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For Sally, Ben, and Liz
 with love.






To seek new worlds for gold, for praise, for glory.

—SIR WALTER RALEGH






 PROLOGUE
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JOHN WHITE’S LAST LETTER

On a cold winter’s day in 1593 in the small settlement of Newtown, County Cork, an old man stood at his window staring at the dark clouds gathered along the horizon. Sleet had begun to fall, washing the landscape a dreary gray and glazing the bare trees with a thin layer of ice. But John White did not notice the frozen rain or numbing chill that had seeped into the room; he had drifted to another time and place. He pictured himself onboard a ship, the wind filling the sails and the restless Atlantic stretching away as far as the eye could see. Once more, he tasted salt spray on his lips, felt the swell of the ocean beneath his feet, and heard the dull boom of breakers beating monotonously against a distant shore.

He had gone over what happened countless times before, had thought of little else in the long years since he left his family and countrymen on Roanoke Island to return to England for help. He remembered the last hours as if they were yesterday: his efforts to convince the settlers that as their leader it was his duty to remain, and the hope in their eyes when he finally agreed to go. No one else, they said, would be able to persuade Sir Walter Ralegh, the venture’s sponsor, to send a relief expedition  immediately. Reluctantly, with heartfelt farewells and a firm promise to be back within six months, he boarded his ship and sailed away.

How had things gone so badly wrong? They had set out in April 1587 for Virginia (as the colony was called for the virgin queen, Elizabeth I) with high hopes—118 men, women, and children, many known to him personally, including his daughter, Eleanor, and her husband, Ananias—to plant a settlement in America. It had been a grand scheme, combining an ambition to exploit the natural bounty of the land with the imperial quest to stake a claim to the New World—an English America that would serve as a counter to the power of Spain. In time, a city would arise on the shore of the Chesapeake Bay, they would build harbors from which their ships could plunder the Spanish in the Caribbean and along the Main and attack treasure fleets that carried the wealth of the New World to the Old.

There were treasures, too, waiting to be found in the unexplored lands of the interior where no European had set foot. Rumors abounded of fabulous wealth in mountains known only to Indians. With the English firmly established in America, Spain’s influence in the Indies would gradually wane; England would grow strong and eventually supplant the Spanish as lords of the world.

Perhaps, White pondered, he had allowed his enthusiasm for Virginia to get the better of his judgment. He recalled the exotic beauty of the land that had taken his breath away at first sight, the endless forests and wild profusion of trees, broad waterways and rivers teeming with life, strange animals and plants, and Indian peoples who had received the English in friendship and whose trust they had betrayed. The limitless potential of the New World that seemed within their grasp had somehow eluded them. Their attempt to found a great city had come to nothing. Perhaps the vision of an English America that he and Ralegh shared would never be more than a fantasy, a pipe dream.

And yet the men and women he had led to America were real enough. What of them? Despite his tireless efforts, he had taken not six months but three years to get back to Roanoke Island. By then they were gone. Unable to reach them, he would go to his grave bearing the guilt of his failure. His only comfort (small though it was) was his belief that the settlers were still alive on Croatoan Island with his Indian friend Manteo, or possibly in the interior, where they may have found a home with other peoples.

Sitting down to write a letter he had put off too long to his friend Richard Hakluyt, he reflected on his last voyage to Roanoke in 1590. He wrote about the hard-eyed mariners who cared nothing for him or the colony but only for profit, of months wasted in the West Indies while the privateers searched for valuable Spanish ships to plunder, and the foul weather that eventually forced his ship off the coast.


The voyage had been “luckless” and his hopes crushed. He could conclude only with an appeal to God’s grace: “committing the relief of my . . . company the planters in Virginia, to the merciful help of the Almighty, whom I most humbly beseech to help & comfort them, according to his most holy will & their good desire.” It was his final good-bye, an admission to himself that, exhausted in body and purse, he could no longer continue the search for them. Others might succeed where he had failed, but he could do no more.1


He laid down his pen and returned to the window, looked into the fading light, and asked himself for the thousandth time: Why had he listened to them? Why had he left? Why was he not with them still, wherever they were?






1
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 TO “ANNOY THE KING OF SPAIN”


[W]hat an honorable thing
 Both to the realm and to the king
 To have had his dominion extending
 There into so far a ground.


—JOHN RASTELL

 



 



 




IN EARLY SEPTEMBER 1583 two small ships battled through mountainous seas in the mid-Atlantic. They were all that remained of a fleet commanded by Sir Humphrey Gilbert that had set out three months earlier from Plymouth, England, to take possession of North America in the name of Queen Elizabeth.

The storm had come on quickly: the ocean rising and falling, Edward Hayes, captain of the Golden Hind, later recalled, like “hills and dales upon the land.” But Gilbert, brave and reckless, paid little heed. Seated at the stern of the tiny frigate Squirrel, he read calmly from a book, as if to defy the elements raging around him. Sailing as close as he dared, Hayes called to Gilbert to join him on the Hind, the larger of the two ships, but Gilbert refused, saying he would not forsake his men, with whom he had endured so many perils.

