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Francis Daniel Pastorius Describes His Ocean
Voyage, 1684: Primary Source Analysis
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Francis Daniel Pastorius’s “Francis Daniel Pastorius Describes His Ocean Voyage, 1684” is an
important primary source because it gives readers a direct view of the hardships of seventeenth-
century Atlantic migration. The source, included in The American Yawp Reader, describes Pastorius’s
voyage from Europe to Pennsylvania, where he hoped to begin a new life. His account reveals the
physical dangers, emotional stress, religious beliefs, and practical difficulties experienced by early
European migrants crossing the Atlantic Ocean (Pastorius).

This document is valuable because it does not present migration as an easy or romantic journey.
Instead, Pastorius describes the voyage as dangerous, uncomfortable, and uncertain. Through his
personal observations, readers can better understand the risks that colonists faced before they even
arrived in North America. The source also helps explain the religious mindset of many early settlers,
who interpreted suffering and survival through faith.

Historical Context of the Source
Francis Daniel Pastorius was a German immigrant who traveled to Pennsylvania in the late
seventeenth century. Pennsylvania, founded by William Penn, attracted many European settlers
because it promised religious freedom, economic opportunity, and land. For groups facing religious,
social, or economic pressures in Europe, Pennsylvania appeared to offer the possibility of a more
secure future (Encyclopaedia Britannica).

However, reaching Pennsylvania required a long and dangerous ocean voyage. Ships in the
seventeenth century were uncomfortable, crowded, and vulnerable to storms, disease, food
shortages, and accidents. Passengers had limited control over their conditions and depended heavily
on the captain, crew, weather, and available provisions. Pastorius’s account reflects these realities
and shows that migration involved sacrifice before opportunity.

Summary of Pastorius’s Voyage
Pastorius begins by describing ocean travel as both dangerous and unpleasant. He explains that the
danger came from the possibility of shipwreck, while the discomfort came from poor food, difficult
weather, and the general hardship of life at sea. His ship faced contrary winds for much of the
journey, which made the voyage longer and more exhausting. The crossing took about ten weeks,
showing how uncertain travel could be during this period.
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The voyage also included storms and damage to the ship. Pastorius mentions that the foremast broke
twice, which would have been frightening for passengers who already feared shipwreck. He also
describes personal accidents, including being injured when parts of the ship fell on him and later
falling during a storm. These details make the source vivid because they show how physically
dangerous life on board could be.

Illness was another major part of the journey. Many passengers experienced seasickness, and some
suffered from other physical conditions. Pastorius describes the ship almost like a small hospital
because several people were sick or injured. This description helps readers understand that ocean
voyages were not only uncomfortable but also medically risky.

Food was one of the greatest problems. Pastorius complains that the meat and fish were heavily
salted and rancid, making them difficult to eat. He advises future travelers to arrange their provisions
carefully and make clear agreements with the captain about food quantity and quality. This practical
advice shows that the source was not only a personal reflection but also a warning for future
migrants.

Religious Meaning in the Account
One of the most important features of Pastorius’s writing is his religious interpretation of hardship. He
does not describe the voyage only in practical terms. He also connects his suffering to Christian ideas
about human weakness, divine mercy, and spiritual testing. When he experiences falls and injuries,
he reflects on the “fall” of humanity and the need for God’s mercy.

This religious language reveals how many early settlers understood suffering. For Pastorius, danger at
sea was not simply bad luck. It was also an opportunity to reflect on human dependence on God. He
believed that survival was connected to divine mercy. This religious interpretation was common
among many seventeenth-century migrants, especially those who saw migration as part of a larger
spiritual journey.

What the Source Reveals About Colonial Life
Although the document focuses on the voyage rather than settlement itself, it still reveals important
aspects of colonial life. First, it shows that migration to America required courage and endurance.
Settlers did not simply arrive in the colonies and begin new lives. They had to survive dangerous
travel, illness, hunger, fear, and uncertainty before reaching land.

Second, the source shows that colonial migration was shaped by planning and practical knowledge.
Pastorius’s advice about provisions, contracts, and destinations suggests that migration was not only
a spiritual or emotional decision. It was also a practical process requiring preparation. Those who
traveled without proper supplies could suffer greatly.
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Third, the account shows the importance of community. Pastorius traveled with servants, children,
and other passengers. The ship became a temporary community where people shared danger, illness,
and hardship. This reflects the broader colonial experience, where survival often depended on
cooperation and mutual support (Myers, 1912).

What the Source Does Not Show
It is also important to recognize what this source does not show. Pastorius’s account describes the
experience of a European migrant, not the experience of enslaved Africans or Native Americans.
Therefore, it should not be confused with Middle Passage narratives or sources about slavery. While
colonial America was deeply connected to slavery, dispossession, and racial violence, those themes
are not the main focus of this particular document.

Instead, this source is mainly about voluntary European migration, religious reflection, and the
dangers of Atlantic travel. A strong primary source analysis should remain faithful to what the source
actually says while also placing it within the larger history of British North America.

Critical Analysis
Pastorius’s account is useful because it gives a first-person perspective on early migration. His details
about storms, injuries, sickness, and food make the voyage feel real and immediate. He helps readers
understand that crossing the Atlantic was not a simple journey but a serious risk. His writing also
reveals the mindset of early settlers who saw their experiences through both practical and religious
lenses.

However, the source also has limitations. It reflects Pastorius’s own perspective as a European settler.
It does not represent all people in the Atlantic world. Enslaved Africans, Indigenous peoples, women,
sailors, and poorer migrants may have experienced Atlantic travel and colonial life differently.
Therefore, historians should use this source alongside other documents to gain a fuller understanding
of the colonial period.

Pastorius’s religious interpretation may also shape how he describes events. He sees hardship as part
of divine testing and mercy, which gives the account a spiritual meaning. This does not make the
source unreliable, but it reminds readers that primary sources are shaped by the author’s worldview.

Conclusion
“Francis Daniel Pastorius Describes His Ocean Voyage, 1684” is a valuable primary source because it
shows the hardship, danger, and uncertainty of seventeenth-century Atlantic migration. Pastorius’s
account describes storms, illness, injuries, poor food, and fear of shipwreck. At the same time, it
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reveals his religious understanding of suffering and survival. The document helps readers understand
that early migration to Pennsylvania required physical endurance, careful planning, and spiritual
strength.

The source is most useful when read as an account of European migration and oceanic travel. It
should not be confused with sources about the Middle Passage or slavery. Instead, it offers a focused
view of one settler’s journey across the Atlantic and the challenges that shaped the colonial
experience before arrival in America.
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