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THE SHIP OLIVER 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

No matter what you have heard... 
No matter what The Back-Bach Genealogical Society claimed… 
No matter what The Germanna Foundation continues to claim... 

Harman Back from Freudenberg, Germany  
did not sail to America on the ship Oliver. 

 
Both of those organizations simply claimed 

that Harman Back was on that ship, 
in order to help sell their genealogy books, 

because the ship Oliver was such an interesting story. 
 

This report provides the true story of The Oliver. 
 

The true story begins with a man named William 
Byrd II. He was born on March 28, 1674, in Charles 
City County, Virginia, to an extremely wealthy and 
prominent family. His parents were William Byrd I 
and Maria Horsmanden. 
 
When he was seventeen years old, his parents sent 
him over to London, England, for his education. But 
he ended up staying there for about fourteen years. 
He studied the classics, as well as law. A few years 
later, he became a member of "The Royal Society of 
London." When he was thirty years old, his father 
died, in 1704. William then returned to Virginia, to 
take care of the family estate.  
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In 1706, he married Lucy Parke, and they had four children. But sadly,  
Lucy died of smallpox, in 1716. William later got remarried to Maria Taylor, 
in 1724, and they also had four children. 
 
In 1730, William started building a large, three-story brick home, to replace 
the small, wooden house in which his parents had lived, on the 1,200-acre 
plantation that he had inherited from them. The home was completed in 
1735, and he named it, "Westover." 
 
That magnificent home is still standing today. 
It's located about seven miles southwest of 
Charles City, Virginia, in between Richmond 
and Williamsburg, and it overlooks the James 
River. It truly is one of the finest examples of 
Georgian architecture, in the country.  
 
While William had been married to his first wife, 
her father, Colonel Daniel Parke II, had died, 
back in 1711. William took over his property in Virginia, in order to keep it  
in the family. He was required to assume the debts that were associated 
with it, but he was not aware of how large those debts actually were. 
 
As time went by, William often became short of money, particularly while  
he was building Westover, as he was trying to pay off all of the debts of   
his prior father-in-law.  
 
He sold some of his own land, to satisfy the creditors, but when that still 
wasn't enough, in 1734, he came up with an idea to make some money.  
He decided to colonize some land, specifically with Swiss immigrants. 
 

Byrd's land along the Roanoke River 
 
In June of 1735, William received a patent for 100,000 acres, along the 
Roanoke River, in the far southeastern part of Virginia, which was right 
along the North Carolina border (see the map on the next page). 
 
He received that land, on the condition that, within two years, he brought   
in at least one family to settle there, for every 1,000 acres. That meant he 
needed to bring in 100 families. He later got an extension of time, until 
October of 1738, to bring in 100 families to settle on his land. 

Westover 
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William only wanted to bring Swiss immigrants over to his land, not only 
because they were hard workers, but because they were highly skilled in 
"diversified farming." In addition, he only wanted Protestants, because he 
believed that, "there were already too many Catholics" in the New World. 
 

Byrd only wanted Swiss settlers 
 

In order to attract the attention of Swiss settlers, William wrote a book titled, 
William Byrd's Natural History of Virginia -- the Newly Discovered Eden. In 
it, he described his land along the Roanoke River, in the far southeastern 
part of Virginia, in glorious detail. He wrote about the weather, the people, 
the animals, the plants, the trees, the flowers, and the herbs. He made it 
seem as if southeastern Virginia truly was "The Land of Eden." 
 
William then needed to get his book into the hands of Swiss people who 
wanted to immigrate to America, so that they would settle on his land. He 
contacted "The Helvetian Society," in Bern, Switzerland, which often made 
arrangements for ships to transport Swiss immigrants to America. One of 
their members, Samuel Jenner, translated William's book into German, 
because most Swiss people speak German (known as "Swiss German").  

William Byrd's land was located along the Roanoke River, in the far 
southeastern part of Virginia, right along the North Carolina border 
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The Helvetian Society published William's book, in 1737. They then used 
that book to persuade groups of Swiss immigrants to sail to America, and to 
settle on William Byrd's land, in the far southeastern part of Virginia.  
 
The first ship of their Swiss immigrants sailed to America, in the early fall of 
1737. Records show that the ship was headed for Virginia, but it somehow 
landed in South Carolina, where it shipwrecked. It was said that there was 
a second ship, but no information exists as to what happened to it. 
 
