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Evil appeareth out of the north, and great destruction.

—JEREMIAH 6:1
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I.

Mutiny

JAMES BAY, JUNE 1611


Like the needle of a compass, Henry Hudson was always attracted to the North. In 1607, he led a mission that he hoped would take him from England over the top of the world and past the pole toward East Asia. It would be the first of four voyages that would make him one of the most intrepid and important explorers of his age—even as he failed in his quest to find a northern route to the coveted riches of the East, and even though his final voyage ended in mutiny, mystery, and quite possibly murder.

Like all European explorers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Hudson knew that fame and immense riches would accrue to the one who found a new and quick route to the vast markets of spices and silks in East Asia and the Southwest Pacific. For almost a century, the English had sought a shortcut to the “South Sea,” the term Europeans used for the Pacific Ocean. Explorers recognized that discovering the route would bring glory to their realm and abet the larger Protestant mission of rescuing Christendom from the thrall of Rome. Of course, Hudson’s backers had other goals too, notably making an enormous fortune by controlling the trade between East Asia and England. The English East India Company, organized only  a few years earlier, had already begun sailing vessels home from the Spice Islands laden with pepper, cinnamon, cloves, and nutmeg. But they had to follow the long course from India around Africa before arriving in London—a journey through thousands of miles of open seas that put them at risk of assault by Barbary pirates who had the unfortunate habit of taking English sailors captive and selling them as slaves. Hudson realized that a northern passage—despite the risks every sailor confronted in the Arctic—could cut the time substantially, and thereby increase profits by reducing the costs of any venture. A man of few words but of evident ambition and significant experience with the sea, he could have become as famous as Sir Francis Drake and possibly won great wealth.

That 1607 expedition to sail past the pole failed, and Hudson turned home. But he was not a man who easily gave up. The next year he launched another expedition from England in search of the Northeast Passage, a water route long theorized to exist leading through seas north of Russia to East Asia. Hudson could not find a path through the pack ice that blocked the route, and once again he returned to England. It would take almost 300 years before Europeans managed to plow through and circumvent the ice blocking the passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific north of Russia.

Despite his failures, Hudson’s reputation remained intact. He had attracted the attention of potential investors who saw him as a leader who took informed, calculated risks, the kind of man who could safely lead an expensive, speculative foray into unknown waters without loss of life or a waste of his backers’ funds. In 1609, the Dutch East India Company—the leading competitor of the English mercantile house—hired Hudson to lead another journey in search of the Northeast Passage. Hudson guided the 80-ton Halve Maen (Half Moon) toward that potential route, but along the way he gave up on it and instead sailed across the Atlantic. He had hoped to find an entryway to the much-fabled Northwest Passage somewhere north of Virginia, where the English had only recently established a colony based at Jamestown. Hudson eventually sailed into modern New York harbor and then up the river that now bears his name, a journey that earned him a permanent place in American history. On his return he landed in England, where he reported that he hoped to return to America soon.

At the time of his fourth voyage in 1610, no English mariner of the age knew the North Atlantic as well as Henry Hudson. His boldness in leading ships northward season after season had revealed him as a man willing to take risks in the effort to explore new territory and bring home both hard-won knowledge and the promise of profit. Remarkably, none of Hudson’s men perished on his expeditions of 1607 and 1608. He had proved he knew what it took for his men to survive. He knew how to overcome what, 300 years later, the American novelist Jack London would identify as “the Fear of the North,” the terrifying “child of the Great Cold and the Great Silence.” He acknowledged and anticipated the terrors that shrouded the Arctic once the sun, perpetually visible during the prime sailing months, made its inevitable dip below the horizon and virtually disappeared for months. The darkness that followed could seem inescapable to those unfamiliar with northern rhythms. Ship candles and oil lamps provided small solace in an enduring gloom that, for those trapped in ice and snared by darkness, could feel like an interminable prison sentence, one that could incite despondency, fury, and madness.

By the time Hudson sailed, English mariners did have some understanding of what they would find in the Arctic. Norse sailors had traversed the northern reaches of the Atlantic in the centuries around the year 1000, and in the process had established outposts in Iceland, Greenland, and Newfoundland. But they had abandoned their efforts west of Iceland well before 1500. In the years following the journeys of Christopher Columbus, the English had sponsored expeditions captained by the Venetians John and Sebastian Cabot, but those journeys  did not lead to any sustained efforts to explore North America for another two generations. Martin Frobisher sailed the North Atlantic in the mid-1570s, and on his third journey he brought home 200 tons of ore that had glistened in the midsummer sunshine, only to discover with dismay that it was worthless—tons of rock, no gold. Sir Humphrey Gilbert, half-brother of Sir Walter Ralegh, sailed to Newfoundland in 1583, but two of his three ships, including the one he was on, sunk on their return. The English mariner John Davis led three journeys in the mid-1580s in search of the Northwest Passage; he explored the west coast of Greenland, sailed north into the strait that now bears his name, and also navigated the eastern shores of Baffin Island and modern Labrador.

Hudson had learned a great deal from these other explorers before he set off to find the Northwest Passage on the 55-ton bark named Discovery. Prior to his 1609 journey, he had met Captain John Smith, a veteran of voyages to the new English colony on the banks of Chesapeake Bay, who was eager to share his theories about the possible water route through North America. Hudson quite likely knew Richard Hakluyt, England’s preeminent authority on overseas navigation. Hakluyt had published numerous accounts of journeys to the Northwest Passage and inspired potential explorers and a wider audience with the texts he edited and reprinted in his collections. Hudson had also befriended some of Europe’s most sophisticated mapmakers. From such authorities he gathered the most complete and up-to-date information pointing to the existence and location of the Northwest Passage.

