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CHAPTER ONE


SAVAGES AMONG THE ICEBERGS
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THE HALF-TIMBERED mansion disappeared long ago, and the paved thoroughfare lies buried beneath the dust of centuries. The Great Fire tore the heart out of this corner of Elizabethan London, devouring books, buildings and streets. One of the few things to survive is a small and insignificant-looking map – crinkled, faded, but still bearing the proud mark of its owner.


This was once the treasured possession of Sir Humfrey Gilbert, a flamboyant adventurer, who suffered such misfortune in the aftermath of his disastrous 1578 expedition to North America that even Queen Elizabeth I noted drily that he was a man of ‘not good hap’. But in the summer of 1582 after four years of virtual bankruptcy, Gilbert’s misfortunes appeared to be over. As he unrolled his newly acquired map, he allowed himself a rare and self-satisfied smile. It provided the most detailed record to date of America’s wild and barbarous shores, and contained a treasure-trove of priceless and hitherto unknown information. Such was Sir Humfrey’s pride in adding it to his collection that he reached for his quill and scratched on the words: ‘Humfray Gylbert, knight, his charte’.


This circular sheet of parchment depicted the entirety of North America as if viewed from high above the mid-Atlantic, and its inky squiggles confirmed what Gilbert had believed all along: that America was cut in two by a wide channel and that the interior of the continent was not land at all, but a vast inland sea.


More discerning observers might have expressed concern that the map’s provenance was uncertain and that it contained glaring and very obvious errors. One of the few parts of America that was well charted, the triangular island of Newfoundland, was shown as four separate lumps of rock, while the land’s eastern seaboard appeared to be little more than a topographical flight of fancy. But to Sir Humfrey, any such objection would have been a mere trifle. This map was to be the key to the crowning achievement of his life: a voyage to America, with the audacious goal of founding the first English colony on the shores of this mighty continent.


*


Gilbert had not been the first Englishman to be fascinated by the North American continent. Ever since its discovery by John Cabot in 1497 – just five years after Christopher Columbus had made his historic landfall in the Bahamas – a handful of dreamers and adventurers had toyed with the idea of visiting those distant shores across the ocean. A few of Bristol’s more enterprising merchants had launched expeditions in the wake of Cabot’s voyage, hoping to make their fortunes in trade with the ‘savages’. John Thomas, Hugh Elyot and Thomas Assehurst all sailed into the sunset with high hopes, only to return in bitter disappointment. The scantily clad Indians had showed no interest in English woollens and broadcloths – the country’s most important export – and even less desire to truss themselves up in slashed doublets and taffeta bonnets. Nor did they have anything of substance to offer the merchants. Their bows and arrows fetched a reasonable price as collectors’ items; hawks were in some demand among Tudor courtiers, and ‘cattes of the montaign’ – lynx – made fanciful pets for their noble lordships. But a trade based solely on exotica was never going to be profitable and, after five or six years of failure, the Bristol merchants abandoned their enterprise.


In 1517 there had been a brief flurry of enthusiasm when a London bookseller named John Rastell startled his customers by announcing his intention of founding a colony in America. It was an eccentric idea, even by his own standards, yet he was so confident of success that he refused to allow anyone to deflect him from heading off into the sunset. He gathered ‘thirty or forty soldiers’ and bought ‘tools for masons and carpenters’, but his dream of building a dwelling in America was not to be. The mission ended in farce when two captains refused to set sail and Rastell’s expedition got no further than Falmouth harbour. He ended his days lamenting his failure in verse:


O what a thynge had be than


Yf they that be Englysshe men


Myght have be the furst of all


That there shulde have take possessyon


And made furst buyldynge and habytacion


A memory perpetuall.


Most of these early expeditions had suffered from poor leadership, and all had been jeopardised by a lack of resources, but in 1536 – exactly forty years before Sir Humfrey first began toying with his colonial project – an expedition to America was under way that seemed to have overcome both of these hurdles. It was the brainchild of Richard Hore, a wealthy London leather-seller who had grown weary of his endless trading voyages to and from the Canary Islands. To his friends he was ‘a man of goodly stature and of great courage, and given to the studie of cosmographie’, but his business contacts knew a less savoury side to his character. Hore wanted to be rich and was forever dreaming up schemes that combined money-making with adventure.


In 1535, he had been struck by an idea of such sparkling originality that he knew it could not fail to make him wealthy. In that year, the Plymouth adventurer William Hawkins had successfully returned from his voyage to South America, carrying with him ‘one of the savage kings of the countrey of Brasill’. This unfortunate captive caused a sensation in Tudor London, especially when he was ushered into the commanding presence of King Henry VIII, ‘at the sight of whome, the king and all the nobilitie did not a little marveile, and not without cause: for in his cheekes were holes made accordinge to their savage manner, and therein small bones were planted, standing an inche out from the said holes, which in his own countrey was reputed for a great braverie’. As the king and courtiers prodded the chieftain, they discovered that ‘he had also another hole in his nether lippe, wherein was set a precious stone about the bignesse of a pease: all his apparell, behaviour and gesture were very strange to the beholders.’


The sight of this savage astonished the court and was a cause of such excitement in the capital that Hore realised it presented a fine opportunity to make money. He decided to launch an expedition to North America with the intention of capturing one of King Henry VIII’s more primitive subjects. He could then be paraded around the capital and displayed – for a fee, of course – to curious Londoners.


The dangers of such a voyage were considerable. Tudor vessels, not built to withstand the powerful Atlantic swells, were fearsomely top-heavy, and there was a very real danger of their foundering in the vastness of the ocean. Only a few English ships had ever crossed the Atlantic and the land on the far side was as mysterious and barbarous as the fabled Orient. But Hore remained optimistic about the chances of success and, a brilliant self-publicist, he realised that hunting for savages was certain to excite London’s gentlemen adventurers.


