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Preface


When my father died, I found among his books a version of Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations, originally written in 1589. The first story in the book that I came across was that of Stephen Borough. He was a shipmaster, born in Devon, who in 1553, and again in 1556, was given the job of sailing in search of a north-east passage to China. Such a voyage would be remarkable even today; in those days, it must have been astounding.


The bare facts of the voyages were there in Hakluyt, but I conceived an irresistible desire to know much more. I wanted to know about the reasons for the voyages, how Stephen came to be selected for the job and how he did it, what sort of ships he had, and about the effects and consequences of the voyages.


This present book is an attempt to find some of the answers. It has three main subjects: the exploits, the first brave voyages to search for a north-east passage from Europe to the Orient; the effects of the voyages, one of which was the setting-up of the Muscovy Company, the first English company to trade outside western Europe; and the man who did it, Stephen Borough, his origins and connections. (This book is not a biography, as we know virtually nothing of a personal nature about him. He lives on only through his exploits, but these are more than enough to put him into the pantheon of great Tudor sea captains from Devon.) The other topics in this book include the sizes and shapes of the ships of the time, the state of geographical knowledge, the state of the art of navigation and a brief history of subsequent attempts to find a north-east passage.


Before 1553 the English had done almost nothing by way of overseas exploration.1 Stephen Borough’s voyages were the first that had been organised by the English. They were the first English voyages to set off in a previously unknown direction, and they were also the first voyages of which we have any detailed account written in English.


A principal source of information throughout has been Richard Hakluyt’s book, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation (1589).2 Hakluyt (c. 1552–1616) made it his life’s work to gather the stories of English seamen and explorers. His perseverance in accumulating so much material on the early days of exploration and trade with Russia has come in for particular appreciation.3 It was entirely due to his diligence that the original accounts of the voyages were collected together in his ‘troublesome and painful’ work. On one occasion, as he himself said, ‘I rode 200 miles onely to learn the whole trueth of this voyage.’4 On other occasions, he was supplied with material by his friends and acquaintances, such as William Borough and Anthonie Jenkinson.5


Hakluyt himself had staunchly Protestant views, but he kept them separate from the narratives that he collected.6 He made a point of copying the original accounts’ ipsissima verba. Hakluyt himself wrote, ‘Whatsoever testimonie I have found in any authour . . . I have recorded the same word for word’,7 and G.B. Parkes, the Hakluyt scholar, has commented that ‘Hakluyt emphasised the value of the original sources’ and ‘the majority of the narratives give no sign of his part in their making’.8 A few of the original documents that Hakluyt copied still exist, such as the ‘Haven of Death’ account of Sir Hugh Willoughby’s voyage.9 Comparing this original with Hakluyt’s version shows that he copied it word for word. I make no apology for quoting from him on numerous occasions.


As to the other important sources, it is extremely fortunate that some of them ever survived. The Lisle Letters, for instance, were seized and impounded when Lord Lisle was incarcerated in the Tower of London, and they have survived in the national archives ever since. The wills of the members of the Borough family are another important source of information. The original wills, or most of them, were destroyed when the Exeter Register Office was bombed in the Second World War, but fortunately a Mr Oswyn Murray had previously made abstracts of them, and those abstracts have survived.


It is not obvious why Stephen Borough’s epic voyages have received so little attention hitherto. A few later authors have retold the tale of his exploits, but they have done little more than paraphrase Hakluyt’s original account.10 By contrast, Martin Frobisher’s voyages in search of a north-west passage, some twenty years later than Stephen Borough’s, have had a good press, even though his expeditions produced relatively little result and were a financial disaster. Perhaps Stephen suffered because his great exploits were peaceful: he never fired a shot in anger. The other great Tudor sea captains such as the Hawkinses, Drake, Raleigh, John Davis, Oxenham, Cavendish, Fenner, Howard, Towerson, Grenville and Frobisher, as well as all the pirates and privateers, all relied on their cannon, their swords and their swashbuckling for their fame and fortune. Incidentally, all these sea captains came later than Stephen Borough, with the single exception of William Hawkins. This book is an attempt to remedy the neglect and to throw some new light on a Tudor hero from Devon.
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Introduction


Besides the foresaid uncertaintie, into what dangers and difficulties they plunged themselves . . . I tremble to recount.


Hakluyt, introducing the story of the Northeasterne discoveries.1


On Friday 7 August 1556 Stephen Borough and the ten men of the crew of the Serchthrift were very far from home. They were in the Arctic, more than 500 miles further east than any west European had ever been before, searching for a north-east passage to the Orient. They had tried to find shelter from ‘a cruell storme’ by anchoring in the lee of a small, featureless island near the southern end of Novaya Zemlya, but this time it looked very much as though the end had come and the ship would founder from the buffets of ice floes.


