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The opening pages of the magnificent ‘king’s copy’ of Collins’ sea atlas, an early impression of the original 1693 edition. (British Library)















 


 


For Lewis and Sean, in memory of their grandfather, Robert Harper (1928–2009), who made it seem normal to have an Admiralty chart spread out on the dining room table
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Prologue


Weatherbound in Gosport




Bring the small village called Ryde by the Sea-side on the Isle of Wight, to bear WSW and Gilkicker NW, then you may anchor in the best of the Road, at the Spithead, which is a very good Road, and clean Ground, where the Royal Navy many times ride


Greenvile Collins, Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot





Old logbooks can be rather arid affairs, offering no more than a simple record of the pertinent facts – position, heading, course and speed – and maybe some gnomic observations on the weather. My own are no exception:




HW Standard Port: 0839, 4.1m


HW Local: 0907, 4.2m


Weather: Fine, NW 3/4





But these dry notes do serve to jog the memory. It was some time ago, but I remember spending that October day moving a boat for its owner from Chichester Harbour to Gosport, just a short hop along England’s south coast, where I was to pick up some crew for an onward trip down to the West Country. They were coming down to Portsmouth on the train after work, and the plan was to catch the harbour ferry to the Gosport side, drop their bags on the boat, and within a few minutes we would be in the Castle Tavern. Later, maybe a curry in the New Bengal, if we could remember where it was.


At the West Pole beacon, I glanced down at the chart to remind myself of the pencil line I had drawn on it earlier that morning:




1104: West Pole, log 486nm, course 264oM





I was obviously going to be in Gosport rather earlier than I needed to be, but the timing was determined by the depth at the entrance to Chichester Harbour. There was still plenty of water when I crossed the bar about two hours after high tide, but I hadn’t wanted to leave it later than that. The Admiralty chart told the story, with its expanses of shallows in pale blue, and plenty of green, too, showing areas that dried out altogether.


Emerging into open water, I knew to expect a slight west-going tidal stream. South-east lay the low, sandy promontory of Selsey Bill, and to the south-west, a similar distance off, the high downs of the Isle of Wight. The sea was calm, and apart from the sands off Langstone there were no off-lying hazards to worry about, apart from man-made ones. With the tide falling, I elected to go around the sea fort, rather than cut inside.




1136: Horse Sand Fort, log 493nm, course 331oM





I left this towering Victorian edifice close to starboard and turned in towards the buoyed channel leading up towards Portsmouth. The ebbing tide was gathering pace as it funnelled through the narrows.




1152: Harbour entrance





The harbour was busy, as always, with vessels large and small, freighters, fleet auxiliaries and pilot launches zigzagging across the choppy waters as pleasure craft meandered between them. Small ferries arrived from the Isle of Wight as large ones set off for France, watched over by the tall masts of the Royal Navy’s museum ships, Victory and Warrior, and by the more businesslike antennae of their successors, lying alongside the quays of the naval base.


In the morning, we awoke for the 05.20 weather forecast to find that yesterday’s prediction of ‘NW 3/4’ was today’s ‘SW 4/5, increasing 8’, which meant strong winds right on the nose for anyone heading west – a daunting prospect for a small boat on what was already turning out to be a grey and rainy day. It was an easy decision to stay put and wait to see if things improved.


Being weatherbound isn’t all bad. I have been happily detained in picturesque Cornish ports while waiting for a gale to blow through, getting soaked rowing ashore and dashing between pubs in driving rain. St Peter Port in Guernsey is another bolthole where yachtsmen linger long after they are due back in the office. In places like Salcombe and Milford Haven, when it’s too rough to venture out, you can take the tender on day-long explorations of the tidal creeks and backwaters.


Gosport was rather lacking in such picture-postcard charm, thanks to the cumulative effect of naval housing, German bombs and Sixties town planning. But there were cafés, and a submarine museum, and a choice of pubs for lunch. While sheltering from the rain in a dark and musty antiques shop, I discovered among the tarnished binnacles and mildewed prints an ancient-looking nautical chart of Milford Haven. As I had taken a boat in there just the previous summer, it immediately seemed familiar. The outline of the estuary looked pretty accurate, albeit with no oil refinery or docks. There were no latitudes or longitudes either, but I did notice a mileage scale in the bottom right corner, and a compass rose bottom left, north-up and radiant with rhumb lines. A small coastal profile at the top advised: ‘These hills show at Sea’. Creeks on both sides of the long natural harbour were rendered behind drying mudbanks, and a rocky spit was marked with a half-moon, indicating that the hazard only showed itself at half-tide on the ebb. Hillsides were clad with trees, and in the place where I remembered gazing up from the dinghy at a concrete road bridge, a dotted track stopped at the water’s edge, labelled ‘Pembrok Ferry’. Soundings were evidently in fathoms.


Everything about this chart looked old, and yet it wasn’t some fanciful confection decorated with sea monsters and blowsy galleons, but a serious work of hydrography which I would have been perfectly happy to use myself, as long as I remembered to keep an eye out for oil tankers. The elaborate cartouche attributed it to ‘Capt Greenuile Collins, Hyd. To ye King’.


The antiques dealer explained that it was originally bound into a large sea atlas. He dated it to the late seventeenth century. It wasn’t too expensive, so I bought it.
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If Greenvile Collins is known at all today it is for his sea atlas, Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot, a hefty, two-handed tome that contains more than forty charts, along with numerous engraved coastal views showing what various headlands and harbours look like from the sea, and many pages of detailed sailing directions. It came out in 1693, and has come to be regarded as the founding monument of British hydrography.


Collins’ charts retain much of the charm of an earlier age of map-making, with houses, churches and castles drawn in profile, and woods and forests rendered with individual trees. Allegorical figures do their duty in the corners: on my Milford Haven chart a blindfolded Justice dangles her scales over the distance scale, observed by a rum-looking cove in a frock coat rattling a key and some chains. In the cartouche surrounding the dedication, a quartet of cherubs cavort with miscellaneous fish and livestock.


In spite of such Baroque embellishments, as navigation aids Collins’ charts can look remarkably modern. There is little that is superfluous. Beyond their cartoon towns and trees, the land is blank, except where it offers something useful to the navigator – a conspicuous windmill from which to take a bearing, perhaps, or a prominent peak that would be visible from many miles away. The low-tide extent of the foreshore is shown as stippled dots, while deep water is clear except for soundings. Anchors indicate suitable places to moor, rocks are engraved as little crosses, transits and clearing lines help with planning tricky approaches through the shoals. This is the information navigators need. These charts were not intended for the landowner’s library or the collector’s wall. Collins made them to be used. And bound into the atlas alongside the charts, his columns of pilotage notes went into great detail in their densely printed folio-size pages.


Any creative endeavour is a work of the imagination, and in map-making it’s a two-way street – the cartographer and the viewer must both bring their imaginations into play and agree, if they can, that the marks on the paper represent some recognisable reality. In the earliest maps the nature of that reality often seems very much up for debate, being less a rational exchange than a shouted conversation between drunks, but by medieval times map-makers were beginning to work out how the real world might be represented on a flat plane, and how much additional information might be included without making it too much of dog’s breakfast. By the sixteenth century, printed maps and charts were being produced that are easily recognisable to the modern eye. A century after they were published, the sea charts of Dutch cartographer Lucas Janszoon Waghenaer were still widely used and plagiarised in Collins’ day, and his name, anglicised to ‘Waggoner’, had become a synonym for any sea atlas. His charts were valued for their soundings, rhumb lines, coastal profiles and, on some, their scales of latitude and longitude.


But these were merely gestures towards a truly scientific approach. It was the quality of the original surveys that let Waghenaer’s charts down, resulting in coastal outlines that verged on the fanciful, as anyone who actually used them at sea would soon discover. Waghenaer and his contemporaries also held true to the ideal that maps should be decorative as well as functional. White space was a waste of good copper. In a confusing salad of foliage and spouting whales, the primary role of the chart as an aid to navigation could easily get lost, along with the navigator.


Greenvile Collins’ imaginative strength was to put himself in the position of the man on the spot – the ship’s master, peering at the chart by the light of a candle, or squinting into the spray on a dull morning, unsure of his position, trying to identify a distant headland dimly showing itself between the squalls. His needs were pressing, but simple – just the facts. Collins used his imagination so the navigator didn’t have to. Collins knew. He had been there himself.


Today, for all their graphical clarity, topographical discernment and admirable engraving, Collins’ charts seem appealingly hand-made. Their paper is thick, creamy and textured. Their quality varies widely, from crisp early impressions to fuzzy late editions pressed from worn-out plates. There was plenty of wear: his Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot remained in print, with additions, amendments and occasional re-engravings, for nearly a century.


