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NOTE TO READER



SIR WALTER RALEGH spelled his name many ways, and it has become usual now to spell it as he did in his later years.


I have retained the original spelling in quotations except for employing modern usage by reversing the j and i, and the u and v, when necessary, though not when any of this occurred in the title of books.


In the old English calendar, the first date of the New Year was March 25, though most of Europe already had adjusted to the New Style calendar, beginning the year on January 1. For the period of January 1 to March 25, I have listed the year in both the Old Style and New Style, such as February 23, 1583/84, which now we would describe as 1584. There also were eleven additional dates in September in the Old Style calendar, but I have kept the date used in the document and not attempted modernization.


In the endnotes, in referring to English government records, APC signifies Acts of the Privy Council, and CSP signifies Calendar of State Papers.
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1. William Segar portrait of Ralegh, 1598


















The Inventory



On his third imprisonment in the Tower of London, an inventory was taken of “such things as were found on the body of Sir Walter Rawleigh, Knycht, the 15 day of August 1618.”1


Ralegh might have been wearing a coat tailored of the New Draperies, the stylish, soft worsted wool used in expensive English coats, a wool suitable for a summer day in London. The coat would have had huge pockets to accommodate the myriad items recorded in the inventory.


Ralegh no longer introduced to the court new fashions as he had done thirty years earlier, but he still knew how to dress the part of England’s most famous knight. In the words of one scholar, Ralegh epitomized Renaissance “self-fashioning”2—he created images of himself to present to the world. If anything, this understates how much Ralegh truly imagined about his world. Imagination was a powerful, creative force in his life. He used poetry, prose, music, conversation, and storytelling to create—or re-create—peoples and places, imaginary, legendary, and mythical, that were as real to him as the peoples and places he knew firsthand. He imagined himself a great colonizer of overseas lands who would earn fame on a par with Columbus and Cortés.


His pockets full of personal treasures and mementos, Ralegh also carried ores into prison, where he would assess whether they contained silver or gold in the laboratory he had built during his second imprisonment. In this laboratory, he also produced cordials to heal the sick: he carried an ounce of ambergris, the gray, waxy substance secreted by the sperm whale, highly valued for treating an array of ailments. And he wrote his wife to bring him additional ingredients. Ralegh also carried in his pocket a spleen stone obtained in Guiana more than twenty years earlier and likely used to create a curative tea. The king’s officials confiscated most everything he brought except for the ambergris and spleen stone.


Ralegh spent much of his life studying, planning, preparing, and then producing. As he sailed the ocean blue, he reputedly brought with him a parcel of books. In prison, he amassed over five hundred volumes in multiple languages, including Latin, Greek, French, and Spanish. His interests ranged from geopolitics to alchemy. In the British Library can be found his handwritten recipe for barreling beef. He wrote about royal marriages, warrior women, and numerous other subjects. And he often worked under difficult circumstances. During his second imprisonment in the Tower of London, he gained international fame for the cordials he produced in the laboratory, and he penned the most renowned history written by an Englishman in the seventeenth century.


Ralegh not only became expert in myriad fields but also lived a physically active life of public service. He frequently recruited men to serve on sea and land, built and inspected fortifications, captained ships, and led men into battle. He was an adventurer—in the original meaning of the term, he “ventured” his life and his capital on numerous enterprises in the Atlantic World. Famously, he searched for El Dorado, the legendary city of gold, hoping to add the Empire of Guiana and Peru to Queen Elizabeth I’s empire. As her favorite, he became one of the most despised men in England, and also one of its greatest heroes. The painting on page xiv shows Ralegh in one of his typical outfits that could carry all the many items in the inventory, and in the top left it depicts the city of Cádiz. Ralegh was the hero of the Battle of Cádiz in 1596, the cane in his right hand a reminder of the grave leg wound he received there.


In 1618, when Ralegh entered the Tower of London as prisoner of King James I of England, he was much admired as the last of Queen Elizabeth’s famous knights. Today he is remembered for the apocryphal story of how he laid his cloak over the mud so Elizabeth should not dirty her shoes—the courtier par excellence. Dashing, witty, and handsome, he earned the queen’s love and respect. She permitted him monopoly rights to found England’s first colony in America, which he named Virginia in her honor.