No sooner had word of his expedition been leaked to the court than dozens of courtiers began to approach him, begging that they might have a place on his voyage. When news reached the ears of King Henry, who was still enthralled by his South American captive, he thought it such a splendid project that he gave it his unconditional blessing and support. Hore was ‘assisted by the king’s favour and good countenance’, and began to sign up men for the greatest adventure of their lives. ‘His perswasions tooke such effect that within a short space, many gentlemen of the Innes of Court, and of the Chancerie, and divers others of good worship, desirous to see the strange things of the world, very willingly entred into the action with him.’ Thirty ‘gentlemen’ signed up for the voyage, many of them from rich and distinguished families. Armigil Wade was a close acquaintance of the king; Thomas Buts was a son of the wealthy Sir William Buts; William Wade was Clerk of the Council, and Master Weekes was ‘a gentleman of the West Countrey of five hundred markes by the yeere’. All of these men, the cream of Tudor society, were delighted to be taking part in such an historical adventure. Reckless, fearless, and foolhardy, they eschewed the comfort of their gabled manors for a place on a unique expedition whose purpose was as swashbuckling as it was daring: to capture one of the ‘savages’ of North America. They willingly poured money into the venture and, by February 1536, Richard Hore had raised enough capital to begin negotiations to hire two small ships, the William and the Trinity.


If Hore had given as much attention to the voyage as he had to publicising the venture, he might have realised that he was placing himself and his companions in the gravest danger. He did not think to carry out even a cursory check on the seaworthiness of the vessels, nor did he have the foresight to calculate the quantity of dried victuals needed to feed 120 sailors for an expedition that was certain to last three months, and possibly many more. Relying on the trusty formula of good wind and good luck, he took his men to receive the sacrament in Gravesend church and, with the breezes urging them to get under way, ‘they embarked themselves in the ende of Aprill, 1536.’


The two vessels made a splendid sight as they cruised majestically down the Thames estuary, their foremasts decked with bunting and their mainmasts flying the George. The adventurers were dressed in such finery that the onlookers could have been forgiven for supposing them to be en route to a royal wedding: silk-brimmed hats adorned with ostrich plumes, gaudy popinjay waistcoats, and square-toed shoes slashed with velvet. But scarcely had the men entered the turbulent waters of the English Channel than it became clear that their cosseted backgrounds had done little to prepare them for the hardships of life at sea.


‘From the time of their setting out from Gravesend, they were very long at sea … above two moneths, and never touched any land.’ So reads the account of Thomas Buts, one of the two men who would later tell their stories to Richard Hakluyt, author of The Principall Navigations. Both accounts are full of inconsistencies, for by the time the men were quizzed about their suffering, their minds were addled with old age. But they allow a partial reconstruction of an audacious voyage that would later provide the inspiration for the champion of American colonisation, Sir Walter Ralegh.


The men caught their first glimpse of land in the first week of July, by which time food supplies were perilously low. Believing themselves to have reached Cape Breton, the north-eastern tip of Nova Scotia, they steered their ship north to ‘the Island of Penguin’ – the outlying Funk Island – which was a landmark for the few mariners who fished these lonely waters. It was ‘full of great foules, white and grey, as big as geese, and they saw infinite numbers of their egges’. This strange bird was the flightless great auk which was unafraid of man and proved easy to catch. ‘They drave a great number of the foules into their boates upon their sayles’, and began to pluck them, a tiresome business for ‘their skinnes were very like honycombes [and] full of holes’. Eventually, they were ready to eat, and the men were so hungry that they declared it ‘very good and nourishing meat’.


After resting up at Penguin Island, the two ships went their separate ways. The William, manned by sea-dogs and fisherfolk, headed to the Newfoundland Banks where cod was plentiful. The Trinity, meanwhile, was to carry the gentlemen adventurers into unknown and uncharted waters in the hope of capturing a savage. The men were poorly equipped for such latitudes and totally unprepared for the rigours of exploration. ‘They were so farre northwards that they sawe mighty islands of yce in the sommer season, on which were haukes and other foules to rest themselves, being weary of flying over farre from the maine.’ They shot at polar bears that had drifted south on icebergs and caught brown bears on the mainland and, in this way, supplemented their meagre diet.


It was as they coasted the remote and bleak shores of Labrador that they first sighted the ‘savages’. One of the adventurers, Master Oliver Dawbeny, was standing on the foredeck of the Trinity when he noticed a strange object far off in the water. He strained his eyes in staring at the horizon and realised with a start that he had certainly not been deceived. It was ‘a boat with savages of those partes, rowing downe the bay toward them, to gaze upon the ship and our people’.


He called to the mariners below decks and ‘willed them to come up if they would see the natural people of the countrey that they had so long and so much desired to see’. The men on deck ‘tooke viewe of the savages rowing toward them and their shipp, and upon the viewe they manned out a ship boat to meet them and to take them.’ There was not a moment to be lost, for they might never be presented with this opportunity again. They pushed off their boat and set out in hot pursuit.


The ‘savages’ were dressed from top to toe in skins, and carried spears, and were paddling a hollowed-out tree trunk. To the Tudor gentlemen they looked primitive and exotic; they were determined to capture one and carry him back to London. But scarcely had the English boat set off in pursuit than the ‘savages’ spun their canoe around and headed in the opposite direction, handling their blunt-nosed craft with considerable dexterity. ‘Spying our ship-boat making towards them, [they] returned with maine force and fled into an island that lay up in the bay or river there; and our men pursued them into the island and the savages fledde and escaped.’ Despite a lengthy search, the English party could find no sign of their quarry. All they saw was ‘a fire, and the side of a beare on a wooden spit, left at the same by the savages that were fled’. In normal circumstances they would have at least taken the bear, but a mixture of frustration and lightheadedness caused them to leave even this. Their only consolation was a strange souvenir that was certain to have curiosity value in England. ‘They found a boote of leather garnished on the outward side of the calfe with certaine brave trailes, as it were rawe silke, and also found a certaine great warme mitten. And these [they] caryed with them, [and] they returned to their shippe, not finding the savages.’ It was a bitter disappointment.


It was only when the men prepared to set sail that they realised their ship had been fatally weakened by storms and ice, and needed substantial repairs before it could rejoin the William. When Hore delved into the hold of his vessel, he discovered to his horror that all the barrels and casks were empty and that all of their fishing equipment had been transferred onto the other vessel. ‘[The men] grew into great want of victuals … [and] found small relief.’ They did have one stroke of good fortune. An osprey made its nest in a nearby tree and ‘brought hourely to her yong great plentie of divers sorts of fishes’ – fishes that the men eagerly took from the fledglings. But when the osprey grew wise to their tricks, it moved the nest and the men began to starve.


