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Praise for Merchant Adventurers

‘Looking for a short-cut sea route, in 1553 they commissioned Sir Hugh Willoughby and Richard Chancellor to voyage in search of a north-east passage through the Arctic to Asia. Their venture was, says Evans, one of the boldest in English history and a significant turning point in English economic and cultural development. It’s also a good story, well told’

Iain Finlayson, The Times

‘Entertaining and meticulously researched … Merchant Adventurers is much more than a reconstruction of one of the most fascinating voyages of the Tudor age. The author places the expedition in the wider context of global exploration, mercantile expansion and the establishment of the first joint-stock company. Indeed he argues that the 1553 expedition anticipated the dawn of a new era, one that would see the formation of the East India Company and England’s fledgling empire’

Giles Milton, Literary Review

‘This is the fascinating story of a forgotten few whose deeds had an important long-term impact on Britain’s history’

Good Book Guide

‘It is a heroic and tragic tale that for all the commercial and political agents at work remains, above all, a story of courage and endeavour. Evans is alert to the complexities of early modern diplomacy and cultural encounter, and the description of the survivors’ experiences in Russia complements well the treatment of what they endured at sea’

Mark Hutchings, The London Magazine

‘It’s difficult to imagine the victor over the Spanish Armada as a small backward island with little maritime experience, but that’s just what England was … Evans shows the driving force that made England great … A wonderful adventure story’

Kirkus Reviews
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PROLOGUE

On the coast of Russia’s Kola peninsula, on the northern shore of the Eurasian continent, the cold begins finally to relax its grip. After the unbroken darkness of December, the days grow rapidly longer. By the end of April it is light until almost eleven o’clock at night. In the estuary of the river known later as the Varzina, the hard-frozen surface softens and breaks up. When sunshine pierces the scattered cloud the water glows a rich blue, contrasting with the smooth granite rocks of the fractured coastal rim and with the fresh moss and low plant-cover which clings to them. Every year, as the water defrosts, parties of Russian fishermen emerge from the throat of the White Sea, then work their way north-west, keeping the shore in view.

In the year 1554, one boat, containing just over twenty men, steers around the northern end of Nokuyev island, where the land rises steeply to a rounded summit, and snow covers the dark rock. The crew then turn sharply south, avoiding the shallows and sandbanks, and head for the river mouths which feed into a sheltered bay. Like the returning salmon they are pursuing, the fishermen pass from salt water to fresh, as they follow the estuary inland. Their boat, which they had made themselves, looks primitive. But its single mast allows them to utilise the cold wind which blows from the Pole to the north. Otherwise the men work at the boat’s oars, their heads and shoulders draped in furs, clouds of steam rising from their mouths.

Within the estuary, suddenly, there are shouts. The fishermen point frantically, unable to contain their excitement, bewilderment and fear. Standing starkly out against the treeless backdrop is the skeletal outline of two large ships, anchored in the empty estuary. The sails have been hauled down, but the masts thrust upwards into a wide sky. These are ships unlike any that the Russians have seen before. Cautiously, talking nervously in hushed voices, they row towards them.

Approaching one of the ships in their smaller boat, the Russians notice a complete lack of activity on board, and a peculiar silence. The wind rattles the rigging on the ship’s mast, and the planks of the hull creak and groan after months of being squeezed by the ice, but when the fishermen shout out, there is no response. They draw alongside, then clamber apprehensively from their open boat up onto the deck. At first they bang on the sealed hatches, then kneel to force them open, peering, then stepping nervously down into the gloom below deck. As their eyes adjust to the half-light, a surreal and ghostly scene emerges.

There are men on board the ship, and they are dressed in thick layers of bright, new woollen clothing, stripped from boxes of merchandise to keep warm. They are in a variety of strange and lifelike postures, hunched over fixed tables, lying together in groups, bent over by cupboards of stores. But there is no movement and no noise. All of them are dead. Their bodies are perfectly preserved. They look, it is later said, like statues, adopting a variety of poses, as if they had been placed in them by some artistic creator. Among them are dogs, similarly frozen as they lived.

As the fishermen explore this bizarre scene, in a separate cabin they find the body of a tall, bearded man, seated at a fixed bench, slumped over. Even in death his clothes mark him out from the crew, and beneath his pale arm are parchments which gently lift at the corners in the wind which now blows through the forced-open hatches. But those among the Russian group who can read are unable to decipher the strange script in which he has been writing. Where have these great ships come from? Who are these dead men?

These are not questions that the Russian fishermen can answer. But when they depart back to the White Sea, they take with them all the documents they find on board, including the ship’s log, which details its final movements, and allows historians to do the same.1


INTRODUCTION

In the first half of the sixteenth century a fundamental change was taking place in western Europe. Spain and Portugal had thrown off the shackles of ancient geography. In Asia and America they had discovered new lands, unknown to the old writers, and they had reached them by uncharted routes across the ocean.

It was a time when inventions and discoveries not only rivalled those of the ancients but exceeded them. What of theirs, asked the English scholar, translator and chemist Richard Eden, could possibly be compared with printing or with the making of guns or fireworks? Ptolemy, the second-century Alexandrian who had exerted such enduring influence on geographical ideas in Europe, had undoubtedly been an ‘excellent man’, but still, Eden noted, ‘there were many things hid from his knowledge’. The ancients had not, as some still thought, comprehended all things. Ptolemy, after all, ‘knew nothing of America’. Or consider St Augustine: would such a clever and learned man have doubted that the earth was round had he known how the Spaniards and Portuguese would sail around it, returning, by a straight course, more or less, to the point at which they had set off? The lesson was simple. No man, however brilliant, could know beyond what was tried and discovered by experience. What lay in the unexplored regions of the globe could not be calculated or imagined. Men must travel there to find out.