They had seen sea ice before, but never anything like this. This was much more menacing. It was a wall of pack ice driven by the wind, and it advanced on them, coming round both sides of the island behind which they were anchored. From the deck they could only watch in horror as the two arms of the ice field swept on around them and closed some way behind. The ship floated in a black pool of the sea, hemmed in by gleaming masses of white and pale-blue ice. The wind increased from the north-north-east and the swell grew, though the ice itself acted as a damper and kept the waves from building up. The dark surface of the open pool of sea was buffeted all the time by heavy cats-paws of wind. The mast and rigging roared and whistled with the wind, though all the sails were tightly furled. The small ship strained at her anchor cable and veered violently from side to side as the storm increased. Then the mist came, rushing past them and bringing snow, so that they could hardly see even so far as the low, black island which gave them some protection from the ice.


All that night the storm raged. With the sun only just below the horizon, there was enough visibility in the twilight for the crew to keep a constant watch on the ice as best they could through the driving murk. From time to time, large pieces of ice came free from the pack towards them. Most of the crew were on deck, using poles and oars to try to fend off the ice. A few lay below, awake and huddled in their blankets, listening to the thumping and crunching along the waterline as stray floes, some of them as big as houses, drifted along the side of the hull. They all knew that at any moment a floe could crack the hull with a blow or carry away the anchor cable.


By the following morning the storm had abated slightly, but the mist had turned into fog and they could see no more than a cable’s length from the ship. They could do nothing but stay put where they were, and hope and pray that the anchor cable would continue to hold.


The next day, Sunday, the mist lifted for a while, and they saw that the ice had mysteriously departed. They sailed out from their anchorage at four a.m., but then the mist came down again and they were forced to reduce speed by taking down all the sails and drifting slowly before the wind.2


They had survived ‘by the Grace of God’. They would have had no chance if the wind had changed direction while they were surrounded by the ice or had blown even more violently, or if a larger floe had borne down upon them, or if the anchor cable had parted or the anchor itself had lost its hold. This was just one of the many times on the voyage when they had faced death and yet escaped. Stephen Borough was undoubtedly a very competent sea captain, but on this occasion, as on a number of others, he was lucky. Perhaps, at his birth, the fairy ladies had indeed danced upon his hearth.3


The 1556 voyage was itself an epic. It involved travelling some 500 miles beyond the entrance to the White Sea, through the Arctic Seas, which we now call the Barents Sea, trying to find a route to China. They were in a dreary and desolate region of the world, entirely uncharted, facing unknown hazards of many kinds, including rocks and shoals, currents and tides, storms, frequent fog and pack ice, not to mention the monsters of the deep, and possible encounters with the Samoyeds, who were said to be cannibals.


Stephen went on to survive this and many other voyages in Arctic waters; he became a national hero and deserved to be so. His voyages were the first of the great Tudor explorations. They set the example. They ignited the flame of exploration for the English and were followed by other feats and voyages, including Frobisher’s attempts to find a north-west passage in 1576–8, Drake’s circumnavigation of the world in 1577–81, the defeat of the Armada in 1588 and the founding of the English Colonies on the east coast of the New World.


Another result of the voyages was the birth of the Muscovy Company, the first of the English joint stock overseas trading companies. It was the Muscovy Company that established the very first English trading stations outside western Europe and that set the pattern for all the other overseas companies, including the great East India Company. These London-based businesses were the principal mechanism of England’s commercial expansion overseas.


The British political empire, at its peak, covered a quarter of the land surface of the globe and embraced, under the diminutive figure of Queen Victoria, 400 million people. It was enormous. But the British commercial empire, the ‘informal empire’, was an even greater phenomenon. In the years around 1870 there were few areas of the world into which British trade and commerce had not penetrated.4 In most cases, it was not ‘trade following the flag’, rather the opposite.5


The merchants of London took a big step in the growth of this commercial empire when they set up the first trading company and the first trading stations outside western Europe – in Muscovy. Stephen Borough and his crew were the men who made it possible.





CHAPTER 1


The Times


Stephen Borough made his first voyage of exploration in 1553. That was about four and a half centuries ago; it may seem so, but it is not really very long ago at all. For instance, most people can remember their grandparents and can remember talking to them. Mine were born in the 1870s. If we suppose that there are about fifty years between batches of grandparents, it would only need eight or possibly nine lots of grandparents to take us back to the 1550s.


The time may seem short when measured in cohorts of grandparents, but what a lot has changed! Things were very different then: for instance, we do not now set fire to our archbishops, as they did then (‘Bloody Mary’ had Archbishop Cranmer burnt at the stake in 1556). Our attitudes and thought patterns, and a great deal else besides, have changed enormously since then.