Ralegh’s pockets were filled with items reflective of his life as the foremost English colonizer of the sixteenth century. He had not only held sole patent from Elizabeth to colonize in America but also received from her the largest chunk of land in the Munster Plantation, the most significant sixteenth-century English colonization project in Ireland. And he had pursued a thirty-year effort to colonize in South America. He stood at the center of all the major colonization projects of Elizabeth’s reign, yet historians ignore their overlap and instead focus on his North American endeavors, giving scant attention to Ireland and South America. At exactly the same time Ralegh directed English colonization of North America, he undertook colonization of Ireland and sent people to South America to prepare for English colonization there. And his interests overseas were not confined to colonization. Ralegh organized and participated in naval and pirating expeditions, helped open new Atlantic trade routes, and played a significant role in England’s rise as a maritime power.


Ralegh carried into prison many items related to the sea, including “a loadstone in a scarlet purse.” This magnet was employed as a compass—the most appropriate tool for the “Shepherd of the Ocean,” a moniker given Ralegh by Edmund Spenser, England’s first national poet. Ralegh promoted the arts of navigation in England, oversaw the building of England’s most advanced ship, and became the most important English naval theorist of his time. He did not need a compass in prison, but the fact that he carried one shows how important the sea was in his life.


Many of the personal items in Ralegh’s pockets were set in gold and studded with diamonds. He carried a jacinth seal, likely a sapphire “with a Neptune cut in it” set in gold. Because he had another seal for official business, he most likely used the Neptune for sending letters between ships in his fleet. He also held “one gold whistle set with small diamonds,” almost certainly a bosun’s whistle, which had only become common in England a decade earlier. When he was much younger, he wore diamonds on his shoes and lace ruffs around his neck to make an impression. But none of these ostentations were mindless. When Ralegh pulled these useful items from his pocket, their beauty was a marker to him of their essential value. Like other “natural philosophers,” Ralegh was intensely curious about the nature of material things, their character and purpose. He believed that scientific study of nature—God’s Creation—increased piety. As an alchemist, he attempted to transform one thing into another; humans could improve life by altering substances. Overseas, he collected crystals, ores, and plants, and then conducted experiments on these items. Ralegh’s overseas activities thus fulfilled service to the monarch and promoted his material interests while they fed his curiosity about the nature of the universe.


Ralegh carried with him into prison numerous other mementos of colonization and empire. He bore on his person many maps of the Empire of Guiana, which included the alleged route to El Dorado, plus documents about a “silver myne” in Guiana, and a “Guiana idoll of gold and copper.” The king confiscated all these things, just in case Ralegh really did know where the world’s richest mines were located. Though Ralegh might have carried the idol to prove the provenance of its gold, it likely also held personal meaning. Fascinated with the cultures of America, Ralegh wrote about America’s Native peoples, promoted publication of others’ studies, and frequently had American Indians brought to him in England (with their permission) and then returned them to their homes. In his second imprisonment in the Tower of London, he had as constant companions two Americans. They lived near the Tower and visited him daily. He subsequently visited one of them in South America.


Ralegh also wore into the Tower a diamond ring given to him by Queen Elizabeth. His life and fortune, in many ways, depended on his monarch, first Elizabeth and then James. She bestowed upon him all kinds of gifts and favors: estates, monopolies, and lands to colonize. Though much of what she gave him was confiscated by her successor, the ring remained. Ralegh, who wrote much poetry, composed an epic poem for Elizabeth during his first imprisonment in the Tower, to remind her that he had sailed the seas



To seeke new worlds, for golde, for prayse, for glory,


to try desire, to try love severed farr


when I was gonn shee sent her memory


more stronge then weare tenthowsand shipps of war3





Elizabeth had been dead fifteen years when Ralegh entered the Tower for his third imprisonment, but his identity remained entwined with hers, as it does to the present day. She was his queen—a goddess, actually multiple goddesses, according to his poetry. He served her in so many ways, as companion and entertainer, but also in Parliament, Ireland, Spain, France, the Low Countries, the Azores, as Governor of Jersey, and as Lord Lieutenant of Cornwall. He serenaded her on the lute, advised her, did her bidding, and bore responsibility for her protection as Captain of the Guard.


