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The scale of the Atlantic long daunted the humans on its shores for the coastal waters stretching into the horizon seemed to be the edge of the world. Even more recently, the Atlantic, once crossed, was still a mighty ocean instilling fear among voyagers and, at best, uncertainty. This fear and uncertainty were only tempered with the age of mighty steamships that began in the mid-nineteenth century and then, more conclusively, in the twentieth with aircraft that could cross with ease in five hours.


Indeed, the history of the Atlantic has gone into a reverse, suggesting a degree of human control that would have been inconceivable or, at best, fantasy to other generations. Thus, in 2020, scientists at the National Oceanography Centre in Southampton collected samples at ten locations in a line from Britain to the Falkland Islands. The average cubic metre of seawater was found to contain about 1,000 particles of polyethylene, polypropylene and polystyrene litter. The ocean now is still a mighty body of water and a major source of food, but also the sump of the surrounding societies.


Variety is the theme today, and necessarily so for an ocean that links four continents, but also variety in the past, from Norse voyages in exposed longboats to the misery and harshness of slave ships, from pirates to steamships ‘rolling down to Rio’.


I have seen the Atlantic seemingly every shade of blue, green and black, in storm and stillness, and with trepidation and pleasure. I would like to thank those who have given me the opportunities and those who have shared the silence of a seemingly shoreless ocean. It is a great pleasure to note the continued friendship and support of Duncan Proudfoot, my commissioning editor, and not only for this but also for other books, including A Brief History of the Caribbean, which should be read by those interested in that sea and which I have not duplicated here. I am also most grateful to David Abulafia, Alejandro Amendolara, Sam Cavell, Helen Doe, Cheryl Fury, Bill Gibson, Armando Marques Guedes, Malyn Newitt, José Miguel Sardica and Neil York for their helpful comments on an earlier draft, to Howard Watson for helping as copy-editor, and Amanda Keats for overseeing the editing process. None is responsible for any errors that remain. Dedicating this book to Andy Horide is a very pleasant way to record a good friendship.
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Physical History
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DICKENS PRESENTS THE ATLANTIC



Charles Dickens crossed the Atlantic twice, in 1842 and 1867. The first, a January crossing on the Cunard paddle-steamer Britannia, from Liverpool via Halifax to Boston, and the second on the Cunard Cuba, again arriving in Boston. Martin Chuzzlewit, a novel written in the aftermath of the first, and published in full in 1844, offers a vivid account of an Atlantic storm, one that presents the vulnerability of a transatlantic crossing:




. . . over the countless miles of angry space roll the long heaving billows . . . all is but a boiling heap of rushing water . . . a spouting-up of foam that whitens the black night . . . the wild cry goes forth upon the storm ‘A ship!’


Onward she comes, in gallant combat with the elements, her tall masts trembling, and her timbers starting on the strain; onward she comes, now high upon the curling billows, now low down in the hollows of the sea, as hiding for the moment from its fury; and every storm-voice in the air and water cries more loudly yet, ‘A ship!’


Still she comes striving on: and at her boldness and the spreading cry, the angry waves rise up above each other’s hoary heads to look; and round about the vessel, far as the mariners on the decks can pierce into the gloom, they press upon her, forcing each other down, and starting up, and rushing forward from afar, in dreadful curiosity. High over her they break; and round her surge and roar; and giving place to others, moaningly depart, and dash themselves to fragments in their baffled anger. Still she comes onward bravely. And though the eager multitude crowd thick and fast upon her all the night, and dawn of day discovers the untiring train yet bearing down upon the ship in an eternity of troubled water, onward she comes, with dim lights burning in her hull, and people there, asleep: as if no deadly element were peering in at every seam and chink, and no drowned seaman’s grave, with but a plank to cover it, were yawning in the unfavourable depths below.





The Atlantic is the world ocean. It is not the largest, that is the Pacific, but the Pacific was singularly little crossed in its entirety until the late eighteenth century and only really became a unit with the ‘opening up’ of China and Japan in the late nineteenth. The Atlantic, the world’s second largest body of water, making up about a quarter of the Earth’s water surface, is more compact, especially east–west, than the Pacific. Moreover, the Atlantic, unlike the Pacific or the Indian oceans, has had a close linkage from east–west since the end of the fifteenth century. This provides a way to look at one of the major means and regions of global history, and to do so in a period that coexists with that history, for the opening of the Atlantic world was one of the aspects, almost conditions, of modernity. The Atlantic was the centre of the so-called Age of Discovery, marking the emergence of Western European states to global significance and leading eventually to Western domination.


But this stage was long set and it is to that which we must turn first. In a process understood from the early twentieth century, and mapped from mid-century, the initial opening up of the Atlantic was a consequence of the lengthy breaking up of a supercontinent, Pangaea, about 200 million years ago, and the consequent moving apart of its new sections through continental drift. Europe and Africa (the Old World) shifted away from the Americas (the New World), although these constituent halves did not move apart at the same pace. As the European and American plates moved apart to create what is a relatively recent ocean, new seafloor was produced and, in turn, this helped drive the plates further apart. In a reminder of the continuing role of the geological narrative, this continues to be the case by about 3 centimetres a year, so that the ocean is getting larger at the expense of the human-occupied landmass even as, in a totally separate process, it is becoming more polluted by man. Due to the respective locations of the plates, there is no ‘ring of fire’ around the Atlantic as there is around the Pacific.


Ocean-floor mapping has clarified the situation. For example, the twenty-four-sheet Carte générale bathymétrique des Océans (1904) had many deficiencies, but wartime delays and the provision of new information from sonic and ultrasonic devices led to subsequent incomplete editions, before the data was digitised and a digital atlas published in 1994. Comparison of earlier editions, such as the first and the fifth (1980), indicated the increase in data availability.


