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Principal Characters

England

Burroughs, William (1536–1599). Naval commander. Hanged ten masters of pirate ships in 1583. Vice admiral during Francis Drake’s raid on Cádiz in 1587. Tried and acquitted on charges of mutiny.

Carder, Peter. Escaped ship’s boy who claimed to walk across Brazil before catching a boat to England.

Cecil, William, Baron Burghley (1520–1598). Queen Elizabeth’s chief minister. Appointed Lord High Treasurer in 1572. Died in his London home in 1598.

Dee, John (1527–1608). Mathematician, astronomer, astrologer, alchemist. Influential adviser to Queen Elizabeth. Formulated the concept of the “British Empire.”

Devereux, Robert, 2nd Earl of Essex (1565–1601). Late-life intimate of Queen Elizabeth. When he ran afoul of her, she had him executed.

Doughty, Thomas. Nobleman. Mutineer. Condemned to death by Drake in Port Saint Julian, Argentina, 1578.

Drake, Sir Francis (1540–1596). Eldest of twelve sons of Edmund Drake. Second cousin of Sir John Hawkins, with whom he sold slaves in the Caribbean. Led the first successful circumnavigation, 1577–1580. Vice admiral of the English fleet during the Armada period. Died of dysentery and buried at sea near Portobello, Panama, in January 1596.

Drake, John. Francis Drake’s nephew.

Dudley, Robert, Earl of Leicester (1532–1588). Fifth son of John Dudley, the executed Duke of Northumberland. Suspected of murdering his first wife, Amy Robsart.

Elizabeth I (1533–1603). Daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, his second wife.

Fletcher, Francis. Drake’s chaplain during the circumnavigation, maintained a journal of the voyage, which formed the basis of The World Encompassed by Sir Francis Drake.

Frobisher, Sir Martin (1539–1595). Navigator. Led three voyages to the New World. Commanded Triumph in Battle of the Spanish Armada. Died at Plymouth.

Hawkins, Sir John (1532–1595). Privateer, slaver, Drake’s mentor. Treasurer of the navy. Commanded Victory in Armada battle. Knighted. Died off Puerto Rico during a campaign with Drake.

Howard, Charles, Second Baron Effingham (1536–1624). Eldest son of William Howard. Appointed Lord High Admiral of England, 1585. Led the English fleet against the Armada in 1588. Fought in the Battle of Gravelines.

Mary I (1516–1558). The sole surviving child of Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon, his first wife. Married King Philip of Spain in 1554. Died childless in London.

Newman, Mary (m. 1569, d. 1583). Francis Drake’s first wife.

Norreys, Sir John (1547–1597). Military commander involved in the notorious massacre of Scots at Rathlin Island. Knighted by Leicester. Led unsuccessful campaign with Drake to install Dom António, the Portuguese pretender to the throne, in 1589.

Oxenham, John. First non-Spanish explorer to traverse the Isthmus of Panama (1575). Fought with Drake against the Spanish in two early campaigns in Central America, captured by the Spanish in 1578, executed in Lima on September 30, 1580.

Pretty, Francis. Drake’s gentleman-at-arms.

Sydenham, Elizabeth (1540–1596). Francis Drake’s second wife.

Walsingham, Sir Francis (1532–1590). Queen Elizabeth’s spymaster and minister. Knighted in 1577. Died in London deeply in debt.

Scotland

James VI of Scotland (1566–1625). Son of Mary, Queen of Scots. Succeeded Queen Elizabeth.

Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–1587). Only surviving legitimate child of James V of Scotland, who died six days after she was born. Heir presumptive to English crown as a descendant of Henry VIII’s elder sister, Margaret. She fled Scotland in 1568, and was detained by Elizabeth I for nineteen years until she was executed.

Spain

de Antón, San Juan. Captain of Cacafuego, captured by Drake off Brazil.

de Figueroa, Gómez Suárez, Fifth Count de Feria (1520–1571). The Duke of Feria, as he was later known, served as Philip’s representative in England from 1557 to 1559.

de Mendoza, Bernardino (1540–1604). Spanish ambassador and spy to London from 1578 to 1584.

de Zúñiga-Sotomayor, Alonso Pérez de Guzmán y, 7th Duke of Medina Sidonia (1550–1615). Commander of the Spanish Armada that was to attack the south of England in 1588.

Farnese, Alexander, Duke of Parma (1545–1592). His mother was King Philip’s half sister. Failed to carry out a planned rendezvous with Medina Sidonia during the battle of the Spanish Armada.

Philip II of Spain (1527–1598). Philip the Prudent ascended to the throne after his father, Charles V, Emperor of the Holy Empire, abdicated in 1556. At various times, he was king of Spain, Portugal, Naples, Sicily, England, and Ireland. He died at the Palace of El Escorial.

Vatican

Gregory XIII (1502–1585). Pope 1572–1585. A reformer who tried to discourage the spread of Protestantism by founding new colleges for priests. He celebrated the massacre of the Protestant Huguenots in Paris in 1572 with a mass in Rome.

Pius V (1504–1572). Pope 1566–1572. Excommunicated Elizabeth I on February 25, 1570.

Sixtus V (1520–1590). Pope 1585–1590. Although fond of Elizabeth, he renewed the excommunication and promised to grant Philip II a generous subsidy after the Spanish Armada arrived in England.




A Note on Dates

For the sake of consistency, I have followed the modern, Gregorian calendar for all events in all locations.

In 1582, Pope Gregory XIII replaced the Julian calendar, in effect since 45 BC, with a new calendar to compensate for errors accumulated over time. The Gregorian calendar omitted ten days, so October 5, 1582, became October 15 in Catholic countries such as Spain. But Protestant countries continued to follow the traditional Julian calendar, some until the twentieth century. England made the switch in 1752.

The change has led to some confusion. For example, older records state that Francis Drake departed from Plymouth December 23 on his circumnavigation. In our modern calendar, the equivalent is December 13.
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A wyvern, or two-legged dragon, Francis Drake’s heraldic symbol

(The Rare Book & Manuscript Library, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign)






Book I
The Pirate




Chapter I

The Island and the Empire

On the morning of December 13, 1577, Francis Drake, a pirate and former slaver, ordered his small fleet in Plymouth, England, to weigh anchor. The ships stood out against a bleak background. They were colorfully painted, with billowing sails, and boisterous sailors calling to one another.

Plymouth lies 190 miles southwest of London, surrounded by two ancient rivers, the Plym and the Tamar, both running into Plymouth Sound to form a boundary with the neighboring county, Cornwall. It was a tranquil town, mostly farmland gathering into a peninsula jutting into a bay. Drake, from nearby Devon, made Plymouth his base of operations. The port was recognized for its shipping, and it also served as a hub of the English slave trade. It was not an innocent place. In folklore, Devon harbored witches and the Devil himself.

The fleet’s destination was unknown, but they would not be home by Christmas or even the next, not if Drake’s ambitious plan was successful. Many aboard had a financial stake in the voyage, and they might return prosperous. Or, just as likely, they might never see Plymouth again. Weeks earlier, the Great Comet of 1577 had passed overhead, an event taken across Europe as a sign, portent, or warning that a great event would soon unfold. Comets, those mysterious, phosphorescent messengers from the far reaches of space, coincided with the commencement of a new age.