It was the first time that a coherent effort had been made to survey the whole British coastline in a way that would be of practical use to mariners. The idea was championed by Samuel Pepys, Secretary to the Admiralty, who found it insupportable that British sailors, in their own waters, had to use Dutch charts, or copies of them. King Charles II agreed, although neither man had much idea of what they were actually agreeing to: ‘With so little knowledge in England at the time of what surveying entailed, those who commissioned the work had no conception of the magnitude of the problem,’ one later hydrographer wrote. ‘For it must be remembered that there was no land survey worthy of the name which Collins could use as a basis for his work.’1


Nevertheless, over numerous successive summers and under three consecutive kings, Collins was given command of various royal yachts in which he surveyed the coastline from Shetland to the Isles of Scilly, along with much of the east coast and the Irish Sea. It was a phenomenal achievement undertaken in a remarkably short time, and it was largely a solo effort – although of course he did command a twenty-strong crew to help sail the yacht, row the longboat, heave the lead, and haul the measuring chains.


His work was by no means perfect. His latitudes can be rather vague. He didn’t bother with longitude, as it was impossible back then to measure it at sea with any accuracy. In most of his charts it is easy to find errors, and on some you can find the occasional howler. Even modern sailors who know nothing about him have heard about his erroneous latitude values for the Scilly Isles, which have sometimes been held responsible – quite wrongly – for the infamous wreck of the Association and three other naval vessels there in 1707. As we will see, that disaster was caused not by Collins’ hydrography but by an admiral’s stupidity.


For all their imperfections, Collins’ charts were an enormous improvement on what had gone before, and a major advance in the science of coastal surveying. In today’s United Kingdom Hydrographic Office, famous throughout the maritime world as the publisher of UK Admiralty charts, he is regarded as the patron saint of British hydrography. ‘Having some knowledge of the primitive methods available to him, [we] have to admire the clear drafts and concise directions for entry into the many ports and harbours around our shores,’ wrote one of his twentieth-century successors.2 And as a recent UKHO publication put it: ‘Greenvile Collins is looked upon as the first full-time professional hydrographic surveyor in the modern Royal Navy,’ and his Great Britain’s Coastal Pilot was ‘the first attempt at a national hydrographic survey of Home Waters’.3


Collins’ charts show an indomitable determination to make something of real value for his fellow seafarers, and they set the standard for the hydrographers who followed in his wake. His place in history would be assured even if the Great Britain’s Coastal Pilot was the only thing he left behind. But it wasn’t.
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About Greenvile Collins the man we don’t know very much. The records show he was baptised in the Devon village of North Tawton in 1643.4 His family had associations with the city of Exeter, and were pretty well-to-do – his grandfather was an apothecary, and his father studied at Oxford.* They were loyal to the Royalist cause during the Civil War. He had a brother named Gilbert who died as an infant, and another brother, James, who became an engraver in London and would later work on some of the charts. The first printer of Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot, Freeman Collins, was their cousin. Greenvile’s marriage was recorded in the parish register at Westminster in 1679, and he and his wife Elinor later moved to Deptford. They had eight children.


And that’s about it.


But about Greenvile Collins the navigator, hydrographer and naval warrant officer, we know quite a lot. It has been suggested that he was named after local hero Sir Bevil Grenville, who was killed during the Civil War at the Battle of Lansdowne, near Bath, shortly before Greenvile was born.5 But he could as easily have been named after Sir Bevil’s grandfather, the Elizabethan admiral Sir Richard Grenville of the Revenge, just as little Gilbert was perhaps named after Sir Humphrey Gilbert, another murderous Devon naval celebrity. Either way, Collins grew up in an area steeped in stories of the sea, of Drake and Raleigh and the Spanish Armada, and he seems to have answered its call while still a teenager.


The written records have little light to shed on his early seagoing career. There is one reference to a Far Eastern voyage that he undertook as a young man, 6 which would have probably been with the East India Company. It has also been suggested that he served with the Royal African Company,7 and although there is little in the way of a paper trail, it does seem certain that he sailed on Sir John Narbrough’s voyage south, through the Straits of Magellan and into the Pacific, from 1669 to 1671.8


The first documented sighting we have of Greenvile Collins in the archives places him aboard a king’s ship in March 1672, when at the age of 29, his name appears in the paybook of the Triumph,9 a distinguished but elderly second rate of seventy-two guns. He held the rank of master’s mate. The master was the senior warrant officer on board, responsible for sailing and navigating the ship, and as his subordinate Collins was on the promotional ladder, learning on the job.


Within two months of Collins signing on, the Triumph was in action against the Dutch in the North Sea at the Battle of Solebay: a bloody, chaotic and inconclusive melee in which hundreds of ships were involved, and thousands of men were killed or wounded, including virtually the entire complement of the Duke of York’s flagship, the hundred-gun first-rate Royal James, which was burnt to the waterline. The future King James II fought his fleet tenaciously, twice shifting his flag to other ships during the battle. The Triumph got off relatively lightly, with six wounded and ten killed, including her commander.


After the battle, Captain Charles Wylde took temporary charge of the Triumph, and wrote in his account of the action:




About 12 noon we tacked and stood to the Eastward, having a hot and bloody fight without any cessation … About 2 afternoon we passed to leeward of the Royal James, she being fired, having 3 fireships by her and one of them aboard on her larboard quarter, the Lord grant his Royal Highness his life and our fleet better success.





With the unbowed bloody-mindedness that would come to characterise the Royal Navy in centuries to come, at least in the stories that it likes to tell about itself, the sorely battered English fleet ended the day chasing the Dutch to the east-south-east until fog descended and masked them from view. Offensive patrols continued. A few weeks later, in 17-fathom water within sight of the Dutch coast, her anchor dragging in stormy weather, the Triumph had to veer out nearly 600ft of cable before it finally held, ‘and we rode safe’.10


Such were the formative experiences of a young master’s mate. The Anglo-Dutch wars of 1652 to 1674 saw numerous sea fights and skirmishes, and an extraordinary number of major fleet engagements involving virtually the entire navies of both sides. If Collins remained aboard the Triumph after 1672 – and it seems probable that he did – then Solebay was not his only taste of battle in the Narrow Seas. The experience was to stand him in good stead.


Four years later we finally get to meet him properly. By May 1676 he had passed his master’s examination at Trinity House and been appointed to a ship. Captains, lieutenants and masters in the Stuart navy were required to keep professional journals and submit them to the Admiralty after each voyage,11 and no fewer than four of Collins’ journals have survived. A naval journal at that time was a pretty substantial piece of work, comprising daily entries written up in fair copy from notes taken over a period of months, or years. Their contents varied according to the responsibilities, interests and education of the writer, and range from terse, matter-of-fact daily statements of account – position, heading, distance run – to detailed travelogues complete with maps and drawings.


Collins’ journals are both. As the master of the ships he served in, responsible for their navigation and handling, he naturally included every detail relevant to where they were, where they had come from, and where they were trying to get to. A journal written by the master of one of His Majesty’s ships would also, of course, be expected to present information that could be of practical use to his fellow officers, such as the position of a newly discovered rock in a Spanish anchorage, pilotage notes for an unfamiliar port, or a good place to find fresh water.


But while the journals of some of his contemporaries suggest that they were trying to get away with the bare minimum that would satisfy the pen-pushers at the Admiralty, Collins wrote as much for himself as for their lordships. He can be seen dutifully measuring the direction and rate of some new current that seems to be pushing his ship off course, or sounding the depths in an unfamiliar anchorage, but then his next entry might include a sketch of an exotic sea creature, a description of a curious atmospheric phenomenon, or an estimate of the circumference of Vesuvius’ crater. He was not just an excellent navigator. He had a scientific curiosity that extended beyond the requirements of his trade. He was interested in everything, and in eighty thousand words and 350 folio-size pages across the four journals, he did a pretty thorough job of getting it all down.


The voyages Greenvile Collins recorded in these big leather-bound volumes took him from the high latitudes of the Arctic to the sunbaked shores of North Africa, and from the muddy slipways of Deptford Dockyard to the slave markets of the Ottoman Empire. There was a year-long cruise with King Charles’ teenage son as his pupil, with Collins teaching the boy the rudiments of navigation and seamanship while shepherding merchant ships to Smyrna, exploring Naples and investigating ancient ruins. The longest journal is an account of three years of convoy escort and offensive patrols as part of the navy’s fledgling Mediterranean fleet, when he conned his frigate into a ferocious engagement with an Algerian privateer, surveyed numerous harbours and anchorages and was promoted from ship to ship until he found himself aboard Sir John Narbrough’s flagship, navigating for the admiral himself. Earlier, on an Arctic voyage that ended in shipwreck, he had wondered at the walruses and polar bears, watched his captain defuse an incipient mutiny, and somehow managed not to lose his notes.