‘Such was the famine,’ Dawbeny later recalled, ‘… that they were forced to seeke to relieve themselves of raw herbes and rootes that they sought on the maine.’ He now found himself longing for polar bear or roasted auk, but the Labrador wilderness proved to be almost devoid of life. Small parties of men were sent into the forest to search for food, but they returned empty-handed and, as each day passed, the men grew weaker and weaker. It was not long before they were so crazed with hunger that the dark lust for food affected their reason.
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Richard Hore’s 1536 expedition to America hoped to return to England with savages in tow. But the Indians escaped in their dugout canoes, leaving Hore with debts and disappointments.


‘[With] the famine increasing, and the reliefe of herbes being to little purpose to satisfie their insatiable hunger … [a] fellowe killed his mate while he stooped to take up a roote for his reliefe.’ He hauled the body into the forest and, ‘cutting out pieces of his bodie whom he had murthered, broyled the same on the coles and greedily devoured them’. It soon transpired that he was not the only one to turn, in his desperation, to cannibalism. A head-count revealed that several men had gone missing and Hore began to grow suspicious. He had at first assumed that they had been ‘devoured with wilde beastes’ or ‘destroyed with savages’, but he soon learned that there was a far more sinister explanation. ‘It fortuned that one of the company, driven with hunger to seeke abroade for reliefe, found out in the fieldes the savour of broyled flesh.’ He went to investigate and spotted one of his shipmates grilling juicy gobbets of what looked like human flesh over a fire. A heated conversation ensued, and tempers flared into ‘cruell speaches’ until the culprit confessed. ‘If thou wouldest needes know,’ he said, ‘the broyled meate that I had was a piece of such a man’s buttocke.’


When this news reached Richard Hore, he sank to his knees in horror. It threw a dark stain over his expedition and he immediately launched into ‘a notable oration’, telling the men ‘how much these dealings offended the Almightie; and vouched the Scriptures from first to last’. He added that ‘it had bene better to have perished in body and to have lived everlastingly … [than] bee condemned everlastingly both body and soule to the unquenchable fire of hell.’ As he ended his speech, he ‘besought all the company to prey that it might please God to looke upon their miserable present state and for his owne mercie to relieve the same’.


Their prayers for food went unanswered. As the famine grew ever more desperate, their Christian resolve failed them and ‘they agreed amongst themselves rather then all should perish, to cast lots who should be killed.’ But no sooner had the first unfortunate victim been selected than they spied a French ship on the horizon – a stray fishing vessel – that was ‘well furnished with vittaile’. It did not take the men long to decide on a course of action. ‘Such was the policie [trickery] of the English, that they became masters of the same and, changing ships [abandoning the damaged Trinity] … they set sayle to come into England.’


These proud Tudor gentlemen – who had set out with such high hopes of adventure – were utterly broken by their experiences. They were so heartily sick of the sea that they put into the first port they came to – St Ives – and elected to travel overland to London, resting themselves at ‘a certaine castle belonging to Sir John Luttrell’. All the men were dejected and one of their number, Thomas Buts, ‘was so changed in the voyage with hunger and miserie, that Sir William his father and my Lady his mother knew him not to be their sonne untill they found a secret marke, which was a wart upon one of his knees’.


The men fully expected to be punished for their cannibalism but, to their surprise, found their plight was met not with shame and stigma, but with sympathy. King Henry VIII was untroubled by their lust for food and declared himself ‘so moved with pitie that he punished not his subjects’. When the French authorities complained about the English stealing their ship, he ‘of his owne purse, made full and royall recompence’.


The voyage that set sail with such confidence and expectation of success had failed in every respect. Hore had been confident of returning home with a primitive ‘savage’ in tow – a semi-naked chieftain decked in skins and headdress. Instead, he arrived with a band of sick and emaciated men who had experienced an adventure they would try hard to forget. Hore himself was saddled with debt and, worse still, the owner of the Trinity was demanding compensation for the loss of his ship. Far from exciting public enthusiasm about America, Hore’s expedition killed off any vestige of interest in the land over the water. The king, too, had lost his appetite for adventure and, for the next quarter of a century, there were no officially sanctioned voyages of discovery to America.


The ‘new founde lande’ had been abandoned to its savages.





CHAPTER TWO


SIR HUMFREY AND THE CANNIBALS
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ON A BRILLIANT SUMMER’S evening in 1582, Maurice Browne and Thomas Smythe could be seen strolling down Red Crosse Street, a prosperous quarter of the capital that lay just a stone’s throw from the River Thames. Browne was a close friend of Queen Elizabeth I’s Secretary of State, Sir Francis Walsingham. Smythe was the son of Customer Smythe, who had amassed an immense fortune from farming customs’ duties. Although both men were still in their twenties, they had already made an impression at court.


They were dressed in considerable splendour, sporting foppish doublets and jaunty hats, yet their presence passed almost unnoticed by the hawkers who were accustomed to loiter in the neighbourhood. Courtiers were among Red Crosse Street’s most regular visitors, for this gabled thoroughfare was home to a number of important merchants and adventurers.


Browne and Smythe were to be the guests of Sir Humfrey Gilbert. He had invited them to his imposing dwelling to show them his ‘charte’ of America in the hope that it would convince them to accompany him on his greatest adventure. They had scarcely reached the porch of one of the grander houses when the door was flung open by a striking gentleman, a dozen or so years older than his visitors. Gilbert was a familiar figure in the Elizabethan court and a man of such dynamic energy that he was doomed never to be content in the parochial atmosphere of Elizabethan England. ‘He is not worthy to live at all,’ he once wrote to his brother, ‘that for fear or danger of death shunneth his country’s danger or his own honour.’


Ever since he was a child, Gilbert had thirsted for adventure, dreaming up overseas schemes and projects – many of them fantastical – which he tried to put into practice with a foolhardy determination. He was so reckless and boastful that his contemporaries were unable to decide whether to stand in awe of him or to be repulsed. To his friends he had a ‘verie pregnant wit’ and ‘excellent vertues’, but his enemies at court saw a darker and less savoury aspect to his character: ‘unsound and brimful of fickleness, and bragging and overflowing with vanity’.


