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INTRODUCTION

Continental Europeans who visited Barbados in the seventeenth century oc-
casionally published accounts of the island, vut some of these are generally not
well known, and apparently have not been utilized by researchers concerned
with early Barbadian history:  An example of such an account is the one written
in German by Felix Christian Spoeri? Although it is not an especially rich
source of detailed information on island life, it does contain materials which we
hope will be of interest to readers of this journal.

Very little biographical information is available on Spoeri. Born in 1638,
he was a German-speakirg Swiss physician and surgeon who came from an old
Zurich family® For unstated reasons he left his homeland, while in his early
twenties, and made his way to Holland. At Amsterdam, in 1660, he signed aboard
the Black Horse, a ship captained by a Mr. Armstrong of Exeter, England. The
ship, a merchantman of 400 tons with a crew of 34, was bound for Barbado:/‘
with a principal cargo of 52 horses from northern Holland. Presumably, Spoer
was expected to care not only for the ship’s crew, but especially for its valuable
animal cargo.

Sailing from Amsterdam on November 28, 1660, the Black Horse arrived
at Barbados on January 11, 1661. Approximately four weeks later, after having
sold its cargo, the ship left Barbados for New England where it acquired timber,
salt meat, flour, and thirty horses. With this cargo the Black Horse returned
to Barbados, arriving on April 30, 1661. Spoeri again left the island on June 15,
1661, and continued to travel on merchantmen between the West Indies and
Europe. On December 3, 1662 he returned to Barbados once more and three
weeks later embarked for Tortuga, off the coast of Venezuela.

Thus, over the span of a few years, Spoeri made a number of voyages between
the Old and New Worlds and within the West Indies. His account indicates
that the ships on which he sailed were principally engaged in transporting
horses to the West Indies. In all, Spoeri visited Barbados at least three times
during the early 1660s, and spent a total of approximately fourteen weeeks on
the island. However, only his experiences on the first visit (January 11, 1661 to
February 8, 1661) are related in any detail, and it is in this section of the hook
(pp. 10—29) that he also describes what most impressed him on the island. This
section, and two other minor passages relating to Barbados (pp. 47—48, 66),
are translated in their entirety.

A few comments can be made concerning Spoeri’s account and the proce-
dures employed in translating it: The descriptive sections appear to have been
written some years after Spoeri’s visit to the island (e.g., see note 6), bt it iz
difficult to determine the extent to which these are based upon journal or diary
notes (he evidently kept some record during his voyages), and recall. His ap-
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parently faulty comprehension of the English language, shortcomings in obser-
vational abilities and recall, limitations in contemporary knowledge, e.g., in geo-
graphical and medical matters, have resulted in some distortions and errors.

Despite such limitations, as well as the relative brevity of descriptive pas-
sages, Spoeri’s account can aid in reconstructing early Barbadian history by com-
plementing information provided by other observers. The information he pro-
vides corroborates to some extent that available in other sources and offers addi-
tional details on certain matters which may be of interest to specialized re-
searchers.

In general, it is tempting to provide extensive commentary in the form of
notes, but the brevity of Spoeri’s account would make abundant annotation cum-
bersome and increase the length of this paper beyond reasonable proportions.
Thus we have tried to limit the number of footnotes and primarily confine these
to matters immediately pertinent to translation difficulties and problems. In
the notes, we have also suggested some published sources which consider in
greater detail some of the topics Spoeri brings to the reader’s attention.

Because the account is written in seventeenth century High German, and
follows the conventions of the day in punctuation, syntax, word usage, etc., it
was necessary to make various adjustments, in order to produce a smooth reading
translation and to clarify ambiguities. Such adjustments include modifications
in Spoeri’s sentence structure and punctuation. For instance, his frequent lengthy
sentences were normally separated by us into shorter ones, thus necessitating
addition or deletion of conjunctions, prepositions, etc. We have, however, fol-
lowed Spoeri’s paragraph divisions to facilitate cross-checking with the original
account.

In addition, in many cases the noun referants of pronouns are not imme-
diately clear, and a literal translation of such pronouns does not resolve am-
biguities. To clarify these, we have injected the noun to which Spoeri refers,
except for a few uncertain instances in which we simply translated the pronoun.
This may sometimes make for some cumbersome reading, but we feel that it
results in increased specificity in the translation. In all, we have aimed at a
translation which is faithful to informational accuracy, rather than at one which
approaches literary elegance.

In a few cases we have been unable to resolve ambiguities in Spoeri’s account;
the reader’s attention is drawn to such cases in the notes. Similarly, certain terms
or words do not conveniently translate into English, and sometimes multiple
translations are possible.* In such instances the original wording has been re-
tained in italics in the translation, and an explanatory footnoie is provided. In
general, all italicized words or terms are exactly as they appear in the original
text, and all of our comments, additions, etc. in the translation are included
within brackets. Finally, bracketed page numbers refer to the pages in Spoeri’s

German text.
SPOERI’'S ACCOUNT

[p. 10] On the eleventh EJanuary, 1661] at eleven o’clock in the morn-
ing we noticed land. After careful observation we concluded that it was
definitely the island of Barbados, our destination. This made us all very happy,
especially the ship’s master, as we completed this enormous voyage of 1500
miles in such a short time, without striking any sails, and yet having preserved
forty-eight horses [out of fifty-two] in such good condition.

