullschleger.96 The letters and postcards that Heinrich Brandenberger exchanged 
with his family from 1902 to 1919 bear witness to a similar intimacy. Their corre-
spondence depicts how Brandenberger’s “domestic employee”, a Javanese Muslim 
woman called Sampet, transformed into his Christian wife Lina over the course of 
the years. Furthermore, they impressively portray everyday military life from the 
Swiss perspective of a white subaltern. The third noteworthy collection handed 
over to the Sozialarchiv comprises the letters that Josef Arnold Egloff exchanged 
with his family from 1889 to 1894. In these letters, he told of his daily life in the 
barracks on Java. However, his accounts were not always entirely truthful. For 
example, he announced that he would send one of his pay cheques home or that 
he would soon be promoted. Nonetheless, neither of these things happened.97 Even 
if these self-testimonies deliberately portrayed some matters differently or omitted 
them, they are still exceptionally revealing. For the fact that the mercenaries con-
ceal certain aspects of their service and exaggerate others tells us a lot about the 
cultural habitus and social norms that were at play.

Finally, it must be added that, unfortunately, hardly any self-testimonies of 
Javanese or Ambonese soldiers could be consulted. Testimonies of men from the 
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European lower classes are rare, and the situation is even more precarious for 
those of Javanese and Ambonese. The same is true with regard to gender. While 
sporadic, the voices of European women do appear in this book, although those 
of colonised women are unfortunately under-documented. This lack of documen-
tation is all the more regrettable because, as we shall see, these women occupied 
a prominent role within the military structure of the Dutch East Indies. Thus, 
research and gathering of rare sources and compiling their perspectives remain 
an important desideratum.

Chapter Outline

Rather than presenting the history of Swiss mercenaries in a strictly chronological 
manner, this book takes a thematic approach to examine their experiences from 
three distinct perspectives: social, economic, and cultural. Given this approach, 
cross references and repetitions cannot be avoided; on the contrary, they consti-
tute an elementary part of the analysis, as they each provide unique insights into 
different aspects of the same phenomenon that would have otherwise remained 
unexplored if only a single approach were employed.98

However, before turning to these three parts, chapter 2 provides an overview 
of the dynamics and transformations of the transimperial military labour market 
during the long nineteenth century. Comparing the colonial armies of different 
European powers, this chapter explores when and why so many Swiss joined 
the KNIL. First, it argues that the military labour market changed fundamentally 
so that in the second half of the nineteenth century, only the French and Dutch 
Empires employed Swiss mercenaries in large numbers. The chapter then focuses 
on the Dutch demand for mercenaries, which developed against the backdrop of 
their violent colonial expansion in the Malay Archipelago. Finally, by shifting its 
focus to the supply side, it analyses from a structural-historical perspective why 
Switzerland was able to serve as such a reservoir of “living tools of empire”.

Building upon this overview, chapter 3 zooms in on the Swiss mercenaries and 
follows their footsteps from their emigration, through their sojourn in the Dutch 
East Indies, to their lives as veterans. The first section seeks to highlight their social 
background, their motives, and how they became aware of the job opportunities 
within the KNIL. The second section examines various aspects of military life in 
the Dutch East Indies, such as the hierarchies within the military, the daily routine 
between boredom and drill or disappointment and insubordination. Beyond these 
facets, a large section is also devoted to analysing the exercise of colonial violence 
and intimate relationships with so-called housekeepers of Indo-European or Asian 
origin. Finally, the last part of the chapter traces the disparate life trajectories of 
surviving Swiss mercenaries.
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Chapter 4 shifts its focus from the individuals to the financial aspects of the 
mercenaries’ journeys, tracing the flow of money between the Dutch East Indies, 
the Netherlands, and Switzerland. It examines the crucial role of signature premi-
ums, pay, and the promise of lifelong pensions in attracting young Swiss men to 
colonial service. Additionally, it investigates how these pensions affected the daily 
lives of veterans and their families, despite typically being modest in comparison 
to the significant colonial profits generated by trading companies. The chapter 
also explores the institutionalisation of the bureaucracies responsible for han-
dling these payments, involving numerous Swiss municipal, cantonal, and federal 
employees who collaborated with their Dutch counterparts. In some instances, 
these individuals benefitted from the transimperial networks established by 
repatriated mercenaries or merchants.

By reconstructing the colonial gaze of the Swiss mercenaries, chapter 5 deals 
with the representation of the colonial “Other”. Through letters, picture postcards, 
memoirs, or oral narratives, it attempts to trace the mercenaries’ memory and 
discusses their influence on an imperial reservoir of knowledge. As a country 
without formal colonial possessions, the opinion has long prevailed in Switzerland 
that colonialism and the accompanying cultural thought patterns had no or only a 
marginal influence on the local population. Based on various self-testimonies, how-
ever, this chapter shows that mercenaries absorbed existing colonial stereotypes 
and transmitted them to people from the rural as well as urban classes who moved 
beyond the dominant colonial discourses of scholars and merchants.

Finally, a brief conclusion discusses the main findings and the extent to which 
the methodological approach chosen here can build a bridge between economic, 
social and cultural historical approaches to examine the phenomenon of coloni-
alism without colonies. Moreover, it highlights the limitations of this study and 
sketches out possible future research avenues.



CHAPTER 2

Swiss Supplies for Dutch Demands�: 
Transformations in a Military Labour Market

Abstract

Europe’s violent overseas expansion created an enormous demand for military personnel. This 

chapter offers, first, a comparative analysis of European colonial armies, arguing that the French 

and Dutch colonial empires, in particular, benefitted from the continuities and discontinuities 

of a centuries-old transimperial military labour market during the long nineteenth century. 

Second, it focuses on Dutch expansion in the Malay Archipelago and the associated demand for 

European mercenaries. Third, it examines the extent to which Switzerland, as a relatively sparsely 

populated country with no official colonial ambitions, could meet this demand.

Keywords: military labour markets, history of mercenaries, colonial armies, European colonialism

Since their inception in the seventeenth century, the global expansion efforts of 
European trading companies have been inextricably linked to military supremacy. 
The pivotal role of soldiers was evident in their contributions to the subjugation of 
new territories, the elimination of rival competitors, the establishment of coercive 
mercantile footholds, the construction of essential infrastructure, and the protection 
of enslaved or indentured populations on plantations. This “war capitalism”—as 
historian Sven Beckert has termed this phenomenon of colonial expropriation and 
subjugation—required a lot of military personnel.1 This demand, however, could 
seldom be met by individuals from within the imperial borders alone; consequently, 
complementary mercenaries were always recruited from the wider European mili-
tary labour market, whose roots date back to the thirteenth century.2

This chapter sets out to shed light on the continuities of this transimperial 
military labour market until the turn of the twentieth century, and to locate Dutch 
demand and Swiss supply within it. First, it will examine the most significant com-
petitors of the Dutch, which included France, Britain, the Italian peninsula, and 
newer colonial entrants, all of whom vied for the loyalty of mercenaries. Second, 
it will contextualise the Dutch Empire within the overarching transimperial 
structures of this labour market, shedding light on the Dutch Empire’s demand 
for mercenaries in the context of its colonial state formation. Third, by shifting 
the perspective from demand to supply, and by delving into the heterogeneous 
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attitudes prevalent in Swiss society, it aims to clarify the motivations and timing 
behind the departure of significant numbers of Swiss mercenaries to the Dutch East 
Indies. In doing so, colonial mercenaries become palpable as an essential category 
of transimperial actors in European colonialism.

Global Demand for Mercenaries

While at the dawn of the nineteenth century numerous states still made use of 
paid services of foreign military regiments, shifting moral norms and burgeoning 
nationalism gave the impetus to replace these “soldiers of fortune” with citizens 
eventually.3 Opposed to this trend, however, was the growth in the importance of 
colonial mercenaries (see figure 1). Elaborating on the imperial demand of foreign 
military migrants by different empires, this section shall highlight the structural 
continuities, contingencies, and transformations in the transimperial military 
labour market.

1815 1835 1855 1875 1895 1915

Argentina

British-Swiss, -German & -Italian Legions

Dutch Colonial Army (KNIL)

Force Publique (Congo Free State)

Shanghai Foreign Legion

French Foreign Legion

Garde européenne (Egypt)

International Legion (Garibaldi)

Kingdom of the Two Sicilies

Pontifical Foreign Regiments

Royal Foreign Legion & Swiss Regiments in France

Swiss Regiments in Spain

Swiss Regiments in the Netherlands

Figure 1: Forces comprising European mercenaries, 1815–1915.4

French Empire

In classical narratives of military historiography, the French Revolution is often 
considered a turning point in the transformation from armies consisting of for-
eigners to national armies. Since the seventeenth century, the French kings had 
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engaged entire foreign regiments—especially from Swiss cantons.5 However, these 
foreign soldiers were hardly welcome among the French population as criticism 
of their deployment grew during the Enlightenment. They were believed to foster 
despotism and—compared to patriotic citizens—to have little ambition to fight as 
they would desert whenever the opportunity arose. Thus, the military reform in 
1793 following the French Revolution introduced a citizens’ army. It was declared 
that every French citizen—including women and older men—ought to support war 
efforts. Military service became a citizen’s duty.6

Notwithstanding, recent research has shown that the idea of only citizens 
fighting in the National Army of the French Revolution was relatively short-lived. 
Because of numerous desertions, the revolutionary army shrank, and France 
was forced to conscript foreign soldiers.7 These troops were not only deployed in 
Europe and in the Russian campaign but also overseas in Egypt and the Caribbean. 
For example, around 5,000 Poles and 635 Swiss had been sent to Haiti alongside 
French soldiers, where they vainly tried to suppress the Haitian Revolution.8 Even 
more decidedly, French King Louis XVIII relied on the help of mercenaries. After 
his accession in 1814, the Swiss royal guard was reinstated, six additional Swiss 
regiments, and the multinational Hohenlohe Regiment, known as the Légion royale 
étrangère, were drafted. Among the French population, the Swiss mercenaries 
became the epitome of the repressive Bourbon system again, and consequently, 
it is hardly surprising that they were disbanded after the July Revolution of 1830.9

Nevertheless, this was not the end of French mercenary service. On the con-
trary, the French Foreign Legion was created just one year later. Although there 
was a continuity of Swiss military labour in this new unit (in particular, former 
officers from the disbanded Swiss regiments were recruited to fill the upper ranks), 
its creation was less a reflection of France’s confidence in its long mercenary tra-
dition and long-term geostrategic considerations than a domestic measure to cope 
with the massive influx of political refugees in 1830 and 1831. As historian Douglas 
Porch has convincingly argued, the Foreign Legion enabled the French government 
to move unemployed mercenaries and these numerous European refugees out of 
the country.10

As part of the Armée d’Afrique, the Foreign Legion functioned as an imperial 
army from its early days on. Its first task was to continue the contested conquest of 
Algeria initiated by Charles X in 1830. The fact that the gaps in the colonial troops 
were closed by foreigners from then on dampened domestic opposition back in 
France towards the imperial project. In the following decades, it was deployed in 
the Carlist War (1835–1839), the Crimean War (1854–1856), the Mexican Campaign 
(1863–1867) and the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871).11

Although officially all men could apply regardless of their nationality, religion 
or “race”, as long as they were between 18 and 40 years old, at least 1.55 metres 
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tall, and healthy, the legion consisted (almost) entirely of Europeans. Until 1864, 
volunteers could commit themselves for either three or five years; after that, the 
minimum commitment was five years. No passports or similar documents were 
required for enlistment. The customary law of the so-called “Anonymat” permitted 
entry by using a false identity. Therefore—and because access to the archives of the 
French Foreign Legion is highly restrictive—it is difficult to determine precisely the 
mercenaries’ geographical and social origins. Current research assumes that from 
1831 to 1962, about one-third of the total 340,000 legionnaires came from Germany, 
that is 125,000. From 1831 until today, an estimated 30,000 to 40,000 Swiss and nearly 
as many Italians, Belgians and Spaniards had joined the legion. With regard to their 
social backgrounds, the majority of mercenaries belonged to both the rural and the 
urban underclass of Europe and were poorly integrated into family networks.12

These legionnaires, however, formed solely one part of the military forces 
that violently advanced the colonial expansion of France. The Armée d’Afrique 
comprised additional regiments, consisting of North African subjects who were 
clustered in specific units such as Spahis, Tirailleurs, or Goums. In addition, the 
French maintained a third army, the Troupes Coloniales (until 1900 and after 1957 
called Troupes de Marines), for which they recruited or indentured soldiers from 
colonised Senegalese, Indochinese and Pacific communities as well as French 
citizens.13 The recruitment of colonised subjects offered several advantages: they 
were cheaper, better adapted to the climate, and through contact with French 
institutions, their alleged savagery would be reduced. Furthermore, some French 
military theorists like Charles Mangin (La force noir, published in 1910) saw African 
soldiers as the solution to compensate for the demographic deficit with regard to an 
adversarial Germany. Thus, in the nineteenth century, these troops were constantly 
expanded. While in 1827, for instance, the number of Tirailleurs Sénégalais solely 
amounted to 200, it steadily increased to 17,356 by 1914. Ultimately, in World War I, 
the French deployed some 600,000 subjects to defend their empire.14

British Empire

Compared to the French and Dutch Empires, the British hardly relied on the support 
of continental European mercenaries after the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815).15 Only 
twice did they deviate from this stand. First, in 1835, the British Crown recruited a 
minor number of Europeans, especially exiled Poles, for its auxiliary troops in the 
Carlist War (1833–1840). Nonetheless, the majority of the 10,000 forces comprised 
British and Irish volunteers from the lower social echelons.16 The second time 
was more significant: in 1855, the British government decided to send continental 
European mercenaries to the Crimea. The reasons for this were threefold. First, 
when the British, the Kingdom of Sardinia and the French entered the Crimean 
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War alongside the Ottoman Empire against the Russian Empire at the beginning 
of 1854, they hoped in vain for support from other European states such as Prussia 
and Austria. Secondly, Britain had a relatively small professional army stationed in 
Europe and, unlike France, did not practise conscription. Volunteers, therefore, had 
to be recruited, which proved more difficult than expected. Secondly, a booming 
agricultural sector, adverse press reports from the front and poor army employ-
ment conditions proved counterproductive. Finally, Parliament was forced to act 
when the harsh winter of 1854/1855 and a cholera outbreak caused many deaths in 
the British camp. At the end of 1854, British officials began to recruit mercenaries in 
several German territories, the Kingdom of Sardinia and Switzerland. They aimed 
to recruit 15,000 volunteers, divided into British Italian, British German and British 
Swiss legions. The troops were assembled and trained in Dover until parts of them 
were stationed in various parts of the Ottoman Empire in the autumn of 1855. Yet, 
as the French had already taken Sebastopol in September, the British mercenary 
legions were never deployed.17

After the war ended, there was no longer any urgent need for these mercenar-
ies. However, whereas the Italian and Swiss legions were completely disbanded 
under aggravating circumstances, around 2,400 German mercenaries continued 
their service for the British Crown as military settlers in South Africa, where they 
were allowed to immigrate with their families.18 In 1857, this move was to prove 
utterly fortunate, as 1,058 German soldiers were sent from there to India to repress 
the Great Rebellion.19

Apart from these two episodes, both the British Crown and the East India 
Company (hereafter EIC) refrained from recruiting soldiers from continental 
Europe. This was in stark contrast to British practice in the eighteenth century, 
when continental European mercenaries fought under British command through-
out the world. Chen Tzoref-Ashkenazi, for example, points out that the EIC’s victory 
at the Battle of Plassey (Palashi) in 1757—often regarded as the founding moment 
of British India—was not as British as it might first appear: not only because the 
battle was won through a conspiracy by the Nawab of Bengal’s chief officer, but 
also because the majority of the troops were made up of sepoys (i.e. South Asian 
soldiers) and a large number of European soldiers from Germany, Switzerland and 
Scandinavia. Outside India, the British also used continental European soldiers in 
other theatres of war, such as the American Revolutionary War (1775–1783).20

The British recruited these mercenaries out of necessity rather than conviction, 
considering continental European troops less trustworthy. Still, since the EIC was 
not allowed to compete with the Royal Army when recruiting troops, they had to 
hire Europeans to prevent staffing shortages.21 Occasionally, the EIC even recruited 
Catholic Irishmen as early as the 1760s, but this often led to conflicts with the British 
army. It was not until 1799 that the EIC was officially allowed to gather and exercise 
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soldiers in Ireland and Britain. For this purpose, it stationed two full-time recruit-
ment agents in Dublin and Belfast.22 After the victory over Napoleon, the relationship 
between the EIC and the British military eased, and the EIC was able to fill its contin-
gents with soldiers from Anglo-Irish society.23 In particular, the Irish were recruited 
in substantial numbers. Between 1813 and 1857, the EIC recruited almost half of its 
European troops in Ireland, and it is estimated that 43 per cent of the European 
forces deployed during the Great Rebellion were Irish.24 This ratio decreased steadily 
from 1870 onwards, primarily because the sizeable Irish emigration flows drastically 
reduced their share of the total population of the United Kingdom.25

Another reason why the British could avoid continental European mercenaries 
was that they could tap into the reservoir of soldiers from South Asia, so-called 
sepoys, and integrate them successfully into their armies. In 1756, there were 
roughly 9,000 sepoys; by 1808, this number had risen to 155,000, and in 1856 it was 
about 200,000.26 Their recruitment proceeded without significant resistance since 
the EIC benefitted from the firm structures of a pre-colonial military labour market 
and offered reasonable salaries. Moreover, apart from a few collective insubordi-
nations, the sepoys had a reputation for being more disciplined than their fellow 
European combatants.27 The distrust of the British, however, grew after the Great 
Rebellion of 1857. Thus, the ratio of Europeans to sepoys was increased from about 
20 per cent to 50 per cent, and the sepoy units were correspondingly reduced.

Moreover, the rebellion prompted a shift in recruitment policy. Until 1857, the 
sepoys of the Bengal Army were mainly drawn from higher Brahmin and Rajput 
castes in Awadh (Oudh) and Bihar. However, because of their involvement in 
the rebellion, their reputation sharply declined in the eyes of the British. In the 
years after the mutiny, the military authorities first began to pay attention to a 
more balanced composition of the troops before the strategy of recruiting the 
so-called martial races such as “Sikhs” and “Gurkhas” prevailed from the mid-1880s 
onwards. Despite these alterations, the number of sepoys still ranged between 
120,000 and 140,000 men.28 The size of the army allowed them to deploy individual 
units outside South Asia as well, for example, in Aden (1839), Arabia (1843), China 
(1860), Abyssinia (1868), Egypt (1882), Sudan (1885), Somaliland (1890; 1903–1904), 
East Africa (1896–1898), and Tibet (1903).29

Furthermore, the British recruited non-Europeans not only on the Indian 
subcontinent but also in other parts of the Empire. In the turbulent war years of 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century, enslaved or liberated African men were 
used to counter the shortage of troops. In the American War of Independence, the 
Carolina Corps formed a “black” unit of the British Army, and at the outbreak of 
the Anglo-French War in 1793, slaves were enlisted for the 12 “black” West Indian 
regiments. Roger Norman Buckley estimates that the Crown had bought about 
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13,400 enslaved people by 1807, equivalent to 7 per cent of British West Indian slave 
exports. These West Indian regiments continued to exist after the Abolition, and 
their ranks were replenished until 1844, with formerly enslaved people freed from 
British Navy patrols.30 In colonial Africa, too, the involvement of local actors played 
an important role. As Timothy Parsons argues, British subjugation of African 
territories could not have taken place without the support of African soldiers. 
Indigenous auxiliaries were mobilised against their local enemies. In Kenya, for 
example, the Maasai moran (young fighters) were formed, in West Africa the West 
African Frontier Force, and in East Africa the King’s African Rifle.31

Italian Peninsula

The Italian peninsula, too, had been deeply embedded in the transimperial 
military labour market for centuries and thus was home to several significant 
demanders for foreign military labour. Domiciled in Naples, the Kingdom of the 
Two Sicilies, for example, had relied on the services of Swiss mercenaries since 
the eighteenth century. After a hiatus due to the Napoleonic Wars, the Bourbon 
King Ferdinand I. revived this tradition in 1824 and engaged four Swiss regiments, 
which in total numbered between 6,000 and 7,000 men. In the service of the Pope, 
too, the overwhelming majority were Swiss. They made up two-thirds of the army 
and served alongside Italian, German, and Irish soldiers. When the Papal States 
were dissolved, these regiments were finally disbanded in 1870.32 Moreover, during 
the Risorgimento (“Resurgence”, i.e. the period of Italian unification from 1848 to 
1870), mercenaries, as well as political volunteers from Switzerland, France, and 
Germany, fought on both sides.33

However, it is striking that despite this longstanding connectivity to the tran-
simperial military labour market, the young Italian national state did not draw on 
European mercenaries during its colonial expansion in the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century. Presumably, because the European mercenaries were associ-
ated with absolutism and contradicted emerging Italian nationalism, the Italian 
national army chose a different path. It progressed with Italian conscripts assisted 
by numerous East African Askaris instead. Of the 20,000 soldiers fighting in the 
decisive Battle of Adwa (1896) on the Italian side, half were Italian conscripts and 
half Eritrean and Tygrian Askaris. However, these units had little to oppose troops 
of the Ethiopian Neguse Negest (“King of Kings”) Menelik II who were equipped 
with French machine guns. Thus, the Italians were the first modern European 
power to suffer a severe defeat inflicted by an African army. This incident sparked 
a domestic political crisis in Rome and temporarily halted the expansive colonial 
strategy. Only in 1911 did Italy resume it when it invaded Tripoli.34
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Colonial Latecomers

Comparable to the Italian colonial expansion, European mercenaries played a 
marginal or no role at all in the expansion of the colonial latecomers Germany 
and the Belgian Monarch. In the case of the German Empire, there were sufficient 
German soldiers who wanted to serve voluntarily in the so-called Schutztruppe 
(“Protection Forces”) in Cameroon, South-West and East Africa. Furthermore, they 
too relied on the assistance of Askaris recruited in a transimperial East African 
space. However, it was not until 1898 that African soldiers made up the majority of 
the approximately 1,500 soldiers.35 Also, in the other colonies outside of Africa, the 
German authorities counted on extra-European support: in the colony of Qingdao 
in China, for instance, the German Navy was supplemented by a Chinese unit and 
in the South Sea territories “native” police units performed police duties.36

In a similar vein, the Belgian King Leopold II resorted to a mix of Belgian vol-
unteers and African soldiers for the exploitation of the Congo Free State. Although 
the Force Publique, as it was officially called, was also open to other Europeans, only 
a few entered its service. From 1889 to 1908, most of the officers originated from 
Belgium, but 226 Italians, 151 Scandinavians and 15 Swiss also found their way to the 
Congo. The African troops initially consisted of mercenaries from Zanzibar, Liberia 
and Nigeria. With time, more and more Congolese soldiers were enrolled. In 1889, 
for instance, there were 1,500; in 1904 already 17,000.37

Even though the Portuguese Empire had existed for centuries, a new tide of 
imperialism rose in the 1870s. Pursuing the dream of a “third Portuguese Empire”, 
whose main objective was primarily the exploitation of Angola and Mozambique, 
it assembled an army from a combination of Portuguese and Africans, Macanese 
and Goanese recruited in its colonies. However, this army was not practical, so in 
case of war, it had to count on the support of indigenous troops.38

Furthermore, the extra-European empires U.S.A. and Japan, which entered 
the imperial race at the end of the nineteenth century, required neither European 
mercenaries nor troops recruited in the colonies. The former because a broad 
field of American men, called “jingoes” by their contemporaries, were enthusiastic 
about fighting in overseas wars.39 And Japan did not start recruiting troops from 
the colonised territories until after World War I.40

In summary, Germany, Italy, and the Congo Free State too had a sufficiently 
large reservoir of potential volunteers to complement their respective national 
armies. Likewise, the British had plenty of troops of their own from the Anglo-Irish, 
African, and South Asian regions. Thus, if the KNIL wanted to recruit mercenaries 
in a transimperial military labour market, it had to compete primarily against the 
offers of the French Foreign Legion, the mercenary regiments in Italy and—for a 
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short period—the British Crimean Legion. The following section elaborates on how 
exactly it accomplished this endeavour despite the stiff competition.

The Dutch Demand for Mercenaries

In his thorough study Voolk voor Indië, Dutch historian Martin Bossenbroek esti-
mated that 72,000 non-Dutch European soldiers, i.e. 40 per cent of the European 
contingent, enlisted with the KNIL from 1814–1909. Fourteen per cent of them 
originated from Belgium, thirteen from Germany, and four per cent each from 
Switzerland and France.41 It is to Bossenbroek’s merit that he highlighted that the 
recruitment of these mercenaries took place in three waves (see figure 2): from 1814 
to 1843, from 1844 to 1872, and finally from 1873 to 1909, respectively 1914.42
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Figure 2: Annual average of recruitment of non-Dutch European colonial soldiers.  
Source: Bossenbroek, Volk voor Indië, 278.

The First Wave, 1814–1843

The first wave from 1814 to 1843 was characterised by the return of the Dutch to 
their former possessions of the VOC and the exhausting conquest of Java. Initially, 
the aim was to establish the Colonial Army, which turned out to be a tenacious 
process. It was not until 1818 that the Dutch reached the intended formation 
strength of 5,125 European military personnel and 5,350 Southeast Asian soldiers. 
Already in the following year, the target number was increased, but the colonial 
army could not meet these new objectives. Mainly due to the high mortality rate 
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among Europeans—around 10 per cent annually from 1816 to 1820 and 20 per cent 
from 1820 to 1824—this goal turned out to be too ambitious. It could only have been 
achieved with enormous additional financial efforts. The situation exacerbated the 
KNIL’s reputation as a catch-all for criminals and deserters. Many Dutch citizens, 
therefore, preferred service in the National Army or the Navy. Facing these obsta-
cles, the KNIL thus resumed the recruitment strategies of the pre-revolutionary 
period and hired foreign soldiers. During the first few years, this went remarkably 
smoothly, as thousands of discharged European soldiers flooded the European 
labour market after the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815. Accordingly, a large 
number of volunteers already had prior military experience.43

When the Java War broke out between the Dutch and the troops of the Javanese 
Prince Pangeran Diponegoro (also: Dipanagara) in 1825, the KNIL doubled its con-
tingents within five years to 10,700 Europeans, 9,000 Southeast Asians and 17,500 
auxiliary troops. Given the high loss figures amounting to 45 per cent, this raise 
required constant reinforcement from Europe. For this reason, the Dutch intensi-
fied their recruitment amidst the lower Dutch strata as well as in several German 
cities such as Bremen, Hamburg and Frankfurt. Additionally, towards the end of the 
decade, the KNIL also benefitted from the dissolution of four Swiss regiments that 
the Dutch King Willem I had employed in 1814. In June 1829, for example, a transport 
of troops left for the Dutch East Indies loaded exclusively with 170 Swiss soldiers, 
who had previously served in the Netherlands. However, when these Swiss arrived 
in Java, the war was already in its final phase. Based on their once-established 
benteng fortification system, the Dutch had little by little driven Diponegoro and his 
troops into a tight corner. When the latter agreed to negotiate, he was—contrary 
to promises given beforehand—deceitfully arrested by the Dutch general Hendrik 
Merkus de Kock and exiled to Celebes (Sulawesi). His imprisonment finally enabled 
the Dutch to prevail.44

The Java War caused significant losses in several respects: an estimated 200,000 
Javanese, on the one hand, and 8,000 Europeans and 7,000 Southeast Asians, on the 
other, died by the end of the war in 1830.45 Moreover, the war was also a burden in 
financial terms weighing heavily on the military budget. This burden was all the 
more severe because Belgium’s independence in 1830 additionally exacerbated the 
economic situation, as the Dutch population shrank from 6 to 2.5 million and the 
National Army was kept at fighting strength for nine years. Because of these financial 
constraints, the Ministry of Colonies officially imposed a policy of onthouding (absten-
tion). Dutch interest ought to be concentrated primarily on Java, where the notorious 
cultivation system was implemented and maintained from 1830 to 1870, as well as 
on particular parts of Sumatra and Borneo (Kalimantan). Apart from that, military 
control should not be expanded to the archipelago’s so-called buitengewesten (Outer 
Regions). From a Dutch vantage point, they should be kept in a sphere of influence.46
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Furthermore, the KNIL also underwent a major restructuring. Previously con-
sidered as part of the National Army, it was now institutionally separated from the 
Ministry of War and as Nederlandsch-Oost-Indisch Leger (Dutch East Indies Army) 
exclusively subordinated to the Ministry of Colonies. As a result, its peacetime stock 
should be reduced again to 649 officers, 5,789 European non-commissioned officers 
and personnel and 7,117 Southeast Asian soldiers. Due to both the new colonial policy 
and the reduced stock, the demand for supplies from Europe declined in the 1830s.47

Another—though not primary—reason for the flattening demand for 
Europeans in the (late) 1830s was the recruitment of West African soldiers from 
present-day Ghana and Burkina Faso. To have a powerful army that depended 
neither on expensive European mercenaries nor the mistrusted Javanese soldiers, 
the KNIL started a recruitment project in the Dutch West African colony on the 
Gold Coast. From 1831 until 1842, more than 2,100 West Africans were shipped to 
the Dutch East Indies. After that, however, recruitment stagnated for two reasons: 
first, the British objected that several enslaved people were traded under the guise 
of military recruitment and urged the Dutch to stop recruiting. Secondly, several 
West African units mutinied, damaging their reputation.48

The Second Wave, 1844–1872

Although the policy of abstention officially prevailed throughout the second half 
of the nineteenth century, it was not a peaceful era. On the contrary, numerous 
“military expeditions” and wars were waged in the colonial periphery from the 
1840s onwards, correlating with the second wave of foreign recruitment.49 These 
violent efforts were driven by a combination of fear of rival imperial powers and 
the colonial ambitions of local officials who promoted frontier imperialism.50 The 
first delicate matter that led to a temporary adjustment of the policy of abstention 
took place in the early 1840s, when the British citizen James Brooke was first 
appointed as “Raja” (governor) of Sarawak in Northern Borneo (Kalimantan) and 
shortly after that extorted Sarawak’s independence from the Sultanate of Brunei. 
Since the British government supported Brooke, the Dutch authorities worried 
they might lose additional parts of Borneo to the British. Thus, the Dutch Minister 
of Colonies, Jean Chrétien Baud, instructed the colonial administration in Batavia 
(Jakarta) to seize measures securing territorial sovereignty. Following this, they 
agreed on numerous new treaties with local leaders in the Outer Regions.51

However, this strategy proved to be only partially successful because it was 
based on a Eurocentric concept of treaties. For instance, a number of Balinese 
leaders signed such treaties. Still, when the Dutch withdrew their envoys imme-
diately thereafter, the Balinese considered them obsolete and ignored the Dutch 
claim to sovereignty. Thus, the Dutch felt that their reputation had been insulted and 
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subsequently waged three wars against these Balinese leaders in 1846, 1848 and 1849, 
in which they repeatedly suffered severe setbacks.52 Likewise, the campaigns against 
the Chinese Kongsis (cooperative mining companies) in southwestern Borneo from 
1850 to 1854 were accompanied by several failures and excessive use of violence. 
Although the Kongsis were finally defeated in 1854, conditions of uninterrupted 
warfare prevailed in the interior of Borneo throughout the following decades until 
the turn of the century.53 For the next five years, the situation remained relatively 
peaceful. In 1859, however, two major armed conflicts erupted that claimed consid-
erable financial and human resources: the Banjarmasin War (1859–1863) in the south 
of Borneo and the war against the Bugi Sultanate of Bone in southwest Celebes.54

Most of these wars followed more or less the same pattern: steam-driven 
Dutch warships bombarded adversarial coastal defence. Subsequently, they sent 
off mobile columns that advanced to the presumed centre of power and sought to 
subjugate the ruling elite. The aim was less to establish direct rule than to recognise 
Dutch sovereignty by treaties. Nevertheless, this tactic did not succeed in many 
cases, primarily because the Dutch were unfamiliar with local conditions and 
customs. Moreover, the military technological means proved reasonably modest 
apart from the steamboats. Until 1867, the colonial army still operated with the 
cumbersome muzzleloader and these rifles were often distributed among the 
troops shortly before war was to be waged. Likewise, medical treatment and logis-
tical supply chains continuously posed severe problems.55 Thus, a constant flow of 
reinforcement proved to be crucial.

Concurrently with this aggressive and decentralised frontier imperialism, 
the Dutch intensified the recruitment of foreigners from the mid-1850s onwards, 
culminating in an over-completion a decade later. Instead of 10,000 soldiers and 
non-commissioned officers, the KNIL commanded approximately 12,000—a fifth 
more than initially envisaged.56 This over-completion was also achieved because 
the Dutch benefitted from three events: First, the disbanding of the British 
Foreign Legions in 1856. The Dutch took their chance and sent a retired veteran to 
Portsmouth to recruit 240 Swiss and an unknown number of Germans.57 Secondly, 
the tense economic situation at the time, and thirdly, the foreseeable dissolution of 
the Swiss regiments in Naples prompted about 1,200 Swiss to swap their Neapolitan 
uniform for that of the KNIL from 1856 to 1859. To intercept the numerous unem-
ployed, roaming civilians and mercenaries, the Dutch opened several recruitment 
bureaus, but due to international pressure, they had to change their location again 
and again. For example, the bureau in Lörrach, located in the Grand Duchy of Baden 
next to the Swiss and French border, had already shut down in October 1858 after 
only twenty months. The responsible recruiters initially moved up north along the 
Rhine to Mannheim (also Grand Duchy of Baden) before they installed themselves 
in Biebrich in the Duchy of Nassau at the beginning of 1859.58
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The following decade was comparatively quiet. Firstly, the Dutch authorities 
restricted recruitment abroad for the following five years because of some turmoil 
among foreign mercenaries in 1860 (see chapter 3). Consequently, the bureau in 
Biebrich was closed in October 1860. Secondly, the political leadership in The Hague 
changed. The Liberals took over power from the Conservatives and tightened the 
reins of the policy of abstention. This also included the factual over-completion 
and the proportion between Dutch and non-Dutch soldiers. While an average of 
1,808 Dutch and 1,440 non-Dutch men enrolled each year from 1856 to 1860, the 
figures for 1861 to 1869 were 1,389 and 266, respectively. Accounting for only 15 per 
cent of foreigners in the European quota, this period, Bossenbroek argues, was 
the most “national”. This trend towards a nationalised colonial army culminated 
in September 1870, when the recruitment of foreign volunteers was officially 
suspended.59

The Third Wave, 1873–1914

Nevertheless, it did not take long for the KNIL to start recruiting foreigners again. 
By 1873, it changed its guidelines due to the war’s outbreak against Aceh’s inde-
pendent Sultanate on the northwestern tip of Sumatra. The strategic significance 
of Aceh had already captured Dutch attention towards the end of the 1860s, owing 
to its abundant natural resources and the inauguration of the Suez Canal. The 
latter development had shifted the primary maritime trade route to the coastal 
regions of Aceh, thereby bestowing upon it considerable geopolitical importance. 
Officially, the British had prohibited the Dutch from annexing the Sultanate of Aceh 
through the London Treaty of 1824. In 1871, however, the British withdrew from 
this commitment and lifted the ban on interference in exchange for the Dutch Gold 
Coast, changing the diplomatic landscape of the region. To enforce control in the 
newly annexed territory, the Dutch Governor-General initiated a confrontation 
with Sultan Mahmud Shah, demanding him to subject to Dutch sovereignty.60 The 
Acehnese leaders ignored this demand. Instead, they tried to obtain protection from 
the Ottoman Empire. As further rumours were circulating that the Acehnese also 
attempted to draw the Americans and Italians to their side, the Dutch Governor-
General decided to act and issued an ultimatum. Once the Acehnese had let it pass, 
the Dutch declared war on 26 March, 1873. In April, around 3,000 soldiers embarked 
on the coast of Aceh, aiming to conquer the kraton (the Sultan’s Palace) and force 
the Sultan to surrender. However, the Dutch did not know where it was located 
nor expected such fierce resistance. After three weeks of gruelling combat, they 
were forced to retreat.61 In December of the same year, the Dutch started their 
second attempt. This time the army amounted to 8,500 soldiers and 3,500 “coolies” 
and was equipped with both better weapons and information. Although they could 
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not capture the Sultan—he passed away from cholera—the Dutch considered the 
second expedition a success since they could seize the kraton within two months 
and declared Atjeh (Aceh) as conquered.

