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INTRODUCTION
 
 
In 1598 merchants of the City of London paid for a Present to be given by Queen Elizabeth to Sultan Mehmet III of Turkey. The merchants wanted trading concessions. The Queen wanted the Sultan's fleet to attack Spain. The Present was a chiming clock with jewel-encrusted moving figures combined with an automatic organ, which could play tunes on its own for six hours. It could also be played by hand. It was in a carved and painted and gilded cabinet about ten feet high, six feet wide and five feet deep. 
The Present was dismantled and loaded onto a merchant ship early in 1599. It took six months to get from London to Constantinople. With it went four craftsmen. They were Thomas Dallam the organ builder, John Harvey the engineer, Michael Watson the carpenter
and Rowland Buckett the painter. Dallam was about twenty four years old.
They encountered storms, pirates, exotic animals, foreign food, good wine, volcanoes, Moors, Turks, Greeks, Jews, beautiful women, barbarous men, kings and pashas, armies on the march, brigands, janissaries, eunuchs, slaves, dwarves and finally the most powerful man in the world, the Great Turk himself. 
For those of us who have an insular and nationalistic vision of Elizabethan England formed by Shakespeare, school history, film and TV, Dallam's diary opens up the wider world that Elizabethans lived in. Many English people of all social classes made their homes in the Mediterranean. Two Muslim Turkish interpreters worked with Dallam. One was born in Lancashire and the other in Cornwall. 
We most often see Elizabethan England through the eyes of the aristocratic and wealthy. Thomas Dallam gives us the point of view of the skilled working man. He has not been to grammar school or university so does not distort the scenery with classical or biblical references and when he tries usually gets it wrong. He writes fluently and colloquially in an English not deformed by classical education. He writes what he sees and experiences as plainly as he can. Above all he has an open mind towards foreigners. His attitude to Turks and Muslims is conditioned by the racism and paranoia of his age but when he actually meets them he interacts without prejudice. 
My purpose is to let Dallam describe his experiences without the impediments of spelling, vocabulary and grammar peculiar to Elizabethan English and without the distraction of footnotes and references. I have resisted the temptation to edit the boring or repetitive bits as they give a rhythm to the journey and a setting for the fascinating passages. I have translated the place names into their modern equivalents so you can follow the journey on an atlas or Google. 
The Sultan was the most powerful ruler in the world. No foreigner, unless they were a concubine or a eunuch, ever came closer to him than Thomas Dallam. He played for the Sultan, touched him, received gold from his pocket. He is the first foreigner to peek inside the Sultan's harem and live to write about it. He is the first to describe an overland journey in Greece. For these alone his diary is worth reading. But mainly it is because he tells a great story.
￼[image: CreateSpaceMap.jpeg]

A CURIOUS PRESENT
 
A great and curious present is going to the Grand Turk, which will scandalize other nations.
John Chamberlain to Dudley Carleton,  31 January 1599 
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DEPARTURE
 
February 1599
With no friends to advise me, these were my last-minute purchases for the journey to Turkey: a suit of sackcloth to wear at sea; a second wool suit; two flannel waistcoats; a hat; a sword; a chest; nine shirts; a dozen and a half collars; a dozen handkerchiefs; one pair of garters; two dozen laces; two pairs of stockings; one pair of linen breeches; a pair of pumps and a pair of slippers; three pairs of shoes; a sword belt and loops; a gown; a little harpsichord; a pair of thick breeches; two hat bands; a box of drinking glasses; Rosa Solis liqueur and preserved fruit; oil and vinegar; prunes; raisins; cloves, mace, and pepper; two pounds of sugar; nutmegs; gloves; knives; 30lbs of tin in bars; a gross of spoons; oatmeal.(The tin was for making and mending organ pipes.)
February 9th
The ship in which I was to sail to Constantinople was moored at Gravesend. I left London in a rowing boat with my chest and provisions on Friday the 9th of February 1599. When I got to Gravesend, I went on board our ship, the Hector, with my chest, my bedding and the little harpsichord, which the merchants allowed me to bring, so I could practice on the way. I had no other luggage except for a gross of tin spoons, which cost me nine shillings, and thirty pounds of tin in bars, which cost me eighteen shillings. (The Hector, 300 tons, 100 crew Privately owned but with 27 guns as powerful as a warship of the Queen's navy.)
The ship was not at all ready and none of the passenger cabins was made up so I had to go into town to find board and lodging until the afternoon of the 13th when we weighed anchor. We sailed as far as Deal Castle, where we anchored, as there was not enough wind to take us past Dover. We waited four days.
We went ashore to Deal and Sandwich to enjoy ourselves. When the wind came up in the night, a few of us passengers and sailors were in Deal. Some of us had a lot to drink, especially one of our five trumpeters, who locked the door of his bedroom. When the man from the ship came to fetch us, he stood under his window and called up. The trumpeter came to the window and shouted abuse at him, so we all went back to the ship and left the drunkard behind.
 