The major use of acoustic echo soundings, by the Meteor in 1925–7, provided an understanding of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, the border between the plates and the longest mountain range in the world. It sees much volcanic activity and earthquakes, activity below the ocean surface, but the magma that wells up at the Ridge can lead to volcanic islands, the largest of which is Iceland. Saint Helena, Tristan da Cunha and Ascension are all volcanic islands, as are the Azores and Canaries. At the Azores Triple Junction, the North American, Eurasian and African plates meet. Eruptions in the past were not restricted to the Ridge, including in the Canaries, the San Antonio (1677) and Teneguía (1971) volcanoes on La Palma, the Montañas del Fuega (1730) and Tinguatón (1824) on Lanzarote, and that at Garachico (1706) on Tenerife. Distinctive landscapes such as the calderas, for example, on the Canaries, the Caldera de Taburiente on La Palma, and the lava fields of Lanzarote where Malvasía wine is produced, are explained by the igneous rocks and volcanic history.


This history in turn has led to mythology. Indeed, it was only in 1750 that two Icelandic students climbed to the top of Mount Hekla, the most famous volcano there, and returned safely, which helped lessen the popular view of it as the main entrance to hell. Following up a coded note from a sixteenth-century Icelandic alchemist in a copy of a runic saga manuscript written by the (real) poet Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), the protagonists in Jules Verne’s novel Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864) set off via the crater of the Snaefellsjökull volcano.




Surtsey: A New Atlantic Island


Thrown up in an eruption in 1963, Surtsey, named after a fire giant, is off southern Iceland. It has since been greatly affected by erosion, but plant species and bird colonies have been established and seals bask there. This new island is a different liveliness to that of the ocean’s waters. A decade later, a volcano on the nearby island of Heimaey, the lava and ash from which buried houses, created a new mountain, Eldfell (Mount Fire). There were fresh eruptions in Iceland in 2021.





The igneous intrusion of magma at the Ridge ensures that the rock in the ocean deep is volcanic and muddy. There is a more complex geological history on the relatively shallow continental shelf – the area off the continental mainland, near the shoreline. That complexity includes the presence of oil and natural gas deposits, both already well worked, as off Nigeria and Brazil, and in development or prospect, as off the Guianas (Guyana, Cayenne and Surinam), Ghana, Senegal and Mauritania.


In turn, the Atlantic is topped and tailed by landmasses covered in ice: Greenland and Antarctica. Indeed, turning to more recent times, the Ice Ages saw a considerable restriction of the Atlantic. In the last Ice Age, ice sheets spread across the northern reaches of the ocean, joining Greenland via Iceland to Norway, and spread southwards to include most of the British Isles. There was a further southward expansion in the northwest Atlantic, with the Laurentide ice sheet covering the Labrador Sea and the Labrador Bay and encompassing Newfoundland. Much water was frozen into the ice sheets, ensuring that the ocean’s water level was lower than at present and coasts therefore more extensive. Much of what is currently the continental shelf became dry land, and notably so off Argentina. So also with island groups, especially the Bahamas, which were linked to the landmass.


The end of the Ice Age was followed by the raising of water levels and the drowning of the continental shelf, so that the ocean expanded in size much more rapidly than it had been doing by the geological expansion from the mid-ocean Ridge. Some land, however, remained as islands. Thus, about 6000 BCE, the Breton island of Belle Île was separated from the coast.


Within the ocean, there are wind and current flows, the latter associated with the movement of cold and hot water. The wind pattern is one of trade winds blowing from the tropics of Cancer and Capricorn to the Equator, and westerly winds dominant between 35 and 60 degrees latitude, thus contributing in the northern hemisphere to the impact of the Gulf Stream. The most significant features are the gyres, large systems of rotating ocean currents with relatively still waters within them. In the North Atlantic, the Gulf Stream, part of the clockwise ocean currents system called the North Atlantic Gyre, takes warm water from the Caribbean north-east to the Atlantic shores of Europe, helping to make them warmer than they otherwise would be. In contrast, the Labrador Current moves cold water from the Arctic southwards along the eastern seaboard of North America. In the South Atlantic Gyre, the Benguela Current moves cold water from the Antarctic north along the coast of South-west Africa. The equivalent of the Gulf Stream, but a weaker one, is the southward-flowing warm-water Brazil Current. Close to the Equator, there are westward-blowing tropical trade winds, and the North and South Equatorial Currents. The pattern and interplay of winds and currents helped make transoceanic maritime travel feasible.


The climate has very varied effects on the islands and coastlines. Some, notably the Cape Verde Islands and the coasts of Mauritania and Namibia, are arid. Severe drought led to famine in the Cape Verde Islands, including in 1773–5, 1830–3, 1854–6 and 1863–6, and most recently in 1941–3 and 1947–8, with perhaps 45,000 people dying and many others emigrating in the last two. Other coasts and islands have high rainfall, particularly West Africa and Brazil, while the Azores have a higher rainfall than the Canaries let alone the Cape Verde Islands.




The Bermuda Triangle


This is part of the western Atlantic, with one apex of the triangle on Bermuda, another on Puerto Rico and a third on Miami, that, from the early 1950s, was allegedly an area of aircraft and ship disappearances. The supernatural and implausible magnetic claims are to the fore in much of the discussion; but many of the accounts are dubious and, given the size of the area, the number of ships crossing it and the extent of tropical cyclones, the numbers definitely lost are not disproportionate. Insurance rates reflect this situation. Bermuda was dangerous for its reefs and storms, and, combined with the sounds of birds and wild hogs, this helped give rise in the sixteenth century to reports of spirits and to the name ‘Isle of Devils’.