The Atlantic had become a second home to Hudson, who had spent almost as much time there during these years as he had on land. That experience burnished his reputation and allowed him to gain funding from some of London’s best-known investors. Among them was Thomas Smythe, one of three principal backers of the voyage of the Discovery in 1610. Smythe was already one of the dominant forces in English  overseas trade. He became the first governor of the East India Company on December 31, 1600, and except for a period from 1605 to 1607, he would serve in that capacity until 1621. In 1609, Smythe had become treasurer of the Virginia Company, the joint-stock effort responsible for the English settlement at Jamestown. He was also a member of the Company of Merchant Adventurers and one of the governors of the Levant Company.
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Richard Hakluyt never traveled farther than Paris, but his books inspired generations of English readers to think about the world beyond their borders.One of those readers sketched this scene in a copy of Hakluyt’s first book, Divers Voyages touching upon America and the Ilands adjacent (London,1582). Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection


More crucially, Smythe was a governor of the Muscovy Company, an enterprise with long connections to Hudson’s family and to efforts to find the Northeast Passage. He served in Parliament and would later become governor of the Somers Island Company, which would try to organize an English colony on Bermuda. Smythe embraced the opportunities opened by  long-distance trade and took a personal interest in sailing and the sea. Sailors or their wives could often be found at his house. He kept in contact with the captains he backed, and he shared information with Hakluyt, among others, thereby helping to keep the idea of long-distance trade in the minds of policy makers and the public. That Hudson won funding from Smythe signaled that his venture had the approval of one of the most illustrious and commercially minded men of his age. Even more important, that financial support allowed him to stock the Discovery with the provisions he thought he would need for his passage through the Arctic.

But no matter how well provisioned Henry Hudson was with knowledge, experience, financial backing, food, water, and weapons, he knew that such advantages took a ship commander only so far. In the end it was Hudson—not Europe’s mapmakers or Hakluyt or Smythe—who had to lead an expedition into waters that were unknown to Europeans. No plan was foolproof. Hudson knew well how human error, the vagaries of the weather, a troublesome crew, or encounters with little-understood peoples could undermine any voyage. As a veteran of three earlier journeys, Hudson understood the risks he would soon face.
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During the summer of 1610, Hudson guided the Discovery  across the Atlantic to the Canadian coast, entering the body of water now known as Hudson Strait and into modern Hudson Bay. Few Europeans had seen these waters before. It is possible that a Portuguese expedition had entered the strait much earlier, and that Frobisher did as well, though there is little evidence that either ventured into it very far. Frobisher named an alleged passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific “Frobisher’s Straightes,” but that moniker was the product more of his imagination than his observations. Davis had sailed across the opening to Hudson Strait, but he chose to continue south toward the coast of Labrador before heading back toward England. Hudson was the  first English mariner to sail deep into the strait, which divides modern Baffin Island from the Ungava Peninsula.
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When Hudson set sail in April 1610 he possessed knowledge garnered at sea and acquired from books and maps available in England. Among the works he might have seen was this map from the journeys of Sir Martin Frobisher, who had named an alleged route through North America after himself. From George Best, A true discourse of the late voyages of discoverie, for the finding of a passage to Cathaya, by the Northweast (London, 1578). Huntington Library


When the Discovery arrived in Hudson Bay, Hudson must have beheld its vast expanse with excitement, anticipation, and a real, if premature, sense of accomplishment. On July 5, in a moment of perpetual light, he wrote in his log that the ship had passed near unforested plains covered with snow, a place so appealing that he had named it “Desire Provoketh,” or “Desire Provokes” (modern Akpatok Island). A month later, the Discovery  edged its way through a deep, narrow strait and entered into what one of Hudson’s contemporaries called “a spacious Sea.” This body of water was so extensive that Samuel Purchas, who later chronicled Hudson’s journeys, believed that the mariner “had won the passage.” One can barely imagine the emotion he must have felt at the moment. He had finally found what he had spent years looking for: the seaway that would take him through  the North American continent to the Pacific—the long sought-for opening to the East Indies and its fabled riches.

Yet finding this possible route westward would have been meaningless if Hudson now faltered or failed. It was already August and he needed time to guide the Discovery through the frigid Canadian bays and into warmer waters before the Arctic winter closed the seas and locked his men into a world of ice, skin-freezing winds, darkness, and possible death.

Once he sailed into the bay, Hudson made some calculations about the ship’s location and attempted to determine whether the Discovery could complete its mission to make it through the Northwest Passage before winter. He knew that the Arctic summer was brief, and that at extreme northern latitudes he might run into ice within days. In 1610, Europeans had no perfect way to judge their longitude because the tools to calculate it—notably an accurate sea clock known as a chronometer—had not been invented. So although Hudson believed that the Northwest Passage existed and that sailing through it would lead him to the South Sea, he was unsure if the crew had enough time to complete the journey before winter fell upon them. In the comparative warmth of midsummer, he realized he had come to his expedition’s decisive moment.

Hudson was faced with two alternatives. The simpler, safer decision would be to turn the ship around and return to England before ice choked off all routes. The riskier and bolder option was for the men to winter in the region and proceed on their journey to Asia the following spring (or summer) when the ice thinned. Hudson had not yet spent a winter in Arctic conditions, and he feared that he and his men might meet their death in these icy waters. Still, he believed that the mission could succeed. But before making his final decision, he consulted his crew to make sure they supported his plan. He encouraged the men to debate whether they should turn back to England before the advance of the winter ice sheet, or wait winter out and continue their search for the passage. Though some  dissented, Hudson gained the backing of the crew to push onward. It would be a choice that many of them came to regret.