Two of the most consequential figures of this era, Francis Drake and Queen Elizabeth, knew the expedition’s true purpose: to circumnavigate the globe. If successful, Drake would take his place in history as the first captain to command his fleet around the world—and return alive. For Elizabeth, the expedition was a challenge to the global order, which ranked Spain dominant and England a second-rate island kingdom. Both dreamed the voyage would reap riches. But for the moment, Drake and Elizabeth kept their ambitions to themselves, concealing their plans for the expedition in documents.

Drake allowed the crew to think they were going to raid the coast of Panama for gold, or perhaps set a course for Alexandria, Egypt, in search of currants. These were lucrative but not exciting pursuits. Had the crew known Drake’s real intentions, they may well have deserted at the first opportunity. “The Straits were counted so terrible in those days that the very thought of attempting it were accounted dreadful,” said a commentator, referring to the treacherous passage between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, only the most obvious of many obstacles to a circumnavigation attempt. Maintaining secrecy was essential, especially from the men expected to perform the task.

The syndicate backing his voyage had authorized Drake’s fleet to cross the Atlantic, navigate the southern tip of South America, explore the west coast of that continent, and prospect for gold and silver—specifically, gold and silver stolen from the Spanish, along with anything else of value aboard Spanish ships that could be carried away. His unspoken commission was to drive out the Spanish from those mineral-rich regions. Nothing was said about a circumnavigation; it was up to Drake to take the initiative as they embarked on a journey that would transform England.

If Francis Drake ever had a moment of self-doubt, he left no record of it. He respected the violence of storms, but they held no terror for him. Drake was thoroughly at ease aboard whatever ship he happened to be sailing, from a pinnace to a flagship. He was just as authoritative and quick-witted on land as he was at sea. As a loyal Englishman, he naturally respected the queen and her court, most of them wellborn and with little use for him, but he was not awed by them. Deference did not come naturally to Drake.

Ultimately, he respected only one force in this world, and that was the Supreme Being. His father, Edmund, had come to preaching late in life, and from him Drake inherited a reliance on absolutes concerning faith. When a sailor signed on to a voyage with Drake, it was understood that he would sing psalms and recite prayers as often as possible, even several times a day. Drake ordered his crew to sing psalms before battles, to give thanks for victories, and, when necessary, to give the dead a Christian burial—and that meant a Protestant burial. Roman rites infuriated Drake, even though the two were at the time far more similar than they are now. Although rough around the edges compared with the upper echelons of the nobility, he yielded to no one in his belief in queen and country, and his disdain for her enemies, especially Spain. His was a simple moral compass, but it was durable and allowed him to negotiate the perilous straits he encountered, both real and imagined.

Drake was daring and resolute. He was short of stature, at most five foot nine, probably closer to five foot seven, and stocky. He had a typically Cornish fondness for painting and drawing. He sketched throughout his travels, the better to comprehend the Lord’s creation. Where others saw the world in muted tones, Drake saw the full spectrum. Some pirates loved women, others bloodshed and swordplay. Drake lusted for gold, and when he had stolen enough for several lifetimes, he kept on stealing it, because it was deeply ingrained in his nature to plunder. He was something of a scavenger. Everything belonged to him—potentially—at least all that glittered. He thrust himself into the world, wanting to see it all in the span of years allotted to him. He understood how short life could be, as did everyone in Elizabethan England. Plague, war, and infection frequently menaced the population, to say nothing of the hazards of sailing into the unknown. Nevertheless, the populace steadily increased: two million, three million, eventually four million over the course of Elizabeth’s long reign. Her subjects jostled for resources and for space, and so did Drake. The difference was that he had access to ships and, just as important, royal license to create mayhem in the name of the queen, and he happily rose to the occasion. With Drake, fame, fortune, and empire seemed possible, and his bravado made attaining these prizes look inevitable.

The syndicate funding Drake’s 1577 expedition included prominent Elizabethans: Robert Dudley; Christopher Hatton, the Earl of Lincoln (the Lord High Admiral); and John Hawkins. Drake contributed £1,000 from the proceeds of his previous raids on Spanish ships and outposts. Elizabeth contributed £1,000, so Drake later claimed, although no record of the transaction exists, which she would have been keen to conceal. William Winter, the surveyor of the queen’s ships, added £750. His brother George, clerk of the queen’s ships, another £500. (The sole copy of the document listing the other backers was partly destroyed by fire, obscuring their names.) Although she had not given the expedition her official blessing, the queen’s apparent participation in Drake’s syndicate signaled that it enjoyed her consent, which was almost as good. In this way, Drake’s desire for revenge against the Spanish and Queen Elizabeth’s budding need for an empire aligned.

The English fleet was led by Drake’s 121-foot-long flagship, Pelican, a galleon or multidecked ship commissioned two years earlier and built to his specifications at the Plymouth shipyards. Her beam was estimated at nineteen feet, keel between forty-seven and fifty-nine feet, and length of anywhere from sixty-eight to eighty-one feet (reports vary), with a hold of about nine feet. She was sizable, but hardly overwhelming, probably the largest ship that Drake could afford to build with his loot as a pirate. She was originally called Francis as an indulgence, but Elizabeth preferred to name the ship Pelican, after one of her personal symbols. In the allegorical medieval bestiary, a pelican symbolized Christ, wounded by humanity’s sins. The pelican flew with its breast open over the sea and wings outstretched, seeming to mimic Christ’s death on the cross. If Pelican hinted at Elizabeth’s involvement, the name of the “vice admiral,” Elizabeth, revealed the expedition’s pedigree. Elizabeth, though smaller, was a more impressive craft than Pelican: eighty tons, fashioned from wood taken from the queen’s personal stock, with eleven cast-iron cannon.

The rest of the fleet included a barque, Marigold; a flyboat, Swan; and two pinnaces, Benedict and Christopher, the last of which Drake owned. (A pinnace signified a light boat such as a tender, and also happened to be Elizabethan slang for “harlot.”) The crew came to 164, including soldiers, sailors, and apprentices, as well as a dozen “gentlemen.”

Although Drake was the captain, he did not belong to that exalted social rank. But he was unquestionably Protestant and loyal to the queen, and his years of experience in the company of Hawkins, as well as his own daring exploits, testified to his courage, resourcefulness, and skill as a mariner. And the ships arrayed before him would make his ambitions attainable.

Their provisioning was, by the standards of the time, ample: biscuit, powdered and pickled beef, pickled pork, dried codfish, vinegar, oil, honey dried peas, butter, cheese, oatmeal, salt, spices, mustard, and raisins. (Nearly all these items were provided by Drake’s longtime Irish supplier, James Sydae.) Scurvy—the loss of collagen, one of the body’s building blocks—devastated sailors, and not until 1912 would it become widely understood that ascorbic acid, or vitamin C, available in citrus, vegetables, and beer, prevented it, yet even at this early date, English captains including Drake relied on oranges and lemons as a remedy without understanding why they worked.

English sailors were known for drinking quantities of ale and wine, but the record is silent concerning the expedition’s supply of alcohol. More is known about the objects Drake brought along for trading, including knives and daggers, pins, needles, saddles, bridles, bits, paper, colored ribbons, looking glasses, cards and dice, and linens. Carpenters packed staples such as rosin, pitch and tar, twine, needles, hooks, and plates, together with pikes, crossbows, muskets, powder, and shot. Drake himself was fond of luxury items, including perfume (a necessity in an age of negligible hygiene) and dishes made of silver with gilded borders, embossed with his coat of arms.