Atlantic Monsters



Belief in Atlantic monsters includes that of the huge Devil Whale able to swallow whole vessels, and large enough to be mistaken for an island, as by Saint Brendan. In Norse mythology, the Kraken lives in the North Atlantic, notably the Greenland Sea, and is like a malevolent giant squid, able to swallow ships. There were certainly massive creatures in the Atlantic: about 100 million years ago, mosasaurs, huge marine reptiles up to 17.1 metres (56.1 feet) long, existed in the South Atlantic, and their bones have been found in Angola. Mosasaurs were the enemies of sharks.





The coastlines vary between areas, such as Namibia where there are no offshore islands and others where there are many, and where indeed the coast is an expression for a complex mélange of land and sea, including of coastal salt marsh and new alluvial barrier islands. Tidal movements change the situation daily, as, more occasionally, do storm surges. That is the case, for example, for much of the tropical coastlines of West Africa and South America, but also in other areas, notably South and North Carolina and Georgia. These inshore islands frequently support distinctive societies as with the Gullah of the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia, formerly enslaved African Americans who speak a creole language. Large deltas contribute to the land–sea mélange, not only famous ones, notably the Amazon and the Niger, but also many others.


The varied pattern of the winds accentuates the difficulties of navigation in the Atlantic. Although skill and experience could ease the strain, ships were dependent on the weather. Too much or insufficient wind was a serious problem, and ships could only sail up to a certain angle to the wind. Insufficient wind obliged ships to turn to rowing, the ships’ boats being used for towing. James Field Stanfield, a crewman, recalled of a slave ship crossing the Atlantic from east to west in the mid-1770s: ‘In the torrid zone. In the calms . . . we were in the boat, rowing, from morning till night.’




The Skeleton Coast


The clash between the Benguela Current moving northward along the coast of South-west Africa, and warm air from the Hadley Cell, leads to very frequent fog which has helped cause frequent shipwrecks. The coast of northern Namibia and southern Angola has been called the Skeleton Coast since 1944, but that term, derived from shipwrecks, notably of the Dunedin Star in 1942, in fact originally arose from the whale and seal bones left by the whaling industry. Shipwrecks continue, the Fukuseki Maru, a Japanese fishing vessel, running aground near Durissa Bay in 2018.





Conversely, winds could make landings difficult, as for the British expedition that captured the Breton island of Belle-Île in 1761, the commander, General Studholme Hodgson, reporting, ‘we could get nothing landed yesterday, it blew so excessively hard’. Such Atlantic storms, westerlies in the northern hemisphere, bring wet weather to coastal regions such as Ireland, the Scottish Highlands, Brittany and Galicia. I live 13 kilometres (8 miles) from the ocean and can see the storm-dark skies over it, and, at other times, clouds banked up to move forward. Weather conditioned how people viewed the Atlantic and must have heightened the awareness and sense of danger, even heroism, when fishermen, explorers and others took it on. Atlantic storms affected almost every era, as with the Great Storm of December 1703 which hit England very hard and wrecked warships, as well as destroying the Eddystone Lighthouse 20 kilometres (12 miles) south-west of Plymouth, which had only been completed in 1698. Replaced in 1709, the lighthouse was burned down in 1755.


It was far harder to counteract the impact of current and tide before the advent of steam power. For example, French ships could readily leave Brest, their major Atlantic port, only when the wind blew from the east, which it did at best only intermittently. The Atlantic’s stormy character has been a problem ever since recorded history began, and presumably deterred earlier would-be navigators. The sailing of the ocean and encounters with its storms searched out the flaws in the construction, maintenance and sailing of individual ships, with inadequate caulking being a particular problem, as with the Sea Venture that was run aground on the reefs to the east of Bermuda in 1609 to prevent its sinking.


There also came storms that hit squadrons as a whole. For example, sailing with five ships from the River Plate in January 1741 to intercept George Anson’s attempt to circumnavigate the world, Admiral José Pizarro lost two ships in a storm, had to return to harbour and, on the second attempt with two vessels, was demasted anew and returned to Montevideo. Storms hit the returning Spanish Armada off Scotland and Ireland in 1588, dispersed the Spanish invasion attempt on England in 1719 off Cape Finisterre, hit the French fleet going to Nova Scotia in 1746 and its British equivalent en route to North America in 1776, and affected the victorious British in the aftermath of the battles of the Saintes in 1782 and Trafalgar in 1805. Many people mentioned in this book were affected by Atlantic storms, John Byron, ‘Foul-weather Jack’, being badly injured crossing to the Caribbean in 1779.


Storms remain a serious problem today, although large ships no longer disappear into uncertainty. I recall being on a ship trying to land passengers on the Caribbean island of Cayman Brac and, due to large waves, notably breaking hard on the shore, only succeeding after several hours.





The Bay of Fundy



The tidal range in this Canadian bay, between Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, is one of the largest in the world, usually about 13 metres (43 feet), compared to an average global range of 1 metre (3¼ feet). There are two high and two low tides daily. The very high tides are dramatic and powerful. The tidal bore on the rivers coming into the bay is fun to ride, while at the ‘Reversing Falls’ on the Saint John River, the bay’s tides can be seen forcing the river flow to go into reverse.





Ice was also a hazard, most spectacularly claiming the Titanic in 1912, although human error in design, construction and operation were all serious in that case. In 1862, Henry, 3rd Viscount Palmerston, the British prime minister, underlined the role of ice in any possible conflict with the Union (North) during the American Civil War: ‘We should have less to care about their resentment in the spring when communication with Canada opens, and when our naval force could more easily operate upon the American coast than in winter, when we are cut off from Canada and the American coast is not so safe.’




Atlantic Whales


There are a number of whale species in the Atlantic, and therefore there are migrations across the ocean. Humpback whales migrate from the Caribbean to feeding grounds further north, including off Iceland. Other whale species in the North Atlantic include right, fin, sei, sperm, minke and blue. Numbers are under pressure, with only about 410 North Atlantic right whales surviving in the western Atlantic, in part due to entanglement in fishing gear and to ship strikes. In the eastern North Atlantic, the right whale has been dying out. In 2020, Spain suspended yachting off its north-west Atlantic coast after killer whales (orcas) hit vessels while following tuna on their migration routes.


