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            Introduction 
          
        

      

      
        
          This book began taking shape in 2003 and followed a course almost as circuitous as Henry Hudson’s in the Half Moon. 

      

      
        I was planning to write about the Laurentian Shield and its role in the history and culture of Canada. One chapter would deal
               with early exploration, and I decided to use as a thematic rallying point the lost astrolabe of Samuel de Champlain, a showcase
               holding of the Canadian Museum of Civilization. Researching the history of that astrolabe produced the first of many unexpected
               turns. The provenance of the device where Champlain was concerned was iffy at best, and I ended up writing a cover feature
               for the Beaver, Canada’s national history magazine, on why Jesuit missionaries were a much better fit as its owners.
            

      

      
        Explaining the provenance issue also required me to investigate why Champlain was traveling on the Ottawa River in the summer
               of 1613, when he supposedly lost the astrolabe. It turned out he was making a harrowing journey into uncharted territory,
               in hope of both reaching the Northern Sea and collecting from an Algonquin people called the Nebicerini an English boy they
               were holding captive. The Discovery mutiny of 1611 on James Bay was the only possible source of the boy, as John Hudson had been cast away in a shallop with his
               father, Henry, and seven other Englishmen and had never been seen since.
            

      

      
        While Champlain did not find the boy (and it’s never been entirely clear that the captive youth ever existed), the story was
               irresistible. The book about the Laurentian Shield was itself cast away, as I wrote instead the story of the traumatic convergence
               in the careers of Hudson and Champlain. Three years of research and writing produced God’s Mercies, which was published by Doubleday Canada in 2007.
            

      

      
        Along the way, I conducted more than enough research to write an entire biography of Hudson, covering all four of his known
               voyages. Before God’s Mercies was published I began making plans to that end. But it was the “prequel” voyage to the final, fatal one of 1610–11, which
               I wrote about in detail in God’s Mercies, that especially intrigued me. The 1609 Half Moon voyage was as strange and at times as tragic as the Discovery venture. And it also had the distinction of laying the groundwork for the founding of the great city of New York. Early in
               2008, I telescoped the plan to write a full biography and began writing the book you now have in your hands. I had dealt with
               the 1609 voyage tangentially in God’s Mercies, which meant that in some aspects of the story, I would be revisiting familiar terrain. I expected some amount of retelling
               of what I had covered—the basic facts about Sir Thomas Smythe and Robert Juet, for example. But it soon became clear that,
               as much research as I had performed in the previous three years, there was still more to do, in digesting new materials, revisiting
               the sources I already had, and deciding what it all meant.
            

      

      
        When I lecture on the craft of narrative nonfiction, I stress that writing history requires an imagination. By that I do not
               mean the skill or nerve to make things up. Rather, it is the ability to sift through available evidence, however thin at times,
               and see patterns, connections, and possibilities. And the new book provided a fresh opportunity to think hard about what the
               evidence was trying to tell me. That was especially true of the remarkable letter written by Thomas Holland, mayor of Dartmouth,
               to Sir Robert Cecil after Holland met Hudson and debriefed him on where he had just been on the Half Moon voyage and what he was planning to do next. That encounter was a prelude to events in God’s Mercies. Now, it was both an aftermath to the Half Moon voyage and a crucial bit of evidence in fathoming Hudson’s motivations. I had pondered those motivations in God’s Mercies, but for this new work I was able to bring the evidence into much clearer focus.
            

      

      
        I also changed my mind about something I’d already written in God’s Mercies, which thankfully was a minor fact in that work, but a major one in the new book. I had accepted the conclusions of earlier
               writers that Hudson’s first landfall in the Half Moon was around the Georges River in what is now Maine. Viewed in isolation, the Georges River did seem a good fit. But as I now
               had the time and the writing space to properly dissect the 1609 voyage and the journal entries of Robert Juet, I realized
               that his account was impossible to reconcile with a passage from the Georges River to the Half Moon’s next landfall, Cape Cod. The evidence instead clearly was pointing back from Cape Cod to Nova Scotia’s south shore, to
               the area around Liverpool and La Have—something I believe my friend the scholar Conrad Heidenreich tried to tell me while
               I was researching God’s Mercies, but it had failed to sink in.
            