For navigation, Drake relied on a Portuguese map of the globe as well as a detailed chart of the Strait of Magellan. He carried a copy of the famous account kept by Ferdinand Magellan’s chief chronicler, Antonio Pigafetta, The First Voyage Around the World, and consulted it as a guide for both navigation and the management of mutinous sailors. The young Venetian had traveled with Magellan, been at the right hand of the captain general at that fateful hour in Mactan harbor, and was fortunate to be among the handful of survivors of the voyage. His account made it clear that everything—even survival—came with difficulty for Magellan, who perished in the Philippines. It stood as a reminder that attempting to cross the Atlantic, let alone sail all the way around the world—ever changing, poorly understood, and immense—was more than dangerous, it was fated to end in disaster and oblivion. Those drawn to it were likely to be reckless, fearless, and rapacious. They had little to lose and perhaps fame to gain.

Books about the New World were a new and expanding genre at the moment, and Drake brought several state-of-the-art volumes with him, including L’Art de naviguer, published at intervals between 1554 and 1573. This work was a French translation of Pedro de Medina’s authoritative Arte de navegar, originally published in eight volumes in Valladolid, Spain, in 1545, and dedicated to the future king of Spain, Philip II. Then there was Martín Cortés de Albacar’s Breve compendia, published in Seville and translated into English in 1561. Profusely illustrated, this was the basic text for many captains and covered technical matters such as magnetic declination (the angle between magnetic north and true north) and the celestial poles, hypothetical points in the sky where the Earth’s axis of rotation intersects the celestial sphere, a projection of the sky onto a hemisphere. These measurements were useful for a ship to fix her position when out of sight of land. Cortés also discussed the nocturnal, an instrument that allowed a navigator to determine the relative positions of stars in the night sky and to calculate tides, critical for ships in determining when to enter ports. Drake’s nautical library included two other standard references: A Regiment for the Sea by William Bourne (1574), which was a translation of Cortés’s popular work, and Cosmographical Glasse by William Cunningham, a physician and astrologer (1559).

Drake did not expect to command the expedition. The original leader was Sir Richard Grenville, a wellborn mariner from Devon who had served as a member of Parliament in addition to trying his luck as a privateer. In 1574, he had proposed to rob Spanish ships, establish English colonies in South America, sail through the Strait of Magellan, and proceed across the Pacific to the Spice Islands. At the time, Drake was attempting to put down a bloody rebellion by Irish and Scots in the Rathlin Island massacre off the coast of Ireland. Hundreds died, and Drake, who had not been paid for his efforts, moved on. Grenville received his license from the English crown, but it was later withdrawn because England was reluctant to provoke the powerful, reclusive Spanish monarch, Philip II. Diplomacy, not conflict, was the watchword of the day. Drake inherited the role that had once seemed destined for Sir Richard, who resented the redheaded upstart for the rest of his life.

The Spanish had gotten a decisive jump on England in global commerce and exploration. In July 1525, just three years after Magellan’s battered Victoria returned to Seville, King Charles dispatched García Jofre de Loaísa to explore the Spice Islands with a fleet of seven ships and 450 men, including Juan Sebastián Elcano, the Basque mariner who had sailed with Magellan and was among the few survivors. Loaísa was assigned to rescue lost ships from Magellan’s ill-fated Armada de Moluccas, but this ambitious goal proved impossible to achieve.

After weathering storms and a mutiny, Loaísa’s much reduced fleet entered the Strait in May 1526. The next leg, across the Pacific, proved devastating, as one ship after another ran aground. Santa María del Parral made it all the way to the coast of Sulawesi in Indonesia. There members of the crew were either killed or enslaved, with the exception of four survivors. Just one ship of the original seven made it to the Spice Islands. By that time, both Loaísa and Elcano had succumbed to scurvy. Their corpses were wrapped in linen and deposited in the sea. Only twenty-four men remained by the end of the voyage, and they all returned to Spain. Among them was Hans von Aachen, Magellan’s gunner, who therefore became the first person to circumnavigate the globe twice.

Later, in 1533, Francisco de Ulloa was sent from Valdivia, on the coast of southern Chile, to investigate the Strait. Ulloa thus became the first European to enter the western mouth of the Strait. He made it partway through before determining he would run out of provisions and headed back to Chile. In November 1557, Juan Ladrillero became the first explorer to traverse the Strait in both directions. And he was followed by other Spanish explorers.

Their efforts raised the stakes of Drake’s voyage. It was vital that Elizabeth establish an English—and Protestant—presence in the New World before it was too late. But Drake was not one to feel desperate or agitated. The sheer scale of the Central and South American landmass was too great for any power, even Spain, to control completely. Although it was not yet apparent, the Spanish navy was overextended, undisciplined, and indolent.

Yet Drake’s diverse crew seemed barely equal to the ambitious tasks he set for them. Only one, William Coke, had reached the Pacific, not as an explorer but as a Spanish detainee. Drake did include men skilled in crafts they would need: a blacksmith, coopers to maintain and fashion barrels, and carpenters. Drake adored music, and he included several musicians along with a selection of instruments to perform at the change of watch and to accompany the singing of psalms.

There were about a dozen gentlemen on board, notably Thomas Doughty, a nobleman and investor in the voyage, along with his younger half brother, John, also present. Thomas Doughty probably knew of Drake’s real intentions, and his status led him to think of himself as cocaptain, a dangerous delusion. The resulting insecurity unnerved Drake and affected the entire crew to the point where it would threaten the voyage.

Other crew members included a naturalist named Lawrence Eliot; a botanist; several merchants, among them John Saracold, a member of the Worshipful Company of Drapers, a powerful trade association whose origins went back to 1180.

Then there was Francis Fletcher, a priest in the Church of England, tasked with religious observance. Records indicate that he studied at Pembroke College, Cambridge, but did not graduate, and for a brief time he served as rector of St. Mary Magdalen parish in London. Few crew members were literate, so it fell to Fletcher to function as a chronicler. He maintained a detailed narrative of the voyage that would later be gathered and published under the title The World Encompassed. He was an engaging eyewitness, sensitive to the moods of the crew, capable of eloquent descriptions, and appeared to be wholly loyal. Drake followed the example of other captains by taking his personal retainer, Diego, an African who had escaped Spanish enslavement, with him. He was probably the only black member of the crew. They had met in 1572, when Drake attacked the Spanish port of Nombre de Dios in Panama. Because he spoke both Spanish and English, he was particularly useful to Drake and became not merely his servant but also his employee, receiving wages like the other hired hands. And there were relatives, including Drake’s younger brother Thomas; his cousin John, only fifteen years old; and a nephew of Drake’s cousin and mentor, John Hawkins, who had introduced Drake to the sordid, treacherous, and lucrative slave trade.

With the exception of Thomas Doughty, who signed a will on September 11, 1577, shortly before they departed, and Drake himself, none of the personnel sensed that they were about to commence the most ambitious voyage in English naval history. And even Drake was not sure where he would end up. He would be guided by his hunger for gold and status.