As the storm worsened the Squirrel was repeatedly swamped by huge waves. Several times Hayes thought her lost, yet somehow each time she recovered. Gilbert signaled that all was well and cried out repeatedly above the howling wind the old adage: “We are as near to heaven by sea as by land.” Then, about midnight on Monday September 9, the lights of the frigate suddenly went out. The lookout of the Hind, peering into the darkness ahead, shouted that the frigate was cast away, which Hayes in his account of the voyage remarked was true, for in that instant the  Squirrel and her crew were “devoured and swallowed up of the Sea.” England’s first attempt to establish a colony in North America had ended in failure.1


 



WALTER RALEGH was likely at Durham House, his magnificent London residence on the banks of the River Thames, when he learned of Gilbert’s death. The news was of more than passing interest. He had invested heavily in the venture, but of greater importance to him was the fact that Gilbert was his half-brother and close business partner.

Ralegh was born in 1554 at Hayes Barton in the parish of East Budleigh, Devon, a small village in rolling countryside a few miles from the coast. His father (also named Walter) was a prosperous gentleman farmer who was related to a number of prominent merchant and seafaring families of the region, including the Drakes of Plymouth. In the late 1540s he wed Katherine Champernoun (Walter’s mother), who had previously been married to Otho Gilbert and had three sons by him, John, Humphrey, and Adrian. The match was a step up the social ladder for the Raleghs and brought the family into the highest circles of county  society. But more significant in the long run was the role the Gilberts would play in Walter’s life.2


Humphrey Gilbert was a towering influence on the young Ralegh. Walter, who was seventeen years younger, had grown up hearing about his half-brother’s exploits at the dazzling court of the young Queen Elizabeth. While still in his teens, he had followed in Gilbert’s footsteps, fighting for Protestant Huguenots in France in the wars of religion and later in Munster (southern Ireland) against Irish rebels. He shared Gilbert’s fierce Protestant convictions, his hatred of Catholic Spain, his delight in learning, and his unquenchable thirst for knowledge of faraway lands.

Ralegh’s fascination with America may also be attributed to his half-brother’s influence. Gilbert had been among the earliest and most vocal proponents of western voyaging and the expansion of England’s commercial empire. In 1566 he had written “A discourse of a discovery for a new passage to Cataia [Cathay],” which argued for the existence of a sea route to the Far East along the north coast of America and called upon the English to take the lead in finding it. A “General Map” attached to the “discourse,” adapted from a world map produced two years earlier by the expert Flemish cartographer Abraham Ortelius, showed the route clearly and how England was ideally placed to take advantage of it.

According to Gilbert, not only was the distance to Cathay (China) via the Northwest Passage considerably shorter than a northeastern route to Asia around the top of the Russia, but much of the sea passage was below the Arctic Circle and therefore free of ice. Ships leaving London or Bristol would head to approximately 60 degrees north, around “Cape Fredo” on the easternmost extremity of Labrador and then continue westward  along the northern edge of the North American continent to the broad straits of “Anian,” which opened into the Pacific Ocean. Once through the straits it would be only a short journey to Japan, China, the Moluccas, and the untold wealth to be found there in precious spices and silks. If England secured such a route, she would establish herself as a major commercial power and eventually come to rival Spain’s rapidly growing overseas empire.3


[image: 005]


1.1 Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s map was published in 1576 with his A discourse of a discovery for a new passage to Cataia. The map clearly shows a navigable Northwest Passage to the Orient along the top of America.

Gilbert was unable to raise sufficient interest or money from merchants and wealthy gentry for a voyage to discover a Northwest Passage, but he remained enthusiastic about prospects for an expedition to the New World. In the mid-1570s, against the  background of escalating raids on Spanish America by English privateers, he started to develop a daring new project that combined colonization with a large-scale assault on Spain’s possessions in the West Indies.4


About this time Ralegh became involved in his half-brother’s plans. After returning to England from the battlefields of France and spending several years at Oriel College, Oxford, he had moved to London in 1575. The following year he registered at the Middle Temple, one of the prestigious Inns of Court, located in spacious grounds just to the west of the old walls of the City of London (that part of the capital within its ancient walls). The Inns of Court provided young gentlemen with an introduction to common law, which was considered an indispensable part of their education, and offered a respectable position in London society. Ralegh was not interested in a career in law and had already set his sights on finding preferment at Queen Elizabeth’s court.5


It is probable that shortly after Ralegh arrived in the city, Gilbert introduced him to Richard Hakluyt, the lawyer and elder of two Richard Hakluyts (they were cousins). Both were among the foremost promoters in England of overseas ventures. Hakluyt the lawyer, also a resident of Middle Temple, was an expert on geography and in regular contact with other leading authorities of the age. One can easily imagine Gilbert, Ralegh, Hakluyt, and others of Gilbert’s circle gathered in the lawyer’s rooms, poring over maps and books, talking long into the night about prospects for discoveries in the New World.6


In Hakluyt’s chambers Ralegh would have had ready access to books of cosmography (general descriptions of the world),  including one of the most influential works of the period, Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia Universalis, a vast compendium of information about the world that had been republished many times since its appearance thirty years earlier.
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1.2 Abraham Ortelius, Typus Orbis Terrarum, 1570. Walter Ralegh may have studied this map at the lodgings of Richard Hakluyt, the lawyer, of the Middle Temple, London. The map reveals a sea passage to the East along the top of America and was the inspiration for Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s map.