By early 1738, William was getting concerned, because his deadline of 
October of 1738, to settle his land, was fast approaching, and he still had 
not brought over any settlers. And so, in the spring of 1738, he actually sold 
33,400 acres of his land along the Roanoke River to a group of three 
hundred Swiss people, for 3,000 pounds. That way, he knew they would 
have to settle on his land. Those people were soon scheduled to sail on 
The Oliver. 
 

The last voyage of The Oliver 
 

The Oliver had been built in Boston, in 1720. The ship had been initially 
called, The Eagle, but its name was changed in 1736, to The Oliver, for 
unknown reasons. The ship was owned by three brothers who lived in the 
Netherlands: Archibald Hope, Jr., Isaac Hope, and Zachary Hope. Their 
company was called, "The Hope Brothers." The Oliver was a 100-ton 
vessel, and it had eight guns. It was a sturdy and trusted ship. By 1738, it 
had crossed the ocean safely, between Europe and America, many times. 
Nobody had any idea that this voyage, in the mid-summer of 1738, would 
be its last voyage. 
 
Old records from The Hope Brothers, and old articles from the Rotterdam 
newspaper, The Courant, indicate that The Oliver, along with four other 
ships (The Thistle, The Winter Galley, The Glasgow, and The Queen 
Elizabeth), arrived in Rotterdam, in mid-June of 1738. All five ships were 
then loaded with passengers and cargo. 
 
The captain of The Oliver was Captain William Walker, and he had a crew 
of fourteen men. The records show that The Oliver was loaded with about 
300 passengers, and they were specifically described as being "Protestant 
Switzers." However, some of the passengers were concerned that the ship 
was not built to carry that many people. 
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Old records indicated that the five ships were ready to sail to England, on 
June 22, 1738. (Back then, all ships sailing to America had to stop at a port 
in England, before setting sail across the ocean, in order to have their final 
inspections performed, and to pay the required fees.) 
 
All five ships left Rotterdam, either on June 22, or June 23, of 1738. On the 
evening of June 23, 1738, a bad storm forced the five ships to dock at 
Hellevoetsluis, which is a small coastal town that is just across from the 
Goeree-Overflakke Island, and south of the city of Rotterdam. This was 
reported in the June 24, 1738 edition of The Courant newspaper. That 
newspaper article was later included in a book titled, The Perkiomen 
Region, Past and Present, which was published in 1900 (see below).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Perkiomen Region, Past and Present, Volume 2, 
by Henry Sassaman Dotterer, page 152 
Published by Perkiomen Creek and Valley, 1900 
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While The Oliver was docked at Hellevoetsluis for a few days, several of its 
passengers got off of the ship, and they refused to reboard, because of the 
overcrowding. Many other passengers were also concerned, but they were 
so anxious to get to America that they remained onboard. 
 
Captain William Walker was also very concerned about the overcrowding, 
as well as the excessive amount of cargo, both of which were creating too 
much weight. He also got off of the ship, and he refused to reboard. But he 
was soon replaced with a captain who agreed to sail the ship. His name 
was Captain William Wright. 
 
It should be noted that, the following year, in 1739, one of the passengers 
from The Oliver, Carlo Toriano, stated that he had arrived in Rotterdam, in 
June of 1738, and that he had boarded the ship in June. His statements 
clearly aligned with what was reported in The Courant newspaper. He 
further stated that The Oliver had docked in Hellevoetsluis for a few days, 
and it did not leave there until "early July of 1738." The Oliver did, in fact, 
leave Hellevoetsluis, in early July of 1738. It then headed for England, 
where it pulled into the port at Cowes, for its final inspections and to pay 
the required fees. But it was not able to depart from there, for a few weeks, 
because the winds were not favorable. 
 
Shortly after the ship left Cowes, a bad storm came up that caused quite a 
bit of damage to the vessel. The ship was then forced to pull into the port at 
Plymouth, in order to obtain the needed repairs. Those repairs took several 
weeks to complete.  
 
Finally, in early August of 1738, The Oliver headed out across the ocean, 
towards America. However, by that time, it was nearly two months behind 
schedule. 
 
Old records indicated that The Oliver was hit by thirteen bad storms, as it 
crossed the ocean, one right after the other. A mast even fell off, during one 
of the storms. At some point, during the voyage, both the captain and the 
first mate died. A man named Francis Sinclair was then made the captain. 
 