      

      The deductive process was an interesting lesson in working with historical narrative and required a slew of hydrographic charts
            with soundings to compare to those recorded by Juet in order to come to a satisfactory answer. The voyage essentially had
            to be reverse-engineered, starting with a known landfall, at Cape Cod, and working backward to see where the trail of evidence
            led. Having settled on La Have as Hudson’s first landfall, I was then able to trace the voyage back to an uncomfortably close
            encounter with Sable Island. The voyage record for that leg, from the first encounter with the Grand Banks to the arrival
            at La Have, is at times confusing and difficult to reconcile with cartographic references, but this only underscored for me
            what a confusing and difficult time Hudson was having in making his way safely through substantially uncharted waters.
         

      
        My research already had led me to propose a new theory of how the French initially colonized eastern North America at the
               dawn of the seventeenth century. I was able to show striking parallels in the writings of Champlain and the midcontinental
               passage theory of Englishman Edward Hayes, published in 1602, which strongly suggested that Champlain and his cohorts had
               taken their cue from Hayes’s writings, to the point that Champlain had fudged some of his evidence for what lay upstream of
               the rapids at present-day Montréal in order to agree with what Hayes had committed to print. I published an article to this
               effect in the Beaver. I was unable to make full use of the evidence in the course of telling the essential story of God’s Mercies, but I’ve now been able to employ it more completely, as it is so critical to understanding what Hudson was up to during
               his at times bewildering 1609 voyage. (Champlain is also back, in a noteworthy supporting role.) I’ve also been able to employ
               additional evidence of Spanish ideas about a midcontinental passage that were in circulation in the 1560s. The notion that
               there was a route right through North America to the Orient’s riches was a highly influential one, and its importance in the
               motivations and justifications of the early colonization period is in my mind underappreciated, when appreciated at all.
            

        

      

      
        A fair-sized challenge in telling the story of the 1609 Half Moon voyage, as my struggles with his initial landfall indicate, lay in figuring out where Henry Hudson was on any given day. As
               the narrative explains, above and beyond the considerable problems of accuracy in surviving navigational data for the voyage,
               one has to contend with significant changes in terrain, shorelines, and water depths.
            

      

      I set out to create the maps in this book for two reasons. One was to help me figure out where Hudson was and what he would
            have seen. The other was to help the reader follow the story.
         

      
        The Half Moon’s reported daily position fixes and dead-reckoning results were far too incomplete and error-prone for me to dare plot a
               course for the entire voyage that a reader might construe as definitive. With a few exceptions, I’ve opted instead to draw
               regions visited with sufficient detail to allow the reader to appreciate where the ship (probably) was. In the cases of Rockaway
               Inlet, Chesapeake Bay, and Delaware Bay, I have used historic navigation charts as base maps. These are old enough that significant
               modern changes (by and large man-made) are avoided, but not so old that their accuracy is an issue. It would be wrong to assume
               that any places in these charts from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were exactly as presented when Hudson came
               calling. But they give a more informative picture than an up-to-date navigation chart.
            

      

      The real cartographic challenges arose in the greater New York area and along the length of the Hudson River to Albany. The
            man-made changes to coastlines and depth contours have been enormous since Hudson’s time, and working back to a reasonable
            portrait of what these waters might have been like circa 1609 is no easy matter. I consulted many maps and charts (technically,
            a chart is a map used for marine navigation) dating back to the seventeenth century, but their plotting accuracy is often
            suspect, and depth soundings do not start to become both detailed and authoritative until the nineteenth century.
         

      
        For the maps of the New York area in chapters 13 and 16, I began with the lovely Map of New-York Bay and Harbor and Environs, a tour de force of hydrography and topography published by the Survey of the Coast of the United States in 1845. Its soundings
               serve as the main basis for my depth contours. The map also provided the essential shape of the shore, but for some details,
               especially in Upper New York Bay and particularly Manhattan, I consulted maps and charts dating back to the era of New Netherland.
               I would not presume my efforts to be definitive, as we can never know exactly what was there, four hundred years ago.
            

      

      The Hudson River turned out to be a much bigger challenge to draw than I first imagined. The river has seen many changes in
            its depths and shorelines. Railway construction in particular has “hardened” many miles of shore. I began with a series of
            nineteenth-century nautical charts for some 150 miles of river from New York to Albany, which gave soundings as well as contours
            of where the river began to shoal, at the three-fathom line. To help the reader appreciate where the river was particularly
            challenging, I made a tracing of these shoaling waters. For the shoreline (and a more accurate plotting of the river’s course),
            I turned to U.S. Geological Survey topographic maps that were generally the result of fieldwork in the 1890s. These had a
            major advantage of being fairly accurate in plotting while preserving many natural shoreline contours that existed before
            the railways were completed.
         