Yet it might have been Hakluyt’s sumptuously colored world map that depicted the Americas in detail that fired Ralegh’s imagination. Obvious to the eye above a detailed depiction of the Americas was a sea passage that ran from Greenland to the Bering Straits. Looking more closely, Ralegh may have picked out the course of the St. Lawrence River, shown as penetrating  far into the heart of the continent and separated by a narrow mountain range from a great river flowing to the west coast. Was this a route through the landmass that might provide a means of reaching the Pacific, should the Northwest Passage prove impossible to navigate?

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the map, however, which Ralegh could not have failed to notice, was that whereas New France and New Spain were prominently displayed, a “New England” was nowhere to be seen. As Ralegh and Gilbert were painfully aware, the English had fallen far behind Spain and France in exploring and colonizing the New World.7


In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the English had been among the pioneers of Atlantic exploration, but during the long reign of Henry VIII (Queen Elizabeth’s father) merchants and mariners had turned away from distant horizons and focused instead on opportunities nearer to home, trading with Europe and countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea. Other than the seasonal ebb and flow of shipping to the Newfoundland fishing banks and occasional illegal trading ventures to Brazil and the West Indies, the English showed little interest in America through the 1550s.

Spanish possessions in the New World, by contrast, had expanded enormously. The colonization of major Caribbean islands in the first decade of the sixteenth century was followed by the conquest of Mexico and Peru in the 1520s and 1530s, during which vast lands and numberless people came under the jurisdiction of the Castilian crown. The increase in Spanish populations in the West Indies and Central and South America had led to an enormous growth in Atlantic trade, enriching Spain and bringing  about a decisive shift in the balance of power in Europe. Gold and silver plundered from Indian peoples and extracted from American mines had financed the buildup of Spain’s formidable armies and expanding territories. When Elizabeth I ascended the throne in 1558 the Spanish king, Philip II, ruled an empire that stretched halfway across the globe, from the Mediterranean to the Americas. The English, on the other hand, had recently lost Calais to the French, the last vestige of once extensive lands in France, and their only overseas possession apart from some eastern counties of Ireland.8


The New World had emerged as an important theater of war by the middle decades of the sixteenth century, not only because of deep-rooted dynastic rivalries among the major powers, but also owing to the hostilities between Catholics and Protestants that had split Europe in two. Spain’s claim to possess the Americas was based on discovery, conquest, and settlement, but even more important, it was founded on the sacred enterprise of extending the Catholic faith to (in Spanish eyes) “barbarous” native peoples. America was Spain’s by virtue of the responsibility placed on Spanish monarchs by successive popes to convert Indians to Christianity. Philip believed the Lord had reserved for him the holy work of creating a universal Catholic monarchy that would reunite Christendom and eventually all peoples under one ruler, one faith, and one sword.9


That Philip took his role seriously can be seen in his efforts to ensure that Protestants—“heretics”—were kept out of America. In the early 1560s the king was especially concerned about the efforts of French Huguenots to take possession of Florida. Jean Ribault, a veteran privateer, had set out from Le Havre, France,  in February 1562 to reconnoiter the southeastern coast of North America, where he established a small garrison named Charlesfort, on the border of modern-day Georgia and South Carolina. He had then returned to France to plan a larger privateering base in the area, from which attacks on the Spanish shipping in the West Indies would be launched.

Charlesfort did not last long; the men left behind soon abandoned their post. But a couple of years later Ribault and his lieutenant, René de Laudonnière, were back on the Florida coast with more than a thousand Huguenot settlers. This time they chose to establish a colony a hundred miles or so to the south of their first settlement, where they believed prospects were better, which they called Fort Caroline. The heavily armed warships, cannons, firearms, pikes, and lances they brought with them left little doubt in Philip’s mind that the French were intent on establishing a harbor for privateers.

To counter the French threat, the king ordered Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, the recently appointed governor of Tierra Florida, to destroy the new settlement and safeguard the region from Protestant interlopers by creating a line of forts along Florida’s coast. In the late summer of 1565 Menéndez led a large force of soldiers and Indian allies to Fort Caroline and in a surprise attack put the entire garrison to the sword, granting mercy only to some women and children. Hundreds of settlers perished at the fort and in subsequent reprisals, news of which sent shock waves reverberating throughout Europe.10


The English were at peace with Spain during these years and had not attempted to plant settlements in America or mount privateering expeditions. In 1562 John Hawkins, a wealthy merchant  of Plymouth, had begun transporting slaves to the West Indies, which Spanish planters were eager to buy. Yet in spite of local demand, Hawkins’s trade was tantamount to smuggling in the eyes of the Spanish crown. Foreigners were not allowed to trade in Spanish America without permission from authorities in the islands, which Hawkins did not obtain.

