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Abstract
William John Swann (1859-1936) was the fi rst phar-
macist to open for business in the Samoan Islands in 
the Western Pacifi c. Following Stuart Anderson’s article 
about James Butler Swann and his three sons, this short 
communication considers further information about 
the life and work of William in Samoa, mainly from 
local newspapers and German archival sources. Wil-
liam practiced pharmacy in the same location under 
three separate colonial administrations. Th is commu-
nication illustrates the impact on pharmacy practice of 
the arrival of each new administration.

Introduction
On Saturday 11 May 1889, William John Swann be-
came the fi rst pharmacist in Samoa when he opened his 
shop in the port town of Apia, directly opposite the 
Hotel International on Main Street (later renamed 
Beach Road) in the Matafele district of the town.1 He 
came from an English family of pharmacists, and had 
obtained a licence to practice in the Fiji Islands.2 Swann 
was both chemist and trader, and had just turned 30 at 
the time. He made his fi nal home in Samoa until his 
death on 20 May 1936.3 At the end of the First World 
War – nearly twenty years after his arrival in Samoa – 
the Samoa Times reported the following about his pre-
vious life:

Mr J. W. Swann [..] is the son of one of the oldest Fiji 
settlers, who arrived in Fiji as far back as 4 July 1867, 
where he started cotton planting, which he carried on 
in conjunction with his pharmacy, the fi rst business 
of its kind to be started in Fiji. Mr. J. W. Swann after 
serving his apprenticeship in Lincolnshire, England, 
returned to Fiji, and acted as assistant to his father for 
a few months. He then took the dispensership of the 
Suva Hospital, and was afterwards in business for 
himself, when he was burnt out.4

During his nearly fi fty years in Samoa, William Swann 
lived under three diff erent systems of colonial rule. Be-
fore he arrived, and until 1879, Samoa was a formal 
sovereign state ruled by a king. In that year a zone 
around Apia was recognised by the king as an extrater-

ritorial area and governed jointly by a consortium con-
sisting of Great Britain, Germany and the United States 
of America. Th is arrangement continued until 1900, 
when Germany took sole control over administration 
in Western Samoa. With the outbreak of the First 
World War in 1914 Britain asked New Zealand to take 
control in Western Samoa, which they did under vari-
ous arrangements until Samoa achieved independence 
in 1962.

Figure 1. Front Cover of Samoa Times and South Sea 
Advertiser, 12 October 1889

Pharmacy under the Kingdom of Samoa and Mu-
nicipality of Apia, 1889-1900
When Swann started his business, Samoa was a formal 
sovereign state ruled by a king, although important ar-
eas had been leased to foreign powers. Th e port town 
of Apia, surrounded by an extensive commercial zone, 
was defi ned as both a ‘neutral territory’ and a ‘munici-
pal zone’. Th is was brought under the jurisdiction of a 
consular-controlled Municipal Board after the Munic-
ipal Convention of Apia was signed on 2nd September 
1879. Great Britain, Germany and the United States of 
America governed jointly in this administration. Apia 
had become a European state within the Samoan state. 
Th e Great Powers disenfranchised the Samoan king in-
creasingly, but their consuls were highly suspicious of 
each other, and each feared lest Samoa should fall to 
one or other of the Powers.

Four months after opening his shop in the Matafele 
district, in September 1889 Swann moved to new 
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 premises that he had erected adjoining the store of 
Mr T. Meredith.5 Th e new shop was surrounded by 
a ground-level veranda,6 was both “commodious and 
handsome”, and aff orded “a far better opportunity 
to display his large stock of medicines”.7 At the time, 
there was a fl urry of rebuilding and construction of 
new buildings in this central location, after several large 
and small shops had burnt down in Apia in January 
1889.8 William Swann had sailed for extended periods 
as an assistant apothecary onboard the USS Mohican, 
an American steam sloop of war, in the early 1880s.9 In 
1890 he returned to the USS Mohican for a two-month 
spell “as apothecary on board”,10 after which he settled 
permanently in Apia.

In the tax system of the Municipality, Swann was 
not registered as an apothecary or chemist, but as a 
druggist. Th is was also more favourable for him, be-
cause select professions such as lawyers and doctors re-
quired a much more expensive Special License than a 
merchant. A diff erentiated system for the taxation of 
gainful employment had already been introduced in the 
Municipal Convention of 2 September 1879.11 Th is 
specifi ed the special taxes to be levied annually on ware-
houses for traders. Th ey were divided into fi ve license 
classes. With a monthly sales value of less than $250, 
Swann had been grouped into the lowest Class V, which 
meant $12 in taxes.12 Members of certain occupations 
specifi ed as professions – from lawyers to tailors – usu-
ally required expensive Special Licences.13 Th ese were 
listed exhaustively. Th e occupation actually performed 
was apparently irrelevant, or depended on who they 
were performed for. It was known, for example, that 
William Swann extracted teeth for the Samoans,14 but 
this did not lead to any additional description or reclas-
sifi cation as a dentist, as this would require a Special 
Licence.15