How can we possibly get into the mindset of Stephen’s time, a time when a belief in God pervaded everyday life, when the sun and the planets circled the earth1 and the order of everything in the cosmos was taken for granted?2 The Tudors’ concept of the four elements (fire, air, earth and water) may seem bizarre to us, but to them it was a system by which they could apprehend and explain many of nature’s mysteries. We may think them odd, but I wonder what they would make of our concepts of the spin of gravitons or the charm of quarks by which we seek to explain the behaviour of the elementary particles.


The physical world that they knew was also very different. In Stephen’s time, the population of London was about 50,000,3 which is about the same as the population of Keighley or Macclesfield today, and slightly less than that of Stourbridge or Weymouth.4 London was small, which meant that anybody who was anybody knew everybody else who mattered. (At that time, the total population of England was only about 3 million.)5


Looking back at England then, we can see that she was little more than an underdeveloped off-shore island. There was a good deal of internal trade, but as far as exports were concerned, wool and cloth were almost the only commodities that the English could offer, and together they accounted for over 85 per cent of the export trade.6 The quantity of wool and cloth that was produced increased slowly and steadily. For instance, the flock of sheep owned by Norwich Cathedral Priory increased from 2,500 in 1470 to 8,000 in 1520, and the output of traditional woollen broadcloth trebled in the first half of the sixteenth century.7 Bowden has calculated that there were about 11 million sheep and lambs in England and Wales in 1540–7.8 The wool and the cloth were traded overseas for wine and manufactured goods from the Continent. The woolsack that the Lord Chancellor sits on today is a surviving symbol of the erstwhile dominance of the wool trade. Many people all over the country found employment in the production of wool, from shepherds and shearers to those involved in the processes of spinning, weaving, fulling9 and dyeing. The term ‘spinster’, which applied to all unmarried women, reflects the very widespread involvement of the English people in the textile trade. The finished cloth was mostly sold through Calais, which, apart from Ireland, was England’s only overseas territory at that time. It was through the wool market at Calais, the ‘Staple’, that the customs dues were levied on wool and textiles, and these provided a large part of the Crown’s income. The Crown levied 40s on every sack of wool exported by Englishmen and 53s 3d on every sack exported by ‘aliens’ (foreigners).10


In Stephen’s day, the supply of food in England depended entirely on the harvest, as very little food could be imported from abroad, and the harvest in turn depended very much on the weather, and it was cold in the 1550s. It was the beginning of the period which later came to be known as ‘the Little Ice Age’ and which lasted from about 1550 to 1700.11 There were bad harvests in 1549, 1550 and 1551,12 and people starved. To add to the problems, there was an outbreak of ‘the sweating sickness’, or sudor anglicus, in London in 1551.13 It seems to have been a form of influenza, and it could kill young adults within twenty-four hours.14


The king at the time was Edward VI. He had been 9 when he was crowned in 1547, and he was heavily guided by his ‘Protectors’: first his uncle, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, and then, from 1549 onwards, by John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland.


His father, King Henry VIII, had spent all the money derived from the dissolution of the monasteries, and more, on vainglorious wars, his navy and a chain of forts and castles along the east and south coasts to defend England against the very real threat of attack by France or Spain, or both of them together.15 Fortunately for England, these two countries were much occupied at the time in fighting each other, and when peace was, for a short time, declared between them, neither had the strength left or the inclination to mount an attack on England. But King Henry had left the nation bankrupt.16


The whole economy of England was upset: landlords raised rents17 and tried to enclose land, local manufacturers went down, prices rose in what has been called ‘the sixteenth-century price revolution’, especially the price of grain, and real wages declined.18 There were popular rebellions in 1549 in Norfolk and the West Country, and serious riots in the Midlands and southern England, triggered largely by the sharp rise in the price of corn and also in part by opposition to Edward VI’s religious reforms.19


Then, in 1551, Northumberland was forced to honour some of the nation’s debts to the Continental bankers. This meant a dramatic rise in the prices of England’s textiles, which caused a sharp drop in sales on the Continent. The number of shortcloths exported from London fell from 133,000 in 1550 to 85,000 in 1552.20 This dramatic drop in the sales of England’s chief export commodity affected the whole nation. The situation is described by the Duke of Norfolk in Shakespeare’s Henry VIII:


The clothiers all, not able to maintain


The many to them ‘longing, have put off


The spinsters, carders, fullers, weavers, who


Unfit for other life, compell’d by hunger


And lack of other means, in desperate manner


Daring the event to the teeth, are all in uproar,


And danger serves among them.21


It was the sudden fall in cloth exports that impelled the English merchants to seek other overseas sales outlets and that prompted Stephen Borough’s voyages of exploration.