Nonetheless, to the dismay of the Dutch, the resistance was far from broken. The 
reasons for the fatal misjudgement by the Dutch were based on their ignorance of 
the local political organisation. They mistakenly believed that all power converged 
in the person of the Sultan. Yet, his influence was merely symbolic as the Acehnese 
society was structured into small independent communities led by leaders of the 
ulèëbalang (local nobility) or ulama (Muslim scholars). Most of these Acehnese 
leaders would rather fight against the Dutch than subjugate themselves. Thus, the 
seizure of the kraton constituted the prelude to a war that was to last almost 40 
years and cost the lives of an estimated 75,000 Acehnese and 25,000 colonial troops, 
“coolies”, and forced labourers in the service of the KNIL.62

The tenacious course of the Aceh War (1873–1912), which tied up the bulk of 
the military resources and was responsible for heavy losses (alone in 1876, 1,400 
soldiers and 1,500 forced labourers died on the Dutch side due to violence and 
diseases), led to the most extensive recruitment drive since the Java War of both 
European and Southeast Asian soldiers.63 Thus, the KNIL accepted foreigners 
again from 1873 onwards, increasing the signature premiums (see chapter 4). The 
Ministry of Colonies used the Dutch consular network to promote this recruitment 
and urged Dutch Consuls abroad to act on its behalf. (Especially the Dutch envoy 
in Brussels fulfilled the instructions above expectations.) Furthermore, the global 
economic crisis in the 1870s boosted the recruiting process substantially. As a result, 
hundreds of young volunteers flocked to Harderwijk, especially from Belgium, 
France, Germany, and Switzerland. However, the influx of French-speaking vol-
unteers only lasted until 1877. From then on, the Dutch authorities excluded the 
French and Walloons because of their alleged lack of language skills and racial 
prejudices.64

From the 1880s onwards, the recruitment of European foreigners never again 
reached the levels of the previous decade. This was for several different reasons: 
first, because of growing resistance from other European states, which did not want 
to let their citizens serve another country. As we shall see below with the example of 
Switzerland, diplomatic incidents repeatedly occurred because of Dutch promotion 
on German, Swiss or Belgian territory. Public and large-scale advertising relying on 
recruiting offices like in the 1850s was no longer a feasible option.65

Secondly, medical advances helped to reduce the mortality rate of soldiers 
continuously. While in the 1840s, it was still at 5 per cent; it dropped to 3 per cent 
in the 1870s and 2 per cent in the 1890s.66 In accordance with this, more than twice 
as many soldiers decided to enrol for a second term of service of four to six years 
during the 1870s than in the decade before.67 After having peaked in 1877 at 16,396 
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soldiers, the troop strength of the European contingent hovered around the high 
level of 14,217 Europeans on average until 1893—despite declining recruitment.68 
The following year the contingent was increased again. However, non-Dutch 
Europeans then accounted for only 15 to 20 per cent of the newly recruited troops. 
This enlargement was mainly due to the numerous Dutch who volunteered out of 
nationalist conviction seeking revenge after the—as they called it—“verraad van 
Lombok” (betrayal of Lombok).69

Thirdly, the cry for military labour during and after the Aceh War increasingly 
forced the army command to involve Southeast Asian troops. As table 1 reveals, 
the KNIL comprised about 16,000 Southeast Asian soldiers in 1873; by 1878, already 
20,300, and after a short decline at the beginning of the 1880s, the number increased 
significantly to 26,324 by 1898, and 28,484 by 1914. However, Europeans occupied 
the officers’ ranks entirely since no “inlanders” had been admitted to the officers’ 
examination from 1872 onwards.70

Year Total “European” % “Non-European” %

1868 25,256 10,608 42% 14,648 58%

1873 29,254 13,245 45% 16,009 55%

1878 36,640 16,266 44% 20,374 56%

1883 29,276 13,093 45% 16,183 55%

1888 33,169 14,984 45% 18,185 55%

1893 33,273 13,383 40% 19,890 60%

1898 42,235 15,911 38% 26,324 62%

1903 36,539 12,845 35% 23,694 65%

1908 33,860 10,688 32% 23,172 68%

1913 32,512 9,127 28% 23,385 72%

1914 37,031 8,547 23% 28,484 77%

Table 1: Non-commissioned officers and personnel of the KNIL.

As table 1 also indicates, after the 1890s, the proportion of non-European forces 
grew proportionately faster than that of European forces. This altered ratio reflects 
a change in strategy that was launched in Aceh. The Dutch resorted to an infamous 
counter-guerrilla unit called “Marechaussee” to operate with increased agility and 
speed in rival territories. The novel feature of this unit was that a few European 
officers commanded a small group composed entirely of Southeast Asian soldiers.71 
In theory, they adhered to an approach refraining from “unnecessary” violence. 
In small columns, they had to pursue the enemy while the benevolent civilian 
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population was to be spared. Moreover, to ensure that the conquered territories 
remained under Dutch control, the defeated leaders were forced to sign a korte 
verklaring (brief declaration), according to which they would be subject to Dutch 
rule and refrain from foreign contacts.72 Nevertheless, the obligation to refrain 
from unnecessary violence was rather a theoretical argument advanced in ethical 
debates in the Netherlands than an adequate portrayal of colonial reality. On the 
contrary, systematic devastation of infrastructure essential for survival, tuchtiging 
(punishment), and random shootings were still prevalent in Aceh during the first 
decade of the twentieth century.73

After this strategy had proved to be an effective means of conquering large 
parts of Aceh, it was also deployed to subjugate other territories in the archipelago 
to Dutch sovereignty: in Jambi, Sumatra (1901–1907), in southeastern Borneo (1904) 
on Ceram (Seram, 1905–1912), in South and Central Celebes (1905–1907), and on the 
small Sunda Islands, such as Soemba (Sumba, 1906–07), Soembawa (Sumbawa, 
1908) and Flores (1907–11).74 The only exception to this approach was the renewed 
offensive in Bali in 1906. After three days of heavy bombardment of the city of 
Denpasar, about 2,000 KNIL soldiers entered the town equipped with state-of-the-
art firepower. The Balinese, unwilling to surrender, practised a puputan in their 
misery: dressed in ritual white clothes, they fought the troops of the KNIL until 
they committed suicide. As a result, an estimated 1,200 Balinese lost their lives.75

It may seem paradoxical at first sight that these aggressive conquests took 
place at the very time when Queen Wilhelmina, in her speech to the throne in 1901, 
proclaimed the ethische politiek (ethical policy) as the official colonial doctrine. 
Comparable to the French “mission civilisatrice” and the British “civilising mission”, 
Wilhelmina invoked a moral duty towards the people of the colonies to raise them 
to a higher level of civilisation. However, as Elsbeth Locher-Scholten has compel-
lingly expounded, imperialism and the Ethical Policy were not mutually exclusive. 
On the contrary, it was particularly ethical motives that were used to legitimise 
the military actions to the Dutch public. Dutch colonial authorities, for instance, 
deemed it their duty to free oppressed subjects from the allegedly oppressive yoke 
of their indigenous rulers.

Moreover, implementing “rust en ordre” (peace and order) through the army 
seemed to provide the necessary preconditions so that a colonial state could launch 
welfare programs. From a Dutch perspective, military operations were, therefore, 
a regrettable but necessary means.76 As the military subjugation of the archipelago 
was by and large completed by 1910, the need for additional European mercenaries 
was relatively moderate.77 While from then until 1914, 4,529 Dutch volunteers joined 
the KNIL, and only 550 foreigners found their way into it. World War I finally put 
an end to the recruitment of non-Dutch nationals.78
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Swiss Supply: Continuities and Contradictions

Having examined the transimperial military labour market and the multi-ethnic 
composition of the KNIL, it is worth zooming in on a relatively small but significant 
category of soldiers who were active alongside the countless European, African and 
Asian colonial soldiers: the Swiss mercenaries. From the vantage point of a Swiss 
mercenary, the transimperial military labour market represented both horizontal 
and vertical opportunities. Countless Swiss climbed the military hierarchy or changed 
uniforms at the end of their service for foreign empires (or earlier in the case of 
desertion). However, this market was subject to significant fluctuations because of 
various political, economic, and social factors. This becomes particularly apparent 
when one compares the number of Swiss who left for the Dutch East Indies each 
year. According to figure 3, recruitment occurred in three significant waves since the 
foundation of modern Switzerland in 1848: the first and highest one lasted from 1856 
to 1860. In 1866, the second recruitment wave started, culminating in 1869 and 1870. 
Finally, the outbreak of the Aceh War launched a third wave which, although not as 
high, persisted much longer than the first two. From the 1880s onwards, the number 
of yearly admissions declined and never rose above 60 again. This section attempts 
to shed light on the causes and reasons for these waves, arguing that the demand for 
mercenaries presented both opportunities and challenges for the Swiss authorities.

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

18
55

18
57

18
59

18
61

18
63

18
65

18
67

18
69

18
71

18
73

18
75

18
77

18
79

18
81

18
83

18
85

18
87

18
89

18
91

18
93

Figure 3: Swiss Mercenaries shipped to the Dutch East Indies 1855–1893.  
Source: Kruisinga, Geschiedenis van het “koloniaal werfdepot” naar aanleiding  
van het 50-jarig bestaan van dat korps.79

Transformations of a Military Labour Market

The first wave of recruitment was marked by a profound change in the military 
labour market, mirrored by the disbandment of the British Swiss Legion and the 
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Swiss regiments in Naples in 1856 and 1859, respectively. Since the early modern 
period, tens of thousands of Swiss mercenaries served the monarchs of France, 
Spain, Piedmont, Great Britain and Austria. Thus, these courts had continuously 
offered a possible chance of escaping poverty to thousands of Swiss—not only for 
men but also indirectly for women. Many Swiss families accumulated considerable 
wealth by setting up their own military enterprises and assembling entire regi-
ments of mercenaries. In some of these cases, women ran these enterprises while 
their husbands, brothers and cousins commanded the military units abroad. As 
broadly elaborated above, there were still numerous Swiss regiments even in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. Their nominal holdings included 14,000 men 
in France (until 1830), 12,000 in Spain (until 1823), 10,000 in the Netherlands (until 
1829), 8,000 in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, 3,000 in the Papal States (until 1859) 
and 3,000 in the British Swiss Legion (1855–1856).80

Nevertheless, criticism of mercenary service grew in the course of the 
Enlightenment. An increasing number of intellectuals condemned it because they 
considered the service for foreign absolutist monarchs unethical and politically 
reprehensible. And beyond them, clerical circles rejected it on the grounds of reli-
gious conviction. Furthermore, dubious recruiting methods and harrowing tales of 
returning soldiers about the conditions and customs in foreign regiments resulted in 
a broader public objection to mercenaries. In line with public opinion, a number of 
cantons successively forbade the conclusion of new military treaties in the 1830s and 
1840s. This tendency finally culminated in the first constitution of the newly founded 
Swiss federal state in 1848, when liberal currents pushed through a constitution based 
on their principles. Accordingly, the ban on new military treaties was extended to the 
entire territory of Switzerland. The existing treaties, however, were not touched.81

How inconsistent the discourse on liberal principles regarding foreign military 
service was, became apparent only two years later, when the disbandment of the 
Swiss regiments in Naples was debated in concrete terms. Contrary to their liberal 
convictions, the seven Swiss Federal Council members opposed the treaty’s dissolu-
tion with the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. On the one hand, they were afraid of the 
high compensation claims; on the other, they expressed some Malthusian concerns:

It may be seriously considered whether it is well done and in the interest of our country at 

a time when there are complaints about all too great competition for labour, overpopula-

tion and an increasing proletariat when efforts are being made to organise and promote 

emigration, to call home thousands of nationals by means of extraordinary measures, 

many of whom are likely to find it challenging to gain a tolerable position in civic life.82

The fear of overpopulation and potential troublemakers, which could unhinge the 
bourgeois order, outweighed the liberal ideals of freedom and nationalism. From 
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1815 onwards, local authorities conceived emigration as a tried and tested means to 
dispose of deprived or undesirable individuals.83 The ubiquity of emigration in the 
middle of the century is illustrated by these figures: between 1849 and 1863, some 
80,100 Swiss emigrated overseas. For a resident population of around 2.4 million, 
this was a considerable number.84 Thus, numerous municipalities and cantons 
subsidised overseas emigration not only of homeless people and the mentally and 
physically disabled but also of entire families living in poor conditions.85

As archival sources reveal, for instance, the government of Bern secretly 
investigated in 1854 whether it could deport convicted offenders utilising the 
Dutch colonial army to save costs. The Dutch answer did not turn out quite as 
hoped, but at least it offered reference points. For instance, although the Dutch 
colonial military did not accept men convicted of theft or comparable offences, it 
did accept those who could only be accused of vagrancy and who were placed in 
welfare institutions. The envoy from Bern, who was sent to The Hague, therefore 
emphasised a unique opportunity offered by the KNIL:

Since among these people, there are also displaced persons, and since among this class of 

people, there are many who are fit and happy to seek their fortune abroad, if only they had 

the means to get there, this might perhaps become a drainage channel for people who are 

already a great burden to the state or the municipalities.86

Moreover, the envoy pointed out that the government had repeatedly shipped 
inmates of the Bernese prison Thorberg to America at its own expense.87 In his 
view, the KNIL provided a unique opportunity to get rid of inmates at a low cost 
“because some people prefer a certain existence in India to an uncertain one in 
America”.88 The extent to which the Bernese Government pursued this project is 
not apparent from the files. We know from other sources that the Swiss authorities 
were not alone in thinking so. The administration in some German territories also 
regarded the KNIL as a convenient way of getting rid of “useless subjects” in the 
middle of the century. Wolfenbüttel, for example, deported an unknown number 
of convicts to Harderwijk in 1847 and guaranteed them immunity from prosecution 
if they did not return, and the Duchy of Brunswick let the Dutch advertising agents 
pursue their profession without hindrance.89

In the view of the Swiss government, however, mercenary armies should 
take in not only impoverished Swiss but also the numerous refugees of the 1848 
movements who resided in Switzerland. At the beginning of 1850, the Swiss Federal 
Council, therefore, inquired with the French government whether these refugees 
would be accepted by the Foreign Legion.90 The French agreed, as long as the per-
sons concerned were fit for service. The Federal Council thereupon told the cantons 
and encouraged them to inform the exiled people, stating the reason:
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You will agree with us, loyal, dear Confederates, that it is important to seize this oppor-

tunity to open up a career for foreigners who are too engraved [sic!] to return to their 

homeland and cannot find employment in Switzerland.91

The idea that refugees could be deported through the French Foreign Legion was 
by no means a specifically Swiss one. As Christian Koller has argued, the founding 
of the Légion étrangère not only helped to divert demographic refugee flows from 
France but also served to populate the French colonies with Europeans.92 Thus, 
it is not surprising that various political actors at a local and national level in 
Switzerland, too, regarded military emigration as a suitable “technology of govern-
ance” in the broader Foucauldian sense.93 From their stance, demographic issues 
could have been regulated, the social order maintained, and it appeared to be less 
risky and expensive than Swiss emigration to North America.

In the meantime, the laws on entry into and advertising for foreign services were 
tightened at the federal level. From 1851 onwards, no Swiss was allowed to be recruited 
if he was listed on cantonal or federal military troop registers. In 1853, activities that 
promoted foreign military labour were prohibited throughout Switzerland. However, 
these bans had one major shortcoming: they aimed solely at recruiting agents and 
activities but not prospective mercenaries. Thus, individual service in foreign armies 
continued to be legal. Moreover, a number of cantons showed little interest in enforc-
ing this legislation, as a complaint by the federal government reveals.94

A series of incidents involving Swiss mercenaries in Italy in 1859 finally led 
to additional heated discussions in the parliament about foreign military service. 
The debate was triggered by articles from liberal Italian newspapers reporting 
that Swiss regiments in papal service had looted during the conquest of Perugia. 
Afraid of the damage to Switzerland’s reputation at an international level, the Swiss 
Federal Council banned Swiss insignia on the flags of Swiss regiments in papal and 
Neapolitan service. Unwilling to accept this, a number of Swiss mercenaries in 
Naples revolted, and their regiments, comprising almost 10,000 mercenaries, were 
dissolved. Thereupon the Swiss Federal Council drafted a bill prohibiting Swiss 
nationals from performing all sorts of military labour in foreign armies without offi-
cial permission. Parliament, however, toned down this draft. Its intention was, first 
and foremost, to ban Swiss military labour for catholic monarchs such as Francis II 
of the Two Sicilies and the Pope, as it was detrimental to Switzerland’s international 
reputation and its associated nimbus of alleged neutrality. Mercenaryism, however, 
ought not to be monopolised by the state but rather remain accessible under the 
liberal premise of individual liberty. Thus, the national parliament amended the 
original draft to prohibit only unauthorised entry into so-called “nicht-nationale 
Truppen” (“non-national troops”).95 As we shall see below, even contemporaries 
were not fully aware of what was meant by this term. In the early years, however, 



swiss supplies for dutch demands 51

the ban applied not only to Swiss regiments in Italy and the French Foreign Legion, 
but also explicitly to the KNIL.96

In any case, a significant number of released mercenaries of the Swiss regi-
ments in Naples did not seem impressed by the new law, or at least they had not 
heard of it. Faced with their sudden unemployment, they signed up with the KNIL; 
others joined the French Foreign Legion, the Papal troops, or even the former 
adversarial forces of the Italian Risorgimento nationalist Giuseppe Garibaldi.97 At 
least with regard to the KNIL, the problem seemed to solve itself. After several 
Swiss and French mercenaries mutinied on Java in January and August 1860 (see 
chapter 3), the Dutch Ministry of War refrained from recruiting Swiss citizens until 
further notice.98

Back to Business

The second wave slowly took off in 1866, when concerns about Swiss mercenaries 
had been dispelled. The recently appointed Dutch Consul General in Bern, J.G. 
Suter-Vermeulen, asked the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs for guidance on 
dealing with the numerous oral and written requests from volunteers intending 
to serve in the KNIL. After consultation with the Ministry of Colonies, the Minister 
informed him that Swiss citizens were allowed to enlist again. Nevertheless, it was 
in the government’s interest to avoid Italian-speaking Swiss, and even among the 
German- and French-speaking ones, to enlist solely those whose identity and moral 
integrity could be assured without any doubt.99

Yet, it was not only the Dutch who revised their position. The Swiss government 
also changed its interpretation of the law passed in 1859 to prohibit service in 
“non-national troops”. This change of mind was prompted by an inquiry from the 
canton of Bern, which did not know whether it should apply the law to a vagrant 
Swiss KNIL veteran.100 The question that had to be clarified was whether the KNIL 
was a national army or not. Since the Federal Government could not provide any 
information, it forwarded the Bernese inquiry directly to the Dutch Consul General, 
who consulted with the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs. Knowing that the KNIL 
had no longer been part of the National Army since 1830 and that Swiss citizens 
were—strictly speaking—therefore only allowed to join with official permission, the 
Dutch diplomats resorted to an argumentative detour. They replied that—although 
the KNIL was not part of the National Army stationed in the motherland—it was 
nevertheless a national force since the recruited foreigners were assigned to the 
same units as Dutch soldiers and did not form “a so-called Foreign Legion”.101

The Swiss Federal Council took note of this without objection.102 Considering 
the fact that the KNIL had explicitly been listed among the banned troops seven 
years earlier, this seemed somewhat surprising. Nevertheless, from its perspective, 
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there were sufficient grounds for a new interpretation of the law. Firstly, after the 
turbulent year 1859, the issue of mercenaries largely vanished from the public spot-
light again. Back then, the criticism was primarily directed at Swiss mercenaries, 
who supported Catholic and anti-republican rulers in Italy while flying the Swiss 
flag. If individual Swiss mercenaries were subsequently serving in remote colonial 
armies without a direct link to the official government of Switzerland, this con-
tained little diplomatic or political dynamite. In this respect, there was no incentive 
for official intervention. Secondly, as explained above, the authorities were not 
opposed to impoverished Swiss people emigrating quietly and unnoticed. Thirdly, 
perhaps one did not want to put an unnecessary strain on diplomatic relations 
with the Netherlands. According to the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, the two countries 
maintained a friendship of a “very amicable nature”,103 as it called it, referring to 
the Netherlands supporting Swiss access to the Japanese market in 1864.104

While entry into the KNIL was officially allowed again, and no further permis-
sion was required, advertising for it remained prohibited. It was not as actively 
pursued as before when the Netherlands had operated recruitment stations near 
the Swiss border from 1857 to 1860.105 Nonetheless, the absence of such stations only 
briefly left a gap soon filled by numerous illicitly and privately operating Swiss 
agents.106 They promised young Swiss people willing to emigrate that they would 
find their fortune in the Dutch East Indies. Organised in transimperial networks, 
they approached potential mercenaries in Swiss inns and on the streets and 
arranged their transport to the Dutch village of Harderwijk, where the colonial 
army’s troop depot was located. An essential part of their business was also to forge 
required documents, such as papers documenting that the recruit had no criminal 
record and a decent reputation.107 However, these illegally operating agents did not 
prevent the demise of the military labour market. The ban on promoting foreign 
mercenary services, broadly supported by public opinion, prevented recruitment 
activities on a grand scale. Thus, the number of recruited Swiss did not reach the 
size of the 1850s when thousands of dismissed mercenaries enlisted. Nevertheless, 
it is estimated that 889 Swiss nationals (375 in 1869 alone) joined the KNIL between 
1866 and 1870.108 The bulk of them had no military experience. In 1871, the KNIL 
stopped the recruitment of foreigners. As we have seen, however, this halt lasted a 
mere two years when the Aceh War demanded more troops.

Last Glow

During the first years of the Aceh War, the number of Swiss recruits (863) reached 
almost the same level as in the late 1860s.109 There were two reasons for this rebound. 
On the one hand, the long depression of the 1870s also impacted Switzerland since 
its economy was highly integrated into the world markets. Simultaneously, the 
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agricultural sector recorded a decline in employment figures forcing countless 
Swiss to look for jobs in other branches or even to emigrate.110 On the other hand, 
the Dutch pushed again to recruit foreigners. They increased the signature pre-
mium for foreigners, improved the terms of service and instructed the consulates 
in Brussels, Paris and Bern to make this known as far as possible.111 Suter-Vermeulen 
was also reminded in a confidential letter by the Minister of Foreign Affairs Louis 
Gericke van Herwijnen that the Ministry of Colonies would like to see more Swiss 
mercenaries and that he should “promote the recruitment of Swiss as much as 
possible”.112 Accordingly, Suter-Vermeulen did not hesitate to provide all interested 
parties with written information on the admission procedures.113

The measures quickly proved to be effective. While in 1871 and 1872, a mere 
eight Swiss enlisted, in 1873, their numbers rose to 88, and in 1874 it went up to 
251. The Swiss Consul in Batavia noticed this increase too. In a telegram sent to the 
Swiss Federal Council on 18 July 1874, he warned that Dutch recruitment would 
again be carried out on a larger scale. He added that it was difficult for the Swiss 
to comprehend

how so many can forget themselves so far as to sell with inexplicable carelessness in a 

moment of excitement their freedom against an almost certain death or against a physical 

and moral wasting away. There is no other lot waiting for the one recruited for here; 

among the many hundreds of rental soldiers, only a few can maintain a good character 

through great willpower; the remaining 99 per cent are lost to human society.114

Given this urgent warning against the physical and moral decay of Swiss citizens, 
who served in the disreputable and unhealthy environment of the colonial military, 
Federal President Carl Schenk issued a circular to all cantons stating that increased 
attention should be paid by the police to combat recruiting agents.115

As it soon turned out, Schenk’s warning was utterly hypocritical. However, the 
authorities of the canton of Bern took his orders seriously and paid more attention 
to offences against the 1859 law. They intercepted a letter containing a leaflet about 
admission to the KNIL. Nevertheless, the explosive thing about the letter was less 
the content and more the sender: a stamp in the lower left corner pointed to the 
Dutch Consul General Suter-Vermeulen, based in Bern. This seemingly confirmed 
the previous rumours, which claimed that Suter-Vermeulen was directly involved 
in or at least familiar with the illicit recruitment. Still, the Bernese could not take 
action because the Dutch ambassador was protected by international law.116 Schenk 
confronted Suter-Vermeulen with the accusations, which the latter rejected, as 
this would have constituted a blatant violation of the 1859 law. Suter-Vermeulen 
officially stated that he did not recruit Swiss individuals, and it was in his interest to 
keep the number of Swiss mercenaries as low as possible, as most of the unpleasant 
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consular business concerned these mercenaries. Only non-Swiss people were given 
information on the conditions of admission. The letter in question, he assured, 
must therefore have been based on a misunderstanding. As far as the rumours 
were concerned, they might have been deliberately spread by individuals he had 
rejected.117

Nonetheless, Suter-Vermeulen’s answer was a lie, as was President Schenk’s 
indignation.118 The two had been friends for some time, and they had confidentially 
discussed Suter-Vermeulen’s recruitment activities in 1873 as a classified letter 
from the Consul General to the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Baron Gericke 
van Herwijnen reveals.119 The reason for the conversation back then was Suter-
Vermeulen’s discomfort with the recruitment. During the Aceh War, the Dutch 
Consuls in Belgium, France and Switzerland were urged to do their utmost to pro-
mote the recruitment of local volunteers.120 To fulfil this task, Suter-Vermeulen had 
consciously crossed the border of illegality several times and was afraid of being 
discovered. He, therefore, sought advice from several members of the Swiss Federal 
Council on how he could proceed unnoticed.121 In 1874, the matter finally became 
too explosive for Schenk as well. In a classified letter, he asked Suter-Vermeulen to 
“double his caution in this recruitment process” and to stop providing information 
about the KNIL.122 The fact that, unlike the rest of the correspondence between 
Suter-Vermeulen with members of the Federal Council, this letter is to be found 
exclusively in the Dutch National Archives and that it was written in an unusually 
amicable tone without a formal address suggests that Schenk wanted to keep the 
Dutch operations hidden from other Swiss authorities. Why Schenk played this 
double game remains in the realm of speculation. Perhaps he attached more 
importance to good diplomatic relations with the Netherlands as they represented 
a gateway to Asian markets, which the Swiss export industry increasingly aimed to 
penetrate at the end of the nineteenth century.123

At any rate, Suter-Vermeulen was under pressure. The government in The 
Hague wanted to recruit more Swiss men because of the Aceh War. Suter-Vermeulen 
attempted his best to do so without being caught. He generously gave information 
to all potential recruits who either wrote to him by letter or visited him at home. 
His commitment even went so far as suggesting to the Dutch Foreign Minister to 
set up a registration office near the German town of Friedrichshafen and transport 
the volunteers by steamboat from Mannheim to the Netherlands, all under the 
guise of a removal company. He developed these ideas in consultation with several 
recruiting agents who had visited him personally. Additionally, in order to escort 
volunteers from Switzerland quickly across the border, he proposed paying the 
recruiters in advance.124 After the incident of 1874, however, Suter-Vermeulen 
changed his attitude towards the recruitment question. From then on, he reacted 
dismissively to questions concerning the KNIL.125
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Nevertheless, it was not only the Dutch Consul General and scattered recruit-
ers who pitched the KNIL to the young Swiss in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century. The aforementioned Bernese idea of using the colonial army to rid itself of 
unwanted individuals reappeared elsewhere at a municipal level. In 1886, for exam-
ple, the mayor of Hauenstein tried to deport a local citizen to the KNIL because he 
was reluctant to work. Yet, before he could implement his plan, he was arrested.126 
In another case, a convicted recruiter defended himself in court, arguing that the 
local police knew about his business. Apparently, they had assured him that they 
would not interfere since, in their view, the deportation of such people would only 
benefit the country.127 Unfortunately, both cases are only known because they were 
part of criminal investigations. Therefore, it is difficult to determine how often 
other local community officials tried to resort to deportation.

Overall, however, few of these initiatives are likely to have been successful, as 
recruitment had been at a low level for the last thirty years of the period under 
review. An estimated 475 Swiss joined the KNIL in total. Accordingly, the number 
serving in the Dutch East Indies also declined. Whereas in 1880, the KNIL still 
comprised 702 Swiss NCOs and soldiers, by 1914, this number had dropped con-
tinuously to 47.128 This development is due to several reasons. As explained above, 
the Dutch generally recruited fewer non-Dutch foreigners in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century since they profited from both a wave of Dutch nationalism and 
the increased number of Javanese and “Amobenese” troops. At the same time, the 
military labour market in Switzerland also lost importance. The Swiss economy of 
the late nineteenth century grew at an above-average rate in international com-
parison. While Switzerland was still one of Europe’s poorhouses at the beginning 
of the century, it became one of the most industrialised societies in Europe by the 
turn of the century. As Béatrice Veyrassat points out, this was also reflected in the 
rise in purchasing power and real wages in several branches.129 New employment 
opportunities offered lucrative alternatives for Swiss workers and attracted a 
growing number of foreign workers. From 1888 onwards, Switzerland turned from 
a country of emigration into one of immigration.130

Finally, the question arises of the extent to which the French Foreign Legion 
and the KNIL competed for the remaining Swiss willing to emigrate. As Christian 
Koller has shown, the Foreign Legion was increasingly in the media spotlight of 
a transimperial public sphere from 1880 to 1918. While about a dozen actual or 
alleged accounts of former legionnaires’ experiences appeared during this period, 
only three were about the KNIL.131 It is fair to assume that the Foreign Legion—at 
least in Switzerland—was far better known than the KNIL towards the end of the 
nineteenth century and attracted more mercenaries.
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Conclusion

When twenty-six-year-old Swiss August Vollenweider walked through the gates of 
the KNIL recruiting station in Harderwijk in November 1887, he probably had a 
premonition of what to expect. Until March of that year, he had served for the 
French Foreign Legion in North Africa and Tonkin (present-day North Vietnam). 
Why he opted for service in the KNIL after four years under the French flag 
remains unknown. Both personal and financial reasons could have been decisive. 
In any case, he remained loyal to the KNIL for twelve years until he was released 
and returned to Switzerland in 1899, highly decorated with the fourth Class Willems 
Order and endowed with an annual pension of 400 guilders.132

Vollenweider’s biography exemplifies the careers of thousands of Swiss and 
highlights three arguments raised in this chapter. Firstly, it demonstrates that the 
military labour market lasted longer than the bulk of previous scholarship had 
claimed. According to these accounts, the military labour market experienced its 
so-called golden age between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries before losing 
importance and finally drying up towards the middle of the nineteenth century. 
However, such a narrative is geographically too limited to Europe and ignores the 
agency of European mercenaries like Vollenweider in extra-European theatres of 
war. By expanding the spatial focus to the areas affected by European expansion, 
it becomes apparent that the history of the transimperial military labour market 
endured for a more extended period.133

Starting as early as the seventeenth century, various West- and East-Indian 
trading companies endowed with state privileges increasingly recruited Swiss 
mercenaries—whether as part of regiments levied by Swiss officers or on an 
individual basis. For instance, Swiss mercenaries patrolled the sugar plantations 
of Martinique, fought the slave revolt in Surinam or were involved in the sacking 
of Seringapatam (present-day Srirangapatna). At the height of imperial state forma-
tion in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially French and Dutch 
recruitment of colonial mercenaries finally reached new dimensions.134

Secondly, Vollenweider’s biography reminds us that imperial expansion in the 
nineteenth century was not a purely “national” project but an endeavour shared 
across European national borders. Given its limited demographic resources, a 
small state like the Netherlands could hardly have brought such large parts of 
the Malay Archipelago under its military and political influence with only its own 
forces. The supply of mercenaries regularly arriving from Europe, especially in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, was primarily responsible for the Dutch 
command being able to repeat failed expeditions a second or even third time until 
the declared goal was achieved—usually with still worshipful consequences for 
the local population. In filling their ranks, the KNIL benefitted from the dissolution 
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of the traditional mercenary market. For example, numerous Swiss joined the 
KNIL after the four Swiss regiments stationed in the Netherlands were discharged 
in 1829, and many Swiss who were stationed in the regiments in Naples or the 
barracks of the British Swiss Legion travelled more or less directly to the Dutch 
East Indies after their discharge in the late 1850s. It was not until the 1890s, when 
the command’s appreciation of the soldiers of Java, Madura and Ambon grew, 
leading to their recruitment on a larger scale, that the relevance of the European 
mercenaries began to wane.

Thirdly, Vollenweider’s example highlights how Swiss men perceived European 
colonies as a space of opportunities. Long after other important military employers, 
such as the Swiss regiments in Paris or Naples, had been disbanded, the French and 
Dutch colonial army offered a secure job opportunity that guaranteed room and 
board as well as a regular income. It is hardly surprising, then, that the recruitment 
of Swiss men correlated, at least in broad strokes, anti-cyclically with the course of 
the national economy. Thus some Swiss men joined the KNIL towards the end of 
the 1850s when the Swiss economy was in crisis. And the above-average economic 
solid growth towards the end of the nineteenth century (along with other factors 
such as the reduced recruitment efforts of the Netherlands) probably contributed 
to young men finding jobs and staying in Switzerland.

Apart from the mercenaries, a handful of national and local politicians also 
conceived of the colonies as a space of opportunities. Admittedly, foreign merce-
nary services were no longer held in high esteem in public discourse as they were 
considered an outdated phenomenon inconsistent with the ideals of the liberal 
federal state. And as a result, the parliament passed a series of laws hindering 
entry into foreign armies. But even if foreign mercenary service was intellectually 
and legally discredited, some politicians still perceived the French Foreign Legion 
and the KNIL as valid means of eliminating vagrants or political troublemakers. 
Moreover, the Swiss government maintained diplomatic relations with the 
Netherlands by not further impeding Dutch demand.

To sum up, the Swiss mercenaries were important agents in a rapidly changing 
transimperial military labour market. Several empires hired them to control and 
expand their (colonial) territories. Recruitment was distinguished by both compe-
tition and connectivity. On the one hand, the Dutch needed more mercenaries to 
defend their colonial empire against possible attacks from other empires, such as 
the British, Italian, American or Japanese. On the other hand, they benefitted from 
recruitment offensives by other empires. When, for instance, the Swiss regiments 
in Naples were disbanded, more than a thousand Swiss flooded the military labour 
market. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the transimperial military 
labour market finally lost importance for several reasons. Nationalistic tenden-
cies made cross-border recruitment more difficult, industrial growth provided 
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alternative employment opportunities, and the British, French and Dutch increas-
ingly appreciated the potential of indigenous soldiers.

As the following chapter will show, however, the reasons for military service 
are not only to be found on a structural but also on a personal level. Sad individual 
fates, ideological convictions or a thirst for adventure were thus decisive. This is 
also evident, for example, when the Boer Wars raged in South Africa. The Boers 
enjoyed broad sympathy in Swiss society, and their struggle against the British 
was stylised as a fight for freedom. Between 1899 and 1902, for instance, there were 
numerous requests from Swiss citizens to the Dutch consuls to join the Boer army.135



CHAPTER 3

Follow the Men�: The Many Lives 
of Swiss Mercenaries

Abstract

Zooming in on the individual trajectories of the mercenaries, this chapter illustrates that they 

were far more than objects moved around between supply and demand. It highlights the stages 

from recruitment, joining the KNIL, and crossing to the Dutch East Indies, through their daily lives 

and martial activities in the colonies to their lives after service (if there was one). Special attention 

is paid to the aspects of violence and the sphere of intimacy.
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“Now a great moment came—we were clothed,” Augustin Zehnder recalled, 
describing the instant when he put on his uniform for the first time in January 1911 
at the troop depot in Nijmegen. “What this means,” he continued, “can only be 
understood by those who have experienced it themselves. One has a feeling like 
someone who has won the big lottery and is not yet allowed to believe in it until 
the money is actually counted out to him.”1

Zehnder’s testimonies indicate that becoming a colonial soldier was more 
than a geographical journey. Passing through different socio-cultural contexts, 
from recruitment to life as a veteran, these men changed physically and mentally. 
Recent studies in the field of new military history have increasingly focused on this 
transformation taking place at a micro level and have gained valuable insights. 
In her widely acclaimed work on askari in German East Africa, for example, 
historian Michelle R. Moyd conceives military training as a socialisation process 
producing new meanings for African soldiers and those around them.2 In a similar 
vein, Christian Koller divides the process of becoming a member of the French 
Foreign Legion into three stages. Phase one involves the detachment from one’s 
former environment, phase two the physical and psychological transformation into 
a colonial soldier as well as the journey into the colonial space, and phase three the 
integration into the military society.3

Following these insights into historiographies on colonial soldiers, this chapter 
zooms in on a micro level attempting to render a more comprehensive picture of 
the Swiss mercenaries’ social lives. Split into three sections, it first explores the 
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geographical and social transition of young Swiss men into colonial mercenaries by 
scrutinising their social backgrounds, their motives, and their voyage to the Dutch 
East Indies. The second—and most comprehensive—section provides a kaleido-
scopic analysis of their lives in the KNIL by focusing on different characteristics 
such as social hierarchies, daily routines, discipline, diseases, insubordination and 
physical violence. Moreover, since numerous Asian and Indo-European women 
lived in the cantonments, cross-cultural sexual relationships played a vital role in 
everyday military life. This chapter therefore also scrutinises these forms of social 
interaction. Finally, the third section shall discuss a vast spectrum of opportunities 
and obstacles that a mercenary encountered when transitioning back into civilian 
society either in the colonies or in Europe. Underlying this analysis is a combi-
nation of a holistic approach to recent migration history that acknowledges the 
agency of actors on a micro level, with the trends mentioned above in the field of 
new military history.4

Separation & Transition: Motives, Recruitment & Emigration

Social Background

Principally, the KNIL was open to all Swiss men between the ages of 18 and 40, 
provided they were 1.59 m tall, physically fit and could present several documents, 
including a birth certificate, a discharge certificate from their former military 
employer, if any, to prove that they were not deserters, a character reference, writ-
ten consent from their parents, if they were still minors under current cantonal law 
(in certain cantons, men did not reach the age of majority until they were 24), and, 
if married, the written consent of their wife.5 So what kind of Swiss men signed up 
for the KNIL? What social milieu did they come from, and why did they want to 
enlist with the KNIL?