If his portrait is at all honest, Sir Humfrey carried himself with a suitably buccaneering swagger, his pranked ruff forcing him to walk with his head bolt upright. He had jet-black hair and a cold, calculating expression that would have been sinister were it not for his flamboyant moustache, clipped, frounced and back-brushed in such a way that it looked as if he had two doormice stuck to his face. In later portraits, he is shown caressing a globe, a suitable pose for one of the leading spirits in that group of intrepid Elizabethans, the gentlemen of the West, who looked towards the horizon – the Americas – for glory, riches, and adventure.


Sir Humfrey had already attempted to land men in America in 1578, the first Atlantic voyage of exploration for many a year. He had persuaded the queen to grant him a licence to discover ‘such remote, heathen and barbarous landes, countries and territories not actually possessed of any Christian prince’. He had then furnished a little flotilla and set sail across the ocean with a motley crew of pirates and criminals, trusting to fair winds and good luck. He was blessed with neither. Long before his vessels had lost sight of England, they were limping home, and only one ship, the Falcon, actually left English waters. It was captained by Gilbert’s youthful half-brother who set his course for the West Indies with the intention of pillaging Spanish treasure ships. But this vessel also returned to England ‘sore battered and disabled’, and its unknown captain was roundly condemned for his behaviour. His name – entered into the official records for the first time – was Walter Ralegh.
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Sir Humfrey Gilbert had long thirsted for adventure. Ignoring the queen’s warning that he was a man noted ‘of not good hap’, he sailed for America in pursuit of riches and glory.


Gilbert’s two visitors knew all about his abortive 1578 expedition for they shared his fascination with the land across the sea. Gilbert hoped that his newly found chart would fire them with enthusiasm for his proposed voyage. ‘Within a whyle after our cominge to hym,’ recalled Browne, ‘… he shewed us the card of the whole country where he ment to settill hymselfe.’ Gilbert spoke with such gusto about his voyage that he almost persuaded his two guests to accompany him. ‘We fell to discoursing with Sir Humfrey of his [planned] voyage,’ wrote Browne, ‘and in that discourse kept on so longe that he wolde have us staye to supper’. The two men continued to chat as they munched their broiled capons, and ‘had no other talke but of the fruitfullness and great riches that was in that country’. After much discussion, his friends reluctantly informed him that they ‘were sory that we had not knowledge of these matters in tyme, for if we had, we wold have made provysion to have accompanied hym’.
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Sir Humfrey Gilbert believed his map of America to be the most accurate in existence. The British Isles (far right) were well charted, but the American coastline was guesswork. The interior of the continent was optimistically depicted as a series of broad waterways.


Gilbert was disappointed but not disheartened, for as he led the two men out of his study he played his trump card. With a theatrical flourish, he announced that he had in his possession another unique document that he knew would cause them to change their minds. This document was to remain a secret until the next evening, but he promised them that it contained some truly astonishing news about America. This, he felt sure, would dispel their reluctance to join him on a new adventure – and besides, both men were in possession of vast fortunes that he could put to good use.


Before dusk had descended on the following day, the two men were once again seated in Gilbert’s study, and they soon discovered that they were not to be disappointed. Sir Humfrey informed them that an humble Englishman called Davy Ingrams – known to him personally – had walked the entire Atlantic coastline of America and brought back the first eye-witness account of the interior of the country, as well as an account of its ‘beastly’ natives. This information was priceless and highly secret, but Gilbert was prepared to share it with his visitors on the condition that they would reconsider their earlier decision not to accompany his expedition.


The story that he recounted had the ring of truth. Davy Ingrams was a common sailor who had left England in 1567 on a slave-trading mission under the command of Sir John Hawkins. The mission had ended in disaster after a battle with the Spanish and Hawkins had been forced to abandon half his men on the shores of Mexico. One of these castaways was Ingrams, a man of Herculean strength who was not prepared to wait the two or three years it would take for Hawkins to return for the men. Aware that English fishing vessels were regular visitors to Newfoundland – and ignorant of the fact that it lay more than 3,000 miles away – he selected a band of his more adventurous colleagues and set off on what was to prove a very long march.


What happened on that marathon hike was anyone’s guess. Ingrams claimed that after twelve months of extreme hardship, he and two haggard survivors emerged from the wilderness in Nova Scotia. Half-starved and clothed in skins, they were approached by natives who told them ‘that they had seene shippes on that coast, and did draw upon the ground the shape and figure of shippes.’ The men dashed to the cliff-top and saw a French ship lying at anchor. They secured a passage to Le Havre, crossed the English Channel in a fishing vessel, and paid a call on Hawkins before touting their story around Devon bars and taverns. When Ingrams finally made it back to his home in Barking, Essex, his family nearly fainted in astonishment.


Sir Humfrey realised that Ingrams’ story was, if true, of immense importance. Virtually nothing was known about the natives of North America or about the lie of the land, and he decided to grill the sailor for more information. His experience of interrogation – learned in Ireland – was limited to torture and mutilation, and he had the foresight to recognise that such methods were not necessarily the best way to obtain details from Ingrams. He turned for help to the Queen’s Secretary of State, Sir Francis Walsingham, who was famed for his skill in extracting men’s secrets. He was ‘one who knew excellently well how to win men’s affections to him’, wrote William Camden, ‘and make use of them for his own purposes.’ He was to find himself tested to the limits when confronted with this humble sailor from Barking.


Davy was ‘abowt the age of fortye yeares’ when he was summoned to be questioned and more than a dozen years had passed since the events he was about to describe. Yet he claimed to remember every detail of his trip and, not wishing to disappoint his distinguished interrogators, he peppered his account with tales of fearsome cannibals and ghoulish monsters. He did so safe in the knowledge that his tale could not be cross-checked for accuracy since both of his fellow travellers were dead; Richard Browne ‘was slaine about five yeeres past’, and Richard Twide had died in 1579.