At this time, the English had done very little in the way of exploration, though there is no doubting the fact that they were excellent sailors. They had been making regular voyages to Danzig for many years,22 to Iceland,23 to all the ports on the Atlantic coasts of Europe, and into the Mediterranean.24 English ships had also reached Morocco25 and Guinea (the Ivory Coast),26 and had crossed the Atlantic to Newfoundland in the wake of Basque fishermen.27 At least one English ship, the Barbara of London under Captain John Phellyppes, had reached the Caribbean in 1540, with ‘one Robert Nycoll of Depe’ (Dieppe) as pilot (a Frenchman, despite his Scottish name). There they seized a Spanish ship and some valuable charts of the Americas.28


The most adventurous of the English seamen had sailed to Brazil, led by William Hawkins, who made three voyages there in 1530, 1531 and 1532.29 He almost certainly used foreign (probably French) pilots to get there,30 as did Robert Reniger and Thomas Borey, who sailed there in about 1540, and ‘one Pudsey’ (as Hakluyt calls him), who also sailed there and built a fort at the Baya de Todos Santos in 1542.31


But none of this was pioneering. The Portuguese had been sailing to Brazil regularly for thirty years or more before Hawkins arrived, and a Frenchman, de Gonneville, had sailed there from Harfleur in the Espoir as early as 1504.32 The English could certainly sail the high seas, but apart from the voyages to Brazil they had until the 1550s confined themselves to the North Atlantic and the Mediterranean, and all the sailing routes that they used had been anticipated by others.


By contrast, the Iberians had already circled the globe, and by the middle of the sixteenth century ships of Portugal sailed regularly to East Africa to trade for gold, which they then took on to Goa and Malacca (on the Malay Peninsula), where the gold was traded for spices to be taken back to Europe. At the same time, Spanish ships were sailing regularly from Seville to ports in the Caribbean Sea to collect silver and gold from their mines in Mexico and Peru.


When the English did at last set out to explore, it was many years later than the Iberians. Like them, the English also hoped to reach the Spice Islands and the fabulous Orient, which were ‘the most richest londes and ilondes in the worlde, for all the gold, spices aromatikes and pretiose stone’, according to Roger Barlow, who had found out a great deal about the Portuguese and Spanish explorations. He went on to propose a route that was not already dominated by the Portuguese or the Spanish, ‘out of spayne thei saile all the indies and sees occidentales, and from portingale thei saylle all the indies and sees orientalles, so that betwene the waie of the orient and the waie of the occydent they have compassed all the world . . . so ther resteth this waie of the northe onelie to discover’.33


Thus it was that Stephen Borough of Devon and his colleagues became the pioneers of English exploration when they set out in search of a northerly route to the Orient in two expeditions, one in 1553 and another in 1556. Twenty-odd years later, the English tried again, this time to the north-west, sending out three expeditions under Martin Frobisher in 1576, 1577 and 1578.


This book is about Stephen Borough and the part he took in these English expeditions, the ones in search of a north-east passage to the Orient.





CHAPTER 2


Stephen Borough at Home


In this chapter Stephen Borough’s family and home life, as far as we know them, are discussed. His nautical career occupies most of the later chapters of this book.


Stephen Borough, the future sea captain, navigator and explorer, was born on 25 September 1525, at a small manor farm called Borough, in the parish of Northam, North Devon.1 (The family name of Borough – spelled in several different ways – and the name of the farm where he was born were the same.)2 His infant world consisted almost entirely of his mother (née Mary Dough) and his nurse. A little later, he would get to recognise the faces of his father, Walter Borough,3 and his uncle Thomas,4 who between them ran the farm, and the faces of the servants, one or two servant girls in the house and three or four men and boys who worked in the fields.5


The infant Stephen was the centre of attention. He was for a long time the only child in the family, as it was not until eleven years later that his younger brother, William, was born, in 1536.6 For the first year of his life, Stephen would have been wrapped in strips of cloth (the traditional swaddling clothes) and then, when he started to toddle, he would have been put into a small jerkin and breeches.7


His first explorations were of the fields and woods of the farm which slope steeply down from Borough to the nearby River Torridge. Borough is about a quarter of a mile from Northam, an ancient village set on a hill. The whole parish of Northam is almost surrounded by water, with the Bristol Channel to the west and the estuary of the Taw and the Torridge rivers to the north and the east.


