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The Wreck of Westerbeek

There were some factors worrying Wester-
beek’s young captain when he took over the
evening watch on September 2, 1742. The
ship had been at sea for more than seven
months after leaving Batavia — now Jakarta
in Indonesia - on January 27. After a stopover
in Punte Gale in Ceylon where the last cargo
was loaded, the great East Indiaman called
into port at Cape Town on April 22 with its
hold full of tea and nutmegs bound for the
European market. Cape Town at the south-
ern tip of Africa served as a sort of halfway
station for Dutch ships bound for the Far East
and Europe, Westerbeek left Cape Town on
May 11 in a convoy of seven other freighters

owned by the Dutch East India Company.

Circumstances are unclear but it appears
that en route from Cape Town the ships lost
sight of each other. It subsequently became
clear that only five of them reached their

destination in Holland safely.
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On August 20th Westerbeek ran into dense
fog which did not lift for more than a week.
In order to determine the exact position it
was necessary to measure the sun's altitude.
The intention was to sail north and west of
Scotland to the North Sea, following the
Danish west coast towards Holland. At noon
on September 2 Captain Herman Schutte
estimated along with other navigators that

they were 252 nautical miles northwest of

One of the East India Company shipyards in Amsterdam
in 1727. Engraving by Joseph Mulder. The East India Com-
pany built over 2,000 vessels of which approximately
600 were lost at sea.
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the Hebrides and 224 nautical miles south-
west of the Faroe Islands. It was decided
that it was time to turn east-south-eastward
in order to pass north of the Shetlands and
head in the direction of mainland Europe. A
stiff breeze was blowing from the west and
the ship kept going at 13 knots under full

sails.

Doubts kept nagging Captain Schutte when
he took over the watch at 8 o'clock in the
evening of September 2. He worried about
the unreliable altitude measurements and
was unsure of how far north they really
were. He gave orders to reef the small sails
and trim the large ones in order to reduce
the ship’s speed.

The good captain had ample reasons to be
concerned. Due to lacking position meas-
urements and exceedingly strong currents

following new moon, the ship had veered

Kaapstad
Cape Town

/Qﬂe de Galle
o —® Jakarta

27. januar 1742

11. mai 1742

far off course. It had actually strayed more
than 48 miles to the north and 108 nautical
miles to the east, far from the estimates of
the navigators at noon. Instead of sailing to-
wards mainland Europe, Westerbeek headed
straight towards the rugged and inaccessible

west side of the Faroe Islands.

The third officer, Bernardus Riebock, stood
at the helm. There were two lookouts, one
in the prow and the other in the foremast
cage. Everything was quite calm and noth-
ing seemed out of the ordinary. The cap-
tain stood in the chart house mulling over
the nautical charts, the officer at the helm
had turned the hour-glass for the fourth time
which meant that it was approximately ten
or half past ten in the evening and the night

was pitch black.

And then, like a bolt from a clear blue sky,

disaster struck.
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"Land ... land ahead,” the lookouts shouted.
The captain jumped onto the deck and saw
to his horror a huge promontory rise against
the black sky, approximately 95 meters
away from the ship. The uppermost point of
the promontory could not be distinguished -
there was no shore to be seen and the waves
broke directly on the bare cliff face. Captain
Schutte ordered the helm hard-a-starboard
and sails were reversed, but it was too late.

The ship’s port side struck the cliffs.

What followed was a desperate, several
hours long life-and-death battle with the el-
ements. The crew tried to get away from the
cliffs with the help of the headsails, but the
ship was tossed back and forth by the surf,
wind and current. At half past eleven the
raised deck bow hit the cliffs, breaking the
bowsprit which disappeared into the waves.
Then the head sails were lost. At the same
time the ship sprung a leak. With water ris-
ing up to about 6 feet (about 180 cm) in the
hull, all pumps were manned and spouted
continuously, vet water levels aboard kept

rising.

Westerbeek was now completely at the mer-
cy of the elements, and the crew lost hope
of escaping alive from the wreck. The ship
crashed repeatedly against the rock face and
the figurehead (the structure mounted on
the bow of the ship — shown on the right-
hand side of the stamp sheet) was torn off.
At the same time the prow suffered still fur-
ther damages and parts of the superstruc-

ture aft were crushed.
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At one o'clock at night the front mast broke
and fell over the port side. No one was hurt
when the mast was catapulted overboard,
but now the ship drifted further ending up
between the cliff face and four skerries just
offshore. The ship still beat against the
rocks and in order to keep the rear free, an
aft anchor was dropped. At the same time
they placed the yardarm on the main mast
(the cross-beam which holds up the main-
sail) in a square, i.e. crosswise across the
ship’s length, to steady the ship against the
rock wall. It was probably during this work
that the crew noticed what miraculously was
to save their lives - a narrow ledge on the

otherwise steep cliff face.