By November, Hudson had guided the Discovery as far south as he could. They reached what is now called James Bay, the large body of water that stretches southward from Hudson Bay. Hudson’s men probably positioned the Discovery close to the deeper (but rockier) eastern side of the bay. The site would have been better than the more shallow, silt-filled waters to the west, which would have prevented the ship from getting close to the shoreline. (The men would have known about the depth from looking at the color of the water, which in western James Bay can be milky white because it is so shallow.) The trick to survival in the Arctic, they understood, was to get a ship as close as possible to land so that they could find at least some supplies before the cold came down, and perhaps even during the winter when they could venture out. They would need wood to keep their fires burning all winter. They would have to hunt deer, caribou, bear, rabbits, or even rodents, both for the protein their bodies craved and for the fur and skins that could ward off the cold. But getting close to land was tricky even in the eastern part of the bay, since submerged rocks threatened to rip apart the Discovery’s hull. Sailing into James Bay made sense if Hudson was looking for warmer climes (though in this region it did little good), but the uncertain flooring here made it a risky place—though no one on the ship could have known it at the time.

Hudson had reason to think that survival in this locale was manageable. According to one account, the Discovery had reached 52° north, approximately the same latitude as London, which, by the prevailing European logic of the time, meant that climate conditions should not have been much worse than they were at home. This same reasoning had prompted the era’s English colonists to imagine planting olive trees and grapevines near Chesapeake Bay, which happened to share the latitude of southern Europe. Like other explorers and geographers of his time, Hudson was unable to take into account the fact that the circulation of winds in the Atlantic pushed warm air toward Europe and made it a more tolerable (and inhabitable) place than locales on similar latitudes in North America. Perhaps Hudson had guided the Discovery southward because he hoped to find a more temperate area for winter, even if, as he must have realized upon coasting the shores of James Bay, it was unlikely that he would find an opening to the Northwest Passage from there.
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European sailors needed to find ways to ground their ships safely to avoid the enormous pressure that ice could exert against a hull during the winter. The Dutch explorer Willem Barentsz, who had survived his first two voyages in search of the Northeast Passage, died on his third attempt when his ship was so damaged by the winter ice that his crew needed to scrap it, using its wood to build small open boats in which they paddled for home. From Warhafftige Relation: der dreyen newen unerhörten (Noribergae, 1598). Huntington Library


But as Hudson soon learned, the weather in James Bay was unlike that of England. Though Hudson was far south of the Arctic Circle, James Bay is part of Canada’s Arctic Archipelago marine ecosystem, and its environment resembles territory farther north. As in areas above the circle, winter descends rapidly here. Ice forms quickly and moves aggressively. Winds in James Bay blow from the north all year long, pushing the Arctic air that dominates the climate. Ice sheets typically last into July. The water temperature rarely rises above 45°F. Once the Discovery became surrounded by the pack ice in November, the crew faced a winter worse than they or Hudson could ever have imagined.
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Europeans who embarked on voyages to northern waters could prepare themselves for the challenges they knew they would face. Those who thought they might have to spend the winter in a frozen land came prepared with supplies to build shelter. But Hudson had anticipated making it through the Northwest Passage before winter set in, and there is no record that the Discovery carried all that it needed for its crew to construct a dwelling suitable for the Canadian Arctic. Moreover, these were men who knew how to work the rigging on a three-masted ship, how to drop an anchor so that it could be retrieved, and how to use a seine to haul in fish to supplement the stored food below decks. They could probably capture a shark. But none of them, as far as the surviving records indicate, had any experience building a house, and certainly none of them knew how to erect one on the rocky, windswept shores of a bay 3,000 miles from home.

Building a shelter was only the first act in the effort to survive. During the winter the winds would have battered the walls and no doubt opened holes in the sides. Maintenance could not have been easy. According to a surviving report of  another European ship marooned in ice, constructing a winter abode posed novel risks for those who hoped to survive until the next thaw. Iron nails froze to the inside of cheeks when carpenters absently put them in their mouths while they were working; detaching them opened bloody sores unlikely to heal quickly. Ice sheathed the interior walls of the best-built shelters. Clothes and shoes froze solid. Every movement could be painful. Men accustomed to the relative security of an English winter might have felt they would never escape or survive its torments.

No account survives of the conditions endured by Hudson and his men that winter. The extant documents either end before the onset of winter or offer no sustained observations of daily life during those frozen months. But other travelers to the region did write about the horrors that extreme cold produced. During winter there, as one later observer lamented, it was awful enough to huddle in a shelter put together from the materials available on an English sailing ship. Even with the door shut tight and a fire burning, it was nearly impossible to chase away the frigid cold. But that was more tolerable than venturing outside to gather firewood or hunt for game. Fierce winds battered English bodies that were accustomed to the far more moderate London winter rather than to the snow, howling gales, and temperatures that regularly sank well below 0°F. They probably wore leather coats and mittens lined with lamb skins and tried to keep their feet warm with socks made out of coarse woolens. These were men who could cope with gales on the sea but had no experience trudging through deep snow.

Winter winds forced men back inside as quickly as possible, trapping them in their own frosty company, in quarters rank with the smells, mutterings, prayers, quarrels, complaints, and grudges of twenty or so men uncertain of their own survival. Anyone who wandered too far away from their makeshift shelters could get caught in a squall and buried by drifts, which could reach 30 feet around Hudson Bay—a fate that befell later  travelers in the region. Most unfortunate were the men who had to climb on board the ice-bound ship to retrieve supplies. Severe frostbite followed exposure to bitter winds that froze human skin and eyes. The bitter cold of James Bay eventually became so well known in England that Robert Boyle, one of the leading scientists of the Royal Society in the seventeenth century, used reports from English travelers there to define what “cold” actually was. Boyle understood that the English did not experience deep cold at home, but that in northern regions the cold could be “Stupendious,” and it made sense to him to write a treatise explaining its properties, just as scientists had been doing in their attempts to understand other natural phenomena.

