


UTRECHT 
In 1981 the wreckage of "UTRECHT', a Dutch frigate in the service of 

the West Indies Company, was found off the island of Itaparica, Bahia, Brazil. 
The ship was sunk during a battle with Portuguese men-af-war in 1648. Although 
this event is not incIuded in the history books, it is told in the log of Admiral 
Witte de With, commander of the Dutch fleet. 

Portugal was at war with Holland and was striving ra expel the Dutch from 
the territory they occupied in the State of Pernambuco. The supremacy of the Dutch 
navy was beyond question: but naval supremacy is useless unless the enemy fleet 
puts to sea. The Portuguese stayed safely anchored in "All Saints I?ay", but, in 
September 1648, for na apparent reason, three galleons set off for the open sea. 
As soon as the Dutch heard of this, seven ships' under de With's command left 
Recife to find the Portuguese ships. They met aft Itaparica. . 

The critical .point in the battle was the encounter between the Dutch ships 
"UTRECHT" and "HT)YS NASSAU"and the Portuguese man-af-war "NOSSA 
SENHORA DO ROSARIO". The Portuguese captain, finding his vessel tlanked 
on bath sides by the Dutch ships, faithfully obeyed his king's instructions for su eh 
a situation and bie\\' up his ship with the whole crew on board. In the arithmetic 
of war Portugal lost one ship rather than being captured, but Holland lost two. 

Wh en the smoke from the tremendous explosion dispersed, only "HUYS NAS­
SAU" remained aflaat, but burning fiercely. The "ROSÁRIO"" disappeared comple­
tely. Only one man survived. The "UTRECHT" had also blown up. Twenty six 
men survived, inc1uding the captain. "HUYS NASSAU" was soon abandoned by 
her crew, na doubt terrified they would soon suffer the same fate as the other 
two ships. From the pattern of the wreckage of the UTRECHTfound 330 years 
later. it can be assumed th at theexplosion sheered off the steJ:n which then settled 
fair/v intact. . . 

. The organic objects which were on board soon rotted away (with rare excep­
tioos, s-llGh-as the hammer and the pO\vder stick); the steel ünd iron articles wcre 
also eaten away by rust. Only the non-organic and non-ferrous items made of brass, 
bronze, stone and, above all, pewter survived. 

The pewter found in "UTRECHT" currently represents the largest colIection 
of pewter. from a single databie source, from that era, in the world. The discovery 
in Port RoyaL Jamaica, is larger, but is 50 years later, and the colIection found 
with "MAR Y ROSE", 101 years older, has less pewter. 

When the objects were found their condition varied from nearly perfect (such 
as the urethral c1yster, still fit for use) to crumbling remnants. Many objects were 
difficu[t to identify (such as the piece of the large cIyster, which was only identified 
by its association with the bed-pan). 

John Somers spent nearly 5 years identifying, restoring and reproducing this 
collection. The enc10sed catalogue shows the result of this work, with photographs 
of the original objects side by si de with the replicas. The price list has detailed 
�d�e�~�c�r�i�p�t�i�o�n�s� of the items which have been copied. 

The discoverv is divided into two distinct sections. The first consists of officers' 
daily-use utensils, -and the second, the surgeon's utensils (Gereetschappen, in the 
Dutch of those days). The farmer includes tabie, kitchen and drinking utensils. 
They match perfectly the interior scenes which we know sa weil trom Dutch paintings 
of that time. For example, we have the famous Jan Steen flagon with its long pouring 
spout to make it easier to serve wine at the tabie. The spoons, porringers and the 
large basin are evidence of how and what kind of food they ate at th at time, most 
of which was. stewed. The pewter salt is interesting. Please note: the word "salt" 
reters at this period bath to the condiment and the vessel it comes in. lts farm, 
tall, open, is weil known from many Still Life pictures of that time, in silver or 



even gold, but in pewter it is extremely rare. The example we have is a sart of 
drum or cylinder, with two identically shaped dished ends for the salt. We still 
do not have an explanation for why bath ends should be the same. There were 
a tata I of 4 of the dumpy Amsterdam flagons . These were still in use a century 
later; they were also found on the Dutch East Indiaman Hollandia sunk in 1743 
off the Scilly Isles. 

Many spoons were found, the majority with round bowls, from many different 
makers. Each man probably brought his own to the tabIe. One whole "Trifid" spoon 
and bits of another were found. In 1648 this shape would have been quite modern, 
ha ving recently been introduced. One spoon is of silver, very pretty and weIl wrought, 
of the kind known in English as an "ApostIe spoon". The chamber pot, an item 
little subject to the whims of fashion, corresponds exactly to many others which 
are faithfully depicted in the interiors of that time, and in use for centuries thereafter. 

A small sub-group of interesting objects can be presumed to have belonged 
to the captain: a bra.ss candlestick, a compass and the ink-stand. The use of open 
fIame on board was s"triètly controlled due to the risk of fire and explosion, and 
rightly sa, considering wh at befelI the UTRECHT. The . wreckage produced only 
two lighting sources: this candlestick, and an incomplete gimbIe lamp. The ink-stand 
is the oldest piece of this shape known in the worId. The shape was still in use 
in the middle of this century until ink was replaced by the balI-point pen. 

However, what gives uniqueness to this discovery is the group of objects for 
medical use . The clysters, spatuIa, bed-pan, the salve box and the cupping pot were 
easily identifiable, but identification of the set as a whole was due to the priceless 
assistance given by Mrs. Odilia van Boetzelaer of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. 
She was researching equipment used on board East Indiei Company ships in the 
XVIII Century, and sent us a copy of the instructions given to the surgeGns of 
such ships, dated from 1739 and including a list of the utensils provided for the 
surgeon's use. Although our ship sank 91 years earIier, the list matches, almast 
perfectly, the items we have found. 

In addition to the pewter objects reproduced by John Somers, and offered 
in the "Surgeon 's Box", the following items which figure on the list were also found: 

1 Mortar (Dutch: Mortier en Stamper) ; 
-1 pair of Scissors (Dutch: Scheerbekken - still under concretion); 
1 Funnel (Dutch: Trechter); 
2 Pots (In the John Somers Museum we have three copper pots, but we are 
not sure whetherthese are the same as those mentioned in this list); 
1 Pair of Scales (Dutch: Schaaltje met gewicht). No weights were found . 
1 Whetstone (Dutch: Oly Steen) . 
What is noticeable is that there is na mention in the list of the more specific 

tools of the Surgeon's trade , such as saws and scalpels etc. These were the surgeon's 
private property , not provided by the Company (yet illogically the sharpening stone 
is on the list) . 

The originals of these items and many other objects off the ship can be found 
either in the Naval Museum in Rio de Janeiro or in the John Somers Pewter Museum 
in Sao Joao del Rey, Minas Gerais. 

The surgeon's implements are being offered in a limited edition of 5,000 copies. 
The whole set numbered from 1 to 200 can be purchased in a mahogany box in 
17th century style. The items can also be bought individually, and these are numbered 
from 201 onwards . The other non-surgical items are available in unlimited quantities , 

All objects are stamped with the name of the ship, the date when it sank 
and the place, Bahia . In addition, each of the surgeon's pieces is stamped with 
its individual number. 

~(XJOO 
JOHN SOI\tlERS 
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