He gave a remarkable description of the cannibalistic ‘savages’ of America, ‘brutish’ tribesmen who wore skins more colourful than the queen’s most extravagantly dressed jester. From afar, they resembled patchwork eiderdowns – their naked paunches ‘painted with divers colours’ and their heads ‘shaven in sundry spots’. Some even decked their gleaming brows with red and russet feathers. In hot weather, many of the men stripped off their feathers and skins and wandered around stark naked, although Ingrams recalled that ‘the noble men’s privities are covered with the necke of a goorde’.


Their comely wives displayed rather less flesh and a great deal more modesty. They covered their private parts ‘with the hayre or leafe of the palme tree’ and in winter they trussed themselves up in skins, ‘the hayrie side being next to their bodies’. Ingrams displayed such a keen interest in women’s ‘privities’ that it was one of the first Indian words he learned – carmugnar.


He soon found his own carmugnar an object of curiosity. On arriving at one village, he and his men were summoned to a meeting of tribal elders who ‘caused them to be stripped naked’. The Indians then prodded them, poked their bellies, and, ‘wondring greatly at the whitenes of their skins, let them depart without further harme’.


The more Ingrams embellished his story, the more he realised that Gilbert and Walsingham were spellbound. Hoping to be richly rewarded at the end of his interview, he told them he had watched adulterers being knifed to death, and even observed a bizarre form of euthanasia. With a twinkle in his eye, he said that he had met one tribe which, ‘when any of them is sicke and like to dye, [the] nexte of his kinne doe cutt his throte and all his kinne must drinke up his bloude.’ He even watched them carve the corpse into juicy morsels and munch the pieces raw, licking the bones with relish, ‘for they make a religion to have none of his bloudde lost’. Domestic disputes invariably ended in mutilation and torture. Unfaithful husbands and wives were pinned to a stone slab, ‘flatt on their backes, and their handes and legges being holde or tyed, the executioner commeth and kneeleth on their breastes and, with a crooked knife cutteth both their throtes’. It made for a gruesome spectacle, yet Ingrams assured Sir Humfrey that no harm was done to him or his men. He added that although the tribesmen had ‘teeth like dogs’, they were quite charming and ‘be a curteous people, and no men-eaters’.


A far greater threat was posed by the monstrous beasts that stalked America’s forests. Ingrams claimed that the sheep were bright red, as were the rabbits, while the birds of prey had heads ‘as big as a man’s’. Gilbert could have justifiably asked how such a top-heavy bird could fly, but Ingrams never gave his interrogators time to respond. He was already telling them about the hideous creature that had ‘nether heade nor necke, his eyes and mouthe weare in his brest’. This, added Ingrams, ‘is very ugly to beholde, and cowardly’.
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Castaway Davy Ingram spent a year with America’s savages and brought hack stories of their cannibalistic rituals. ‘When any of them is sicke, they cutt his throat and drinke up his bloude.’


The bad news about the wild animals was tempered by a glowing report of the land’s rocks and minerals. Ingrams assured Sir Humfrey that America’s Indians were exceedingly rich in treasure, and that he saw with his own eyes buckets made of ‘massie silver’, lumps of gold ‘as bigge as his fyst’, and ‘great rockes of chrystal’. Women that were not stark naked tended to wear ‘plates of gold over their body’, and that was not the only good news. The countryside, he said, was more fertile than England; ‘good and most delycate [and] havinge greate playnes as large and as fayer in many places as maye be sene’.


Gilbert had been most struck with Ingrams’ observant eye and he noted every detail of the interrogation. Now, in the company of Browne and Smythe, he relayed all that he had been told, and soon realised that his words were making a deep impression. Scarcely had he finished than Browne declared that he wished to accompany Gilbert to America. ‘Whereuppon Sir Humfry presently wrote unto my master requestinge my master’s lawfull favore if he thought me sufficient to such a matter.’ Browne’s master wrote back giving his consent and, without further ado, Browne began equipping himself for the biggest adventure of his life. Smythe was more hesitant; although he spoke enthusiastically about the expedition, he expressed his regret at being unable to go.


Gilbert launched himself into planning his voyage with his customary gusto. He was pleased to learn that his half-brother, Walter Ralegh, had decided to accompany him. Young Walter had been making something of a name for himself at court and, finding himself with cash to spare, decided to invest it in Gilbert’s expedition. ‘[He] hath at his owne cost and charges bought a newe ship … she is of bourden twelfe-score tones, redy furnyshed of all thinges belonginge to her and victuled for 60 men.’ This was extremely good news, for Gilbert’s biggest problems were financial. His disastrous 1578 expedition had swallowed his fortune and left him with so many debts that, four years later, he was still a virtual bankrupt. In a begging letter to Walsingham, he described himself as being ‘subjecte to daylye arestes, executions and owtlawreis; yea, and forside to gadge and sell my wyffes clothes from her back’. He was well aware that it was not ideal for the man spearheading American colonisation to be bankrupt, but also knew that he had rich and influential friends. With land in England at a premium, he hit upon the rather brilliant idea – permitted under the terms of his charter – of selling estates in America. These would be of a size and scale that were guaranteed to excite even the most miserly of courtiers. They would cover limitless tracts of wilderness, millions of acres, and would be sold to the highest bidder, complete with semi-feudal powers.


It was only when Gilbert began publicising his scheme that he realised he had produced a winning formula. Lords and merchants alike beat a path to Red Crosse Street and begged him to sell them land. Gilbert was in his element; he distributed huge estates to his investors, carving up America with a few strokes of his quill. Sir Philip Sidney was granted three million acres, others took a million or more, whilst Sir Thomas Gerard stood to gain ‘two fifte partes of all the gold, sylver, perle and precyous stones there found’. Between June 1582 and February 1583, he managed to dispose of a staggering 8,500,000 acres.


Excitement spread through the capital as courtiers began planning how they would manage their estates. One adventurer, Sir George Peckham, was quite bowled over by his new responsibilities and vowed to treat his tenants – the native Indians – with great generosity. He promised to present each and every one with ‘looking glasses, bells, beades, braceletts [and] chaines’, explaining that, ‘though to us of small value, yet [are] accounted by them of high price and estimation.’ He even intended to kit them out in fashionable clothing ‘[such] as a shirt, a blewe, yellow, redde or greene cotton cassocke [and] a cappe or such like’. They were to be the smartest Indians on the far side of the Atlantic.