From Borough, Stephen could see ships coming in across Bideford Bay from the Atlantic. He could also have seen ships anchored in the bay, waiting for the tide to rise before they could come in across the formidable bar, and later he could watch them working their way in on the tide, up the zigzag channel towards Appledore, until they disappeared from sight behind Lookout Hill.8 He could also see Northam Church, standing up as a silhouette against the evening sun. The church tower was used by sailors as a seamark, and it was whitewashed regularly until 1846 to make it stand out better.9


[image: image]


The estuary of the Rivers Taw and Torridge in North Devon, showing Northam and Borough surrounded by water on three sides.


[image: image]


The Borough family tree constructed from many sources.


The Borough family consisted of three brothers, John (Aborough), Walter and Thomas.10 John was born in about 1494 and appears to have been the oldest of the three brothers and head of the household, to judge from the Subsidy Rolls,11 although he must have been away at sea a lot of the time. The Borough family worked in farming and in shipping, a common combination all round the coasts of England in those days.


Information from the so-called ‘Mormon Index’ confirms the general structure of the Borough family tree,12 though it does show one or two additional members of the family, such as William (born 1498), another brother for the three brothers, John Aborough, Walter and Thomas. It also shows a certain Stephen (born in 1470) as the father of the three (or four) brothers and a certain Walter (born 1444) as their grandfather.13


The connection between John Aborough and Stephen may have been crucial to Stephen’s later career, and for this reason I have investigated it as far as possible. In 1926 Chanter had suggested (correctly as it turned out) that John Aborough was Stephen’s uncle.14 Others have (incorrectly) stated that he was Stephen’s father, and others again have indicated that there was some connection but that they did not know what it was.15 John Aborough was married to Christian,16 and they had two sons, David and Peter, and two daughters, Agnes and Thomazin, a son-in-law John Hernaman and a grandson, also called John Hernaman. John Aborough had two brothers, Walter (the father of Stephen) and Thomas. These names are all in his will17 and they all tie in with the details in the wills of the other members of the family, including those of Stephen and William (John’s nephews through his brother Walter), David and Peter (his sons) and Ann (David’s widow). The numerous cross-references between the names in the various wills, especially the fact that John had two brothers called Walter and Thomas, confirm that John was definitely Stephen’s uncle.


Stephen’s first lessons in reading and writing may have been with his uncle, John Aborough, on one of his occasional visits. We know that John could read and write, but his own father and mother almost certainly could not.18


When he was 5, Stephen would have started school. He would have walked along the muddy track from the farm to the village of Northam, and then between the low houses of what is now Castle Street to Church House in the small square at the centre of the village. (Some of his young friends were not allowed to go to school: they had work to do, such as clearing stones from the fields or herding cows or cutting furse for the cloam ovens.)19


Church House was, and still is, a stone building on the west side of Fore Street, backing onto the churchyard, on the south side of the church gate and separated from it by one other property.20 Stephen’s first lessons were held in the long room that ran the whole length of the house, at first-floor level, reached by means of a flight of external stairs that no longer exist.21


Nobody knows how old Church House is, but it was certainly used as a schoolroom for many, many generations, up until 1839. The ground floor beneath the long schoolroom was used as a prison, later as a barber’s shop, then an off-licence, and recently it has been converted into a spacious sitting-room.


Stephen’s first teacher was probably not John Smyth, the parish priest of Northam from 1524 to 1554, but Richard Walter. He was the stipendiary or auxiliary priest, employed by the religious guild of Northam, principally for the purpose of saying masses for the departed souls of members of the guild.22 He was also expected to teach some lessons. For these duties he received a rather niggardly stipend of £3 16s 6d, but he probably had a small house and garden included.23


He taught Stephen to read and write, and he seems to have done a good job for, in later life, Stephen’s handwriting was good, regular and legible, as is shown in his will and in one or two other documents that he wrote himself. Stephen could certainly express himself very clearly in English, as he did, for instance, in the account of his voyage in the Serchthrift in 1556 and 1557.


By the age of 6 or 7 Stephen may well have discovered the excitement and the bustle at Appledore. Appledore was about a mile and a half away from Borough, though still in the parish of Northam,24 and it had been a port since time before memory. Boys of his age probably enjoyed working on or playing about in boats then just as they did in Victorian times when, as we know from local photographs, boys worked on boats there. One photograph of Appledore, taken in the 1890s, shows three boys tarring the bottom of a ship’s boat.25 One of those three boys went on to become Captain W.J. Slade, who started his seagoing career in 1904, at the age of 12.26


It would be surprising if Captain Stephen Borough, some 350 years earlier, had not done much the same as Captain Slade, and spent many of his boyhood days down at the waterside in Appledore, learning to handle small boats belonging to, or part-owned by, some of his relations, and learning about the skills and the hazards of the seafaring life.