South Atlantic whales include humpbacks, which breed off Brazil and feed in sub-Antarctic waters, the southern right whale, blue, fin, sei, Antarctic minke, sperm and Bryde’s whales. The South Atlantic has seen an increase in humpback and right whales. In 2020, Tristan da Cunha decided to set up a marine wildlife sanctuary around its waters, thus protecting humpback, southern right, fin and other whales; fishing was banned between 50 and 200 nautical miles from the island and from Gough Island. In 2019, a very large protected area was created around Ascension and in 2012 around South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands.


Global warming brought more whales (including humpback, minke and killer), dolphins and porpoises to British waters in 2019, the animals following fish that in turn were attracted by the good conditions for the plankton. However, the impact of the dumping of chemicals is believed to have made Britain’s pod of killer whales infertile.


Good sites to see whales include the Bay of Fundy off Nova Scotia in Canada and Skjálfandi, a bay in Iceland.







Atlantic Fish


Cod, halibut and shark are the most common fish in the Atlantic. The first two are extensively fished, as are pollock, hake, herring, mackerel, plaice, haddock, shrimp and squid. As a source of food, including key protein and vitamins, Atlantic fish has been very important to the various shoreline communities. Aside from humans, seals are a major predator, which helps explain the importance to fish stocks of the number of predators on seals, principally sharks. Indeed, the attacks of orcas on yachts in Iberia in 2020 were attributed to the pressure of overfishing on their food, bluefin tuna. Cod is important to Atlantic fish diets, as in bacalhau à brás, a traditional Portuguese dish that includes potatoes, onions, eggs and olives. Alongside haddock and wolf fish, cod is one of the sources of Icelandic harðfiskur, dried fish. I recall a month’s camping tour in 1975 in which villages had wooden racks with fish drying in the open air. The fish is then pounded with a mallet to make it edible, but the dish did not suit me.





Currently, it is climate-warming that is to the fore. The year 2020 was the eighteenth ‘above-normal’ Atlantic storm season since 1995, showing that the warming of the oceans and the atmosphere were wreaking havoc. Indeed, nineteen of the twenty warmest years had occurred since 2001. The warmer the air, the more moisture it holds. The warmer the ocean, the higher it rises as it expands and the more energy there is for storm systems. In particular, warming the tropical Atlantic leads to major storms, which then have an impact elsewhere in the ocean.


The post-Ice Age raising of water levels has very recently rapidly accelerated with climate warming and its impact on the ice caps. Each year, there is a melting of the ice caps during the summer and a freezing during the winter. In the Arctic there has been, in addition, due to warmer summers and winters, a net loss of ice every year since 1997, with the ‘equilibrium line’, where winter snow freeze and summer melt balance each other, moving toward the North Pole. The amount of ice lost varies each year due to temperature changes: thus, in 2018, when the Arctic was very cold, only 19 billion tonnes were lost from Greenland, but, in 2017, 109 billion were lost and, in 2019, Greenland suffered a record loss of ice: 532 billion tonnes, with 12.5 billion on 1 August alone. In 2020, there was less ice in the Arctic (3.6 million square kilometres/1.4 million square miles) than at any point besides the summer for 2012 (3.4 million square kilometres/1.3 million square miles).


Greenland is highly significant to the Atlantic as its ice sheet is more than a mile thick and holds 8 per cent of the world’s fresh water, enough to raise sea levels by 6 metres (20 feet). Crevasses and icequakes on Greenland indicate that the ice sheet is not only melting but also moving toward the sea, with the water melt helping to lubricate the ice sheet-bedrock join. This melting has led to projections of a rise in the Atlantic’s water level, and to the realisation that cities directly on the ocean, such as Dakar, New York and Rio de Janeiro, or indirectly, such as London, will need to confront a much more difficult future. It is the relationship between the ocean and these cities that has been so significant to world history.
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Confronting the Crossing:
The Ocean Before Columbus


[image: illustration]


ULYSSES IN THE ATLANTIC



Dante, in Canto 26 of the Inferno (c. 1308–20), came across Ulysses, one of the greatest heroes of the ancient world, in hell, suffering for his restless presumption to know:




the experience that lies beyond the sun,
the world that is devoid of human kind.





Rowing south for five days in this ‘mad flight’, Ulysses encountered his doom.




gloomy in remoteness, there appeared


a peak that seemed to soar to such a height


there’s nothing I had seen which could compare.


We leaped for joy, but soon this turned to grief;


for from the strange new land a whirlwind sprang


and struck our vessel hard across its bows.


Three times it churned the waters and the ship.


and on the fourth it hoisted up the stern


and, as Another willed, plunged down the prow


until the ocean closed above our heads.





The Latin name for Lisbon, Olisipo, was said in Late Antique tradition to derive from Ulysses (Ulixes) going there in his wanderings. In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, Ulysses referred to being ‘parch in Afric sun’.



THE EDGE OF THE OCEAN



The edge of the world is the obvious response to an ocean that simply goes on and on, beyond the swimmers, the canoeists, the sailors and the fishermen, with nothing in sight, no sound or smell to suggest a limit to the water other than some edge somewhere, an edge from which no one returns. The edge of the world is how the Atlantic appears in the Hereford Mappa Mundi (map of the world) of the late thirteenth century, albeit as an inconsequential edge, not a terrible watery cliff into nothing. The idea of an edge encouraged speculation as to its identity and location. One long-standing view was that it was maybe off Cape Bojador in modern Moroccan-ruled Western Sahara. Its Arabic name Abu Khatar means ‘the father of danger’. Ideas of the edge of the world continue to play a role in modern culture, whether novels or songs, as in ‘Edge of the Ocean’ (2001), a successful song that presents the edge as a place to go, by the American rock band Ivy.