No one knows for certain what transpired among the crew of the Discovery during those dark, frozen months. But one can only imagine that the daily struggle for survival put immense stress on the relationships between the crew members and with the captain who had brought them here. During the winter the ship’s gunner died, and several others became either ill or injured—unable, it seems, to be able to do any of the tasks necessary to help the small community stay alive. Others remained healthy, no doubt keeping the shelter intact and scrounging for firewood or food when the weather permitted. The infirm and the healthy had one thing in common: All of them waited, week after week, for the ice to crack.

When the days started to lengthen, tensions began to break out. By late spring some of the able-bodied men were grumbling about Hudson’s decision to dole out any of the Discovery’s diminishing stores to their ailing comrades. The complainers saw no use in providing nourishment to men who were not doing their share of the work, and who quite possibly were unlikely to survive another voyage. A winter of privation and tension had convinced some of the men that the only sensible option would be to return to England, and for that they would need as much food as possible. Understanding that Hudson was not about to abandon his desire to find the passage or his  decision to feed all of the men on the ship, the discontented took matters into their own hands and plotted mutiny.
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By the time the Discovery embarked on its search for the Northwest Passage in 1610, books were in circulation that reported the opportunities and dangers that awaited them in northern waters. The crew of Willem Barentsz’s expeditions in the 1590s told of their success in hunting walrus as well as of the dangers posed to unwary men who encountered polar bears, including one man who had lost his life. The account of Gerrit de Veer, a ship’s carpenter on Barentsz’s first two expeditions,provided illustrations of what the men had seen. From Warhafftige Relation: der dreyen newen unerhörten (Noribergae, 1598). Huntington Library


Hudson understood that the Arctic posed risks to Europeans who ventured there, but he never expected that the greatest threat to his own life would come from his own men. Before the Discovery became trapped in ice, he believed that he had the support of the crew and was making plans to continue his expedition the following summer. That proved to be a fatal miscalculation.
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European sailors used shallops to explore shallow water, often along rocky coastlines. The kind of shallop on the Discovery could probably hold up to ten men. National Maritime Museum, Greenwich


By around June 10 the ice had thawed and the Discovery was free. Two weeks later, just as Hudson would have been making his final calculations to sail his ship toward the East Indies, the angry men rebelled. They lowered Hudson, his seventeen-year-old son, and seven other men onto a small boat known as a shallop, which was tethered to the ship. Then the rebels cut the rope and sailed away. As Hudson watched the vessel fade from view, he faced the most severe trial he had ever known.
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In the autumn of 1611 seven men and one boy from Hudson’s crew returned to England on the Discovery. They told about the mutiny and claimed that the perpetrators had all died in the weeks since the rebellion. Their story, not surprisingly, aroused suspicions that lingered for years. Doubts about the veracity of their account remained until, six years after their return, four of the survivors found themselves in the High Court of Admiralty. They had been charged with the murder of Henry Hudson, who was never seen again.

Four hundred years later, mysteries remain about the events of that fateful summer of 1611. As one recent environmental  writer put it, “in the Arctic nothing is ever really lost.” Daylight is abundant in James Bay around the time of the summer solstice. In that bright landscape it is difficult to keep a secret. What caused the men on the ship to turn against their captain, an action which should have earned them the noose? Shipboard mutinies have come to capture the modern imagination, thanks to the 1789 rebellion against William Bligh on the Bounty, but they were in fact very rare in Hudson’s age. It was not until 1689 that English lawmakers enacted their first statute specifically designed to punish mutineers. When writers or dramatists (including Shakespeare) used the term “mutiny” during Hudson’s lifetime, they tended to refer to insurrections on land, not at sea. Only one attempted mutiny had occurred on an English ship within recent memory of the English. That effort, against Sir Francis Drake during his circumnavigation of the earth from 1578 to 1580, failed, and the leader of the putative insurrection went to the gallows.

What happened to the men on the shallop? What caused the insurrection? These questions gripped the High Court of Admiralty as it sought a final resolution to the mystery of the events in James Bay in June 1611. It would be several years after the return of the Discovery before English authorities pieced together the narrative from the small number of survivors who had witnessed the mutiny and apparent murder of Henry Hudson.

The full extent of Hudson’s saga reveals one of the darker chapters of the European age of discovery. Now mostly forgotten, this tale illuminates the early English colonial period as much as the history of Jamestown, Plymouth, and Massachusetts Bay. Those settlements succeeded, though along the shores of the Chesapeake it was a hard-won victory for the English, who witnessed many of their fellow colonists succumb to disease during Jamestown’s first years. Still, the high human cost of early Virginia paid off—at least for some—with the development of the tobacco trade in the 1610s. Plymouth and Massachusetts earned their place in American lore as targets for  religious migrants who, our national narrative tells us, helped establish the principle of freedom of religion. Taken together, the nascent settlements along the Chesapeake and in New England mark the origins of a nation that has long embraced both its thirst for profit and its desire for religious freedom.

But these colonies survived thanks to luck. The English (and the Dutch) succeeded in planting along the Atlantic coast because they found environments similar to those they’d had at home. They knew enough about wind patterns in the Atlantic basin for their ships to get back and forth regularly, thereby providing economic, political, religious, and psychological links to their respective homelands. More important, these colonists were, in the words of one noted historian, “beneficiaries of catastrophe.” They unwittingly transported lethal microbes that took a horrific toll on the continent’s indigenous peoples and thereby made it easier for the newcomers to succeed.