In a data sample containing 5,352 Swiss mercenaries, approximately 71 per cent 
(3,780) of the Swiss mercenaries were between twenty and thirty years old at the 
time of enlistment; 6 per cent were younger, and 23 per cent were more aged. 
Moreover, 25 Swiss volunteers were younger than the minimum age of 18 and 65 
were older than the maximum age of 40.6 Although the Dutch authorities registered 
the place of birth alongside the date of birth in the stamboeken, no reliable findings 
can be drawn about the geographical origin of the Swiss since the Dutch authorities 
did not know the distinction between the place of birth and the so-called Bürgerort 
(“place of citizenship”) practised by the Swiss authorities. In official Swiss docu-
ments, only the latter is recorded, and as this is a genealogical designation of origin 
accompanied by certain political rights, in countless cases it differs from the place 
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of birth.7 However, even if we cannot say whether there were regional clusters, 
we can at least state that the mercenaries came from all four linguistic regions of 
Switzerland, partially from urban centres and partially from rural areas.8

Another point which emerges from the stamboeken relates to the parents. 
Approximately 5 per cent (n=5,352) list either onbekend (unknown) or no name 
at all under the entry for the father’s first name. These mercenaries were likely 
born out of wedlock and thus often socially stigmatised. Nonetheless, there is no 
evidence that an above-average number of them entered military service, as the 
proportion of illegitimate children throughout Switzerland averaged around 5 per 
cent in the second half of the nineteenth century.9

Ultimately, the stamboeken also provides information on whether a soldier had 
served in another army. Of the approximately 3,267 Swiss who joined between 1848 
and 1860, around 39 per cent pursued a horizontal military career. They had been 
previously employed in another mercenary unit (this does not include the Swiss 
militia army). With the disappearance of numerous mercenary armies by 1860, this 
rate fell rapidly. For the cohort from 1861 to 1870, it was 14 per cent and 6 per cent 
in the following decade.

A glimpse at different European mercenary regiments reveals that most Swiss 
mercenaries originated from the working class. For instance, the recruiting officers 
of the British-Swiss Legion described the social background of the Swiss merce-
naries, stating laconically that these mercenaries had “little if anything to lose at 
home”.10 This also applied to numerous mercenaries of the Swiss regiments in the 
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, as Johann Jakob Keller’s memoirs illustrate. In it, he 
describes how his parents gave him into the guardianship of another family in 
1833 at the age of nine, because they could no longer afford to take care of him. At 
this family’s place, he worked as a weaver for a measly wage until he decided to 
change his fate by emigrating to Naples at age twenty.11 Furthermore, concerning 
the French Foreign Legion, historian Douglas Porch argues that the history of the 
French Foreign Legion was “a history of a portion of the European working class of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, one which a Marxist historian might claim 
had slipped through the fingers of the ‘capitalist revolution’”.12

Scattered sources on the Swiss KNIL mercenaries’ social backgrounds partially 
reinforce these findings. They depict a broad spectrum of professions, including 
bookbinders,13 cabinet makers,14 horologists,15 factory workers,16 farmers,17 paint-
ers,18 and tailors.19 In addition to these professions, it can be assumed that some 
former Verdingkinder (“indentured child labourers”)20, such as Rudolf Schüpbach 
and his brother,21 entered colonial service. However, we cannot say how many of 
these children joined a mercenary army, as they left fewer sources due to their 
marginalised social position. Furthermore, there were also a few young men from 
the aristocratic or bourgeois upper classes, but they tended to be the exception for 
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two reasons. First, all foreigners were merely admitted as soldiers.22 (In earlier 
mercenary regiments, aristocrats often joined directly as officers.) Second, the 
colonial army did not enjoy the best reputation and only promised social prestige 
in the event of promotion.23 By and large, these findings coincide with those of Ulbe 
Bosma and Thomas Kolnberger. Having analysed the social background of Dutch 
and Luxembourg KNIL soldiers, they concluded that the majority of the soldiers 
originated “from a poor, but not the poorest, strata of society”.24

Knowledge & Motives

Within the transimperial military labour market’s structural framework, the Swiss 
weighed various reasons for whether they should emigrate. A disparate body of 
knowledge flowing back from the colonies through multiple channels influenced 
their decision. Returned veterans, in particular, provided an essential source of infor-
mation. In 1908, for instance, the Dutch Consul in Zurich reported to his colleague in 
Bern that young Swiss wanting to enlist with the KNIL overran his consulate since 
they apparently were encouraged to do so by pensioned ex-mercenaries in their 
municipalities.25 Swiss hairdresser Edwin Eckert, for example, met a compatriot in a 
Strasbourg inn who had just returned from the Dutch East Indies. The man’s account 
fascinated Eckert so profoundly that he felt the insatiable desire to do the same.

Furthermore, several veterans operated as illicit recruiting agents, convincing 
young Swiss to enlist.26 Family and neighbourhood networks constituted another 
vital channel, as exemplified by the enquiry of a young Swiss man in 1881. Therein, 
he notified the Dutch ambassador that he intended to join the KNIL since his older 
brother was already serving in Samarang (Semarang).27 The 21-year-old volunteer 
Carl Appel learned about the life of the Swiss colonial soldiers through the letters 
of his former neighbour, who was serving in the Dutch East Indies.28

In addition to these oral and private forms of knowledge circulation, newspa-
pers and books conveyed certain information on the Dutch East Indies in general 
and the place of enlistment in particular.29 Additionally, some newspapers printed 
entire letters sent from mercenaries based in the Dutch East Indies or reviewed 
public talks given by returned veterans. While some reports glorified colonial 
military labour and praised, for example, the high signature premiums, career 
opportunities or pensions, others explicitly warned against it.30 Nevertheless, even 
if some of these articles were intended as a warning, they could have the oppo-
site effect, as they implicitly promised thrills and adventure. Moreover, adverse 
reporting could simply lead to a preference for one colonial army over another. 
Augustin Zehnder, for example, explained his decision to join the KNIL in 1911 by 
saying that he had only ever heard “the most unpleasant things” about the French 
Foreign Legion.31
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This more or less accurate knowledge about the Dutch East Indies nourished 
specific ideas and hopes of young Swiss men. Moreover, it provided the basis for 
diverse, partly overlapping motives for emigration. For instance, some hoped to 
find better economic conditions in the KNIL than in Switzerland, as exemplified by 
Swiss bookbinder Carl August Haab. After roaming vast parts of Switzerland and 
Baden-Württemberg in search of a job in 1859, he claimed that he faced only two 
options: “start begging or go to the East Indies”.32 In a similar vein, Eduard Rellstab 
apologised to his parents for joining the KNIL. Apparently, he had tried to find work 
in Geneva for almost two weeks in 1859 when he ran out of money and therefore 
turned to a recruiting agent.33 Notably, however, both Haab and Rellstab could count 
on a family that would have continued to support them despite their lack of income. 
Haab’s parents urged him to come home by telegram, but he refused as he assumed 
he would be a financial burden.34 Rellstab stressed that he did not want to abuse his 
parents’ kindness once again and was too “proud” to ask other people for support.35 
In these cases, it was not so much acute poverty that triggered emigration as a lack 
of prospects to prevent social decline and the associated loss of (male) prestige.

For others, the KNIL offered the opportunity to escape social obligations quickly 
and at a low cost. In 1900, for instance, Lithographer Karl Schneider justified his 
interest in the KNIL by referring to his broken relationship with his family and his 
dislike of his profession.36 Similarly, Friedrich Abderhalden ran away from home 
and joined the Swiss regiments in Naples in 1858 because his father had forced him 
to apprentice as a cabinetmaker. Even when these regiments were disbanded in 
the subsequent year, he did not dare to return home, as he feared his father would 
force him to work as a cabinetmaker again.37 In 1868, to provide another example, 
Heinrich Dürrenberg left his wife and children and travelled to Harderwijk under 
a false name. His fraud, however, was discovered, and he ended up in prison.38 
In a similar case, Jacob Bächtold ran away from his wife and children “out of a 
mood”. Regretting his step, he begged his mother to organise his return home in 
1859.39 Still, a sense of family duty and solidarity could also be a motive that fuelled 
emigration, as seen in the case of ex-military Hans Honegger. According to his 
sisters, he intended to stay in the service for about twelve years to obtain a lifelong 
pension allowing him to support them financially.40

Other Swiss mercenaries might also have emigrated to escape conviction like 
murderers or fraudsters.41 However, since the KNIL demanded a certificate of good 
character upon entry, the criminals would have to enter with forged documents. 
Usually, private recruiting agents extensively provided forged passports, as the 
German author and colonial mercenary Karl Heinzen reported, who joined the 
KNIL in the 1830s.42 Likewise, Jean Aimé Humberset wrote in his diary that, before 
1860, many Swiss had entered with forged papers and that the Dutch government 
had known about it.43 And even into the 1870s, their craft was still widespread. 
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Bossenbroek estimates that in 1875 alone, more than 500 volunteers were provided 
with forged papers in Brussels to enlist with the KNIL. Judicial records from 
Switzerland show that Swiss recruiting agents were busy forging documents.44 
However, this became more difficult after the turn of the century, as the Dutch 
authorities sent the documents to the home parish with a photograph of the recruit 
to be verified there.45 Moreover, it was undoubtedly easier for criminals to join the 
French Foreign Legion because they could enrol anonymously.46

Beyond economic, social or legal reasons, wanderlust and a thirst for adven-
ture drew the European mercenaries to the Dutch East Indies. The most famous 
example was arguably the French poet Arthur Rimbaud.47 Nevertheless, this also 
applied to less prominent Swiss mercenaries. Arnold Egloff, for instance, defended 
his furtive departure in 1889 to his parents by arguing that he did not enjoy his job 
as a tinsmith and wanted to see “how things are in another part of the world”.48 
The earlier-mentioned Appel confessed in 1904 that it had long been his desire to 
discover customs and traditions in another part of the world but that he lacked the 
necessary means to do so.49 Likewise, Swiss mercenary Anton Camenzind expressed 
his desire to explore the world. In his unpublished memoirs, he described how he 
tried to work in his village, but he longed to travel every time the railway passed 
through.50

Such a desire for adventure and journeys was by no means atypical for young 
men in the second half of the nineteenth century. In particular, the ample media 
coverage of the French Foreign Legion spread “exoticised” images of tropical 
regions from the 1880s onwards, which motivated numerous men to join foreign 
services.51 Even literary stories, such as the novella cycle Die Leute von Seldwyla 
(The People of Seldwyla), published in 1856 by the internationally renowned Swiss 
writer Gottfried Keller, disseminated fictionalised and exoticised male fantasies 
of colonial militarism.52 In this anthology, Keller tells the story—delivered with an 
ironic undertone—of a young Swiss man named Pankraz who breaks out of poverty 
to serve as a soldier with the British East India Company. Following “civilisational” 
colonial discourses of the time, Keller placed his character on the borders of British 
India, where he was supposed to take action against the indigenous practice of Sati 
(widow burning). Pankraz then joined the French Foreign Legion and advanced to 
the rank of colonel. After several years of service, he returned home as a rich man.53 
In his most successful novel, Der grüne Heinrich (The Green Henry), Keller covers 
the story of the fictional character Albertus Zwiehan, who was born in an “Asiatic 
colony”. After the death of his parents, Zwiehan illegally seized his brother’s inher-
itance and travelled to his father’s homeland, Switzerland. Soon after his arrival 
there, the rumour of his wealth spread.54 Thus, Keller’s stories indicate that even a 
country without formal colonial possessions like Switzerland was firmly embedded 
in the nineteenth century’s European colonial discourses and fantasies.
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Furthermore, the KNIL attracted a number of young Swiss who fancied a mili-
tary lifestyle, as exemplified by Konrad Reutlinger, an employee of the Lake Lucerne 
shipping company. Writing to the Dutch Consul in 1888, he emphasised that he did 
not want to join the KNIL to have a better life than in Switzerland, “for a soldierly life, 
which virtues every good Swiss has and as they are known in all countries for loyal 
and brave men”.55 Such references to a masculine soldierly image did not emerge 
by chance. Even more than in neighbouring countries, armed civilian organisations 
such as rifle clubs shaped Swiss nationalism in the nineteenth century by prolifer-
ating the image of the vigorous republican citizen-soldier.56 Accordingly, political 
participation was firmly tied to male military service, thus excluding women from 
the political sphere.57 (Ironically, men who were unfit for military service were not.)58

The soldierly experience, as historian Rudolf Jaun argues, appeared to be essen-
tial for the male identity of the citizen.59 This ideology, however, posed a problem: 
unlike its immediate neighbours Italy, Germany or France, neutral Switzerland 
lacked actual military victories or defeats that could be employed for the discursive 
construction of an imagined community. To fill this void and still foster the image 
of a martial nation, nationalist discourses referred to the battles fought by Swiss 
mercenaries from the sixteenth to the early nineteenth century.60 (Battles in which 
Swiss mercenaries were involved in the second half of the nineteenth century, on 
the other hand, were not mentioned because they were not compatible with the 
liberal convictions of the ruling political classes.)61 For some Swiss citizens who 
saw themselves in the tradition of their bellicose ancestors, the KNIL thus offered 
a unique opportunity to prove their martial skills—and therefore their manliness—
in colonial wars. Explaining his motive to join the KNIL in the 1880s, a Vaudois, 
for example, constructed such continuity to the myth of the Swiss mercenaries by 
referring to his ancestors who allegedly had fought “under foreign flags”.62

To summarise, despite the long study period of sixty-six years, certain motives 
shaped by various constructions of masculinities such as a thirst for adventure, a lack 
of prospects, the fear of social standstill or even relegation, escape from social obliga-
tions, or references to bellicose ancestors appear repeatedly. Moreover, these motives 
emerged against a partly factual, partly imagined knowledge of the colonies and the 
hegemonic discourse of nation-state formation about the militant Swiss citizen.

Transition: Entering the Military Sphere

Once the Swiss had decided to join the KNIL, they had to make their way to the 
colonial troop depot in the Netherlands. From 1857 to 1860, this was a relatively 
simple task, as the Dutch authorities ran official recruitment offices near the Swiss 
border and reimbursed travel costs within Switzerland. In addition, a first cursory 
check of health and documents took place so that as few as possible travelled to 
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the Netherlands in vain.63 Around 3,000 Swiss were recruited through these offices, 
sending them to the Dutch city of Harderwijk, where the colonial troop depot was 
located until 1909. After the closure of the offices in 1860, the size of the travel 
groups was substantially smaller, as the volunteers had to travel the 600-kilometre 
journey from the Swiss border to Harderwijk either on their own or through the 
guidance of recruiting agents.64

Harderwijk—and its successor Nijmegen—marked the first pinnacle on their 
way to becoming colonial mercenaries, as a unique atmosphere welcomed them 
upon arrival. Since the opening of the troop depot in 1815, thousands of soldiers 
and numerous innkeepers, veterans, prostitutes, and swindlers flocked to the 
small city on the Zuiderzee. It quickly gained an infamous reputation because of 
the hustle and bustle there. Recounting his experiences in the KNIL, for instance, 
the German writer Karl Heinzen describes Harderwijk as “the sewer of Europe 
[…] through which the rubbish and refuse from all ends of our continent force 
their way to swim across the sea to Batavia and fertilise the Javanese soil!”65 Even 
though the KNIL gradually tightened its admission conditions in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, this trope persisted until the barracks were relocated to 
Nijmegen in 1909.66

The Swiss, too, did their bit by contributing to the town’s notorious reputation. 
According to a series of newspaper articles published in the Bernese daily Der 
Bund in 1857, the Swiss had already ostentatiously displayed national pride on 
their journey through the Netherlands by waving Swiss flags and singing Swiss 
songs.67 In Harderwijk, too, nationality was the common point of reference, so the 
Swiss supposedly stuck together—especially in fights that occasionally erupted 
between the different nationalities. Proudly, the anonymous author added: “Since 
we Swiss are always together and far more hammer than an anvil, others feared 
us quite a bit.”68 Likewise, another anonymous Swiss correspondent wrote in 1857 
that the Dutch “have often felt their [the Swiss’] hard fists”.69 Moreover, he added 
that a group of Swiss stormed a prison to free a compatriot who had allegedly been 
unjustly arrested. The commander of the barracks at the time, Colonel König from 
Switzerland, finally managed to settle the uproar by speaking to his fellow citizens.70

Such conflicts frequently erupted, as other sources testify. Writing to his 
parents in 1860, Eduard Rellstab confessed that his cousin had interfered in a 
brawl between Dutch and Swiss soldiers in the barracks’ yard.71 In the same year, 
the krijgsraad (war council) condemned another Swiss, Johann Jakob Damur, to 
six months in prison for “the infliction of injuries or beatings”.72 Such national 
frictions were still swelling in the mid-1880s. Anton Camenzind recounted, for 
instance, that the recruits threw potatoes at each other: on one side, the Dutch 
who “hate everything that speaks German”, and on the other, the “buitenlanders” 
(foreigners).73 Nevertheless, expressions of displeasure with foreigners were not 
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confined to the Dutch recruits. In 1902, Heinrich Brandenberger complained to his 
parents that the “almost exclusively Dutch population had a bad attitude towards 
foreigners, especially the fishermen”.74

Despite such national tensions, quite a few Swiss described their stay in 
Harderwijk as comfortable. Waiting several days for his documents to arrive from 
Switzerland, Camenzind described how he went for walks during the day. In the 
evening, he met Swiss recruits and civilians in the pub of a certain Schmid to drink 
and sing Swiss songs. Mainly, the initiation into the military was celebrated. As 
Camenzind explained, one or two citizens went into the barracks almost daily. 
Then, two days later, they came out as soldiers and headed straight to the pub, 
where they had to buy everyone a beer. Even after Camenzind’s admission, this 
routine did not change. Although he lived in the cantonment from then on and had 
to exercise daily, he could move freely within the city walls from 5.00 to 9.30 in the 
evening. Thus, he continued regularly meeting with other Swiss at Schmid’s place.75

Unlike Camenzind, Zehnder could not celebrate his enrolment with compatri-
ots, as he was the only Swiss in the troop depot in 1911.76 He, therefore, had to 
come to terms with other non-Dutch Europeans. Their shared intention to serve 
as foreigners in the Dutch East Indies had a homogenising effect on the group 
spirit—or, as he put it:

In general, we got along well with each other, having all learned that the plane of fate 

makes everything the same and that there was no point in causing each other any more 

unpleasantness.77

Although signing the engagement contract marked the first step towards becoming 
a colonial soldier, months passed before the freshly recruited soldiers could serve 
in the colonies. To begin with, they had to wait four to six weeks until enough men 
were gathered to fill a ship to the Indies.78 During this period, several recruits had 
second thoughts about their engagement. Camenzind mentioned that twenty-four 
Swiss attempted to desert, but merely two of them succeeded; the others ended up 
behind Dutch prison bars.79 Since desertion was unlikely to succeed, several Swiss 
tried to revoke their decision through official channels. Regretting his enlistment 
in 1871, Christian Jost, for instance, asked his mother for help explaining to her that 
he could only join the KNIL because he had submitted forged documents—among 
other things, a forged letter of consent from her. Despite this betrayal of trust, his 
mother sought out the Dutch Consul General in Bern, who initiated Jost’s release.80 
Besides those who regretted their move, some were pulled back by their civilian 
past. For example, the government of the canton of Vaud lobbied for the release 
of Alfred Maurer, who was staying in Harderwijk because he had left his wife 
and children at home in 1874.81 Similarly, the parents of nineteen-year-old Ulrich 
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Langenegger requested the release of their son in 1879 by telegraph. Although 
he protested vehemently against this, it was to no avail, as he was still a minor 
according to the law of the canton of St. Gallen.82

For those remaining in the KNIL, the final and longest part of the transition 
began. They travelled by train or ship to the nearest major overseas port.83 On the 
way, the military ensured that none of the newly recruited soldiers could desert. 
From the outside, this gave the impression of a prisoner transport. The German 
geologist Emil Carthaus, who witnessed such embarkation in Amsterdam, said it 
looked more like “animals being led to the slaughterhouse than soldiers on their 
way to battle and victory”.84 However, there is no record of Swiss mercenaries 
complaining about the nature of their transport. Conversely, Arnold Egloff reported 
that each soldier had been given a glass of wine before boarding the ship.85

Aboard the ship, the soldiers had to make themselves as comfortable as possible 
so that the following hundred days—or fifty days after the opening of the Suez 
Canal—would pass pleasantly.86 This was easier said than done for a number of 
reasons. First, it was very crowded on board. An anonymous author complained 
in the Tijdschrift voor Nederlandsch Indië that the soldiers were crammed together 
like living cattle.87 Second, seasickness and sleeping in hammocks threatened to 

Figure 4: The soldiers on the ship did not always behave as harmoniously toward each other as 
this group photo suggests. Nevertheless, the ship was an important space in which collective 
identity was forged. Unknown shooting date, presumably on the S.S. Koningin Wilhelmina 
c. 1903. SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, Switzerland).



follow the men 69

spoil the voyage.88 In addition, both Egloff and Rellstab experienced violent storms 
during which they thought they would never see daylight again.89 Humberset 
lamented the harsh maritime discipline that prevailed on the boat also exacerbated 
the situation.90 Finally, similar to the atmosphere in Harderwijk, tensions between 
different nationalities occurred frequently on the vessel. Zehnder explained that he 
and four Germans installed their hammocks close to each other, “because we could 
not yet communicate with the Dutch and most of them regarded us as intruders 
anyway, we had joined together for the purpose of entertainment and possible 
protection”.91

According to Eckert, friction arose between the Dutch and foreigners while 
peeling potatoes.92 Furthermore, Schmid recounted how a Dutchman called him 
a “stupid Swiss cow”, to which he responded with a fist punch.93 Camenzind, on 
the other hand, reported that the tensions vanished when the Germans and Dutch 
began to sing together. Delighted, Camenzind added: “there was no more hatred, 
and the whole journey went well, and there was never any quarrelling”.94 The 
journey thus welded the heterogeneous troops together—and from most sources, 
it seems this was often the case, as none of the sources examined here mention 
brawls between Europeans. Nonetheless, as we shall see in the following part, 
nationality remained an essential point of reference, even if it was overlaid by a 
European sense of community forged in the colonial contact zone.95

A mercenary’s life in the Dutch East Indies

Upon their arrival in the Dutch East Indies, the mercenaries initiated a distinct 
chapter in their lives. The subsequent section shall comprehensively examine 
diverse dimensions of their experiences, namely their daily routines, discipline and 
instances of disobedience, the application and potential use of military force, and 
their interactions within the social and intimate realms, particularly with women. 
Before delving into an exploration of these multifaceted aspects, it is instructive to 
conduct a meticulous examination of the intricate social and racial hierarchies that 
governed the Dutch colonial space.

Social and Racial Hierarchies

Having arrived in the Dutch East Indies, European soldiers and non-commissioned 
officers quickly realised that the European civilian society in the colonies con-
sidered them outcasts.96 Augustin Zehnder, too, experienced this exclusion and 
noted: “No citizen invites a military man into his home; like a leper, he is avoided 
on the street and in public places.”97 Accordingly, the social barriers between the 
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European soldiers and civilians were rigid, and the soldiers’ social life outside 
the barracks was usually limited to commercial exchanges with Chinese traders 
and visits to restaurants or former colleagues who had settled in the Dutch East 
Indies. However, even patriotic feelings could only tear down this class barrier to 
a limited extent, as historian Andreas Zangger elaborates. Referring to a group of 
Swiss merchants in Riau, Sumatra, he analyses how they initially intended to visit 
a few Swiss mercenaries in a nearby fort. When the merchants could not find their 
compatriots immediately, they became concerned that they might be under arrest. 
Consequently, they abandoned their plan.98

Nevertheless, within the military compound’s walls, the mercenaries were 
anything but marginalised. On the contrary, “white” subaltern European soldiers 
were on the top rung of the racial hierarchy amidst the colonial force. Drawing 
on Robert W. Connel’s concept of the patriarchal dividend, which describes the 
advantage that all men gain from the oppression of women despite their multiple 
masculinities, Harald Fischer-Tiné has described this phenomenon in the context 
of British India as a “racial dividend”. Thus, “white” subalterns benefitted from the 
racialised regime, even though they did not conform to the hegemonic whiteness 
embodied by the European bourgeois society.99

Dutch and non-Dutch nationals were officially on an equal footing at this 
level. Nonetheless, the prospects of promotion for non-Dutch troops worsened as 
the century progressed and mortality decreased. While in 1832, the former Swiss 
mercenary Josef Jakob Xaver Pfyffer zu Neueck mentioned that promotions hap-
pened much faster than in Europe, “since Father Death does his utmost” to create 
vacancies,100 a French-speaking Swiss complained to his parents in 1859 as follows: 
“but as for advancement there is little chance here. You have to know Dutch to be 
a corporal, and it is a hellish language for us French to learn; Javanese is easier for 
us.”101 Compared to the French- and Italian-speaking Swiss, those with German as 
their mother tongue certainly enjoyed an advantage since German and Dutch are 
closely related languages.

Nonetheless, the Swiss hardly ever became officers in the course of the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth, as the koloniale verslagen (colonial reports) reveal. 
According to the statistics listed there, the Dutch were overrepresented among 
the officers. In 1870, for example, out of 1,264 officers, 89 per cent were Dutch or 
so-called “blanken” (“whites” who were born in the Dutch East Indies). Among the 
regular troops, their share was only 69 per cent. By comparison, in the same year, 
the Swiss made up about 11 per cent of the rank-and-file soldiers but only 0.004 
per cent (n=5) of officers.102 Although some Swiss had themselves naturalised as 
Dutch when they were appointed officers (between 1872 and 1874, this was even 
compulsory),103 this hardly explains the discrepancy. Besides the language barrier, 
nationalistic preferences probably also played a role in filling vacant posts.



follow the men 71

On the second-highest level of the hierarchy were the African troops, who 
were initially called—among other names—“onze Zwitsers uit Ashanti” (our 
Swiss from Ashanti) or “belanda hitam” (Black Dutch).104 That category involved 
people recruited or abducted from the former Dutch colonies in Africa and their 
descendants born out of relationships with Asian women. Officially, they had the 
same legal status as Europeans but were provided with inferior equipment. In 
addition, it is questionable whether their legal status protected them from racial 
discrimination.105 For instance, in various narratives, Swiss mercenaries portrayed 
them using stereotypical attributes such as vigorous fighters.106

In third place ranked the so-called “Amboinezen” (Ambonese). Since the island 
of Ambon was already Christianised during the VOC period, Ambonese soldiers 
were considered more loyal and better educated than the mostly Muslim Javanese. 
Furthermore, following transimperial colonial military discourses of the nineteenth 
century, such as the “martial race” of the Sikh, European officers increasingly 
emphasised the Amboneses’ alleged “martial skills”. Thus, they enjoyed higher 
remuneration and additional privileges. Nevertheless, this category was entirely 
artificial. In practice, it was a multi-ethnic category, including soldiers from other 
regions such as Menado (northern Sulawesi), Ternate, Timor or the Kei Islands. 
Moreover, the “Ambonese” played a numerically marginal role until 1872. By then, 
only 848 men were assigned to this category. The onset of the Aceh War, however, 
intensified recruitment on the Moluccas and Celebes (Sulawesi), leading to an 
increase to 4,249 by 1904. This equated to almost 12 per cent of the total strength of 
the army.107

At the bottom of the hierarchy were the so-called “Andere Inlanders” (“other 
indigenous”), of which the majority originated from the densely populated and poor 
areas of Central Java.108 The spectrum of reactions from Swiss mercenaries who 
encountered them ranged from pity to contempt drenched in racism. Mercenary 
Rellstab, for instance, told his parents that the Javanese soldiers were “treated as 
miserable slaves”.109 In an impudent manner, Edwin Eckert, on the other hand, 
described to his audience how he refused the order of a Javanese Corporal “since 
a native is not at all authorised to command a European soldier”.110 And with 
regard to the revolt of Bantem in 1888, mercenary Schmid initially doubted that 
the Javanese soldiers would side with the Dutch in case of emergency. Nevertheless, 
when it came to a battle, they fought faithfully shoulder to shoulder.111 Such racist 
scepticism was not atypical at the time, as officers had systematically spread it 
since the 1840s. It was not until the military successes of the mixed unit called 
Mareechausee, composed mainly of Javanese and “Ambonese” soldiers, that their 
reputation rose again at the turn of the century.112

In addition to these troops, non-combatant units primarily comprised of 
Javanese or Chinese indentured labourers existed. They were deployed for the 
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construction and maintenance of roads, kitchen service and material transport—
they had to carry loads between 20 and 25 kilos. Overall, they faced a brutal fate: 
strenuous work, inadequate medical care, and draconian punishments. Paul van 
t’Veer estimates that 25,000 “coolies” died in the Aceh War. Nevertheless, they were 
not always entirely at the mercy of the colonial authorities; there were also forms 
of resistance, such as desertion. In the Bali War of 1868, for example, approximately 
1,500 porters fled.113 In the Swiss sources, they rarely appear, and when they do, 
they are mentioned only marginally, for instance, as porters. Humberset, for 
example, noted how 51 out of 175 “coolies” had already fled after the first day of 
an expedition during the Borneo War in 1861.114 Sometimes, however, “coolies” vol-
untarily sought proximity to the military to earn money. Their presence triggered 
different reactions. In 1909, for example, Brandenberger was not delighted that his 
comrades on a manoeuvre had their luggage carried by “coolies” who came along 
for 15 cents per day. In his opinion, not carrying his luggage was unmilitary, as 
military skills could not be thoroughly practised, and it also annoyed those soldiers 
who did not hire indigenous workers.115 Furthermore, the Swiss came into contact 
with “coolies” during infrastructure work. Recounting his career as a painter for 
the genie corps in the 1890s, Camenzind states that he sometimes had to supervise 
100–200 “coolies”.116

Daily Routine: Monotony, Discipline, and Diseases

Coming from Europe, the troops disembarked in Batavia (Jakarta), later also in 
Padang, where they attended two months of the military training school and 
were “acclimatised”.117 After being distributed to the garrisons throughout the 
archipelago, they quickly became acquainted with the barracks’ monotonous and 
disciplinary daily routine.118 Duty usually commenced at six and lasted until ten or 
twelve o’clock. A break followed lunch until four o’clock. The recruits then exercised 
for another hour and a half, whereas the others had the rest of the day off. Finally, 
they all had to rejoin the dormitories at eight or half past nine in the evening.119 
As a result, the soldiers had a lot of leisure time. However, because they were 
isolated from civilian society, they had few opportunities to distract themselves. 
For example, some mercenaries, such as Brandenberger or Egloff, used their free 
time writing letters and reading Swiss newspapers sent to them by their families. 
Nonetheless, Brandenberger also struggled with boredom, and he once apologised 
to his parents for not having written for a long time: “Not for lack of time, but for 
lack of news,” as he explained.120 Similarly, Egloff confessed to his parents that he 
“cannot write anything exciting”.121

Besides writing letters, Egloff used his leisure time to hone the artistic career 
denied to him in Switzerland, creating several booklets and drawings. Although 
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Figure 5: A pencil drawing of the barracks in Malang by Arnold Egloff, 1893. SSA, Ar 201.303. 
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his superiors forbade him to draw plans and views of the compound, he continued 
working on them secretly and sent them to Switzerland, as exemplified by figure 5.122 
The barracks are depicted from a bird’s eye in the middle of the drawing. Referring 
to the typical additive veduta-design of tourism postcards at the time, twelve smaller 
close-ups are arranged around the oval section. The close-ups depict dormitories, 
washrooms, music halls, canteens, combat exercises, and Egloff’s self-portrait.123

Indeed, Brandenberger and Egloff were exceptions. Most of the colonial soldiers 
hardly knew how to occupy themselves,124 and according to Zehnder, apart from 
the canteen, there was no entertainment, “with which one could have scared away 
the dull thoughts”.125 Consequently, the majority of Europeans preferred to relieve 
their sadness and boredom with jenever (Dutch Gin).126 Although this drink had the 
reputation of being much more “toxic” than beer or wine, it was nevertheless their 
most popular drink, as the soldiers simply could not afford the latter.127 In 1850, 
Dutch medical doctor P. Bleeker estimated that European colonial soldiers drank, 
on average, a quarter of a litre of this spirit per day.128

The soldiers’ intemperance worried the army leadership, primarily because 
they feared it would diminish their fighting strength and Dutch prestige in the 
eyes of the indigenous population.129 So why did the army command tolerate it? A 
glimpse at British India may shed light on this issue. Historian Erica Wald contends 
that for most contemporary British officials, drunkenness was not considered a 
problem of the individual soldier but of soldiery in general. In doing so, the officials 
denied soldiers their agency to actively choose to drink. Drunkenness was thus a 
“natural” vice of military masculinity that had to be given some leeway within an 
orderly framework.130

In the Dutch East Indies, too, the disciplinary framework was firmly delineated, 
and even minor transgressions were severely sanctioned.131 Zehnder, for instance, 
had to march back and forth for an hour in the barracks yard because he did not 
understand the orders his superior gave in Dutch.132 Eckert was detained for three 
days for asking a Swiss mercenary, who had been arrested three days earlier, if he 
needed fresh laundry.133 Schmid also lists several other minor offences, including 
failing to attend roll call, sleeping on guard in peacetime, fighting, and drunken-
ness. The soldiers were punished with four to fourteen days of “provoost” (military 
jail) for these offences. This involved confinement to a cell, where the soldiers were 
given only tiny portions of rice and water to torment them through near-starvation. 
In some cases, their hands and feet were tied with a short chain for twenty-four 
hours, so they could not stand upright.134

Even illness did not protect against punishment, as Humberset experienced 
first-hand in 1862. Plagued by fever, he marched four to five minutes behind his 
squad. The day after, he received orders to march back and forth in front of the 
Benteng (fortified village) for seven hours as a penalty for his delay. When he 
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objected that this was unjust, he was punished with four days provoost. While 
Humberset survived the punishment, his compatriot Bollinger, who was also 
sentenced to provoost for being late, suffered a different fate and starved to death 
in a chicken coop that had been turned into a prison cell.135

This disciplinary practice of depriving imprisoned soldiers of food was still 
used in the first decade of the twentieth century, as a letter from Brandenberger 
attests. Still, according to his description, provoost was only the fourth most severe 
of seven types of punishment. It was followed by eight days of solitary confinement 
in chains, called cachot, and then demotion to second-class soldier. This demotion 
lasted four months, which did not count as time served and would start all over 
again in the event of a repeat offence. The harshest punishment, however, included 
the transfer to the penal detachment in Klatten (Java), which “very few survived”, 
as Brandenberger claimed.136 Schmid, too, asserted that he could understand those 
soldiers “who put a bullet through their heads before being transferred”, as corpo-
ral punishment was common practice in these places.137 Friedrich Wilhelm Dutoit’s 
case proves that these depictions were not exaggerated. Having served his sentence 
for repeated drunkenness and misbehaviour in the 1880s, Dutoit returned from 
Klatten with a “battered eardrum”.138

Wilhelm Eberle provides another sad example of the vicious circle of discipli-
nary measures into which some soldiers were drawn. In 1882, he, too, was sent to 
Klatten for persistent indiscipline. When the captain there ordered to cane him 
twenty times for disrespect, Eberle punched him in the face. From the military 
authorities’ vantage point, attacking a commanding officer was a serious offence. 
They thus sentenced Eberle to death. However, to the officer ranks’ astonishment, 
the Governor-General pardoned Eberle and converted his sentence to ten years of 
forced labour.139

In addition to boredom and strict discipline, a series of diseases further exac-
erbated colonial service. Although some soldiers developed resistance to some 
illnesses over time, dysentery, typhoid, cholera, and beriberi remained a threat 
throughout their entire sojourn.140 Shortly after his arrival, Egloff had to spend five 
months in a hospital, where the caretakers carried him around “like a dead body”, 
and later on, he suffered repeated bouts of fever.141 Schmid was also hospitalised 
for six months, as was Camenzind, who even had to be transferred to the military 
hospital for the seriously ill in Oenarang (Ungaran) because of dysentery. He oscil-
lated between life and death for ten weeks and lost 20 kg of body weight. There, 
former European soldiers who were considered unfit for active service took care 
of him, and Camenzind believed he would have died if it had not been for a male 
Swiss nurse who took great care of him.142

In general, it seems that male nurses were far more popular with the soldiers 
than doctors were. Humberset, for instance, was enraged that his health was 
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entrusted to a young doctor who had no medical knowledge at all.143 Brandenberger 
railed against the doctors’ abilities in several letters, comparing them to barbers 
and opining that they could not treat sick people.144 Similarly, Schmid mentioned 
the doctors’ helplessness in curing high fevers by putting the patient in a bathtub 
filled with icy water. Apparently, a few patients had died during this procedure.145 
Schmid also remarked that he was only cured of beriberi because a Javanese nurse, 
who had previously served as a sergeant in the same garrison as Schmid, secretly 
gave him “petroleum” to drink. The doctors were not supposed to know about this 
treatment, since “they would have made fun of it”.146 This illustrates the distrust 
prevailing between an ordinary mercenary and his doctors.147 This lack of trust 
was by no means specific to the KNIL. Similarly, European soldiers in British India 
at the time tried to evade European surgeons, preferring to seek advice from local 
medical practitioners.148

Although various medical innovations such as quinine led to a significant 
decrease in mortality for military personnel in the second half of the nineteenth 
century,149 thousands of Swiss lost their lives in the Dutch East Indies. Referring 
to fever and diseases in the colonies, Rellstab told his parents in 1860 that “out 
of a transport of 100 men leaving Europe, at most 10 were counted returning to 
Europe”.150 There is no doubt that this statement was grossly exaggerated. Of the 
3,267 Swiss who joined the KNIL between 1848 and 1860, 1,581 passed away (= 48 
per cent), and in the following decade, 487 out of 1,056 (= 46 per cent) perished. In 
total, of the 5,352 Swiss mercenaries who enlisted with the KNIL from 1848 to 1885, 
2488 (= 46 per cent) died.151

Disappointment and Insubordination

Many mercenaries’ erstwhile ideas, dreams, and expectations evaporated against 
this backdrop of boredom, discipline, and diseases.152 Physically and psychologically 
shaken by his time in Borneo (Kalimantan), Humberset jotted in his diary: “Five 
years since the embarkation! What suffering, what humiliation! One more year. 
Courage!”153 Maria Hänni-Rhyn approached the Bernese authorities seeking help, 
as her son had already written to her twice from the Dutch East Indies, asking her 
to arrange his release.154 Johann Gottfried Gerber, to give another example, bitterly 
regretted “the step he took out of recklessness” and wished to return. However, 
this was only possible if the soldiers bought themselves out of their contract for 
the vast fee of about 1,400 guilders and—in addition to that—provided a substitute 
who would have served out the rest of his term. An acquaintance of the family 
had even agreed to bear the buyout costs, but the offer came too late. Gerber died 
in Weltevreden (nowadays Jakarta Pusat) before his journey back home could 
be organised.155 According to the Swiss Consul in Batavia, these were not isolated 
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cases. Reporting to the Federal Council in 1871, he remarked that he had met only a 
few Swiss soldiers who did not regret their decision.156 Likewise, Swiss doctor Elias 
Hafter reported that the Swiss soldiers he had encountered during a stopover in 
Java gave him the impression of being “unfortunately sold”, fraught with “bitter 
disappointment” and “painful remorse”.157

Admittedly, there were also some Swiss who raved to their relatives about the 
advantages of the service. For example, Schmid reported from the front line in 
Aceh how he enjoyed a happy and carefree camp life with many Swiss people, 
playing cards, listening to music and drinking. Nevertheless, this account seems 
more intended to impress his readers in Switzerland than to reflect everyday life, 
as he added in a wildly exaggerated tone: “Sporadically, scattered bullets flew 
overhead, but they were just about as unnoticed as, say, the buzzing of a mos-
quito.”158 In a similar vein, Egloff enthused his parents: “I cannot really complain 
about the service because I have it as nice as a prince.”159 Likewise, Rellstab told his 
parents he and his friend Haab could “lead a splendid life, better than that of the 
labourers in Europe” after joining the military administration as a bookbinder.160 
Whether Egloff and Rellstab did this to calm their relatives, who had expressed 
their concerns and fears based on various rumours and news, or whether they 
really thought this way could not be determined from the letters.