That was not, however, the sole response, and the belief that the world was a sphere was present from classical Greece. Such a belief presumed that travelling westwards from Europe would eventually lead to returning to it from the east, although it was far from clear what would be encountered en route and whether as a result such a journey was possible.


Indeed, whether or not the world had edges, or was a sphere, or was an unknown shape, there was mystery; and the great source of mystery for Europeans, though not eventually for the Norse, the first to cross it, was the Atlantic. There is evidence of Neolithic movement along the ‘Western Seaways’, as from the Channel Isles to the Orkneys from c. 3900 to c. 3700 BCE, from France and the British Isles from c. 4500 to c. 4250 BCE, to Galicia, and between Iberia and Morocco, while, in opposition to the more established view, there is a theory that Celtic culture originated along the later Bronze Age Atlantic littoral before diffusing into Europe away from the ocean. The basis for this is the extent of evidence in 1300 to 700 BCE of exchange between Atlantic centres from the British Isles to Spain, with the ocean providing the links, notably the coastal waters between the Irish Sea and the Mediterranean.


The importance of very recent archaeology and analysis to this work suggests that similar research on non-European areas may offer important revisions to existing theses. At any rate, the importance of maritime routes for development is increasingly apparent.


Travelling eastwards from Europe there was land, and Alexander the Great had reached India, while trade routes stretched down the Red Sea and eastward in the Indian Ocean. Southwards, the Mediterranean was a finite body of water, but there was no Atlantic comparison. As a result, both real knowledge and imaginative creation looked east, from where there was the basis of travellers’ tales, rather than westward. So also for North Africa, which from the seventh century looked eastward, within the world of Islam, to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, as well as to political and intellectual centres, notably Baghdad and Cairo.




Atlantis


This is a fictional island from the period of antiquity, with Plato presenting it in an allegory on hubris as an opponent of Athens. Many took up the idea of an island in the Atlantic, but belief in Atlantis as fact has vied with discussion of it as a useful myth. The extent to which tsunamis and geological events indeed caused land to be suddenly or slowly flooded, led to the idea of lost places, and Atlantis, a variable location, became generally situated outside the Pillars of Hercules in the Atlantic. It was accordingly located in maps, for example by Ortelius, although also seen by some Europeans from the sixteenth century as a precursor of knowledge of the New World, for example of Mayan or Aztec civilisation.


Utopianism was one characteristic in some accounts, notably Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), with the imaginary island located in the Atlantic of South America, and Francis Bacon’s The New Atlantis (1627), but the latter, a mythical island called Bensalem, is located in the Pacific. In his New Set of Maps Both of Ancient and Present Geography (1700), Edward Wells revealed contemporary knowledge as being far more extensive: an entire hemisphere was ‘unknown to the Antients’ unless North America was their Atlantis, and, even if so, the ancients could not map it whereas the moderns could.


Belief was strengthened by Ignatius Donnelly’s Atlantis: the Antediluvian World (1882), which presented this small continent as destroyed by the biblical Flood. In turn, the Theosophists, notably Helena Blavatsky in The Secret Doctrine (1888), offered a positive account of a pre-Aryan civilisation in Atlantis. Arthur Conan Doyle wrote The Maracot Deep (1929) about the discovery of Atlantis.





The mystery of the ocean remained the case even though the traders and warships of the Mediterranean were able to sail into the Atlantic. They did so by overcoming the difficulty posed in the Strait of Gibraltar as a result of the dominance of the Atlantic inflow in the surface waters, through finding a westward undertow along the northern shore.



THE PHOENICIANS



As a result, the Phoenicians’ city states, mostly in Lebanon but with Carthage (near Tunis) ultimately the most significant, established an important base beyond the strait at Gades (Cádiz) in about 800 BCE. They also sailed south along the Moroccan coast certainly to Mogador and possibly further, and northwards along that of Europe. They obtained copper, tin (necessary for the production of bronze, the need for which increased greatly in the Mediterranean) and silver from Iberia (Spain and Portugal). In return, they brought Mediterranean goods, such as wine and textiles. There were bases north of Gades, including at Abul and Alcácer in modern Portugal, as well, in the eighth century, as Lisbon, which they called Alis Ubbo or calm harbour. How far the Phoenicians travelled is a matter of research, notably archaeological, nautical and oceanographical, as well as speculation. Himilco, a Carthaginian of the sixth or fifth centuries BCE, allegedly, according to a much later Roman source, sailed from the Mediterranean as far as the British Isles and may, less plausibly based on the description of him finding part of the ocean seaweed-covered, also have encountered the Sargasso Sea. Hanno the Navigator, a Carthaginian explorer of the same period, may have reached as far as Gabon, Senegal, Gambia or only southern Morocco. He may also have visited the Canaries. Possibly the Azores were reached by the Carthaginians/Phoenicians, and probably at least Madeira and the Canaries.


Herodotus reported that the Phoenicians circumnavigated Africa in about 600 BCE, sailing from the Red Sea. This idea might appear implausible, not least due to the problems of navigation without a stern rudder, and of securing sufficient fresh water on some of the coasts, especially that of Namibia. In an Atlantic version of the 1947 voyage of the Kon-Tiki from America to Polynesia, Philip Beale, using Phoenicia, a 20-metres (65-foot) long replica of a Phoenician ship, was able both to circumnavigate Africa in 2008–10 and to sail the Atlantic in 2019, but modern claims of Phoenician remains in Brazil, notably tools, inscriptions and linguistic influences, are problematic. In the far shorter distance of European waters, and with fresh water available on the coast, the Phoenicians definitely traded as far as Britain for tin for the production of bronze. The Greeks also reached as far as Andalusia.