Gilbert himself had given little thought to the native population. He intended to govern his own men ‘as nere as convenyently may be agreable to the forme of the lawes and pollicie of England’ and granted himself full ‘power and aucthority to correcte, punyshe, pardone, governe and rule’. But he also promised to show ‘good discretions’ when it came to capital punishment.


There was to be one law for the English and quite another for the natives, and the Indians would have been quaking in their moccasins had they known of Gilbert’s track record in Ireland, where he had quashed riot and rebellion with a savagery that approached barbarism. He had learned to treat the native population with ruthless contempt, severing the heads of his enemies and using them to line the path to his tent. So scornful was he of the Irish that he was heard to say that ‘he thought his dogges ears too good to heare the speeche of the greateste noble manne emongst them.’ He had concluded that colonisation was certain to lead to conflict, and that ‘no conquered nation will ever yield willingly obedience for love, but rather for fear.’


Since clashes with the natives were likely to lead to deaths on both sides, he deemed it pointless to send men of quality with the first wave of settlers. Rather, he proposed despatching ‘such needie people of our countrie which now trouble the commonwelth.’ As a first step, thieves, murderers and wastrels could be sent across the Atlantic, the jetsam of society who had committed ‘outragious offences whereby they are dayly consumed with the gallowes’.


Gilbert was on the point of setting sail when Queen Elizabeth unexpectedly withdrew her permission, fearing that Gilbert would die at sea. It was only after numerous petitions that she unexpectedly changed her mind and ‘used Sir Humfrey with very great favore’, promising him that ‘he shall not want anythinge that may be for his assistaunce.’ On the eve of his departure, she sent as a token of her favour a ‘very excellent jewell’. It was a priceless piece of craftsmanship: ‘an anchor of gold set with 29 diamondes with the portracture of a queene holdinge the ringe of the ancor in one hand’.


Sir Humfrey Gilbert’s little fleet of five ships, led by the Delight, eventually slipped out of Causand Bay near Plymouth on 11 June 1583. It was a quiet departure for such an historic voyage; Gilbert had said his farewells on leaving Southampton some two weeks previously and he now left England with not so much as a fanfare to blast him on his way.


There were already murmurings among the mariners and colonists about the meagre quantity of victuals on board. There were 260 men in total – ‘shipwrights, masons, carpenters and smithes’ – but scarcely food for half that number. The departure of the fleet had been made in haste, for Gilbert had ‘resolved to put unto the sea [before] our store yet remaining … were too far spent’. He placed his trust in the Almighty, hoping that the winds would blow him swiftly across the Atlantic.


After a few days at sea, Gilbert and his subordinates suddenly realised that they had neglected to plan a route across the ocean. ‘It seemed first very doubtfull by what way to shape our course and to begin our intended discovery,’ writes Edward Hayes, the on-board chronicler, ‘either from the south, northward; or from the north, southward.’ There was a hastily convened conference in Gilbert’s cabin at which various captains gave suggestions and advice. Those favouring a southerly route soon won the day, arguing that they did not wish ‘to be surprised with timely winter’. But no sooner had this route been chosen than others renewed their call for the northern route, claiming that if they reached the waters of Newfoundland before the onset of winter, they would find ‘a multitude of ships repairing thither for fish, [and] we should be relieved abundantly with many necessaries’. Sir Humfrey agreed and, although fearful of ‘continuall fogge and thicke mists, tempest and rage of weather’, he set his course for Newfoundland.


Life on board ship turned out to be more comfortable than anyone had dared imagine. Gilbert had hired a troupe of entertainers to entertain the ‘savages’ they would meet on their arrival, and these kept the sailors occupied during the long Atlantic crossing. ‘For the solace of our men,’ writes Hayes, ‘and allurement of the savages, we were provided of musicke in good variety: not omitting the least toyes, as morris dancers, hobby horsse, and maylike conceits to delight the savage people, whom we intended to winne by all faire meanes possible.’


There was the occasional setback. Ralegh’s ship was forced to return to England when her crew was ‘infected with a contagious sicknesse’, probably dysentery – a reversal that sent Gilbert into a brief but frightening rage. There was also bad weather, with so much mist and fog that the ships almost crashed into ‘mountaines of yce driven upon the sea’. At one point the Swallow disappeared from view and was not seen for some weeks, but as the fleet neared the American coastline, they caught sight of her on the horizon and hurriedly gave chase. As they neared the vessel, Sir Humfrey’s men were amazed to see the crew dressed in fancy waistcoats and hear them singing at the tops of their voices. ‘For joy and congratulation of our meeting they spared not to cast up into the aire and overboord their caps and hats in good plenty.’ They soon learned why. The Swallow’s captain, who was none other than the ‘vertuous, honest and discrete’ Maurice Browne, had been indulging in a spot of piracy. He had captured two French vessels – one of which was laden with wine and clothes – and the rest of the voyage had been conducted with the utmost merriment.


Seven weeks after leaving England, Gilbert at last caught a glimpse of the land he had spent the greater part of his life dreaming about. It was not quite the paradise that he had come to expect – it was nothing but ‘hideous rockes and mountaines, bare of trees and voide of any greene herbe’ – but Gilbert put a brave face on his disappointment and turned his ship south towards Newfoundland where he expected to find a handful of English fishing vessels. To his surprise, he arrived at St John’s to find ‘boats of all nations, to the number of thirty-six sailes’. Anxious to make an impressive entrance, he sent a message to inform the various captains that he was here to claim the land for Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth I of England; and then prepared to sail into the natural harbour with as much pomp and ceremony as he could muster. It was unfortunate that he ‘fell upon a rocke’ at the mouth of the bay – much to the amusement of the foreign captains – and suffered the ignominy of being towed off by a flotilla of small boats.