At three o’clock in the afterncon we reached port; rounding its corner, we
passed a fort flying a royal flag. According to custom, we struck our upper sails
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in front of the fort and saluted its flag with five cannon shots. The fort an-
swered us with three shots, whereupon we cast anchor and thanked God from
the bottom of our hearts for our merciful delivery.

The following day we landed the horses which we had on board. They were
all sold in two days, some for six thousand pounds of sugar, but others for two
thousand to three thousand pounds. Thus, the ship’s merchants made an enormous
profit.

The island of Barbados lies twelve degrees, forty-five minutes north of the
equator, and is the uppermost of the Canibales or Carib Islands (they are called
such because of the wild cannibals [p. 11] who formerly lived on the islands
and even to this day are found on the island of St. Vincent) and lies fifty miles
from the mainland. It is thirteen miles long and seven wide.

When the Spanish first discovered America, and this island as well, they

used it as a station for provisioning ships. They stocked it with hogs, sheep,
goats, rabbits and other animals and allowed them to run free into the wilderness.
Whenever they then came from Hispaniola they caught these animals and took
them along, and also supplied themselves with fresh water; for this island has
one of the very best of springs that one can find in the world whose source is
not more than ten or fifteen steps from the sea. Thereafter, the English also
spread into foreign lands and settled 600 strong on Barbados. On the south
side of the island they built a handsome settlement and,named it Sand Town?
It lies alongside a fine sandy bay which is formed like a crescent. Handsome
forts are located at each end, and in the middle, of the crescent so that the town
can protect itself against all enemy attacks, as it was able to do in 1664, when
Sir Admiral de Ruyter came into the harbor with thirteen ships’ [p. 12] How-
ever, the harbor floor is not the best since there are many sharp stones which
cut the anchor cables; therefore, these cables must be kept in casks which keep
them off the harbor floor.

Aside from Sand Town, there is another little village on the west side of
the island called Spechies [Spikes, i.e., Speightstown]. Today this settlement
is so heavily populated and congested that no land whatsoever is available. All
of the island’s land is divided into plantations, each of which has its own master.
Thus, the island’s houses are scattered here and there, except those of the above
mentioned two settlements. For the most part, the air of this island is healthy.
The wind blows throughout the year from the cast as it does in all other places
lying between the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn. But when the wind crosscs
this area they can expect a great storm, which they call hurricane. Then the
sea rages and swells to such an extent that big merchant ships are thrown two to
three and more miles inland. To cite a recent example, just six weeks prior to
our arrival seven big ships were thrust onto the land and smashed’ There
are different opinions about the actual cause of the wind blowing all the time
in one direction. I agree with those who ascribe this phenomenon to the sun
[p. 13] and the moon which pull the wind along by their rapid movement
from east to west. This occurs only between the Tropics where the sun and
the moon have their steadiest course. In this region, day and night are almost
always of the same duration and do not vary more than one hour. The wind
blows from about four o’clock in the evening until eicht or nine o’clock in
the morning, but during the day it is mostly quite calm. There is no snow what-
soever during the winter months, but instead they have somewhat more rain
which arrives without warning and without any change in the air. Most per-
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sons who come here from Europe will have to overcome an illness which the in-
habitants call Contrey Diseas. lts nature is such that the people turn quite
yellow, their stomachs and legs swell, and sometimes their legs burst and re-
main open. These ulcers can endure no dirt whatsoever and must be healed
with medicines that dry up the wound.

In my opinion, this iliness arises because people lack their normal foods
and must use others; secondly, because of the hot climate, people are induced
to drink much water and thus natural digestion is prevented which [p. 14]
results in watery blood; thirdly, they use hammocks instead of beds. These
are rough coverlets woven out of cotton and are four yards long and four yards
wide. They are pulled tight at both ends like a fish net. Hammocks are sus-
pended at both ends inside a room, but out of ignorance some people suspend
them from two trees under the open sky and thus they catch the dew." This
is highly detrimental to everyone since the stomach, the kitchen of the body,
loses its warmth; because of the cold the body’s pores clog resulting in bad
blood which usually emaciates people and causes ultimate death.

On this, as in all other islands of the West Indies, there is a tiny poison-
ous animal, called chigger, which is not unlike a flea. The chigger slips com-
pletely unnoticed into the skin, under the nails, or both, of & person. Its poison-
ous character causes a tiny growth, as large as a pea, to appear. When this
growth is removed entirely, the wound can easily be cured with either tobacco
or other ashes; however, if the growth breaks its poison spreads and this can
often result in the loss of toes, and, occasionally even the shanks. Chiggers
usually get on the shanks and feet because most of the inhabitants go barefoot.