British, German and American cooperation
William Swann was also politically and socially active 
during this period. He was a staunch British citizen, 
and was closely connected with all patriotic movements 
in Samoa.16 In 1893 he nominated two candidates for 
election to the Municipal Council,17 and in March 1899 
he stood as an Anglo-Saxon candidate himself, but was 
defeated.18 Because Samoa was under joint British, Ger-
man and American control he worked closely with Ger-
man and American colleagues. He was on a committee 
with the German doctor Funk to raise funds for the 
establishment of an international hospital in Samoa.19 
As early as 1882, the Germans had acquired a house 
and a plot of land, and had established a small hospital 
in Apia with a capacity of seven beds for seafarers. In 
addition to German navy personnel, the hospital had 

been opened to seafarers of other nations in the follow-
ing years. But it fell increasingly into disrepair. Parallel 
to the old German seamen’s hospital, a ‘sick asylum’ had 
been established in Apia by North American Presbyte-
rians. But overall, there were still practically no func-
tioning health care facilities at the beginning of the 
twentieth century.20

Samoa was a war-torn country in that time. Two 
ruling native families rivalled for political supremacy 
in a constant warlike confrontation. Th e consuls advo-
cated annexation as the solution, and vehemently rep-
resented their own interests. Th e Great Powers nearly 
went to war over the Samoa group in 1899, when all 
sent warships to the harbour of Apia. A hurricane pre-
vented the naval battle. However, it claimed many lives 
among the ship’s convoys. Whilst battles between dif-
ferent Samoan factions were inconclusive, warships of 
the imperial Powers continued to bombard villages on 
the island of Upolu.

Swann had a lively and probably also lucrative pro-
fessional relationship with the German medical practi-
tioner, Funk. Dr Bernhard Funk came to Apia in Feb-
ruary 1880 as a medical adviser for the German trade 
company, Godeff roy & Sohn. At the end of July 1886, 
Funk was appointed health offi  cer of the municipal gov-
ernment for the town of Apia. However, he was respon-
sible for treating the Samoans as well as the white set-
tlers,21 as a result of which he was also considered the 
“de facto health offi  cer” of the Samoan government.22 
Th e prominent and busy ‘Apia Doctor’23 would have 
found in Swann a welcome relief to his work pressure, 
someone who was able to supplement the care he was 
able to provide. For Funk, the arrival of a pharmacist 
meant, in practical terms, the end of his dependence for 
the supply of certain medicines on the London Mis-
sionary Society’s base at Malua – a small village on the 
island of Upolu – which was the key supplier of Funk’s 
croton oil.24

Th eir most prominent joint patient was the Scottish 
writer Robert Louis Stevenson,25 who settled perma-
nently in Samoa in September 1890.26 At Funk’s re-
quest, Swann assisted in the treatment of war casualties 
for the Samoan government, and was able to charge the 
latter for his services.27 While the war activities in Apia 
were initially a blessing for Swann, they became a curse 
at the same time when he suff ered a great fi nancial loss 
by a bombardment of his private property in the spring 
of 1899.28

Pharmacy under German occupation, 1900-1914
When Germany raised its fl ag in Apia on 1 March 
1900, it was a peaceful new beginning after a political 
disaster. After the events in 1899, the Powers had to 
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 admit to themselves, that the only solution to the 
 Samoan ‘problem’ was partition. In a conference at 
 Berlin in that year, the main islands of Upolu and Savaii 
were given to Germany, while the United States as-
sumed control of Eastern Samoa. Th e fi rst German 
Governor was Wilhelm Solf, who was also the last 
 President of the Municipal Council in 1899. Solf adopt-
ed the idea of citizen participation and set up a civil ad-
visory council to advise his administration (Gouverne-
mentsrat). Th e Anglo-Saxon part of the population 
would therefore participate in decision-making from 
the beginning of German occupation.