All the while, Spanish spies watched and worried. Their concerns regarding England and especially Drake intensified week by week. On September 20, 1577, Antonio de Guarás, a Spanish ambassador to Queen Elizabeth’s court, warned, “As they carry on their evil plans with great calculation, there is a suspicion that Drake the pirate is to go to Scotland with some little vessels and enter into a convenient port, for the purpose of getting possession of the prince of Scotland for a large sum of money; whereupon he will bring him hither convoyed by the Queen’s ships that are there.”

Drake’s calm demeanor gave nothing away. Perhaps he was embarking on another escapade and would go wherever the winds of fate took him—across the entire length of the Mediterranean to the commercial port of Alexandria, Egypt, or along the coast of Africa, or across the Atlantic. As Francis Pretty, Drake’s gentleman-at-arms, or military guard, noted: “The 15th day of November, in the year of our Lord 1577, Master Francis Drake, with a fleet of five ships and barques, and to the number of 164 men, gentlemen and sailors, departed from Plymouth, giving out his pretended voyage for Alexandria.” Just then the first of many unexpected occurrences altered their plans. “The wind falling contrary, he was forced the next morning to put into Falmouth Haven, in Cornwall, where such and so terrible a tempest took us, as few men have seen the like, and was indeed so vehement that all our ships were like to have gone to wrack. But it pleased God to preserve us from that extremity and to afflict us only for that present with these two particulars: the mast of our Admiral, which was the Pelican, was cut overboard for the safeguard of the ship, and the Marigold was driven ashore, and somewhat bruised. For the repairing of which damages we returned again to Plymouth.”

Drake spent weeks restoring the damaged vessel, until “we set forth the second time from Plymouth and set sail the 13th day of December following.” The days were short, the air cold and damp, in contrast to the expected warmth of the Alexandrian sun, if Egypt was their destination. Unlike his inspiration, Magellan, who called his fleet the Armada de Moluccas to proclaim his objective, Drake never named his fleet, and kept his options open. They might be headed toward Alexandria; then again, they might not. Another possibility, which promised to be both quick and lucrative, concerned Brazil. If he could reach the coast, avoid vicious Spanish soldiers, and return with quantities of silver and gold, the queen would likely consider his voyage a success. Drake had no intention of dying on a distant beach, as Magellan had, with his body dismembered and his memory disgraced.

Much of Drake’s knowledge of South America derived from the controversial records compiled by the Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci, who had died in 1512. Vespucci claimed he had made as many as four voyages to the land he called “The New World,” and put his name to several influential letters about his adventures (the authorship of the first and fourth letters is contested)—accounts that popularized his discoveries across western Europe. A skillful propagandist, Vespucci composed a vivid portrait of the enormous land known as Brazil, after the pau brasil, the flowering tree growing there in abundance at the time. He told of naked locals rushing to the water’s edge to greet (fully clothed) European arrivals. He described how communication was tentative at first, largely in sign language, helped along by the exchange of gifts as proof of peaceful intentions. The Brazilians were “very great swimmers, with as much confidence as if they had for a long time been acquainted with us.” The ability made an impression because many Europeans, even sailors, simply could not swim. The women were even more capable in the water than the men: “we have many times found and seen them swimming two leagues out at sea without anything to rest upon.” They had ample weapons, “such as fire-hardened spears, and also clubs with knobs, beautifully carved,” and they did battle “against people not of their own language, very cruelly, without granting life to any one, except (to reserve him) for greater suffering. When they go to war, they take their women with them, not that these may fight, but because they carry behind them their worldly goods, for a woman carries on her back for thirty or forty leagues a load which no man could bear.”

Vespucci cautioned his readers not to underestimate the native peoples of the New World simply because “in their conversation they appear simple.” In reality, “they are very cunning and acute in that which concerns them: they speak little and in a low tone: they use the same articulations as we, since they form their utterances either with the palate, or with the teeth, or on the lips.” They were highly verbal, the idioms constantly shifting. “For every 100 leagues we found a change of language, so that they are not intelligible each to the other.”

At least one of their innovations captivated him: “They sleep in certain very large nettings made of cotton, suspended in the air: and although this fashion of sleeping may seem uncomfortable, I say that it is sweet to sleep in those (nettings): and we slept better in them than in the counterpanes.” The hammock, a rope mesh suspended by cords at the ends, was ubiquitous, and caught on with the Europeans, who adapted them to their ships. One sturdy hut, covered with palm leaves, sheltered as many as “600 souls.” A village with only thirteen huts contained several thousand souls.

Their concepts of value and property also varied greatly. “The wealth that we enjoy in this our Europe and elsewhere, such as gold, jewels, pearls, and other riches, they hold as nothing; and although they have them in their own lands, they do not labour to obtain them, nor do they value them.” Instead, they prized “bird’s plumes of many colours,” and “rosaries” made of fish bones. They embedded “white or green stones” in their cheeks, lips, and ears. And they were generous, “for it is rarely they deny you anything: and on the other hand, liberal in asking, when they show themselves your friends.”

One of their customs was beyond the pale. “They eat all their enemies whom they kill or capture, females as well as males with so much savagery, that (merely) to relate it appears a horrible thing: how much more so to see it, as, infinite times and in many places.”

Vespucci was, at the same time, a slaver. He boasted that his ships returned on October 15, 1498, carrying 222 slaves to Cádiz, Spain, “where we were well-received and sold our slaves.”

Vespucci’s reputation would have faded were it not for a quirk of fate. The New World might have been called “Columbia,” after the most celebrated and notorious explorer of the continent, even though he thought he was approaching India. But, in 1507, a year after Christopher Columbus died, a German cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller, produced an enormous world map naming the newly discovered continent “America” after the feminine Latin version of Vespucci’s first name, Amerigo. Protests were raised on Columbus’s behalf, but Waldseemüller insisted, “I do not see why anyone should justifiably forbid it to be called . . . America, from its discoverer Americus [Vespucci], a man of perceptive character; since both Europa and Asia have received their names from women.” The name stuck.

Drake’s early efforts to wage undeclared war against King Philip II of Spain eventually came to the attention of Elizabeth. Reluctant to antagonize the formidable Spanish empire, which might weaken her position abroad and at home among English Catholics, she came to rely on pirates such as Drake, who were out for themselves as much as they acted on behalf of the Crown.

“Drake!” Her Majesty exclaimed, “I would gladly be revenged on the King of Spain for divers injuries that I have received.” This was much easier said than done. Spain was unquestionably the most powerful nation in Europe, its influence augmented by the Catholic Church. England, on the other hand, was a Protestant—actually a semi-Protestant—upstart, isolated and second-rate compared to Spain’s preeminence. It was Spain, not England, who ruled the waves. Challenging Spanish dominance required a carefully considered strategy combined with a devil-may-care attitude and fearlessness. It required a captain who thrived on confrontation rather than shrank from it. Drake met and exceeded those requirements. For him, faith and loyalty were matters of life and death. His instincts included a zeal for revenge against Spain and an inordinate fondness for gold.

Emboldened, Drake developed a plan to attack Spanish interests on the Pacific coast of Panama, “by way of the Straits of Magellan.” Elizabeth put a thousand crowns behind it. Secrecy was essential. “Her Majesty did swear by her crown that if any within her realm did give the king of Spain to understand,” Drake recalled, “they should lose their heads.”