Hawkins enjoyed two lucrative voyages to the West Indies, but his third was a disaster. In 1568, at San Juan de Ulúa, the port town of Vera Cruz, Mexico, Hawkins’s fleet was treacherously cut to pieces, or so the English claimed, by shore batteries and Spanish warships after negotiating a truce to carry out repairs. Hawkins lost five of his seven ships during the battle and limped back to England with only a fraction of his original force. The loss of several hundred of Hawkins’s men inflamed anti-Spanish feelings in England, while for those who had taken part in the “sorrowful voyage” (including Hawkins’s cousin, Francis Drake) the Spanish betrayal would be long remembered.

The attack at San Juan de Ulúa and deteriorating relations between England and Spain caused by commercial disputes and allegations of cruelties inflicted on English sailors by the Spanish encouraged growing numbers of privateers to descend on Spanish America in the 1570s. The queen and her ministers turned a blind eye to Francis Drake and others who raided shipping and towns in the West Indies and along the Spanish Main (the coast of South America).

Drake was one of the most successful privateers (the Spanish called them pirates). In 1573 he and his men joined forces with local cimarrones (bands of runaway slaves hostile to the Spanish) and a group of French privateers to ambush a mule train laden  with Peruvian silver near Nombre de Dios, on the Panama Isthmus, amassing a small fortune in booty.

Philip II’s struggle against pirates and heretics swiftly evolved into a sea war fought in the Atlantic, Caribbean, and Pacific. On the strength of their successes in the West Indies, Drake and a number of West Country (Dorset, Somerset, Devon, and Cornwall) privateers, including Richard Grenville and John Hawkins, began drawing up ambitious plans to plant colonies south of the River Plate (near present-day Buenos Aires). They aimed to establish bases from which they could plunder treasure ships off the coast of Peru after entering the Pacific through the Straits of Magellan. Elizabeth would not permit the establishment of colonies in South America, which she considered unrealistic, but she was persuaded to permit an expedition led by Drake to reconnoiter the west coasts of North and South America.11


 



It was against this background of raids on Spanish America that Sir Humphrey Gilbert, recently knighted for his services in Ireland put forward his own grand strategy to undermine Philip II’s power. To what extent Ralegh was involved is uncertain, but given his close association with Gilbert at the time and his subsequent involvement in the venture, it is likely he played an important role in the planning.

Sir Humphrey presented his proposal to the queen in early November 1577. War with Spain was inevitable, he argued, because Philip was wholly addicted to Catholicism and would sooner or later declare war on England, the last major obstacle in his struggle to eradicate heresy. Elizabeth was the leading Protestant monarch in Europe and, as she and her ministers knew well, Spain  represented the greatest threat to the security of her realm. How could she withstand so great a prince? Gilbert insisted that it would be necessary to preempt Spanish aggression by striking a blow so damaging that Philip would quickly sue for peace.

Gilbert’s plan called for an assault on two fronts. First, to protect the crown from diplomatic reprisals, Gilbert would fit out a fleet and sail to the Newfoundland fishing banks where, under the cloak of piracy, he would capture French, Spanish, and Portuguese ships. He would carry off the best as prizes to the Netherlands or England, and burn the rest. The raid would devastate the Spanish cod fishery off Newfoundland, which was an extremely valuable component of Spain’s trade in the North Atlantic.

The profits from selling the captured ships and fish would be used to finance the second part of the plan, in which the English would occupy Cuba and Hispaniola, the two largest islands in the Caribbean. Gilbert believed this could be easily done because both were sparsely populated. Once the English were in possession of the islands, they would entrench themselves so effectively that no power would be able to remove them. They would draw upon the natural wealth of the islands and develop heavily fortified bases from which to harass Spanish treasure fleets on their way through the Caribbean to the Atlantic and Spain. The smallest loss to King Philip II in the Indies, Gilbert assured the queen, would be “more grievous to him than any loss that can happen to him elsewhere.”12


The following summer Elizabeth gave Gilbert formal permission to proceed. In the vague language of the royal grant she awarded him in June 1578, he was given exclusive rights to explore and to plant a colony somewhere in North America unclaimed by other European powers. Should he discover and  possess new lands, he could hold them forever, but he was required to make a discovery within six years, or he would forfeit all rights to the grant.13


Gilbert wasted little time in organizing an expedition and by September 1578 was ready to depart from Dartmouth, with a fleet of eleven ships carrying some 500 men. Ralegh was given command of the royal ship Falcon, a token of the queen’s blessing of the voyage. The fleet’s destination was kept a close secret. It was too late in the year to sail to Newfoundland, and Gilbert likely decided to make for the Caribbean, possibly to plunder Spanish shipping, possibly to plant a colony somewhere on the southern mainland of North America, or both.