Finally, with England facing an invasion from Holland, he was chosen by the Admiral of the Fleet to serve as navigator aboard the navy’s flagship. The Catholic James II seemed intent on overturning 150 years of English Protestantism. Few of his subjects agreed with him, and for Collins it would have seemed like forsaking the clear, spare asceticism of his own elegant charts for the spouting whales and foliage of an earlier era. The Glorious Revolution was a turning point in the history not just of Britain but of all Europe, and as master of the Resolution Collins was at the epicentre of its intrigues, deceptions and conspiracies. Like the king’s faith in Catholicism, the admiral’s faith in Collins was absolute, and it led to his undoing. Collins’ interventions helped to ensure the navy’s failure, and the revolution’s success. It can truly be said that he helped change the course of history.


Collins made his mark. Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot illuminated the shores of the kingdom more sharply than anything seen before, and his journals shine a light on the man behind the maps. He lived during a time of extraordinary tumult, and left the world a very different place.
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The track of the Speedwell and Prosperous along the ice sheet, from Collins’ Arctic journal. (Arader Galleries)








 


___________


* At Wadham College, which was founded to educate deserving young men from the West Country. The Wadham family owned the manor of South Tawton, which is 10 miles from Collins’ birthplace. [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Wadham_(died_1452)]









1


Polar Bears are Delicious




His Majesty was pleased to acquaint their Lordships with his purpose of sending a 5th-rate ship at his own charge for the discovery of the North-East Passage, invited thereto by the discourse he had lately had on that subject with Captain John Wood.


Minutes of the Admiralty Commission, 11 March 1676 1





It was four in the morning, when the dazzle of the rising sun would have been just starting to show itself through the mists blanketing the Essex marshes, three points north of east. Topmasts of the surrounding ships began to glow in its warmth, then lower masts, and then the sunlight touched their decks, and it was day.


The tide was near its height, and His Majesty’s Ship Speedwell was preparing to depart from its mid-river moorings at Deptford, 4 miles downstream of London Bridge. From his elevated vantage point on the poop deck of his admittedly quite small vessel, her captain, John Wood, would have just been able to see over the timber embankment of the sleeping royal dockyard on the south side. To the north, the muddy foreshore of the Isle of Dogs. Nothing much to look at there.


Wood’s master, Greenvile Collins, was busy supervising the crew as the stern mooring line was cast off, allowing the little fifth rate to swing slowly on the shortened forward line, pointing her bow downriver into the last of the incoming tide. It had been slackening this last hour, and now it ceased. It can be quite sudden, the turning of the tide, as the flotsam, bits of wood and floating filth that sully the surface lose interest in their lazy drift towards the city and simply stop. After a few minutes, almost imperceptibly, they are in motion again, going back towards the sea.


On a nod from the captain, Collins ordered the foredeck hands to cast off, and as the thick hemp hawser splashed into the river, the topmen let the sails fall. On his platform below the quarterdeck the helmsman stood ready for orders from the master, the whipstaff in his hands connected to the tiller beneath his feet, his view restricted by the short, protective deckhouse that framed his head and shoulders like a cowl. With the tide under her and the wind steady, the Speedwell began her progress down the Thames, gliding past the fields and gardens of Greenwich, where the handsome white Queen’s House shamed the crumbling, red-brick remnants of the old Tudor palace, and up at the top of Castle Hill, overlooking the great curve of the river, the scaffolding would soon be coming off the king’s new astronomical observatory.


Collins would have stayed close to the helmsman in these confined waters so that they could hear each other, the one with the conn and the other on the tiller. It may have been early in the day, but the life of this busiest of waterways was ruled by the moon, not the sun, and plenty of other vessels were starting their journeys downriver as the ebb set in and gathered pace: coastal barges, trading pinks, packets, fishing boats and the ceaseless oar-powered two-man wherries, which needed to be watched due to their tiresome habit of cutting corners to speed their journeys. Empty colliers in ballast would be heading out into the North Sea and up the coast to fill their holds in Newcastle, while merchant ships of all shapes and sizes would be making for the Downs, there to join with other outward-bound ships awaiting a naval escort: French and Dutch privateers may no longer have been a threat, but Algerian slavers were still sometimes seen in the Channel. You couldn’t be too careful.


The Speedwell ghosted northwards, even slightly west of north going up Blackwall Reach, with the topsails sheeted home. Coming level with the point, the hands let the spritsail fall from its yard right forward, squared the main topsail and watched as the bow began to pay off, easing the sheets as the wind came aft and the helmsman cleared the inside of the bend. It was the last tight turn in the Thames, which at high water was not as wide as it looked. It wouldn’t do to be stuck on the mud on a falling tide – not in such a public place. Once past Blackwell Point the river began to straighten out, the yards were trimmed round on to the starboard tack, and the crew could relax.


Crouched in his cupboard-sized cabin tucked under the poop, Greenvile Collins, the Speedwell’s 33-year-old master and navigator, opened his new journal and inscribed the astrological symbol for Saturn, ♄, in the date column. For it was a Saturday, 6 May 1676: ‘Set Sayle from Debtford, and fell down into Long Reach.’2
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England was at peace, and broke. Expensive altercations with the Dutch had become habitual since the Civil War, fuelled by maritime rivalries between the two nations. Three naval wars had sprung up since Cromwell’s Commonwealth had built or refitted some seventy-seven ships and challenged the Dutch for supremacy in the Atlantic, the Mediterranean and the Narrow Seas. Cromwell’s naval commanders, in particular Robert Blake, got the better of the Dutch more often than not, but in the second and third bouts, after the Restoration, it was usually the Dutch who prevailed – although not without the occasional reverse.


Hostilities between England and the Dutch Republic finally came to an end in 1674, with the signing of the Treaty of Westminster. But the Dutch and French were still at each other’s throats, so while his great naval rival was otherwise engaged, King Charles II took the opportunity to review the economic prospects of his kingdom. One way of keeping it afloat was to accept subsidies from richer neighbours in return for diplomatic or military co-operation, and Charles had in fact been on the French payroll, secretly, since 1670. But he also knew that for an island nation a surer way to wealth and prosperity was through seaborne trade. One of his first acts when he was restored to the throne in 1660 had been to establish the Royal African Company, overseen by his brother James, Duke of York, which traded in gold, ivory and, increasingly, slaves. The Levant Company had been granted its royal monopoly back in Queen Elizabeth’s day, and was active in the Ottoman ports of the eastern Mediterranean, exporting English products like woollen cloth and pewter, and bringing back raisins, pepper and nutmeg as well as such luxury goods as silk and porcelain that had made their way overland from China and Japan. And while England’s East India Company was prospering, having eclipsed the Portuguese on the sub-continent, it wasn’t prospering quite so conspicuously as its rival, the Dutch Republic’s Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or VOC, which was cutting out Ottoman middlemen by dealing directly with the merchants of the Far East. The Portuguese were at it, too.


So, just as the Spanish in an earlier age had sent Columbus westwards to forge direct trading links with the great eastern empires, Charles sought to do the same by sending a fleet to the north. It was obvious. Although China and Japan were on the other side of the world, with the merest glance at one of Mr Moxon’s globes, any fool could see that the shortest route from England to the riches of the Orient was via the Arctic.


It was a small fleet, just two ships, for an exploratory expedition. No one knew whether a viable northern route even existed, although both the English and the Dutch had been investigating the icy waters of the far north since the previous century. The Speedwell was financed by the king, and her consort, the Prosperous, had been purchased for the voyage by the king’s brother James, Duke of York, and a consortium of wealthy speculators, including Samuel Pepys. The famous diarist knew a good thing when he saw it. His sharp intelligence and analytical cast of mind gave him a genius for administration, but he also possessed the avaricious instincts of a career criminal, and since his appointment to the Navy Board, which oversaw the king’s ships, shipbuilding and the royal dockyards, he had grown rich.* In this Arctic adventure of the king’s, he saw an opportunity to grow richer.


Commanded by the senior captain, John Wood, the bigger of the two vessels was a fifth rate of twenty-six guns, launched twenty years earlier at Deptford dockyard as part of a fourteen-ship build programme for ‘nimble frigates’. She was originally known as Cheriton, after the Civil War battle, but along with many other Commonwealth-era ships she was renamed on Charles II’s succession. Measuring 76ft along her keel – making her about 95ft overall, excluding her bowsprit – with a beam of 24ft and drawing 11ft at the stern, she had a peacetime complement of eighty officers and men,3 although for this voyage she sailed with a crew of seventy-four. The Speedwell would have been a handsome vessel, ship-rigged, with square sails on the main and foremasts and a triangular lateen at the mizzen beneath a square topsail. Her timbers had been strengthened for the voyage and her hull sheathed in protective lead.4


The Prosperous, commanded by Captain John Flawes, was a smaller ship of a type known as a pink. Little is known about her. She was an armed merchant vessel, described by Wood as 120 tons and fitted out with ‘Men, Ammunition, Provision, and Merchanidize, which was such as was reasonably propos’d to vend on the coast of Tartaria, or at Japan, if a Passage had been found.’5 Flawes was of the king’s navy,6 but her other officers were merchant sailors who had to be given naval warrants for the duration of the voyage.7 A pink was a coastal working craft, and the Prosperous could have been Dutch-built, and therefore double-ended, with a square rig, leeboards and a relatively shallow draught so she could work among the mud and sandbanks in the southern North Sea. She would have been a tubby and rather stolid sailor, but robust and dependable, built for load carrying rather than speed.