In any case, there is much to suggest that plenty of the Swiss were discontent. 
A considerable number of Swiss mercenaries—scattered references in the stam-
boeken point to 20—felt so lost, lonely or depressed that they committed suicide. 
Louis Fridolin Weber, for example, shot himself in the head.161 Albert Schär, whose 
corpse was found in the forest of Weltevreden, is said to have told his comrade 
before his disappearance that if he died, he would die as an adjutant sergeant. Due 
to debts and alcohol abuse, Schär was threatened with demotion, which he alleg-
edly did not want to accept.162 Furthermore, Humberset noted briefly in his diary 
under the entry for July 1860: “Suicide of Martin, [from the canton of] Vaud.”163

Those who did not commit suicide despite depression and dissatisfaction 
resorted to different coping strategies, such as excessive drinking. The exchange 
with compatriots provided further consolation against homesickness. For instance, 
a Swiss mercenary vividly recounted how he and a dozen other French-speaking 
Swiss toasted their parents’ health with arak and chanted patriotic songs after 
receiving mail from Switzerland.164

Since such entertainment was relatively short-lived, a few mercenaries tried 
to escape their misery through desertion. However, that was easier said than 
done. Stuck on an island far from Europe, one could not walk home, such as from 
Harderwijk. Thus, more creative solutions were required. Eckert and three of his 
comrades succeeded by hiding on a German steamer that made a stopover on 
the northwest coast of Sumatra on its way to Saigon.165 Another Swiss mercenary, 
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J. Schreier from Bern, evaded Dutch control by switching sides during the Aceh 
War.166 He was not the only one. As a commentary in the Indisch Militair Tijdschrift 
noted, the Acehnese were able to recruit at least 38 Europeans from the KNIL. 
According to the author, however, their fate was terrible. Many died of disease or 
were recaptured and executed by Dutch troops.167 Nonetheless, most attempts at 
desertion failed. Convinced that he could escape to Australia, Zehnder embarked 
on the wrong boat, which called at other Dutch ports instead. The crew immedi-
ately handed him back to the Dutch authorities, and he was punished for his short 
excursion with five months of detention.168 Zehnder got off comparatively lightly, 
as illustrated by the fate of two Swiss, Johann Pfister and Gustav Schmidt, who 
were sentenced to two years of forced labour for participating in a plot to desert.169

Occasionally, tensions erupted directly between the soldiers and their superi-
ors. The Luxembourger August Kohl, for example, recounted that a Swiss soldier 
complained loudly to his captain about the reduced food rations and the low pay. 
When his superior replied that he had no right to complain, the Swiss threw a pot 
of soup at the captain’s feet so that the soup splashed all over his face.170 One of the 
few Swiss officers, Captain Georg Vogel, died because a soldier shot him in the back 
during a roll call. The soldier mentioned two “corrections” that Vogel had inflicted 
on him due to drunkenness as a motive for his crime.171

Alongside these uncoordinated outbreaks of disobedience, collective insubor-
dination also emerged. In 1860, in particular, dissatisfaction among the thousands 
of Swiss who had joined the KNIL in the previous five years grew to such an 
extent that they plotted several mutinies.172 Headed by the Swiss mercenary Jean 
Samuel Borgeaud—a disappointed scion of a noble family who had hoped in vain 
to advance quickly in the KNIL173—around 50 soldiers attempted a rebellion in 
January at the Vredeburg barracks near Yogyakarta. However, the mutiny failed 
before it had begun, as a Swiss named Landry had warned his superiors. The trou-
blemakers were arrested and interrogated. During the interrogations, they claimed 
different goals. Some wanted to make their way to the coast and escape to Australia 
on the next ship. Others said they tried to contact France and England so that one 
of these colonial powers would take control of the colony. Still others apparently 
intended to free the penal detachment in Klatten and join a Javanese prince. This 
rumour was fuelled by Borgeaud being arrested at the home of a noble Javanese 
near Soerakarta (Surakarta).174

The next serious incident occurred in June of the same year. When five Swiss 
deserters from the barracks of Weltevreden were stopped at a police checkpoint, 
they shot two police officers and a civilian. Their escape subsequently ended with 
their arrest in Batavia.175 These outbreaks of resistance, however, were only a 
foretaste of what was to follow, for the army command failed to interpret them as 
a sign of discontent and to do anything to improve service conditions.
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As Andreas Zangger has shown, a few Swiss mercenaries founded a singing 
club in Fort Willem I, Java, in the same year, which they named Grütli in allusion 
to Switzerland’s alleged mediaeval founding place. The club—that, according to 
Dutch officers, consisted of awful singers—served merely as a cover for conspira-
torial meetings. However, here, too, the superiors noticed the activities before the 
mutineers could strike, and twenty Europeans were arrested. To calm the situation, 
four companies were transferred to Willem I. Three of these companies arrived 
from Samarang, where the subsequent uprising was already brewing. Although an 
insider once again was able to inform the army command in advance, a shootout 
occurred in the barracks during the night of 17 to 18 August, 1860, between Swiss, 
French, Belgian and German insurgents and mostly “Ambonese” soldiers, who were 
supported by a militia. According to official statements, the uprising resulted in six 
dead and eleven wounded. The loyal troops were able to overwhelm the mostly Swiss 
revolutionaries, and the rebellion had been suppressed by the following morning.176

Haab, who—although in the barracks at the time—was as surprised by the 
mutiny as the Dutch, reported how the European soldiers had to remain unarmed 
in their rooms for the following two weeks. On 1 September, 1860, they had to 
march under the strict guard of four “Ambonese” companies to the place of execu-
tion, where the sentences were pronounced and carried out. In addition to several 
minor sentences, two Swiss were condemned to ten years of forced labour. Seven 
Swiss and two French were sentenced to death on the gallows. In front of everyone 
present, Javanese executioners immediately carried out the death sentences.177 For 
the Swiss, this was a shocking sight. Writing to his parents just a few days after the 
execution, Rellstab remarked: “To see nine men hanged next to each other like that 
is a terribly frightening example for the rest of us.”178 Looking back on the event 
more than fifty years later, Haab stated that he would never forget the sight for the 
rest of his life.179

The mutinies had the potential to damage Dutch prestige severely and signifi-
cantly alter the further course of the colony.180 Accordingly, the Dutch authorities 
drew consequences. To the chagrin of the Swiss mercenaries, they distributed the 
Swiss who had already been recruited among various garrisons across the archi-
pelago and refrained from taking on new Swiss volunteers. Although rumours of 
Swiss plots continued to circulate in the following decades, mutinies on this scale 
did not occur again.181 Nonetheless, the history of the insurgencies reveals another 
vital point. In this crisis, the Dutch authorities were forced to suspend the principle 
of the racial dividend for a short time. The mutineers no longer benefitted from 
their “white” status, since they were captured and executed by the indigenous 
troops commanded by the Dutch officers.182 However, as the following section will 
show, the Swiss mercenaries were not only victims of military discipline but also 
promoted the expansion of a violent colonial state.
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Military Violence

Throughout the nineteenth century, Dutch colonial expansion in the Malay 
Archipelago was characterised by the application of military violence—or at least 
the threat thereof—aiming to establish a “state of violence”, as Dutch Historian 
Henk Schulte Nordholt has called it.183 According to rough estimates, this colonial 
state formation cost the lives of around 375,000 Southeast Asians in the course of 
the nineteenth century.184 Even if the military tactics changed in the course of the 
colonial conquests from attacks in large units to counter-insurgency operations in 
small mobile columns, military campaigns were always accompanied by “extreme 
violence” such as atrocities against the civilian population, executions of prisoners 
or torching of entire fields and villages.185 At first glance, this may seem to contrast 
with the discourses on “humanitarian warfare” conducted in Europe at the time. 
Still, it followed the colonial logic of European colonial powers such as Britain, 
Germany and France. For most Europeans, it was apparent that these debates 
only related to wars between “civilised nations” and not colonial wars against 
supposedly “savage peoples”. This racial discrepancy can be partly traced to the 
colonial armies’ incapacity to distinguish civilians from enemy resistance fight-
ers.186 Moreover, the fact that thousands of women also fought as an integral part 
of the resistance in the Dutch East Indies additionally challenged male European 
concepts of warfare, according to which war was only fought among men.187

Admittedly, this violence was never “purely” Dutch since—as already men-
tioned above—the majority of the KNIL consisted of “Inlanders” and non-Dutch 
European mercenaries.188 Thus, it goes without saying that Swiss mercenaries 
contributed in various manners to the maintenance and proliferation of a colonial 
regime of awe, fear, and violence. Jean Aimé Theodore Humberset, for example, 
mentioned in his diary how his unit burned down several villages during the war 
against the sultanate of Banjarmasin in southern Borneo, between 1859 and 1863.189 
And reporting on the battles in the Aceh War, Karl Schmid states the following in 
his memoirs: “Having reached the first hill, we were confronted with a sad scenery. 
As far as the eye could see, all the kampongs (villages) were in flames.”190 Whether 
Schmid was sincerely sad or whether it was merely a rhetorical element cannot be 
judged from today’s point of view. Doubts remain, however, since only a few pages 
earlier, he praised the courage of a compatriot who sneaked behind enemy lines 
and set fire to a village.191

In addition to these arsons, the sources also mention other forms of physical 
violence. Publishing an anonymous letter written by a mercenary from western 
Switzerland in 1859, the Gazette de Lausanne provided an insight into a battle 
during the Second Bone War (1859–1860) in southern Celebes as follows:
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There, it was a real butchery: we walked in blood and corpses up to our knees. In this 

melee, my two Baudet countrymen were killed on the spot. As for me, I have already told 

you about this rage that carries me away like a furious tiger: all that is in front of me falls 

under my blows.192

In the eyes of the mercenary, there was no place for mercy. Thus, he went on to 
describe how they attacked an enemy camp a few days later and burned everything 
to the ground, sparing no one. He justified these violent excesses by referring to the 
ferocity of the “savages”. For example, the enemy forces kidnapped a corporal, killed 
him, and impaled his head on a bamboo stick. Appalled, the author stated: “the pen 
refuses to recount what they do to a European who is found in their hands.”193 As 
mentioned earlier, such justification strategies were by no means unique. Instead, 
they followed the legitimation discourses of the time, according to which so-called 
“humanitarian warfare” was only possible between “civilised” nations, not with 
“savage” peoples.194 As Humberset’s diary proves, the KNIL resorted to comparable 
forms of retaliation. Capturing his experiences of the Borneo War (1859–1863), 
Humberset noted how a KNIL patrol decapitated the enemies’ dead bodies and 
impaled their heads on bamboo.195 Swiss mercenary Emil Häfeli provides addi-
tional insight into Swiss excesses of violence. Writing to the parents of his comrade 
who had been fatally wounded during the Lombok War (1894), he assured them:

Many of our comrades died or were wounded, but I assure you that our comrades who died 

in the raid, as well as those who died an honourable death on the battlefield in the ensuing 

battles, have been bloodily avenged. Thousands of enemies have been killed, their houses 

and other possessions have gone up in flames, the Rajah of Lombok has been captured, 

and most of the enemy leaders have been transported to another world. To your question 

about whether many Swiss were involved in the war, I must answer affirmatively, and as 

far as I know, 2 fell, about 5 were wounded, and some died of diseases of the Indian kind.196

Häfeli’s blunt portrayal of violence not only represents the single view of an ordinary 
soldier but reflects a common conviction among the KNIL military. For instance, the 
later Minister of the Colonies and Governor-General Hendrik Colijn, who took part in 
this campaign as an officer, also openly described the excesses of violence to his wife:

The enemy now, since they did not see any escape, devoted itself to death. Up till eight 

times, they attacked my company with lances lowered down. Even young beautiful women 

with infants on the arm joined in the battle […] after the eight attacks, only few remained, 

who asked for mercy, I believe thirteen. The soldiers looked at me requesting for permis-

sion […] I turned around to light a cigar. A few heartbreaking cries sounded and when I 

turned around again the thirteen were also dead.197
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According to historian Vincent Houben, several points emerge from Colijn’s letter. 
Firstly, he highlighted the contrast between the peaceful life at home and the dan-
gerous colonial frontier. Secondly, he implied that there was no alternative to the 
execution of the thirteen Balinese since the campaign was carried out to avenge the 
defeat known as the Lombok Betrayal, which had caused a storm of indignation in 
the Netherlands, and to restore Dutch prestige through military prowess. During 
this campaign, about 2,000 Balinese died, a large part of them because they com-
mitted puputan, a decisive battle resulting in ritual mass suicide.198

Excessive military violence was an integral part of warfare. Against this back-
ground one Swiss mercenary gained a particularly notorious reputation that needs 
to be addressed in depth: Hans Christoffel (1865–1962). During the 1904 campaigns 
in Sumatra’s mountainous hinterland, in which the KNIL killed an estimated 5–12 
per cent of the indigenous Gajo and 20 per cent of the Alas population,199 Christoffel 
distinguished himself in the eyes of his superiors to such an extent that he was 
appointed captain of a special unit in 1905, called “colon matjan” (“tiger column”). 
Composed of indigenous soldiers and European officers, this unit was deployed 
whenever a local community in the Malay Archipelago refused to accept the formal 
Dutch claim to sovereignty. Christoffel and his men pursued these groups in small, 
mobile units—until their surrender or death.200 These campaigns thus bore witness 
to rigorous violence. For instance, on a three-month expedition to the island of 
Flores in 1907, his troops killed 795 people.201

Yet, as historian Marie Muschalek convincingly argues, colonial state violence 
was more than just warfare and excessive force; but also included “unspectacular” 
forms of violence that were an inherent part of the quotidian governing practice 
and, therefore, can hardly be found in the archives.202 Policing actions are a prime 
example of such violence. Camenzind, for instance, remarked that European plan-
tation owners were very pleased every time the military passed by, as the “coolies” 
were then “much more willing to work”.203 These “coolies” were usually indentured 
labourers hired in China or Java. Once they arrived on the plantations, they had to 
refund the travel expenses, but this was often not possible because of harsh work-
ing conditions, unfair pay, and the poverty-inducing habits of gambling and opium 
consumption. Consequently, many of them ended up in a web of financial depend-
encies, exploited and objectified by the plantation owners.204 Thus, widespread 
knowledge of the military and police presence was most of the time sufficient to 
keep the exploitative plantations going. However, if the indentured labourers ever 
openly resisted, the Dutch colonial authorities quickly deployed troops to restore 
colonial order—by force of arms if necessary, as they feared that a riot could spread 
to other plantations and undermine the power of the colonial state.205 Witnessing 
such violent repression, Camenzind reported that entire companies were sent out 
to the plantations “to restore order and take the troublemakers to prison”.206 We do 
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not know precisely what Camenzind thought of such repression. Nevertheless, we 
can assume that he shared the European understanding of violence of his time and 
thus had little empathy for contractors, whose situation he did not discuss further. 
Instead, he focused on the plantation owners, “who are all rich Europeans and have 
large factories and extensive estates and many coolies” and thanked the European 
soldiers by serving them free genever.207

Thus, many men of the European underclass, who had often been victims of 
violence and oppression at home, transformed into violent perpetrators—or at 
least into their facilitators—within this colonial setting. Finally, it must be men-
tioned that military life, beyond violence and discipline, was marked by intimacy 
and sexuality, as the following section illustrates.

Intimacy & Sexuality in the Barracks

To the astonishment of many European mercenaries, the barracks accommodated 
not only men but also women and children.208 The reasons for this unfamiliar 
sight were twofold. First, indigenous soldiers could usually solely be recruited on 
the condition that they were allowed to start a family. The second reason—which 
is more notable against the backdrop of Swiss mercenaries—was that the army 
headquarters also allowed European non-commissioned officers and soldiers to 
live with a female “housekeeper” of Asian or Indo-European descent, known as 
nyai, who cooked, cleaned and served sexually for unmarried Europeans.209

Even though many contemporary observers condemned such extramarital rela-
tionships, the barracks were not a place beyond sexual norms. On the contrary, like 
in the British Empire, sex was a significant political issue that recurrently aroused 
colonial anxieties and needed regulating and managing.210 Thus, as Ulbe Bosma 
and Remco Raben have argued, the practice of concubinage spread in the Malay 
Archipelago from the seventeenth century onwards, not because it was a cultural 
practice but rather because marriage was subject to stricter legal obligations.211 
This also applied to the military sphere, where a soldier needed the permission of 
his superiors to marry. Concubinage, on the other hand, was officially tolerated 
from 1836 onwards without any significant restrictions—and was therefore also 
practised on a large scale, as several inquiries among European military personnel 
regularly commissioned by the colonial government from the late 1880s onwards 
reveal. In 1888, for instance, out of 13,000 European soldiers, 2,930 were cohabitat-
ing, and 147 were married.212

Although Christian and socialist circles repeatedly condemned barracks 
concubinage—they considered cohabitation immoral or a source of poverty in 
the colonies—the KNIL headquarters staff was convinced of its benefits for a long 
time.213 From the command’s vantage point, nyais substantially contributed to the 



84 chapter 3

Dutch fighting strength. They provided companionship for socially isolated soldiers 
while helping them avoid venereal disease, drunkenness and inter-male sexual 
relations.214 In addition, the concubines cost the army much less than wives since 
married couples had to be provided with their dwelling and the wife received 
financial compensation in the event of the husband’s death. Unmarried women, 
on the other hand, had no rights at all. From one day to the next, the soldiers 
could expel them along with their joint children from the cantonments, or if they 
returned to Europe, they could do so without providing any financial support for 
the nyais and their offspring. However, as the importance of the KNIL diminished 
with the completion of the so-called afronding (see chapter 2), these arguments 
concerning the fighting strength became less relevant, and barrack concubinage 
was finally abolished in 1913.215

Unfortunately, we are unaware of any sources written by a nyai providing 
insight into their thoughts, motives and emotional life.216 The fact, however, 
that the nyais submitted to these forms of exploitation highlights their socially 
deprived background. In all likelihood, the vast majority of these women entered 
the military sphere at the age of twelve or fourteen for lack of alternatives. Most 
originated from the impoverished Javanese lower strata or had grown up as 
children of soldiers and concubines in the barracks.217 To ensure their economic 
survival, they pursued various strategies within their limited scope of agency, such 
as expressing or withholding affection towards the soldiers. Needless to say, many 
members of the KNIL did not appreciate such autonomous action. Brandenberger, 
for example, was upset that the nyais in his garrison kept up to six men at a time.218 
In a similar vein, Arnold Egloff complained that a nyai was “like a cat” as she “did 
not remain faithful” and “only loved money, but not the man who would give it”.219 
And Augustin Zehnder noted that the mothers taught their daughters “all secrets 
of women’s virtues and sometimes also vices”.220

Despite these pejorative portrayals of nyais addressed to a European audience, 
several Swiss entered into a transcultural relationship with them. Reminiscing 
about his time in the Dutch East Indies, Carl August Haab, for instance, mentioned 
that he bought a house and that a Javanese woman cooked for him. Only a short 
time later, however, he sold the house again because “the maid was dirty and 
the food was not good”.221 Haab’s account does not reveal the precise nature of 
the relationship with this anonymous woman. However, some clues suggest that 
there was more to it than that. For one, as we know from other colonial contexts, it 
was common to refer to the concubine merely as a “housekeeper”.222 For another, 
considering the conservative moral ideas circulating within his village community, 
where concubinage had been banned until the 1970s, it seems obvious why Haab 
did not want to dwell on this point.223 Conversely, the aforementioned Heinrich 
Brandenberger was surprisingly candid about his sexual relationships. Writing to 



follow the men 85

his family in Switzerland, he stated that he had been “married” to four different 
“Indian women” within seven weeks.

After these brief and disappointing relationships, Brandenberger finally met 
the Javanese nyai Sampet, whom he married in 1911(in order for them to marry, 
she was christened Lina).224 In 1920, they moved to Switzerland, where they lived 
together until Lina Sampet Brandenberger died in 1960. Anton Camenzind, who 
worked as a painter with the Genie Corps, provides another vivid example. In the 
1890s, he met his wife Maria Narbertina Wullschleger through a Swiss connection: 
her father was a retired Swiss mercenary who settled in Tana-Nojah with a Javanese 
woman. Camenzind visited the Wullschleger family regularly and “felt attracted to 
the daughter”.225 Although many colleagues allegedly advised him against entering 
into a serious relationship with a “nona” (“half-European”), he married her when 
she was fifteen—the usual marriage age at the time.226 According to Camenzind’s 
account, the marriage was peaceful at first, but soon they started to quarrel fre-
quently, and Maria Narbertina once even went after him with a dagger. Her father 
subsequently had to mediate between the two, so their marriage continued. After 
two years, the marriage ultimately came to an unfortunate end: Maria Narbertina 
died after giving birth to their second child.227 Camenzind’s and Brandenberger’s 
marriages were rather an exception, as usually only those soldiers with additional 
income could afford to live with a nyai. The less well-off soldiers had to satisfy their 
sexual desire by visiting a brothel.228

Even though the line between concubinage and professional prostitution was 
blurred in certain accounts, the two should not be equated.229 Whereas concubines 
lived within the cantonments, where they performed essential tasks beyond sexual 
services, prostitutes worked in specific brothels in the vicinity of the garrisons. To 
prevent the spread of venereal diseases, these brothels were reserved for military 
personnel, and the prostitutes had to be regularly examined by a doctor.230 As is 
often the case when it comes to the history of prostitution, the majority of sources 
come from official agencies. Thus, there are hardly any references to brothels in the 
reports of the Swiss mercenaries. Solely Brandenberger described how a brothel 
close to the garrison in Willem I went up in flames in 1906.231 However, there are 
no mentions of the inner life of such a house.

One consequence of transcultural relations, which also repeatedly attracted the 
concern of political actors, was the large number of children. Since both father and 
mother were usually at the bottom of the hierarchy of the Dutch East Indies’ soci-
ety, the children were subject to constant discrimination from birth. However, as 
Hanneke Ming elaborates, this group was not homogeneous at all, but divided along 
axes of differentiation such as legal status or gender. Children legally acknowledged 
by their fathers were assigned the status of European citizens, which ensured them 
at least a small degree of attention from European colonial society and additional 
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privileges such as attending European schools. This also meant that they were 
separated from their indigenous mother and placed in an orphanage for care if the 
father shirked his educational duties or died. However, as the 1901 inquiry exposed, 
around two-thirds of 1,237 children fathered by a European belonged to the group 
of unacknowledged offspring. These so-called “half-castes” were not recognised 
as full members of either the indigenous community or European society and 
remained marginalised.232

Another central axis of differentiation was gender. While many of the 
acknowledged sons were able to go to the pupilen school in Gombong, where they 
were prepared for a life as soldiers, the daughters, after having also received a 
small amount of schooling, worked like their mothers as domestic staff in the 
barracks or tried to make a living through prostitution.233 When bourgeois moral 
and civilisational ideals became increasingly influential towards the end of the 
nineteenth century, the fate of the barrack children not only caused resentment 
in Dutch circles but was also condemned by a number of Swiss mercenaries such 
as the deserter Edwin Eckert. Worried about the children’s social environment 
amidst soldiers, he doubted in 1912 whether they were receiving a proper moral 
and religious education. In his view, the Dutch colonial state was solely concerned 
with profit and exploitation and did nothing “for the upliftment of the culture and 
civilisation of the country”.234 Augustin Zehnder expressed a similar opinion in 
1924, stating that he was shocked “by the crudeness and total indifference of the 
state authorities” he had encountered in the 1910s.235

As mentioned above, the army command endorsed concubinage and prostitu-
tion, despite strong criticism. One of these reasons hardly mentioned so far was the 
fear of same-sex liaisons. However, what this category of homosexuality entailed 
was very confusing for contemporaries.236 As Robert Aldrich has contended, colonial 
settings facilitated a vast spectrum of homosocial and homosexual relationships. 
According to Aldrich, some men were pushed into “situational” homosexuality by 
gender imbalance. Others probably hoped to live out their homosexuality under 
less repressive conditions by emigrating to the colonies. An unknown number, 
including heterosexuals, found emotional satisfaction in inter-male relation-
ships.237 In line with Aldrich, Christian Koller assumes that this broad spectrum 
also existed in the French Foreign Legion—although there are hardly any sources 
addressing this issue openly.238 Nevertheless, it seems plausible to extend these 
assumptions to the KNIL, as there are occasional references in the stamboeken to 
convictions for so-called “unnatural fornication”. On 19 August, 1859, for example, 
the Samarang War Council sentenced the two Swiss Jacob Ingold and Hans Urech 
to five years “kruiwagen” (wheelbarrow; i.e. forced labour) each on charges of 
“tegennatuurlijke ontucht” (unnatural fornication). Unfortunately, we do not know 
what exactly happened. However, it must have been serious enough for the Dutch 
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king to reject a petition for pardon submitted by Ingold’s father three years later.239 
Nonetheless, inter-male relationships were not always as reciprocal as the case 
of Ingold and Urech might suggest. François Berard from Geneva, for example, 
was sentenced to three years “kruiwagen” for inciting “unnatural fornication”.240 
Whether the recipient of Berard’s advances reported him or another person cannot 
be said at this point. Overall, there are few references to homosexual intimacy in 
the sources. For example, it remains unclear whether such relationships were also 
secretly fostered across racial boundaries. It, therefore, remains a desideratum to 
investigate this in depth.

Should One Stay or Should One Go: Life after Service

If the mercenaries had survived their term of six years more or less unscathed, 
they could apply for another six years (in some cases, an extension of shorter 
duration was also possible). In 1908, approaching the end of his first term of service, 
Brandenberger wrestled with his decision for a long time. Finally, he extended 
his contract because his relatives in Switzerland could not promise him any job 
prospects and he did not want to burden his parents.241 The data collected show that 
Brandenberger was no exception. Out of 3,072 Swiss who left the colonial service 
alive, 42 per cent served longer than the initially agreed six years.242 Nonetheless, 
the proportion of those willing to do a second term increased significantly over 
the course of the century. Of those mercenaries who joined the KNIL between 1848 
and 1860, only 36 per cent of the 1641 Swiss mercenaries re-enlisted. In comparison, 
the percentage of the cohort that joined between 1871 and 1880 and survived the 
service (507 mercenaries) was 51 per cent. Several reasons were probably decisive 
for an extension: lower mortality and morbidity, better service conditions, and the 
pension reform of 1878, which lowered the retirement age from twenty to twelve 
years of service.243 Moreover, specific individuals, such as Humberset, were in the 
middle of a campaign at the time when their contracts expired and were therefore 
forced to stay longer.244 Others took the opportunity to visit relatives in Europe 
before returning to the KNIL. They had one year if they wanted to re-enlist before 
their years of service, which entitled them to a pension, expired.

Those who turned their backs on the military for good either led a civilian life 
in the Dutch East Indies or returned to Europe. Ulbe Bosma estimates that between 
1850 and 1919, 24 to 36 per cent of colonial soldiers who survived service remained 
in the Dutch East Indies.245 Extrapolated to the Swiss, this would mean that of the 
approximately 2,468 surviving mercenaries, between 480 and 1,000 remained in the 
Dutch East Indies. Nevertheless, although we do not have concrete figures on the 
Swiss, it does not seem reasonable to transfer Bosma’s figures to the Swiss cohort 
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for several reasons. First, until 1860 foreign military personnel could only obtain a 
residence permit under strict conditions (if they had already served for ten years or 
reached the rank of officer). From 1860 onwards, this regulation was loosened until 
it was finally abolished altogether in 1871.246 During this period, 47 discharged Swiss 
mercenaries applied for a residence permit. All were approved (45 permanent, 2 
temporary).247 Second, the number of Swiss civilians remained modest even after 
these easements, as documented by the koloniaal verslag (colonial report) of 1891. 
According to this report, around 183 Swiss men lived in the Dutch East Indies in 
1890, including a few merchants or plantation managers without a military back-
ground.248 Third, one should bear in mind that the majority of Swiss mercenaries 
understood themselves as life-cycle migrants. Their sojourn in the Dutch East Indies 
was supposed to be limited in time, followed by a return to Europe.

Civilian Life in the Indies

Most veterans who settled in the Dutch East Indies were likely to have led rather 
humble lives since various reports indicate that ex-military lived in poor condi-
tions.249 One reason why some still favoured life in the colonies over a return to 
Europe may have been that no better fate awaited them in Switzerland; another 
is that they had already started a family during their service and did not intend to 
leave it. Sergeant-Major Johann Ludwig Krauer, for example, renounced his jour-
ney home in 1889 after fifteen years of service and remained in Batavia supposedly 
because he had married a widow named Johanna Hup ten years earlier.250 However, 
it is unknown whether the 340 guilders he received annually as a pension were 
sufficient to cover his daily expenses or whether he pursued a new occupation.

Gottlieb Wullschleger, the above mentioned Anton Camemzind’s father-in-law, 
provides another example of a Swiss remaining in the Dutch East Indies. After fif-
teen years of service, in 1889, he settled in Tana Njonja, close to Jatinegara, working 
as a blacksmith with an annual pension of 238 guilders.251 Camenzind mentioned 
how he coincidentally met Wullschleger, who immediately invited him to his home. 
Having visited Wullschleger, Camenzind noted that the veteran lived with a Muslim 
Javanese woman and two children, a son and a daughter, in a small house made 
of wood and bamboo, surrounded by many trees and beautiful plants. Their son 
attended a Catholic convent school, and their daughter joined a “working school”.252

Without the benefit of a pension reimbursed by the KNIL, Peter Limacher 
settled in Batavia in 1856 after merely six years of duty. Why he stayed there and 
how he initially earned his living is unknown. What is certain, however, is that by 
the end of 1863, at the latest, he was working at the “General Secretariat”, where 
he earned 150 guilders a month. From this money, he transferred 25 guilders a 
year to his mother living in the canton of Lucerne.253 He subsequently changed his 
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job two more times: in April 1865, he was dismissed as “onderkommies der eerste 
klasse” in Soerabaja (Surabaya) due to illness, but only two months later, he found 
employment as “kommies-visitateur bij de recherche en kontrôle” in Samarang.254 
However, as seen from an enquiry sent by his sister to the Swiss federal authorities 
in 1874, Limacher had already retired in 1872 and withdrawn to Soerabaja “into 
private life” without informing his siblings in Switzerland.255

Johannes Meyer, too, left the army to work in an office. After the Dutch 
authorities had enquired about his previous life in Switzerland, he transferred to 
the colonial administration in 1864.256 (The fact that his father had been a local 
politician and judge was probably construed to his advantage). Twelve years later, 
he was living again in his birthplace of Pratteln, canton of Basel-Landschaft. His 
career as a colonial civil servant paid off. At 472.5 guilders, his annual pension was 
almost double that of an ordinary mercenary.257

Swiss veteran Heinrich Wieland pursued an even more extraordinary career. 
Having worked as a mercenary for almost twenty years (three of them in Naples), he 
was released in 1876 and soon commenced to manage a pasanggrahan (government 
guest house) in the Dieng Plateau, Central Java. In addition to his work as a hotel 
manager, he introduced new agricultural products earning him a considerable 
degree of local influence and wealth. The fact that his children married into the 
Javanese upper class reflects the strength of his local ties. One of his grandsons, 
Wilhelm Wieland, even became President Soekarno’s technical advisor.258

These individual cases show that Swiss veterans settled in the Dutch East Indies. 
However, it is difficult to ascertain how many in total and what exactly they did. 
In most cases, they continued to move on the fringes of bourgeois society, which 
is why detailed sources on their post-war lives have only survived in exceptional 
circumstances.

Back to Switzerland

The majority of the surviving Swiss returned to Europe. We know little about what 
they did after their discharge. Most of them probably obtained a passport from 
the Swiss Consul in Amsterdam and then disappeared into the anonymous strata 
of the European working class.259 Although we do not know the exact number, 
sources from various Swiss archives indicate that countless mercenaries returned 
to Switzerland,260 where their paths took the most diverse directions. For instance, 
Camenzind had an offer to supervise the construction of a factory in Batavia at the 
end of his term, and he considered accepting it because he was apprehensive about 
travelling to Europe with his two-year-old daughter. (As mentioned above, his wife, 
Maria Narbertina Wullschleger, had died after giving birth to their second child. 
The child also passed away shortly after that.) However, as the start of construction 
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was delayed, he decided to go to Switzerland—much to the regret of his parents-in-
law. The latter were infuriated that he did not leave the daughter with them in the 
kampong. Camenzind’s daughter “got another and better mother” in Switzerland 
and attended school.261 After the World War I turmoil, Brandenberger, too, eventu-
ally returned in 1920 with his wife and three children to reunite with his parents 
and siblings and provide his children with a better education. Until his retirement 
in 1947, he worked at a hardware store. Together with Lina Sampet, he lived in a 
small typical Swiss flat in an urban conurbation, as is apparent from the small 
balcony and the sun blinds in figure 7. His marriage to Lina Sampet lasted until she 
died in 1960.262 As her obituary reveals, this relocation was the beginning of

a series of long-lasting trials and psychological stresses, as it was necessary to put down 

new roots in a world that was completely different in terms of climate, culture and society, 

to overcome linguistic difficulties and, last but not least, to overcome the prejudices of a 

harsh environment.263

Unfortunately, we do not know Lina Sampet’s experience first-hand. Generally, 
we know very little about how women and children from the Dutch East Indies 
coped after resettling with the mercenaries in Switzerland. Chapter 5 shall revisit 
how such colonialist racialist thought patterns circulated and led to discrimina-
tory everyday structures even in a country without formal colonial possessions. 
However, for now, it will suffice to refer to this obituary, which reveals that Lina 
Sampet had to struggle with such prejudices on the part of Swiss society.