Nevertheless, the establishment of the German pro-
tectorate was accompanied by fears of discrimination 
among the Anglo-Saxon population of Samoa. One in-
cident provides evidence of alleged German harass-
ment. Th e correspondent of the Fiji Times published an 
article, which subsequently spread throughout the Eng-
lish-language press of the British Pacifi c colonies. He 
reported that on 23 June 1903 Swann had been ordered 
by the German health offi  cer to employ a German as-
sistant in his pharmacy for the second time in a period 
of four months, or his pharmacy would be closed with-
in six weeks.29 However, an interview in an Australian 
newspaper with the British manager of a large cocoa 
plantation in Samoa suggested that it was not a nation-
alistic demand, but legitimate professional diff erences 
between the German administration and Swann. In 
1903, the Governor had granted him a permit for his 
business, but the point of contention was probably the 
implementation of German pharmacy regulations, 
which Swann obviously could not meet without profes-
sional German support.30

Retail pharmacies from pioneer times were often 
not limited to medicines, but also off ered a wide range 
of non-medicinal products.31 Swann’s pharmacy was 
probably more like an American drugstore than a tra-
ditional Prussian pharmacy, and did not meet the ex-
pectations of the German Empire. Even if the govern-
ment did not doubt Swann’s personal qualifi cations as 
a pharmacist, it did have doubts over the requirements 
for recognising his business as a pharmacy; it conclud-
ed that it was in fact a drugstore. Th e conditions for 
cooperation between the administration and Swann’s 
pharmacy were open to question. Th e Governor want-
ed to ensure that Germans in Samoa were off ered ser-
vices equivalent to a domestic standard.

Th e offi  cial report into Swann’s pharmacy found 
that a drugstore functioned as a substitute for a phar-
macy as described by the German administration. In 
addition, the qualifi cations of the previous health per-
sonnel of the Municipality – Dr Funk and Swann – had 
already come under scrutiny in a report by the Medical 

Offi  cer of the Imperial Colonial Offi  ce at the end of 
1900. Th e Medical Department was of the opinion that 
in a German protectorate – in principle – only doctors 
licensed in Germany could perform offi  cial functions 
such as that of a Health Offi  cer.

Th e arrival of a German pharmacist
Th e operator of the government pharmacy was expect-
ed to do something similar.32 Th is meant that Swann’s 
pharmacy was not recognized as an approved one in the 
German Empire. After the proposed compromise or 
‘employee solution’ did not come about, the Governor 
looked to establish a separate German pharmacy for 
Apia, which would be in addition to Swann’s.33 In April 
1904, when the German pharmacist Guido Sabiel, who 
had previously worked in a pharmacy in Sydney for sev-
eral years,34 arrived, the small town of Apia – with less 
than 400 white inhabitants – had the luxury of two 
trained and experienced pharmacists. Both were about 
the same age, came from pharmacy families,35 and now 
resided on Apia’s only main street, Beach Road.

Figure 2. Beach Road, Apia, location of Swann’s phar-
macy (Source: © Museum am Rothenbaum (MARKK), 
Hamburg)

From then on, both Swann and Sabiel drew attention 
to this fact in bilingual advertisements. In April 1904 
Swann immediately reminded readers that he was open 
for business, advertising in English: “W. J. Swann, 
Apothecary, wishes to notify his friends and customers 
that he has a full stock of all requirements”. Later, he 
presented himself to the German-speaking public, in 
German advertisements, as a “pharmacist and druggist” 
who off ered “medicines and chemicals of the best qual-
ity only, patent medicines etc., sponges, toilet articles 
etc. etc.”. His “consulting hours” were “daily from 6 
o’clock in the morning to 8 o’clock in the evening, ex-
cept on Sundays”.36 Both may thus have seen each oth-
er more as competitors than colleagues.
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Otherwise, not much is known about Swann dur-
ing this period. But the cards may have been laid. Sabiel 
had received all offi  cial orders from the government and 
supplied the German-speaking community. Swann 
may still have had a regular following in Apia’s strong 
Anglo-Saxon community and among the Samoans. 
Until the end of German rule in 1914, Western Samoa 
had a strong minority of the population of Anglo-Sax-
on descent.37 Th e English language remained a com-
mon lingua franca.

On the other hand, he was well known to the Sa-
moans through family connections – he was married 
twice to Samoan women38 – and generally from the 
time of the Municipality. As a chemist he had a good 
reputation with the Samoans in all parts of the is-
lands. Th ey implicitly believed in his knowledge and 
advice, particularly regarding children’s disease, and 
came from the most remote districts to obtain his as-
sistance.39 He was known to the natives throughout 
the islands as “Th e Children’s Father”, as he made a 
special study of their ailments.40 Th e Governor was 
not interested in ousting Swann, and provided proof 
of this.

Th e Governor initially left the legislation of the pre-
vious municipal government in place, but its eff ect was 
limited to the Apia district. However, there were no 
regulations for pharmacies in place. It was not until 
1911 that the Imperial Colonial Offi  ce issued uniform 
regulations for the professional practice of private phar-
macists for most German colonies, which also applied 
to Samoa.41 Initially the German administration was 
confronted with the practical problem of how to imple-
ment the decree without disadvantaging Swann. Since 
the new decree required a licence to practise in the ter-
ritory of the German Reich as a prerequisite for permis-
sion, Swann – who qualifi ed abroad – could not actu-
ally be allowed to continue his pharmacy business.