Samuel Pepys took a close interest in the preparation of both vessels. He was excited by the voyage’s prospects, which were potentially very lucrative. At one point, no doubt musing on how to maximise his returns as an investor, he suggested that rather than lining the bread room of ‘our pink’ with expensive tin, they could use some of her lead hull sheathing instead. Also, he had recently met an unemployed merchant captain who, he felt, looked ideal for the role of master aboard the Speedwell. This Mr Golden had sailed several times to the Indies, apparently, but had fallen out with his employers and seemed a bit desperate – so he would probably be cheap. Unfortunately, he was also an alcoholic. Pepys felt sure that ‘Captain Wood will easily find means of keeping him sober’,8 but Wood demurred. Wood knew Collins, and he wanted Collins. He got his way when the king, on showing the drunken sailor a polar map during the job interview, discovered that he could not distinguish east from west.9
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The Speedwell anchored in Long Reach, just downstream of Dartford Creek, and lay there between the Kent mud and the Essex mud to wait for her consort. For Wood, her captain, and Collins, her master, their situation called to mind an earlier voyage of discovery in which they had both taken part.


Seven years before, another king’s ship, the Sweepstakes, and another pink, the Batchelor, had also been sent out from the Thames by the king, this time under the command of Captain John Narbrough. It was an expedition to the south, with a view to rounding South America, penetrating the Pacific, and perhaps investigating the possibility of a northern route back to Europe between America and Asia. John Wood served Narbrough as master of the Sweepstakes, and Greenvile Collins had signed on as master’s mate.


Provisioned for fourteen months, they set sail in late September 1669. Off the coast of Argentina, the two ships became separated, and they never saw the Batchelor again, but Narbrough pressed on. By the middle of October, the Sweepstakes was making her lonely way into the Strait of Magellan. Required as were all naval officers to keep a journal of his voyage,10 Narbrough had been briefed by none other than the Duke of York – James, the king’s brother, was Lord High Admiral – ‘to make a discovery Boath of the seas and Coasts in that parte of the world’. That meant coming back with sketches, charts and plans, augmented by whatever information could be gleaned, whether ethnographic, geographic, or hydrographic. Intelligence of any sort could further the imperial and strategic ambitions of the Crown.


The king had chosen his captain well. John Narbrough was not a gentleman officer but a ‘tarpaulin’ – a seaman who had come up through the ranks, without preferment, earning his promotion on merit.11 He was from Norfolk, and originally went to sea as a cabin boy. He made lieutenant in 1664 and captain two years later, had seen plenty of action against the Dutch, and would eventually be knighted for his heroism in battle. Still only 29 when the Sweepstakes set sail, he had been at sea most of his life and had clearly been marked out as one to watch. For Greenvile Collins he was to prove a mentor, and an inspiration.


Narbrough’s journal* also reveals him to be a born explorer, a natural philosopher and an officer of humanity and intelligence who not only possessed a scientific knowledge of his work, but also understood the principles of leadership. ‘Today the Cooper found two Buts of Beer had leaked out: this day all of us drank water only,’ he wrote on 7 December, off the coast of Patagonia. ‘It was ever my order that the meanest Boy in the Ship should have the same allowance with my self … I never permitted any Officer to have a better piece of Meat that what fell to his Lot.’ The rating who served out the food wore a blindfold, so no one was favoured, and everyone took what they were given.


On Christmas Eve, Narbrough was puzzled to find that they had sailed further than he thought they should have: ‘I find I have gone more Southerly by 12 miles than the Log allows,’ he wrote. ‘I can’t perceive any variation, and the log is well kept, and the half minute Glass good; I judge the Current sets to the Southward, now the winds are in the East, and the Moon near full.’ The speed of a ship was measured by trailing a length of light twine over the stern, which was knotted every 50ft or so and attached to a specially shaped piece of wood – the log. A thirty-second hourglass was turned as the wood hit the water and the number of knots that ran off the reel in that time was their speed through the water. In this case, the water was moving too, helping them along. Narbrough noted the fact.


A week later he calculated magnetic variation using his azimuth compass, measuring the sun’s amplitude at sunrise and sunset to find true south – amplitude being the difference between the bearing of the sun and the bearing of east and west – and comparing it with where the compass was pointing.† Observing that the southern hemisphere lacked a helpful polar star to help with navigation, he offered a method by which the Southern Cross could also be used to find true south.


On they sailed. To a seventeenth-century seaman the natural world was mainly a source of food, and Narbrough knew how to keep his crew healthy. But it also clearly delighted him. He noticed everything. The journal is full of fish and birds of species new to a northern eye. The ‘numberless’ seals were a wonder. ‘The Penguin is a Fowl that lives by catching and eating of Fish, which he dives for, and is very nimble in the Water,’ he wrote. ‘They are short legged like a Goose, and stand upright like little Children in white aprons, in companies together.’ He had brought his greyhound, and took it out hunting for hare and guanaco.


The people they encountered were fearful, suspicious, and hard to reach. They showed little interest in trinkets and trade goods, and stole things. For Thomas Hobbes they would have provided living proof of a brutish ‘state of nature’, but Narbrough’s view was more nuanced and humane: ‘These People must certainly have received some Injury in former times,’ he decided, ‘from some People that have been here in Shipping, otherwise they would have come in sight of us; or else they have heard of the cruel dealings of the Spaniards towards the Indians.’ One day out walking they found ‘the form of a Ship in Earth and Bushes, and stuck up pieces of Sticks for Masts’. It was the size of their pinnace, about 25ft long. ‘I suppose they made it in memory of our being there … for they have no other way to record but by imitation.’ Uncomprehending, he was nevertheless respectful: ‘We left it alone untouched at our coming away. I left beads and other small trinkets at it, hanging to the ensign staffe.’


Narbrough’s journal was published a few years later. It reads like Defoe.*


When it came to the hydrographic side of his task, drafts of Narbrough’s manuscript charts showed depth soundings, landmarks and annotations that would be essential to any navigator who followed in his wake. His beautiful harbour charts of St Julian, Port Desire and Valdivia also contain narrative elements, showing where the ship spent the winter, and where the crew foraged for food and fresh water. They include numerous sketches of the birds and beasts, and one showing how the local people were dressed.12


Once in the Strait of Magellan he worked quickly, often surveying from on board the ship as he passed the coast, using running fixes as the Dutch did when they were off hostile English shores. All seamen knew that the Dutch made the best charts. He showed the positions of the sandbanks and marked good places of shelter with an anchor. He measured magnetic variation at both ends of the Strait and indicated places where fresh water could be found. Future colonists would want to know about the ‘Habitable land and good ground’, ‘large trees’, and ‘good fishing’, while ‘Rocks like asses ears’, illustrated as spiky protrusions, might be handy for any captain looking to fix his ship’s position. In Parraketto Bay, naturally, ‘we see green birds like parrakettos’. A sandy cape close to the eastern entrance of the Strait was named Sweepstakes Forland in honour of the ship, while further along its three-hundred-mile length, beneath a prominent hill they named Mount Misery, we find Batchelars River: hope was clearly fading of their ever seeing the Batchelor pink again. There was also Woods Bay, ‘called so by my Mate’s name’.† No doubt Collins was too junior to be granted a similar honour.


Copiously illustrated and attractively coloured, for the better approbation of his lords and masters at the Admiralty and Whitehall Palace, Narbrough’s drafts formed the basis of a superb chart of the Strait of Magellan, engraved by the London chart-maker John Thornton and published in 1673.13 Of all contemporary maritime maps of the Strait, Narbrough’s was far and away the most accurate and useful yet seen. It was a huge improvement over the few somewhat notional renditions of the region that had been produced by Dutch map-makers such as Hondius, Gerritsz and Blaeu, based on the surveys of VOC navigators.14 It was also Collins’ first taste of chart making: drafts that he had helped produce had gone on to be engraved, printed, published and praised. It was a formative experience.