Whatever Gilbert’s intentions, the expedition was a fiasco. Bickering between Gilbert’s captains and bad weather sapped morale and led to three of the ships of deserting the expedition even before the fleet set out for America. Gilbert eventually managed to leave port in mid-November with the remainder of his fleet and headed for Ireland to take on extra supplies. He may have spent a couple of months on the Irish coast before adverse winds finally forced him back to England early in the new year. Ralegh did not return, however, and left Gilbert’s fleet to head southward, apparently intending to make his own voyage to the West Indies. A few months later, after suffering heavy casualties in a sea fight with the Spanish off the Cape Verde Islands near the coast of Africa, his ship limped back to Plymouth in May 1579, battered and bloody.14


The ignominious outcome was a severe blow to Gilbert’s prestige and purse. He had invested much of his (and his wife’s) personal fortune in the voyage and struggled over the next few  years to pay off his debts. For his part, Ralegh had set out with high hopes, expecting to distinguish himself in fighting and ransacking Spanish shipping, just as his cousin Francis Drake had done in his raids on the Caribbean and Spanish Main. Ralegh might have anticipated taking a prize or two and returning home a rich man. As it was, he returned to London and spent the next couple of years on the fringes of Elizabeth’s court, competing for the queen’s attention among a crowd of other young hopefuls. Services to Sir Francis Walsingham, Elizabeth’s leading advisor on foreign and domestic affairs, earned him the relatively minor position of Esquire of the Body Extraordinary, but that was not enough for Ralegh, who like Gilbert a decade before, decided to leave the city and seek his fortune soldiering in Ireland.

Ralegh arrived in Ireland in the summer of 1580 and spent eighteen months in Munster. He participated in the brutal suppression of a rebellion against English rule and took part in the slaughter at Smerwick Fort of hundreds of Italian and Spanish mercenaries sent by the papacy and Spain to invade Ireland. But he soon tired of the war and, highly critical of his superiors, who he thought were too lenient in dealing with the rebels, returned to Elizabeth’s court in the winter of 1581-1582 to offer advice in person on how to subdue the Irish. His purpose was probably little more than to leverage his expert knowledge in the hope that he be given a diplomatic mission or perhaps a position in Walsingham’s service.15


 



Ralegh was twenty-eight when he arrived back at court and quickly attracted Elizabeth’s attention. He was in the prime of his life and presented a striking figure. A contemporary de-scribed  him as a “handsome and well compacted person, a strong natural wit and a better judgment, with a bold and plausible tongue.” He stood six feet tall, a head taller than most men, and was of slim and muscular build. A high forehead framed by curly auburn hair gave him an imperious look, while his eyes revealed a keen intelligence.
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1.3 This portrait shows Sir Walter Ralegh as Captain of the Guard, responsible for Queen Elizabeth’s safety. He was appointed to the office in April 1587, five years after he first came to her attention following his return from Ireland.

It was not only Ralegh’s good looks that attracted the queen. His acute analysis of complex issues and forceful opinions, tempered by deference to his superiors, made an instant impression on her. She enjoyed listening to his carefully reasoned answers to questions, delivered in his thick Devonshire accent, and paid close attention to his opinions because it was said she “took him for a kind of oracle.” Some at court, especially his rivals, viewed  him as little more than the queen’s latest flirtation, but he took his role seriously and saw himself as a trusted advisor as well as a close companion.16


Ralegh was the ideal courtier. “What is our life?” he wrote, but “[t]he play of passion.” As befitted his station, he was scrupulously courteous and by turns serious and playful. He extolled Elizabeth’s eyes, her hair, and “those dainty hands which conquered my desire,” and raised adoration of the queen to new heights:



Praised be Diana’s fair and harmless light,  
Praised be the dews, wherewith she moists the ground,  
Praised be her beams, the glory of the night,  
Praised be her power, by which all powers abound.




She was a perfect foil to his earnestness, calling him “Water” (close to how he pronounced his name) and claiming she died of thirst whenever he left her presence. The word games they played—his love poems slipped discreetly into her hands, secret riddles passed between them—were a testament to the mutual respect they had for each other’s intelligence. “‘Fain would I climb, yet I fear to fall,” Ralegh was said to have scratched upon a lattice window pane one day with a diamond ring, to which she replied archly using the same ring, “If thy heart fails thee, climb not at all.”17


But perhaps the most important factor in their relationship was timing. In the spring of 1582 Ralegh and Elizabeth were at a crossroads in their lives, at a point when both were looking for a fresh beginning. The previous few years had been a disappointment  to him: his half-brother’s New World venture had fallen through, his initial forays into court life had brought only limited returns, and though he had risen to senior command in Munster, little tangible reward had come from it.

The queen was approaching fifty when he came to her notice. She continued to enjoy the company of handsome young men, all of whom were expected to be hopelessly in love with her. They served as an adoring chorus, who would sing her praises but whose love would never be requited. She was their virgin goddess, Diana or Cynthia, the chaste deity renowned for her strength, beauty, and hunting prowess. Yet the charade was beginning to wear thin. Although she remained a good-looking woman and carried herself well, the advancing years had taken their toll. Lines around her eyes and mouth had deepened, her nose was sharper, and she relied increasingly on cosmetics to hide the inevitable imperfections of age.