Since the voyage took much longer than planned, the food and the fresh 
water began to run out. During the voyage, about fifty passengers died, 
from either starvation, dehydration, or disease. Most of them were children. 
Their bodies were thrown overboard, as their family and friends wept. 
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The November 24, 1738 edition of The Virginia Gazette newspaper (see 
below) featured a small article about The Oliver. Apparently, another ship 
had passed by The Oliver, out in the ocean, and the crews of each ship 
had shouted information back and forth, to each other. Information about 
The Oliver was then reported to that newspaper.  

 
The newspaper article described the passengers onboard The Oliver as 
being Swiss (called, "Switzers"), and that they were going to settle on the 
"back lands." In early America, "back lands" referred to land that was 
inland, and "in back of," the coast. Obviously, this was referring to William 
Byrd's land along the Roanoke River. 
 
By the end of December, the food and water on The Oliver had completely 
run out, and so the passengers were hysterical. On January 3, 1739, land 
was finally spotted. The ship dropped anchor, near Lynnhaven Bay, 
Virginia, at the south end of the Chesapeake Bay (see the map below). 

Suddenly, several of the passengers drew pistols and rifles, and they 
started a mutiny.  

The Virginia Gazette, November 24, 1738 
Courtesy The Virginia Historical Society  

Lynnhaven Bay, along the Virginia coast, where The Oliver landed 
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They threatened to kill the captain, unless he, some of the crew, and some 
of the passengers, quickly went ashore on a small boat, located some fresh 
water and food, and then brought it all back to the ship. So they did. 
 
But when the men got to the shore, they were not able to find any fresh 
water or food, right away. As they continued to search, the weather took a 
turn for the worse. Before they could return to the ship, a bad storm came 
up. As the men watched in horror, from the shore, strong winds dragged 
The Oliver over onto a sandbar. The bottom of the ship was damaged, and 
so the hull quickly filled with water. About fifty passengers were trapped 
down there, and they drowned. But about two hundred passengers were 
able to get off of the ship, and they began to swim towards the shore. 
 
However, it was January, and so it was bitterly cold. The water was also 
extremely cold. It was late in the afternoon, and so it was also nearly dark.  
 
Of the two hundred people who tried to swim to the shore, about forty of 
them drowned. 
 
And of the ones who finally made it to the shore, seventy of them later froze 
to death that night, on the beach, and in the nearby marshes. Early the next 
morning, some of the residents from a nearby village found about ninety 
survivors. They took them into their homes, and they cared for them, until 
they recovered. 
 
So, of the three hundred Swiss passengers who started the voyage, only 
about ninety of them survived. It was a terrible tragedy. The voyage was 
written about, in The Virginia Gazette newspaper, in both the January 12, 
1739 edition, and the January 19, 1739 edition (see the next two pages). 
 
This voyage of The Oliver was also reported in several other newspapers, 
in 1739: The New York Gazette (Jan. 22-29); The American Weekly 
Mercury (Jan. 23-30); The Pennsylvania Gazette (Jan. 25-Feb. 1); The 
Boston News-Letter (Feb. 15-22); The Boston Post-Boy (Feb. 19); The 
Boston Evening Post (Feb. 19); The New England Weekly Journal (Feb. 
20); and The Pennsylvania Gazette (March 22-29).  
 
And in April and May of 1739, the voyage was also reported in three 
European publications: The Gentleman's Magazine, The Daily Gazetteer, 
and The Belfast News-Letter.  
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Colonel Brown 
 

These two articles from The Virginia Gazette newspaper mention a man 
named Colonel Brown, who had four children onboard The Oliver. (All four 
of them somehow survived.) But Colonel Brown was actually an imposter 
and a thief. His real name was Joseph Braun. Four years earlier, in 1735, 
he had embezzled a great deal of money from the vineyard where he 
worked, in Bern, Switzerland. He then fled to Holland, to avoid prosecution. 

 
In the spring of 1738, his wife Catharina, and their five children (their son 
Louis; and their four daughters, Rosina, Catharina, Marianne, and Lisette) 
left Bern, and they headed to Rotterdam. 

The Virginia Gazette, January 12, 1739 
Courtesy The Virginia Historical Society 
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They planned on meeting up with Joseph there, and then booking passage 
on a ship bound for America. They hoped to escape from their troubles in 
Europe, and start a new life in America. 
 
In June of 1738, Joseph put his wife Catharina and their five children on 
The Oliver. He then went to Lisbon, Portugal, where he booked his pas-
sage on another ship, just in case someone had recognized him, while he 
had been in Rotterdam. 
 