THE ROMANS



In turn, the Romans reached the ocean, conquering Iberia and deploying warships into the Atlantic, with Julius Caesar using them in his expeditions against Britain in 55 and 54 BCE and in campaigning against the Veneti of southern Brittany. The Veneti were defeated in 56 BCE by Decimus Brutus who, at the battle of Morbihan, employed hooks mounted on poles to secure the opposing ships so that they could be boarded. As part of the Celtic trading pattern, the Veneti had impressive oak-built boats with leather sails, handled them well and transported tin from Cornwall and Devon. In his Gallic War, Caesar recorded: ‘These Veneti exercise by far the most extensive authority over all the seacoast in those districts, for they have numerous ships, in which it is their custom to sail to Britain, and they excel the rest in the theory and practice of navigation. As the sea is very boisterous, and open, with but a few harbours here and there which they hold themselves, they have as tributaries almost all those whose custom is to sail that sea.’


In 43 CE, the Roman invaders crossed the English Channel in force, and, thereafter, maritime links were crucial to the Roman presence in Britain. Moreover, these now focused on the short crossing from the Pas-de-Calais to Kent, and not on the Atlantic route from Brittany, although the Veneti appear to have continued their maritime links with the British Isles.


It is unclear whether, as reported for 83 or 84 CE, the first circumnavigation of Britain was undertaken by a Roman fleet. Furthermore, although Roman naval activity was important to the acquisition of geographical information about the British Isles, there was no extension of Roman power to further islands, whether Ireland or those of Scotland, let alone to Norway or into the North Atlantic; although there is evidence of the Romans trading with the Canary Islands, which both Plutarch and Pliny described. At this point, there is no sign of comparable naval activity on this scale by powers in the South Atlantic nor in the New World.


The Romans did not focus relevant colonies in modern Britain, France, Spain and Portugal on their Atlantic coastlines. Thus, Lusitania, the province covering much of what would become Portugal and western Castile, had its capital at Emerita Augusta, inland Mérida in modern Spain. Nevertheless, the Romans developed trade from Atlantic Iberia, with the Torre de Hércules in Corunna, built in the second century, the oldest still-functioning lighthouse. The vista into the ocean from the impressive site is windswept. Moreover, the prosperity of Gades, the key port for Andalusia, increased greatly under the Romans. Julius Caesar gave the inhabitants Roman citizenship in 49 BCE, and Augustus’s census revealed considerable wealth. The young women of Gades were taken as slaves to Rome where they were prized for their expertise in dancing and singing.


Atlantic ports also included Oporto, Lisbon, Alcácer and Alvor, which ensured that minerals, wine, grain, olives, wool and salt could be exported to Italy. In Lisbon, where the population under the Romans may have been around 30,000, it is possible to see the remains of a temple and a fish-preserving plant, while at Cetóbriga, a town near Troía, the stone tanks in which fish were salted can be visited.





The Canary Islanders



The aboriginal inhabitants of the Canaries, genetically similar to the North African Berbers, probably arrived in the first millennium BCE, possibly in response to desertification in North Africa. Little is known about them. Polytheistic, they practised embalming the dead and had different governmental systems on the various islands, with kingdoms on Tenerife. The islanders were cave-dwelling and wore clothes made from goatskin or plant fibres. They did not have iron. Conquered by Castile in 1403–16, the islanders were killed, enslaved or intermarried with the conquerors.







Romans in America: Clive Cussler


Claims of Romans crossing the Atlantic are long-standing, and have been kept alive by the alleged discovery of Roman artefacts in the New World, but these have not commanded much support among scholars. In the prologue to Clive Cussler’s fantastical adventure novel Treasure (1988), the Romans bury the treasures from the Library of Alexandria in Roma, Texas, before being killed by the local population. Prior to Cussler, Barry Fell, an expert on sea urchins, claimed that his study of inscriptions, beginning with America BC: Ancient settlers in the New World (1976), demonstrated that Phoenicians and others visited the New World, arguments that have been widely castigated as pseudo-archaeology.






THE DARK AGES



The post-Roman era is generally labelled the Dark Ages and seen as a period of a drawing in of European civilisation. In other perspectives, it was one of new relationships, notably the expansion of Islam, including to the Atlantic coasts of Morocco and Iberia. In Europe, there was destruction, for example of Gades and Lisbon by the Visigoths in the fifth century. Yet, the Dark Ages also saw greater engagement with oceanic possibilities, with, in particular, a move from the Mediterranean-based consciousness of the Roman world to one that for part of Europe was more concerned with the Atlantic, albeit primarily with Atlantic coasts rather than the deep ocean. Maritime links along the Atlantic coasts of what had been the Roman empire were strengthened and also supplemented by the development of the Irish Sea, eventually, in the tenth century, as a ‘Celto-Norse lake’, as well as by that of the North Sea: the southern North Sea linked to the English Channel and focused on the relationship between England and the Low Countries, while the more open northern North Sea linked Britain and Scandinavia, and thus looked toward the North Atlantic.




Saint Brendan’s Island


St Brendan of Clonfert (c. 484–c. 577 CE), one of the Twelve Apostles of Ireland, was from the ninth century presented as a seafarer who not only sailed to Scotland, Wales and Brittany, but also to the Isle of the Blessed in an attempt to find the Garden of Eden. Brendan, in a coracle, an oval-shaped boat made of wattle covered in hides and powered by a sail, finds a number of islands, including that of the ageless monks of Ailbe, sea monsters, Judas seated on a rock, and an awareness of Christian justice, in what is a religious allegorical presentation of the Irish immram or account of heroic voyaging, as seen for example in the eighth-century oceanic voyage of Bran in search of the Otherworld.


Saint Brendan’s Island, which was frequently sighted into the eighteenth century, was marked on many maps and contributed to the idea of an Atlantic with numerous islands, as did Saint Ursula’s Island and Antillia, the Island of Seven Cities. The myths around the islands largely focused on those who had left Europe, often as refugees, but there was also interest in non-European creatures, although largely in the form of sea monsters. Antillia drew on the legend of seven bishops and their flocks having fled the Muslim conquest of Iberia in the 710s CE and settled on an island where seven cities were established.