Th e German governor looked for an advantageous 
solution to the problem, and turned to the Imperial Co-
lonial Offi  ce at Berlin with his concerns on 30 May 
1911. If, through a ‘ruthless implementation’ of the reg-
ulations, Swann was restricted only to the sale of ap-
proved medicines and drug goods, this would mean 
serious damage to his business. Such an arrangement 
would also contradict the spirit of earlier understand-
ings between Great Britain and the German Empire. 
Th e governor appealed: “It would only be desirable 
from the point of view of equity if an exception could 
be made for Swann in the form of a transitional provi-
sion”.42 Th e Imperial Colonial Offi  ce granted an excep-
tion for Swann barely three months later, which would 
have to be taken into account when Sabiel was granted 
permission.43 Th e Governor, who from the very begin-

ning was intent on balancing the diff erent population 
groups, remained true to itself and kept its promises.

Figure 3. Government Hospital, Apia (Source: © Museum 
am Rothenbaum (MARKK), Hamburg)

Pharmacy under New Zealand control
In 1914, when the First World War erupted and Britain 
asked New Zealand to occupy Western Samoa. So, an 
Expeditionary Force was swiftly occupying the terri-
tory on 30 August, 1914 without any fi ght. New Zea-
land established a Military Government in Western Sa-
moa; this lasted until 1920. Afterwards, Western Samoa 
was placed under New Zealand as a ‘C’ Class Mandate 
of the League of Nations. Th e ‘C’ Class Mandate gave 
New Zealand the power to administer the islands as 
part of her own territory. Th e New Zealand Govern-
ment, through a series of Orders in Council and the 
Samoa Act of 1921, started evolving a civil administra-
tion for Western Samoa.

After the German pharmacy was confi scated by the 
military administration in 1916, and Sabiel and his fam-
ily were deported to Germany in 1920, Swann was again 
the only chemist on Samoa.44 It is unclear according to 
which rules he practised his profession. Th eoretically, 
the pharmacy regulations of the German administration 
were still in force. But it is diffi  cult to imagine that they 
were also applied to Swann. He had in any case been 
privileged under New Zealand military administration. 
From 2 November 1916 to 31 December 1919 he served 
in the Samoan Reserve force.45 During that time he 
proved himself during the infl uenza epidemic.46 Swann 
worked with the Apia Government Hospital in such a 
way that he was allowed to fi ll prescriptions prescribed 
by the Medical Offi  cers for outpatients in order to re-
lieve the staff  of the Hospital Dispensary.47

Privately, too, in Samoa Swann had found his cen-
tre of life. He had a total of fi ve children with two 
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 Samoan women.48 His sister was a member of the 
Marist Sisters’ Order and moved from Levuka to Apia.49 
In addition to his pharmacy business, he ran a cocoa 
plantation, which he had acquired in 1898.50 It is likely 
that Chinese coolies worked for him there.51 Swann took 
a very active interest in sport, especially in racing and 
yachting, and was a staunch supporter of the Apia Turf 
Club.52 He owned horses53 and cars.54 He jockeyed his 
horses very successfully,55 and enjoyed motoring as well, 
so much that he sometimes drove too fast.56 It is all the 
more tragic that he most probably died from the conse-
quences of a car accident, which occurred on 10 April 
1936. Th e New Zealand Herald reported it as follows:

As a result of a motor accident on Good Friday, Mr. 
W. J. Swann, suff ered severe injuries. In company 
with his son and two companions, he was proceed-
ing by motor-truck to his daughter’s plantation […]. 
After passing Malolai a halt was called and the truck 
run on to the roadside. After a few minutes it com-
menced to move backwards and ran over an em-
bankment, where it capsized. Th e others in the truck 
manage to escape, but Mr. Swann was pinned be-
neath the cab and was severely injured. He was re-
moved to the Apia General Hospital, but is now un-
der treatment at his home.57

Six weeks later Swann died at the age of 77 years at Apia 
Government Hospital, as one of the best known and 
respected identities of the territory of Western Samoa.58

Conclusion
William John Swann was a pioneer in the Pacifi c Ocean 
just like his father. While his father opened the fi rst 
western pharmacy in Fiji, Swann succeeded in doing so 
in Samoa in 1889. However, he was not limited to that, 
as he was a trader and planter as well. Swann was able 
to make a successful livelihood for himself under three 
diff erent regimes. He had obviously found his life’s 
dream in Samoa and was allowed to live it there. Swann 
led a pleasant colonial life. Unlike the German phar-
macist Sabiel, who was also searching for this life’s 
dream, he was fortunate that his compatriots were vic-
torious in the murderous battles of northern France, 
thus securing his existence in the remote Pacifi c.
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