As she grew older, Elizabeth probably realized that it was increasingly unlikely she would marry. Ever since ascending the throne as a young woman of twenty-five, she had used her sex and the prospect of marriage to keep her political enemies abroad off balance and her admirers at home enamored. Her recent courtship of the Duke of Anjou, brother of the French king, Henry III, and heir presumptive to the French throne, whom she had fawned over for a couple of years and lovingly dubbed her “frog,” was her final wooing. He was hardly a great catch—he was very short and was described by contemporaries as having a large nose and a face scarred by pockmarks—but the queen was more interested in a union that would tie France to her side and end England’s diplomatic isolation. When the serious possibility  of a match arose in early 1579, there was even talk of Elizabeth producing an heir. Contrary to the expectations of her ministers, Elizabeth appeared to blossom in the company of the youthful Anjou and was bitterly disappointed when negotiations eventually broke off and he left England in February 1582, never to return. “I grieve and dare not show my discontent,” she wrote upon his departure.18


The queen was strongly attracted to Ralegh’s good looks and unswerving loyalty. As she had with Anjou, Elizabeth came alive in Ralegh’s company, but unlike the French prince, Ralegh was careful not to press his attentions too hard. In the aftermath of her affair with Anjou, Ralegh was an ideal companion, attentive and devoted, someone who would perhaps stand by her as she looked to a future without a husband or family of her own.

To Ralegh, the queen’s favor offered a world of possibilities: wealth and power and a means of fulfilling his boundless ambition. No one had risen so quickly in her favor since the early years of her reign, when she had been inseparable from Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, who was rumored to be her lover and, his rivals had feared, would soon come to rule all. Elizabeth had eventually put Leicester in his place, telling him she would not be ruled by any man. But as Ralegh’s fortunes rose, he may have wondered whether he would not only supplant the queen’s other favorites but also become an important figure in her governing councils. Ralegh aimed to make his mark and play a leading role in the direction of policy.19
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1.4 Durham House, to the right of center, was Ralegh’s residence in London for twenty years. The mansion was situated on the Strand, the main thoroughfare leading to Fleet Street and the ancient City of London.

Ralegh benefited greatly from Elizabeth’s generosity. He was showered with gifts, offices, and honors, which transformed him within a few months from a mere country gentleman into an enormously wealthy grandee. The queen rewarded him with lucrative estates in Kent and Hampshire and a license to charge every vintner in England £1 a year for the right to sell wine, which brought him £700 annually (approximately $150,000- $200,000 in present-day value). As befitted his new status, he dressed lavishly in the high fashion of the day. His clothes and footwear were strewn with gems and pearls, he wore a great lace ruff at his neck and a jeweled dagger at his side, and he perfumed his long hair with musk. One of his hatbands alone was worth more than a common laborer was likely to earn in several years. He was insufferably proud and had few qualms about  flaunting his newfound wealth and position whenever the opportunity arose.20


Early in 1583 Elizabeth granted Ralegh the use of Durham House, a “noble palace” on the Thames, formerly the London residence of the bishops of Durham. Dating to the reign of Edward I, the house had been rebuilt in the fourteenth century and was among the oldest of grand mansions that fronted the river between the City of London and Westminster. It included gardens, an orchard, two courtyards with outbuildings that accommodated up to forty servants, stables on the Strand, and a water gate, which gave Ralegh easy access by boat to Elizabeth’s London residence at Whitehall. He was now at the epicenter of power, close to the royal palace and residences of the principal officers of state.

He adored Durham, soon known as Ralegh House, and renovated his quarters on the upper floors at huge expense. “I have heard it credibly reported,” an observer who had visited the house on several occasions reported, “that Master Rawley hath spent within this half year above 3,000 pounds.” His bed was covered with green velvet decorated with plumes of white feathers, his table was laid with silver engraved with his coat of arms, and he was attended by thirty men in expensive livery, some wearing chains of gold. For all the splendor of his newly furnished rooms, however, his favorite spot was his study, located in a small turret overlooking the Thames.21


From this vantage point he could see over the densely packed houses, shops, and churches far downriver to old St. Paul’s Cathedral, still without a steeple (it had been destroyed by lightning twenty years earlier), and beyond to the fantastic Nonesuch  House, with its towers and cupolas built entirely of wood, sitting astride London Bridge. Upriver was Whitehall, adorned by a beautiful gatehouse, gallery, tennis courts, bowling alleys, and a cockpit built by Henry VIII. A little farther off was Westminster Hall, where the queen’s courts were held, and the ancient abbey (founded in Saxon times) where English monarchs had been crowned from time immemorial. Across the Thames the open fields of Lambeth Marsh were clearly visible, and to the east were the thickly populated suburbs of Southwark; almost the size of a city and already notorious for their poverty and squalor.