Once Gilbert had recovered his composure, he ordered the English fisherfolk to his vessel and grandiloquently announced ‘his purpose to take possession of those lands to the behalfe of the crowne of England, and the advancement of Christian religion in those paganish regions’. The fishermen seemed delighted and celebrated the occasion by firing their biggest guns, but the Spanish and Portuguese anchored in the harbour had watched Gilbert’s arrival with considerable alarm. Outnumbered and outgunned, they realised that they had no option but to join in the festivities and, on learning that Sir Humfrey was preparing a great feast, ‘they did most willingly and liberally contribute’, bringing ‘wines, marmalads, most fine ruske or bisket, sweet oyles and sundry delicacies’. Anxious that this had not appeased an ungrateful Gilbert, they hurriedly returned to their ships and prepared vast platters of ‘fresh salmons, trouts, lobsters and other fresh fish’. When all the food was assembled, Sir Humfrey prepared to step ashore.


‘On Munday, being the fift of August, the Generall caused his tent to be set upon the side of an hill, in the viewe of all the flete of Englishmen and straungers.’ Accompanied by his captains, officers and soldiers, he marched with great solemnity towards his tent and invited the Spanish and Portuguese to join him. When all were assembled, he brushed down his doublet and, after pinning the queen’s brooch to his jerkin, formally ‘tooke possession of the sayde land in the right of the crowne of England by digging of a turfe and receiving the same … delivered unto him after the manner of the lawe and custome of England’. He decreed that the country’s religion should be in accordance with the Church of England and that high treason would be punishable by death, and added that ‘if any person should utter words to the dishonour of her majestie, he should lose his eares.’ His speech was enthusiastically received by the men, who promised to obey his command. Sir Humfrey was satisfied and, after granting plots of land to the various fisherfolk, he erected ‘the armes of England ingraven in lead and infixed upon a pillar of wood’.


Gilbert had never intended to settle his colony in Newfoundland and his brief survey of the land had done nothing to alter his opinion. It was ‘extreme cold’ – far colder, even, than an English summer – and he was informed by fishermen that in winter the land was covered in a thick blanket of snow. Although the skies were filled with partridges and ‘beastes of sundry kindes’ roamed the forests, this was no country to choose as a new homeland.


Many of the prospective colonists were dismayed by the barren wasteland and felt they had been duped into signing up for a future that looked set to be even bleaker than that from which they had fled. One group tried to steal a fishing vessel and return to England, while ‘a great many more of our people stole into the woods to hide themselves, attending time and meanes to returne home by such shipping as daily there departed from the coast. Some were sicke of fluxes, and many dead: and in briefe, by one meanes or another our company was diminished.’


Edward Hayes was contemptuous of such men, noting that the ships were still laden with marmalades and lemons and enough supplies to last for many months. Sir Humfrey agreed and had no intention of abandoning his colonial project. With the wind billowing his sails, he ordered his ships southwards to more temperate climes. It proved a fateful decision for swirling mists obscured the coastline, making the voyage extremely treacherous and, as the ‘fowle wether increased, with fogges and mysts’, the crew on the Delight began to be afflicted with a collective psychosis. Weird sea-creatures were plucked from the sea with a harpoon, the wind moaned ‘like the swanne that singeth before her death’, and when the on-board musicians attempted to jolly the crew by striking a tune, it sounded ‘like dolefull knells’. Worse still, the Delight began to echo with ‘strange voyces’, like those of ghosts, ‘which scared some from the helm’.
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Experienced explorers wore fur hats and jerkins. Richard Hore’s adventurers lacked the proper clothes and equipment, and when food ran out, they ate each other.


To the superstitious crew, such mysterious happenings could only portend doom. That night their very worst fears were realised. ‘The wind rose and blew vehemently at south and by east, bringing withal raine, and thicke mist, so that we could not see a cable length before us.’ The vessels soon found themselves in treacherous waters and in grave danger of running aground.


‘Master Cox, looking out, discerned (in his judgement) white cliffes, crying, “land withall!”’ Observing from an adjacent ship, Gilbert saw to his horror that the Delight, which was carrying all the supplies for his colony, was being driven inexorably towards the shallows. He bawled to its helmsman, urging him into deeper waters, but his words were snatched by the wind. The Delight, pride of the fleet, was now so close to the sandbank that her destruction was all but assured. Just a few minutes after Gilbert’s warning, ‘the admirall strooke aground, and had soone after her sterne and hinder partes beaten in pieces.’ Stuck fast and unable to free herself, she was torn apart by the waves. Her timbers were plucked one by one from the hull and tossed into the sea. The crew clung to the wreckage, hoping that the storm would abate and allow them to swim for safety, but as the wind increased in intensity, the Delight’s captain – Maurice Browne – realised the end was nigh and composed himself with stoic dignity. He refused to leave the ship, telling his men that ‘he would not give example with the first to leave … choosing rather to the then to incurre infamie by forsaking his charge.’ He had determined upon a heroic end and, ‘with this mind, hee mounted upon the highest decke where hee attended imminent death, and unavoidable. How long, I leave it to God, who withdraweth not his comfort from his servants at such times.’


Sir Humfrey, observing the unfolding tragedy from afar, was in a state of shock, not only at losing his flag ship but also from watching the death of Browne, a dear friend who he himself had persuaded to accompany him to America. ‘This was a heavy and grievous event, to lose at one blow our chiefe shippe fraighted with great provision, gathered together with much travell, care, long time and difficultie.’ He was desperate to look for survivors in the turbulent seas, ‘but all in vaine, sith God had determined their ruine: yet all that day, and part of the next, we beat up and downe as neere unto the wracke as was possible’.


As the storm continued to batter his fleet, Sir Humfrey flickered between melancholy and despair, lamenting ‘the losse of his great ship, more of the men, but most of all his bookes and notes’. He was so upset, and ‘the remembrance touched him so deepe, as not able to containe himselfe [and] he beat his boy in great rage’. His punishment for this act of wanton violence was to step on a nail and tear open his foot.


Heartily sick of their misadventure, the surviving colonists begged Sir Humfrey to let them return to England. Gilbert realised that he had no option but to agree. Genuinely moved by the pleas of his captains, he stood on deck and announced his intentions in the following words: ‘Be content,’ he said, ‘we have seene enough and take no care of expence past: I will set you foorth royally the next spring, if God send us safe home. Therefore, I pray you; let us no longer strive here, where we fight against the elements.’