Narbrough was on his way to being one of the most useful officers the English navy had ever had. Collins could count himself fortunate to have served under him, learning by watching him at work, making daily observations of the weather and sea state, and noting down their navigational progress. As master’s mate Collins was an apprentice navigator, so along with Wood he would have taken sun sights with a backstaff from the quarterdeck, and soundings with a lead line from the longboat, and become practised at keeping the daily tally of their ever-changing difference in longitude. Once in with the land he would have been encouraged to muck in with pen and ink, drawing the profiles of hills and headlands for the captain’s hydrographic drafts, while Narbrough himself made sketches of the animals they encountered in their shoreside rambles. Between them the Sweepstakes’ officers made an efficient team, surveying both sides of the Strait, some 700 miles of coastline, in just ten weeks.


Collins’ two-year voyage to the far side of the world aboard the Sweepstakes could hardly have made a more powerful impression on a young master’s mate. From Narbrough he learned not only the principles of marine surveying, but also how to make an impressive journal, fit for presentation to the king. All of this would stand him in excellent stead. If John Wood proved to be a reliable tutor, Narbrough was an inspirational mentor, and whatever Collins’ career ambitions might have been when the Sweepstakes set out, they had been considerably refined by the time she came home. Navigation, certainly – but now also hydrography, the noble pursuit of the scientific sea officer.


Having traversed the Strait, they ventured northwards up the Chilean coast as far as Valdivia, at latitude 39°S, where Narbrough turned his ship about.* They anchored back in the Thames in June 1671, after almost two years away, and the Sweepstakes’ officers and men went their separate ways.


John Wood made lieutenant straight away, probably recommended by Narbrough,† and we soon find him aboard the mighty, hundred-gun St Andrew. The following year he was captain of the Kent, a forty-six-gun fourth rate, which had the misfortune to pile into the infamous Leman and Ower bank off Great Yarmouth, becoming a total loss. This does not seem to have affected his career, however – there was a war on, and by 1673 he had command of another Deptford-built fourth rate, the Bonaventure.‡


Meanwhile, Narbrough’s career took off. Appointed to the first-rate Prince as first lieutenant, he took command when her captain was killed at the Battle of Solebay in 1672, and continued to fight the ship. He was rewarded with a knighthood. Collins was at Solebay too, still as master’s mate, aboard the second-rate Triumph. She was also in the thick of the action. Naval service had its risks as well as rewards.
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Perhaps inspired, like Collins, by Narbrough’s example, John Wood’s interests also extended to the scientific aspects of seafaring. The Arctic voyage of the Speedwell would be an opportunity for him to make his mark as Narbrough had. He was intrigued by the mysteries of the magnetic pole, or poles – he believed there were two – and he had read the accounts of previous explorers to the high northern latitudes. Evaluating the experiences and opinions of seafarers like Barentsz and Borough, and weighing them against the hearsay of the whalers who frequented those waters, he felt confident that there was an ice-free northern passage, close to the North Pole, which would allow them to reach Japan in six weeks. It seemed obvious: if the sun shone up there for twenty-four hours a day in the summer, then the ice was bound to melt.15


Wood’s social circle included members of the Royal Society, and the great polymath Robert Hooke met with him on several occasions at Garraway’s coffee house in Exchange Alley and at the Crown Tavern in Threadneedle Street. Hooke made a note of a conversation they had about the dipping needle, a sort of vertical compass, which had been found to point downwards in the southern hemisphere and upwards in the north, fuelling Hooke’s fascination with the mysteries of the Earth’s magnetic field.


Of course, Hooke was fascinated by virtually everything, including navigation, and had plenty of ideas to contribute. A ‘sea clock’ made for Wood by Hooke’s friend and collaborator Thomas Tompion, the London watchmaking prodigy, was an early attempt – long before John Harrison’s famous marine chronometers – to solve one of the most intractable scientific problems of the day: finding longitude at sea.


Ocean navigators had long been able to establish their latitude at sea by measuring the angle of the sun above the horizon at noon, subtracting that figure from ninety to find the sun’s zenith distance, and then adding or subtracting its declination above or below the equator, which changes with the seasons as the Earth swings around the sun on its tilted axis. This relatively simple process allowed navigators to cross oceans by sailing along the known latitudes of the harbours they were making for.


Longitude was less straightforward. There had been plenty of suggestions as to how it could be done – Henry Bond’s The Longitude Found, for example, published in 1676, proposed using a dipping needle – but the most promising idea was to compare the time at the meridian where the ship happened to be with the time at a prime meridian. This was long before Greenwich was chosen as the world’s prime meridian, and in Collins’ day navigators would select their own zero of longitude, which was usually the port where they started a voyage. The principle was simple: the world revolves through 360° in twenty-four hours, or 15° of longitude per hour. If local noon was three hours before noon at his starting point, then the navigator would know that his ship had sailed 45° west of his prime meridian. All he then needed to do, using spherical trigonometry – or a helpful published table – was find out how far 45° was at his ship’s latitude.


The difficulty was knowing what time it was at the prime meridian. Galileo had shown that the orbits of Jupiter’s satellites were regular enough to use as a sort of celestial clock. The moon’s occulting of particular stars and planets could also be used, but both methods required a powerful telescope, which was just not practical at sea. The lunar distance method, measuring the moon’s position in relation to the stars and comparing the time of observation with the predicted time at the prime meridian, required more accurate forecast tables than were available at the time – and seventeenth-century mariners tended not to use the stars, in any case.16 Lunar and solar eclipses provided another way of determining the time in two places at once, but without accurate predictions they could only be used retrospectively. Narbrough had tried this on his southern voyage, and had also tried using the moon’s conjunction with Mars. The results were not good.17


What was needed was a clock capable of keeping accurate time that could also survive the rigours of life on board, and here Robert Hooke became involved. To judge from his diary, he was quite possibly the busiest man in London, but he went to Tompion’s workshop on 3 May 1676, while the Speedwell and the Prosperous pink were moored at Deptford and making ready for their Arctic voyage, to consult the watchmaker about ‘Captain Wood’s pendule sea clock’. Whether this clock arose from a request by Wood or a suggestion of Hooke’s is not known, but the scientist was back at Tompion’s on 10 May, his diary saying simply, ‘Sea clock for Capn Wood’. It was ready.
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And so, finally, were the ships. On 27 May their long period of preparation came to an end as the Prosperous came down the river to Long Reach, ‘and wee set sayle in company down the Kings Channell’.18 The myriad sandbanks of the Thames Estuary would have been familiar to all naval officers, and were surveyed regularly, and buoyed in places, by Trinity House of Deptford Strond, the navigation authority. But even in good weather the Estuary’s shallows and tides presented a serious challenge to navigators, with a range at springs of more than 15ft. When the wind blew hard it was a dangerous place. Ships were lost there every year.


The Prosperous followed obediently as Collins conned the Speedwell north-east along the Essex coast, taking the headland known as the Naze as their jumping-off point. This was their prime meridian, from which their ‘departure’ of longitude would be tallied each day. Wood might have acquired an expensive ‘sea clock’ from Thomas Tompion, but until that had proved itself to be a useful navigation aid Collins worked according to immemorial custom, keeping a record of his daily longitude estimates.


It was easier when the wind was constant and the ship’s speed unchanging, but that did not happen very often: ‘Ffrom yesterday noone to this day noone, the wind variable with Calmes and Rains, Course pr Traverse, true course protracted is NW43d.’ Bent double in his minuscule cabin, Collins made his journal entries from rough navigation notes he had scratched onto a slate, translating them into an estimated position. He might have done this diagrammatically, on paper, triangulating courses and distances to arrive at their latitude and departure, but he is more likely to have consulted a printed traverse table, which quickly provided these answers for any course and speed.


A record of those courses and speeds was kept by the watchkeepers using a wooden traverse board, a primitive but dependable piece of equipment which was cheap, robust, and impervious to the predations of wind and weather. Its system of pegs and holes could be taught in minutes and used by anyone, whether or not they could read and write. Every half hour the officer of the watch inserted a peg in the hole corresponding to their compass course, and as the eighth peg went in, the four-hour watch changed and the master came on deck to make a note of the courses. Every hour, the log was heaved over the stern as the half-minute glass was turned, and the ship’s speed was also pegged onto the board.19


With a fresh gale urging them along, the weather was often clear enough to allow for a sun sight or two. By 31 May they were about 25 miles offshore between Newcastle and Berwick, with 50 fathoms under their keel, and making good progress into Scottish waters. Navigation so far had been straightforward. On 3 June the clouds cleared and Collins got a good noon sight. Latitude was calculated ‘by observation’ if the sun showed herself, or estimated ‘by judgement’ if not. Keeping track of the ship’s progress and position involved some guesswork, and depended as much on the navigator’s experience as on his skill. Wind direction could be ascertained with reasonable confidence, and although wind speed was difficult to quantify, these were less important than their effect on leeway – how much the wind’s sideways force might be pushing the vessel off course. This could be estimated by taking a bearing down the ship’s wake and comparing it with the compass heading. The direction and rate of the tidal stream, if known, also had to be applied. With Fair Isle bearing WNW about 12 miles off, Collins reckoned their latitude to be 59° 23’.