      When I finished plotting, I realized I had created a series of digital illustration files totaling some fifteen feet in length,
            which was a little more detail than a book warrants. The river was then broken into six sections and greatly scaled down to
            fit the printed page.
         

      
        After all that, I cannot guarantee that the river looked exactly like this to Hudson. Shoals (and islands) come and go and
               shift over time in any river. Some of the areas described as shoaling waters still would have been navigable to a vessel that
               drew eight or nine feet of water like the Half Moon; other areas would have been dry at low tide. As with the maps of the New York area, the ones describing the Hudson River
               are a best effort by me to give the reader a sense of the landscape and seascape Hudson encountered, and an appreciation of
               the obstacles he faced.
            

      

      Some final notes on style: To make the story more digestible by the general reader, I have used English translations for titles
            of seventeenth-century Dutch publications and the names of trading companies. To the same end I have “translated” quotes from
            contemporary English documents into modern English. In that regard, little more has been done than adopt modern spelling,
            without which many passages can be difficult for nonscholars to follow.
         

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1
          
        

      

      
        
          On Tuesday, September 1, 1609, seventeen of the most powerful and affluent merchants in the world gathered in Amsterdam. They
               were the directors of the Generaale Vereenigde Geoctroijeerde Oost-indische Compagnie—the General United Chartered East-Indian
               Company, better known by its initials as the VOC, and to the English as the Dutch East India Company. However one referred
               to it, the VOC was the most powerful and profitable commercial entity in the world, the main engine of prosperity for the
               United Northern Provinces, or Dutch Republic. It held the country’s monopoly on trade to the Far East on the proven ocean
               trade routes: around Africa, and through the Strait of Magellan at the tip of South America.
            

      

      The enormous profits from porcelain, textiles, coffee, tea, and spices made the little nation a colossus of global trade.
            Perpetuating that wealth was the responsibility of the VOC’s board, the Here Sewentien, or Lords Seventeen. All attention
            at this board meeting was on the members from Amsterdam, who represented the largest of the company’s six regional chambers
            of investors, which ran individual shipping operations in the name of the greater company. Having contributed about half the
            investment capital when the world’s first joint-stock company was formed in 1602, Amsterdam’s chamber dominated the company’s
            affairs, but was still answerable to the rest of the investors. The company’s charter limited Amsterdam to eight of seventeen
            board seats. They had been able to have their way on a pet project with a bit of boardroom arm twisting, but now it was time
            for the other nine directors from Hoorn, Rotterdam, Enkhuizen, Delft, and Zeeland to hold them to account.
         

      The Amsterdam directors were asked to distribute copies of two critical documents. One was the sailing instructions for a
            voyage of discovery dispatched the previous April. The other was the contract of the Englishman hired to command it.
         

      
        A single vessel, the Half Moon,* had been sent out at the initiative of the Amsterdam investors. Her master, or commanding officer, was Henry Hudson, an Englishman
               who had made two arctic voyages aboard a little ship called the Hopewell for commercial interests in his own country in 1607 and 1608. The first voyage had tried and failed to prove the feasibility
               of a midsummer passage to the Orient over the North Pole. The second had tried and failed to prove the feasibility of a midsummer
               passage to the Orient over the top of Russia. Thanks to the Amsterdam chamber, Hudson had been hired to again try the route
               over Russia, this time for the VOC.
            

      

      
        The Hopewell voyages, despite their failure, had made Henry Hudson the leading international figure in efforts, however sporadic and unproductive,
               to prove a northerly passage to the Orient. Interest had been falling in and out of fashion among merchant adventurers for
               decades. The English had not attempted the Northeast Passage, over the top of Russia, since 1580 when Hudson again tested
               it in 1608. But the possibility of a northern route, like the prospect of turning lead into gold, or of perpetual motion,
               continued to entice.
            