In this great project, England had lagged behind its rivals. This small, rather backward island had little maritime expertise or experience on which to draw. ‘Ignorance has been among us,’ Eden admitted, ‘touching cosmography and navigation.’ The country was ‘indigent and destitute’ of expert pilots – men who were qualified, as he put it, not only to dredge for oysters in the thick and shifting sands of the Thames estuary, but to venture out into the ocean, to ‘discover unknown lands and islands’. In the past the country had relied on the proficiency of sailors and navigators from France, Portugal or Italy, who had the maritime knowledge and training that Englishmen lacked.

By the mid-sixteenth century, however, a new spirit had begun to emerge in England. A sense of possibility had been born, and the return of Sebastian Cabot, the brilliant, enigmatic and divisive navigator, who had grown up in England before spending most of his adult life in Spain, epitomised and reinforced this atmosphere. The voyage that he organised and inspired in 1553 was the ultimate expression of a changing climate.

It was now that a few Englishmen reread, usually in the account left by Marco Polo, stories about a rich and distant country they called Cathay, and dreamed.2 They dreamed about the vast and ancient city, called ‘Khan-balik’, or ‘Cambalu’ – known now as Beijing – at the heart of which stood a magnificent palace. Its roof, they read, was ‘all ablaze with scarlet and green and blue and yellow and all the colours that are, so brilliantly varnished that it glitters like crystal and the sparkle of it can be seen from far away’. They dreamed about its seemingly endless procession of halls and chambers, each richly decorated with gold and silver and with paintings of dragons, birds, horsemen and scenes of battle. They dreamed about the many wives and concubines of the great Khan who lived together in its private apartments, and in particular about its treasure rooms, piled high with his vast wealth: with gold, silver, pearls and precious stones. They dreamed about the array of luxurious goods available at the markets of Cathay, the silks, the spices, the gemencrusted clothes. And they dreamed about the great feasts over which the Khan presided, with so much gold and silver ware on display ‘that no one who did not see it with his own eyes could well believe it’.

The Iberian explorers might have reached new and rich lands, but they had not rediscovered this world about which Polo had written. Perhaps it would be possible, some Englishmen began to believe, to get there by a new route, peculiarly convenient for their northern island, which skirted Europe and Asia’s upper coast and then descended gradually south-eastward. No one knew whether such a passage existed, but there were reasons to think that it might. It was true that ancient writers had insisted the Arctic was too cold and blocked in by ice. But they had also said that it would be impossible to pass the Equator, because of its intense heat, and they had been proved wrong. Why, a few dared ask, could they not be wrong again?

Crucially, for a brief period, this ethos permeated the government, who saw an opportunity to advance England’s cause on a wider commercial stage. Those in senior positions co-operated with the leading London merchants, who combined an interest in profit with genuine intellectual curiosity. They promoted and sponsored experts who felt the same way. They strongly supported an expedition to explore and open up new trades that was deliberately English rather than cosmopolitan. The attitude came not just from the merchants of London. It came also, for the first time, from higher up the social scale: from the ‘diverse noble men and gentlemen, as well of the council as other’, who backed the resulting venture both financially and by other means.

This was a time of cultural change that extended even to the language men wrote and spoke. Then, as since, Englishmen were not natural polyglots: most did not grow up with a mastery of multiple languages, or any sense of the importance of doing so. But the many who only read English were empowered by the increasing number of translations available from Latin and contemporary languages.3 As a side effect, the mother tongue itself was aggrandised. English, Eden noticed, was ‘enriched and amplified by sundry books’. In the past it had been a mere peasant tongue. It had been ‘indigent and barbarous’, he observed, ‘much more than it now is’.4 One of the last acts of the young King Edward VI, on 27 June, nine days before he died, was to issue a charter to the school in Stratford at which the young William Shakespeare would learn to read and write.

It was no coincidence that a belief in careful written records was integral to the new ethos of intellectual curiosity. This, after all, was how experience could best be passed on. What was learning, Eden asked, but the ‘gathering of many men’s wits into one man’s head, and the experience of many years, and many men’s lives, to the life of one’?5 Knowledge, no less than money, was a form of capital, to be pooled and invested. And like money, knowledge now flowed in England more freely than it had ever done before. Both could be harnessed and directed towards an important end.

From the beginning, some of those involved with Sebastian Cabot’s venture were not sailors or merchants but scholars, who understood the importance of written records better than anyone. There was the brilliant young polymath John Dee, who met and developed a close friendship and a profound respect for the young sailor and instrument-maker Richard Chancellor, helping him to prepare for the voyage. There was Clement Adams, a scholar, tutor to the friends and fellow pupils of young King Edward, and a skilled cartographer, who both worked with Cabot to reissue his world map and who interviewed Richard Chancellor on his return. There was Richard Eden, who knew the protagonists well, and who translated important works by Continental scholars into English – a prolific father-figure in both the intellectual and the literal sense (with twelve children who survived to adulthood).

And there was the lawyer and scholar Richard Hakluyt, deeply knowledgeable about trade and world geography. Not only did Hakluyt directly advise the company over which Cabot presided, he also inspired his younger cousin of the same name, then a pupil at Westminster School. He talked to him with animation in his rooms at the Inns of Court about a world map that he possessed, and directed him to Psalm 107, ‘where I read’, the younger Hakluyt remembered, ‘that they which go down to the sea in ships … they see the works of the Lord’. The younger Richard Hakluyt resolved there and then that he would, if he had the chance, ‘prosecute that knowledge and kind of literature’. Born around the time that Sebastian Cabot was planning his great venture, the principal protagonists of 1553 had all died by the time he began his mission ‘to collect in orderly fashion the maritime records of our own countrymen, now lying scattered and neglected’.6 Nevertheless, as a young man, Hakluyt spoke with many who had been involved, and he gathered together an array of such written records as had been kept, though they had not been methodically brought together. Wisely, he heeded the ancient stricture of Ptolemy: that it was first-hand travel accounts that mattered, not the bundles of speculation and hearsay which made up so many geographies, or ‘cosmographies’ – those ‘weary volumes’, as he called them, drafted by desk-bound academics.7

In his great work on the Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques & Discoveries of the English Nation, Hakluyt showed that England, after a slow start, had been at the forefront of European trade and exploration. He showed that the growth of a genuine maritime culture, founded on the scientific understanding of maps and astronomy, had laid the basis for the flowering of English enterprise under Queen Elizabeth in his own day. He showed, too, that a pioneering voyage of 1553 was where it all truly began. And it was thanks to him that this story became, for a time, a staple of British imperial history.