Henry Hudson and the men who went with him on the voyage of the Discovery were not so lucky. English colonists elsewhere prospered when the population of indigenous peoples shrank. Hudson, by contrast, needed the help of Inuit and Crees who had little interest in his fate. The environment he entered allowed little margin for error. In an age of discovery when so much seemed possible, Hudson’s experience reveals the limits of what Europeans could achieve. The only way to survive in those cold lands was to maintain contact with others; once those bonds became severed, an individual or a small group faced the imminent risk of death, as countless explorers have realized. Hudson learned that lesson too late to make it home again. But the mystery of his disappearance provides a new way to think about the nature of English colonization and the fates of those whose visions of glory perished in the Arctic.






II.

The Age of Spices

LONDON, C. 1607


Before he left on his first journey, Henry Hudson lived in a city awash with mercantile enthusiasm and maritime pride. By the early seventeenth century, London had become one of the most important commercial entrepôts in Europe. Ideally situated for taking advantage of emerging transatlantic business opportunities, the city boasted a new commercial exchange created to facilitate the active participation of merchants in long-distance trade. One contemporary author commented that London had become “the most famous and the most principal place here in England,”1 and his book gave specific details about the distance between the capital and “certain principal places here in Europe, and also in Africa, and in Asia, and also in  America.” When ships that brought English goods to the shores of North America, Africa, India, and the Spice Islands returned laden with valuable fish and exotic goods, news of their  arrival raced through the streets and captured the attention of the city. One visitor to London marveled that up to 2,000 English ships might be at sea at any given time. Another observer noticed that the grounds of Whitehall featured animals imported from India, a living sign of the acquisitive impulses of the age.

In 1610 when Hudson was fitting out the Discovery for his fourth expedition, a Londoner with enough money could find anything and everything he or she might want to buy without ever leaving town. Keepers of cabinets of curiosity—including Walter Cope, whom Hudson knew—filled their collections with unusual natural wonders and the handiwork of distant peoples. Cope, for example, had the horns of a rhinoceros and a bull seal and the alleged tail of a unicorn, as well as a Madonna made from feathers, a goosefoot cap contructed in China, and a chain from India made from monkey teeth. That local customers could purchase such items was a testament to the success of the realm’s mariners and merchants, who had embraced long-distance travel and trade. “The English Ships touch also at Nycobar, and at other places,” one chronicler noted in a long description of the extent of trade at the time, “and by their painful and industrious travail, have discovered great Kingdoms, and strange Nations, besides many other Ports, and Provinces, rich and full of Traffic, to the great honour of this Kingdom and Nation.”

Chief among these provinces were the Spice Islands, those fragrant lands of the East Indies, including Banda, Java, and the Moluccas, that supplied Europeans with natural products that enhanced their diets and, reputable authors claimed, cured a wide range of bodily ailments. The costs of conducting such expeditions could be heavy, but the rewards went beyond the material. Commerce made London the envy of the rest of England. The king and his subjects could indulge their acquisitive fantasies because of the enterprise of the sailors who were willing to try their luck. The English also profited from the ventures previously made by other Europeans, especially the Portuguese, who had pioneered the seaways to the East Indies and made long-distance voyages more tempting.

The sailors who signed aboard a ship to India or the Spice Islands understood that a long, arduous, and often perilous journey lay ahead of them. But they and the merchants who sponsored their voyages also knew that cinnamon, cloves, peppers, and other exotic flora had captured the imagination of the English, and that much money was to be made in satisfying the newly sophisticated national palate. These luxuries had captivated Europeans since the Middle Ages. The desire to obtain spices had driven the Portuguese eastward over a century before Hudson embarked on his search for a swifter passage to the Spice Islands, and the same quest had propelled Christopher Columbus to sail west looking for East Asia. By the latter decades of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese had emerged victorious in this race, but their success only intensified the Western European demand for spices and other products from faraway lands. In the 1610s, American tobacco would join these imports. At the time of Hudson’s four voyages, flavorful eastern plants stood alongside sugar (which was then produced in southern Europe, the eastern Mediterranean, and the Canary Islands) as the most valuable flora to arrive on England’s docks. Hudson devised his ambitious plans to sate England’s expansive tastebuds.
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For the people of Renaissance Europe, spices pleasured the palate, doctored the body, and salved the soul. English botanists embraced the revolution in their field long before Hudson came on the scene, and they popularized their theories via the printing press. William Turner, who identified himself as the physician to the Duke of Somerset, produced the first part of his New Herball in 1551, drawing primarily on knowledge of European plants by such venerable authorities as Pliny the  Elder, Dioscorides, and Galen. Turner died in 1568, the year of his final work, which informed readers about nutmeg and mace from the Banda Islands and guiacum from Java and Sri Lanka.

The expansion of demand for information about plants prompted a small boom in publishing by the end of the century. In 1597, William Langham published The Garden of Health, a book testifying to the faith in medicinal uses of plants that prevailed in Hudson’s era. Most of this knowledge had developed over centuries—at least since antiquity, when healers looked to herbs for materia medica to cure the enormous range of ailments that beset human bodies. Like Turner’s, Langham’s catalog noted that the vast majority of plants believed to have curative powers could be found in Europe, but that enterprising botanists and others seeking new ingredients for their storehouses of treatments remained open to new possibilities.

Those possibilities materialized with the arrival of cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, cloves, and peppers from the Southwest Pacific. Before 1500, those plants trickled into Western Europe via an overland trade system that stretched across southern Asia to Venice, and from there to towns and cities across the continent. Near the dawn of the sixteenth century, Portuguese explorers had found ways to reduce the time of transit by hauling these plants through the Indian Ocean, around Africa, and then to Lisbon. Northern Europeans paid dearly to obtain the spices because of the extraordinary curative powers they were believed to offer. Some spices had by then already become well known and widely used by Europeans. A Catalan cookbook of recipes for the king of Naples written in 1500 included 125 recipes featuring cinnamon.