At this point in time the ship was starting to
break up. Prow, stern and rudder had been
shattered and the pumps could no longer
keep it afloat. The captain gave order to
vacate ship and the crew climbed the main-
mast, the yard and onto the narrow ledge.
Captain Schutte took the little casket in
which the ship’s documents and port charg-
es were kept and asked the steward to take
it ashore. Then, according to the story, he
went down to the cabins to get his son, who
along with ten others lay ill below deck. The
captain took his son on his back and climbed
the mast, but when he tried to scale the yard
over to the shore, he lost his grip on the boy
who plunged down and was killed on the
deck.

The entire crew, except for the bedridden

men below deck, saved themselves upon the



Lopranseidi on the west coast of Suduroy

where Westerbeek shipwrecked. Photo: Eileen Sanda.
narrow ledge. Here they discovered the next
big hurdle - the next mountain ledge was too
far up. Hence, some of the crew went back
on board and brought four oars and some
ropes. This material was used to construct
a makeshift ladder on which one of the men
managed to reach the next ledge. The next
to climb the ladder was chief steward who
was carrying the captain's casket. He had
difficulties holding onto the very steep lad-
der and plunged into the ocean along with
the casket containing the ship documents
and the crew’s only money. According to the
story, the first sailor to get up, tore his shirt
into pieces and made a rope of strips, low-
ering it down to help the next man scale the
ladder - thus, all the men were able to reach

the ledge.

There they remained the rest of the night,
watching their ship break apart until, at 7-8

o'clock in the morning, it keeled over to the

port side and disappeared in the surf.

At daybreak the fog drifted away and the
crew could see their surroundings. They had
no idea where they were, possibly in the
Hebrides or Shetland - but clearly they had
to get immediate help. Eight of the ablest
men decided to climb the cliffs and seek as-
sistance. It was an arduous ascent of more
than 100 meters - and when they got up,
they saw no traces of people or houses.
They could, however, see a path going from
north to south, so they decided to split up
with four of them walking in each direction.

In the morning, those heading north arrived
in Vagur. Having convinced the inhabitants
that they were not pirates, they got ready
help from the locals who were accustomed

to hunting birds in the mountains. They
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Vagur. Four of the crew walked to the village
of Vagur in order to get help. Photo: Eilen Sanda.

brought their bird lines and together with
the Dutch seamen they went back to Lo-
pranseidi where the Faroese rappelled down
and started hauling the desperate castaways
up from the cliffs. Later, people from Sum-
ba also arrived, having been alerted by the
southbound group. Soon all survivors of the

Westerbeek wreck had been rescued.

The rest is history. Out of the crew of 94,
a total of 81 men miraculously survived the
wreck. The following day they were trans-
ported to Térshavn where a maritime inquiry
was held. Although two ships belonging to
the Royal Trade Monopoly were stationed
in Torshavn, the captains refused to take all
the distressed mariners with them to Den-
mark. Only the captain, senior officers and
a few of the crew, a total of ten men, were
allowed to return - the rest of Westerbeek's
crew was spread throughout the islands
while they waited for one of the East India

Company ships to come to get them. It took
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nine months before the Dutch vessel Mercu-
rius called into port in Torshavn and the crew
was finally able to go back home. Only one
of Westerbeek’s crew stayed behind in the
Faroe Islands. This was the ship's surgeon
Joseph Gewording von der Schild, who mar-
ried a local woman and was employed as a

country surgeon.

Debris from the wrecked ship began drift-
ing ashore in the Faroes, among them bales
with damaged tea plants and spices, espe-
cially pepper, wine kegs, coffins and boxes
with clothes, not to mention fragments of
the ship itself. Some of these things still



exist, among them the small casket made
of tortoise shell, depicted on the stamp.
Whether this is the same casket that the
chief steward clutched in his hand when he
fell from the cliffs, is uncertain but it was
probably of a similar kind.

The second item that we have chosen to
depict on the stamp is a wooden ironing
board. The wood comes from Westerbeek's
ornamental decoration. Its origin is probably
the ship’s emblem, which was carved on the
hedge. Apart from that, it is a quaint idea
that a generation of Faroese women have
been smoothing out wrinkled clothing with a
piece of the stern of a historic East Indiaman
of the "hekboot” type.

The history of Westerbeek's wreck is unique
in many ways. The fact alone that almost
the entire crew would survive a collision with
one of the most inaccessible promontories
on the Faroe Islands' inhospitable west side,
is an unparalleled event. The fact that some
of them even managed to climb up the steep
cliffs of Lopranseidi where even experienced
Faroese rappelers with local knowledge are
averse to go, is nothing short of an achieve-

ment.

The year 2008 saw the publication of a
book on Westerbeek's shipwreck, written by
Mathias Lassen. The book is available only
in Faroese, but parts of the numerous con-
temporary source documents, are written in
Danish.

Anker Eli Petersen
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