But when The Oliver pulled into the port at Plymouth, England, Joseph's 
wife Catharina and their daughter Marianne got off of the ship, for some 
reason, and they boarded another ship that was headed for America. 
(Perhaps they had become concerned about the overcrowding.) Catharina 
and Marianne arrived in America first, and so they waited in Williamsburg 
for the rest of the family to arrive. Joseph's ship arrived shortly thereafter. 

The Virginia Gazette, January 19,1739 
Courtesy The Virginia Historical Society 
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Then, the three of them waited in Williamsburg for the rest of the children to 
arrive, on The Oliver. 
 
When Joseph heard that The Oliver had shipwrecked near Lynnhaven Bay, 
he quickly went there, looking for his four children. He discovered that one 
of the people who had frozen to death on the beach was Joachim Lorenz 
Haeberline, who was the leader of the Swiss people from Bern, and an 
extremely wealthy man. Seeing an opportunity to make some quick money, 
Joseph attempted to claim the cargo that was still out in the bay, on the 
shipwrecked Oliver, knowing that it contained valuables. But when he tried 
to take possession of a large number of trunks, beyond what his children 
owned, people became suspicious. 
 
Those suspicions were reported to a local merchant firm called, "John 
Taylor, Campbell & Sproul." They had been hired by The Hope Brothers,   
to handle the unloading of The Oliver, in America. So, they knew that 
everything on the ship, besides the personal belongings of the passengers, 
belonged to Joachim Lorenz Haeberline. (Mr. Haeberline's brother, and his 
"cousin Fischer," also died.) The merchant firm had no idea who "Colonel 
Brown" was, and he was soon exposed as an imposter. Joseph Braun 
("Colonel Brown") then fled the area. He actually deserted his own family. 
 
William Byrd II then took care of Joseph's wife Catharina and their five 
children, for a period of time. Catharina died, just a few years later, in 1745. 
At the time of her death, she owed money to several people, including 
William Byrd II. 
 
On August 14, 1746, Joseph Braun placed an ad in The Virginia Gazette 
newspaper, offering a reward for the return of his stolen silver snuff box 
(see below). By that time, his wife was dead, and all of his children had 
returned to Switzerland. It was said that Joseph Braun had "supported 
himself with instrumental music which he understood well." But nothing  
else is known about him, or his children. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 The Virginia Gazette, August 14, 1746 

Courtesy The Virginia Historical Society 



 

12 
 

Carlo Toriano 
 
Another survivor of The Oliver was a man named Carlo Toriano. He and his 
family were originally from northern Italy, but they had moved to Soglio, 
Switzerland, when he was a child. He grew up in Switzerland.  
 
Several months after the shipwreck, on July 31, 1739, The Hope Brothers 
asked Carlo to make a positive statement about his voyage. They were 
trying to "build a case," in case anyone tried to sue them. They wanted to 
be able to claim that they were not responsible for what had happened on 
The Oliver. In his statement, Carlo glossed over all of the bad things that 
happened, including the overcrowding, and the lack of food and water. In 
fact, he wrote that, "...we sailed happily..." But he only said that, because 
The Hope Brothers had paid for his return trip back to Switzerland. 
 
It is highly probable that six of Carlo Toriano's relatives were also onboard 
The Oliver. This included a man named Schertorio "Sher" Toriano (born in 
1695, in Soglio, Switzerland), his wife Luna, and their four children (Peter, 
Andrew, Schertorio Jr., and Mary). Sher's wife Luna had died, sometime 
during the voyage, but he and his children had survived, and then they 
swam to the shore, after the shipwreck.  
 
Sher later changed the spelling of his name to "Scher Torian," but many 
records show his last name as "DeToriano." On May 5, 1740, he bought 
200 acres of land in what was then Brunswick County, Virginia (now 
Lunenburg County), for 25 pounds. The land was along the Dan River, and 
about two miles east of the present-day town of South Boston, Virginia. His 
land was near (or part of) William Byrd II's land patent. 
 
Sher later remarried a woman whose first name was Anne. He wrote his 
will, on May 16, 1748. He left his land to his sons, and he named his friend, 
Sylvestor Galvanol, as the executor of his estate. It was said that Sylvestor 
was also onboard The Oliver, but this has not been confirmed. (Strangely, 
Sylvestor's last name was later spelled as, "Juniors" and "Juniels.")  
 