Everywhere were the hustle and bustle of a great city: crowded streets and markets, animals and carts jostling for space along the busy thoroughfares, the raucous cries of men and women selling their wares, and the jests exchanged by watermen as they plied the Thames. Looking down from his little turret, Ralegh could have been forgiven for thinking all of London was at his feet.22


 



RALEGH’S DRAMATIC change in fortune gave him the opportunity once again to involve himself in his brother’s schemes to establish a colony in North America. Following the disaster of the 1578 voyage, Gilbert had realized that another expedition would have to be planned more carefully. In March 1580 he had dispatched a small frigate on a reconnaissance mission to the North American coast under the command of an Azorean (Portuguese) master mariner, Simon Fernandes. After a swift crossing, Fernandes made landfall somewhere between New England and the mid-Atlantic seaboard, returning to England by the early summer. Although encouraged by the outcome, Gilbert was not in a position  to finance and organize a full-scale expedition, and plans for another American voyage languished for the next two years.23


Ralegh’s rising influence at court in 1582 was an important factor in the revival of Gilbert’s plans. Sir Humphrey now had a powerful advocate close to the queen who could press the case for colonization with important ministers and investors. But Gilbert had to act quickly. If he failed to make a discovery and establish a settlement in America within the next two years, his 1578 grant would expire.

Throughout the summer Gilbert set about raising money by offering vast landed estates and commercial privileges to individuals and mercantile corporations. He granted rights to millions of acres in North America (at locations yet to be discovered) to groups of English Catholics led by Sir George Peckham and Sir Thomas Gerrard. The Catholics wanted to establish colonies where they could practice their faith free of the increasingly harsh penalties imposed on them in England. In response to Spanish and papal injunctions calling upon English Catholics to rebel against Queen Elizabeth, the government had recently introduced heavy fines for nonattendance at the established church. Gilbert’s grants of lands to Catholics in North America, supported by the queen, provided a means by which they could escape the new penalties and create a distant refuge for themselves and their coreligionists.24


Sir Humphrey’s plan was of necessity different than that of five years earlier. Because his personal finances were still fragile, he could not risk further heavy losses. To raise money for ships and men and to meet the terms of his royal grant, he was forced to focus on the establishment of colonies in North America  rather than on plundering Spanish possessions in the West Indies. First he intended to locate a base for a year somewhere along the Norumbega (New England) coast, from which he would explore the interior and adjacent islands. Then, leaving behind a small garrison, he would return to England to drum up support for additional investment and to make specific allocations of lands to those who had already subscribed.

The colony in Norumbega would be virtually autonomous from England, organized as a series of independent settlements. It would be a rigidly hierarchical society of great and lesser land-lords ruling over their tenants, with Gilbert having overall authority as the colony’s chief lord and governor. In addition to rents, the exploitation of natural products and commercial rights granted to merchant groups would provide additional income, creating a flow of revenue that Gilbert could use to finance the second part of his plan: setting up a privateering base farther south, near Spanish Florida.

Gilbert had originally intended to leave England in the fall of 1582, but bad weather and delays in his preparations compelled him to postpone his departure until the following summer. The holdup had the important advantage of allowing Ralegh sufficient time to raise £2,000 for the Bark Ralegh, a swift, well-armed vessel, which he contributed with the expectation of commanding her on the expedition. In this he was to be frustrated. The queen refused him permission to go, considering the voyage far too hazardous; this was the first of many such disappointments.25


A fleet of five ships eventually got underway from Plymouth in June 1583. The largest was the Bark Ralegh, of 200 tons, followed by Gilbert’s flagship, the Delight, of 120 tons, the Golden  Hind and Swallow, each of 40 tons, and tiny Squirrel, of 8 tons. A couple of days out the Bark Ralegh turned back, possibly because of disease among the crew or fears about the ship’s seaworthiness. Gilbert was furious, but had little choice other than to press on, heading northwest for Newfoundland. The choice of destination was dictated by the need to take on more provisions, but Gilbert likely also had in mind his 1578 plan, which had involved raiding shipping off the Newfoundland fishing banks.

Gilbert arrived at St. John’s Harbor, the largest port on the island, late the following month. There he found three dozen French, Spanish, Portuguese, and English ships peacefully plying their trade. Newfoundland was a miniature international community, in which the captains of the fishing vessels took turns regulating local affairs in the harbor and onshore, banding together to protect themselves from pirates. The fishermen were at first alarmed by the arrival of Gilbert’s ships, thinking that they were another group of marauders. Following reassurances from Gilbert that he had not come to plunder, however, he was allowed to enter the harbor. A few days later he had a large tent erected on the shore, and the fishermen’s captains were called together to attend him. His royal commission was read out, and in a formal ceremony Gilbert annexed St. John’s and the surrounding region in the queen’s name. The fishermen were told that their lands now belonged to England, and by virtue of his grant, to Gilbert, whom the queen had authorized to possess and enjoy them.

Had she known about it, Elizabeth would not have approved of Gilbert’s high-handed declaration. His grant had expressly prohibited him from claiming territories in America that were  occupied by other Europeans, a requirement included to avoid possible reprisals. She would not have wanted to disrupt the harmonious relations among the various nationalities involved in the Newfoundland fishing industry or to jeopardize the highly profitable trade. Fortunately for the queen, Gilbert’s actions had little practical effect. The hardheaded fishermen tolerated his assertion of English overlordship and the imposition of levies and rents on their lands and trade because they knew that once Gilbert left, they could simply ignore his claims.