Hakluyt was right. The voyage in search of a north-east passage to Asia in 1553, organised by Sebastian Cabot, and led by Sir Hugh Willoughby and Richard Chancellor, was one of the boldest in English history. It is an extraordinary story, with its divided outcome, and with the surviving logs and interviews that allow it to be retold in detail. While some of the participants brought English commerce to an imperial court with which the country had not previously traded, others became fatally lost and stranded within the Arctic ice.

It is a story that is remarkable too for what it reveals about the position of England at the time: in the midst of profound social and political upheaval, and in the early stages of an intellectual revolution. For the first time attitudes appeared which seem ‘enlightened’, scientific and almost modern. Within a seething conflict of ideas about religion and the country’s political direction, a recognisably empirical way of thinking and behaving emerged.

Richard Eden, who worked for promoters of the expedition, dismissed with contempt those ‘superstitious Horoscopers (Astrologers, I mean, and not Astronomers)’ whose readings had been pored over in the recent past, and indeed which still were. It is impossible to read the instructions which Sebastian Cabot wrote for those who sailed in 1553, or the account of the voyage drafted by Richard Chancellor on his return, without being struck that the voice, for almost the first time, sounds familiar to modern ears.

The expedition had a human cost which is impossible to ignore. Some of the men were certainly, as it was said, ‘worthy of better fortune’. At sea, perhaps more even than on land, fortune did not always favour the deserving. Few seamen, as Richard Hakluyt later wrote, lived to ‘grey hairs’. Skills and ability could improve one’s chances of survival, but they did not rule out misfortune. For many of the men in 1553, some with dependent family, some young themselves and in the early stage of their careers, it was a matter of luck to which ship, and to which captain, they were assigned. At the same time, it was more than simply the whim of fortune which led one of the expedition ships to return home safely while its sisters were not seen in England again.

The voyage of Willoughby and Chancellor deserves to be well known – as well known, say, as Sir Francis Drake’s circumnavigation of the world or as Sir John Franklin’s ill-fated attempt to navigate a northwest passage. Indeed, in many ways it is more deserving. Certainly it is an episode which England has more reason to remember with pride. Where Franklin’s 1845 voyage is notorious for its unmitigated horror, the one Cabot had much earlier overseen, looking for a similar passage to the north-east, mixed disaster with triumph. What Drake achieved meanwhile was undoubtedly remarkable. He returned with a hold packed with spices and gold, the commodities which Willoughby and Chancellor before him had vainly hoped to obtain. But stolen treasure, while it temporarily enriched both individuals and the nation, stirred up problems for the future, and had little to offer in the way of lasting wealth.

That, as Cabot and a few others saw, was to be found in trade: in the exchange, and promotion, of England’s exports, in new markets beyond the traditional networks of Europe. Where Drake’s first thought was to rob, Cabot and his men looked to explore new realms in peace, offering only the ‘affection’ which would lead to enduring commerce. The letter they carried, signed by the young but ailing King Edward VI, acclaimed the peaceful but intrepid merchant, who wandered the world, searching land and sea, ‘to carry such good and profitable things, as are found in their Countries, to remote regions and kingdoms, and again to bring from the same, such things as they find there commodious for their own Countries’. By this means, he declared, ‘friendship might be established among all men, and every one seek to gratify all’. These Englishmen, he assured foreign kings, ‘shall not touch any thing of yours unwilling unto you’.8

Dramatic and important as it is, though, Willoughby and Chancellor’s story is not well known today. It features in general surveys of British maritime history. Scholarly studies exist of the trading company which resulted, and which stood as an example and inspiration to more famous successors, of which the East India Company became the most celebrated. No book has been written, however, which concentrates on the 1553 voyage, or which seeks to place this expedition in particular in the context of its time. Yet it is this context which makes the story truly remarkable. By itself it is a captivating tale: of adventure and of sharply opposed background and fortune. But it is also more than that. The voyage of 1553 marks a significant turning point in English economic and cultural history.

It is desperately hard, in the twenty-first century, to grasp the magnitude of what these men attempted. They sailed away from family and friends, into waters that were wholly unknown. They ventured into an area of the world that was widely believed to be so cold and dangerous that they could not hope to survive. Observers at the time were struck by the ‘greatness of the dangers’ to which the crews would be exposed: a savage climate, unknown monsters, aggressive nations. There is no modern parallel. Even astronauts on the first missions to the moon had a good idea what to expect, and remained in radio contact with their base.

It is true that these men dreamed of filling their ships with gold, pearls and spices, as the Spanish and Portuguese had been able to do, and that visions of astonishing wealth and national renown helped to allay their fears. But from the beginning these ambitions rubbed up alongside more modest ones. The leaders of the expedition sought also, from the outset, to find new outlets for basic English goods, and they hoped to find new sources of supplies, which would allow England to free herself, at last, from the suffocating grip of foreign merchants.

The fact that, as it turned out, tallow and oil from seals rather than gold were discovered, served to reinforce the central point. Lasting wealth and political power could be built on regular trade in useful low-cost articles. Cathay did prove beyond these men’s reach. Even had they got there, of course, they would have found a place rather different to the one visited and eulogised by Marco Polo some two and a half centuries previously. China, and the world, had changed. None of this detracts from what these men did achieve.

Since the beginning of time, a partial but suitably impressed Richard Eden proclaimed, no enterprise deserved greater praise than ‘that which our nation have attempted by the north seas to discover the mighty and rich empire of Cathay’.


Part I

‘TURNING OUTWARD’

There is no land unhabitable, nor sea innavigable.