Appledore was an excellent place in which to learn. It sits beside the estuary of the two rivers, the Taw and the Torridge, where they join together before flowing out over the Bideford Bar and into the Bristol Channel. Appledore was busy with trade in those days, when transport by water was much cheaper than overland by packhorse or wagon.27 The inland trade from the hinterland of North Devon came in carts or by packhorse to the navigable parts of the Taw and Torridge rivers, and then downstream in barges to Appledore, or to one of the other ‘bar’ ports (ports inside the bar, i.e. Bideford, Barnstaple, Braunton and Fremington).28 There the goods were transhipped into larger vessels capable of going out to sea into the Bristol Channel, a rough stretch of water, exposed to Atlantic storms and with very few places of shelter. The Bristol Channel trade in Tudor times extended to South Wales, Southern Ireland, Bordeaux and the Spanish wine ports.29


The principal hazard to local shipping was then, and still is, the Bideford Bar, at the seaward entrance to the estuary. It has a fearsome reputation as a wrecker of ships. It can only be crossed at or near high water, and even today must be approached with considerable caution. As the Bristol and Severn pilot says, ‘Bideford Bar can be dangerous in heavy weather. . . . Do not try to enter the Torridge Estuary in poor visibility or in fresh onshore winds.’30 The other problems of the estuary include the zigzag channel and the tidal stream, which flows at 3 knots, on to Pulley Ridge, Crow Ridge, Crow Rock and Sprat Ridge (see p. 6). The entrance to the Taw–Torridge Estuary is hazardous to any vessel, but especially to one relying entirely on the wind and sails for its propulsion.


We do not know where or how Stephen got any further training. This is not surprising, because we know very little about where most people in Tudor England got their education. It has been said that ‘Apart from isolated and fanciful tales, we begin to know most important sixteenth-century people only when they are already public figures.’31 Stephen could have been a pupil at a grammar school or at a local private school, or he could have served as a page in the household of a noble family, or perhaps gone to sea to learn the mariner’s trade with a relative.


The nearest grammar school was at Barnstaple, about 12 miles away.32 It is possible that Stephen’s family could have afforded to send him away, to stay in lodgings in Barnstaple and to attend the grammar school there. We do know of one North Devon boy, John Jewell, who did just that. Jewell was born in 1522, only three years earlier than Stephen; he was sent successively to three local schoolmasters, at Heanton Punchardon, Braunton and South Molton, before he went to Barnstaple Grammar School. John Jewell later became Bishop of Salisbury.33


Stephen could have attended a private school instead. There were a number of private schools at the time, run by persons licensed by the church to do so, where children could learn such subjects as book-keeping and the elements of mathematics needed for land-surveying or navigation.34 There is, however, no surviving evidence that there was such a school locally in Stephen’s time.


After some formal education, many boys were sent, usually at about the age of 12, to live in another household, preferably one of a superior social status to their own, to serve as pages and to perform such menial tasks as serving at table while they learned about etiquette, riding, hawking, hunting, shooting and military skills. Most noble or superior households had a number of such pages, or ‘henchmen’, as their protégés, and the household of the local gentry, the Grenvilles, was well known for this a few years after Stephen’s time. There is, however, no evidence that Stephen was ever one of the Grenvilles’ henchmen.


It is more likely that Stephen spent his apprenticeship years under a master mariner. As Scammell points out, ‘families already in shipping sent off their boys to learn the trade, either in their own vessels or in those of friends and relatives’.35 Stephen’s uncle, John Aborough, was the most skilled and successful mariner in the Borough family, and he owned ships, as did other members of Stephen’s family, such as his cousin David. Although there is no evidence for it, it would be surprising if Stephen had not spent at least some of his formative years as a page or ‘gromet’36 learning all the practicalities of ship-handling under the tutelage of John Aborough, and it would not have been at all unusual if he had started his seagoing career, as Drake did, when he was 10 or 12 years old.37


JOHN ABOROUGH, STEPHEN’S UNCLE


Stephen got his start in life entirely through his uncle, John Aborough, who was the crucial, and the only, connection between the remote farm in North Devon where Stephen was born and the Court in London. His story is summarised here because his position was to prove so important to Stephen.


John Aborough was born in about 149438 and died in 1570.39 In 1531, he was employed as a master mariner by Lord Lisle in a ship called the Mary Plantagenet, sailing between the West Country, France and Ireland. By October 1532 he had left the Marie Plantagenet. He then made a number of voyages to the Mediterranean: for instance, he turned up in Sicily in 1533 and made a voyage to Venice in 1534.40


It is interesting, in view of Stephen’s later navigational exploits, to see what a comprehensive set of navigation instruments John Aborough had in 1533. In that year he put in a claim before the High Court of Admiralty for the loss of two sea chests, the contents of which included: a ‘Balestow’ (a cross staff), a quadrant, a lodestone, a running glass, Portuguese ephemerides, a rutter (route card) in ‘Castiellan’, an English rutter compiled by himself, two Spanish compasses, two other compasses and two charts, one of the Levant.41 It is apparent that he was well ahead of most English sea captains of the time in his knowledge of navigation.