Samuel Suther 
 
Another known survivor of The Oliver was Samuel Suther (born on May 18, 
1722, in Switzerland). He was just sixteen years old, when he boarded the 
ship, along with his father and his twelve siblings.  
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Samuel's father and two of his sisters had somehow died, while the repairs 
were being done to the ship, while it was docked in Plymouth, England. 
The rest of his siblings had died, sometime during the voyage. He was 
actually the only member of his family to survive the voyage. He had swum 
to the shore, after the shipwreck. He was also one of the people who were 
found, still alive, on the beach, the next morning. He later said that he had 
been taken care of by the "kind attention of an Englishman."  
 
When Samuel got older, he moved to Philadelphia, where he taught school. 
He later moved to Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, where he founded 
several German Reformed churches. He preached at those churches for 
many years. 
 
He died on September 28, 1788, in Orangeburg 
County, South Carolina. He had documented 
what had happened on his voyage of The Oliver, 
in his diary. That information was included with 
the obituary of his son, David Suther, who died 
years later, on April 21, 1843. David Suther's 
obituary was published in The Reformed Church 
Messenger, on May 10, 1843. 
 
A historical marker was erected in 1975, to honor Samuel Suther, near The 
Gilead Reformed Church, in Concord, North Carolina. He had preached at 
several of the churches that were located nearby. 

 
Other survivors 

 
The only other known survivors of The Oliver were two members of the 
crew: Francis Sinclair (who had taken over as captain); and James Russell 
(who actually later sued Mr. Sinclair). There were also reports of a man 
named Hans Devauld Vonderberg being onboard, but no information can 
be found about him. The names of all the other survivors have been lost to 
time. There is no known passenger list for this final voyage of The Oliver. 
 

The William and Mary Quarterly 
 
In October of 1952, the last voyage of The Oliver was featured in a four-
page article titled, The Tragic Shipwreck of the Protestant Switzers, in a 
prestigious scholarly journal called, The William and Mary Quarterly (see 
the next four pages).  

Samuel Suther's 
 historical marker 
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This article was written by Lloyd Haynes Williams. The article is shown here, 
through the courtesy of "The Omohundro Institute of Early American History 
and Culture," and the digital library, "JSTOR." 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The William and Mary Quarterly, 
Third series, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Oct., 1952), p. 539 
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The William and Mary Quarterly, 
Third series, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Oct., 1952), p. 540 
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The William and Mary Quarterly, 
Third series, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Oct., 1952), p. 541 
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The William and Mary Quarterly, 
Third series, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Oct., 1952), p. 542 
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This four-page article in The William and Mary Quarterly clearly proves that  
the overwhelming majority of the passengers on The Oliver were Swiss, 
and that they had sailed to America, in order to settle on land, which they 
had just purchased from William Byrd II. It described the passengers as 
being, "...upwards of three hundred Protestant Switzers..." If there had 
been 53 Germans onboard, especially from the same town, that would 
have most certainly have been mentioned in the article. 
 
The article also stated that the ship had been chartered by The Helevetian 
Society, in Bern, Switzerland, for the sole purpose of transporting those 
Swiss settlers to William Byrd's land along the Roanoke River.  
 
To be clear, the article did state that William Byrd had "...sold a group of 
Switzers and Germans a tract of thirty-three thousand acres..." But the 
article also stated that, "On leaving Switzerland, the settlers had sold all 
their property..." This means that those few Germans in the group, who had 
bought some of William Byrd's land, had been living in Switzerland (and 
were "Switzers"), before they boarded The Oliver. In fact, there have always 
been Germans living in Switzerland, because they share a border, and a 
common language, which is called, "Swiss German." (Swiss German is 
also spoken in parts of Northern Italy, where Carlo Toriano had lived.) 

 
Some redemptioners 

 
Other articles mentioned that there were "a few Germans onboard The 
Oliver," who were identified as being "redemptioners." Those were people 
who sailed, from Europe to America, for free, but when they arrived in 
America, a colonist then "bought them," by paying for their voyage.  
 
The redemptioner then had to work, for free, for the man who had paid for 
his voyage, for seven years. The work usually involved hard labor, such as 
chopping down trees or general farm work, but many redemptioners also 
worked as store clerks. Also, during their indenture, the redemptioner was 
not permitted to marry. At the end of the seven years, the redemptioner was 
given a new suit of clothes, and he was then free to do as he wanted. 
 