ROBERT THORNE


One

On 6 August 1497 a fourteen-year-old boy disembarked with his father at the quayside in Bristol. Here, in front of the storehouses, cranes and residential properties which lined the harbour, crowds of excited men and women thronged the stone-paved banks. The people watching cheered and shouted as the small ship was paddled, or towed, to its mooring alongside the rebuilt church of St Stephen, where the family most closely involved had offered prayers for the success of their voyage prior to setting out. Hundreds of ordinary citizens were there, alongside emotional wives, family and friends, as well as a delegation of the town’s governors, smartly turned out in livery and attempting to remain dignified in the midst of the commotion.

Hours earlier, the Matthew had lain at anchor in the Severn Estuary. A river pilot had come on board, and with the small crew – around eighteen men – awaited the sharp turn of the tide which would lift the ship for some six miles up the narrow, winding ascent of the Avon.1 As they did so, news from on board had sped inland on horseback.

At first dignitaries of the town exchanged urgent whispers. Soon, Bristol’s 10,000 inhabitants talked openly of how John Cabot (Giovanni Caboto), the Italian mariner who some years earlier had come to live and work with them, had succeeded in his extraordinary aim. He had sailed west across the great ocean and reached the East.2

Bristol mariners before John Cabot had launched into the Atlantic west of Ireland, battling winds and currents that were predominantly hostile, in the hope of finding new lands.

They had looked for the fabled Isle of Brazil, or the Isle of the Seven Cities, governed, supposedly, by the descendants of Spanish bishops and their flocks, who had fled the first coming of the Moors. Cabot’s dream, though, had been different. Islands in the ocean might act as a convenient staging post. But his ultimate ambition, strengthened by the proclaimed success of another Genoan – the weaver’s son, Christopher Columbus – was to reach the mainland and offshore islands of Asia.3

The idea had come to him while he worked as a trader, travelling from the Mediterranean to Arabia and the Black Sea, to purchase the exotic goods brought by Muslim middlemen. At the markets of Mecca, the silks, spices, perfumes and precious stones had all travelled countless dusty miles on ancient trading roads from the rich civilisations of the East. Surely, Cabot reasoned, these luxuries could be acquired more directly, and more cheaply, by a sea route which headed not east from Europe but due west across the Atlantic, following the curvature of the earth to the easternmost promontories of Asia?

It was a powerful incentive. Since the travels of Marco Polo, Europeans had obsessed about the wealth of the East. In the thirteenth century marauding Mongol armies had swept across Asia into Europe, causing devastation but making safe, in their wake, the ancient trade routes. For a period, intrepid Europeans like Polo made epic journeys to the East and returned with tales which stirred wonder and envy – of a rich civilisation they called Cathay and of a land presided over by the ‘Great Chan [Khan]’, on the edge of a distant ocean, whose markets overspilled with valuable goods. To try to get there, men felt, was no folly. This was not ‘Utopia’ or some similar imaginary place. On the contrary, wrote one explorer and sea captain, ‘it is a country, well known to be described and set forth by all modern Geographers’.4

Meanwhile, far off Asia’s eastern shore, Marco Polo had written, lay the island of ‘Cipangu’ – Japan. He had not visited it himself, but was assured that gold was to be found there ‘in measureless quantities’. Precious stones abounded, and pearls were so numerous they were buried with the dead. The palace of the ruler was of ‘incalculable richness’, roofed with gold as Europeans would use lead, the floors of its halls and chambers tiled in thick, glowing slabs of the same metal. No one, he claimed, could count the island’s riches. No wonder that covetous Europeans yearned to visit.5

By the fifteenth century, however, access to the East by land was closed off. The Mongol Empire had fragmented. A more nationalistic China had turned in on itself, refusing any longer to welcome foreign visitors. The rise of the Ottoman Empire had placed another great barrier between West and East. Europeans who set out on the path taken by their predecessors failed to return. Muslim middlemen again controlled the flow, as well as the profits, of exotic products, leaving merchants of Venice or Genoa – men like John Cabot – to collect them from Alexandria or from ports on the Black Sea.

For Europeans, the incentive grew for a new and easier ocean route to the East. The Portuguese responded by launching voyages down the west coast of Africa, into the face of unfavourable winds and unfavourable currents, trusting that it would bend northward.6 In their search for a navigable route to the Orient, they developed the technology of seafaring. A few visionaries like Columbus and Cabot, meanwhile, dreamed of getting to the East by sailing west.

The idea was not controversial in theory. Most educated men had long believed the world to be round. In ancient Greece Aristotle had noticed the fact that different stars were visible in Egypt, say, compared with further north – a phenomenon which would not occur were the earth a flat surface. During the Middle Ages, men like Bede in England, or Dante in Italy, assumed as much. The voyages by the Portuguese down the African coast from early in the fifteenth century accumulated further empirical evidence. But it was controversial in its practicability. How vast was the ocean that men would have to cross?7

To many it seemed too rash an enterprise. Columbus was turned away, in Lisbon, and in London too, where the cautious and tight-fisted Henry VII listened sympathetically but politely demurred, laughing in private ‘at all that Columbus had said’.8 Eventually, however, Columbus did persuade the Spanish monarchs to support him. And once word of his success had gripped the courts of Europe, others were bound to follow.

Working in Spain himself, John Cabot yearned to make the same attempt. He was in Valencia, in 1493, when Columbus passed through, on his triumphant return to the royal court: watching, and questioning whether Columbus had really reached Asia as he claimed. For at least a year Cabot was then in Seville, working on an ill-fated project to build a new river bridge, before coming to England. He was a poor man, pursued by Venetian creditors whom he was trying to escape, but he was helped by influential clerics among the Italian community in London.9

Now, all of a sudden, he found a warm welcome at the Tudor court. As an old man, John’s son Sebastian, who had travelled with his father as a teenage boy, recalled the time, ‘many years since’, when his father had moved to England ‘to follow the trade of merchandises’. There, he remembered, men talked eagerly of Columbus’ feat. ‘With great admiration’ they had ‘affirmed it to be a thing more divine than human, to sail by the West into the East where spices grow’. He still recalled his first visit to the English capital, not long after Henry Tudor had defeated Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth and established the dynasty that bore his name. My father ‘took me with him to the city of London’, he wrote, ‘while I was very young’.10 It was lost on the boy, but it was the dawn, in England then, of a new age, which men hoped would end the warfare and instability that had haunted the country for decades.