In any case, most mercenaries returned to Switzerland without families like 
Haab. His goal of avoiding an economic crisis as a life cycle migrant worked out 
seamlessly for him. Immediately after he arrived in Switzerland, he found a job as a 
bookbinder. Two years later, he established his bookbinding and printing business, 
which still exists today as a stationery store.264 Humberset became an accountant 
and ran an investment agency. Furthermore, he married three times, leaving 
all these marriages as a widower.265 Schmid lived as a “humble labourer” in his 
home town Olten.266 Due to his experience as a nurse in the military hospital, Hans 
Adolf von Känel got a job at the surgical clinic in Bern. However, his new position 
aroused the covetousness of his relatives. Dismayed, he addressed the Dutch Consul 
with the following words:

Since I have been occupying a rather lucrative position here in Bern, my mother and broth-

ers, and sisters have been giving me no peace and trying to squeeze everything out of me as 

much as possible. Last winter, I was still quite strongly fooled by my brother, so that I see that 

I am getting nowhere here in spite of all the work I do and have therefore decided, if it were 

possible, to enlist in the Dutch army again as an orderly, or operations and section officer.267
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Whether his request was granted is not known. In any case, this example shows that 
von Känel, in contrast to his siblings, moved up the social ladder leaving behind 
the precariat. Likewise, after six years of service, former Verdingkind (“indentured 
child labourer”) Rudolf Schüpbach signed up with the Bern city police, remaining 
there until his retirement. According to his grandson, the police initially had 
reservations about hiring a former mercenary because they had gained terrible 
experience with these men. Finally, however, they were convinced by the excellent 
discharge certificate.268

The scepticism of the police reveals that not all mercenaries reintegrated as 
smoothly into Swiss civil society as the examples listed here. For instance, ex-mili-
tary Friedrich Wüthrich, who had fought at the front line of the Borneo War, was 
sentenced for seriously threatening a fellow citizen in 1866.269 Veteran Christian 
Michel had to spend a year in prison.270 Not knowing where to go, Friedrich Dähler 
apparently “strayed” around, first to his sister, then he tried in vain to be admitted 
to the hospital in Bern. After that, his trail was lost.271

There are different reasons why some veterans lived on the margins of society. 
After their service, many found themselves re-exposed to the structural poverty 
they had once sought to escape. Others may have voluntarily chosen the life of an 
outsider. For some, however, service in the KNIL also proved to be a burden in 
physical and psychological terms. As the following chapter will elaborate, many 
veterans suffered from physical infirmities that made it impossible for them to 
pursue a regular occupation, like Johann Dürr, who had lost his sight due to his 
service.272 Another example is provided by Johannes Haller, who was discredited 
as being stupid due to his hearing loss suffered in the line of duty. As a result, his 
municipality classified him as wholly incapacitated to work in 1866.273

Apart from such physical infirmities, there were also a few veterans who—
according to contemporary testimonials—suffered from psychological ailments. 
For example, Rudolf Hauri was released in 1883 because of beginnende vervolging-
swaanzin (incipient persecution mania) and admitted to the Utrecht “asylum for 
the insane” after that. From there, he was to be sent on to Switzerland. However, 
his condition was so severe that he could not be left alone. Therefore, in coopera-
tion with his home municipality, the Dutch authorities had to arrange his transport.

Furthermore, the trial of ex-military Bernhard Jeker generated national head-
lines. In 1896, Jeker shot his landlord, his wife and their 18-year-old daughter because, 
according to his statement, they had laughed “maliciously in his face”. During inter-
rogation, he told the police that out of his thirteen years with KNIL, he spent four 
on the battlefield of Aceh, where he frequently had to shoot at the enemy.274 From 
today’s point of view, it is impossible to assess the extent to which such war experi-
ences left traumatising traces in his psyche. However, we know from other colonial 
contexts, such as British India, that even trivial reasons could trigger an outbreak of 
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excessive violence.275 This may well have been the case in Jeker’s situation,276 since 
the director of a psychiatric clinic certified that he had diminished responsibility.277

Ultimately, a number of Swiss veterans took the opportunity of the farewell to 
service to open an entirely new chapter. Wüthrich, for example, opened the Hotel 
Helvetia in Harderwijk, from where he operated secret recruiting networks.278 As 
Egloff confirmed to his parents in a letter, Wüthrich was not the only Swiss to settle 
in Harderwijk. According to his information, around 20 retired Swiss citizens lived 
in the small town.279 In addition, an indeterminable number probably settled in 
other European countries, such as former KNIL-mercenary Johann Heinrich Rüegg 
from the canton of Zurich. According to his great-grandson, Rüegg met his wife 
in Arnhem and moved to Duisburg.280 Finally, a few veterans who had exceeded 
fifty-five years of age and suffered from physical infirmities claimed their right to 
take up residence in the Tehuis (asylum) in Bronbeek, which had been established 
in 1859.281 However, not everyone liked it equally. While some spent the last years 
of their lives there, others left after only a few weeks.282

Conclusion

This part followed the movements of thousands of Swiss mercenaries between 1848 
and 1914 to learn more about their origins, motives, military activities, social and 
sexual relations, violent acts, and perspectives after their service ended. The result is 
a colourful mosaic of thousands of different life stories from which three synthesis-
ing conclusions can be drawn. The first point worth noting is that many Swiss from 
poorer backgrounds also perceived the Dutch colonial empire as a space of oppor-
tunity. Bernhard C. Schär and Andreas Zangger have already pointed out how Swiss 
scientists and merchants travelled to the Malay Archipelago to accumulate symbolic, 
social and economic capital.283 In addition to these primarily urban or semi-urban 
elites, however, thousands of artisans, farmers, unemployed people, professional 
soldiers and factory workers too migrated from Switzerland to the Dutch East Indies. 
The fact that the Dutch Empire’s appeal stretched over several decades through all 
strata of society, even into remote Swiss Alpine valleys, has hardly been researched 
so far and proves how strongly even countries without formal colonial possessions, 
such as Switzerland, were embedded in imperial formations.

Second, the close look at the mercenaries’ lives provides insights into globally 
shaped European concepts of masculinities from the nineteenth century’s lower 
classes. The pursuit of masculine ideals runs like a leitmotif through their biographies 
appearing at various stages; for example, the mercenaries’ decision to emigrate 
coupled with fear of social decline and the associated loss of prestige or the inability 
to support a family, even if poverty was arguably the main reason. Another recurrent 
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ideal of masculinity in terms of motives was that of the colonial adventurer, as 
propagated by veterans who returned home or numerous tales circulating across 
Switzerland. Furthermore, the KNIL offered the possibility of a “proxy heroism”. 
Since—unlike Switzerland, which had not had any warlike conflicts with its neigh-
bouring states since the middle of the century—the KNIL was constantly involved in 
colonial wars, some Swiss men saw a welcome opportunity to put into practice the 
mythologised image of the militarily adept Swiss citizen and to prove their manli-
ness. Besides the emigration motives, masculinity ideals and male habitus played a 
vital role in daily military life in the European recruitment centres and the colonies.

Thirdly, this chapter sheds light on a set of tensions within the Dutch Empire. 
For instance, it first shows the ambivalence of mercenaries as perpetrators and tar-
gets. While mercenaries were aggressors against the local population or plantation 
workers, many suffered under the strict military disciplinary regime. To what extent 
this exercised and self-experienced violence created a spiral of violence remains to 
be explored. However, it is clear that resentment among the mercenaries at times 
led to undermining the racial order that was supposed to legitimise the colonial 
rule of the Europeans. Mutinous, drunken, or subversive mercenaries challenged 
the prestige of the white colonial power—especially when the army command 
needed Javanese or “Ambonese” troops to discipline them. Similar observations 
can be made with regard to the sexuality of mercenaries. Inter-male relationships 
or relationships with concubines that crossed racialised and religious boundaries 

Figure 6: Undated photo of Heinrich Brandenberger (on the left) at his workplace at 
the Pestalozzi hardware store. Photo SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the 
Brandenberger family, Switzerland).
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also challenged the racist structures. They challenged a supposedly “natural order” 
and forced the colonial authorities to introduce new regulations to control these 
relationships constantly. Only in terms of a commonly perceived European iden-
tity among European soldiers did the colonial contact zone seem to ease rather 
than increase tensions. While there were numerous clashes in the barracks in 
the Netherlands due to national animosities between Dutch, Germans, Swiss and 
French, the colonial experience seemed to exert a homogenising influence.

Figure 7: Undated photo of Lina Sampet Brandenberger and Heinrich Brandenberger playing 
“Eile mit Weile” (Haste makes Waste). Photo SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the 
Brandenberger family, Switzerland).



CHAPTER 4

Follow the Money�: Colonial Cash Flows 
and Interlocking Bureaucracies 

Abstract

Mercenaries and money are closely intertwined. This chapter follows the global flow of money, 

showing that even small sums from the colonies could make a significant difference to families in 

the European hinterland. The focus is on signature premiums, pay, estate payments and regular 

pensions paid to veterans and those who became disabled due to military service.

Keywords: economic history, history of welfare, colonial cash flows, transimperial bureaucratic 

networks

Much to the dismay of the acting Dutch Consul General at the time, a former Swiss 
KNIL mercenary stormed his apartment in Bern in October 1868. Hans Caspar 
Albrecht, as the mercenary was called, begged the Consul General to disburse his 
pension of around 200 Swiss francs granted to him by the Dutch colonial administra-
tion in Batavia (Jakarta). Coming from an impoverished working-class background 
and having a daily income of a mere two Swiss francs, Albrecht depended on this 
subsistence pension. However, when the Consul General informed him that he was 
no longer responsible for paying such pensions, Albrecht reacted—according to the 
Consul General’s report—“extremely improperly and impudently”.1

The Consul General’s indignation aside, this incident reveals an important but 
hitherto neglected aspect of European colonialism. Namely, it indicates how the 
colonial bureaucracies of the time linked the social micro-economies of the work-
ing class in the European hinterland to colonial expansion.2 To explore this nexus 
in more detail, this chapter follows the money that found its way from the colonies 
into the pockets of mercenaries, veterans, or their relatives in multiple ways. First, 
it will focus on signature premiums—i.e. one-off payments that each mercenary 
received when he joined the KNIL or prolonged his contract. Signature premiums 
were a vital stimulus, not so much for the mercenaries, but for the recruiting agents 
and inn-owners who organised their journey until the definitive entry into the 
military world. Second, it will analyse the mercenaries’ pay and—legal and ille-
gal—opportunities to earn additional money during their colonial military service. 
However, as will become apparent, there was usually not much left of the salary at 
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the end of service. More important in this respect was the regularity with which it 
was paid. Third, life-long pension payments and so-called gratifications—allowance 
payments for veterans discharged from service due to health problems—shall be 
scrutinised. By zooming in on a micro level and shedding light on the agency of the 
individual protagonists and the impact of colonial money on their everyday lives, 
this chapter shall point out the role of various bureaucracies and private “service 
providers” within a transregional network connecting the Dutch East Indies with 
the Netherlands and Switzerland.3 Ultimately, the significance of inheritance pay-
ments shall be assessed by outlining their amount and reconstructing their impact 
on inheritors such as widows, siblings, children and welfare institutions.

In doing so, this chapter pursues two main arguments. First, it contends that 
even small sums of colonial money could significantly improve young men’s and 
their relatives’ living conditions from the poorer strata in European countries 
without formal colonial possessions. Second, this chapter argues that to process 
these payments across the borders of various European empires and states, a vast 
network of well-oiled interlocking bureaucracies—which was informed and heav-
ily influenced by the nineteenth century’s main intersecting hierarchies between 
class, gender, and race—was essential on multiple levels.

Signature Premiums

Not only did signature premiums within the KNIL differ for the Dutch and for 
foreigners—the former usually received more—but they also varied over time, as 
they were constantly adapted to meet staffing needs as well as to compete in the 
military labour market. While in 1848, the premium for foreigners who signed up 
for six years amounted to a mere 8 guilders, it was constantly increased during the 
recruitment offensive in the 1850s. In 1854 foreigners received 40 guilders; from 
1857 onwards, 60, 80 from 1858, and 120 from 1859.4

Nevertheless, the first rupture in this continuous rise occurred in 1860, after 
several mutinies among foreign mercenaries on Java had taken place. From then 
on, only Scandinavians and Dutchmen received a signature premium. When the 
KNIL returned to recruiting more foreigners again in 1866, it reintroduced a pre-
mium of 160 guilders. From 1870 onwards, no more foreigners were to be actively 
recruited, and the premium was abolished. However, the outbreak of the Aceh War 
in 1873 and the urgent need for military personnel led to the premiums reaching 
record levels: from 1874 onwards, a mercenary received 200 guilders if he signed up 
for four years and 300 if he committed himself for six years.5 In the Dutch context, 
this was a substantial sum, considering that a reasonably skilled worker earned 
between 300 and 400 guilders a year, and with regard to the average nominal 
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wages of Swiss bricklayers, the latter premium was almost back to the level of 1859, 
at around 114 working days.6 In 1878, however, the premiums were finally reduced 
again to 200 guilders remaining at this level for almost thirty years.7 In a similar 
vein, the premiums paid out in the event of a re-engagement were increased. 
In 1867, for example, a soldier received 40 guilders for two additional years, 100 
for four and 160 for six, compared to the previous 40, 80, and 120. Moreover, one 
received a slight pay rise.8

Whilst the effectiveness of signature premiums in recruiting a large number 
of soldiers was largely undisputed among contemporary military commentators, 
doubts prevailed as to whether such financial incentives would also attract morally 
impeccable people. From their stance, high one-off payments tended to appeal par-
ticularly to so-called “underdeveloped” people, who allegedly value daily benefits 
above future well-being.9 One author even considered high premiums and reen-
listment payments to be the reason for overcrowded detention cells in the Dutch 
East Indies because—according to him—ordinary soldiers were not accustomed to 
handling such amounts of money. Polemically, he argued:

A man who is not used to calling his property 600 cents is once given 600 guilders! Where 

does that money go in the Indies? Partly in the canteen, but for the most part in the quiet 

pubs and brothels. That money itches the man in the hand; it has to go, otherwise he is 

not called a good comrade; and, it goes, in unbelievable short time it goes, mostly drowned 

and squandered.10

Indeed, the signature premium was a considerable sum for the bulk of the soldiers. 
(A Swiss bricklayer in the 1870s earned about 4 Swiss Francs, respectively 2 guil-
ders per day.)11 It is, therefore, not surprising that a few Swiss went to the colonial 
troop depot solely for the premium and immediately disappeared as soon as they 
received it.12 However, concerning Swiss mercenaries staying in Harderwijk, one 
should note that from the 1860s at the latest, most of them had already spent their 
premium before leaving Europe. The reasons for this were twofold. Firstly, since 
the abolition of recruiting offices in 1860, the journey from Switzerland to the 
Colonial Army’s troop depot in Harderwijk became more expensive as they were 
no longer organised through the Dutch authorities but had to be paid for by the 
volunteers. Moreover, the Dutch Consul General in Bern refused to pay individual 
travel advances for Swiss citizens, as can be seen from the many rejected enquiries 
in his correspondence.13 Illegally operating recruitment agents, usually former 
Swiss mercenaries, filled the gap and led young volunteers to the Netherlands, 
charging them 75 guilders.14

Of what was left of the premium after the deduction of travel and brokerage 
costs, the prospective colonial soldiers, secondly, spent most of it in the bars, hotels 
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and brothels of Harderwijk.15 The innkeepers and storeowners were well aware 
that the soldiers had received a high signature premium and adjusted their prices 
accordingly, as a published letter from a Swiss recruit in 1857 attests: “Terrible food, 
terrible drink, and on top of that, everything is terribly expensive. The whole town 
lives only off the soldiers. When one of them enters a shop, the prices suddenly rise 
by a hundred per cent.”16

Among the innkeepers were not only Dutchmen but also citizens of other 
nationalities. For instance, the landlord of the Hotel Helvetia, Friedrich Wüthrich, 
was a Swiss KNIL veteran who lured recruits from Switzerland through an illicit 
recruiting network to host them in his hotel. When he was arrested for these illegal 
recruiting activities during a visit to Switzerland, a police inspector raised further 
allegations and stated:

He had run his business in Holland in a rather dishonest way & tried to exploit the young 

people in all ways. For example, he was involved in the watch trade & sold watches to the 

recruits at high prices; if the people then had no more money, he bought the watches back 

at a cheap price.17

Wüthrich admitted to having traded in watches but rejected the accusation of using 
predatory and usurious practices. Be that as it may, the mercenaries spent a lot of 
money in Harderwijk. Anton Camenzind, another Swiss recruit who joined the 
KNIL in 1885, reported in his unpublished memoirs that a foreigner usually had 
only 10 of the 200 guilders left when he embarked on the ship to Java. He himself 
had even less. After nine weeks in the Netherlands and countless visits to local pubs 
and bars, he ended up possessing only 7.5 guilders.18 In view of these conditions, 
the retired military J. D. Sybrandi criticised in his widely discussed pamphlet of 
1869 that the signature premiums primarily served the brothel and pub owners in 
Harderwijk.19

Although the money boosted the local economy, there was opposition in 
Harderwijk to the recruits’ debaucheries. In 1890, brothels were banned, and in 
1909 the troop depot was finally moved to Nijmegen.20 Nevertheless, there as well, 
most of the premiums ended up in the pockets of local innkeepers, photographers 
and tobacco vendors, as Augustin Zehnder, recruited in 1911, conveyed. Apparently, 
the local business people allowed payment until departure using the signature 
premiums as a deposit. Only rarely did these bills remain unpaid. Thus, Zehnder 
stated: “Thanks to the ‘colonials’, many of these traders have become hotel and 
even villa owners.”21 In sum, it is no exaggeration to state that signature premiums 
were essential for quite a number of people earning money in the surroundings of 
recruitment centres, thus sustaining an entire industry preoccupied with facilitat-
ing entry into the KNIL. The recruits were usually satisfied that travel costs, food 
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and lodging were covered by the advances from agents and innkeepers and that no 
additional expenses were incurred.

Typically, they received the money when they were accepted at the colonial 
troop depot. In some cases, however, when recruitment still took place in Lörrach, 
the mercenaries firmly demanded at least part of it beforehand, as an unknown 
mercenary reported to the Swiss newspaper Der Bund in 1857. According to him, a 
group of Swiss recruited in Lörrach received a part of their premium shortly before 
crossing the Dutch border after they had exerted pressure on their Dutch guide:

The transport guide was forced to pay, because according to the proverb: ‘no money, no 

Swiss’, many people did not want to set foot on Dutch soil until a part of the signature 

premium was paid out.22

So far, only one case is known in which a recruited Swiss refused the premium. 
Balthasar von Jecklin, who was born into a wealthy aristocratic background and 
through family connections acquainted with the Swiss commander of the colonial 
troop depot, could afford to decline it upon his recruitment in 1858. According to 
historian Andreas Zangger, this allowed von Jecklin a little more freedom than 
ordinary soldiers enjoyed at the time.23

Pay

The pay did not promise wealth either. For European soldiers, it was a low income 
or, as the Bataviaasche Handelsblad succinctly put it in 1860: “The soldier is poor, 
and remains poor; and while he is insured against infirmity, the prospect of fortune 
is closed to him.”24 Eduard Rellstab told his parents in 1860 that he received one 
guilder every five days.25 Over the years, this sum was only minimally increased. 
In 1867, it amounted to 1.65 guilders and remained at the same level even after the 
turn of the century.26 Depending on the soldier’s function or rank, the pay could 
be higher.

Furthermore, it was decisive whether peace or war prevailed at the time—at 
least in official terms.27 Even though they earned little, their pay was higher than 
that of non-European troops. In line with the racist stratification of the KNIL that 
is outlined extensively in chapter 3, the Javanese soldiers figured at the bottom 
of the pay scale. In between were the so-declared “African” and “Ambonese” sol-
diers, who received the same pay as the Europeans but had to cope with inferior 
equipment.28 In the eyes of the Europeans, however, this was not the benchmark. 
Instead, they compared themselves with the officers, as can be seen from Heinrich 
Brandenberger’s letter. Full of indignation, he wrote to his parents: “Furthermore, 
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there is a vast number of officers here, all of whom receive a very high salary and 
live like gods in France, a stark contrast to the soldiers.”29 In fact, officers of a spe-
cific grade earned as much per month as a Dutch worker earned in a whole year.30

Brandenberger’s letters shed further light on the mercenaries’ view of their 
wages. For example, he reported elsewhere that soldiers earned less when they 
were hospitalised due to illness. This was one of the main reasons why, despite a 
high fever, he stayed on guard duty until he collapsed. (The other two are an exag-
gerated attitude of honour and poor medical care at the hospital.)31 Brandenberger 
also had a clear opinion regarding the meal allowance. In general, the soldiers 
were required to contribute a significant share of their already modest wages to 
the kitchen.32 According to Brandenberger, 16 cents a day were deducted from his 
pay for board. However, he did not believe the money was actually used to improve 
the alimentation. Annoyed, he wrote to his parents:

For the 16 Ct. that each soldier puts into the kitchen per day, he is completely deprived. 

While at the 15th Battalion, which is stationed 4 km from our barracks, one receives a 

decent quantity of meat at 11 o’clock in the morning […] and at half past four in the evening, 

from the money collected (16 cents per man), 4–6 supplements, consisting of an egg, 1 piece 

of meat, liver, chopped meat formed into a ball; […] at 11 o’clock we, on the other hand, 

receive a tiny piece of meat, in the evening ½ egg, very little meat, instead of the chopped 

round meat balls, potatoes are chopped; and in order to manage to hold them together, 

they are mixed with flour.33

Brandenberger’s comparison with the other battalion shows that the question of 
how the food allowance was to be used was not a general matter but rather a 
specific problem within his battalion. Nonetheless, what was a source of offence 
for one Swiss was a welcome opportunity for another to line his own pockets, as 
Brandenberger went on to describe: “Of course, the fourier is also involved in this 
fraud, and on top of that, he is a Zurich citizen with the name Schatzmann.”34 The 
Swiss fourier was by no means the only one to improve his pay at the expense of 
his comrades. At least 25 Swiss are known to have been sentenced for theft between 
1857 and 1868—the number of unsolved offences was presumably much higher.35

Apart from these controversial ways of personal enrichment, there were other 
ways within the military to supplement one’s salary. Carl August Haab, for example, 
was appointed company barber by a sergeant, although he had never shaved a man 
in his life. Fortunately for him, a proficient barber from another company taught 
him the art of shaving and sold him scissors and razors. For Haab, the new task paid 
off: “My pay now amounted to 1 guilder, 20 cents in five days, plus 1 guilder, 80 cents 
for shaving, a total of 6 Fr. and less duty.”36 Moreover, things were soon to get even 
more lucrative for him. When Haab was finally employed as a bookbinder—the 
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same profession he had practised prior to his military engagement—his monthly 
salary rose to 33 guilders. With this, he bought a tiny house that he later sold again 
for a profit of 2 guilders.37

The above-mentioned Camenzind, too, was able to improve his meagre pay 
by offering the KNIL the skills he had learned in civilian life. The qualifying 
examination to become a painter for the Genie Corps posed no difficulties for the 
trained carriage painter. The examiners judged him to be “exceptionally good”, and 
from then on, he received 65 instead of 25 cents a day.38 In addition to these cases 
described in detail, there are other indications that Swiss individuals earned extra 
money by carrying out various functions, such as rifle manufacturers or stockroom 
managers.39

Nevertheless, even those who did not earn extra money through such special 
tasks had a modest budget, which was usually invested directly in alcohol on 
payday. According to Eckert’s account, a heap of soldiers rushed to the military 
canteen as soon as they had received their pay.40 It is impossible to determine 
whether these were alcohol addicts who could not choose freely, or merely bored 
mercenaries indulging in a change of pace. Eckert, however, insinuates that the 
canteen was actually there “to recoup the soldiers’ hard-earned wages, as they like 
to visit this pub because they get the cheapest liquor there and entry is only allowed 
for the military.”41 However, once again, it is complicated to assess whether this was 
indeed the intention of the military command.

In any case, very few soldiers were able to put any of their wages aside, as a 
glance at the inheritance payment of Swiss mercenaries who died in service con-
firms. By the time of their death, about 78 per cent of them possessed less than 10 
guilders.42 Occasional references in the archives provide further clues that it was no 
different for those who returned home alive. In 1869, for example, the Swiss police 
arrested the former KNIL-mercenary Friedrich Dähler, who had just returned from 
the Dutch East Indies, for vagrancy. The police eventually transferred him to his 
Bürgerort, which had to provide him with money and clothes.43

Impoverished returnees aside, numerous soldiers who remained in the Dutch 
East Indies after their service also lived in poor conditions. According to the report 
of a committee appointed to inquire into poverty in Batavia in 1872, the KNIL veter-
ans constituted the bulk of the pool of “poor Europeans”. As Ulbe Bosma and Remco 
Raben have pointed out, this constellation was not limited to Batavia but applied 
to all of Java. Around 1901 in Samarang (Semarang), for example, of 652 so-called 
European “indigent” heads of families or single persons (“indigent” referred to a 
monthly income less than 100 guilders, respectively less than 50 in the case of sin-
gles), about 40 per cent were ex-servicemen. Moreover, there were many neglected 
children whose fathers were European soldiers.44 From Swiss KNIL-deserter Edwin 
Eckert’s point of view, the reason European soldiers abandoned their children was 
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primarily financial. He summed up: “rarely does a soldier have so much money 
that he could return home with his family.”45 At the same time, however, he added 
that it did not work out only because of the money but also because of racial 
prejudices raised against the mercenaries’ wives, who were usually of Javanese or 
Indo-European descent: “But if this were the case, his home community would, in 
any case, be little amused to be visited by such a mixed race.”46

Such racial prejudices will be discussed in greater depth in chapter 5. For now, 
it shall suffice to conclude that, even though the signature premiums were usually 
quickly squandered and the pay was too low to make any savings, both provided 
a crucial immediate financial incentive since they enabled the mercenaries to 
bypass an (individual) economic crisis at home. After completing their service, the 
mercenaries returned home, hoping to find better conditions than when they left. 
In Haab’s case, the plan worked out: he came back, immediately found a job, and 
eventually launched his own bookbinding shop.47

Pensions & Gratification Payments 

In contrast to Haab, many mercenaries received money from the Ministry of 
Colonies after finishing their term, as they were eligible for pensions or gratifi-
cations (i.e. temporary allowances). The prospect of such payments provided an 
additional incentive to join the KNIL, not least because they might facilitate later 
reintegration into civilian life. Although this reintegration did not necessarily occur 
in their home country—some remained in the Dutch East Indies, others emigrated 
to Australia or North America, or settled in Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
or France—the majority of the Swiss KNIL veterans returned to Switzerland.48 
The following section focuses primarily on the pension payments that flowed to 
Switzerland.

Transimperial Administrative, Financial & Military Networks

The KNIL’s pension payments to retired Swiss mercenaries tied in with a centu-
ries-old practice of the European military labour market. As historian Valentin 
Groebner expounds, a pension originally entitled a cleric to receive an income 
without any service in return.49 From the middle of the fifteenth century onwards, 
its usage was extended to the secular sphere referring to regular and contractually 
stipulated payments, which lay people and clerics received from sovereigns in 
addition to their regular wages. Foreign military employers, such as the King of 
France, used public or private pension payments to influence political decisions 
and secure access to the reservoir of Swiss mercenaries. Numerous regions of the 
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Old Swiss Confederacy—especially the Catholic cantons—were so heavily depend-
ent on these money flows that it is not an exaggeration to claim that it had a lasting 
impact on their political landscape. At a foreign policy level, for instance, pension 
payments reinforced asymmetrical relations with powerful European allies. On 
the domestic front, they helped numerous patrician families to achieve lasting 
political and economic hegemony since these families controlled the allocation 
of pension payments. Moreover, as political offices typically came without remu-
neration, aspiring politicians needed a stable income from other sources. Pension 
payments linked to mercenary services often constituted such a notable source of 
income. Consequently, these pension disbursements were contentious from their 
inception.50

Nevertheless, as shall be illustrated further down the line, the KNIL pension 
payments were disputed only in a few cases where they concerned senior Swiss 
politicians. Moreover, in contrast to the political powers of the Ancien Régime, 
the KNIL was not so much aiming to exert political influence but rather to offer 
attractive conditions of service to European military migrants. Thus, Swiss local 
administrations did not object to pension payments but willingly supported their 
handling. (In addition to the Dutch colonial pensions, this also applied to those 
paid by France, the USA and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.)51 In this respect, 
both the Dutch and Swiss bureaucracies could draw on a cross-border payment 
network that had already been established alongside the recruitment of four Swiss 
regiments from 1814 to 1829.

Initially, the Consul General of the Netherlands in Bern, Heinrich Faesy, 
managed the quarterly pension payments for KNIL veterans who had returned 
to Switzerland. Even though Faesy was Swiss, he was entitled to represent Dutch 
interests. He commenced his diplomatic career as an adjutant at the side of 
A. L. W. Seyffardt, who was sent to Switzerland in 1814 by the Dutch king Willem I 
to supervise the recruitment of the Swiss regiments stationed in the Netherlands. 
Seyffardt carried out this task until the disbandment of the regiments at the end 
of 1829. In 1832, Faesy was finally appointed Consul General.52 Thus, Faesy was well 
acquainted with the customs of the international military labour market and fully 
aware of both the Dutch and the Swiss expectations.

By the middle of the century, the pension payments did not yet require a great 
deal of effort on the part of the Dutch Consul General. Although approximately 
2,100 Swiss mercenaries had joined the KNIL prior to 1848, merely fifteen pension-
ers residing in Switzerland applied for a pension.53 The reason for this was the strict 
criteria that had to be met to be eligible for a pension: twenty years of service were 
required, which appeared to be half an eternity considering the high mortality 
rate of 55 per cent amidst European troops in the tropics at the time. Moreover, 
the entitlement to a pension was withdrawn if one was dishonourably discharged, 
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condemned to a disgraceful sentence (“veroordeeld tot lijf- en onteerende straf”), 
or entered the service of another power without asking the Dutch government for 
permission.54

In 1860, these regulations were slightly relaxed, and the offer of a pension was 
extended to soldiers discharged due to mental or physical infirmity. Furthermore, a 
critical differentiation was established between injuries and mutilations sustained 
in combat or during prescribed duty and those arising under different circum-
stances. In instances of the former, individuals were entitled to a lifelong pension, 
whereas in the latter case, eligibility hinged upon the duration of one’s service. If 
it was less than eight years, one only received a temporary allowance (tijdelijke 
pensioen or gratificatie) which had to be renewed annually.55 Due to these new 
regulations and the thousands of Swiss mercenaries who joined the KNIL in the 
mid-1850s, the group of pensioners living in Switzerland grew during the 1860s. 
According to the life certificates that Consul Faesy forwarded to The Hague in 
1864, at least 28 veterans drew a pension. However, this only includes those whose 
annual pension was less than 300 guilders. (Those entitled to more than 300 had 
to appear personally to the Consul General, which is why their correspondence 
was handled differently and was not recorded with the sources outlined above).56

At the same time, the administrative workload increased, causing a lot of effort 
for the Dutch consuls abroad. Hence, the Dutch Ministry of Colonies relieved them 
of their duties in 1868 and partially privatised those payments concerning lifelong 
pensions. (Pensions, or gratifications, which were limited in time, remained the 
responsibility of the Consul General.) From then on, eligible veterans drawing a 
pension of less than 300 guilders had to send a life certificate, officially confirmed 
by the mayor of their place of residence, to a private company in the Netherlands 
every three months. In return, they received their pension after the deduction of 
a commission. Since very few Swiss mercenaries had the necessary contacts to a 
Dutch company, the Dutch Ministry of Colonies recommended three offices in The 
Hague as potential representations: J. van Daehne & Co. (in 1877 replaced by W. C. 
de Wetstein Pfister), Furnée & Co., and C. J. Stutterheim.57

In conducting their business, these Dutch companies were locally supported by 
Swiss service providers. At least from 1851 onwards, for example, former politician 
Rudolf Rüttimann managed, in cooperation with J. van Daehne & Co., the pensions of 
several mercenaries originating from the canton of Lucerne who had served either 
in the KNIL or in the aforementioned Swiss regiments. His engagement was far 
from coincidental. Like Faesy, he had also gained military experience abroad since 
he had served as a Major in a Swiss regiment in the Netherlands from 1814 to 1829. 
Following Rudolf Rüttimann’s passing in 1873, his business operations underwent 
institutionalisation, with the Lucerne Bank Crivelli & Co. assuming responsibility 
for managing his clientele.58 Unsurprisingly, a Swiss bank remained at the forefront 
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of managing the transimperial financial transactions, given that numerous Swiss 
cities had been intricately connected to the global financial networks since the 
seventeenth century.59 Accordingly, a bank managed the payments and associated 
administrative requirements in the canton of Bern. From the mid-1870s at the 
latest, the banking house Marcuard & Cie. had been the prime address for colonial 
pensioners, as the Dutch Consul General’s correspondence with the Swiss Federal 
Chancellery reveals.

In contrast to these private actors, in Basel, the official bureau of the cantonal 
war commissioner supported a handful of veterans in collecting their money from 
1872 onwards. Until 1883, this post was filled by Lieutenant Colonel Achilles Herzog 
(who also held the position of Argentinian Consul in Switzerland), thereafter by the 
former Naples mercenary Colonel Hans von Mechel. Given his father was a general 
in Naples and his brothers had worked in Deli, Sumatra, since the late 1870s, he 
was thoroughly familiar with mercenaryism and colonialism. Thus, he willingly 
supported both Swiss and Dutch interests.60

The even deeper involvement of Swiss bureaucracies and agents in processing 
colonial cash flows emerged in the cases of gratification payments. Unlike regular 
pensions, most gratifications were limited to one year. (As explained above, this 
applied to mercenaries dismissed due to illness before completing eight years of 
service.) Thus, the applicants had to prove their entitlement to it anew every year 
by submitting a dossier that consisted of three documents: their discharge papers, 
a certificate of good character issued by the authorities in their place of residence 
and a doctor’s certificate proving “that they are still not able to earn a living with 
their own hands due to their state of health”.61

The applicant handed this dossier to the local municipality, which forwarded 
it to the cantonal authorities. From there, it was passed through the Swiss Federal 
Chancellery to the Dutch Consul, who forwarded it to the Ministry of Colonies 
in The Hague. After a thorough examination, the latter sent the money and the 
certificates back along the same channels, with each step having to be receipted. 
As a result, countless boxes in the Dutch National Archives, as well as in the Swiss 
Federal Archives and several cantonal archives, still bear witness today to the 
immense piles of papers that have thus been accumulated over the decades. As it 
will be argued below, there were sound reasons—especially financial ones—why 
the Swiss authorities took this effort upon themselves, even though mercernarism 
enjoyed a dubious reputation. However, for the time being, suffice it to say that 
from the official side, help was freely given at all levels of governance.62

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, this dense network of authorities, 
diplomats, banks, and former officers was confronted with a growing number 
of requests for pensions and gratifications as the Ministry of Colonies loosened 
pension regulations against the backdrop of the Aceh War in 1877. From then on, 
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12 years of service or a previously sustained injury resulting in dischargement 
entitled the receipt of a pension, respectively gratification. Accordingly, almost 600 
veterans claimed a pension in Switzerland in 1900.63 However, until 1909, no further 
adjustments were made. This could be related to the previously mentioned fact that 
from the 1880s onwards, the KNIL relied increasingly on Javanese and “Ambonese” 
troops. Therefore, the recruitment of European mercenaries was no longer seen as 
a priority, and no additional incentives were provided to attract them.

To sum up, by facilitating the procurement of pensions, both private and offi-
cial Swiss service providers played an essential role in the transimperial military 
labour market. Thanks to their often overlapping connections to Dutch military 
and financial circles, they made certain regions of Switzerland accessible to the 
Dutch colonial bureaucracy. In so doing, they ensured that the KNIL could meet 
its contractual obligations. As a result, the KNIL continued to enjoy a reputation as 
a reliable and attractive military employer—though not in terms of salaries, but 
at least in terms of pensions. This proved to be an indispensable condition for a 
continuous influx of additional mercenaries. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that 
the procedures of pension payments became increasingly institutionalised. Private 
and public institutions successively replaced individuals who were particularly 
predestined due to their personal biography, such as Rüttimann.

Zooming in on Colonial Cash Flows

Concerning the period examined in this book, it emerges that these pensions and 
gratification payments varied between 72 (only for gratifications until 1870) and 
1,400 guilders, depending on the length of service and the military rank (see table 2).