Langham’s book assured its readers that cinnamon soothed upset stomachs, strengthened the brain and liver, helped prevent dropsy, and eradicated pain in the lungs, guts, and breast. A concoction rubbed in the mouth could both freshen breath and whiten teeth. Cloves were especially useful in battling illness or ailments caused by cold. Taken properly, a mixture containing cloves could ease digestion and improve eyesight, improve the taste of meat and medicine, and comfort the stomach of someone who had just vomited. Cloves also combined well: A mixture of cloves and peppers could cure agues and other unspecified ailments, Langham declared, and cloves with mace could help to solve the problems of a “weak” brain. Mace had a wide variety of uses of its own as well. Its oil could be rubbed on the stomach to chase away nausea and improve digestion. Chewing mace could “strengthen the brain.” Mace boiled in combination with fennel and wine produced a liquid that would combat heartburn, colic, and “all griefs of the spiritual members.” A powder made from mace, sugar, long pepper, and pomegranate could be used to counter a lethal disease known as black jaundice, possibly the ailment now known as Weil’s disease, which was common in northeastern England and caused by contact with infected rat urine.

Nutmeg was even more variously helpful. According to Langham, it alleviated tensions caused by gas and had benefits for a woman’s belly, liver, and urinary tract (for those who “piss by drops”). It could be employed to treat other “secret griefs” of both sexes. When consumed in a cordial, nutmeg eased headaches, ameliorated the disease known as the “bloody flux” (probably dysentery, identified by the bloody diarrhea of its victims), treated dropsy, and reduced vomiting. Pounded into a powder with mint, it addressed the afflictions of a cold head or a poor memory. Chronically ill patients could sip it in a broth, and it was a favorite for those who suffered from ringworms or freckled faces. Insomniacs could take a mix of nutmeg, almonds, and hempseed to help them sleep. Perhaps most remarkably, a patient suffering from internal bleeding could eat chopped nutmeg, which would cause him to expel blood and render him “as clean as ever he was.” This treatment could be repeated until the patient was healthy again.

But of all these imports, none was more important than pepper. In addition to its culinary properties, learned authors  raved about its extraordinary medicinal capacities. It could be ground for use in salves (known as “treacles”) useful for curing both venomous bites and poison. Mixed in a drink, it could break a fever. With honey it soothed lungs, lessened coughing, and could even reduce tumors and other swellings. Chewed with raisins, pepper could “purge” a brain. Long peppers were useful in eye ointments. Someone suffering from ringworms could kill them by holding a mix of peppers and hot wine in the mouth before spitting it out. A salve made with peppers was a useful antidote against gout. Onions and peppers mixed together could help ease sciatica. In all, Langham enumerated sixty-three possible uses for peppers, either on their own or combined with other substances, for ailments as diverse as bloody flux, excessive gas, headaches, catarrh (called “rheume”), scrofula, tonsillitis (known as “squincy” or “quinsy”), canker sores, colic, ringworms, and leprous facial sores.

English readers with access to John Gerard’s lavish Herball or Generall Historie of Plants, published in London in 1597, learned more about the provenance of these plants in India or the Spice Islands—information that enhanced the allure of the exotic locales. Cloves, Gerard reported, could be harvested in Zeilan (Ceylon), on Java, and in the Moluccas between mid-September and late February. The matured buds fell to the ground when someone beat the trunk of the tree. Gerard reported that the medicinal benefits of cloves were many. Cloves eased digestion, cleared the urinary tract, and strengthened the liver, heart, and stomach. Portuguese women who had moved to the East Indies had learned how to extract a sweet-smelling liquid from still-green cloves, which they used to make an effective cordial with alleged benefits for the heart. The locals would extract the juice of the clove, too, work it about in their hands and then apply it to open wounds (as the English did with balsam).

Gerard declared that the best nutmeg came from the island of Banda, though the plant also grew on the Moluccas (now known as the Moluku Islands) and Zeilan. The harvest came in September when the tree’s branches were full of ripe fruit. Pepper could be found in the East Indies, too. Though Europeans had known since antiquity that some pepper could be found in Africa, the so-called bastard pepper grew only in the Moluccas, where its vines tended to wrap themselves around the Areca tree, which Gerard believed imparted a bitter taste to the plant. The peoples of the East Indies would roll pepper into a ball and leave it in their mouths, the way the English did sugar candy or licorice. The locals in the Spice Islands believed that the plant refreshed them and improved their memory. Gerard also praised cardamom, which he called the “grain of Paradise,” also found in the broad region from Calicut to Cananor, Malavar, and Goa. The herb ripened in September. When chewed, it released watery and “pituitous humours,” and if combined with the wine known as sack, the plant battled ague, eliminated seizures (perhaps caused by epilepsy), and comforted feeble stomachs. Unlike Langham, Gerard also included illustrations of each of the plants he described—a useful feature for those of his readers going to the markets in search of the newest arrivals from the East Indies.
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Hudson’s voyages occurred during a time of English optimism. The island nation was finally gaining the maritime might that could lead it to greater prosperity and power. Only in the previous generation had the English mastered the art of building their own substantial ships, rather than purchasing them from elsewhere. Now they built larger and larger vessels. The East India Company, the most promising of all of the economic enterprises in London at the time, had just taken delivery of a 1,200-ton ship, “the greatest and fairest Ship that ever was made in this kingdom by Merchants,” according to one contemporary chronicler. They went on to commission a 250-ton pinnace to accompany the great ship on its voyage to the East.