Sensing the direction of the wind, King Henry now wanted a piece of the momentous new discoveries for himself. His realm of England lay at the end of the passage of goods from the far east of Eurasia to the west, and as such it paid the most inflated prices. Offered another chance, Henry jumped at it. There was in England, the Spanish ambassador wrote urgently home, ‘a man like Columbus’, who was helping the country with ‘another undertaking like that of the Indies’.11

Henry was careful to treat his Italian navigator well. He lavished praise on his ‘well-beloved John Cabot, citizen of Venice’. He granted his licence to him as well as to Cabot’s son Sebastian, his two other sons and their heirs, lending his royal blessing to this attempt to discover any islands, countries or provinces of the heathen or the infidel ‘which before this time have been unknown to all Christians’. He could not afford to support Cabot financially as the Catholic monarchs had supported Columbus. Bravely, Cabot sailed with only one small ship. But Henry did grant him the right to govern and exploit any new lands. He could trade with England duty-free, and need only pay the crown a fifth of ‘the Capital gain so gotten’.12

Cabot settled in Bristol, the thriving seaport on England’s west coast which had a tradition of voyaging into the Atlantic. He made one attempt which did not succeed because the spring winds blew, as they generally did, from the west. But in 1497, late in May, he tried again. He sailed ‘north and then west’, striking into open water from the south-western corner of Ireland. After tacking determinedly for another thirty-three days, early in the morning of 24 June he hit the undiscovered island off the coast of America which would bear the apt and lasting name: Newfoundland.

He sailed along the coast. He saw tall trees, rocky headlands and fields he suspected were cultivated. He was blanketed in impenetrable Newfoundland fogs. Briefly, and nervously, he went onshore, unfurling a Tudor banner to place the land rather insecurely under the aegis of England’s Christian King. But though there were some signs of human life, he met no people, and can have found little to convince him he had struck the eastern shores of Asia. Along the underwater ‘banks’, where shellfish congregated, his crew found thick and valuable seams of cod, scooped up in writhing baskets from the side of the ship. But there was no wealthy civilisation: no spices, or fine silks.

Undaunted, he skimmed back on the westerly wind to assure a grateful King that he had landed in the realm of the ‘Great Khan’. This was the land he expected to find, the land he fervently hoped to find, and so the land – pending contrary evidence – he believed he had found.

Only hours after he arrived back in Bristol, to an ecstatic welcome by local men and women crowded on the town wharf, John Cabot set off again, continuing east on the old road to London.

There, on 10 August, he had a conference with Henry VII. And though he could not on this occasion produce gold or spices, or even exotic flora and fauna, he did assure the King that he had fulfilled his ambition. He was plausible and persuasive. Brandishing the map and globe he had made himself, he showed where he had been. ‘He tells all this in such a way,’ one ambassador wrote home, ‘and makes everything so plain, that I also feel compelled to believe him.’ Mariners from Bristol who had sailed with him, moreover, ‘testified that he spoke the truth’.13

Rewards and annuities followed, awarded ‘to him that found the new Isle’. A pension was granted, ‘to sustain himself until the time comes when more will be known of this business’. Cabot, though, believed that much greater wealth would follow. To a poor man, bad with money, £10 was a significant sum, and he quickly squandered it on expensive clothes.14 He basked in widespread adoration. The common people, it was reported, called him the Admiral, and pursued him ‘like madmen’ through the streets. Half-drunk with the acclaim, he showered his friends with islands, and bishoprics, in this new world.

Plans for a second voyage were quickly made, and the next year Cabot set off west again. This time he went with five ships, a massive undertaking for early Tudor England. With the additional men and equipment at his disposal, he planned to establish a trading station which, he assured one ambassador, would make London ‘a more important mart for spices than Alexandria’. He imagined coasting southward, along what he took to be the Asian shore, until he reached the island of Japan, where, the same ambassador reported, ‘he thinks all the spices of the world have their origin, as well as the jewels’. His dream seemed, finally, so close. One of the five ships was forced by a storm to seek shelter in Ireland. It has been claimed that Cabot, at least, did reach America, and that he sailed south as he had anticipated, meeting Spanish explorers by the coast of modern-day Venezuela. But this time neither Cabot himself nor any of the remaining four ships returned, and nor did word of what happened to them. It was assumed, as one naturalised Englishman wryly observed, that Cabot had ‘found the new lands nowhere but on the very bottom of the ocean’.15

Failing to find Cathay, or Japan, as he had hoped, he perhaps began to doubt. But probably, like Columbus, Cabot died believing he had achieved his aim: that he had sailed west across the ocean and landed in Asia.


Two

It was left to John Cabot’s son, Sebastian, who had sailed west across the Atlantic with his father and who sailed that way again late in Henry VII’s reign after his father had died, to confirm a growing suspicion. The new land was not Asia, or an island off its shore, but a new land mass. A passage through it would have to be sought, if England was to access the riches of the East.1

Many since have criticised Sebastian. It has been argued that he tried to claim for himself what was his father’s achievement. As a young man he probably was jealous of his father’s undoubted claim to fame. But in the world map to which he later contributed, and on which rare words of his own survive, he was open. ‘This country’, the legend by Newfoundland reads, ‘was discovered by John Cabot, a Venetian, and Sebastian Cabot, his son.’ It was Sebastian himself who ensured that John’s role was remembered.2

Sebastian was prone to self-importance, and to affecting secret knowledge. Like his father, he was influenced, throughout his life, by offers of money, being perennially short of it himself. He was a cosmopolitan: willing to declare a national allegiance as circumstances, and offers, suited. His promises and declarations, more than one ambassador found, were not worth much. But he was of an optimistic and humane disposition. He was encouraging to younger sailors whose skills and aptitude he admired. And his undoubted skill was genuinely respected by important men, who fought hard to gain, or to retain, his services.