After several weeks of prospecting for minerals and surveying the area around St. John’s, Gilbert was ready to move on. He was encouraged by the natural riches of the region and was especially pleased by the discovery of ore that might contain silver. He confided to his “mineral man,” Daniel (a specialist in metals from Germany), that for himself he desired to go no farther. In high summer, the land appeared fruitful, the seas provided abundant fish, and Daniel’s discovery suggested the existence of precious minerals. Gilbert claimed a huge swath of land at least 300 miles in each direction from his landing place at St. John’s and probably had in mind offering much of it to settlers and speculators. Satisfied with the potential of the region, he could have returned to England with the good news, but the lure of the North American mainland and his desire to bring Norumbega within the compass of his royal grant persuaded him to continue the voyage.

Despite Gilbert’s rosy assessment, the expedition was rapidly falling apart. His men were succumbing to disease that had spread throughout his crews, causing sickness and death. Some were too ill to work; others deserted or took up plundering fishing vessels  along the coast. He dispatched the Swallow back to England with the sick and unruly and left St. John’s on August 20 with his remaining three ships, heading southwest toward Cape Breton and the American coast.

Tragedy struck shortly after. The Delight ran aground in thick fog off Sable Island (Nova Scotia) at the end of the month and quickly broke up, consigning more than eighty men to the deep along with Gilbert’s precious notes and maps of his explorations in Newfoundland. With supplies running low and his men refusing to continue the voyage, Gilbert had no choice but to set course for England. Although he continued to talk of bright prospects and the queen loaning him £10,000 for another voyage, his fortune was lost with his flagship as she slipped beneath the waves. He would be a laughing stock in London, hounded by creditors and scorned at court. Perhaps it was the enormity of the disaster that finally overwhelmed him and brought about a final act of folly: his stubborn refusal to abandon the Squirrel in the midst of a furious storm. He was, as Elizabeth commented dryly, “a man noted of not good hap [fortune] by sea.”26


Voyages of exploration were highly dangerous, particularly those charting the cold waters of the North Atlantic. Ralegh’s last communication with his half-brother had been an affectionate letter sent in March 1583, a few weeks before Gilbert left port, in which he had relayed Elizabeth’s good wishes for the voyage and a token of her esteem. The token was a small jewel of rubies and diamonds depicting a queen on the back of an anchor, which carried the inscription “we are safe under the sacred anchor.”

The irony would not have been lost on Ralegh as he reflected on Sir Humphrey’s death. But beyond his personal loss, the failure  of Gilbert’s venture had left a gaping hole in his plans for an English America.

 



IN THE FALL of 1583, Ralegh made the momentous decision to assume the role of chief promoter of English colonies in America, formerly held by his half-brother. He was determined to be in the forefront of England’s struggle to resist growing Spanish dominance in Europe and was convinced (as Gilbert had been) that the most effective means of undermining Philip II’s power was by attacking his American possessions. The queen, he believed, should boldly assert English claims to North America forthwith by supporting the establishment of colonies. By carving out a vast realm in America where no other Europeans had settled, England would in time supplant Spain as the major New World power.

Between the fall and spring of 1583-1584 Ralegh turned his quarters at Durham House into a school for scholars and mariners. Among those who visited Durham House or consulted with Ralegh regularly were the two Richard Hakluyts, John Dee, and Fernandes, whom he already knew from his involvement in his half-brother’s schemes; others, like Thomas Hariot, John White, Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues, Philip Amadas, and Arthur Barlowe, he recruited as his plans evolved.27


They were among the most remarkable men of their generation and would put forward the case for colonization, provide instruction on navigation and mathematics, collect and draft maps, identify Atlantic routes, and undertake Ralegh’s voyages. The two Hakluyts served as his propagandists and would advance a range of arguments in favor of colonization to attract political and financial support. John Dee, a renowned scholar, was an expert on  English claims to the New World and on American geography. He would instruct Ralegh’s mariners in navigation and help to draw up charts and maps for an initial reconnaissance voyage that Ralegh had already begun to plan. Simon Fernandes, the master pilot, would guide Ralegh’s ships across the Atlantic to their destination on the coast of North America.28


Two men were especially important to Ralegh’s plans: Thomas Hariot, a scientist, and John White, an artist. Ralegh knew Elizabeth would forbid him to go to America, and therefore he needed reliable and skilled men to record what they saw. Hariot would make a detailed record of the New World in writing, and White would undertake a series of illustrations and paintings. Together they would be Ralegh’s ears and eyes in America.

Hariot had studied mathematics and astronomy at St. Mary’s Hall, Oxford. After graduating in 1580 he went to London, where over the next couple of years he applied his learning to “Cosmography, and the art of Navigation.” Hariot became well known in the city and, possibly on the recommendation of Dee, Ralegh took him into his household to help train his men. At first Ralegh may have thought to employ him solely for his expertise with mathematics and navigation, but it quickly became apparent that Hariot was a scholar of exceptional ability who would be an asset to the enterprise in other ways. His rigorous scientific methods and careful recording of information persuaded Ralegh that he should accompany the expeditions to North America and keep detailed notes on the topography, climate, peoples, fauna, and flora of the lands they discovered.29
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