Most ships that sailed from Europe to America, back at that time, often 
carried a very small number of redemptioners (around five or so), to fill up 
any last, remaining seats. But no ship carried very more than that. It just 
wasn't profitable to do so. 
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The biggest lie about The Oliver 
 
In 1984, a highly respected German historian named Klaus Wust wrote a 
research paper titled, William Byrd II and the Shipwreck of the Oliver. On 
page 14 of his paper, Mr. Wust wrote that the 53 people from Freudenberg, 
including Harman Back, sailed to America on The Oliver (see below). 
However, Mr. Wust was tricked into writing that. It wasn't true. 

 Please notice that, at the end of that paragraph, is "[35]," which is the 
reference to Mr. Wust's source for that information, on his List of Sources, 
at the end of his paper. Source #35 was a book that had been written in 
1964, by Dr. B.C. Holtsclaw, titled, Ancestry and Descendants of the 
Nassau-Siegen Immigrants to Virginia 1714-1750 (see below). 

 
The problem was…Dr. B.C. Holtsclaw never wrote that the 53 people 
from Freudenberg were on The Oliver, in his book, Ancestry and 
Descendants of the Nassau-Siegen Immigrants to Virginia 1714-1750, 
or in any other book.  
 
In fact, Dr. Holtsclaw wrote in his book that he didn't know the name of the 
ship that the 53 people from Freudenberg had sailed on, but he did know 
that their ship landed in Georgia, in the fall of 1738 (see the next two 
pages). In contrast, The Oliver landed in Virginia, in January of 1739.  

William Byrd II and the Shipwreck of the Oliver, by Klaus Wust 
Copyright © 1984 The Swiss-American Historical Society 

William Byrd II and the Shipwreck of the Oliver, by Klaus Wust 
Copyright © 1984 The Swiss-American Historical Society 
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Strangely, Mr. Wust wrote that a man named Tillmann Hirnschal had "led" 
those 53 people from Freudenberg, on their immigration to America. That 
was somewhat true, but Mr. Hirnschal had actually just signed them up to 
settle in Savannah, Georgia, along with a group of Moravian missionaries. 
They actually sailed on The Union Galley, which departed Rotterdam on 
April 28, 1738, and landed in Georgia, on September 29, 1738.  
 
Dr. Holtsclaw was one of the founders of, and the longtime historian for, 
"The Germanna Foundation," which is a genealogical organization in 
Virginia. It was established in 1956, and its members are some of the 
descendants of a few small groups of Germans, who had immigrated to 
America in the early 1700s, and settled into the little villages of Germanna 
and Little Fork, in northern Virginia.  

From page 11, Ancestry and Descendants of the Nassau-Siegen 
Immigrants to Virginia 1714-1750, by Dr. B.C. Holtsclaw 

Copyright © 1964 The Memorial Foundation of the 
Germanna Colonies of Virginia, Inc. 
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The Germanna Foundation has researched the ancestors, and the 
descendants, of those Germans, ever since. The organization makes a 
tremendous amount of money, selling genealogy books and genealogy-
related products, as well as holding conferences and sponsoring trips.  
 
Most of the information from The Germanna Foundation is accurate, except 
for their information about Harman Back, who was one of those 53 people 
from Freudenberg. There is a reason for that.  

From page 12, Ancestry and Descendants of the Nassau-Siegen 
Immigrants to Virginia 1714-1750, by Dr. B.C. Holtsclaw 

Copyright © 1964 The Memorial Foundation of the 
Germanna Colonies of Virginia, Inc. 
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In 1963, a man named Troy Lee Back told a massive number of lies about 
Harman Back to Dr. Holtsclaw, who, unfortunately, included those lies in his 
1964 book, Ancestry and Descendants of the Nassau-Siegen Immigrants to 
Virginia 1714-1750 (pages 38-47). However, Dr. Holtsclaw was very 
suspicious of what Troy had told him, and he even stated so, in his book. 
 
Several years later, Troy Lee Back and some of his cousins started a club 
they called, "The Back-Bach Genealogical Society." However, not one of 
them was a genealogist. In 1994, they published an inaccurate genealogy 
book about their family, falsely claiming that they descend from Harman 
Back. Their book was full of the same lies that Troy Lee Back had told to 
Dr. Holtsclaw. They were hoping to make a great deal of money from that 
book, because it had a connection to Harman Back, who was one of the 
ancestors of the highly profitable Germanna Foundation.  
 