Cabot did yearn, all his life, to perform some truly memorable feat of his own, just as his father had done, by which his place in the history of seafaring would be secured: as a chapter, not a footnote. ‘There increased in my heart,’ he later professed, ‘a great flame of desire to attempt some notable thing.’3 He followed this ambition as surely as he did his financial concern. It shaped his life.

After his father’s death, when he was in his twenties, Sebastian Cabot returned to the American coast. He sailed twice, as chief navigator, first in 1504 and then again in 1508–9. He was rewarded by Henry VII for the service he had done ‘about the finding of the new found lands to our full good pleasure’.4 Crucially, he seems to have realised, as his father had not done, that the land he saw was not Asia, but was an entirely new continent. He probably believed that a passage through America existed, and that, sailing into the vast expanse of Hudson Bay, he had found it. But when he returned to England, he learned that the King who had backed his family’s ventures had died.

All of a sudden the focus among the English elite had changed. Where Henry VII had been captivated by global exploration, his son dreamed of military glory in Europe, and ‘cared little for such an enterprise’.5 Cabot’s home town of Bristol, meanwhile, had fallen on hard times. The infectious maritime activity and ambition which had existed at the turn of the century had filtered away.

Elsewhere in England there was no interest in exploring the wider world. Foreigners – ‘merchant strangers’ – dominated the country’s trade, and their power and privileges provoked resentment. In London they congregated in enclaves known as ‘liberties’, independently administered by Church authorities, as well as in the suburbs that sprouted and flourished beyond the city’s walls. Like any immigrants, they headed for areas where their co-nationals had settled, creating pockets richly coloured by the culture of a particular region. French, Spanish, Portuguese, North Germans, Genoans, Venetians: all bunched together, tightly controlling certain trades and contemptuous of the unsophisticated islanders for whose needs and appetites they catered.6

If travel broadens the mind, the lack of it certainly constrained those of sixteenth-century Englishmen. As the practice of overseas trade languished in early Tudor England, so too did the state of geographical knowledge. At the time when the Portuguese and Spanish in particular were sailing increasing distances across the sea, and acquiring a greater knowledge of lands outside Europe, in England as a whole (in spite of the early Bristol ventures) a medieval geography still prevailed. The world was routinely divided into three conjoined parts: Europe, Asia and Africa. Of the last two, only the nearest regions were at all familiar. Few remotely grasped the concept of a new world. The drumbeat of a later imperialism misleads us. England has not always ruled the waves, nor distinguished itself as a seafaring nation. Later in the sixteenth century, the editor, Richard Hakluyt, who made the subject the study of his life, lamented ‘our former gross ignorance in marine causes’.7

Henry VII had seen the problem, and the urgent need for England to shift course. When he came to power, late in the fifteenth century, an Act of Parliament deplored the ‘decay’ of English shipping and what it called the ‘idleness of the Mariners’. Attempts were made to help. Throughout Henry’s reign a policy was pursued of penalising imports not brought to the country in English ships. After him, however, this legacy lapsed.8

Cabot remained in England for a few years after King Henry’s death, earning what he could as a surveyor and maker of maps. His cartographic skill, learned from his father, was rare. It was still considered worthy of comment sometime later that he could ‘make cards for the sea with his own hand’.9 But in the country in which he had grown up it was little valued. When he was employed, the nature of his appointed task spoke eloquently of the shift in focus.

In 1512 he accepted a government commission. He was to make a chart of Gascony and Guienne, in support of an invasion of western France.10 When the English fleet which formed part of this expedition moored in Spain, Cabot slipped away. He travelled to meet a Spanish King who, by contrast with his Tudor son-in-law, was only too keen to employ a man with personal knowledge of what he called ‘the island of the Codfish’. Even when Cabot subsequently returned to Bristol to collect his family and effects, no attempt was made to persuade him to stay.


Three

Approaching thirty, Cabot now settled in Seville, living there just as he may have done with his father almost two decades earlier. The city was much changed. It seemed suddenly to have relocated: from the world’s western edge, it had moved to its centre. It had become the pulsing commercial heart of Spain’s new empire in the lands to the west they called the Indies.

As well as the countless ships which pursued the old European trades, life was now governed by the rhythm of the great fleets. In the spring, cannon fire reverberated across the city, to proclaim the imminent departure of ships laden and bound for the New World. On their return, rich cargoes were brought upriver in barges, unloaded onto ox carts in front of curious crowds, then wheeled through the city streets to the Casa de Contratación: the ‘House of Trade’. Silver in Seville, it was said, ran as freely as copper did in other parts.

For Cabot, the contrast with the apathy in England was stark. Here, he was immediately granted a post, a house and a salary.1

There were familiar faces in his new home. Living in Seville was a substantial English émigré community made up, largely, of merchants from Bristol.

For years England’s western port had defied the country’s general failure to reach out. Long before the arrival of John Cabot and his sons, men from the town caught fish off Iceland and traded it, along with English cloth, for the fruits, wines, oils and dyes of Spain, Portugal and southern France. Riding the high Avon tides out of the walled and battlemented town, Bristol ships pushed south-west into the Atlantic, before turning east to the hot southern rim of Andalusia. They entered the marshy estuary of Spain’s only navigable river, the Guadalquivir, and transferred their goods into flat-bottomed barges for the journey upriver to Seville. When Cabot arrived, it was friends from Bristol who lent him money and gave him a hand.2

Among them was Robert Thorne. As a small boy, Thorne was probably part of the crowd that gathered on the bank of the Avon, squeezing through the well-dressed legs of city dignitaries to catch a glimpse of the Cabots – a father and his sons – returning in triumph from their epic voyage across the Atlantic. It seems likely that Robert’s father was involved in some way. Certainly the Thornes were among Bristol’s most eminent families.