It is impossible to precisely calculate the total amount of gratification and 
pension payments that flowed from the colonies to Switzerland. Nevertheless, 
dispersed archival information provides specific key parameters that allow for an 
adequate extrapolation at least until 1904. (1904 marks the end of the last systematic 
recording of cash flows to Switzerland.) For instance, the Dutch Consul General 
in Bern systematically kept records of the pension payments, which concerned 
non-commissioned officers and were disbursed in Switzerland from 1864 to 1868. 
Likewise, the lists of pensions compiled by the Dutch Consulate in Geneva for 
the period 1891 to 1904 have been preserved. Also documented are the quarterly 
payments from 1884 to 1914, which the canton of Thurgau arranged for its local 
KNIL veterans. In Basel, the office of the war commissioner registered the pension 
payments it handled from 1872 to 1895. In addition, some payment details on indi-
vidual cases have also been retained in the National Archives of Switzerland and 
the Netherlands, as well as in several cantonal archives.64
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1850–1860
(20 years)

soldier 108

corporal 144

sergeant 180

1860–1866
(20 years)

soldier 144

corporal 180

sergeant 216

1866–1877
(20 years)

soldier 200

corporal 240

sergeant 300

1877–1909
(12 years/20 years)

soldier 200/320

corporal 220/380

sergeant 260/420

Table 2: Annual pension per person according to rank.65

Based on this data, it can be stated with certainty that the Dutch Ministry of 
Colonies paid at least 984,145 guilders in pension and gratification to 799 former 
KNIL mercenaries residing in Switzerland between 1848 and 1914. If one combines 
this figure with the dates indicated on the veterans’ pension titles and their dates 
of death, which are known in a few cases, the estimated sum amounts to 1.5 Mio 
guilders. In today’s terms, this corresponds to about 123 million Swiss francs.66

In comparison to the revenues derived from the global colonial trade, this sum 
might give the impression of being relatively negligible. For example, the value of 
goods exported from the Dutch East Indies in 1870 amounted to more than 107 mil-
lion guilders.67 Even compared to the profits earned by Swiss merchants in colonial 
settings, whether on plantations or in transit trade, the figure appears insignificant. 
However, if we change the scale from a macro to a micro perspective, it becomes 
apparent that these payments had a substantial impact on the lives of individual 
mercenaries and their families. Amidst the Swiss pensioners known to us so far, 
Franz Josef Michael Letter received the highest pension amounting to an annual 
payment of 1,400 guilders after 1848.68 Before returning to his place of birth in the 
canton of Zug in 1847, he had served for 28 years in various Dutch army units, nine 
of them as members of the KNIL on Java and Sumatra. Ultimately, he was promoted 
to the rank of Major. As Michiel van Gulpen outlines, the pension paradoxically 
both enabled and prevented Letter’s political career in his post-military life. On the 
one hand, the regular substantial payments allowed him to take on leading political 
offices in the canton of Zug, as these were poorly paid. From 1853 to 1867, he was 
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a colonel in the general staff of Switzerland, and from 1859 to 1871, he served as 
member of the governing council of the canton of Zug.69

On the other hand, he had to ask for permission from the Dutch authorities for 
every political office he intended to exercise in Switzerland. This was more than a 
mere formality, as the Dutch government kept a close eye on what Letter was doing 
and even threatened to withdraw his pension on one occasion.70 And ultimately, 
the colonial money blocked Letter’s access to the stage of national politics since a 
law forbade recipients of foreign military pensions from holding national office. 
As he was unwilling to give up his pension, Letter had to decline election to the 
Nationalrat (National Council) and the Ständerat (Council of States) of the Swiss 
Confederation.71 Obviously, Letter was an exception. There were only a handful 
of mercenaries who, after their return in the mid-nineteenth century, received a 
similarly large pension and had a comparable career.72 The proportion of non-
Dutch officers in the KNIL, as Gerke Teitler has pointed out, was 8 per cent in 1861, 
halved to 4 by 1871, and fell further in the following decades oscillating between 1 
and 3 per cent.73

Nevertheless, even though pension and gratification payments were in most 
cases significantly lower, the latter substantially facilitated reintegration at home, 
at least financially. To get an impression of how such a return could take place, it 
is worth taking a closer look at an exemplary case: in February 1873, the welfare 
office (Armenbehörde) of the municipality of Eglisau, a small Swiss village on the 
Rhine, turned to the Military Department of the canton of Zurich with a particular 
request. One of their residents, 37-year-old Johann Jakob Fischer, had joined the 
KNIL in March 1870 to serve for six years. During his service, however, he fell so 
severely ill that his leg and arm were “paralysed”. After merely two years of service, 
he was thus released from duty and returned to Europe.74 Back in Switzerland, he 
first sought medical advice in the hospital in Zurich. Yet, not even the renowned 
German Professor Anton Biermer could cure him. Still paralysed in arm and leg, 
he returned to Eglisau.75

Unable to work and without any assets, it was left to the municipality’s welfare 
office to provide for Fisher’s subsistence. Since poverty relief was provided locally 
at the time and not through the Federal Government, such cases placed a signifi-
cant financial strain on small villages. In this respect, Eglisau was the rule rather 
than the exception, as it was a deprived municipality in the late nineteenth century. 
Business with freight traffic on the Rhine was in crisis, as was viticulture, and 
unlike other places in the canton of Zurich, industrialisation bypassed the village. 
Between 1830 and 1890, the number of people who could survive thanks solely 
to the community’s support oscillated between 3.5 and 5.5 per cent.76 However, 
only citizens of Eglisau were entitled to the village’s poverty relief funds; thus, the 
authorities tried to deport all other poor people—this included people who were 
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born in Eglisau and spent their entire lives there but were not citizens. They were 
shuffled off to their Bürgerort—villages they were citizens of, although most of 
them had never lived there.77

Fischer’s return seemed, therefore, not to have pleased the local village 
authorities. At any rate, they immediately envisaged that the Dutch government 
should support Fischer by paying an annual pension.78 However, their concerns 
were quickly calmed when the cantonal military department of Zurich sent them 
the Dutch Consul’s answer to the abovementioned inquiry. According to the latter, 
there was a good chance that Fischer could receive a so-called gratification of 100 
guilders. This sum corresponded to approximately 209 Swiss francs, and although 
it was lower than the 300 Swiss francs paid by the Swiss military to its soldiers, who 
were discharged due to physical ailments, it was still a handsome sum of money.79

To obtain the money, Fischer would have to submit an application and three 
certificates about one year after his release: his discharge papers, a certificate of 
good repute issued by the authorities in his place of residence and a doctor’s certif-
icate proving that he was unable to earn a living with his hands.80 Fischer duly sent 
a request with the necessary documents to the Military Department of the canton of 
Zurich on 29 July, which forwarded it to the Swiss Federal Chancellery on 4 August. 
From there, it was delivered to the Dutch Consul General, J. G. Suter-Vermeulen, 
on 6 August, who posted it to the Ministry of Colonies in The Hague on 7 August. 
The latter approved the application on 25 August. On 28 August, Suter-Vermeulen 
informed the Federal Chancellery of the decision and demanded a receipt for the 
100 guilders. The next day, the Swiss Federal Chancellery again wrote to the Military 
Department of the canton of Zurich, emphasising that a receipt should be issued. On 
9 September, the Federal Chancellery forwarded this receipt to Suter-Vermeulen, 
who subsequently instructed the Berner Handelsbank to transfer 209 Swiss francs 
to the Federal Chancellery. On the following day, the Federal Chancellery conveyed 
this amount to the cantonal military department, which handed over the money 
to Fischer. To finalise the transaction, Suter-Vermeulen had to forward the receipt 
to the Ministry of Colonies in The Hague. Yet, this was not the end of the story. 
What resembled an administrative marathon had to be undergone every year until 
Fischer either passed away or was able to earn his living again. This procedure was 
repeated another 18 times; Fischer received an annual subsidy of 100 guilders until 
1891.81 From then on, his traces are lost, and it is not known whether he then died 
or merely no longer applied for support.

It is astounding how many people were involved in this annual process of 
gratification payments. Starting with the local authorities and doctors, the can-
tonal departments, the Federal Chancellery, the Dutch ambassador and ultimately, 
the Dutch Ministry of Colonies. Nevertheless, the effort was worthwhile for the 
welfare authorities in Eglisau. As a letter from the local welfare office in 1876 
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reveals, Fischer received no further financial support from them since he could 
carry out minor work and had cheap accommodation.82 Together with the 209 
francs that corresponded to sixty daily wages of a bricklayer, this was enough to 
cover his everyday expenses.83 This case highlights that even modest payments 
from the Dutch East Indies could be crucial for individual former Swiss colonial 
mercenaries and/or their municipalities responsible for them. Moreover, Fischer 
was not a unique case, as a glimpse into the archives unveils: for the year 1880, in 
addition to Fischer, eighteen other former Swiss mercenaries received a gratifica-
tion of 100 guilders.84 In 1880, the Dutch government thus spent 1,900 guilders (or 
about 3,950 Swiss francs) on gratifications for colonial mercenaries who returned 
to Switzerland and could not work. In comparison, the Swiss government paid 
17,685 Swiss francs in the same year to soldiers who had injured themselves during 
Swiss military service.85

To provide another example, one of these incapacitated veterans was Emil 
von Arx, a 19-year-old from Solothurn. In May 1869, he joined the KNIL without 
the consent of his parents but with the permission of a local government official. 
Although he had committed himself for six years, his service, too, was short-lived. 
As early as February 1871, he was released from the army because—according to his 
own statements—he had unintentionally shot himself in the left hand while guard-
ing a prison. Whether this was an accident or rather an intentional move to be 
dismissed from service remains unknown.86 In any case, von Arx was released with 
a one-time compensation of 100 guilders and returned to his hometown Solothurn, 
where he helped in his parents’ bakery as best as possible. However, his mutilated 
hand severely handicapped him, and he could not perform any heavy work. Since 
his parents were themselves impoverished, the Solothurn government turned to 
the Swiss Federal Council with the request that they should seek a pension for 
von Arx from the Dutch administration. In a manner similar to the Fischer case, 
an arduous bureaucratic process was initiated on an annual basis. Consequently, 
von Arx received an annual gratuity of 100 guilders, a practice that continued at 
least until 1905.87 The example of von Arx illustrates vividly that the amount of 
his gratification was not adjusted for inflation. In 1873, for example, 100 guilders 
corresponded to about 10,000 Swiss francs according to the present-day monetary 
value. In 1904, this was only equivalent to 8,500.88

In contrast to the veterans applying for gratifications, the pensioners did 
not have to send an annual request for substantiation to the Consul General in 
Bern. Sources concerning their lives after service are, therefore, less abundant. 
Occasional incidents, however, provide insights into who these pension recipients 
were, how they lived and what role colonial money played in their life. Of the 
former colonial mercenary Johann Joseph Eng, for example, we know that he 
worked in the shoe factory of C. F. Bally after his return in 1873.89 In that year, the 
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factory owner personally approached the Dutch Consul in Bern to obtain the life 
certificates necessary so that Eng could obtain his pension. In all likelihood, Eng 
received 140 guilders (approximately 290 Swiss Francs) per annum for the ensuing 
30 years.90 This was a significant supplement for a factory worker who earned on 
average between 3 and 5 francs a day in the 1870s.91

Likewise, the fate of Friedrich Stalder, who was dismissed in 1886 with an 
annual pension of 400 guilders due to a gunshot wound, also reveals the signifi-
cance of colonial money in an ex-mercenary’s civilian life. In a letter to the Ministry 
of Colonies, he asked to waive the legalisation costs of life certificates in the future, 
stating: “as I cannot earn anything, I have no money until my pension arrives, 
which I can use to pay my debts.”92

Even though pensions and allowances enabled veterans to lead a more inde-
pendent life, they also had a disciplinary effect. As mentioned above, applicants for 
gratifications had to submit a certificate of good repute to obtain money. Moreover, 
the veterans forfeited their pensions during the period of a prison sentence. This 
occurred to Bernard Koller, for example, “because he has been sentenced to a 
dishonourable punishment and has not yet been rehabilitated”, as Consul-General 
Suter-Vermeulen explained to the mayor of Elay, canton of Bern, in 1872.93 How 
exactly a “dishonourable punishment” was defined was at the discretion of the 
Dutch Ministry of Colonies. In Koller’s case, the offence was theft, fraud and 
mistreatment.94 Former mercenary Johannes Schärer, on the other hand, was 
more fortunate. Although he was sentenced to seven months’ imprisonment in 
1866 for physically resisting a police officer’s orders, he was allowed to keep his 
pension as his sentence was considered to be “correctional” and not “criminal”.95 
Furthermore, despite being convicted of a triple murder in 1896, the Dutch author-
ities also refrained from suspending Bernard Jeker’s pension payments. Whether 
he received the money is not known. It is more likely that the Dutch followed the 
request of the municipality of Bärschwil, canton of Solothurn, and the pension was 
bequeathed to the local orphanage authority. The latter argued that due to Jeker’s 
imprisonment, his wife and six-year-old son would impose a burden on them.96

As the case of Jeker’s family indicates, pension and gratification payments were 
not only vital for veterans. Several inquiries sent to the Dutch Consul came from wid-
ows or siblings requesting to continue the pension payments after their husband’s 
or brother’s death. In 1900, for example, the welfare office of Rüschlikon, canton of 
Zurich, wrote to the Dutch Consul asking whether Elisabeth Schwarzenbach-Staubli, 
the widow of the former colonial mercenary Jakob Gottlieb Schwarzenbach, could 
continue to receive his annual pension of 760 Swiss francs. Despite her precarious 
situation, the Dutch Consul’s answer was negative. A widow’s pension was solely 
granted if the husband died during his service. Consequently, Mrs Schwarzenbach 
lost not only her husband but also her modest income.97 Likewise, the widow of 
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Johann Ulrich Studach (she is not mentioned by name) also requested at least 
half of the gratification that her late husband would have been entitled to for the 
current year. As she lived in poor circumstances, “which […] was mainly caused by 
the prolonged illness of her husband,” both the cantonal and federal governments 
supported her—but to no avail. The Dutch authorities rejected her request.98 
Moreover, Johann Hunziker’s parents also hoped in vain that they would obtain 
their deceased son’s allowance. Hunziker had returned from the Dutch East Indies 
in 1865 “in a paralysed condition” and died five years later after “a serious and 
protracted illness”. The government of the canton of Aargau then lobbied the Dutch 
Ministry of Colonies to issue a one-off gratification of 72 guilders to the “deprived 
parents burdened with the arduous task of nursing”.99 The latter replied tersely 
that requests of this kind could not be accommodated.100

Inheritance Payments

Since the turn of the nineteenth century, European states have shown a growing 
interest in collecting data on wounded and fallen soldiers. Decisive for this trend, as 
historian Svenja Goltermann has pointed out, was less a sense of moral obligation 
to honour the fallen soldiers than the desire to eliminate uncertainties among 
their bereaved relatives. Without this, questions about property relations and 
inheritances would have remained unanswered, as did those about the marital 
status of women married to missing soldiers. For these women, their spouses in 
particular needed to be officially listed as deceased so that they could secure their 
financial existence through another marriage.101

To achieve their purpose, these lists—or “abridged protocols of the suffering and 
death of soldiers”, as Goltermann calls them—had to be widely published.102 The 
Dutch authorities proved no exception to this. They regularly issued an overview 
of perished European KNIL soldiers in the Nederlandsche Staats-Courant, providing 
information that (supposedly) allowed their unambiguous identification. (Including 
name, date of birth, place of birth, name of parents, day and ship of departure as 
well as place and date of death, rank and amount of money left behind.)103 This 
information formed the starting point for the inheritance payments transferred to 
Switzerland. At first, the Dutch Consul General in Switzerland and the Swiss Consul 
in Amsterdam compiled lists by browsing through the Nederlandsche Staats-Courant 
four times a year and sending them to the Swiss Federal Chancellery.104 (From 1875 
onwards, the Swiss consulates on Java primarily took over this task.)105 The Federal 
Chancellery then transmitted the information to the various cantonal authorities, 
who subsequently forwarded them to the administration of local municipalities. 
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Finally, they had the tedious task of checking whether the dead person in question 
indeed came from their community and, if so, contacting the relatives.106

Overall Assessment of the Inheritances

Through the transimperial bureaucratic channels mentioned above, documents 
from 1,490 reported cases of an estimated total of 2,500 Swiss mercenaries who died 
in active service between 1848 and 1914 found their way into the Swiss and Dutch 
archives.107 However, as these documents reveal, the bureaucratic procedure did 
not run smoothly at all. Time and again, it occurred that the names or places of birth 
on the Dutch lists did not coincide. Either because the Dutch officials unwittingly 
mistyped the German, French or Italian names of the Swiss during recruitment 
or because the mercenaries entered the service with forged documents. Another 
source of irritation arose from the divergent conceptions of the category “place of 
origin”. While the Dutch considered this to be the place of birth, Swiss authorities 
referred to it as Bürgerort. For the latter, merely the place where the mercenaries 
were citizens was relevant, as it was for this place to account for any welfare costs. 
The following figures show that these two places often do not coincide: in 1860, only 
59 per cent of Swiss citizens still lived in their home communities; in 1910, it was a 
mere third of the population (34 per cent).108 Thus, it was likely that a family had 
moved to another municipality generations ago, but their place of citizenship did 
not change. To make matters worse, the administrative work became particularly 
cumbersome if the deceased’s mother or sisters married (again) in the meantime 
and adopted both the family name and the place of citizenship of their newly wed-
ded spouses. Enquiries about possible heirs thus regularly ended up in the wrong 
municipality and did not yield any results.109

In the event that eligible heirs could be located, however, the procedure was 
further complicated by both the numerous receipts and inheritance certificates, 
which Swiss municipal administrations had to issue to each claimant complying 
with Dutch requirements. This included, among other things, that the inheritance 
beneficiaries signed the certificates, respectively their legal guardians, and two 
legally recognised witnesses. For the Dutch Consul, the administrative burden 
was—once again—so disproportionate to the meagre sums eventually paid that he 
requested a new procedure from the Swiss Federal Council in 1876. From then on, 
the Dutch Ministry of Colonies disbursed inheritances of up to 250 guilders directly 
to the Swiss Consuls in Rotterdam or Amsterdam and waived the requirement to 
present inheritance certificates. Sums exceeding 250 guilders had to be obtained 
through the Swiss Consulate in Batavia (Jakarta) from the local Weeskamer 
(orphans’ chamber).110
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Nevertheless, it was sporadic that the figure actually exceeded 250 guilders. 
Table 3 indicates that out of the 1,490 known cases of deceased Swiss mercenaries’ 
inheritances, this only applied to 15. The highest amount totalled 6,547.97 guilders 
and belonged to Hans Konrad Keller, who died as “Chef der Militaire administratie 
bij de Expeditie tegen Boni” in 1859 after almost 20 years of service.111 However, 
since the bulk of the Swiss mercenaries did not advance to these upper echelons, 
they could hardly save anything prior to their death. Accordingly, the total sum of 
inheritances reported to Swiss administration is also relatively low: it amounts to 
roughly 32,325 guilders.

Inheritance (in guilders) Persons % out of 1,490

0 - 5 1011 67.8%

5.1 - 10 148 9.9%

10.1 - 20 141 9.5%

20.1 - 30 47 3.2%

30.1 - 50 44 3.0%

50.1 - 100 45 3.0%

100 - 249 39 2.6%

250 - 500 7 0.5%

500 - 1000 6 0.4%

1000+ 2 0.1%

Table 3: Inheritances of Swiss mercenaries, 1848–1914.

Who Got the Money—And Who Did Not? 

It is unknown how much of the 32,325 guilders was transferred to Switzerland, 
especially since, for some, the administrative effort did not seem worthwhile given 
the often modest amount. At least 63 cases are recorded in which the heirs explicitly 
disclaimed the inheritance. For instance, given the small sum of 3.22 guilders, Carl 
Gottlieb Baumgartner’s mother made no effort to gather the necessary documents, 
so the authorities had to assume that she lacked interest in the inheritance.112 
Similarly, the brother of the deceased mercenary Henri Blanc waived “the small 
sum” of 3.48 guilders, and the heirs of Johann Jakob Näf renounced “the insignifi-
cant estate” of 4.97 guilders.113 The guardianship authority of Bellmund, canton of 
Bern, to name another example, rejected 31.18 guilders of the deceased mercenary 
Rudolf Hauser, although it had to cover the care of his two children.114
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On occasion, the relatives of mercenaries would put forth supplementary 
requests. For instance, in the case of the deceased mercenary Jakob Speck from Zug, 
his father consented to relinquish his son’s inheritance in exchange for receiving 
more comprehensive information concerning the circumstances of his illness and 
the precise cause of death.115 Compared to the body of correspondence concerning 
inheritance payments, such requests were seldomly made. The scarcity of these 
enquiries might be explained by the fact that the relatives did not have the money 
to conduct further investigations. Speck’s father also specified his request and 
stated that it could only be carried out if the costs would not exceed the inheritance 
“because his circumstances do not allow for the assessment of further costs.”116

Beyond the rejection of inheritances, there were other reasons why colonial 
money did not end up in Switzerland. Sometimes, the inheritance—or at least a 
part—remained with the mercenaries’ spouses and children in the Dutch East 
Indies, as was the case for Heinrich Furrer’s estate. In 1862, as an ordinary colonial 
soldier, Furrer married the 22-year-old Johanna Engelina Heim in Soerakarta 
(Surakarta), with whom he had fathered a son out of wedlock two years earlier.117 
Presumably, Heim was a nyai (that is a colonised woman, primarily of Javanese, 
Chinese or Indo-European descent, living as a concubine of a European man), as 
European women from the colonial upper class did not usually consort with rank 
and file soldiers.118 Her marriage to Furrer endowed her with additional rights so 
that she and her child were entitled to receive half of the inheritance, 109 guilders. 
The Weeskamer held the other half back until eligible relatives in Switzerland could 
be found. Whether it could identify anyone is not documented further. If not, the 
two heirs would ultimately have been awarded the entire inheritance according to 
the law of the Dutch East Indies.119

However, as pointed out in chapter 3, it was rather unusual for a European sol-
dier to marry a nyai. On the one hand, the lower ranks were only allowed to marry 
with a special permit from the Dutch East Indies’ government, and they could hardly 
cover the high costs of processing the legal recognition of their relationship. On the 
other hand, it seems that several soldiers also refrained from marrying so that the 
nyais could not raise any legal claims against them. As long as they were not mar-
ried, a soldier could expel “his” nyai and their child from the barracks at any time, 
and he had no financial obligations once he returned to Europe without them at the 
end of his service.120 What further consequences this could have for a nyai is shown 
by the case of the perished mercenary Friedrich Schärer. While his minor, legally 
recognised daughter, who was living in the Dutch East Indies, obtained half of the 
estate of 205.68 guilders, her mother is not mentioned in the probate proceedings. 
Either she had already passed away before Schärer, or she was—what appears to be 
more likely—not married to him. Anyhow, the other half of the inheritance was sent 
to Schärer’s mother, who dwelt in the canton of Bern in Switzerland.121
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At the same time, however, numerous cases are documented in which the heirs 
withdrew even the smallest sum. Johannes and Maria Ritschard, for example, 
demanded the payment of 6 guilders belonging to their son, who died in Sumatra 
in 1890, since they were—as the local police stated—“impecunious and old”.122 
Jules Vuilleumier, to give another example, asked the government of the canton of 
Neuchâtel to initiate the procurement of 2.81 guilders belonging to his brother, who 
had passed away in Samarang.123 Apart from 6.53 guilders, mercenary Karl Schmid 
also left behind six siblings, and “a destitute mother who will be grateful for the 
sending of the bequest” as the State Chancellery of the canton of Zurich assumed 
in 1881.124 Overall, poverty seemed to be the most urgent reason to take action, as 
the following issue highlights: in 1885, Jakob Peyer’s father sought the support of 
the Swiss authorities so that the Weeskamer in Batavia would disburse his son’s 
inheritance to him after only two years instead of three. (According to the law of 
the Dutch East Indies, soldiers’ estates were withheld for three years to pay off 
eventual debts.) The local council supported Peyer’s request,

since the aforementioned—an old man who, as a grandfather, still bears obligations towards 

his grandchildren, he from his earnings as a silk weaver—has to live so miserably […].125

Moreover, especially when the bereaved relatives were firmly dependent on the 
welfare support of their municipality, the local authorities insisted on the acquisi-
tion of the inheritance. The case of the bricklayer Caspar Odermatt provides a vivid 
example of this: without informing anyone, he disappeared in 1858, leaving behind 
his wife and two children in Stans, canton of Nidwalden, to join the KNIL. Whether 
the highest politician of the canton at the time, Landammann Louis Wyrsch, who 
lived off a lucrative Dutch pension and was popularly referred to as “Borneo 
Louis” because of his long-standing employment in the KNIL, inspired him to seek 
glory and money in the colonies remains unknown.126 However, we may assume 
that Odermatt concealed his civilian status when he was recruited, as a married 
man was only eligible for enlistment with the written consent of his spouse.127 On 
February 19, 1860, he died on Java, and it took eight years for the news of his death 
to reach his relatives. However, his estate of 3.33 guilders did not flow straight to the 
widow and their children. On the contrary, the poor relief administration of Stans, 
which mediated for the family in this matter, claimed the right to pocket the money 
since it had financially supported the widow and her children beforehand.128

This is just one example of how local authorities tried to seize one of their 
deceased citizens’ estates. Another is that of Fidel Camenzind, who served twice 
in the KNIL: from 1868 to 1874 and from 1885 until he died in 1888. Between his 
assignments, he returned to Europe and presumably started a family. When he 
ultimately passed away in Sumatra in 1888, the authorities of the city of Lucerne 
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claimed his inheritance (twelve guilders) for themselves, “as the deceased left us an 
impoverished family”.129 Likewise, the authorities of the canton of Zurich claimed 
the 5.55 guilders of Albert Sutz, who died in Soerabaja (Surabaya) in 1875, on the 
grounds,

that both the deceased and his parents had received support from the local welfare office 

[in the municipality of Sternenberg]; in particular, that his father was very deprived.130

Even in cases where no heirs could be identified, local authorities seized the money, 
as exemplified by the poor relief department of the municipality of Wigoltingen, 
canton of Thurgau. It claimed the small sum of 2.32 guilders of the mercenary 
Johann Menzi, as he had allegedly caused them “considerable” costs.131 Similarly, the 
poor relief fund of Rottenschwil, canton of Aargau, collected the estate of Heinrich 
Steiner (12.75 guilders), as he had also received poor relief before his service.132 
Nevertheless, even if it was not completely clear whether the poor relief fund had 
supported the mercenary in question, demands for the inheritances arose, such as 
those made by the municipality of Russwil, canton of Lucerne. Although it could 
not locate any relatives of the deceased Anton Meyer, it intended to confiscate his 
estate (52.17 guilders) without further substantiating its claim. In support of its 
request, the State Chancellery of the canton of Lucerne justified its claim to the 
Federal Chancellery with the following conjecture:

We note in passing that the deceased was an illegitimate son, whose mother may well have 

died, who also left hardly any descendants, but for whom the Heimathgemeinderath may 

have provided orphan support in early years, without reimbursement he would now be 

entitled to claim from the estate according to our Poor Law.133

The indication that Meyer was an illegitimate child was ultimately sufficient for the 
federal administration to authorise the money transfer from the Swiss Consul in 
Rotterdam to the municipality of Russwil.134 In general, such interventions of local 
(welfare) authorities reflected not least their growing overstraining. Still based on 
practices dating back to the sixteenth century, they struggled to keep pace with the 
new forms of poverty brought about by industrialisation.135 As the above examples 
amply demonstrate, more than one local welfare authority was grateful for every 
cent they could obtain. Nevertheless, it should be added that in rare cases, money 
from relatives who died in Switzerland also flowed in reverse to the Dutch East 
Indies. Thanks to the mediation of the Swiss Consul in Batavia, the soldier Johann 
Jakob Gottschall received an inheritance from both his father and his uncle.136

However, the aspect of cash flow is only one salient component in the analysis 
of inheritance payments. Another aspect concerns the question of who was entitled 
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as heir in the first place. The inheritance rights of wives, concubines and children 
residing in the Dutch East Indies have already been discussed, emphasising the 
importance of legal recognition through the father, respectively through the hus-
band. At this point, the social status of the sisters and mothers of the mercenaries 
shall be elucidated. As the following incident illustrates, a gender-specific, bour-
geois worldview was disseminated among the lower classes through interlocking 
bureaucracies. In 1869, the mercenary Johann Bollinger passed away in Samarang. 
One year later, his brother and sister, who lived in Switzerland, were identified as 
his legitimate heirs. Gottfried Keller, who was not only a renowned writer, famous 
for his novels such as Der grüne Heinrich but also the canton’s highest civil servant 
at the time, advanced 57 guilders to the deceased’s brother out of his pocket as 
the latter was in financial difficulties and sought to emigrate to Italy. In doing so, 
Keller indulged in the false belief that the Dutch authorities would soon reimburse 
him. However, the latter classified the papers submitted as insufficient “because 
a married woman is listed as a co-heiress and therefore the co-signature of her 
husband is indispensable”.137 Eventually, Keller was able to obtain the husband’s 
signature and thus received his money after all. Whether the brother who had 
emigrated to Italy gave his sister, Anna Katharina Winz-Bollinger, her share of the 
money is unknown.138 Maria Elisabeth Plüss had to endure similar bureaucratic 
chicanery. Although the Dutch authorities paid her the 3.59 guilders left by her 
deceased son in Samarang, they rejected her receipt since her current husband had 
not co-signed it. Therefore, she had to resubmit the documents.139

In this sense, these transregional bureaucratic networks reflected and perpetu-
ated the patriarchal and bourgeois logic at the time, according to which the husband 
was considered the sole breadwinner and “head of the family” (a condition in 
Switzerland that was only abolished in 1988 with the revision of matrimonial law). 
Since this argument is further set out in chapter 5, it suffices to say that this ideal of 
a gender-specific division of labour remained an illusion among the working class 
in Switzerland until the 1930s because many families simply could not afford to live 
without women’s income.140

Conclusion 

It is a trivial insight that money constituted a fundamental factor in creating and 
maintaining a mercenary army. Nevertheless, the role that money played for 
colonial rank-and-file mercenaries has hardly been examined in detail so far. 
This chapter set out to follow money transactions across transimperial borders. In 
doing so, it has discerned four strands. The first was signature premiums, offering 
aspirants a lucrative financial incentive, often equivalent to several months’ wages. 
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Even though most Swiss mercenaries had already spent this money when they left 
for the Dutch East Indies, it served an additional purpose. With the abolition of the 
recruiting offices near the Swiss border, the signature premiums served as collat-
eral for recruiting agents and hotel owners to lure young men from Switzerland 
to Harderwijk.

The second strand concerned salaries. Although European rank-and-file sol-
diers earned more—or at least received better equipment—than the non-European 
soldiers, their pay was still relatively modest. Moreover, the little money they were 
able to set aside was usually immediately reinvested in alcohol. Besides the regular 
payday, however, there were other ways to supplement one’s budget, for example, 
through specific additional jobs such as barber, painter, bookbinder or rifle crafts-
man, or through unlawful acts such as theft or embezzlement.

Overall, signature premiums and salaries facilitated entry into the military 
sphere and helped bypass a period of personal economic precariousness. However, 
in contrast to pension and gratification payments, their economic effect was rather 
ephemeral. Although pensions and gratification payments too remained compara-
tively small in absolute terms, they provided considerable relief in countless cases 
over several years, not only for the veterans but also for their families and local 
authorities.

Similar observations can be made about the fourth strand, the inheritance pay-
ments. Even though these were usually extremely modest, the bereaved families 
and local authorities made considerable administrative efforts to receive them. As 
was shown in the numerous examples, even the most minuscule sums represented 
a financial relief in the precarious everyday life of the relatives.

Following these colonial cash flows finally allowed a reconstruction of a hith-
erto unseen transimperial network of private service providers and interlocking 
bureaucracies that connected the Dutch colonial empire with the remotest Alpine 
valleys in the European hinterland. This hinterland was a vital reservoir of per-
sonnel in the military labour market. Money had to flow in the other direction to 
ensure a steady influx of mercenaries from this area. In cooperation with local 
authorities, individual actors with a transimperial military past, or later increas-
ingly private companies such as law firms or banks, guaranteed the smooth flow 
of payments. Especially in cases of gratification and pension payments, but also in 
bequests, the Dutch colonial state thus advanced to become an important welfare 
provider beyond its own imperial borders.

These are preliminary indications that future research will benefit from 
contextualising the genesis of the European welfare state in a transimperial 
context.141 For the network reconstructed here can be extended not only to the 
other countries from which the KNIL drew its mercenaries, such as Belgium or 
Germany but also in a similar way to the transimperial network of the French 
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Foreign Legion. For example, in the mid-1880s, the Swiss ambassador based in Paris 
sent lists of names of Swiss mercenaries who were deceased in the French Foreign 
Legion’s ranks during the conquest of Tonkin (present-day North Vietnam) to the 
Federal Chancellery. Moreover, pension matters of Foreign Legion veterans were 
also partly settled through this channel.142 These insights ultimately reveal how 
important it is to understand European colonialism not only beyond national, but 
also beyond imperial borders.



CHAPTER 5

Trace the Memory�: Relics and Representation 
in the Transimperial Cultural Archive

Abstract

Through the mercenaries’ networks, specific ideas and colonial stereotypes spread across the 

borders of the Dutch Empire into the European hinterland. Before delving into the Swiss mer-

cenaries’ “colonial gaze”, this chapter examines these thought patterns’ materiality (e.g., letters, 

narratives, postcards or collector’s items). In doing so, it becomes apparent that even in a country 

without formal colonial possesions, both rural and urban milieus were tangentially affected by 

this colonial experience throughout all social classes.

Keywords: cultural history, cultural archive, collective memory, racism, colonialism without 

colonies

In her critically acclaimed book White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and 
Race, Dutch anthropologist Gloria Wekker contends that “an unacknowledged 
reservoir of knowledge and feelings based on four hundred years of imperial rule 
have played a vital but unacknowledged part in the dominant meaning-making 
processes taking place in Dutch society, until now”.1 Following Edward Said, who 
has underscored the impact of imperialism on historical configurations in “Western 
culture”, Wekker conceptualises this reservoir as a “cultural archive”. This archive, 
she elaborates, “is located in many things, in the way we think, do things, and look 
at the world, in what we find (sexually) attractive, in how our affective and rational 
economies are organised and intertwined”. Thus, Wekker’s concept refers neither 
to a set of documents nor to the institution that houses them, “but to a ‘repository 
of memory’ […], in the heads and hearts of people in the metropole”.2

This chapter takes Wekker’s argument as a starting point and pushes it beyond 
the borders of the Dutch Empire. It explores how the Dutch imperial experience 
took root in the Swiss mercenaries’ hearts and minds and how they subsequently 
fed a transimperial “repository of memory” towards the end of the nineteenth 
century.3 However, unlike Wekker, whose analysis is more concerned with pres-
ent-day effects, this chapter is interested in tracing how this cultural archive was 
forged at the time of imperial rule. Based on letters, postcards, published memoirs, 
diaries and newspaper articles, it shall therefore reconstruct bits and pieces of 
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the mercenaries’ “colonial gaze” and its proliferation throughout Switzerland, 
allowing for adequate access to the cultural archive. A rich body of literature has 
already addressed the colonial gaze of European actors, arguing that the gaze with 
which European colonising subjects looked at non-European peoples was shaped 
by different racist and hierarchising ideologies such as social Darwinism or the 
“civilising mission”, serving to construct a supposedly deficient “Other” and legit-
imising European domination.4 However, the bulk of these studies engaged with 
sources manufactured by middle and upper-class clerks, cosmopolites, merchants, 
scientists or missionaries. Taking this into account, Christian Koller has recently 
argued that self-testimonies authored by mercenaries from the French Foreign 
Legion provide an exciting testing ground for the social reach of the colonial gaze 
beyond elitist discourses.5

Thus, this chapter extends Wekker’s spatial framework that is confined to 
the Dutch metropole and its colonies and adds to a growing amount of literature 
pointing out that European colonialism was in many respects a shared project since 
structures and actors from both within and beyond colonial Empires contributed to 
their imperial trajectories.6 This is not to say, however, that European colonialism 
should be seen as a homogeneous and monolithic entity, but rather that a shared 
imperial reservoir of knowledge was built up and drawn upon by means of transre-
gional or transimperial actors and processes, whereby the individual contribution 
to and sourcing of this reservoir differed regionally.7

To retrace the mercenaries’ colonial memories, this chapter starts with an 
outline of the means and scope of its dissemination. It will examine in which social 
milieus colonial imaginaries circulated in Switzerland and to what extent they fed 
an imperial reservoir of knowledge.8 Having elucidated the role of letters, picture 
postcards, memoirs, spoken words and objects as vehicles of the colonial gaze, it 
will then turn to its content, discussing the construction of clichéd group images in 
both the civilian and the military spheres.

Sharing the Mercenary Experience

To explore the colonial gaze’s social reach, combining Wekker’s cultural archive 
with Aleida and Jan Assmann’s conception of the collective memory is helpful. 
According to the latter, the collective memory comprises two segments, a com-
municative and a cultural memory. The communicative memory is adjacent to 
everyday life experience and includes memories from the recent past that a person 
shares with a social group as part of daily communication. Thus, its lifespan is 
relatively brief, encompassing three to four generations. On the other hand, the cul-
tural memory is characterised by ritualised and organised communication through 
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which the past is permanently fixed.9 As Christof Dejung points out, one difference 
between these two forms of memory is the power imbalance of transmission, 
meaning that specific communicative memories do not become known to a wider 
public because they contain the memories of marginalised groups for which there 
is no interest in the media public sphere.10

Given that the commemoration of mediaeval and early modern Swiss merce-
nary regiments was a constitutive element for the “imagined community” of the 
modern Swiss federal state,11 one might expect colonial mercenaries to appear in 
the cultural archive as well. However, as outlined in chapter 2, colonial mercenary 
services of the nineteenth century were met with widespread criticism because 
they no longer corresponded to the enlightened, nationalist and liberal ideals that 
prevailed among the ruling classes at the time. Moreover, mercenarism was no 
longer organised in regiments and controlled by a few rich and influential fami-
lies but was based on the individual decision of men willing to emigrate, most of 
whom hailed from the lower middle or lower classes. Colonial mercenaries thus 
belonged to those marginalised groups whose memories were primarily confined 
to the realm of the communicative memory. Unlike the private sources of men from 
the upper class, their self-testimonies usually never made it into public archives. 
Fortunately, this book draws on two hitherto unknown private archives offering, 
in addition to the published memoirs, an insight into the communicative memory 
of nineteenth-century mercenaries. Thus, the following section will discuss the 
various media used to enlarge disparate communicative memories.