THE VIKING ODYSSEY



The most dramatic aspect of the Atlantic ‘Dark Ages’ was the Viking odyssey into the North Atlantic, an achievement that drew on a Northern European engagement with the Atlantic over a number of centuries. In European waters, Viking longboats, with their sails, stepped masts, true keels and steering rudders, were shallow, open and therefore exposed to the elements. Nevertheless, the longboats were capable, thanks to their shallow draught, of being rowed in coastal waters and up rivers, even if there was only 1 metre (3 feet) of water. The latter capability provided more opportunities in terms of the targets available and was more profitable, as it was easier thereby to benefit from the accumulation made by others. However, knarrs, larger vessels, were used by the Vikings both for trade and for sailing the North Atlantic.





Knarrs



The Viking ships used for raiding in Western Europe were slender, long, and sat low in the water. These were not the ships that sailed the North Atlantic. Those, the knarrs, were broader and deeper, with high gunwales, able to carry a larger cargo, and therefore supplies, and thus suited for longer voyages. The knarrs were also more seaworthy in terms of surviving storms. The ships were lapstrake clinker-built, with overlapping oak planks from a central keel. Rowing oars and a sail were supported by a steering oar. Navigation was made harder by cloud and white nights, both of which made it more difficult to see the stars.





The Viking diaspora was also looking for land for settlement, and North Atlantic islands provided that. The process was a gradual one, and understandably so given both alternative opportunities in Europe and the difficulties of the waters. The Danes found much better opportunities in Britain, and the Norwegians could look to the lands round the Irish Sea, but for the Norwegians there were also opportunities in the North Atlantic. However, the seas between the Faroes and Iceland were particularly stormy, while the journey was about 1,600 kilometres (1,000 miles). Although their effectiveness is controversial, the Vikings may have used crystal sunstones to navigate their ships through foggy and cloudy conditions. These sunstones, gemstones found in Norway, establish the sun’s position as they enable the detection of polarisation, the properties displayed by rays of light depending on their direction, which is not visible to the human eye.





The Atlantic in the Icelandic Sagas



The Icelandic sagas are old tales, from 850 CE onwards, that were memorised and retold across the centuries, and were committed to writing in the forms now preserved from the twelfth century. The sagas record the life and strife of Iceland, as well as the Norse Atlantic explorers. Written in the vernacular, they focus often on feuds and honour. The Greenland and Erik the Red sagas were probably not written down until about 1300, and were therefore probably embellished. The sagas differ in their accounts of which explorers came first. The Saga of Erik the Red includes a tale of westward journeys in response to problems, Erik being outlawed from Iceland as a result of killings. Magic vies with Christianity. In the Greenland Saga, a series of voyages reflects the difficulties of mastering the Atlantic, with Erik losing ships between Iceland and Greenland, and Bjarni Herjólfsson lost due to fog and storms.





According to the traditional account, approximately 825 CE saw both the first settlement of the Faroe Islands by Vikings and the first discovery of Iceland by Irish monks. In this account, in about 860, the Viking Garðar Svavarsson made the first circumnavigation of Iceland, while, in the late 860s, the brothers Ingólfr and Hjörleifr reconnoitred the East Fjords. In about 870, Naddod was blown off course and landed on the east coast, but, finding no human settlement, soon left. In 873, Ingólfr, sailing from Norway, made the first permanent settlement. Separately, encouraged by Naddod’s earlier sighting, Floki landed in the far north-east. The sea ice obliged him to winter there and he named the island Iceland.


In contrast, more recently, excavations at Stod in eastern Iceland have uncovered the richest longhouse yet found in the country. It dates from about 874 and the dig yielded 148 glass beads and 31 silver objects including coins from the Middle East. Within the walls are the remains of an earlier longhouse that have been carbon-dated to about 800. It is possible therefore that Viking hunters spent summers there over many decades, and, in turn, over time, some overwintered in addition, as a prologue to the main settlement traditionally dated to 873. This became the developing practice for Europeans in Greenland. DNA studies reveal Irish as well as Norse roots for the Icelandic population, the Irish probably coming in as enslaved people as the Irish ports were under Norse control and thus part of the North Atlantic world.




The Norse View of the World


Not affected, at least strongly, until late by Christian and Greek ideas of the world, and notably their focus on the Mediterranean, the medieval Norse also had an idea of the world as in four quarters. In this the Norse world was the northern and the Atlantic the western quarters.





Soon after the settlement of Iceland, there was the first sighting of Greenland by Viking sailors who had sailed across the Denmark Strait. Reducing any dependence on Norway, Iceland was to be an important basis for exploration there. Erik the Red began the colonisation of Greenland in about 986, when the settlements Godthåb and Julianehåb were founded in a climate mild enough for stock rearing. From there, Viking Greenlanders sailed north along the long coasts of Greenland in a quest for polar-bear skins, walrus ivory and other goods that could be used and traded. Meanwhile, across the Davis Strait, Bjarni Herjólfsson had spotted land west and south of Greenland in 985–6.


He was followed by voyages from Greenland, notably Leif Eriksson in 1003 and Thorvold Eriksson from 1005. North America was visited, a small settlement was established in L’Anse aux Meadows in northern Newfoundland, and the Norsemen sailed south to what they called Vinland as a result of the vines growing there. There were later to be claims of voyages further south, including to Newport, Rhode Island, but, although entrenched in local lore, they are implausible. So even more are suggestions of Viking voyages to South America and Yucatán, with the latter allegedly leading to contact with Mayas.


Although reliant on island stepping stones, and helped by the shorter distances to cover in higher latitudes due to the curvature of the Earth, the voyages across the North Atlantic were an impressive feat of seamanship and endurance. Moreover, the settlements established represented the furthest reaches of European power until the fifteenth century.