As boys and young men, Robert and Sebastian knew each other well, and had much in common in spite of being a few years apart in age. Thorne, like Cabot, grew up surrounded by merchants and explorers, and by impassioned conversation about the unfolding geography of the globe. Full of natural energy and curiosity, he inherited intellectual interests as well as commercial ones: they ran in his blood. Just as some sicknesses were hereditary and were passed from father to son, he later wrote, so a burning desire to discover ‘I inherited of my father’.3

When he was a young man, Thorne had moved to Seville to take over his late father’s business, and he lived there, in his father’s old house, with his Spanish mistress and their son. As well as with traditional areas, he traded with the Spanish New World, and was enriched, as Spain was enriched, by the forging there of new trades. He was successful, and became one of the leading members of the émigré community. A visiting English ambassador called him a merchant ‘of great credence’ in Seville.4 Though he longed to explore, as Sebastian and his father had done, Thorne did not travel much himself. Physically, he was incapacitated in some way, and perhaps the reference to hereditary sickness was not purely metaphorical. If only he had the faculty to equal his will, he wrote, he would certainly attempt to pursue his ideas.

Cabot, meanwhile, thrived. His expertise was recognised and nurtured. Charles, the young King who inherited the thrones of the Spanish kingdoms from his grandfather in 1516, was impressed, and showed him lasting trust and loyalty.

Cabot climbed rapidly. In spite of being a foreigner, only six years after he arrived in Spain he was made the empire’s Pilot Major: its head of navigation. He had responsibility for training the pilots who crossed the wide sea to colonies in the Caribbean and southern America. From a position of little consequence in England, a country which was itself of little consequence, he now had oversight of all of the trade and exploration of a great empire.5


Four

While some expats became effectively Spanish, Robert Thorne always remained a patriotic Englishman. In his will he left bequests to charitable causes, and invested in his country’s commercial future, with money for loans to clothiers, for a grammar school in Bristol (which he had worked to found during the last year of his life), and to establish a scholarship at the Merchant Taylors’ school in London.

All his adult life, Thorne yearned to push England onto the path he had seen Spain travel. Like the Spanish, he believed, the English must pioneer new trade routes to flourish. Their position as an offshore island was ideal and the new wealth of the Indies lay there to be tapped.

If he could not explore in person, he would do so in his imagination. For hours he pored over the maps he was able to see which showed both recently discovered lands (with varying accuracy) and the continuing gaps in men’s knowledge of the world.1 Gradually, during the early 1520s, an idea took root and developed. The Spanish and Portuguese had explored to the south, the west and the east, and in doing so they had established routes of trade and pillage which they considered theirs alone to exploit. In 1494 the Pope himself had blessed the division of the world between the two countries. But they had made no attempt to voyage north. The English might do so, Thorne believed, and still make for the riches of the East.

They had sailed already, of course, west across the northern Atlantic. If they were to sail more directly north, over the Pole, he became convinced that sailors could descend towards the Equator on the further side of the new-found lands. Provided this proved practicable, as he felt sure it would, England’s mariners would be in a powerful position. For by this route, as was obvious if one studied a globe, they would hit the equatorial islands of the Pacific by ‘a much shorter way than either the Spaniards or Portuguese have’.

This, surely, was a path to riches which divine providence itself had marked out for the English.

In 1526 Sebastian Cabot organised, and himself led, a Spanish attempt to retrace the pioneering course taken by a Portuguese explorer, Fernando Magellan, who had sailed (and died) in Spanish service less than a decade earlier: west across the Atlantic, beneath the Americas, and on across the Pacific to the Spice Islands in the East.

The voyage was some time in the planning, and Thorne discussed it with Cabot and became involved. As a wealthy merchant and leading member of the English community in Seville, he made a substantial investment, and secured in return the participation of two of his English friends, Roger Barlow and Henry Patmer, who shared his intellectual interests.

While the Spanish wanted an immediate financial return, Thorne sought knowledge. He charged his friends to interrogate local mariners wherever they visited, and to seek to understand the maps that they used. They should try, he told them, to become ‘expert in the navigation of those seas’. In particular his eye was on a route down into the Pacific region from the north, and he urged both men to discover what native peoples knew of the geography north of their own lands.

The voyage was not a success. After the flagship sank, the others diverted to explore a river estuary in what is now Argentina, and never made it into the Pacific. But if Thorne was disappointed, his natural optimism soon revived.

While Barlow and Patmer were away, a visit was paid to Seville by an ambassador of Henry VIII, Dr Edward Lee. Lee spent time with the leading Englishmen of the city, and the ebullient Thorne, then in his mid-thirties, made a significant impression. When Lee wrote home he mentioned in particular ‘a right toward young man as any lightly belongeth to England called Thorne’.

Thorne seized the opportunity to talk to someone with access to the heart of English government. He spoke passionately about the geography of the world beyond Europe, expounding the theories he had developed in conversation with other Bristol sailors and merchants about how England could obtain its share of the wealth which flowed into Spain and Portugal from the Indies. Lee listened with genuine interest.

When, a few months later, Lee wanted to know more about a dispute between Spain and Portugal over their division of the newly discovered world, it was Thorne he turned to for information. What, he asked, was the significance of the Spanish Emperor’s new spice trade in eastern Asia? Where did this leave English hopes for a share of the new wealth? Thorne was more than happy to oblige, and he wrote the ambassador a long letter. There was no doubt, he told Lee, that the newly discovered islands had riches in profusion. They had spices: ‘Cloves, Nutmegs, Mace and Cinnamon’. And they abounded with precious metals and stones.2

Like most geographers and merchants of his day, Thorne believed that metals and stones, like grains or spices, were influenced by the action of heat in tropical climates. As English metals were lead, tin and iron, he wrote, ‘so theirs be Gold, Silver, and Copper’. As northern conditions fostered stones like amber, crystal or jasper, so the warmth further south nurtured rubies, diamonds, sapphires ‘and other like’. As Thorne’s friend Roger Barlow later wrote, it was ‘the influence of the sun’ which ‘doth nourish and bring forth gold, spices, stones and pearls’.3