Letters

Through different media, the mercenaries transmitted their experiences to a 
heterogeneous Swiss audience from all social strata of rural and urban society. 
Looking at specific correspondences, such as those from Arnold Egloff or Heinrich 
Brandenberger,12 it seems plausible to assume that letters played an important role 
in granting a constant flow of information between the European mercenaries in 
the colonies and their extended families in the European hinterland. For example, 
Egloff grew up in a debt-ridden Catholic farming family of eight in Niederrohrdorf, 
a small farming village in the canton of Aargau with a population of 631 around 
1900.13 In a mixture of poor High German, Swiss dialect and occasional Dutch 
words, he wrote home regularly about his service, colonial subjects or sites, such 
as the Borobudur, from 1889 until his violent death in 1894. At times, there was little 
to tell, and the letters served rather as a means to maintain contact with his loved 
ones than to convey information. This pattern resonates with that of field post 
letters written by soldiers from European frontlines in the nineteenth century.14 
Appreciating this correspondence, Egloff’s parents and sibling responded jointly in 
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long letters, reporting on local events in Switzerland and asking about life, food and 
compatriots in the Dutch East Indies or whether “he, too, had to hunt savages”.15 
Sometimes they, too, hardly shared anything at all, like Egloff’s brother in 1890, who 
just noted: “Dear brother, since your father has written all the news, I do not know 
much to write to you, except to repeat that you will write again as soon as possible 
about what your food is like, your work, the climate and what kind of trade and 
commerce is going on there.”16 Moreover, this quote shows the family’s curiosity 
and their insufficient knowledge of the Dutch East Indies. In line with that, Egloff’s 
father stated elsewhere that he had already “rummaged through all the papers but 
read little about India”.17

Comparable to Egloff, Brandenberger grew up in a farming family in a rural 
region in the 1880s but moved to Zurich for professional reasons at the age of sev-
enteen.18 As the letters show, his parents, too, migrated to the city, where his father 
worked as a porter (see figure 8). Between 1902 and 1919, Heinrich wrote around 60 
letters to his parents and three siblings, in which he reported on everyday life in 
the colonies, his worries, his relationship with his concubine and later wife Lina (or 
Sampet, as she was called before her baptism), reflected on the trade in Swiss watches 
or commented on the political landscape in Switzerland.19 In this case, too, the family 
appreciated the exchange of information and regularly replied in long letters.

Figure 8: Verso of a picture postcard sent by Heinrich Brandenberger, 13 March, 1907, addressed 
to his father, the porter of the Magneta watch factory in Zurich. Postcard SSA, Ar 201.303 
(Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, Switzerland).
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Picture postcards

However, Brandenberger did not only communicate by letter. He also sent around 
160 picture postcards because they were cheaper than the constant exchange of 
letters, as he explained to his parents in 1903.20 Most likely, Brandenberger was 
not alone in sending postcards home. Many of his motifs can also be found in the 
KITLV digital collection.21 It can therefore be assumed that other colonial soldiers 
also regularly sent postcards. According to historian Jens Jäger, the analysis of such 
picture postcards can be revealing since they had to compete in a market and were 
developed in the process of adjustment between producer and consumer, reflect-
ing contemporary currents and moods.22 In a similar vein, art historian Sophie 
Junge has recently expounded that they “helped shape an overall image of foreign 
cultures and territories that would otherwise have not been comprehensible nor 
visible to the so-called ‘armchair-traveller’”.23 Nevertheless, it must be emphasised 
that images develop a life of their own and, as John Tagg put it, only unfold their 
meaning in the context of their reception.24 Unfortunately, we do not know how 
Brandenberger’s family interpreted the picture postcards. As members of the 
urban lower class, however, they were also familiar with colonial representation. 
We can therefore assume that they interpreted postcards within the framework of 
colonial discourses of alterity.

Memoirs

In her work on memoirs written by Napoleonic War veterans, historian Matilda 
Greig has shown that the genre of war memoirs was popular throughout Europe in 
the nineteenth century, leading many authors to design their books as commercial 
objects to satisfy the demands of a literary “industry”.25 From the 1880s onwards, 
veterans from the French Foreign Legion increasingly entered this literary industry 
with their own publications. They were usually fully aware of their target audience 
and drew on common colonial and exoticising discourses to monetise their experi-
ences in the Legion.26 Likewise, a few Swiss KNIL veterans also took their chances 
in this industry after the turn of the century. Their memoirs were aimed at a variety 
of audiences and were received in different circles. Anton Camenzind’s memoirs, 
for example, never progressed beyond the stage of a manuscript and circulated 
only within his family. Carl August Haab published his memoirs in his print shop 
about fifty years after his return home, for whom and how many samples is not 
documented. Edwin Eckert, Ernst Hauser, Karl Schmid and Augustin Zehnder, on 
the other hand, had their memoirs published professionally, thus ensuring them a 
wider reach.27 For instance, Augustin Zehnder’s KNIL-memoirs were reviewed in 
the Walliser Volksfreund, a weekly newspaper for catholic farmers and labourers 
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in the mountainous southwestern part of Switzerland, and Edwin Eckert’s account 
of his time in Java was partially reprinted in the local newspaper of Steckborn, 
another rural and relatively peripheral region bordering Germany in the canton 
of Thurgau—as a warning against colonial mercenary services.28

Spoken Words

As already explained in chapter 3, returnees played a vital role in disseminating 
colonial knowledge. It can be assumed that many veterans perpetuated colonial 
thought patterns in their narratives, but this cannot be said with certainty, given the 
fleeting nature of the spoken word. From individual sources, however, we know that 
former mercenaries also gave public talks, the contents of which have been handed 
down in a rudimentary form. Captain von Ernst, for example, gave a lecture to the 
Geographical Society of Bern in 1883, which was later published in their journal. 
Well aware that this was a scientific audience, von Ernst emphasised that they could 
not expect a scientific lecture from a soldier.29 It is unclear how many public talks 
were given by veterans. Nonetheless, various hints suggest that this was not limited 
to geographical societies. In 1903, the Dutch Vice-Consul, for example, sneaked 
“without the speaker’s knowledge” into a lecture by a former KNIL mercenary to 
the workers’ association in Davos (a Swiss village in the canton of Graubünden).30 
According to the newspaper Davoser Zeitung, the event that took place in the “Hotel 
Bahnhof” (“Hotel Railway station”) was “relatively well attended”.31 To give another 
example, the former colonial soldier R. Jucker held a lecture wearing an “Indian 
uniform” at the Hotel “Emmenthal” in Thun, canton of Bern, in 1901. As can be seen 
from the Gazette Täglicher Anzeiger für Thun und das Berner Oberland, the audience 
could listen to his tale of a “massacre of a 50-man troop at Tonkop” and “a battle at 
Edi”, as well as an “admonition to the youth” for an entrance fee of 40 cents.32

Objects

Like in other European countries, numerous ethnographic collections sprouted 
up in Switzerland in the second half of the nineteenth century. These collections 
transmitted both colonial knowledge and fantasies, serving a number of purposes: 
to present visitors with a comparative picture of different civilisations usually 
staged as becoming extinct or underdeveloped, to bring colonial spaces closer to 
the European metropole, to impart scientific knowledge, to express criticism of 
industrialised modernity or to prepare merchants for their deployment in non-Eu-
ropean territories.33

To guarantee constant growth, ethnographic collections depended on a 
global network of anthropologists, travellers, or merchants who either sold or 
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even donated ethnographic objects to them. The donors included scientists, 
merchants, plantation managers and medical doctors, all of whom had roamed 
colonial spaces.34 Even Swiss physicians of the KNIL, such as Conrad Kläsi, who 
had served in the Aceh War from 1879 to 1885, contributed to the enlargement of 
Swiss collections.35

Interestingly, KNIL mercenaries hardly figured among the donors, although 
they were far superior in numbers in the colonies. The only exceptions known 
so far are some objects in the Nidwalden Museum, collected by KNIL officer Louis 
Wyrsch from 1816 to 1832, and some pieces at the Burgmuseum Zug, which were 
acquired by KNIL major Franz Josef Michael Letter.36 However, it is unclear when 
these objects were made publicly accessible. In Letter’s case, for example, there 
are indications that he gifted some weapons to the Zuger Zeughaus (Zug Armoury) 
during his lifetime.37 Still, a large part of the collection was only donated to the 
Burgmuseum by a private donor in the 1990s.38

There is a simple explanation for the absence of mercenaries among public 
donors. Drawing on Philipp Sarasin, Andreas Zangger has argued that collecting 
and donating ethnographica were part of a specific habitus of the European bour-
geoisie, allowing them to display their cosmopolitanism publicly.39 Especially from 
the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, men from the lower classes 
who were subject to different social norms predominantly joined the Dutch colo-
nial army. Within this context, mercenaries collected objects mostly for private, 
rarely also for commercial use, as the example of Schmid vividly illustrates. Schmid 
reported in 1912, how he looted two notebooks containing Arabic verses from the 
Koran from a killed “priest” after he had stormed a mosque in Aceh.40 Elsewhere 
he mentioned how he had “in a short time built up a considerable collection of 
butterflies, beetles, scorpions, large poisonous spiders, […] even flying lizards, 
snakes” and preserved them by placing them in spirit.41 Finally, medals and war 
badges also served him as souvenirs of his time in service. But, unfortunately, he 
lost them with his diary in a fire in Bern in 1908.42

Like Schmid, Brandenberger, too, told his parents in 1911 how he had amassed 
a collection of “pretty stones, corals, teeth of crocodiles, wild pigs, deer horns etc., 
washed up pieces of sponges etc.,” and added that this would be a “pretty memory” 
for them.43 The deer horns, he was convinced, would make an excellent addition to the 
living room.44 He also sent a snakeskin for his brother to sell in Switzerland. However, 
he found no takers, and Brandenberger advised him to make slippers out of it.45

These two examples show that the mercenaries did collect “exotic” animals and 
plants but that they rather tended to keep them together with their military medals 
and certificates as personal mementos and less as a public or even “scientific” object of 
prestige. To the historians’ chagrin, it is, therefore, challenging to trace their ascribed 
meaning and its circulation within the boundaries of a communicative memory.
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The Colonial Gaze of Swiss Mercenaries

Having discussed the different types of media with which the colonial gaze was con-
veyed, the subsequent section attempts to outline its content. First of all, however, 
an important point ought to be addressed. From the outset, the colonial gaze of the 
mercenaries was permeated by a colonial logic that was either reinforced or over-
turned in the encounter with non-European subjects. Some scholars, such as Eva 
Bischoff, have thus warned against conceptualising a static distinction between the 
“European self” and the “extra-European other”, assigning the latter only a passive 
and objectified role. Drawing on Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Bischoff argues 
instead for understanding the subject’s identity not as an inner essence but as an 
ongoing process of becoming, composed of a multiplicity of relations arranged in the 
form of a rhizome. In her work on cannibalism, she understands neither the white 
male identity nor cannibal alterity as independent identities but rather as a complex 
network of relations from which both positions unfolded in a reciprocal process.46

The same applies to the colonial space of the Dutch East Indies. The extra-Eu-
ropean “Other” described by the mercenaries was by no means a passive object. 
On the contrary, strong resistance from enemy troops, different combat behaviour 
from “Javanese” or “Ambonese” comrades, as well as the diverse strategies with 
which the nyais manoeuvred through the misogynous and racialised environment 
of the barracks, meant that the Europeans’ concepts were bound to be challenged 
and the “grammar of difference” had to be renegotiated time and again.47 Bearing 
this in mind, the following section examines—as far as the available source frag-
ments allow—recurrent components of the Swiss mercenaries’ colonial gazes that 
were shaped by resistance, demarcation and exchange in the colonial contact zone, 
and thereby attempts to draw conclusions about their identity formation as male, 
Christian, European and Swiss subjects.

Colonised Subjects

When Swiss mercenaries portrayed the civilian population of the Malay archi
pelago, they tied in with popular colonial and exotic discourses of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, referring to supposedly homogeneous ethnic groups 
that could be clearly demarcated from each other. As this section will show, this 
categorisation occurred along four strands.

“Javanese” & “Malayans”

The first strand concerns the representation of the “Javanese” and “Malayans”. 
Although scattered references to highly respected wealthy Javanese princes 
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circulate in the narratives of the mercenaries—for instance, ex-mercenary 
von Ernst praised their dignified appearance and excellent manners in 188348—
negative and generalising portrayals of the broader population generally prevailed. 
In a letter published in the Revue Militaire Suisse in 1859, to give one example, 
an anonymous French-speaking Swiss mercenary mocked the “ugly figure” of the 
“indigenous people” living in Batavia (Jakarta) and compared their manners to 
those of monkeys, as they “picked up objects from the ground with their feet”.49 
Furthermore, he feminised Javanese men by emphasising that they have the same 
hairstyle as Javanese women, which apparently often leads to misunderstandings 
among newcomers.50 In a similar vein, a German-speaking colleague commented in 
the daily Der Bund in 1860 that the local population was “stupid and ignorant and 
very poorly dressed” and that men and women did not differ in their costumes any 
more than they differed in their hairstyle.51 Both local clothing and gender-fluid 
hairstyles function as recurrent markers of difference in numerous narratives. 
Recounting his time in Java in the 1860s, Carl August Haab, for instance, empha-
sised that “Javanese clothing” was “very simple” and that men’s hair was “as long as 
that of women”.52 Around sixty years later, the clothing of the Javanese still served 
as an important marker of difference, as the following excerpt from a letter by 
Brandenberger illustrates. Writing to his parents in 1909, he highlights that

as can be seen from the picture postcards sent, the clothing of the Jav.[anese; P.K.] people is 

very simple. The fact that cleanliness is not a priority for the Javanese can best be seen in 

their clothes, which are nice only once and that is just when they are new. It is better with 

the people who are forced by their earnings to deal with the European element.53

Figure 9 may well be one of those monochrome picture postcards to which 
Brandenberger alluded. The card he had already sent to his father in 1907 bears the 
caption “Kampong Gezicht” (village view). The omission of the actual village name 
suggests to the European viewer that this was an exemplary Javanese village. The 
picture shows a few people standing on a street next to wooden houses and looking 
into the camera. The person in the middle of the group stands out because of his dark 
European clothes. In contrast, the people surrounding him wear bright skirts, and 
some have no shirts at all. Along with the explanations in the letter, this arrangement 
highlights the cultural differences between Europeans and Javanese and implicitly 
provides them with a hierarchical order. According to these worldviews, the Javanese 
were conceived as a less civilised and less masculine group than the Europeans.

Apart from clothing and external features, the supposedly self-sufficient 
character of the Javanese played a vital role in the European representation of the 
colonised subjects. For instance, Haab narrated how easily pleased the Javanese 
were: “The Javanese household was very simple and cheap. With black coffee with 
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sugar, rice with sambalgori [sambal goreng, P.K.], some fish or ding-ding (sun-dried 
buffalo meat), people were happy and content.”54 Former Captain Ferdinand von 
Ernst provides a further example of recycling this topos of the alleged self-sufficient 
Javanese. Reporting to the Geographical Society of Bern on his experience in the 
service of the KNIL, he described “the Javanese” in 1883 as follows:

Generally speaking, the Javanese is quiet, serious-minded, hard-working and unpretentious. 

He is a born farmer and nobleman. […] At the same time, however, he has an incredible 

phlegm, does not understand why people torment themselves with superfluous work.55

The European depictions of the Javanese as supposedly backward, self-indulgent 
peasants resonated with both the expression of a European sense of superiority and 
romanticised admiration for their way of life, which was in touch with nature and 
not yet corrupted by the process of industrialisation. For instance, the anonymous 
non-commissioned officer mentioned above, who regularly reported from Java for 
the daily Der Bund, stated in 1861:

The Javanese, this simple child of nature, has a peaceful character and lives perhaps more 

happily than many Europeans. A small hut, shaded by coconut trees, pisang trees and other 

fruit trees, together with a rice sack, which he tends with his faithful kurbo, buffalo, make 

him happy. Under his mild sky, he has few needs.56

Figure 9: Postcard “Kampong Gezicht”. Sent by Heinrich Brandenberger to his father, 13 March, 
1907. SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, Switzerland).
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Figure 10: Mercenary Arnold Egloff also told his parents about an ancient civilisation, using 
Borobudur as an example, and even sketched it in a small booklet in 1892. SSA, Ar 201.303.

Figure 11: Excerpt of a letter from Egloff illustrating the ploughs. Source: Egloff to his parents 
and siblings, 28 March, 1891, SSA, Ar 201.303.
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It is noteworthy that in these depictions, the Javanese were not understood as savages, 
despite their life with nature, but as farmers. According to Augustin Zehnder’s mem-
oirs published in 1924, it is even a “grave error” to regard the “Javanese as savages”.57 
For example, the splendid temple ruins in the interior of Java would testify to the 
highly developed Javanese culture during Hindu times. Given this once blossoming 
culture, Zehnder elaborated that “educated Javanese voiced the justified complaint 
that the rule of the ‘Blandas’ (Dutch) had not been beneficial to them, in that they had 
been culturally higher in the past than they are now”.58 Likewise, Brandenberger 
argued in a letter of 1909, referring to a polyglot Javanese named Mangon who had 
worked on French and English ships: “a new proof that the disgusting stupidity of 
his compatriots is not to be found in their lack of comprehension but in their lack of 
education.”59 Both Zehnder and Brandenberger, whose period of service coincided 
with the ethische politiek (see chapter 2), consequently attributed the alleged lack of 
the Javanese civilisation to the failure of the Dutch colonial government.

In contrast to his portrayal of the Javanese, Zehnder wrote less favourably 
about the “Malay”, a trading “people” that had spread throughout the archipelago 
over the century. The Malays, as he stated, were “extremely intelligent, cunning 
and treacherous and only honest as long as it is profitable”. Furthermore, he added 
that they are “more docile than the Javanese, but not as reliable”.60 Nonetheless, he 
concluded that the differences between these two groups were relatively marginal.

The Malay, Mohammedans as well as the Javanese, have pretty much the same habits in 

everything, and are hardly distinguishable from them in shape, except that the Malay 

wears his hair as long as the women, but under a turban-like headscarf.61

This quote shows the socially constructed boundaries between Malays and Javanese 
were porous. Finally, it must be mentioned that not all reports were limited to 
common colonial stereotypes. Egloff’s colonial gaze, for instance, was mingled with 
a farmer’s one since he was a farmer’s son. Telling in detail to his parents how 
the Javanese cultivated their fields in 1891, he illustrated his account with small 
sketches of a plough (see figure 11).62

“Foreign Orientals”

The colonial stereotype of the “Javanese” or “Malay” is often juxtaposed with that 
of the so-called “Vreemde Oosterlingen” (“foreign orientals”), mainly diasporic 
Chinese and Arabs.63 For instance, talking about his time in the Ambarawa Valley, 
Brandenberger wrote in 1909 that “the Javanese” knew nothing about trade, “so that 
90 per cent of it rests in the hands of the Chinese. In Ambarawa, for example, there 
is not a single Javanese who has a decent ‘warong’ (restaurant); one is completely 
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Figure 12: Postcard “Chineesche Kamp Losarie” sent by Heinrich Brandenberger to his Parents, 
18 September, 1906. SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, 
Switzerland).

Figure 13: Postcard “Chineesche Kamp. Malang” sent by Heinrich Brandenberger to his 
parents, 2 June, 1910. SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, 
Switzerland).
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dependent on the Chinese who sell the always good ‘bahmi’ in their krotten[?] at 
10 and 20 Rp. a portion.”64 Six picture postcards of Chinese quarters of Brebes, 
Magelang, Malang, Ambarawa and Makassar seem to corroborate Brandenberger’s 
statements. For example, a card sent in 1906 shows several stalls along the street 
and a shop in a stone house. Another postcard of the “Chineesche Kamp, Malang”, 
mailed in 1910, enforces the impression of the mercantile Chinese. Here, too, various 
shops and their owners are portrayed, arranged in stone houses along the street.

In contrast to these postcards, which convey a particular order and safety on 
the streets, other mercenaries pointed out the dangers and vices of such neigh-
bourhoods in their reports. Schmid, for example, wrote in his 1912 memoir that 
Semerang (Semarang) was home to 30,000 Chinese “who had gambling dens, opium 
houses and other dangerous stalls in their filthy streets. The Arab quarter was even 
more notorious.”65 Thus, Swiss mercenaries were rather sceptical about the Chinese 
and Arabs. Camenzind, for example, approached their shops with a certain level 
of distrust. After having received what he considered an unjustifiably high bill in 
a restaurant at the beginning of his career during the 1880s, he noted: “the Chinese 
know how to fool someone.”66 To give a further example, Haab described both 
Chinese and Arabs as traders, comparing them to Jews in Europe. He succinctly 
stated: “In trade, the Chinese and Arabs are like the Jews: they sell at all prices.”67

For the Swiss audience in Haab’s time, it was immediately clear what was 
meant by this comparison. In the nineteenth century, broad segments of the Swiss 
population considered Swiss Jews as an “alien body of the nation” and frequently 
associated them with deceitful dealers.68 This anti-Semitic view manifested 
itself, among other things, in various discriminatory laws. For example, Jews in 
Switzerland were not allowed to freely choose their place of residence until 1866, 
and it was not until 1874 that they obtained the freedom of worship.69

In the sources presented above, the Swiss authors willingly neglect the centu-
ries of exchange and mingling between Arabic, Chinese and Asian communities,70 
depicting both Arabs and Chinese as homogeneous diasporic groups who, although 
they were represented as “oriental”, lived as foreigners in the Dutch colonial empire. 
According to these representations, they belong neither to the colonisers nor the 
colonised. Consequently, these representations aim less to emphasise alleged back-
wardness and more to highlight exoticising aspects of life in the Dutch East Indies.

“Savages”

In addition to the portrayals of the previous groups, a third narrative strand deals 
with the colonial representation of various ethnicities in the Outer Islands’ colonial 
frontier as allegedly “savage”, “primitive” or even “anthropophagic”. Although the 
descriptions written by the mercenaries were not as systematic and meticulous 
as those of European natural scientists, they nevertheless loosely tied in with the 
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scientific taxonomic phenomena of the time and the accompanying discussion of 
the evolutionary developmental stages of human beings.71 Zehnder, for example, 
referred to the “Völker” (peoples) on “Celebes, Borneo, Sumatra and some other 
islands […] whose main occupation is to exterminate each other, to cause difficulties 
for the government, and who, at times, do not disdain a piece of human flesh at all”.72 
Likewise, Schmid articulated in 1912 that he was looking forward to his military 
campaign in Borneo (Kalimantan), “the land of the jungles, the abode of the orang
utang, the gorilla [sic!], the boa constrictor and the home of the Tayakes [Dayak; 
P.K.], the notorious man-eating people”.73 Already thirty years before Schmid’s 
memoirs appeared, von Ernst had reported that among the “Bataks” on Sumatra, 
“there are still anthropophagi, although it is claimed that since the missionaries 
have penetrated more among them, this abominable custom has disappeared”.74 
The image of cannibalistic Bataks also figured prominently in Ernst Hauser’s 
account published in 1927, in which he recounts a missionary telling him how his 
predecessors had been eaten. Hauser’s vivid description of the scene that is said 
to have taken place in the hut of the local “chief” Banggalamei in 1834 claims that:

Dammer torches light up the hut. Bloodstained faces and the fumes of boiling cauldrons 

fill the room. Black, decaying teeth greedily tear the cooked flesh from the bones. Nothing 

remains of the two missionaries but the bones and skulls claimed by Banggalamei […].75

It is hardly a coincidence that cannibals featured prominently in those accounts 
that were intended for a wider audience—three of them are published memoirs to 
entertain their readers. Whether such descriptions corresponded to reality or not is 
of little interest. Much more compelling is the question of why the idea of cannibals 
held such fascination for Europeans. Since the early modern period, the figure of 
the cannibal has played a prominent role in the description of indigenous societies, 
representing an emblematic barbaric “Other” of extra-European societies.76 For 
example, the famous Austrian travel writer Ida Pfeiffer spread the clichés of the 
man-eating “Bataks” in her book Meine zweite Weltreise (My Second World Trip), 
published in 1856. Her descriptions seemed so exciting that the Swiss daily Die Neue 
Zürcher Zeitung did not want to withhold the relevant passage from its readers and 
printed a lengthy excerpt over four issues.77

In Brandenberger’s letters, by contrast, there are no references to 
anthropophagy. Yet he, too, assesses the population according to their degree of 
civility. About his stay in Timor in 1917, he commented:

I am still too fresh to pass judgement. However, the well-known fact that everything 

becomes more primitive the further east you go is striking. Education, housing, clothing 

reach the lowest conceivable level, until you are lodging in the trees on Guinea.78



136 chapter 5

As Brandenberger points out, it was an unquestioned “fact” that the Papuans of 
New Guinea were considered the supposedly most primitive people. Against the 
backdrop of the civilising mission, this reputation would cling to them for a long 
time to come.79

“(Indo-)Europeans”

As described in chapter 3, European civilians rarely socialised with colonial 
soldiers. They thus appear only marginally in the accounts of the mercenaries. If 
the latter mentioned them, they usually conveyed the image of the wealthy and 
privileged European upper class who had a much easier life than they would have 
had in Europe. Referring to his time in the Dutch East Indies in the 1910s, Zehnder 
stated that life there was expensive but that wages were high and career opportu-
nities were better than in Europe. According to Zehnder, an ordinary commercial 
employee received “a salary like that of a Federal Councillor”. “Good craftsmen”, he 
added, quickly found a well-paid job in which they only had to supervise “because 
the actual work is done by the natives”.80 Although a significant class divide sepa-
rated the Swiss mercenaries from the European civilians, hardly any disparaging 
references can be found. Only Zehnder complained that against the background of 
the outbreak of World War I, the Europeans “suddenly” acted friendly towards the 
soldiers, an attitude that disgusted him.81

Besides the European upper class, two additional groups are conspicuous by 
their absence: first, the impoverished European lower class. This is all the more 
remarkable because a considerable proportion of them were former colonial 
soldiers and the Swiss mercenaries were presumably aware of their fate.82 One 
explanation for their absence could be that they conveyed a poor image of colonial 
service to the readership of the Swiss mercenaries’ self-testimonies, which contra-
dicted that of the successful virile adventurer.

The second group, which is hardly referred to, is that of the Indo-Europeans. 
This seems noteworthy because other popular accounts on Asia, like Briefe aus dem 
fernen Osten (Letters from the Far East), first published in 1885 by the Swiss medical 
doctor Elias Haffter, discussed—and often mocked—hybrid Eurasian identities.83 
This could be, as we shall see below because the mercenaries permanently lived 
in the colonies and were accustomed to the legal division of the population into 
“Europeans and those equated with Europeans” and “Natives and those equated 
with them”.84
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Domains of the Intimate

In colonial settings, as Ann Laura Stoler has argued, the “domains of the intimate” 
were not “private” sites but rather mirrored racialised and gendered structures of 
colonial control since “in these ‘tense and tender ties’ of empire, relations of power 
were knotted and tightened, loosened and cut, tangled and undone”.85 Exploring 
these imperial ties, Stoler contends, offers new insights into two fields of colonial 
control: “one that works through the requisition of bodies—those of both colonials 
and colonised—and a second that moulds new ‘structures of feeling’—new habits of 
heart and mind that enable those categories of difference and subject formation.”86 
While the first aspect of the control over and agency of nyais has already been dealt 
with in chapter 3, the second one shall be addressed in what follows. An analysis of 
the mercenaries’ view of intimate relations with Indo-European or Asian women 
provides valuable hints on gendered and racialised aspects of their feelings and 
attitudes as well as the tensions arising from it.

Egloff’s letters illuminate this point. Reporting to his parents and siblings from 
the barracks in Magelang in 1893, he wrote that “anyone with a good criminal 
record can take a Javanese woman to live with him”.87 However, he advised against 
it and added that only those Europeans fall in love “who have not seen a wench 
in Europe”.88 Egloff’s quote reveals three noteworthy points. First, portraying 
Javanese women as passive objects that can be “taken”, illustrates the European 
male gaze of the supposed availability of the colonised female body. Second, and 
linked to this, it insinuates a racial hierarchy wherein Javanese women occupy the 
bottom rung. Third, the disdainful reference to his comrades, who had not “seen” 
women in Europe, distinguishes him from them, stressing his popularity among 
European women and underlining his masculinity. This image is also matched 
by his (previously mentioned) misogynistic portrayal of the Javanese women as 
unfaithful “cats” who “only love money”.89

Unlike Egloff ’s superficial descriptions, both Camenzind’s memoirs and 
Brandenberger’s letters offer more intimate insights into their thought patterns 
concerning cross-cultural relationships.90 During his service from 1885 to 1897, 
Camenzind met a retired Swiss mercenary married to a Javanese woman. Shortly 
afterwards, he tied the knot with their daughter, Maria Narbertina Wullschleger. 
From a legal stance, Wullschleger had the status of a Catholic European. However, 
she identified herself more firmly with the religious practices of her Muslim 
mother. Camenzind could not, or refused to, understand this, which is why conflict 
broke out time and again. In his memoirs, he thus noted:

Then I once told her mother the truth, I had married a European woman and not a 

Javanese, my mother-in-law was of course a Javanese. I could have had enough Javanese 
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women, therefore I would not have needed to marry her daughter, I married her daughter 

because I thought I was getting a European, but it was just the opposite, because my wife 

was almost as fanatical as my mother-in-law was about the pagan faith, and she did not 

want to know anything more about my faith.91

Like Egloff, Camenzind’s quote reveals his gendered and sexualised thought pat-
terns, according to which male Europeans could (more or less) freely dispose of 
the bodies of colonised Javanese women. Additionally, it illustrates how vital the 
European status of his wife was to him. This status was characterised, in particular, 
by a commitment to Christianity. As a de facto practising Muslim (her mother was 
Muslim and not a “pagan”), in Camenzind’s eyes, she seemed no better than an 
ordinary Javanese. Interestingly, skin colour, on the other hand, appeared to be of 
no importance to him, as a glance at another passage reveals:

She just didn’t want to be black and sometimes powdered herself so badly that I thought 

she was painted white and I laughed at her again and said I could bring oil paint from the 

Genieloods [= the warehouses of the technical troop, P.K.], zinc white and paint her with 

it, then it would stay and not come off any more, I was only joking, but she turned wild 

as a fox.92

While the reception of skin colour was, along with gender, sexuality, religion and 
class, an essential part of the intersectional framework that determined colonial 
hierarchies—in fact, Maria Narbertina Wullschleger wanted to be perceived as 
“whiter” than she felt for certain (structural) reasons—it nevertheless did not seem 
to have any influence on the European identity legally assigned from the outside in 
this case. This was quite common for the Dutch Empire. According to historian Bart 
Luttikhuis, the concept of “Europeanness” was central to the colonial hierarchy 
of the Dutch East Indies. However, this should not be equated with “whiteness” 
since—as in the scenes described above—it allowed the actors greater flexibility in 
attributing group membership. Thus, legal European status sometimes depended 
on whether or not the European man legally recognised his child.93

Finally, Camenzind’s concept of marriage resonates with a point that emerges, 
as we shall see below, even more clearly in the case of Heinrich and Lina Sampet 
Brandenberger: the mimicry of the European bourgeois marriage. In his often-
quoted essay Of Mimicry and Man, Homi K. Bhabha elaborates on colonial mimicry, 
that is, the almost, but not quite, imitation of the habitus of the colonising white 
upper class by colonised subjects. “Mimicry”, as he expounds, “emerges as the rep-
resentation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal”.94 This ambivalent 
process thus leads to the erosion of colonial unambiguities and demarcations, 
triggering “paranoia” among the colonial rulers.95 Following Anne McClintock, who 
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praised Bhabha’s approach for its rich insightfulness but criticised its omission 
of processes of gender and class,96 this study contends that his concept can be 
extended to the analysis of concubinage or marriage between “white subalterns” 
from the European lower strata and Indo-European or Asian women.

Almost the same… 

In his seminal work on the Swiss bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century, historian 
Albert Tanner noted that a man only attained his full status and standing in bour-
geois society when he married, assuming legal and economic responsibility for 
a wife and future children.97 For many men from the lower classes, however, it 
was simply not feasible to fulfil these expectations due to their deprived economic 
background. In this respect, colonial spaces seemed to offer new opportunities to 
secure their respectability as the male head of the family. With regard to the French 
Foreign Legion, for instance, Koller concluded that cross-cultural relationships with 
African or Asian women allowed many legionnaires to feel like family breadwin-
ners for the first time. Moreover, since they could delegate domestic work—which 
they perceived as feminine—to their wives, this further enhanced their own sense 
of masculinity.98 Beyond the borders of the French Empire, this is also applied to 
the Dutch East Indies, as exemplified by the case of Brandenberger.

In 1907, Brandenberger reported for the first time to his parents and siblings 
that he had “taken” a housekeeper. (He only mentioned her name, Sampet, for the 
first time in 1911.) According to him, she was 17 years old, could cook well, had pre-
viously looked after children of officers and had, therefore, “more or less learned 
Europ. Manners”.99 In a subsequent letter, he reported how he had bought her a 
dress for New Year’s and that he was pretty satisfied with her because she did the 
household chores well and “had no big mouth, also a scarce virtue of women”. 
However, this had not always been the case, as he remarked: “In the beginning, 
‘rebellion’ fortissimo also occurred at various times, but thanks to her good char-
acter and easy comprehension, it turned into ‘pianissimo’.”100 Thus, Brandenberger 
clearly conveyed to his relatives who was the patriarch of the house. Furthermore, 
he described in detail how he “helped Sampet get back on her feet”. At the age of 
sixteen, she was forcibly married to a Javanese soldier. Because he had beaten 
her and provided her with too little food, she ran away and found a job with 
another employer, where she received only five Swiss francs a month and was 
allegedly coerced to give most of it to her “heartless” mother. According to his own 
statements, Brandenberger also told Sampet’s mother “directly in the manner of a 
Prussian sergeant” that she would not receive any money from him.101

Yet Heinrich and Lina Sampet reproduced the ideal bourgeois family not only 
in letters but also in various photographs that he sent to his relatives, as seen in 
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Figure 14. The photograph probably dates from 1908, showing Heinrich together 
with Lina Sampet and two children. Reflecting the gendered division of labour, the 
picture imitates a typical European bourgeois family photo. In the foreground sits 
Heinrich in his uniform, which can be read as a symbol of his employment. In the 
background stands Lina Sampet, taking care of the children. As already mentioned 
in chapter 4, such a gender division of labour was quite out of reach for the broader 
population in Switzerland until the 1930s.

… but not quite

Although these cross-cultural relationships with their nuclear family model and 
gender-specific division of labour into the spheres of male wage labour and female 
house and care work resembled that of bourgeois marriage, they could never live 
up to its ideal. As discussed above, the marriage between Camenzind and Maria 
Narbertina Wullschleger was not as harmonious as hoped because of cultural and 
religious differences. In one passage in his memoirs, Camenzind even revealed that 
“she might still be alive if she had adopted real European manners”.102 Camenzind 
was referring to the last days of Maria Narbertina Wullschleger’s life. Four to five 
days after the birth of their second child, she was seized with intense fever, but she 

Figure 14: Heinrich Brandenberger, Lina Sampet Brandenberger and two children, c. 1908. SSA, 
Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by the Brandenberger family, Switzerland).
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resisted vigorously to see a “European doctor”. Instead, she sent for a “Mohamedan 
priest”. Since the “priest” could not improve her condition, Camenzind got his way 
and took her to a European doctor. Apparently, the doctor lamented that they 
consulted him so late and that he could not cure her. About nine days later, she 
died of typhus, and shortly afterwards, their newborn child passed away too.103

Likewise, the relationship between Lina Sampet and Heinrich Brandenberger 
does not quite correspond to a bourgeois marriage. For example, of the two children 
shown in the photo above, only the younger one can be attributed to both of them. If 
the photo was taken around 1908, as indicated by the descendants’ statements and 
Brandenberger’s particular type of uniform,104 Sampet and Heinrich had known 
each other for no more than two years. They had only one child, who was also 
named Heinrich, born on 9 April, 1908.105 Based on the date, Heinrich Junior is prob-
ably the child Sampet is holding in her arms in the photo. But who was the girl? It is 
possible that the child was born of Sampet’s first marriage with a Javanese soldier. 
However, this remains a matter of speculation since she is missing in subsequent 
family photos, and Heinrich does not mention her in his letters. What became of 
the girl? Had Heinrich expelled her from the house, or did she leave voluntarily to 
live with her Javanese grandmother? Was she staying in Java when Brandenberger 
was transferred to Soembawa (Sumbawa) in 1910? Unfortunately, we do not know.