Spain had the advantage of size and wealth, but England had Francis Drake. Of all English navigators, only Drake possessed the raw courage and skill to deliver the global influence Elizabeth and her advisers sought. He was never satisfied, always striving for more, as expressed in the opening stanza of a prayer he once wrote: “Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves, when our dreams have come true because we have dreamed too little, when we arrive safely because we sailed too close to the shore.” No one would ever accuse Drake of hugging the shore; he preferred to be far out at sea, on a broad reach, riding the wind where it would take him, or fighting it when circumstances demanded.

Elizabeth’s realm was poor and isolated by comparison with the great Spanish empire, more Beowulf than Camelot. It seemed likely that Spain, led by the methodical Philip II, would soon invade England and replace the Protestant queen, who had already been excommunicated by the pope, with a suitable Catholic monarch, bringing the country into the Vatican fold. The country was half-Catholic, and many of the populace would welcome the development. But Elizabeth’s improvised strategy and Drake’s daring defied this likely outcome and set England, Europe, and eventually much of the world on a different course. It marked the moment when England, overshadowed by Spain and Portugal, shook off Catholic authority. Drake became the catalyst in England’s great transition from an island nation to the British Empire.

All that Drake accomplished on his voyages, especially acts of piracy and violence, he did on Elizabeth’s behalf and, as a result of her largesse, for himself. Piracy offered his surest route to wealth and status, and, as the eldest son of a clergyman, he was unlikely to attain these prizes any other way. Elizabeth’s reputation in England was never higher than in the years surrounding Drake’s voyages. And he might have fancied becoming her beloved, joining the lengthy list of men whose affections she had ensnared. The farther he sailed around the world, the deeper he would sail into her heart, or so he hoped. It would be a long and unlikely journey.

Francis Drake, born in Devonshire in 1541, was the son of Edmund Drake (1518–1585), a farmer turned minister to the faithful at the Royal Dockyard in nearby Chatham, and his wife, Mary Mylwaye. The Drake name resonated across Devon, and his father beseeched a member of the nobility, Francis Russell, to sponsor the infant’s baptism, to little avail. Francis Drake spent his youth in obscurity, perhaps because his father became embroiled in religious controversy. William Camden, a British historian and contemporary of Drake, explained, “Whilest he was yet a child, his father embracing the Protestant Doctrine was called into question by the Law of the Six articles, made by King Henry the Eighth against the Protestants, fled his country, and withdrew himself into Kent. After the death of King Henry he got a place among the sea-men of the King’s Navy, to read prayers to them: and soon after he was ordained Deacon and made Vicar”—that is, a parish priest—“of the Church of Upnore.”

Drake’s father was too poor to keep his son at home, a circumstance that made all the difference in Francis’s life. “By reason of his poverty, he put his son to the Master of a Bark”—a ship with at least three masts—“his neighbour, who held him hard to his business in the Bark, with he used to coast along the shore, and sometimes to carry merchandise into Zeland [Denmark] and France. The youth . . . so pleased the old man by his industry, that being a bachelor, at his death he bequeathed the bark unto him by will and testament.”

In need of money, young Francis began his career as a slaver under the command of his cousin John Hawkins, who was prominent in the booming English slave-trading enterprise. In 1562 they sailed from Plymouth with three ships and kidnapped four hundred Africans in Guinea, selling their captives in the West Indies. Many prisoners died en route. But in the horrific calculus of slavery, their voyage was a commercial success. During the next five years, Drake and Hawkins completed three more voyages to Guinea, where they captured and enslaved another 1,200 Africans.

By summer of 1568, Drake, only twenty-seven years old, was still part of Hawkins’s fleet, but now he was leading eight ships carrying fifty-seven slaves, stolen silver, and jewelry to England, where they hoped to receive a modest profit. On August 12, a storm blew up and walloped the ships for eleven days, scattering the fleet. After weeks of wandering at sea, Hawkins and Drake happened on a Spanish vessel, whose crew told them of a harbor at San Juan de Ulúa. Located near Veracruz, Mexico, this fort was supervised by Spanish bureaucrats who regularly tortured suspects in the dungeons of churches. His worst fears about Catholicism confirmed, Drake recoiled. As Hawkins and the other English captains brought their battered vessels close to the harbor, a large Mexican fleet ensnared them. Only Drake’s ship Judith escaped—all the more remarkable because she was unarmed.

Drake spent four grueling months guiding Judith across the Atlantic, arriving at Plymouth on January 20, 1569. Two weeks later, Hawkins limped home to Plymouth, cursing his luck, the Spanish, and Drake, whom he denounced as a deserter. The claim reached the highest levels, and Queen Elizabeth jailed Drake for several weeks to placate Hawkins and to maintain the fiction that she neither condoned nor sponsored piracy.

Drake emerged from captivity seething with resentment—not against the queen, whose tacit approval he needed, or even Hawkins—but against the Spanish, and with good reason. Drake learned that his cousin Robert Barret had been arrested by the Inquisition in Mexico after the governor there, Don Martin Enriques, had given his word that the English adventurers would be safe. The governor then decided there was no need to keep his word when it came to heretics. He took several men prisoner and confined them to a dungeon. Some of the men were forced to renounce their religion while being tortured.

An even worse fate awaited Barret. He was burned at the stake. Drake never forgot and never forgave the outrage. From that time forward he despised Spanish tyranny and saw himself engaged in a crusade against this spreading evil. He had glimpsed their version of a world empire, one based on torture and the exploitation of local tribes, and he was repelled. He renounced slaving and vowed to seek revenge (and his fortune) against those who trafficked in human lives. He became a cunning, enthusiastic pirate, living by his wits, raiding Spanish forts, and taking but not killing Spanish prisoners. He told them he was simply getting back “a bit of his own” for the indignities he had witnessed at San Juan de Ulúa.

The previous circumnavigation came to a tragic conclusion fifty-five years earlier. In 1518, the Portuguese navigator Ferdinand Magellan, after repeatedly trying and failing to win support from his own king, Manuel I, persuaded Charles V of rival Spain to back the project. Magellan led a fleet of five little ships and 258 sailors from a variety of nations, many of them risking their lives at sea to avoid prison at home. In a time when it was widely believed that ships could sail over the edge of the world, the armada planned to sail beyond the horizon to the distant Moluccas. There nutmeg, cinnamon, and cloves, among the most valuable crops in the world—more valuable, even, than gold—grew in abundance. European traders wishing to reach the Spice Islands previously had traveled east rather than west, a journey by land and sea, until they reached their goal. A round-trip to the far side of the world lasted seven years or longer, if the traders survived the rigors of long-distance travel. And the herbs they brought back with them to Europe lost considerable potency along the way. Magellan hoped that by going west, in the opposite direction, over water, he would complete the trip in a year or less and return with fresher, more potent spices. All of that was speculation; no one had ever succeeded.

Throughout the voyage, Magellan, equipped with a set of hopelessly inaccurate maps, relied on his navigational instincts to sail from Seville across the Atlantic to the coast of Brazil, all the while fleeing Portuguese ships in pursuit, battling storms, and quelling violent mutinies.

After several disappointments, Magellan located a rumored passage near the southern tip of South America. By this time, he had lost two ships. The three remaining vessels ventured into the passage without benefit of maps. Thirty-eight days later, Magellan spied the Pacific Ocean and wept with joy. His relief did not last long. He faced the largest body of water on the planet, about which almost nothing was known in Europe. On this leg of the journey, his diminished fleet was assailed by storms and menaced by ocean-going warriors in their highly maneuverable proas. Magellan’s crew, confined aboard their ships, relied on worm-eaten biscuits and flying fish that landed on the decks. They slowly succumbed to scurvy, which Magellan and other officers escaped by accident. Because of their rank, they were entitled to an allocation of jam made from quince, a tart little fruit rich in vitamin C. Without realizing how or why, those who had access to quince were protected.