After removal of this growth, I boiled down Ung. Aegyptiac [p. 15] and
made little balls from it. [ placed these into the hole which 1 then bandaged.
Chiggers also enter the rump when one squats in the field occasionally to re-
lievej)nesclf. For that [i.e., to combat the chiggers] the inhabitants utilize a
cut up lemon, but if the chiggers become very numerous man is bound to die
from them. In southern regions, there are long poisonous worms which work
themselves into people’s legs. The inhabitants, especially the Moors, know how
to handle these by removing them with wood splinters. They use the same
treatment for chiggers.

Theny there are also little mosquitoes which, at night, torment man very much
because Wherever they alight, and are able to sting, there develops a swelling
the size of a half pea. When such a swelling on the body is broken it can
even produce blisters. I noticed these on our cannoneer [of the ship Black
Horse] when he broke his upper arm in a fall. After setting the arm I gave
him ointment in order to strengthen the limb again. For several days he used
the ointment to good advantage, but ance, when he had to rush off in a hurry,
he left the jar containing the ointment uncovered, and a great number of
mosquitoes collected and got stuck in it. As a result the whole arm, where it
[p. 16] was covered with the ointment containing mosquitoes, flared up with
poisonous blisters. [ tried to treat these as I would a gangrene or a burn, with
different kinds of medicines, but all to no avail because the arm began to rot
at several places. Therefore, I had to take the most stringent measures, name-
ly scarifying or incising. Afterwards, I bathed the whole arm in brandy con-
taining Ung. Aegyptiac and a bit of dissolved Theriaca, and then covered it with
a cataplasm or poultice. By this means I finally obtained a successful cure.

The most common religion on this island is the same as the one taught
in England today. Aside from this religion, there are also many sectarians or
heretics who went to Barbados in order to have more freedom. Moreover,



£

A SWISS MEDICAL DOCTOR’S DESCRIPTION OF BARBADOS IN 1661 ;
' THE ACCOUNT OF FELIX CHRISTIAN SPOERI

there are also many Negros and Indiansq who are bought as slaves by the
English. They are serfs and are forced to plant the island’s produce. All of
these slaves are acquired through trade in Angola, Guinea and other places
where they were made prisoners of war by their own countrymen, and where
Christians traced them Eor a trlﬁmg price of various glass beads, copper, iron,
cloth, mirrors, and other things. The slaves are resold, at a tolerable profit, ac-

cording to whether they are young or old and whether they are tall and well-

built. I believe the slaves perform their idolatrous [p. 17] ceremonies and cus-
toms in honor of their God who is mainly the Meévil. These ceremonies con-
sist of particular dances, drumming on a hollow tree trunk over which an

Dee.

animal skin is stretched, making clapping noises by knocking two rocks to- |

gether, and accompanying this with terrifying shrieks and bodily movements.
For these ceremonies they often remain together all night long. However, to-
ward morning, everyone returns to his place of work to plant the produce of
the land such as sugar, tobacco, cotton, and indigo. They are very hardworking.
The slaves also marry among themselves, and their children belong to their
master. However, the children are instructed and brought up as Christians.”

There are plantations where a master owns one hundred or more of these
slaves. 'Lhe Christians place an overseer above the slaves who commands them
and who puts everyone to work. To each household he assigns a parcel of land
on which the slaves plant their food and from which they have to maintain
themselves without burdening their master. All of them go about naked, but
the Christians oblige them to cover their privities with round aprons just like
the ones potters wear in Switzerland. When slave mothers go to work, they tie
the young children onto their backs. While they work they frequently give
their children the breast, across the armpits, and let them suckle. By nature
slave women have very long [p. 18] breasts because they go about naked all
the time. When slaves first come to Barbados and are forced to work they
often die of hunger [by refusing to eat]. They imagine that if they die they

ill go to another land where riches, honor, and splendor will not be lacking,
here there will be an abundance of everything.

The government of this island consists of a governor who is appointed by
His Majesty of Great Britain. He alone judges capital crimes and passes sen:
tence on life and death. A Major and Judge deal with debts and other disputes
according to English law.

Sugar is the principal and most abundant commodity found in the Carib-
bean Islands. Let us properly describe its manufacture because of its virtues in
medicine and in foods. What happens is this: the field where sugar is to be
planted is prepared; next they take one section from the lowest part of a cut
piece of cane and split this section lengthwise into two, three, four or more
parts, depending on how wide or narrow the section is. They then make little
holes in the ground, a half foot deep and two and one-half feet apart"  Next,
one of these cane pieces is placed into the hole and left to protrude a finger’s
width above the surface. They continue in this manner until the whole field
is completley planted. When the piece of cane takes root and [p. 19] begins to
grow, the planters fill up the holes so that the entire piece of cane is covere
whereupon the cane quickly begins 1o grow. This growth [sugar cane?] 1s
not unlike [the plant] which coopers use in Switzerland. As the cane grows,
it is formed into a round reed which develops more or less equal joints in a
year. This reed, as thick as a wide thumb, is spongy on the inside and com-
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