They anchored off Lerwick, in Bressay Sound, the next day. It was Sunday, eight days since they sailed. The islands of Shetland were little more than 500 miles from the Thames, but in spirit and temperament they could have been on the other side of the world. The dramatic scenery and bracing weather may have reminded the Speedwell’s captain and master of Patagonia, in the old Sweepstakes. Collins was certainly acting on the example of John Narbrough when he set out to do justice to the place. While the other officers readied the ships for their expedition to the far north, he got to work on his journal.


Bressay made an excellent sheltered harbour, he noted, virtually landlocked, with good holding for the anchor. The tide flowed in and out at NNW and SSE at springs, but its range was modest – just 4 or 5ft. Shetlanders ‘spoke after the Scots manner’, and were ‘very poore and hardy’. Their cattle and sheep were small and thin, but the people had plenty of ‘dung hill ffowls’ – chickens – and made a living exporting seabird feathers and salted cod, and knitting stockings and gloves to sell to sailors, mostly the Dutch fishermen who came every year in the herring season. There was no wood, not even fruit trees, and the land was largely barren, but they were able to grow some barley and oats. ‘Garden refreshings they have none, except for colworts’ – cabbages – and they burned peat to keep themselves warm. The lochs yielded trout and eels.


With the Speedwell anchored ‘right against Lerwick Towne in 9 fathom water’, Collins took an observation and made the town’s latitude to be 60° 15’, which is six or seven minutes adrift of the true figure, and measured magnetic variation. He reckoned it was 6°W.


The ships spent six days in Bressay Sound, preparing and provisioning. They had no idea how long they would be away. One of Collins’ later journals has been found to contain three loose manuscript charts,20 presumably filed there for safekeeping, of the approaches to the Strait of Hormuz, of Bandar Abbas in the Strait itself, and of St Augustine Bay in Madagascar. Highly decorated and beautifully coloured, they date from 1630, and were probably drafted by an East India Company navigator. If these old sea maps did belong to Collins, they would strongly suggest that having traversed the Northeast Passage across the roof of Russia, he was expecting his homeward voyage to be via Japan, China, and the Indian Ocean.


Few ships had ventured as far north as they were going, and fewer had returned. The crew were kept busy tuning and reinforcing the rigging, taking on more water, and stowing barrels of salt cod in the holds. Feeling the nip in the northern air, even the hardiest seamen were probably tempted by the crofters’ knitted goods, which Collins noted were ‘warme and cheap’.


Remembering the example of Narbrough and encouraged, no doubt, by Captain Wood, the Speedwell’s master was not content with just writing a description of the place. He took the longboat, an azimuth compass, the lead line and a crew of rowers, and set out to survey the sound. The harbour created by Bressay Island is several miles long, and the survey was no small undertaking. Lerwick had professional pilots on hand and Collins would have sought their advice, but with a steep-to, rocky shoreline, the sound has no awkward sands or shallows to worry about, and as a harbour it really was as straightforward for the navigator as Collins’ sketch chart made out. He drew the houses on the town’s waterfront in profile, the military fort in plan, and among his eighteen soundings, ranging from 6 fathoms to 60, he placed anchors to indicate good places to drop the hook. Off-lying rocks were drawn as conventional small crosses, and the most conspicuous houses were marked. Tall cliffs and the 700ft hill made prominent signposts at the southern end of the island.


It was no more than a half-page sketch chart in his journal, but it was useful, and he was proud of his work. It was perhaps his first attempt at a hydrographic survey – it is certainly the earliest one we know about – and he topped it with a decorative wreath around the title to serve as a cartouche. He sat an ornate pair of dividers over the scale bar, drew a square-rigged ship at the left-hand edge to represent the Speedwell, her sails full and pennants flying, and supplemented the sketch with sailing directions, as if in a pilot book:




If you come from the southard, or from the Coast of Scotland, you most Indevor to make the South End of the Islands. And then Stand along the Shoare till you see a head land like Portland called Hancilfe and to the westward of it a high hill, called the watch hill, And within it is Brace Sound, which you will see to open, the way in is very clear from any danger.





No pilot book he had seen offered this level of detail so far north, but any navigator coming after Collins could have used his survey to get safely into Lerwick.


Wind and weather were variable as they struck out north-east from Shetland, into less-settled latitudes. At noon on the fifteenth the main topsail yard broke, causing chaos on deck as sail, sheets, blocks and the 30ft spar tumbled down on deck. The crew soon set everything to rights but Collins had his hands full, and the timing could hardly have been less conducive to navigation: that day’s latitude was necessarily by judgement.


By 19 June the two ships were well inside the Arctic Circle. From the masthead Collins glimpsed the northern tip of Norway more than 20 miles off, the snow-capped North Cape, south by east – a legendary seamark for English sailors ever since Steven Borough, a north Devon man, first rounded it in King Edward’s time. Collins noted the sighting in the margin of his journal. The seas were stormy and full of humpback whales, which he knew by their Portuguese name, jubarte. The air was thick with birds, and the skies clear enough to allow occasional noon observations as they continued north-east.


By 22 June they were up with the ice, a rugged sheet of it with high crags and cliffs that they could not see the end of in either direction, fringed by broken lumps lurking just below the surface. This was the roof of the world, and it did not make them welcome. The Thames froze over regularly, but this was different. The vast dome of the sky in clear Arctic weather can make you believe you are seeing the very curvature of the Earth, and for the crew of the Sweepstakes the scale of the ice was awe-inspiring. Collins made a sketch. ‘The high hill of ice marked with A was very blew and shining, and all the rest of the ice very craggy and low,’ he wrote. ‘The blew hill as I did judg might be as high as Westminster Abbey.’ In other words, it was as big as anything he had ever seen. He melted some of the ice and found it to be fresh water. Over the page he made a drawing of a fantastical ice arch.


By Collins’ estimation they were at 75° 41’ N, and solid ice was blocking any further progress to the north. They sailed eastwards along it, probing its many bays and inlets, rounding its capes and headlands ‘as though it were land’. Wood had hoped for a northerly route, but there was nothing to the north but white desolation. Even with men stationed in the tops they could not see a way through. Magnetic variation was increasing, and although Collins constantly corrected for it, he was less confident of their position than he had been. On 24 June the sun came out, and he found a 28-mile disagreement between his estimated and observed latitudes, which he ascribed to an ocean current setting ESE.


Another factor contributing to his navigational unease was the convergence of the longitude meridians as they got nearer to the North Pole. We do not know which charts he was using, nor on which projection they were drawn, except that they were certainly Dutch, or based on Dutch originals. He had copied a full-page circular polar map onto the second page of his journal, opposite a plane chart of the waters off northern Russia, so he was clearly in two minds as to how to think about navigating in these far-flung latitudes. Anyone used to working with plane charts, which assume the Earth is flat and whose lines of latitude and longitude form a graticule of equal squares, might struggle with the constantly changing value of a degree of longitude on a polar projection, and the way in which a straight line drawn across the meridians intersects each one at a different angle.


However, their options were limited in any case. Captain Wood’s hopes of an ice-free passage via the Pole had been dashed by the impassable ice sheet to the north of them. The coast of Russia lay to the south. Their only hope was to continue east, and somewhere ahead was Novaya Zemlya. No one knew what lay beyond it, or whether it was an island or a peninsula. Wood had read how Steven Borough and other Elizabethans had found what appeared to be a southern channel, but the way beyond was always blocked by ice. The Dutch explorer Willem Barentsz had gone north around it and wintered on the far side back in 1597, but went no further. In one way or the other lay their only hope of a passage to Japan.


At Lerwick, Collins had dispensed with the Naze as his point of departure, or prime meridian, and had begun a new one on the eastern edge of Shetland. The day he discovered the current, 24 June, was ‘very cold and frosty with ffoggs’. He observed their latitude to be 74° 50’, took soundings – 128 fathoms – and calculated their difference of longitude from Shetland to be 46° 59’, putting the ship about 134 miles from Novaya Zemlya.


He also estimated their ‘meridian distance’ to be 942 miles since Shetland. This was a running total of the ship’s daily east–west ‘departure’, and was used as a way of keeping an account of the ship’s change in longitude when using plane charts. It was meaningless over long distances, however, because the right-angled triangles used in its calculation were drawn on a flat plane rather than a sphere. Navigators using Mercator charts, which are corrected to take into account the shape of the Earth, knew how to establish their longitude by multiplying their east–west departure by the secant of their latitude. Collins’ own figures demonstrate the problem: he gives his meridian distance as 942 miles from Shetland, whereas the value of his change of longitude, 46° 59’, is more than 1,400 miles at the latitude of Lerwick, but only about 730 miles up at the ice sheet. In one of his journals, John Narbrough wrote:




I take my departure from the meridian of Cape Roxent or Rock (Cabo de Roca) and keep my account from thence in this my voyage according to the method of Mercator’s projection, and I also take the meridian distance according to the plain sea chart, to satisfy such persons as should be inquisitive in that method of navigation, although I know the rule is erroneous and not to be taken notice of in navigation.21





In recording both longitude and meridian distance, Collins was following the practice of his old mentor.