Apart from this, other clues reveal colonial mimicry. Writing to his mother in 
1912, Heinrich asked her for advice on whether he should marry. He explained to 
her that he had been with Sampet since February 1907. He had acknowledged the 
children according to the law, bestowing them the same rights as children born of 
a legal marriage. Thoughts about returning home triggered his worries. Thus, he 
wrote:

What an uncomfortable feeling my dear children would be left with, if they once came to 

understand that in our fatherland, children of unmarried parents are so unjustly despised 

and that they would be made to feel this as sharply as usual? In addition, living together 

in concubinage (wild marriage) would perhaps not be permitted in our country; but this 

would create a great gulf between children, father and mother.106

As this quote shows, Heinrich Brandenberger feared that his children would 
become victims of social sanctions if they returned. It is interesting to note that in 
Heinrich’s eyes, the category of race seems to be less of a problem than concubi-
nage. Indeed, illegitimate children from the Dutch East Indies had a difficult time 
in Heinrich’s home canton of Zurich, as historian Niklaus Müller has pointed out 
recently regarding the family reunification of the Sumatra-based Swiss merchant 
Heinrich Frei.107 According to Zurich court records from 1892, Frei intended to bring 
his two children, Max and Fritz, whom he had fathered with his “housekeeper” 
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Karsima and recognised under Dutch law, into the care of his mother in Switzerland. 
However, the authorities denied the children Swiss citizenship because they were 
conceived out of wedlock. Frei unsuccessfully appealed the judgement, arguing 
that “a marriage with such a person according to the moral concepts connected 
with the nature of a marriage in our view is an impossibility, especially if the 
European intends to retire to his homeland one day”.108

Some twenty years later, Heinrich Brandenberger proved this was not as 
impossible as Frei had argued. After having a priest from Makassar baptise Sampet 
with the name Lina in December 1912, Heinrich and Lina Sampet got married. Then, 
in 1918, the Brandenberger family moved to Switzerland, where they remained 
until the end of their lives.109 Frei, on the other hand, did not marry his concubine 
Karsima. As can be seen from his will, written in 1911, he had finally returned to 
Switzerland from Sumatra at the turn of the century and married Ignatia Castella. 
They lived together in Zurich in a magnificent property and had two children, 
Hermann Attilio and Adolf Konrad.110 Thus, whereas for Frei, who hailed from 
the wealthy upper class, cross-cultural marriage was not conceivable because he 
feared the damage to his reputation that a liaison to a non-European woman could 
cause in bourgeois circles, the “colour-line” was not an insurmountable obstacle for 
Heinrich and Lina Sampet Brandenberger as well as their relatives who belonged 
to the lower strata of Swiss society. In this respect, concubinage promoted the 
unambiguity of colonial norms and challenged the European bourgeoisie.

African, Asian and European Comrades

As already discussed in chapter 3, the KNIL recruited its soldiers from various 
areas in Europe, Africa and the Malay Archipelago. The units were strictly organ-
ised along racial categories, which was reflected not least in pay, rations, and 
equipment.111 This categorisation was known not only within the military but also 
among the wider Swiss public. When this hierarchy was briefly abolished during 
the mutiny of 1860 and indigenous soldiers shot at Swiss mercenaries at the behest 
of the Dutch army command, the correspondent of the Journal de Genève reacted 
with indignation:

Here are native soldiers employed to fight Europeans! This is to take away the prestige 

which surrounds the white race and which plays a large part in the submission of 10 

million Javanese to a handful of Europeans. With this prestige gone, we are left with brute 

force; and, in this case, we shall be crushed under the numbers.112

Already predetermined by such colonial discourses, Swiss mercenaries thus tried 
to distinguish themselves firmly from non-European soldiers in their memoirs and 
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letters. This manifested itself, among other things, in the way they referred to their 
comrades. While fellow European soldiers were often mentioned by name, the 
non-European soldiers were stereotypically described as homogenous collectives, 
deprived of their individual identity. For example, Haab commented on the African 
troops that “once drilled in, they were very good military men. Fresh from Africa, 
until these people can do the turns properly and get used to the clothes, hilarious 
scenes presented themselves”.113

Moreover, by portraying the African soldiers as hyper-masculine but “uned-
ucated” men who must be tamed through military drill to be deployable, Haab 
echoed popular contemporary portrayals of African colonial soldiers. As historian 
Manuel Menrath has pointed out, various imageries of African colonial soldiers 
serving in the French Colonial Army had circulated in Switzerland at least since the 
1860s. Unlike in Germany, where from the Franco-Prussian War to World War II, 
African colonial soldiers were almost exclusively labelled with various negative 
attributes, Swiss media attested them positive qualities in combat—without aban-
doning their European sense of superiority. According to Menrath, the enormously 
popular Völkerschauen (“Human Zoos”), staged in Swiss zoos and inns from the 
1870s onwards, conveyed this sense of superiority.114 In this respect, it is hardly 
surprising that some Swiss mercenaries resorted to a similar clichéd vocabulary 
in their descriptions as the advertisements of those events did, overemphasising 
their alleged wildness, skin colour and texture of the hair. Writing to his Swiss 
comrade Egloff in 1891, for instance, Swiss mercenary Emil Rebsamen commented 
that the Africans were “interesting guys, well and strongly grown, black as a 
devil, nimble as a cat”. He added that they have “woolly curly hair” and some had 
tattoos or scarves on their temples and foreheads, endowing them “a wild look”. 
Furthermore, he attested that they are gentle, but if you tease them, they show their 
teeth “like a dog”.115

The indigenous soldiers, by contrast, were probably hardly known to the Swiss 
audience. In their descriptions, the mercenaries took up the dominant Dutch 
discourses.116 Thus, they lauded “Ambonese” and “Menadonese” soldiers for their 
martial skills. Zehnder, to provide one concrete example, stated that these troops are

feared by native enemies because they can tackle them with equal cunning and weapons 

and know how to move in the wilderness much better than the clumsy Europeans, who are 

all the more feared in close combat because of their more cold-blooded use of weapons and 

their greater endurance and not least because of their greater bravado.117

This quote vividly illustrates Zehnder’s rhetorical strategy. He praised the 
“Ambonese” and “Menadonese” but ultimately attested even better and more 
masculine qualities to the Europeans so that the latter ranked still at the top of 
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the hierarchy. This becomes even more apparent in his description of “Javanese” 
soldiers, who “can rarely be used independently in battle, because they are quite 
unfamiliar with attacking, or rather, they prefer to leave it to others”.118

Prejudices of cowardly or disloyal “Inlanders” (“indigenous”) were widespread 
among Swiss mercenaries. Referring to “Boginesen u. Nyassas”, Camenzind noted 
in his unpublished diary: “Most of them wear earrings and have big holes in their 
ears, walk with bare feet and are very sneaky.”119 Schmid expressed similar doubts 
about whether the Javanese soldiers would side with the Dutch in an emergency 
against the backdrop of the revolt in Bantem in 1888. However, when it came to a 
battle, they fought faithfully shoulder to shoulder.120 As Brandenberger’s letters 
testify, such doubts still circulated in the twentieth century. In view of the strength-
ening of Sarekat Islam, he doubted in 1913 that the army, “which was largely 
composed of Muhamedan elements, could be trusted”.121

Overall, the spectrum of reactions from Swiss mercenaries who encountered 
the so-called “Andere Inlanders” ranged from pity to contempt drenched in racism. 
Mercenary Eduard Rellstab, for instance, told his parents that the Javanese soldiers 
were “treated as miserable slaves”.122 Edwin Eckert, conversely, described in an 
impudent manner to his audience how he was infuriated because a Javanese cor-
poral transgressed the “colour-line”, trying to give him some orders: “It annoyed 
me tremendously that instead of a European superior, they sent me a half-naked 
native.” Finally, Eckert refused to obey the Javanese corporal “since a native is not 
at all authorised to command a European soldier”.123

These distinctions from non-European soldiers reinforced the Swiss merce-
naries’ affiliation with the supposedly superior, more civilised and masculine 
Europeans. Based on this common ground, some male friendships were forged 
between European soldiers across national borders. Schmid, for instance, reported 
how he met a group of Alsatian soldiers in the early 1880s and noted: “Among 
soldiers, friendship is quickly sealed and the ‘Du’ [informal German ‘you’, P.K.] 
comes off one’s lips like in the Emmental.”124 Moreover, Zehnder mentioned how he 
quickly befriended a German mercenary around 1911, with whom he made “quite 
thorough and sometimes dangerous studies of the customs and traditions of the 
locals”.125 For example, they sneaked into a Chinese temple together to spy on a 
ritual until the priests chased them away with knives.126

However, the homogenising effect of serving together in a colonial contact 
zone was not as strong as in the French Foreign Legion, where various rituals 
based on the motto “Legio Patria Nostra” (“the Legion is our fatherland”) forged a 
collectively shared feeling of belonging.127 In the KNIL, by contrast, the mercenar-
ies’ Swiss identity gleamed beneath their European awareness. The mercenaries 
repeatedly reported effusively in their letters and memoirs when they had met 
compatriots. In a letter from 1860, Eduard Rellstab told his parents that he worked 
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in the military bookbinder’s workshop with another Swiss from Zurich who was 
“an excellent comrade”.128 Reporting on the battalions from Magelang and Batavia 
in 1903, Brandenberger told his mother that he had met fifteen to twenty Swiss, 
including two men from Zurich.

Nevertheless, not only the mention of other Swiss but also the explicit reference 
to Swiss culture repeatedly appears in the sources. For instance, Haab described 
how he was overcome by homesickness when he saw a magazine picture of a 
Swiss wrestling festival in the Alps.129 And writing to his parents and siblings from 
the outpost in Soembawa (Sumbawa) shortly after the outbreak of World War I, 
Brandenberger described that he and a compatriot named Merz listened to various 
Swiss songs on his gramophone, such as today’s Swiss national anthem Trittst 
im Morgenrot daher (Stepping in the dawn) or Mein Schwizerland wach auf (My 
Switzerland wake up). Brandenberger went on to explain that this “caused feelings 
that can only arise among Swiss people in a foreign country”.130

How vital the commitment to Switzerland was for Brandenberger emerges 
from a letter of 1906, in which he was displeased with some of his compatriots 
at Fort Willem I because they spoke High German rather than the Swiss dialect 
and apparently were convinced of the invincibility of the German Empire.131 
Furthermore, Brandenberger occasionally told his family about the poor state of 
the KNIL. “Anyone who has seen something of the military before,” he criticised, 
“will notice at first glance the poor cooperation between the various officers and 
their troops.”132 In particular, the lack of marching discipline was a thorn in his side. 
Thus, he concluded that “this military is no match for a European enemy. For the 
inland enemy, who is present in small numbers and poorly armed, it can suffice, 
but here too, they still have a lot of work to do.”133

Regarding the globally operating Swiss merchant elite, Andreas Zangger has 
contended that references to Swiss encounters and customs served a purpose 
beyond mere fun facts and anecdotes. Global trade and migration, Zangger argues, 
left its mark in nineteenth-century Switzerland, evoking “a desire for ‘genuineness’ 
and a distinct revulsion at hybridisation that was shared by not only the majority 
of those residents in Switzerland but also many of the middle- and upper-class 
citizens who sojourned overseas”.134 This ideal of the “authentic” Swiss merchant 
was exemplified by the fictional character Martin Salander in a novel penned by 
the author Gottfried Keller. In the novel of the same name, published in 1886, the 
main protagonist Salander had left his wife and children and emigrated twice to 
Brazil, where he accumulated considerable wealth. On his second return after 
seven years, Salander’s wife was relieved to realise that “nothing foreign was 
clinging to him”.135 According to literary scholar Jeroen Dewulf, even the slightest 
accent or change in his manners would have been sufficient to disqualify Salander 
as the central character of a political and socio-moral development novel.136 Albeit 
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it is hard to imagine outside the fictional world of a novel that a sojourn abroad of 
several years does not leave traces on a person, it is nevertheless striking how some 
mercenaries emphasised their intimate connection to Switzerland to their Swiss 
audience, whether in letters or memoirs. In this respect, it seems appropriate to 
extend Zangger’s thesis to the realm of Swiss mercenaries, even if the strategies to 
negate hybridisation varied according to class.

Enemies & Warfare

Outlining that Swiss mercenaries engaged in acts of extreme colonial violence, 
chapter 3 briefly elaborated that portraying non-European enemies as “uncivi-
lised” was a common rhetorical strategy to justify these acts towards a European 
audience. The following section attempts to explain this image in detail. As we shall 
see, it did not differ significantly from the one that circulated among the Dutch 
officers in the nineteenth century, in which European (military-)culture served 
as a benchmark, negative characteristics were exaggerated, and positive features 
negated. Thus, extra-European enemies were often portrayed as uncivilised, 
devious, undisciplined, and disorganised. Furthermore, with regard to Muslim 
opponents, Islam was considered the source of fanaticism and cruelty.137

Figure 15: Heinrich Brandenberger (back row, fifth from left) together with indigenous and 
European soldiers, date unknown, probably 1906. SSA, Ar 201.303 (Original privately owned by 
the Brandenberger family, Switzerland).
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Needless to say, the bulk of Swiss mercenaries shared these images of the 
enemy, as a quote by Auguste Humberset exemplifies. Echoing contemporary 
colonial stereotypes, he argued that the “Malays” had lost in the Banjarmasin 
War (1859–1863) because of the “incompetence of the clerks and chiefs, […] their 
ignorance, ferocity, […], the bad faith and false character of the Malays in Borneo, 
their fanaticism”.138 And reporting on the capture of the warship Unrust in 1863, 
the anonymous non-commissioned officer accentuated in the newspaper Der Bund 
the deceitful actions of the “Dayak”. Apparently, the Dutch crew, “who thought 
of nothing wrong”, was attacked by a supposedly friendly “chief” and his escort. 
The author embellished his account pictorially and added that those who tried 
to escape “were speared like fish with long lances”.139 Another Swiss, by contrast, 
placed the enemies in the same category as Europeans. Writing to his parents in 
1859 from Celebes (Sulawesi), he explained that they had been under enemy fire for 
five hours, “as if we were dealing with Europeans”.140

This broad array of enemy images also included the topos of the “fanatical 
Muslim”. For instance, Zehnder elaborated in his account that Muslims who had 
come back from their pilgrimage to Mecca played a crucial role in the combats 
because they were, he explained, “fanatical enemies of everything that is not 
Mohammedan”.141 Although Zehnder had never been involved in a battle, he 
continued that the “Hadjis” stormed off “with infernal roars” in each battle, and 
he added:

it requires strong nerves to stand still until the mob has approached to about a hundred 

metres or even more, only then to prove to the misguided with a volley that their bodies 

are not immune to the weapons of the whites, as the Hadjis always want them to believe.142

Whereas Zehnder, in this quote, still suggests the control of the “whites” over 
Muslim warriors, the fears of an uncontrolled outbreak of Muslim resistance 
shimmer in Brandenberger’s letters. In 1913, for example, he wrote to his parents 
and siblings that

the exhortation issued by the high Islamic priesthood with the fall of Turkey, “stick 

together, stick together more firmly against the infidel Christian dogs” is visibly taking 

root and can become disastrous for the Muhamedan population, which is easily inclined 

to religious fanaticism.143

Brandenberger’s letter reveals his deep mistrust towards the Muslim population he 
had built up over the years. As early as 1911, he told his parents about an incident 
on Soembawa (Sumbawa) in which the local population had allegedly been incited 
by two “Mohamed priests” to attack a KNIL patrol. This incident, Brandenberger 
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argued, is “an actual illustration of how little the local population can be trusted 
or believed”.144

Schmid described to his audience in detail what such revolts could look like. 
Recounting his experiences during the peasants’ revolt in Bantem in 1888, he 
recounted how he and his colleagues initially found the decapitated body of the 
assistant resident’s wife in a ditch. Such acts of violence against “white” women 
perpetrated by colonised subjects represented a double transgression arousing 
anxiety and fear among Europeans.145 Pointing out this breach of taboo, Schmid 
wrote: “her blue eyes, though broken, were open and even now in death spoke a 
clear language of the horror the poor woman had gone through”.146

As already mentioned above, one aim of such stereotypical constructions of an 
enemy image was to legitimise extreme violence on the part of the European troops. 
Furthermore, fierce and fanatic resistance justified a withdrawal from a battle or 
failure, as was often the case in the Aceh War in particular, without losing white 
male prestige. Apart from that, another objective of such representations was to 
vindicate the rightful claim of the Europeans to colonial possessions. For instance, 
von Ernst mentioned that he was commissioned in 1872 to protect the European 
tobacco plantations in Sumatra against “the incursions of the still half-savage 
tribes”.147 By discrediting the local population as “semi-wild”, they were associated 
with archaic and nomadic societies who had, from a European perspective, no 
legitimate claim to the land. The European plantation owners, by contrast, operated 
within the framework of the “civilised” rule of law, and they should therefore be 
protected.

Beyond these discourses of legitimation, however, these images of the enemy 
were also constitutive in multiple ways for the individual identity formation of 
the mercenaries, portraying them as adventurous hyper-masculine soldiers.148 
The more exotic, fanatical, or violent the enemy was, the greater the adventure 
the mercenaries could experience—and the more manly they could present them-
selves to their audience. In both private letters and published memoirs, individual 
mercenaries express their excitement about upcoming war campaigns or their 
disappointment when they failed to happen. For example, Eckert expressed his 
disappointment when he learned that he would not be deployed in Aceh in 1903, 
“since each of us newcomers had the desire to go into battle soon and roam the 
jungle to compete with the skilful Atjeh warrior”.149 Similarly, the author of a letter 
published in the Revue Militaire Suisse in 1859 apologised to his parents for not 
having written earlier since he was still waiting for a campaign to tell them about. 
His friend, by contrast, had been “luckier” as he was on an expedition in Celebes.150

Another example of an adventurous character emerges vividly in Schmid’s 
memoirs, published in 1912. Reporting on a campaign during the Aceh War, he 
described how enemy projectiles whizzed by next to his head, shells burst in the 



trace the memory 149

immediate vicinity, and wounded comrades wailed during combat. Schmid was 
not injured, despite claiming to have been involved in various attacks. He even 
boasted that he had fired 102 bullets in a single day and that being a “gymnast from 
Olten”, he had less trouble fighting in impassable terrain than his comrades.151 In 
this sense, Schmid staged himself as a fearless and agile fighter, the archetype of 
the soldier.

Finally, one should note that almost exclusively, societies of the Malay 
Archipelago were described as enemies but hardly any mention was made of the 
danger from other colonial powers.

Conclusion

Based on a selection of memoirs, letters and other sources, this chapter has 
attempted to trace, firstly, how colonial encounters were reflected in the “heads 
and hearts” of the mercenaries and, secondly, with whom and how they shared 
these patterns of thought. Through oral, visual and written channels, the merce-
naries reproduced colonial stereotypes and transmitted them to the lower classes 
in urban and rural Switzerland. In their confrontation with representations of 
the non-European “Other”, they developed their own white Christian masculine 
European—and sometimes even more specifically—Swiss identity. Through various 
channels such as letters, lectures, books, and pictorial postcards, they disseminated 
these colonial images in rural and urban areas to the lower strata of society without 
access to scientific geographical or ethnographic discourses. What could hardly be 
analysed, however, is the issue of reception. It appears plausible that the merce-
naries fed a communicative memory. However, since the actors involved mainly 
were marginalised groups, we lack sufficient information on how the recipients of 
the messages, be it just a small circle of relatives or a larger audience, embraced, 
adapted, or even rejected the patterns of thought conveyed. From a letter written 
by Brandenberger’s parents after a visit by one of their son’s former comrades, for 
example, we know that they did not believe everything he said about the Dutch 
East Indies.152

Admittedly, the overall impact of individual contributions on mainstream 
culture was probably limited, primarily because few mercenaries had a voice in 
public discourse. Nevertheless, when this finding is added to the recent historical 
insights of other scholars working on colonial Switzerland, it becomes apparent that 
the contributions of mercenaries—along with reports and objects of missionary 
societies,153 travelogues by cosmopolitans,154 ethnographic or geographic collections 
and societies,155 human zoos,156 or racialised commercials157—were essential drops 
that all contributed to the enlargement of an imperial reservoir of knowledge in 



150 chapter 5

Switzerland. Considering this abundance of colonial droplets, the question arises 
to what extent individual ones took part in the formation of the cultural memory 
but have so far remained unacknowledged. The following example illustrates that 
a perspective incorporating affective and rational economies moulded by colonial 
entanglements penetrates the marrow of national historiography.

Shortly before the outbreak of World War II in 1939, the Swiss National 
Exhibition took place in Zurich. In the centre of the section called “Heimat und 
Volk” (“Homeland and People”), which discussed “den gesunden Volkskörper” (“the 
healthy body of the people”), an oversized statue of a soldier throwing on a uniform 
jacket attracted all eyes (See figure 16). According to historian Jakob Tanner, the 
statue epitomised, on the one hand, the saying “Switzerland wants to defend itself. 
Switzerland can defend itself. Switzerland must defend itself”. On the other hand, 
this representation hardly differed from the heroisation of the soldier that was 
common in Germany and Italy in the 1930s.158

This icon of the era of the Geistige Landesverteidigung (national spiritual defence) 
has hitherto been assessed within its European framework.159 What has not been 
addressed so far, however, is the origin of the statue’s creator, Hans Branderberger, 
the son of Heinrich and Lina Sampet Brandenberger, introduced above. What does 
this imply regarding the context in which this statue was created, considering that 

Figure 16: The statue “Wehrbereitschaft” by Hans Brandenberger, exhibited at the Swiss 
National Exhibition in Zurich, 1939. ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, Bildarchiv / Fotograf: Unbekannt / 
PK_021561 / Public Domain Mark.
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the sculptor emerged from a cross-cultural relationship, spent his first six years in 
the Lesser Sunda Islands, and experienced first-hand the challenges his mother had 
to cope with after immigrating to Switzerland? Since we cannot provide answers at 
this point, further research from this perspective remains an urgent desideratum.

Finally, it must be emphasised that Swiss participation in the violent Dutch 
expansion also left its mark on the communicative memory of some Indonesian 
communities. Following the traces of Swiss KNIL-Captain Hans Christoffel’s 1907 
Flores expedition,160 ethnologist Edgar Keller and his colleague Yoseph Agato 
Sareng came across a few villagers of the So’a society north of Bajawa who could 
still recall the bloody scenes of a hundred years earlier, based on the stories of 
their ancestors. Thomas Mite, a villager from present-day Masu, told them how 
his father narrowly had escaped death when he was ten years old. According to 
the story, the Dutch troops approached the kampung (village) around midday. The 
approximately hundred villagers present took refuge in a nearby cave. There, 
heated discussions ensued. About half of them, including Mite’s father, did not 
feel safe in this shelter and moved on. The others stayed in the cave—with fatal 
consequences. When Mite’s father’s party was about six kilometres away from the 
cave, they, as Mite recounts, “heard the sound of a rifle in quick succession”.161 The 
KNIL soldiers discovered their hiding place and fired indiscriminately at the cave, 
causing a massacre. Today’s villagers estimate that around fifty members of the 
So’a Society died in that cave. Only three survived, as Ignas Tena, another villager, 
knows, “because they were hiding under the bodies”.162

This is just one tragic story among many that took place in the context of 
European colonial expansion. While they are hardly or only superficially known 
in the European narrative for linguistic (or political) reasons, there are probably 
countless comparable stories circulating in the communicative memory of various 
Indonesian village communities that remain to be researched.





CHAPTER 6

Conclusion�: Swiss Tools of Empire

Casting light on the lives and deaths of 5,800 colonial Swiss mercenaries, Swiss 
Mercenaries in the Dutch East Indies has set out to explore three closely intertwined 
sets of questions. Firstly, this book has sought to elucidate how the transimperial 
military labour market structures crossed the Dutch Empire’s borders to recruit 
Swiss mercenaries, and what contribution these recruited men made to violently 
establish and expand a colonial state in the Malay Archipelago. Secondly, it has 
examined how these “Swiss tools of empire” interacted with and integrated into 
the colonial society in the Dutch East Indies. The third set of questions dealt with 
the multifaceted social, cultural, and economic repercussions these Swiss imperial 
careers had on nineteenth-century Switzerland. Revisiting these overarching ques-
tions, this concluding chapter will reflect on this book’s main aims and discuss both 
its contribution and limitations for a broader array of historiography.

Swiss Tools of Empire

This study’s foremost goal was to overcome the spatial and temporal limitations of 
existing Swiss mercenary historiography, which has portrayed the Swiss mercenary 
business as an exclusively European and predominantly early modern phenome-
non that ended in the early 1800s. By extensively outlining the nineteenth-century 
transimperial military labour market, the present study has shown that thousands 
of Swiss mercenaries were also deployed both outside Europe and after the found-
ing of the modern federal state in 1848. As “Swiss Tools of Empire”, they contributed 
to Dutch colonial violence and thus helped to expand and maintain Dutch rule in 
its vast island empire. The Swiss and numerous other European “foreigners” fought 
on the front lines of colonial wars, participated in extreme violence, set fire to fields 
and villages, and “disciplined” Chinese and Javanese indentured labourers.

The conspicuous absence of Swiss colonial mercenaries in the otherwise abun-
dant historiography concerning Swiss mercenaries warrants careful consideration. 
This lacuna can be attributed, in part, to a paradigm shift in recruitment methodol-
ogies. Historically, dating back to the seventeenth century, Swiss officers and their 
family networks orchestrated the organisation of Swiss regiments, which they then 
offered to foreign monarchs for military service. However, as the nineteenth cen-
tury unfolded, the demand for these “foreign” regiments declined, primarily due 
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to a discordance with the emerging liberal and enlightened ideals cherished by the 
bourgeois elites. According to these ideals, the defence of the nation was perceived 
as an obligation to be shouldered exclusively by male citizens, as opposed to for-
eigners. These principles also gained traction within Switzerland, culminating in a 
series of national proscriptions, notably on foreign military service. Commencing in 
1859, the engagement in foreign military service was only sanctioned under specific 
circumstances, either with explicit authorisation from the Federal Council or in 
the context of so-called “national” troops—an appellation which, from its inception 
until its abolition in 1928, often engendered confusion. This legislative evolution 
was primarily driven by the Swiss parliament’s principal concern, which revolved 
around preventing foreign armies from incorporating entire regiments that laid 
claim to a Swiss identity. Consequently, this transformation marked the cessation of 
Swiss military officers hailing from affluent patrician lineages leading Swiss legions 
abroad, and it also witnessed the disappearance of Swiss flags from the theatres of 
war. These themes had long dominated the narrative in Swiss (military) history, 
relegating the histories of mercenaries from humbler backgrounds, who did not col-
lectively embody the Swiss military prowess, to the margins of historical discourse.

Another notable reason for the neglect of colonial mercenaries in Swiss his-
toriography can be summarised under the phenomenon of “colonial amnesia”.1 
According to Patricia Purschert, this term refers to “an active practice of erasing 
historical connections that go back to colonialism”.2 With regard to Swiss historiog-
raphy, this practice manifested itself in the conviction that, unlike other European 
states, Switzerland did not have a colonial past.3 It is therefore not surprising that 
works on “colonial Switzerland” were scarce until a few years ago. However, as out-
lined in the introduction, a growing body of literature is working towards “curing” 
this amnesia, providing historical narratives that ultimately also take into account 
the heterogeneity and diversity of Swiss society in a globally entangled world.

Beyond the Dutch Empire

Adding to a growing body of scholarship within New Imperial History, which aims 
to outline the transimperial dimensions of colonialism, this book has sought to 
challenge the dyad of the metropolis and the colony and the preponderance of 
national frameworks in (Dutch) empire studies. First, it has extended Arnold’s 
concept of “contingent colonialism” to the Dutch East Indies by taking a sample 
of Swiss mercenaries as a case in point.4 Of course, the Swiss mercenaries did not 
build the Dutch Empire on their own. Still, they fought in many battles across the 
archipelago with mercenaries from Belgium, Germany, France, Luxembourg, and 
Poland, playing a decisive role in the violent formation of a colonial state.
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Secondly, this analysis has elucidated that the social, economic, and cultural 
repercussions of the Dutch Empire reached all social strata across both urban and 
rural regions of the European hinterland. For example, the Dutch Empire tore 
apart Swiss families, as young emigrating Swiss men left behind their parents, 
siblings and friends, sometimes even their wives and children. In about half of the 
cases, this farewell was final. Yet, colonial encounters in the Dutch East Indies also 
forged new families, as Swiss mercenaries became involved with Indo-European or 
Asian women—and in some cases, eventually returned and settled in Switzerland. 
Whether in the colonies or in Switzerland, through their mimicry of a bourgeois 
family model built on the principles of the gendered division of labour and the 
nuclear family, Swiss mercenaries constantly challenged existing axes of differen-
tiation such as class, race, sexuality, and religion.

In a poverty-ridden country like Switzerland in the nineteenth century, the 
Dutch East Indies also promised young men new perspectives to prevent their 
own social decline and to pursue certain ideals of masculinity. Offering a regular 
income, board and lodging, colonial military service appeared to be a unique 
opportunity to bridge a personal economic crisis. Thus, upon completion of their 
term of service, numerous Swiss mercenaries returned to Switzerland, hoping to 
lead a financially stable life. Moreover, colonial service did not only promise to 
overcome cyclical crises; in many cases, regular pension or gratification payments 
improved veterans’ lives. Even though the sums involved were often relatively 
small, they significantly contributed to uplifting the quality of life of working-class 
veterans and their wives or relatives. A dense network consisting of bureaucracies 
and private “service providers” ensured that these payments ran as smoothly 
as possible across imperial borders. Against the backdrop of precarious welfare 
services at the time, the administrators of Swiss municipalities lobbied firmly to 
ensure that the ex-militaries received their money. However, since this interlocking 
bureaucratic web seemed impenetrable for many low-level administrative offices 
of the relatively young Swiss federal state, the veterans had to rely on the mediating 
function of former mercenaries, Swiss banks, or Dutch law firms to facilitate the 
processing of their dossiers.

A final dimension explored by the present investigation concerns the cultural 
ramifications of the Dutch Empire in the European hinterland. Through their letters, 
conversations or memoirs, the mercenaries functioned as amplifiers of hegemonic 
colonial discourses, feeding a transimperial cultural archive with racist stereotypes 
and “exotic” imaginaries. The colonial contact zone’s systematically racist and gen-
dered hierarchy shaped the mercenaries’ colonial gaze. Beyond the elite discourses 
of scientists and merchants, they spread this epistemic order among the urban and 
rural lower classes. In these circles, their clichéd portrayals encountered a terrain 
that had already been tilled to some extent since these classes were also familiar 
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with Europe’s imperial culture through other phenomena such as “ethnological 
shows”, the consumption of colonial goods, or folk tales about colonial adventures.

Marrying New Military History with New Imperial History

The third stated objective was to merge the fields of New Imperial History and 
New Military History. This endeavour turned out to be particularly fruitful as it 
showcased the synergies unleashed by the fusion of economic and social history 
approaches and those from cultural history currents such as postcolonial studies. 
For instance, New Imperial History profits from New Military History because the 
latter conceives soldiering as labour. Accordingly, soldiers had to be recruited from 
a military labour market that usually transcended regional, imperial, or national 
borders. This is true not only of Dutch soldiers and European mercenaries but also, 
for example, of the Javanese soldiers who fought in Aceh. Against this background, 
the widespread but highly simplistic dichotomy between European and “indige-
nous” colonial soldiers seems thus obsolete and calls for a more complex analysis 
of both a pan-European and South East Asian military labour market.

Secondly, through its focus on everyday military life, New Military History 
reminds us of the prominent role played by non-military actors like nyais. Their 
bodies, compassion, and labour was exploited to care for soldiers and thus main-
tain the KNIL’s fighting power. Consequently, it becomes manifest that they held 
a crucial and indispensable position within the military framework, even though 
their contributions were frequently inadequately acknowledged or honoured.

On the other hand, New Imperial History encourages us to examine the military 
milieu from a global and intersectional perspective. In the 1990s, Ute Frevert looked 
at the German military of the imperial era as a “school of masculinity”.5 Combining 
approaches by New Imperial History and Frevert’s groundbreaking studies,6 future 
research might ask to what extent these barracks were the school of “white” and 
“civilizing” masculinities, even though these upcoming studies deal exclusively 
with European armies.

Connected to this, New Imperial History finally draws attention to the issue of a 
new military history “from below”. As this study has shown in detail, the social posi-
tion of mercenaries varied greatly depending on the environment. In the civilian 
public sphere within Europe, they often encountered classism and, in many cases, 
structural violence because of their social origins, as illustrated by the plight of the 
Verdingkinder. Although the mercenaries were also socially marginalised within 
the colonies, with limited participation in the social life of European civilians and 
officers, the racial hierarchies inherent in the colonial milieu still afforded them 
certain privileges that they did not enjoy at home. They were paid more than their 
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Javanese counterparts, enjoyed better equipment, and could mimic a middle-class 
family model with Javanese women. However, there were instances when these 
privileges were reversed, such as during the 1860 mutiny, when Dutch commanders 
ordered Ambonese soldiers to open fire on the Swiss. Adopting an intersectional 
approach enhances our analytical understanding and allows for a more compre-
hensive assessment of such complex situations.

Limitations of this Study and Future Research Avenues

This work has positioned Swiss colonial mercenaries in the spotlight, attempting 
to illuminate their experiences from various angles. However, where there is 
illumination, shadows also linger in the background. Consequently, this study is 
not devoid of inherent limitations, the most obvious of which are temporal, spatial 
and contextual.

As elucidated at the outset, a substantial number of European mercenaries were 
already in the service of the KNIL before the year 1848, including approximately 
1800 Swiss individuals, a majority of whom had enlisted in the four Swiss regiments 
stationed in the Netherlands until 1829. However, the enduring legacy of colonial 
service extends even further back in time, tracing its origins to the Dutch East India 
Company (VOC) era. In addition to the individually recruited Swiss, an entire Swiss 
regiment, the so-called Regiment de Meuron, served in Cape Town and Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka) in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. It is hoped that future 
research will approach the phenomenon of colonial mercenaries from a longue 
durée perspective and explore how the centuries-long rivalry among European 
colonial powers shaped the military labour market inside and outside Europe.7 
Such an approach would allow for the first time an analysis of the structures of 
a global mercenary market against the backdrop of violent European expansion.

Similar to the temporal restrictions, the spatial limitations applied here have 
imposed boundaries, the overcoming of which could be productive for future 
research. The West Indies, for example, have been hardly mentioned in this work, 
as it is estimated that only 100 Swiss were shipped there during the time span 
under consideration.8 Nevertheless, together with further colonial soldiers, they 
also contributed to forming a colonial state and forged links with the European 
hinterland, transcending social, cultural, and national boundaries. Furthermore, 
the transimperial careers of mercenaries who participated in the nineteenth-cen-
tury subjugation of Tonkin (present-day North Vietnam) as legionaries in the 
French Foreign Legion prior to their service in the KNIL offer promising points of 
departure for future research by remapping colonial spaces.
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Lastly, perhaps the most critical limitation of this book lies in the selection 
of its actors. By focusing only on the Swiss group, this book is omitting similar 
stories for Germany, Belgium, France, the Czech Republic, Denmark or Poland. 
Future research is required to portray the pan-European character of the Dutch 
Empire exemplarily and comprehensively.9 From a Swiss perspective, moreover, 
an analysis of the social, cultural, and economic implications of the deployment of 
Swiss Foreign Legionnaires in nineteenth-century Indochina offers further points 
of departure for future research. Admittedly, the scarcity of sources hampers such 
an undertaking.

Notwithstanding, the most valuable contribution that could be made following 
the present study consists in the inclusion of voices from other subaltern groups 
such as non-European soldiers, European working-class women or nyais. How did 
the wider population of the Malay Archipelago perceive the mercenaries? Did they 
regard them as “Belanda” (Dutch), or did they distinguish between the European 
nationalities? A glimpse into Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s This Earth of Mankind, in 
which invalid French KNIL veteran, painter and antique dealer Jean Marais figures 
as a prominent supporting character, suggests the latter.10 And beyond the places 
of peaceful coexistence, how did Sumatran villagers react to violent outbursts by 
colonial mercenaries from Europe? What did revolting Chinese contract workers 
think when European colonial soldiers suppressed them? How did the nyais 
feel about their lot? What were their perceptions of Europe, the Netherlands or 
Switzerland? To the regret of historians, only few sources provide explicit clues. 
In recent decades, however, various methodological approaches in historical 
scholarship have opened avenues to tackle these questions, whether by critically 
examining sources against or along the grain11 or, as the last chapter suggests, by 
engaging in interviews with descendants.

Despite these shortcomings, nevertheless, it is hoped that the book will make 
a significant contribution, the impact of which will extend far beyond academic 
circles by deepening our understanding of the impact of colonialism on the history 
of European nations without formal colonial possessions and by highlighting the 
continuing social, economic and cultural effects of this intertwined history that are 
still felt today. Furthermore, the book seeks to provide a comprehensive analytical 
framework for understanding the intricacies of modern mercenarism. This is 
particularly relevant given the ongoing activities of private security and military 
companies (PMCs or PMSCs), illustrating that mercenary operations remain a 
significant and unresolved element of twenty-first-century global affairs.
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