King James himself endorsed such ventures. He recognized that it was crucial for the English to be able to conduct trade in the Spice Islands. By improving the chances for this English  company to succeed, the monarch also hoped “to prevent both the Turk, and the Persians of their richest Trade.” If he succeeded, he would have simultaneously hindered England’s foes and advanced the cause of Protestant Christianity. James was so enthusiastic about the new ship’s prospects that he traveled to Deptford for its launch. He and his son toured each of its rooms and then shared a banquet put on by the captain at a grand table on the half-deck, the long wooden boards set with fine china overflowing with delicacies.

The display of food laid out for the king reflected James’s long-standing interest in the wider world and what the English could extract from it. Like his predecessor, Queen Elizabeth, James understood that the expansion of commercial opportunities during the sixteenth century had permanently altered European societies. The English monarchs were also well aware that Iberians had benefited the most from long-distance trade. The Spanish had first brought the riches of the Western Hemisphere to Europe, while the Portuguese had mastered the journey to India and the Spice Islands. James himself knew firsthand the kinds of wonders that inspired such trade. Only a few years earlier he had offered guests at a state dinner a melon and oranges, telling one (in the words of a witness) “that they were the fruit of Spain transplanted into England.”

The English embraced long-distance trade later than the Iberians, but by the early seventeenth century the king’s subjects eagerly sought goods wherever they could be found. James supported the East India Company, which had been chartered by Queen Elizabeth in 1600, with every means at his disposal. In December 1609 he granted the company a monopoly on the sale of pepper in England. He gave Sir Thomas Smythe, the governor of the company and one of Henry Hudson’s backers, a golden chain with a jewel containing the monarch’s portrait. He named the company’s great 1,200-ton ship the Trades Encrease and the pinnace the Peppercorne. In response to his generosity and enthusiasm—to say nothing of the legal privilege  the company obtained, which granted it an enviable position in the domestic market—the leaders kissed the king’s hand.

The ships sailed off in March 1610, just as Henry Hudson was preparing for his fourth effort to reach the East Indies, though in a ship that was about one-twentieth of the size of the  Trades Encrease. Intent on returning with an enormous cargo of spices, the two ships crossed the Red Sea, and then decided to sail for Bantam, the city on Java where the East India Company had set up a trading factory in 1603. Of course, no one who watched these ships sail down the Thames from Deptford toward the English Channel on that March day in 1610 could have known that the Trades Encrease, like so many other enterprising vessels, was doomed. It sank near Bantam. Most of those on board drowned. But the business of trade continued; by 1615, the Peppercorne was already on its next voyage from London to the East Indies. By then the managers of the East India Company had learned how to turn a regular profit by establishing a carrying trade between East Asian ports, thereby allowing it to raise funds to purchase spices for the English market even when there was little regional demand for English manufactured goods.

During James’s reign, at least ninety-five ships sailed out of the realm bound for the East Indies, and London cemented its status as the leading port in England. The king’s support for the East India Company represented only one aspect of his enthusiasm for expanding his realm’s economy. James was also keen to develop a domestic silk industry, as the Spanish and Portuguese had already imported silk from East Asia and had mastered the art of producing it at home. According to the chronicler Edmund Howes, the king was eager to find an occupation for “his poorest Subjects” while bringing profit to the realm. To advance his goal, he imported hundreds of thousands of young mulberry trees from France, which he then had planted across England. Soon some of his industrious servants were tending to silkworms and launching an industry. James’s desire  to improve the realm’s finances went even further in May 1609 when he issued a proclamation barring the subjects of any other realm from fishing off the coasts of Ireland, Scotland, or England without a special license.

But royal or entrepreneurial excitement about new possibilities did not always guarantee success. Not all trade ventures prospered—including those spawned by the silkworm business, which never lived up to their promoters’ dreams in the seventeenth century. By 1610, the king and his advisers had quite likely come to have doubts about the new settlement at Jamestown in North America. Organized by the Virginia Company and planted on the banks of the James River in 1607, that outpost of the realm was hardly a source of pride. Few women wanted to go there, and most of the men found their dreams of economic gain dashed by the realities of the toxic swamp where the English had decided to settle themselves. Though it would take time before London would learn that about half of these early emigrants to North America had died within two years of their arrival, the early news coming back to England was already so dreadful that the Virginia Company put out a pamphlet aimed at refuting the “scandalous reports” that had brought “disgrace [to] so worthy an enterprise.” It was perhaps the only promotional pamphlet in English history to boast of a place that only one colonist there had engaged in cannibalism. In its early years, Jamestown was simply a disaster for the English: Colonists there fought with the Powhatans, who controlled the region, and virtually all the settlers who died succumbed because they did not know where to find clean water to drink.

Yet even a tragedy like the sinking of the Trades Encrease or the reports of mortalities at Jamestown could not diminish the enthusiasm of the king and the public for long-distance trade, especially toward East Asia, and for the expeditions of Hudson and of other explorers who established new routes to destinations in the Spice Islands and beyond. The East India Company’s efforts to mount large expeditions to the islands of the  Southwest Pacific became public spectacles. Pamphlets describing each of the early missions appeared from printers’ shops in London, a sign of the reading public’s sustained interest in the business.
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By the time Hudson began his expeditions, he had access to extensive information about the North Atlantic, thanks to what he had learned from a century of explorers. Under Queen Elizabeth, who had died in 1603, the English embraced the idea of long-distance trade and even colonization of distant lands. Many explorers and merchants had ventured to the Americas, Russia, the Levant, and Africa. Sebastian Cabot claimed he had found the Northwest Passage at the end of the fifteenth century, and for the next hundred years geographers and the makers of maps and globes included alleged routes from the Atlantic to the South Sea. The English also sent explorers to survey the far margins of the Atlantic itself. The 1536 expedition led by Richard Hore to Newfoundland became widely known in England; at the end of the century, Hakluyt traveled 200 miles to interview the only surviving member of the crew. Transatlantic ventures did not always end well, as Hakluyt knew when he mourned the death of friends and associates lost at sea on a trip to Newfoundland in 1583.