Two days later, calm and still, with both the rigging and the men at the masthead frozen stiff, the fog lifted briefly and they saw land ahead, about 15 leagues off: the 4,000ft heights of Novaya Zemlya, standing clear above the horizon even at a distance of more than 40 miles. ‘Very high land and covered with snow,’ Collins wrote, and as they continued their drifting progress eastwards they landed a boat on the ice and encountered walruses for the first time. He called them by their French name, morse, and noted that they were massive creatures 12 to 14ft in length, which ‘ly on the ice and sleep And have one of their company that watches and when hee sees any thing frightens them hee wakes the rest of his company’. He made a drawing in his journal of an adult and her calf.*


The calms continued. Thick fog again. Squinting into nothingness, the eyes played tricks. But the lookouts had seen how the pack ice seemed to continue all the way to Novaya Zemlya, so it was beginning to look unlikely that they would find a way around to the north. With just a breath of wind in their sails, the ships were borne blindly eastward on the current, ghosting in towards the invisible shore, until on 28 June, they found it. Looming high and white out of the fog, the rocky, snow-covered coastline rose like a seamless extension of the Arctic pack ice, utterly impenetrable. They had to hope that the southern channel, vaguely indicated on the chart – and it was no more than a suggestion – would lead them through.


Next day the fog was as dense as ever, and the wind steady from west and west by south, when the Speedwell found herself in danger of being embayed, with ice suddenly on both sides. The ships tacked round and stood away to the southward on a broad reach, and sounded – 75 fathoms. The land was close.


An hour before midnight, with a light sea running and the sun still well up – although hidden in the oppressive whiteness – the Prosperous was shadowing the frigate inshore, rising and falling on the swell, when Collins heard her suddenly call a warning of ice ahead. Captain Flawes immediately ordered his helm across, and with her shallow draught the sharply handled pink spun around almost in her own length, bringing her bow up into the wind and through it, settling on the port tack to make good her escape.


The Speedwell, with her heavier displacement and long keel, was not so nimble, nor so fortunate. ‘Wee clapt the helme hard a wether and boare up round and brought the ship upon the other tackt,’ wrote Collins. But as her bow hauled slowly up towards the wind and the flapping sails began to fill, the swell set her down on a submerged rocky outcrop. She stopped dead, sails set and drawing, masts creaking under the sudden strain. They let fly the sheets and fired off cannon to alert their consort, last seen disappearing into the fog, but she was gone. The Speedwell was not going anywhere. It was a couple of hours before high water, but the tidal range was only a few feet, so there was little chance she would be lifted off. The wind was rising.


They sounded from the longboat and found deeper water, 5 fathoms, just a cable to seaward, and there were hopes that with the best bower anchor rowed out on a length of hawser it might have proved possible to winch her off. But the waves by now were 4ft high, and with the ship held fast on the rocks, it was too difficult to lower the huge anchor into the boat. Impossible, in fact: the mass of iron would have simply smashed the boat on the rise and fall, drowning its crew. The seas rose still further, lifting the hull and setting it back down with a regular, sickening crunch as the ship began to pound. Wood ordered the men to cut away the masts to try to ease her motion, but by now the water in the hold was rising faster than they could pump it out. She was coming apart. The Speedwell was doomed.


The pinnace crew sailed into the fog and the surf in search of a safe beach to land on, but failed to find one on the rocky foreshore. When the fog began to lift, they tried again, with better luck: they found a landing place near a stream, ‘very joyfull news’. Wood gave the order to abandon the ship. There was no panic. Both boats were loaded with anything that could help ensure survival: carpenter’s tools, powder, shot and weapons, and after as many men as each could carry had clambered down the side of the stricken ship, they set out for the shore. On the second trip, close in and heavily loaded, the pinnace broached on a breaking sea and capsized, spilling her passengers and sinking with her cargo of bread and provisions. Two men drowned in the waves.


There was no more salvaging to be done. Collins wrote: ‘The ship was ffull of water for that wee could not come to noe more bread nor any thing else, But had much trouble to gett safe a shoare.’ Incredibly, he was able to save his journal and his navigation notes.


In the morning, he took stock. They were in a bay, with the dismasted remains of the Speedwell stranded on rocks some distance offshore. Their landing place, where a meltwater stream emerged from under the ice and formed a beach, was the only accessible point along the shoreline – 60 yards either side of it, cliffs of ice and snow overhung the surf. The longboat had been hauled safely up the beach, ‘with much trouble’, along with their little yawl. They had moved their salvaged gear up the rocky slope and built a tented encampment out of sailcloth and oars. There was nobody about, but a short way to the south a solitary Dutch flag flapped disconsolately from a pole – the forlorn remnant, perhaps, of an earlier shipwreck. Across the stream from the camp lay a small, stone-built herder’s shack, which Captain Wood commandeered. Everyone was soaked through, and the weather was freezing. There was no wood anywhere to make a fire. A polar bear appeared and started sniffing around, but one of the men loosed off a musket and it ran away. From their new vantage point above the sea, they had a better view out to the west, but the Prosperous pink was nowhere in sight.


They prayed: not for salvation, but for the wreck of their ship to be driven ashore so they could use her timbers and salvage more of her cargo. That very day the wind swung round, and her broken remnants began to drift in on the waves, directly onto their beach. Barrels of flour, brandy and oil were washed up, and great masses of timber. They built huge fires and began, thankfully, to dry out.


What would Narbrough have done? Collins had not forgotten his old captain. He went exploring with Wood and the lieutenant, and saw signs not only of bears but of deer and foxes, noting the marble and the slate and the strange smell of the grass. He picked up a curious crystal and put it in his pocket.22 The hills behind their encampment were high and inhospitable, covered in rocks and deep snow, and offering no obvious way over or around. The going was heavy, with ice and snow and areas of bog that sucked their boots off. When they returned to the camp, they found that a bear had attacked, and although the gunner had fired both his muskets it still came on, and he was reduced to beating at it with the stock of his gun until friends came to his aid. It took several bullets to kill. They ate it: ‘The beares fflesh was very ffatt and good and eate well to our great refreshment,’ Collins wrote.


Across two pages of his journal, he also made a sketch of their predicament, which is part pilotage chart, and part narrative history of the shipwreck and their efforts at survival. He marked the rocks along the shore, with a few soundings, and the shape of the coastline, and drew the sad wreck of their ship trapped on the rocks in the middle of the bay, her main and fore masts cut away and just the mizzen standing. A miscellany of tents represented their encampment, with a huge bonfire, and Captain Wood’s stone house was shown across the stream. The two boats and some barrels were pictured hauled up on the shore, while the Dutch flag and their own colours flew from their makeshift poles in the breeze. Behind the bay, overlooking the camp and emphasising the hopelessness of their situation, he labelled the impassable snow-clad hills ‘Mount Missery’.*


As the days wore on, they began to lose hope of seeing the Prosperous pink again. She was their only chance of rescue. Conditions were windy and cold, and the fog was ever-present. There were seventy-two of them stranded on an Arctic hillside, far too many for the longboat, and the little yawl was no use – it was too small to survive a sea voyage. Captain Wood talked to the carpenter about using timbers from the ship to enlarge the longboat – they could cut it in half and add a new section of planks and frames, lengthening it by 10 or 12ft, and then deck it over. That would make it big enough, just, and Collins reckoned it was 600 miles or so back to Archangel. But the carpenter wasn’t keen – he was not well, and his mate was worse. The hands worried about cutting the longboat in half if the carpenters should prove too ill to put it back together again.


The men began to murmur. Wood worked out a compromise: they would raise the longboat’s freeboard by one strake, deck her over, and he would sail with a small crew to get help. The Speedwell’s sailors went along with it, but in their desperate predicament they were beginning to lose faith in their captain. Some suspected a plot: Wood and his officers were going to steal the boat as soon as it was finished and make off with it, leaving the men to their fate. Collins saw that many of the seamen had armed themselves, and were keeping their weapons close.


It was not a revolt. There was no wish to usurp Wood’s authority, or up-end the status quo, for the discontent among the hands was founded on fear, not revolutionary fervour. There had been quite enough of all that: the lawlessness of the English civil wars and the failure of the Commonwealth had been poor advertisements for Cromwell’s revolution. In the words of one historian, support for it had been intense but shallow, while opposition ran silent and deep.23 The years of upheaval had not improved the lot of working men. Naval salaries had been increased to boost recruitment, but the men soon found that they were no more likely to receive their wages under Cromwell than they had been under the king.24 Those in power had sorely tried the people’s faith in authority, and now, for the Speedwell’s crew, the loss of the ship represented another betrayal. They simply did not know who they could trust, except each other.