His employer, Lord Lisle, was appointed Lord Deputy of Calais from 1533 to 1540. As previously mentioned, Calais was England’s only overseas possession then apart from Ireland, and it was only (with some exceptions) through its wool market, the ‘Staple’, that wool could legitimately be exported to the Continent. John Aborough was put in charge of the service boats, delivering packets to and fro across the Channel between Calais and Dover, from 1535 to 1539. Lord and Lady Lisle were effectively trapped in the English enclave at Calais by their duties there: they had to conduct all their business to England by letter and had to rely entirely on John Aborough and his service boats for the safe delivery of all their correspondence and packages. In 1540 John Aborough was listed by the Calais Commissioners as having three ships regularly repairing to the town: a ship of 50 tons, a ketch of 25 tons and another ketch of 18 tons.


In March 1539 he was sent on a spying mission to Flanders. Henry VIII was greatly concerned that the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, might be preparing to attack England. Aborough had to ride on horseback from Calais along the coast about 70 miles to Sluis in Flanders, and report on the state of readiness of the ships that he found there.42


Later in 1539 John Aborough and Robert Couchye, another experienced shipmaster, were sent to the Netherlands, in great secrecy, to discover a route and make a chart so that Henry VIII could send his fleet over to Harderwijk in Holland to pick up his next bride, Anne of Cleves, and bring her back to England. In 1540 he was employed on the design of the king’s ‘Water works at Dover’, to draw up plans to improve the sea defences there. By 1544 he was in command of a navy ship, the Great Pinas, of 80 tons, at the time when Henry was involved in attacking south-east Scotland and also Boulogne, though it is not known what part Aborough took in these campaigns. In 1548 and 1549 he was employed carrying supplies for the fortification of the island of Alderney against the French. His name also appears in connection with various properties in Calais, London and Hampshire, and particularly with several properties in North Devon.


This was the man who almost certainly was Borough’s mentor during his early years, and who was the critical link between Stephen and the authorities in London, without whom Stephen would never have been appointed as master of the Edward Bonaventura.


STEPHEN BOROUGH’S ADULT LIFE


Stephen was 27 when he was appointed. By that time he was a skilful sea captain, experienced enough to be selected as the master of the largest of the three ships of the 1553 expedition sent to search for a new sea route to the East and wise enough to survive numerous long voyages to Russia and back. His training for all of this could not have been better if he had grown up learning to master the various hazards of the Bristol Channel trade and the ‘Western Navigation’.


Stephen’s first wife was Eleanora, the daughter of John Smithe of the parish of Clive in Shropshire. It is not known where or when they married. They lived at Ratcliffe on the north bank of the Thames, downstream from the Tower of London, and they had one child, Christopher. Eleanora died in February 1562; Stephen was the administrator of her will, in which he is specified as ‘Stephen Aborough, Mariner, of Ratcliffe’.43


A year after Eleanora died, Stephen married again, on 26 March 1563.44 His second wife was Joanna Overye of the parish of Stepney, and by her he had five daughters.45 Joanna outlived Stephen; she eventually died at Chatham in 1604.


Stephen occurs again in another Deed of Administration in 1572.46 This time the deceased was a man called John Rabelo, and Stephen was the executor of his will. The relationship between him and Rabelo is not known, though Rabelo was a mariner and he left the lease of a house in Barking to Stephen. Stephen was recorded as still living at Ratcliffe at this time.


Stephen and his brother William both apppear in a register of ships in 1572.47 Alongside theirs is the name of a certain Robert Burrow. Each of the three is listed as the master of a ship in the Port of London: Stephen of the Black Greyhound, of 200 tons; William of the Margaret, of 120 tons; and Robert Burrow of the Black Burre, of 100 tons. It would be very interesting to know if Robert was any relative of Stephen and William.


[image: image]


Stephen Borough’s signature, from his will, which he wrote himself shortly before his death in 1584.