In 1986, Klaus Wust wrote a research paper titled, The Emigration Season 
of 1738--Year of the Destroying Angels. In that paper, he also stated that 
those 53 people from Freudenberg, including Harman Back, were on The 
Oliver. But, he did not cite his "source" (Dr. Holtsclaw's book), because he 
had already done so, in his 1984 paper. That 1986 paper was actually the 
start of the "biggest lie" about The Oliver, because it did not show Dr. 
Holtsclaw's book as being the "source" of the information. It just 
stated that those people were on The Oliver. It seems that, because 
Klaus Wust was so respected, people who wanted to believe that it 
was true just accepted it as being true. 
 
Shortly after Klaus Wust published his 1986 paper, both The Germanna 
Foundation and The Back-Bach Genealogical Society started claiming that 
Harman Back, and the other people from Freudenberg, sailed to America 
on The Oliver. Nobody at either organization ever cared that there was no 
"source" for that information. They were just excited to link a "fascinating 
voyage" to one of their ancestors. After all…good stories sell books! 
 
To repeat…Klaus Wust had cited Dr. Holtzclaw's book as being the source 
for his claim that those 53 people from Freudenberg were on The Oliver, 
but yet, nowhere in Dr. Holtsclaw's book did Dr. Holtsclaw say that, or even 
imply it. In fact, Dr. Holtsclaw stated that those 53 people from Freudenberg 
had sailed to Georgia, but he just didn't know the name of the ship. He also 
stated that they had landed in Georgia in 1738; and that they had later left 
Georgia and walked north, to Little Fork.  
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It is not known how Klaus Wust could have made such a serious mistake. 
(He died in 2003.) But, it is believed that someone from The Germanna 
Foundation had simply told Klaus Wust that Dr. Holtsclaw had written that 
in his book, and Klaus trusted him that it was true. Klaus Wust simply 
failed to verify the "source." He never read Dr. Holtsclaw's book. 
 
Some people believe that the person who told Klaus Wust that the informa-
tion about The Oliver was in Dr. Holtsclaw's book was John Blankenbaker, 
because he was the only person who later financially benefited from it. In 
addition, John Blankenbaker knew Klaus Wust, and he was "friends" with 
him, during this period of time. 
 
John Blankenbaker had joined The Germanna Foundation, around 1983, 
shortly before Dr. Holtsclaw retired. John was very jealous of Dr. Holtsclaw, 
and so, after Dr. Holtsclaw retired, in 1986, John 
actually appointed himself to be the new historian for 
the organization, even though he had no education or 
experience in that field. (He was just a retired engineer 
who strangely liked to brag that he had invented the 
computer, even though what he built was just a box 
with some wires and knobs.)  
 
Ever since then, John has told people that Dr. Holtsclaw 
had made "lots of mistakes," and so he had appointed 
himself to "fix those mistakes." Oddly enough, John 
Blankenbaker likes to joke that he is now the "unofficial" historian for The 
Germanna Foundation, as if that is somehow funny. 
 
Ever since Mr. Wust published his 1986 paper, John Blankenbaker refers to 
that paper as being the "proof" that those 53 people from Freudenberg, 
including Harman Back, were on The Oliver. He gets away with it, simply 
because Mr. Wust did not include a source, in his 1986 paper. 
 
However, it is important to note that John Blankenbaker never refers to Mr. 
Wust's 1984 paper, because his 1984 paper included Dr. Holtsclaw's book 
as being the source for that information. Anyone who has ever read Dr. 
Holtsclaw's book knows full well that he never even mentioned The Oliver 
in his book, and that he very specifically wrote that those 53 people from 
Freudenberg, including Harman Back, had sailed to Georgia, in the fall of 
1738, but he just didn't know the name of the ship that they were on. 

John Blankenbaker 
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John Blankenbaker has made a name for himself, and lots of money, by 
telling his lies about The Oliver, and how those people from Freudenberg 
were allegedly onboard. He has made money from selling his newsletter, 
which not only contains his lies about The Oliver, it's also packed full of his 
wordy, repetitive, and generally undocumented little stories about history 
and genealogy (most of which he copied from other places).  
 
John has worked very hard, over the years, desperately trying to portray 
himself as being an expert on history and genealogy, and an expert on The 
Oliver. But he is no expert. He simply makes up stories. 
 
John has also been giving speeches about The Oliver, for many years, for 
The Germanna Foundation. And every time he talks about that "tragic 
voyage" of The Oliver, the story becomes more and more dramatic. It's to 
the point of absurdity now. 
 