STORM
 
The wind was fair and we sailed past Dover and along the Channel. But when we had gone about a hundred and twenty miles the wind changed and a great storm blew up. It lasted forty eight hours. In the night we not only lost our pinnace, the Lanneret, which was due to sail with us to the Gulf of Venice, but we ourselves were lost. The fog was so thick we could see nothing. When it began to clear we found ourselves close to the Casquet Rocks between England and Ireland, a very dangerous place. The crew struggled to get into the open sea again but the storm continued and the fog got worse. The next day we had no idea where we were, and still under sail in the thick fog. Suddenly we saw waves breaking on great rocks. We were so close to the shore we had no time to go about and save ourselves from shipwreck. But it pleased Almighty God to keep us from harm. We were just in front of Dartmouth harbour with its great rocks on either side of the entrance and we sailed in, very relieved. 
We stayed there four days. Meanwhile our captain and the merchants sent messengers to all the harbour towns along the coast to enquire about our pinnace, the Lanneret. In the end word arrived that after the storm she was chased by three or four Dunkirk privateers. The topmast was broken in the storm and she avoided capture by coming ashore at Falmouth. There she got a new topmast and sent word by the messenger that she would meet us in Plymouth Sound. We weighed anchor and set sail. At Plymouth we fired a gun to summon the pinnace but the wind changed and we had to drop anchor in the Cattewater. We met up with the pinnace but we waited seven days for a wind. (A pinnace is a small vessel used by a larger ship to ferry supplies or  messages)

PIRATES
 
March 16th 
The weather was very cold but the wind blew fair. We were under sail in Plymouth Sound, when a boat loaded with salt came in. As soon as they reached the shore and heard the name of our ship, they blew a trumpet to ask for a meeting. We struck sail and two of their crew came aboard. They advised our captain not to set sail without a convoy of other vessels. They had been at sea in a man-of-war from Plymouth called the Plough and were captured by seven Dunkirk pirate ships. They were questioned about the whereabouts of the Hector and whether she had set out on her voyage, but they insisted that they had never heard of such a ship. Some of the men were killed on the spot to strike fear into the others. They did not know what happened to the rest. The Dunkirkers took their ship and gave six of them the boat to take them home. Our captain heard these men out and told them he would not wait so much as an hour for more of a convoy than God had already sent him. This amounted to our pinnace and two ships heading for Newfoundland, which caught us up for their own safety. (Dunkirk and other Flemish ports belonged to Spain which was at war with England. Piracy was political as well as mercenary)
The wind was fair and our ship made such speed that we could lend the pinnace our mainsail. Yet the next morning she was very far behind. At about 8 o'clock in the morning the lookout in the topmast saw three sails on our port bow. Shortly afterwards he saw four more on the same course. These were the seven ships we had been warned about. We made ready. The gunners prepared their artillery, the waist cloths were put up, and every man had his bandoleer and musket. (Waist cloths were fabric screens to conceal the crew in battle or as ornamentation.) We had the wind and need not have spoken with them, but our captain thought it better not to appear afraid or cowardly in case the wind suddenly turned and our running away encouraged them to attack us. He ordered the bosun to head towards them, which he did with a will. When we came close enough to make out their lead ship and its second coming boldly towards us, our captain ordered the bosun to show them a broadside, for our mainsail was so big they could not see the strength of our ship. He said
“Perhaps they may take our ship to be one of the Queen's. If we do happen to hail them or they us, tell them our ship is called the Seven Stars, for the Queen doesn't have one yet with that name.” But as soon as they saw the broadside they thought we were indeed one of the Queen's ships and went about to run away. 
We gave chase and almost lost sight of our pinnace and the other ships in our convoy. The pirates made all the sail they could and yet within half an hour we were in range of them. Our captain ordered the master gunner to fire a bow gun at the lead ship but not to hit her. The master gunner gave her a shot across the bows but they neither struck sail nor showed a flag. They made off with all the sail they had, from drabblers to topgallants, (extra sails below and above the mainsail) but without effect for we came nearer and nearer to them. Our captain ordered the gunner to shoot through the lead ship's mainsail, which he did very close to the drabbler. Then he shot the tops of the mainmasts of the lead ship, the second and the third. They were to windward of us, but although we came up alongside, nobody showed himself. Then the bosun of our ship stood on the forecastle with his sword drawn and ordered them to come to our lee side. They did so very reluctantly. We were by now very close to the coast of Spain, or France, so the bosun tacked again to get back on our right course. All seven ships followed us. Then our captain called their commander, ordering him to lower a boat and come aboard us, or he would sink them. After calling the second time a man who by his speech was a Dutchman answered
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