By March 6, 1521, the fleet reached the island of Guam, covering a little more than two hundred square miles barely rising above the surface of the ocean: their first sight of land in ninety-nine days. Ten days later Magellan’s fleet reached what is now called the Philippines, just four hundred miles from their goal, the Moluccas. They had sailed three-quarters of the way around the world. In the Philippines, Magellan blundered into a confrontation with a combative local chieftain, Lapu Lapu. Feeling secure with their Western firearms and shields and swords, Magellan and eighteen stalwart loyalists squared off against hundreds of warriors charging into harbor, brandishing fired-hardened swords under the command of Lapu Lapu. The men focused their wrath on Magellan, easily identifiable in his gleaming helmet, and cut him down.

After Magellan’s violent death, Victoria, laden with precious spices, continued on a westerly course. She was commanded by Juan Sebastián Elcano, a Basque navigator, who guided her across the Indian Ocean, around the Cape of Good Hope, and finally to Seville on September 6, 1522, three years after her departure. The battered ship’s arrival astonished the authorities, who had assumed that the entire fleet had come to grief in a remote part of the world. They were not far from wrong. Of the 258 sailors and five ships that had set out, only one ship with eighteen emaciated sailors completed the circumnavigation.

For the next fifty years, Magellan’s ill-fated mission was considered a cautionary tale rather than a great step forward in exploration. It demonstrated that circumnavigation was folly, an endeavor for overreaching kings and reckless captains in search of elusive wealth. The Portuguese navigator had established that the world was larger than anyone in Europe imagined—and far more hazardous.

That was how matters stood for more than half a century, when England challenged the Catholic—and Spanish—world order.

At the time of Victoria’s return to Seville, Henry VIII had ruled England for thirteen years. His was an exceedingly violent reign. He sent twenty-seven thousand people to their deaths, or nearly one percent of the population of England and Wales. In Germany, Martin Luther, having published his ninety-five Theses, had become the focus of controversy and launched a revolution. In 1520, Pope Leo X, thoroughly corrupt and highly intelligent, issued a bull—an official document—condemning Luther’s propositions as heretical. The pope gave the monk 120 days to renounce his Theses, but Luther refused, and on January 3, 1521, the pope excommunicated him. Several months later, on April 17, Luther appeared before the Diet of Worms, in Germany, still defiant, and declared, “Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me.” In response, Magellan’s onetime sponsor, Charles V of Spain, ordered Luther’s writings to be burned.

Henry had condemned Martin Luther, the German monk who launched the Protestant revolution, as “a venomous serpent, a pernicious plague, infernal wolf, an infectious soul, a detestable trumpeter of pride, calumnies and schism”—a description endorsed by Pope Leo X. Several years later, Luther further challenged Roman orthodoxy by marrying a nun, Katherine of Bora, with whom he had five children, and retreating from the revolution he had launched.

But for now, in 1521, Leo X, nearing the end of his life, looked to Henry VIII to champion the church. The king in response wrote “Defence of the Seven Sacraments,” which attacked Luther’s theology and earned Henry the title “King of England and France, Defender of the Faith and Lord of Ireland.” But matters did not rest there. Tension between England and the Vatican grew until, in 1538, Pope Paul III excommunicated Henry and deprived him of the title “Defender of the Faith.”

Seeking a male heir to the throne, the king had tried in 1527 to persuade the pope to annul his twenty-three-year marriage to Catherine of Aragon, with whom he had a daughter. When the pope refused, Henry formed the Church of England, which would permit him to marry his longtime mistress, Anne Boleyn. Henry had previously bedded and spurned Anne Boleyn’s sister, Mary. Anne, not wanting to repeat this pattern, insisted that they marry before they embarked on sexual intimacy. But would the pope agree?

Henry dispatched his influential chancellor, Cardinal Wolsey, to request an annulment of his marriage to Catherine. Wolsey was unsuccessful and found himself in jeopardy with the king. He offered a magnificent new palace at Hampton Court to Henry in a bid to save his status but died before Henry subjected the cardinal to the humiliation of a mock trial for disloyalty.

Lusting for Anne and tantalized by the prospect of a male heir at last, Henry married her in secret under the auspices of the newly constituted Church of England. When she became pregnant, his court astrologers agreed with their king’s prediction that the child of his second marriage would be a boy. Instead, Anne Boleyn gave birth to a girl: Elizabeth.

He was so disheartened by the newborn’s gender that he did not attend the baby’s christening, and he blamed her mother for the treachery of giving birth to a girl. Condemned as a witch, Anne Boleyn became known as “the great Whore.” Henry was not one to forgive. Two years later, he determined to behead his second wife.

“I have only a little neck,” Anne pleaded while placing her hands over her exposed throat. An experienced executioner imported from Calais dispatched her with a stroke of his massive sword as she stared at him with open eyes.

Later, the story spread that Anne Boleyn had a sixth finger—a sign of the devil. In England at the time, the devil was considered real and powerful. (Some paintings of Anne Boleyn indicate a small bump, possibly an extra nail, protruding from the little finger of her left hand.) Her daughter, only a toddler, was declared illegitimate, and it was said that Henry could not bear to set eyes on little Elizabeth. Her nanny had to beg for essentials for the girl, “for she hath neither gown, nor kirtle, nor petti coat, nor no manner of linen, nor foresmocks, nor kerchiefs, nor sleeves, nor rails, nor body-stitchets, nor mufflers, nor biggins” (a sleeping cap). With the birth of Prince Edward to Henry’s next wife, Jane Seymour, Elizabeth remained outside the line of succession until 1544, two years after Henry beheaded Catherine Howard, his fifth wife, on suspicion of adultery.

Despite her straitened circumstances, young Elizabeth learned Latin and Greek from Roger Ascham, a scholar and scribe. Later, she was trained in public speaking—a rare skill for a woman of that era.

Henry lived on a while longer, injuring his leg at a jousting tournament at Greenwich Palace on January 24, 1536, when he was thrown from his horse, which proceeded to fall on him. He lay unconscious for two hours. His leg became ulcerated. Unable to exercise, he became morbidly obese, expanding to well over three hundred pounds. His eyesight failing, subject to spells of paranoia, he lived for eleven more years, marrying six times in all. He died on January 28, 1547, at the age of fifty-six, leaving the religious and political landscape dramatically transformed.

These were the darkest years for young Elizabeth. During this time, Catherine Parr, Henry’s last wife, married Edward VI’s uncle, Thomas Seymour of Sudeley. The couple took Elizabeth into their household at Chelsea. There Seymour, nearly forty years old, was said to have sexually harassed Elizabeth, who was only fourteen. Entering her bedroom dressed only in a nightgown, he tickled the girl and smacked her buttocks. Strangely, Catherine Parr participated. She, too, tickled Elizabeth and restrained the girl as her husband slashed her gown “into a thousand pieces.” But when Catherine discovered her husband embracing Elizabeth, she put a stop to the outlandish behavior. In May 1548, she moved Elizabeth out of the household.