      

      A viable route would reduce a round-trip trading voyage to the Far East from two years or more to about six months. Returns
            on capital would be far quicker, and risks could be greatly reduced. About one ship in five never came back from the round-Africa
            route. A northern passage could avoid, among other hazards, battles with the Spanish and Portuguese, devastating diseases,
            hulls that rotted during lengthy stays in tropical waters, and the mysterious, debilitating scourge of scurvy, which cut down
            men by the score on lengthy ocean passages.
         

      Dutch merchants had made a concerted effort to prove a northern route on three voyages in the 1590s associated with the pilot
            Willem Barentsz. The death of Barentsz on the final voyage, in 1597, had brought an end to that phase of the quest, but the
            idea of pursuing the passage search had never entirely gone away. Any possible solution to the bottom-line problem of a transportation
            pipeline that tended to consume one fifth of the delivery vehicles—and about one third of the employees—was going to merit
            a second, third, or fourth look.
         

      The VOC had been grappling not only with the potential of a Northeast route but with the consequences of some other group
            of Dutch merchants discovering it and securing the applicable monopoly from the government, the States-General. A new Oriental
            trade that could be conducted in six months would vaporize the value of investments in a VOC monopoly on a route that took
            far longer and involved myriad hazards and losses. At a meeting in August 1603, the VOC’s directors had resolved not to mount
            an arctic expedition but had also rather grimly decided that “if this navigation should be undertaken by any private persons,
            it ought to be by all means prevented.”
         

      The renewed Amsterdam interest in the autumn of 1608 that had led to Henry Hudson’s hiring was born of daunting geopolitics.
            The northern provinces of the Netherlands had formally become in dependent from Spanish rule in 1581, in a rebellion that
            had launched the Eighty Years’ War in 1568. While the new republic was supported by England and France, its former Spanish
            overlords of the Hapsburg empire long refused to recognize its independence. Peace negotiations had begun in 1607 at The Hague
            (Den Haag) but had just collapsed. The Spanish were insisting that the Dutch give up the East Indies trade as a condition
            of peace, a nonstarter. The Spanish delegation had gone home, and the prospect of outright war on the main southern trade
            route, around Africa, was high. It was time to consider, once again, the possibility that there was an alternate route to
            the Orient’s riches through arctic waters.
         

      Henry Hudson was considered to be the best man for the job when the Amsterdam merchants decided that the VOC should have another
            look at the hypothetical route over the top of Russia. Hudson’s previous ventures for his English employers had amounted to
            an extended fact-checking of the arctic voyages made by Barentsz on the same routes in the 1590s.
         

      
        Hudson might have been forty years old when he received his invitation in the autumn of 1608 to come to Amsterdam and chat
               about arctic passage-making. A speculative portrait would later show him with close-cropped hair and beard, slightly bulbous
               eyes, and a ruff collar almost as wide as his shoulders, but there is no evidence he actually looked anything like this. He
               would have been well weathered by his arctic adventures, and while his connections at the court of England’s James I would
               prove to be considerable, he was not a courtier or a noble but a professional mariner, as the positions of master and pilot
               attributed to him in the 1608 voyage journal were licensed by Trinity House on Deptford Strand. We know he was married to
               a woman named Katherine and that he had three sons. But because we don’t know when they were married, we can’t say whether
               all of his dependents were their shared offspring or were the products of an early Hudson marriage to a different woman. There
               was a toddler, Richard, and a young man, Oliver, who was about to make him a grandfather. Finally there was John, who had
               been the ship’s boy on the 1607 Hopewell voyage. While he was listed as a general member of the 1608 crew, Hudson nevertheless called him “my boy” in his journal.
               John might have been in his early teens when his father entered into negotiations with the Amsterdam merchants.
            

      

      The Amsterdam chamber liked what it heard from him about the feasibility of the northeast route. On December 27, 1608, according
            to the chamber’s minutes, three members were tasked “to draft the contracts with the Englishman and the letters to be written
            to the Chambers.” These letters were to solicit the other chambers’ support for sending out Hudson on a voyage backed by the
            entire company, as opposed to what would have been a “private” venture by the Amsterdam chamber. A simple majority vote of
            the seventeen directors would be required. At the same time, two directors were commissioned “to look out, in conjunction
            with Dirck Gerritsz, the chief boatswain, for a suitable vessel . . . wherein the English-man may sail.”
         