However, the lasting impact of these voyages and settlements was limited. Beyond Iceland, Viking expansion was very small-scale. Furthermore, affected by disease, the hostility of the local Inuit population, difficulties and deterioration in an already harsh climate, remoteness, and an inability to sustain them, the settlements in North America and Greenland were abandoned. The first went after the early eleventh century.


The commitment to Greenland was greater, but it ended in around 1500. Details are scanty. The failure to seek cooperation with the Inuit may have been a major flaw, but there is also a theory that the Norse eventually intermarried and were subsumed by the Inuit. The greater cold of the ‘Little Ice Age’ may have been a factor both in cultivation on land and in navigation at sea; and also the persistent stagnation in the European population following the mid-fourteenth-century Black Death.





The Kingdom of the Isles



A major part of the Viking diaspora became the basis of the Kingdom of the Isles, which includes the Isle of Man and the Hebrides. There were variable links with Norway, Ireland, England, Scotland and the Orkneys. Following Scottish victory at Largs in 1263, the Treaty of Perth of 1266 saw Alexander III of Scotland prevail over Norway, although he accepted that the Orkneys and Shetlands were Norwegian.





Within the ambit of European expansion, the Viking world dwindled to a sideshow. There were still distant fishing and whaling voyages, for example to Spitsbergen, but the basis for sustained long-range trade and territorial expansion was lacking. There were too few people, the climate and sailing conditions were hostile in the high latitudes, and the Danish state (which ruled Norway and dominated Iceland) lacked both the resources and the will to pursue options. Instead, there were much more promising opportunities for Denmark in Scandinavia, the Baltic and Germany; and this became more the case in the sixteenth century as the Reformation threw open the lands of the Crusading orders in the eastern Baltic for conquest.




The Vinland Map


Purchased in Switzerland in 1957 and subsequently deposited in Yale University, the map, allegedly dating from the mid-fifteenth century, was supposed to demonstrate eleventh-century Norse contact with North America, and thus compensate for the fact that the Norse of that period did not make maps. Chemical analysis and historical consideration have led most scholars to decide that the map is a fake produced after 1920.






THE EUROPEAN ATLANTIC



Meanwhile, the impact on Europe and, indeed, on the Atlantic of Norse expansion was limited. Knowledge of the fisheries there helped attract boats across to Icelandic waters in the late Middle Ages. Nevertheless, to sail west from the British Isles was to be exposed to prevailing westerlies and the Gulf Stream in those latitudes, whereas, further south, the Iberians (Portuguese and Spaniards) benefited greatly from supporting winds and the east to west North Equatorial current when they sailed to the Caribbean via the waters off North-west Africa and the supportive Canary Current.


As a result, the peoples of the British Isles had only limited experience of oceanic navigation. In addition, they lacked the stepping stones into the Atlantic offered the Vikings by the Faroes, Iceland and Greenland, and the Portuguese and Spaniards by the Canaries, Madeira and the Azores. There was also nothing comparable to the tradition of expansion at the expense of the heathen that the Portuguese and Spaniards had acquired from their long wars against the Muslims.


For all European peoples, however, there was the tradition of fishing. Inshore maritime experience was far more readily translated to deep-sea activities than is the case today; and by the late fifteenth century, over a hundred English boats per year were leaving the northern Atlantic, and staging round trips lasting six months, to sail to Iceland in order to fish or to buy cod. These voyages encouraged developments in shipbuilding and also led to greater knowledge of currents and winds in the North Atlantic, in particular of the brief season of easterlies from March to May, which permitted ships to sail to Iceland. As was typical of much European Atlantic activity, violence – not only the killing of fish but also armed struggles both with Hanseatic competition and with the Danish overlords of Iceland – played a key role.


In the last quarter of the fifteenth century, there were increasing signs of English participation in long-range naval activity. Edward IV (r. 1461–83) was interested in trade and shipping, encouraged the development of both, and responded to merchant requests by unsuccessfully pressing Pope Sixtus IV in 1481 to reject the Portuguese claim of a monopoly over the trade to West Africa. Thomas Croft of Bristol and others who Edward licensed as traders in 1480 sent an expedition in 1481 to find Atlantic lands and it may have discovered Newfoundland, but the evidence is slim. The expedition took with it a lot of salt, which suggests that fishing was the prime purpose. John Jay of Bristol was reported to have sought the ‘island of Brasylle’ only to be driven back to Ireland by storms after nine weeks. Even if this or other expeditions from Bristol may have reached Newfoundland’s offshore Grand Banks, if not North America, in the 1480s and 1490s, they proved no more than an adjunct to the quest for fish.




A Venetian Explorer?


In 1588, Nicolò Zen published a work Dello Scoprimento (On the Discovery) that suggested that his Venetian ancestor Antonio (died c. 1403) had reached the New World, finding gold, idol worship, cannibalism, nudity and Latin literature, although in part that account reflected a use of existing conventions on travel writings.





Rumoured voyages into the Atlantic from European coasts, not least from Ireland, are of interest, but it is the expansion of Portugal and Spain into the eastern Atlantic that was of key consequence. This expansion drew heavily on initiatives taken from Italians, who had the necessary maritime expertise, shipping, mercantile links and capital from investment. The most famous are Columbus and Cabot, but the first were Vandino and Ugolino Vivaldi who commanded two galleys that left Genoa in 1291 intending to travel to India ‘by the Ocean Sea’ in order to spread Christianity but also to trade. They probably reached Cape Chaunar in southern Morocco, but thereafter speculation is to the fore. They may have gone to the Canaries, but there were later suggestions that they reached sub-Saharan West Africa, possibly Senegal. Reports of them circumnavigating Africa and reaching the Horn of Africa (Somalia) are implausible.
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