Stephen Borough wrote his own will and signed it ‘S. Borowgh’ on 1 July 1584. This was just eleven days before he died.48 In it he refers to his wife Joanna; his ‘first’ son Christopher (presumably referring to him as his first child, as he only had one son that we know of); his five daughters Judith, Susan, Mary, Anne and Elizabeth, some of whom must still have been young at the time, as he refers to them as ‘my young children’; and he also mentions his brother William. He refers to his three houses, one of which was called ‘the Signe of the Mayden Hedd’ and which stood somewhere in East Street, Gravesend. From its name it sounds as though this house was an inn, and in fact it was documented as a public house from 1584 (the year of his death) until 1712.49 Another of his properties was ‘my house over against Barking Church, which I hold in the right of John Rabelo deceased’. His third house was ‘my house in Chatham called Goodsight’. This was the house that he was living in when he wrote his will and where he died not long afterwards.50
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The text of the memorial plaque to Stephen Borough, which is on the wall of St Mary’s Church, Chatham.


His was a remarkable family – a dynasty almost. Four other members of the family achieved national fame. John Aborough, his uncle, worked directly for Henry VIII on several important projects, and it was he who was the vital connection for Stephen between North Devon, where Stephen was born, and the Court in London. The other relatives who became famous were Stephen’s brother William, who eventually became Controller of the Navy; his son Christopher, the traveller and explorer of parts of Asia; and his son-in-law John Vassall, who was one of the founders of the colony of Virginia, the first permanent English colony in America, and possibly the owner of, or even the builder of, the Mayflower. (Their stories are summarised in Appendix 2.)


It is fortunate that enough evidence still exists to construct a family tree for Stephen Borough and, at least to some extent, to enable us to construct a context for his life in different localities. The evidence shows that the focus of Stephen’s life, like that of John Aborough and William Borough, moved from the remote manor farm in North Devon to London, though they did retain connections with Northam. They were not alone in this migration to the capital: the records of the High Court of Admiralty clearly show a movement of seafarers from Devon and Cornwall to Thames-side, as trade and shipping became increasingly concentrated in London.51


Stephen had obviously done well financially. He had started life on a small and remote country manor farm but died in possession of three houses, at Gravesend, Barking and Chatham. The records also show that Stephen, his uncle and his brother all achieved what would now be called upward social, as well as financial, mobility.





CHAPTER 3


The Aims and Organisation of the 1553 Expedition


‘Many things seemed necessary to bee regarded in this so hard and difficult a matter.’1


The organisers of the first English overseas expedition were well aware of how difficult a matter it was. They were preparing for a leap into the unknown, as they knew almost nothing about the proposed route or the difficulties that would have to be faced. They were, however, buoyed up by tales of the riches of the spice trade (Vasco da Gama’s first voyage is said to have repaid his investors 100,000 times over in gold, spices, pepper and ivory). The English had inside information about the great Spanish and Portuguese expansion from several well-placed sources, one of whom was Sebastian Cabot. He had been in charge of all the Spanish voyages when he was the Pilot Major of Spain, and he was now living and working in England. There was also information from the English merchants who lived and worked in Seville, such as Robert Thorne and Philip Barnes.


The control centre for all of Spain’s overseas trade was the ‘Casa de la Contratación’ in the ataranza (arsenal) at Seville,2 and it is perhaps not surprising that the original proposal for the English expedition came from Seville, specifically from Robert Thorne, a merchant of Bristol, who had been living there for a long time and was thus well placed to know all about the overseas activities of the Spaniards.3 In a letter to Henry VIII in 1527 he urged that:


With a small number of ships there may bee discovered divers New lands and kingdomes, in the which without doubt your Grace shall winne perpetuall glory, and your subjectes infinite profite. To which places there is left one way to discover, which is into the North.


He went on to enunciate the benefits of a northern route to the Orient, whereby the English could profit from ‘golde, precious stones, balmes, spices and other things that we here esteeme most’.


He pointed out that a northern route would be some 2,000 leagues (6,000 nautical miles) shorter than the route used by the Portuguese, that there would be perpetual daylight along the way and that, once they were past the North Pole, they would find, as he supposed, a temperate climate.4 Thorne advocated the northern route because it would allow the English access to the riches of the Orient without conflict with the routes already established by the Iberians. However, for a number of reasons, Henry VIII was not able to act on the proposal at that time.


THE AIMS OF THE EXPEDITION


What exactly were the aims of the expedition? What was it that galvanised the English into action? Richard Chancellor’s original account of the expedition partly answers these questions. He became the second-in-command of the expedition and later wrote an account of it, in which he described the aims as follows:


At what time our Marchants perceived the commodities and wares of England to bee in small request with the countreys and people about us, and neere unto us, and that those Marchandizes which strangers in the time and memorie of our auncestors did earnestly seeke and desire, were nowe neglected, and the price thereof abated, although by us carried to their owne portes, and all foreigne Marchandises in great accompt, and their prises wonderfully raised: certaine grave Citizens of London and men of great wisedome, and carefull for the good of their Countrey, began to think with themselves, howe this mischiefe might bee remedied.5
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