      

      The employment contract called for Hudson to depart around April 1 and sail to a northern latitude that would allow him to
            clear the tip of Novaya Zemlya, the great Russian archipelago known as the “belt of stone,” as Barentsz twice had. He was
            then to proceed east until he was able to sail at least as far south as latitude 60—a physical impossibility, as the Asian
            landmass reached into far higher latitudes than geographers thought. “He shall obtain as much knowledge of the lands as can
            be done without any considerable loss of time, and if it is possible, return immediately in order to make a faithful report
            and relation of the voyage to the Directors, and to deliver over his journals, log books and charts, together with an account
            of everything whatsoever which shall happen to him during the voyage, without keeping anything back.”
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        Should Hudson be successful in reaching latitude 60 beyond Novaya Zemlya—and in returning alive—the directors pledged, they
               would “reward the before named Hudson for his dangers, trouble and knowledge, in their discretion, with which the before mentioned
               Hudson is content.” Further, if the directors thought it “proper to prosecute and continue the same voyage”—in other words,
               to have another try—“it is stipulated and agreed with the before named Hudson that he shall make his residence in this country,
               with his wife and children, and shall enter into employment of no other than the Company, and this at the discretion of the
               Directors who also promise to make him satisfied and content for such further service in all justice and equity, all without
               fraud or evil intent.”
            

      

      The Amsterdam chamber had hired Hudson for a basic reconnaissance mission with a narrowly defined set of objectives. The contract,
            in modern parlance, was significantly back-loaded, with promises of ample rewards, lengthy employment, and security for Hudson
            and his family, should the Englishman prove his skills and worth on the initial voyage.
         

      
        The Amsterdam chamber was able to have Hudson’s voyage anointed as an official VOC undertaking, and he departed the city on
               April 4, sailing north up the inland sea, the Zuiderzee. The Half Moon negotiated the shifting sands at Texel, the island marking the entrance to the North Sea, on April 6. Three days later, the
               Twelve Year Truce between Spain and the Dutch Republic was signed at Antwerp. While it was not an outright indefinite peace,
               it did promise safe passage for unescorted and unarmed merchant ships. And there was no requirement that the Dutch abandon
               the East India trade. Any concerns the VOC might have had about being forced to relinquish its fabulously profitable trade
               via the southern routes vanished right after sending out Hudson to find a replacement route to the northeast.
            

      

      Hudson cleared Norway’s North Cape on May 5. The little ship and crew of sixteen were very much alone: no report would survive
            of a sighting or a “parlay,” an exchange of greetings and news between ships on the high seas. The Saami, or Lapps, who traded
            with Europe ans along the Kola Peninsula, likely watched her pass. Instead of calling on them or bearing southward for the
            Russian trade port of Arkhangel’sk on the White Sea, Hudson had forged eastward across the Barents Sea, toward Novaya Zemlya,
            beyond anyone’s sight or knowledge.
         

      
        Five months after the Half Moon left Amsterdam, the VOC board requested the copies of Hudson’s sailing instructions and contract. The directors wanted to
               review exactly what they’d gotten themselves into at the Amsterdam contingent’s urging: above all, where they had explicitly
               told him to go and when they might expect him back with their ship and crew.
            

        

      

      The lords seventeen plainly had become restive as they convened on September 1, 1609. If Hudson had succeeded, he should have
            been in China by then. If he had failed, any number of things could have happened. And failure was the greatest likelihood.
            Only Barentsz had ever succeeded in sailing above Novaya Zemlya, and in 1596–97 that had gotten him trapped in ice for the
            winter, which cost him his ship and ultimately his life. Before Barentsz, the English had hammered away at the Northeast Passage
            for decades without coming close to success, and Hudson had not even matched Barentsz’s progress on his 1608 voyage.
         

      
        If Hudson wasn’t actually in China, the best that could be hoped was that he had put in at Arkhangel’sk for repairs, or that
               he was on his way back to Amsterdam, having been thwarted by pack ice. At worst, the Half Moon by now had been crushed by ice, Hudson was dead, and the VOC would be contractually obligated to pay Hudson’s widow, Katherine,
               a death benefit of two hundred guilders. And there would be an entire ship to write off on the company ledgers.
            

      

      
        The truth about the Half Moon’s circumstances would have astonished and enraged the VOC’s highly pragmatic directors.
            

      

      
        The Half Moon that day was steering north-northwest, with the lead line tickling the plunge of the continental shelf as crewmember Robert
               Juet, one of four Englishmen aboard, noted in his journal: “fair weather, the wind variable between
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