If he was downhearted, he was certainly not prepared to show it in front of his men. He spoke at length of how he would set sail in the spring and assured everyone on board that the queen would lend him £10,000 to finance this new expedition. The speech was Gilbert at his most optimistic. Whenever he was struck by adversity, he sought strength in the demonic energy that coursed though his Devonshire bones. Even the chronicler of the voyage, Edward Hayes, was impressed. It was, he wrote, ‘a demonstration of great fervencie of mind, being himself very confident’.


But not all the colonists cared for his bullish talk and a vociferous few began to make sarcastic jibes about Gilbert, mocking him for being scared of the sea and taunting him for a lack of will and resolution. Sir Humfrey was incensed. He was particularly wounded by the jest that he was afraid and, to prove it nonsense, insisted on making the homeward voyage on the diminutive Squirrel, which was already dangerously overloaded with firearms and fishing gear. His friends begged him to reconsider, using ‘vehement perswasion and intreatie’, but Gilbert refused to listen: ‘I will not forsake my little company going homeward,’ he roared, ‘with whom I have passed so many stormes and perils.’ Hayes, who was growing tired of Gilbert’s insufferable pride, commented that it was typically poor judgement ‘to prefer the wind of a vaine report to the weight of his own life’.


The ingredients for tragedy were now in place: all that was needed was a thundering tempest and it came soon enough. As the ships neared the Azores, ‘we met with very foule weather, and terrible seas, breaking short and high, pyramid wise.’ As the skies darkened and the wind screamed through the rigging, the waves grew so huge that they swept over the decks. ‘Men which all their lifetime had occupied the sea never saw more outragious seas.’ Several had terrifying visions of fire ‘which they take an evill signe of more tempest’.


Those on the Squirrel were in serious danger. She was hopelessly overburdened and sat so low in the water that the sea gushed into her hold. On the afternoon of Monday, 9 September – as the storm reached its climax – the crew feared the worst. The frigate was filling with water faster than they could bail her out and it was only a matter of time before she would slip beneath the waves. The other ships realised her peril, yet when they came alongside they were astonished by what they saw. Sir Humfrey Gilbert had risen to new heights of eccentricity and, with a deranged grimace on his face, ‘was sitting abaft with a booke in his hand’. Every time the other ships came near, he would roar to them: ‘We are as neere to heaven by sea as by land.’
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Davy Ingram claimed to have watched in horror as the natives hacked corpses into juicy gobbets and munched ravenously on arms and legs.


His end was not long in coming. ‘The same Monday night,’ wrote Hayes, ‘about twelve of the clocke, or not long after, the frigat being ahead of us … suddenly her lights were out.’ The lookout raised the alarm but it was too late. ‘For in that moment, the frigat was devoured and swallowed up of the sea.’ Sir Humfrey Gilbert was never seen again.


The other ships limped back to England, arriving battered but safe some two weeks after the loss of the Squirrel. The men disembarked at Dartmouth and, after collecting their belongings, returned to homes they thought they would never see again. It fell to Hayes to take stock of the expedition and question why it failed. Poor leadership and bad planning had dogged the expedition from the outset. So little was known about America that Sir Humfrey had set sail without any idea as to where he should plant his colony. He had proved a poor commander, for the wild fluctuations of his temper had affected his ability to lead. ‘He both was too prodigall of his owne patrimony and too careles of other men’s expences, to imploy both his and their substance upon a ground imagined good.’ He was ‘enfeebled of abilitie and credit’, ‘impatient’ and, in a word, ‘unfit’.


It was a bitter conclusion to an expedition that had set out with hearts so high. But Hayes was a realist. He knew that if England was to colonise ‘those north-west lands’, it would require men of a far higher calibre than Sir Humfrey Gilbert.





CHAPTER THREE


THE JOLLY TRIBESMEN
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SIR HUMFREY’S DEATH sparked off a fierce debate as to who would inherit his American project. The most obvious person to pick up the baton was his brother, Sir John, who had not sailed with the 1583 expedition, but he had been dissuaded by the scale of the disaster and showed even less willingness to get involved when he learned that America was a land of ‘hideous rockes and mountaines’. He preferred the rolling pastures of south Devon, and he headed to the family home of Compton Castle near Dartmouth where he devoted himself to recouping some of the losses sustained by the sinking of the Delight.


The adventurer Sir George Peckham showed a great deal more enthusiasm, even though he, too, had lost his investments. He was itching to meet his Indian tenants and began planning an expedition on a truly epic scale. He expressed his intention of teaming up with England’s greatest mariners, and espoused grand dreams of leading an armada of ships across the Atlantic. But Peckham’s ideas proved rather too ambitious. When he staged a public meeting for prospective merchants and investors, only seven men bothered to turn up. They offered him a mere £12 10s, and even the plucky Peckham was forced to admit that they were ‘adventurers in the second degree.’


For a time, it seemed as if Gilbert’s proposed colony was doomed. There was no one who had the adventurous spirit – backed by the requisite fortune – that was necessary to embark on a voyage across the Atlantic. But in the spring of 1584, the young Walter Ralegh stepped forward and boldly announced his intention of taking over the leadership of his half-brother’s abortive project.


That he was in a position to do so was due to his dazzling rise through the ranks of Queen Elizabeth’s court: a progress so meteoric that the lords of the realm felt they had been caught off guard. Soon after Walter was introduced to the court he was an intimate of the queen, and their noble lordships were so taken aback that their initial response was to mock him as a vulgar parvenu.


There was, on the surface, plenty to joke about in young Walter. He ‘spake broad Devonshire’ and came from such straitened circumstances that his family did not even own their own dwelling. But although the Raleghs were a family in decline, they came from good stock. Previous centuries had produced a distinguished bishop and a judge, and a Ralegh had helped England to victory on the battlefield of Agincourt.


The Raleghs’ fighting spirit had been broken by misfortune and, by the time young Walter came into the world, in about 1554, much of the family’s ancestral land had been sold. The only reminder of their illustrious pedigree was to be found in the names of south Devon villages – Combe Raleigh, Withycombe Raleigh, and Colaton Raleigh.
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