The men were not mutineers – not yet – but Collins kept a wary eye on them and helped Wood come up with schemes to keep them busy. ‘The wind at W with great and continuall ffoggs,’ he wrote on 5 July. ‘All our company now imploying them selves in bakeing cakes for the voyage and the carpenters hard att work about the Long boat.’


It was an uneasy truce, for unbeknown to the captain, one of his Dutch charts had washed up on the beach, which clearly showed a town at the southern end of Novaya Zemlya called Waigatts.* Some of the hands had seized upon this hope, and forty of them had resolved to walk there. It was a mad proposal, born of desperation. Collins could not be sure of their exact position, but he could see that the town, if it existed, was at least a couple of hundred miles away. The terrain was not just difficult, it was positively hostile. There was no chance of getting all the way down there on foot. Both Collins and Wood also knew how optimistic Dutch engravers could be about such things, with their habit of placing onion-domed churches where there might be nothing more than a couple of abandoned crofts. Anyone who survived the ordeal might find that they had exchanged one desolation for another.


Treading carefully, for the men were clearly no longer in the mood for a debate, Wood persuaded them to wait a little longer. The weather might clear up. Flawes would be looking for them. They should stay together – strength in numbers – and keep a good lookout. Grumbling, they agreed.


‘The wind att SW and the morning cleare,’ Collins noted, the very next day. And there, in the offing, was a sail. It was Saturday, 8 July. ‘To our great joy,’ he wrote, ‘wee presently made a great ffire and sent away our small yaule to meet him.’ Flawes spotted the smoke and bore down towards the beach and the rejoicing shouts of the men. The carpenters stripped off the part-completed new planks from the longboat and the hands launched it into the water, at the same time as Flawes manned his boat and sent it in. ‘About noone wee gott all on board Capn Flawes.’


Somehow the good captain found room to stow the Speedwell’s surviving crew aboard his diminutive pink – she may have been of shallow draught, but she did at least have a voluminous hold, and plenty of provisions. Flawes also salvaged the Speedwell’s anchors and cables.25 It was a long, tedious, cramped voyage back across the Arctic Ocean and down the North Sea. On her way home the tubby little overcrowded ship was beset by storms, calms, and contrary winds, not to mention the everlasting fogs, which seemed to follow them south. But finally, after three months away, they picked up a mooring off the Deptford Royal Dockyard on 25 August.
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Turned ashore with nothing but the clothes they stood up in, and the few personal possessions they had managed to keep by them, the officers and men of the Speedwell made a sorry sight. Nothing more was heard about Captain Wood’s Thomas Tompion ‘sea clock’. Presumably it was not a success. Robert Hooke evinced no interest in following it up, and had perhaps forgotten about it, remarking absentmindedly in his diary, under the wrong date: ‘Capn Wood return’d, having lost the speedcock [sic] on Nova Zembla on 72 latit.’


Samuel Pepys and his fellow investors were no doubt disappointed by the failure of the expedition, but there was some consolation. While a claim made by the Speedwell’s men for clothing lost in the shipwreck was turned down, Pepys himself, always alert to any prospect of personal enrichment, successfully billed the Admiralty for the food they had consumed while they were on board the Prosperous.26


Naturally, Captain Wood was called upon to account for his loss of a king’s ship. Pepys wrote to him on 31 August to inform him that the king and the Lords of the Admiralty would welcome, ‘as well to their own present satisfaction as for the transmitting to posterity a true and distinct account of your late proceedings in your voyage with his Majesty’s ship the Speedwell’. The naval secretary understood that owing to the ‘unfortunate miscarriage’ of the ship, ‘your journal and papers are lost’. However, he added, ‘the journal kept by your master is preserved’. Pepys had already seen Collins’ journal, and suggested that Wood might consult that, in order to prepare ‘as perfect an account to be faithfully and distinctly drawn up as by the help of your master’s said journal and your own memory and notes’.27


Wood followed Pepys’ advice. He borrowed Collins’ journal and paraphrased, rehashed, lifted, rewrote and plagiarised whole sections of it, which, as captain of the ship, he was perfectly entitled to do. He even made quite a good copy of the drawing of the walrus – unless he got Collins to do it for him.


Some remnants of Wood’s own navigational notes had evidently survived the shipwreck, because although much of what he wrote in this new journal was a faithful re-rendering of Collins’ work, there are places where their calculations differ, sometimes markedly. Their ‘meridian distances’, in particular, are often many miles apart. There are also one or two entries in Wood’s account which are so nearly-but-not-quite the same as those in Collins’ journal that, had he been a schoolboy sitting next to the cleverest pupil in class, they would have aroused suspicion in the most sanguine of examiners. Collins’ estimate of their latitude on 22 June, for example, after three days without a sun sight, was a pragmatic 76° 0’. Wood’s was a slightly implausible 75° 59’.


When it came to Collins’ chart of the Speedwell’s track along the ice sheet, the captain was careful to amend the labelling on his own version, to better befit a man of his rank. So Point Misery on Collins’ chart became Point Speedwell on Wood’s. He also took the opportunity for some political brown-nosing, selecting a couple of random headlands that Collins had ignored, and naming them Cape James and York Point after the king’s brother, James, Duke of York. The crowning compliment concerned the high, snowy ground behind the shipwrecked mariners’ bleak encampment on Novaya Zemlya. What for Collins had been Mount Missery, for Wood became the King Charles Snow Hills.


The king was shown the results of his captain’s efforts on 30 September, and ‘was pleased to peruse the same with great satisfaction’. To Wood’s satisfaction, too, no doubt: having submitted his journal, he could now look forward to receiving his pay for the voyage.28


But there was no danger of Captain Wood being able to claim any of the credit rightfully due to the Speedwell’s master. Collins’ journal had already found its way into the king’s hands, probably via Samuel Pepys himself. In consequence, Collins had been called into the presence of the king at Whitehall Palace, to give his first-hand account of the Arctic misadventure. His majesty obviously liked what he saw in the tanned and weatherbeaten West Country warrant officer. He had a job for him.
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Tangier from the south-west by Wenceslaus Hollar, looking across to Spain, Gibraltar and the Straits. (Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer Bequest, 1917, Metropolitan Museum of Art)








 


___________


* On a starting salary of £350, his liquid capital grew from £25 in 1660, when he was appointed to the position of Clerk of the Acts at the Navy Board, to £7,000 by the end of 1667. [‘Samuel Pepys and Corruption’, Mark Knights, Parliamentary History vol. 33 Issue 1, 2014.]


* The published version appeared after Narbrough’s death. Significantly amended and edited, it seems to be a collaborative effort, because although the first person singular is used throughout, the captain is sometimes referred to in the third person. The most likely co-author is John Wood, because the lieutenant had been left behind in Valdivia along with three other members of the crew.


† Variation was not well understood. Early maps such as the Swedish Carta Marina suggested the existence of a magnetic island up in the Arctic. Some compass manufacturers had taken to offsetting the magnetised needle beneath the card to make the compass point to true north, but since variation varies according to where you are, this adjustment was only correct in the compass-maker’s workshop. [May p. 81.]


* Defoe no doubt drew on many sources for Robinson Crusoe, and we can probably include Narbrough’s journal among them. Compare this from Narbrough: ‘Having a sort of goods to the value of three hundred pounds as followeth: knives, sissers, glasses, beads, hatchets, bills, hoes, nailes, needles, pins, pipes, bells, boxes etc to trade with the natives’, with this from Defoe: ‘Toys as were fit for our trade with the negroes, such as beads, bits of glass, shells, and other trifles, especially little looking-glasses, knives, scissors, hatchets, and the like’.


† ‘Mate’ and ‘master’ were used interchangeably. At the beginning of the Arctic journal Collins refers to himself as ‘Greenvil Collins master’, and at the end he signs off as ‘Greenvill Collins, m8’. He also spelt his own name in various ways, as here, but mostly used Greenvile.


* In a letter written much later, Collins claimed that owing to ‘cowardice’, the Batchelor ‘most basely left us before we got to the straits of Magellan and returned back for England reporting that we were lost in a storm. This ship laden with the stores. Had not this misfortune happened our design was to have sailed to California and searched the North Coast.’ [Burney.]


† The lieutenants’ examination did not come in until 1677. It was one of the Duke of York’s reforms, encouraged by Narbrough. [Davies, PN, p. 92.]


‡ There seem to be several John Woods in the records, but this appears to be the most credible career progression for the captain of the Speedwell.


* Copied, it would seem, and not very accurately, from Dutch cartographer and engraver Hessel Gerritsz’s 1613 book about Spitsbergen.
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