While English ships could not follow the courses pioneered and jealously guarded by the Iberians, who by the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494 had blithely carved up the new lands of the world between them, they did have another option. Not only did they have some claim to the lands across the northern Atlantic, which they had discovered first. They could also sail further north. Crossing the Pole and sailing down into the Pacific from above, they would not have to make for places already frequented by other Europeans. In these vast waters they would easily find new lands ‘no less rich of gold and spicery’. Since the distance around the earth was greater at the Equator than on any parallel line of latitude, there must, it stood to reason, be no lack of lands rich in those commodities which abounded under a hot sun. Natives in these distant regions attached no great value to wares which fetched high prices in Europe. Why should they? It was only natural for people to prize what they did not have over what they had in abundance: ‘I doubt not but to them should be as precious our corn and seeds, if they might have them, as to us their spices: & likewise the pieces of glass that here we have counterfeited are as precious to them, as to us their stones: which by experience is seen daily by them that have trade thither.’

Thorne’s optimism and excitement were obvious. They spoke not only of a man of natural enthusiasm but also of one who for years had lived in Seville, who had often watched as ships returned bearing news and evidence of great wealth in unknown lands, and who was used to mixing with men and women for whom dramatic discoveries had for decades been the context of their lives.

He had a vantage point, here, on the edge of the old world, before which a new world was unfolding whose possibilities seemed almost limitless.

If the English could only establish it, there would be yet another advantage to such a northern route. On their way to and from the Pole merchants would pass cold lands which, while they could not offer exotic produce or precious stones, would provide excellent markets for those English woollen cloths which were unlikely to sell well under an equatorial sun. These cold regions, he argued, should be just as profitable for England as the Spice Islands were to the Spanish and Portuguese.

There was an obvious objection, of course, and it was not one that Thorne could afford to ignore. To sail north across the polar regions of the earth would involve all the risks and obstructions associated with a bitter climate. Here Thorne was bold enough to defy conventional wisdom.

Most experts believed, he wrote, that in the extreme north ‘the sea is all ice, and the cold so great that none can suffer it’.4 But if the Spanish and Portuguese experience in the tropics showed anything, he argued, it was that too much store should not be set by received opinions. Ancient authorities had insisted that the heat in the south was too extreme to permit human habitation, while experience had shown otherwise. In fact, Thorne exaggerated, no land was more habitable or temperate than that in the equatorial zone.

The same, he assured Dr Lee, would prove to be the case in the north. In Thorne’s letter, the providentialism which would come to shape the mindset of the British Empire is already apparent. Nothing in nature had been made to go to waste. The world had ‘no land unhabitable, nor sea innavigable’. England, by its position, had been offered a special role in God’s plan, if it would only seize it.

To illustrate his claims, Thorne attached a rudimentary map (not one, he admitted, ‘for Pilots to sail by’). It was probably based upon a map or maps he had seen surreptitiously at the Casa de Contratación, where Spain’s accumulated geographical knowledge was kept a closely guarded secret, but where Thorne’s connection to Cabot gave him a priceless link.5

Certainly Thorne knew what risks he was taking. In Spain none but appointed specialists were permitted to draw maps of the world, and the sort of information he discussed was banned from public conversation. He anxiously passed on the warning to Dr Lee. ‘It would not sound well to them’, he cautioned, ‘that a stranger should know or discover the secrets: and would appear worst of all, if they understand that I write touching the short way to the spicery by our seas.’ If the Spanish authorities knew that he had written as he had, and drawn the map he had, it would be ‘a cause of pain to the maker’.

From surviving printed copies, it is clear both how much progress had been made since Columbus first hit land in the Caribbean a little over three decades earlier, and also how much remained obscure. Much that is featured on the map – eastern Asia, for instance, or the north-eastern coastline of America – is a mixture of recognisable forms and wild approximation.

Equally significant are the map’s northern and western edges, which slice through the mainland of north America before it has reached a coast. While south and central America are outlined, with a ‘Mare Australe’ or ‘southern sea’ beyond, no information indicated how far north or west the northern land mass extended, though it was certainly now considered a separate continent, for the eastern edge of Asia is clearly, if speculatively, drawn.

Thorne’s idea is plain. Alongside the eastern seaboard of America, which rises directly upwards to the north rather than bearing north-east, a wide channel of open sea seems to allow passage over the Pole. While many writers had supposed that a bridge of land or ice in the extreme north connected the new world with the old – for how else had people and animals got to America? – Spanish maps seen by Thorne tended to mark only those coastlines known to exist.6 So the way looked open. And once ships had descended into the Pacific, they would surely discover new spice islands in the ocean, and could make for the eastern shores of Cathay, by a route shorter and (Thorne argued) easier than that taken by the Portuguese.

Thorne was willing to take risks in passing information to Lee because it was a subject about which he cared deeply. He stressed that he was not motivated by personal interest. This was a private enthusiasm which had gripped him since youth, as it had his father before him, and in whose clutches he remained. ‘I have and still have’, he wrote, ‘no little mind of this business.’ If he were able, he assured Lee, he would attempt the exploration himself.

In subsequent years, Thorne continued to promote the idea of discovery to the north. A couple of years after he wrote to Henry VIII’s ambassador, he and his friend Roger Barlow tried a more direct approach. They composed a shorter, more formal letter and sent it this time to the King himself.7

They played on Henry’s known ambition and his desire for famous triumphs. Other monarchs had pressed outward, they noted, and made possible things which previously had seemed impossible. No effort would seem too much ‘where so great honour and glory is hoped for’. In the modern age, it would be strange to find a prince happy ‘to live quiet [within] his own dominions’. No people would wish for such a risk-averse ruler. They would think he lacked the ‘noble courage and spirit’ possessed by others.

Together Thorne and Barlow reiterated the plan which Thorne had outlined to Dr Lee, for a voyage which sailed due north, over the Pole, through what they felt sure would be open sea. They did now admit what Thorne had not previously admitted, that for a
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