John Blankenbaker has brought in a tremendous amount of money for The 
Germanna Foundation, telling his lies about The Oliver, which is why they 
fawn all over him, give him undeserved awards, and worship him as if he is 
a hero. For example, following one of the recent conferences, at The 
Germanna Foundation, they printed a brochure that stated, "Next on the 
agenda was the always captivating remarks of John Blankenbaker on the 
mysterious ship Oliver. With the skills of a great storyteller, John transfixed 
the listeners with the amazing tale of the Oliver and the Germanna 
ancestors who survived the ill-fated history of that ship." It is particularly 
nauseating, when you know that John Blankenbaker knows full well that 
those people from Freudenberg were not onboard that ship. 
 
John Blankenbaker has made up all sorts of other lies, to cover up his big 
lie about the 53 people from Freudenberg being on The Oliver.  
 
For example, whenever John Blankenbaker is asked why the pastor at The 
Freudenberg Church wrote down in the church records that the 53 people 
from Freudenberg were going to Georgia, and not to Virginia (where The 
Oliver landed), he simply says that, "they didn't know where they were 
going." But that is absurd! Of course they knew where they were going!  
They were leaving their homeland for good, and taking a dangerous trip 
across the ocean, to a new and foreign land. Of course they knew where 
they were going! But John Blankenbaker actually thinks that, if he just says 
something, no matter how absurd it is, that somehow makes it true. 
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However, John Blankenbaker has a difficult time explaining how Harman 
Back's infant son, and Johann Friedrich Mueller's infant son (who also 
settled in Little Fork), could have possibly swum all the way to the shore, in 
those cold, dark waters of Lynnhaven Bay, from the shipwrecked Oliver.  
 
And he also has a difficult time explaining what those 53 people from 
Freudenberg were doing, in Rotterdam, for two long months, in between 
the time they got there (in mid-April) and the time that The Oliver boarded 
passengers (on June 22nd). They didn't have the money to "hang around" 
Rotterdam. Why didn't they board a ship, shortly after they arrived there? 
There were ships leaving for America, every other day or so.  
 
If you ask John Blankenbaker these kinds of pertinent questions, he either 
changes the subject, or he calls you a demeaning name and walks away. 
He knows full well that those 53 people from Freudenberg were not on The 
Oliver, but he will never admit it. He has "too much invested" in that lie. 
 
Yet, it gets worse. In 1998, John Blankenbaker even took parts of Mr. 
Wust's 1986 paper, and he re-wrote it, under his name. Then he posted it 
on his own website, claiming that he wrote it, and also claiming that it 
established him, as the expert on the immigration ships of 1738!  
 
In fact, John Blankenbaker has created lots of articles, using Mr. Wust's 
published work. He simply adds his name, as an author, to Mr. Wust's 
articles, to make it appear as if both of them wrote the articles together!  
 
John Blankenbaker has manipulated, used, and stolen, Mr. Wust's work,  
for many, many years. He even tries to make it seem as if he is just as 
knowledgeable as Mr. Wust was, and that he is on the same intellectual 
level as Mr. Wust was. It is truly revolting. 
 
In 2010, John Blankenbaker published a new article on The Germanna 
Foundation's website that was titled, The Last Voyage of the Oliver. He 
claimed that he wrote it with Mr. Wust (see the next page). But, Mr. Wust 
had been dead for seven years!  
 
Mr. Wust's family was very upset about that, and they finally decided to 
speak up and do something about all the years of John Blankenbaker's 
plagiarism. They contacted The Germanna Foundation and demanded that 
the article be taken down, and it was. 
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But a short time later, John Blankenbaker simply put that article on his own 
website, which was a website that Mr. Wust's family knew nothing about. 
John Blankenbaker's behavior was, and still is, beyond repulsive. 
 
It's quite peculiar that The Germanna Foundation pretends not to realize 
that Dr. Holtsclaw never actually wrote in his book that those people from 
Freudenberg were on The Oliver. After all, they published that book!  
 
It's also difficult to believe that The Germanna Foundation allows John 
Blankenbaker to spew his lies about The Oliver, to make the story of 
Harman Back's life more interesting, just to increase the sales of their 
books, conferences, etc. But that is exactly what they have done. 
  
 

To deliberately lie to people about their own ancestors, 
just to make a buck, is not only immoral and unethical, 

it is probably illegal. 
How could they do such a thing. 
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The first part of the article that John Blankenbaker wrote,  
making it appear that he wrote it with Klaus Wust. 

However, Mr. Wust had been dead for seven years. 