It has been theorized that these episodes had a formative effect on Elizabeth’s character. The victims of sexual abuse can manifest an unusual interest in or avoidance of sexual activity. They can suffer from sleeplessness, or nightmares, or other symptoms of what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder. Elizabeth experienced all of these symptoms throughout her life.

On Henry’s death, his young son, Edward, ascended to the throne. England’s first Protestant monarch was plagued by a series of debilitating illnesses, and he died in 1553, just fifteen years old. Edward’s untimely death precipitated another succession crisis. Edward’s Protestant cousin, Jane Grey, highly educated, and herself only sixteen years old, briefly succeeded him. While Lady Jane was awaiting coronation, Edward’s oldest sister, Mary, a Catholic, and Henry VIII’s daughter with his first wife, orchestrated the trial and execution of both Jane Grey and her husband for treason.

Mary ascended to the throne in 1553 and plotted to return England and Ireland to the Roman Catholic Church. During her five-year-long reign of terror, Mary ordered 280 dissenters burned at the stake. Protestants denounced her as “Bloody Mary.” She relished her role as an avenging angel but worried that her much younger half sister, Elizabeth, would spark a Protestant insurrection. To prevent that circumstance, Mary confined Elizabeth to the Tower of London, a medieval fortress and prison rising above the north bank of the Thames.

Determined to prevent Elizabeth from succeeding her, Mary married Prince Philip II of Spain and hoped for an heir. In September 1554, she began to gain weight, stopped menstruating, and developed nausea. It seemed an heir was on the way. Only Philip had doubts. Elizabeth, languishing under house arrest, was summoned to observe the birth of Mary’s successor, but Mary had suffered a false pregnancy. She considered the outcome divine retribution for having “tolerated heretics” in her realm. After another false pregnancy, she died on November 17, 1558, possibly of ovarian cancer.

Despite Mary’s machinations, Henry VIII’s second child, Elizabeth Tudor, age twenty-five, became queen, a Protestant monarch. Her hold on power was tenuous, and few had any inkling that she was destined for greatness on the throne as she did her best to juggle the competing claims of Protestants and Catholics.

During the same period in Spain, the old order was yielding to the new. The most powerful man in Europe, Charles V, the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, became ill and depressed and withdrew to the Monastery of Yuste in Extremadura, where amid the bucolic surroundings he contemplated his mortality. Suffering from debilitating gout, he abdicated his throne in 1556 in favor of Philip. In March 1558, Charles was said to have staged his own funeral. During the ceremony, he concealed himself in his coffin as mourners wept with as much feeling as they would at a real funeral. When the mock service concluded, Charles rose from the casket and sequestered himself in his apartment, where he died on September 21.

Philip II, or Felipe el Prudente, came to power at the peak of the Siglo de Oro Español: the Spanish Golden Age. Before anyone referred to Great Britain as the “empire on which the sun never sets,” the concept applied to Spain—el imperio donde nunca se pone el sol. At its peak, the empire included much of Central and South America including Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela, and wide swaths of Africa. And it was the source of great wealth for Spain, particularly gold from Central and South America.

During this period, the artists Diego Velázquez and El Greco flourished. Tomás Luis de Victoria, Cristóbal de Morales, Francisco Guerrero, Luis de Milán, and Alonso Lobo advanced Renaissance music. Nor was the flowering confined to the visual arts and music. Spanish literature also thrived. Miguel de Cervantes, born north of Madrid, created Don Quixote. And Spain’s celebrated playwright Lope de Vega wrote a thousand plays abounding with stylistic innovations. He was so prolific that Cervantes called him Monstruo de la Naturaleza, the Monster of Nature.

In his mid-forties, Philip decided to subdue Protestant England. He ordered the Duke of Alba to invade the island nation, deploying an army of only six thousand. Spain’s best general, the duke insisted this task was pure folly, but Philip proclaimed it was God’s will that Spain would prevail. Elizabeth ruled England by means of “tyranny,” Philip believed, and Mary, Queen of Scots, a Catholic, was the “true and legitimate successor” to Elizabeth. But Mary was both unlucky and unwise. She was the only child of King James V of Scotland and succeeded him upon his death when she was only six days old. She married three times, the first time to Francis, King of France, at the age of fifteen. With Lord Darnley, she had one child, in 1566, who later became James VI and I of Scotland and England. Mary’s imprudent marriages allowed Elizabeth, free of similar entanglements, to keep her rival at bay. As their rivalry played out, Philip postponed the inevitable confrontation between the two nations. Spain and England meanwhile fought one another with proxies on the Continent and in South America. In the years to come, the Spanish empire, though wealthy, slowly stagnated, and Philip increasingly functioned as a cautious caretaker known for his pale complexion and melancholy demeanor. He passed his days sequestered in a small office within the massive walls of the Monasterio de El Escorial, arriving at decisions—or more often, deferring them—according to his ministers’ written recommendations.

All the while, the Holy Inquisition, designed to combat heresy, deprived Spain of some of its most accomplished and wealthiest inhabitants, as it had since the twelfth century, when the influential Pope Innocent III declared, “Anyone who attempts to construe a personal view of God which conflicts with Church dogma must be burned without pity.” The Inquisition’s rituals, especially the auto-da-fé, travestied legal proceedings and inflicted cruelty for which Spain became notorious across Europe and later South America. The auto-da-fé was intended to instill fear, and it accomplished its goal with ruthless efficiency.

The rite usually commenced with a procession of monks followed by officials and finally those condemned to perform public penance or, even worse, be burned at the stake. These were prolonged exercises, beginning at daybreak and lasting throughout the day, by which time the stink of burning flesh and shrieks of those being tortured filled the air.

The prisoners destined to be burned at the stake held green candles as they went and wore miters painted with flames as well as a halter or noose around their necks. Many wore the dreaded sanbenito, a tunic made of linen and adorned with images of flames or demons delivering a heretic into hell.

Not everyone was condemned to death. Some penitents, wearing a yellow gown with two red bands in the shape of a St. Andrew’s Cross, kneeled, recited a catechism, and stated “Yes, I believe” in response to each statement of dogma. They were then subjected to various forms of penance, including serving as a soldier in a distant outpost or aboard a galley, which was nearly tantamount to a death sentence. Survivors convicted of heresy could not hold office, nor could they work as a physician, apothecary, surgeon, merchant, advocate, or even grocer. They were subject to severe sumptuary laws, forbidden to wear silver, gold, pearls, other gems, silk, and other luxury fabrics. They were barred from riding horses and bearing arms. These prohibitions extended to the second and even the third generation, so their grandchildren, perhaps unborn, endured the same stigma as their forebears, on an equally irrational basis.

In Mexico, where the Inquisition was active, these grotesque practices extended to English sailors—the “Lutherans” and Protestant heretics, whom the Spanish despised. In 1569, Drake’s cousin John Hawkins narrowly escaped capture by the forces of the Inquisition in Veracruz. Had he been captured, the English role in the Age of Discovery would have been diminished.

Others were not so fortunate as Hawkins. A band of English sailors left behind in the region lived for six years in relative peace until the Inquisition, established in Mexico in 1571, caught up with them, placed them under arrest, and transported them to Mexico, where they were subjected to an auto-da-fé. One of the survivors, Miles Philips, made it back to England, where he recounted the suffering he and his compatriots endured. Everyone was tortured on the rack and forced to recant Protestant beliefs. The ordeal did not end there. The Inquisition erected a scaffold “in the middle of the market place in Mexico right over against the head church.” On the day of execution, the heretics were placed in yellow sanbenitos with red crosses to await their fate. Fires were lit, filling the air with smoke mingled with a primal instinct for slaughter. Then came the verdicts. Some English prisoners were condemned to serve in Spanish monasteries for years while wearing the humiliating sanbenito while others were “burned to ashes” on the spot.