After the East India Company’s chartering in 1600 by Queen Elizabeth, merchants associated with the venture began to gather as much information as they could about the places that existed abroad and how to get there most efficiently. Hakluyt hauled a stack of large books to one memorable meeting of the company’s directors to support his claims about the commodities to be extracted from specific locales. The directors needed to be convinced, especially since funding explorers could be expensive, as they discovered firsthand soon enough: The company estimated the costs of one 1602 journey at £3,000 (approximately $800,000 in modern currency). No group of merchants  would have made such an investment without the belief that their funds would bring a substantial return. Their backing allowed George Weymouth to brave peril and sail farther north and west than any English sailors had gone earlier. He piloted his crew beyond Greenland and left a log about what later explorers might find. Like those who had sailed before him, Weymouth never found the Northwest Passage. When Henry Hudson sailed, it remained the greatest prize any explorer could find. Hudson knew well the everlasting fame that would come to the one who found the fabled water route.

English sailors had been traversing those waters for generations, often in search of cod or other marine life that could be salted and brought home to market. Over time, many of those who had traveled there, along with practical scientists and geographers working in London and on the continent, had described likely routes for a passage to the East Indies. Danger still existed, of course, especially for those who were leading their vessels into waters that Europeans had not yet explored. Faulty equipment made it difficult for captains always to know where they were, a problem compounded when less experienced sailors used cross-staffs to plot their location. The cross-staff, commonly used on European ships at the end of the sixteenth century, allowed a crew to determine latitude by judging the height of either the Sun or Polaris (the North Star) and then calculating their position from that assessment. An English ship like Hudson’s crossing the Atlantic at this time would also have carried a good compass and possibly an astrolabe, a tool that could be used to measure the altitude of celestial bodies and thus could provide clues to the location of a vessel at sea. The equipment might not work correctly in every instance—some writers complained about the inaccuracies of navigational devices—but they would have been sufficient to guide Hudson’s crew and allow them to estimate the ship’s latitude.

Hudson also benefited from the work of a number of English scholars whose studies had convinced them that a water route to East Asia existed and could be found. Ever since news of Columbus’s first voyage had spread across Europe at the end of the fifteenth century, the English had looked on warily as Spain and Portugal, with the explicit support of the Vatican, sought to divide up the Western Hemisphere. But it was Columbus’s original desire to find a quick water route to East Asia that was of the most interest to the English. As early as 1527, the geographer Robert Thorne had argued that the English could get to the Spice Islands of the Southwest Pacific by traveling via the Arctic. Like other European geographers, Thorne believed that ice would not block the way of any sailors who managed to get into this far northern sea. As he confidently put it, there was no “Sea innavigable.” In 1582 Hakluyt reprinted Thorne’s theory along with a recent map by the geographer Michael Lok, which depicted a vast ocean that connected the Atlantic to the Pacific. Since Hakluyt knew Hudson, it is likely that the man gathering information about routes toward the Spice Islands would have consulted this book, among others. If an explorer like Hudson could get through, the English would not only have a new and shorter passage to the rich region, but circumvent the Portuguese and Spanish, who dominated the shipping routes via either the South Atlantic or around Africa and India.

[image: 015]

European sailors managed to travel vast distances in the sixteenth and seventeenthcenturies with only rudimentary navigational tools. Among these implements,the most widely used was a cross-staff. Directions for using the tool could be found in John Davys’s small pamphlet entitled The Seamans Secrets, published in London in 1599. Huntington Library
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Michael Lok’s map of 1582 contained visual proof of the existence of a water route from Western Europe to the Pacific Ocean. From Richard Hakluyt, Divers Voyages touching the discoverie of America, and the Ilands Adjacent (London, 1582). Huntington Library


Thorne was not the only English authority who speculated about the existence of a water route to provide quicker access to the rich East Asian silk and spice markets. Martin Frobisher commanded three expeditions to search for the Northwest Passage in the 1570s; his adventures led to at least four published accounts. Sir Humphrey Gilbert, who would drown in 1583 while attempting to return from a voyage to Newfoundland, wrote an influential pamphlet in 1576 arguing for the existence  of the Northwest Passage and enumerating the great gains to come to Elizabeth’s realm if her subjects sailed through it. John Davis captained three journeys in the mid-1580s and a decade later wrote a tract arguing for the existence of the Northwest Passage. These works convinced the English that they possessed the requisite skills and knowledge to find the route.

The notion of an ice-free polar region resulted from theoretical speculation and inexperience. The idea caught on among some Europeans because it made a certain sense: Endless sunshine in the Arctic summer would warm the waters and prevent the formation of ice. But the theory persisted because virtually no one in Western Europe had deep experience with the far north. William Bourne, a leading authority on navigation in Elizabethan England, wrote in 1574 that though it might seem foolish to think that sailing across the pole might be possible, he was convinced that “the long continuance of the Sun” made it likely that far northern waters would take time to freeze after they had been warmed during the summer. If Bourne, the author of a guide to seafaring that went through three editions in the late sixteenth century, thought the route possible, then potential explorers like Hudson had all the justification they needed for attracting the capital necessary to fund an expedition. Cartographers, too, propelled the idea along, perhaps none more prominently than Hudson’s associate Petrus Plancius, whose 1594 map of the world depicted both a navigable Northwest Passage and an open polar sea, as did Gerard Mercator’s view of the northern part of the globe. Though some, such as the prolific author Thomas Blundeville, an expert on navigation (as well as horses), disputed the possibility of a warm polar sea, the idea continued to attract adherents until the nineteenth century, when extensive European explorations proved once and for all that no such ice-free body of water existed.
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