Sixty-eight survivors, including Philips, “were carried back that night to prison again.” On Good Friday 1575, the captives were whipped, forced to mount horses “naked from the middle upward” as a “spectacle for all the people to behold throughout the chief and principal streets of the city” and to display stripes “most cruelly laid-upon their naked bodies with long whips by sundry men appointed to be the executioners.” As they proceeded, three hundred criers announced, “Behold these English dogs, Lutherans, enemies of God!”

Some English captives—John Gray, John Brown, John Rider, John Moon, James Collier, and Thomas Brown—suffered two hundred lashes, and were sentenced to serve aboard Spanish galleys for eight years. “And then was I, Miles Philips called, and was adjudged to serve in a monastery for five years, without any stripes, and to wear a fool’s coat; or sanbenito, during all that time.” Philips was relatively lucky. He was among the survivors, although he would bear the psychic scars of the ordeal.

This fate constantly threatened Drake and every other “Lutheran” who ventured into Central America or other territory controlled by Spain. Only the boldest, the most reckless, or the most foolhardy risked falling into the Inquisition’s snares.

In contrast to the powerful and pious global empire that was Spain, England was an island mired in debt and drifting into poverty. In January 1558, France invaded England’s sole territorial possession, the port city of Calais, formerly the “brightest jewel in the English crown,” and reclaimed it. Without this little colony, the ancient kingdom was more isolated than ever. Her penurious subjects were divided on the crucial matter of religion and demoralized by a frail economy that depended on exporting woolen cloth, the proceeds of which could not offset dire conditions at home. Burial mounds were often ransacked by desperate “hill-diggers” in search of buried wealth. Famine drove people to survive on acorns, grass moistened with milk, sawdust, and the blood of animals. To one visitor, the starving populace resembled “walking skeletons.”

It seemed unlikely that England would soon reverse its downward spiral, yet there were those at Elizabeth’s court and scattered throughout the land who envisioned a more glorious and prosperous future for the nation, especially across the seas.




Chapter II

The Monarch and the Mystic

In 1570, Robert Dudley and Christopher Hatton, two of Elizabeth’s confidants at court, commissioned the Cambridge-educated John Dee, equal parts mathematician and mystic, to report on the state of the nation’s political, economic, and social affairs. A man whom Elizabeth called “my philosopher,” Dee inspired the character of Prospero in Shakespeare’s play The Tempest. And he helped to create the British intelligence service. To enhance his mystique, he signed his letters to Queen Elizabeth with a pair of O’s to indicate watchful eyes, followed by the number 7, believed to be lucky, drawn across the O’s: 007, from which Ian Fleming, a former British intelligence officer turned spy novelist, is said to have taken James Bond’s code number. The spirit of James Bond, combining absolute loyalty to the Crown with a cavalier attitude toward danger, extends back to Drake. (Elizabeth, with her penchant for secret codes, assigned nicknames to her closest associates; Drake became known as “Water” and Dee, “Eyes.”

In search of more sophisticated education, the young Dee had traveled to Louvain, Belgium, where he encountered leading-edge scientists and the eminent cartographer Gerardus Mercator, who integrated Columbus’s discoveries into his maps. No longer did depictions of the world show the Garden of Eden and Tower of Babel as actual, if unlocated, places. Mercator showed geographical features on a rectangular map with precision. Dee and the thirty-year-old Mercator became close. “It was the custom of our mutual friendship and intimacy that, during three whole years, neither of us willingly lacked the other’s presence for as much as three whole days.”

By now Dee was turning away offers of royal patronage. He returned to an England recovering from the excesses of the reign of Henry VIII and became a prominent figure at the court of the young Edward VI. He received a generous pension at a young age, tutored the sons of nobility, and earned renown as an “expert astronomer.” But his fortunes turned when, on May 28, 1555, during Queen Mary’s reign, an order went out to apprehend Dee and seize his books as evidence. It would be three years until Elizabeth became queen. Dee, who had once had an audience with Elizabeth, was considered a member of a clandestine group supporting her claim to the throne, but his real crime, according to the authorities, concerned his practicing mathematics, “calculating” being considered a form of witchcraft. After interrogation, he escaped with his life but was deprived of the means to make a living and suspected of heresy. The death of Mary and the ascension of Elizabeth to the throne changed everything for Dee. He still had her ear and, as a fervent believer in astrology, drew up charts concerning her reign, selecting January 15, 1559, as the most auspicious date for her coronation.

Dee went abroad soon after the great event. He immersed himself in Kabbalah, a focus of interest because Hebrew was thought to contain in coded form the secrets of the cosmos. Dee’s studies took him into the realms of numerology and another preoccupation of mystics: angels. Dee believed that the study of such symbols would melt away religious obstacles and bring him closer to a universal tongue. He also took care to keep Elizabeth current with his work. After his return to England, he had an audience with the queen on two solemn occasions, immediately after the death of his second wife and again after the death of his mother. Following these meetings, she regularly summoned him to court to consult about personal matters, including her plans for marriage.

When not at court, Dee lived with his third wife in his mother’s modest house in Mortlake, a pleasant village on the south bank of the Thames River, about eight miles from London. There he acquired other buildings, which came to house one of the biggest libraries in Europe, and which included works on magic, mathematics, zoology, marriage, tides, weather, and many other subjects, the more esoteric the better. Works by Copernicus, Ptolemy, and Boethius adorned his shelves. There were 2,670 texts in all, compared with 451 manuscripts at Cambridge and 379 at Oxford.

Beyond his library, Dee introduced crucial mathematical symbols such as +, –, and ÷ to England. At the same time he became ever more absorbed in mysticism. By 1581, he believed he could communicate with angels with an obsidian “scrying mirror” intended to conjure spirits. This object, similar in size and shape to a woman’s pocket mirror, but shiny and black, was intended to connect with the spirit world. Unable to see spirits himself, a source of frustration for such a dedicated mystic, he relied on a professional scryer, or medium, to carry out the work for him by gazing into the device in the hope of seeing visions or messages from the great beyond.

On a more rational level, Dee devised the Brytannicæ Republicæ Synopsis—“Summary of the Commonwealth of Britain” (1570)—in which he argued that only through maritime preeminence could England colonize newly discovered lands and resources and assemble them into an empire. He singled out economic problems afflicting England such as unemployment. And he was the first person to use the term “British Empire” to describe his vision. Dee’s bold plan challenged the Spanish and Portuguese hegemony over the New World, but Elizabeth knew that giving the scheme her official blessing would surely provoke King Philip—something she could not afford to do at this time.

Dee proposed a solution for England’s chronic economic insufficiencies in the form of buried treasure. Many in England concealed their riches in the earth in those days; there was no better way to secure gems and coins. The practice came to the attention of Dee, whom some people implored to use his gifts to lead them to buried treasure, but to do so was illegal, and it would have opened him to a charge of using magic to recover stolen goods. The first conviction for such a crime meant a year’s imprisonment, and the
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