Ralegh played a key role in perpetuating the “Cult of Elizabeth,” which sat at the foundation of the English Empire and turned the colonization of America into a divinely inspired national cause. Yet Ralegh’s role as an architect of the English Empire has barely been recognized owing to the perception of him as a failed colonizer by subsequent generations, which have difficulty understanding how his activities and ideas paved the way forward. One problem is teleology—reading history backward from what occurred at its end and ignoring first causes. We have an idea of where colonialism and empire wound up, so we think we know how it must have begun. Instead, presented here is an origin story of empire far different from what we have imagined. It provides new context for understanding its legacies, especially in the United States and Ireland.


Even before England colonized in America, the first published proposal on what to do with the Native people provided an array of possible answers that included genocide, enslavement, and removal. Ralegh worked to prevent this form of imperialism. Though the documents showing Ralegh’s opposition to abuse of Native peoples have been long available, they remain ignored. Most likely, they make no sense to later generations, which have assumed that any document generated by colonizers must be grounded in the idea of subduing the colonized. Historians and biographers consistently have failed to come to terms with a great many incongruities in Ralegh’s activities and his concepts of empire because they fail to see the Tudor context in which he lived and in which the empire unfolded.


Ralegh has been the subject of many biographies. Most misconstrue the essence of the man because they do not see how various aspects of his life connected. Ralegh had so many interests—and the first stages of the English Empire were so multifaceted—that it is difficult to portray him and his colonial endeavors holistically. To assess him, too many biographers have grasped measuring sticks made of sand, so imprisoned by their own cultural concerns as to be unable to determine whether he was a hero or a Devil’s minion. In trying to determine whether Ralegh worked for good or bad, evidence must not be ignored solely because it does not fit with preconceptions. To gain a clear view of the man, we must enter the Tudor world to see how their thinking conditioned their activities when they ventured overseas and how they adjusted their plans and behavior during the seminal years of empire building. I take quite seriously Ralegh’s words—and others’ words—not by ignoring euphemism and intent to mislead but by respecting intention and cultural meaning.


Ralegh excelled as a wordsmith. Language played a significant role in his rise in the estimation of Elizabeth and her court. Some contemporaries viewed his use of words as “art” in a negative sense, as manipulation to selfish ends. Ralegh certainly used his wit to gain advantage over others. But his mind engaged in deep contemplation of the mysteries of the universe, a task many of his peers also appreciated and engaged in. Subsequent generations have had difficulty making sense of his character, thought, and accomplishments. In the eighteenth century, Edward Gibbon, when he decided to become a historian, determined to begin by writing a biography of Ralegh. After conducting research, he gave up the task, finding “the events of his life are interesting; but his character is ambiguous.” Gibbon desired “a safer and more extensive theme” and ultimately opted to write his multivolume masterpiece, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1789), leaving behind the man who deigned to write a History of the World.4


Readers desire their heroes’ virtues and errors to be readily identifiable. As a courtier engaged in politics, Ralegh seemed governed by self-interest. Colonizing itself can be viewed as a selfish enterprise, and empire can be seen as one of the largest roots of evil in the early modern world. But the origin story of empire is not entirely a story of self-interest. It is true that overseas expansion was driven by material desires. Many English believed colonization was the only way to secure the nation’s future. Ralegh and his peers envisioned colonization bringing them and their mother country abundance, but they also perceived overseas expansion in utopian terms: they would not abuse, enslave, and kill American Indians as the Spanish had done. They foresaw empire as creating a better world for both the colonizer and the colonized. Ralegh was dismayed to learn that his countrymen just as easily as the Spanish employed violence against America’s Native peoples, but he took steps, and offered radical plans, to shape an empire where all worked together for mutual benefit. Ralegh ultimately failed in this task, but his thinking infused utopian notions into future colonial enterprises.


Ralegh’s vision was inspired by the Christian philosophy of Hermeticism, an interest he shared with much of the intelligentsia of Europe. Many Hermeticists looked to end sectarian differences among Christians and between Christians and non-Christians. They steered toward a universalism that avowed religious tolerance and cultural diversity. (Ralegh even provided a theological explanation for the diversity of the universe to buttress his arguments for religious tolerance.) Hermeticism and colonialism converged in Ralegh’s mind. Hermeticists believed that in America they had the opportunity to discover secrets of the universe—of God’s Creation—that could lead humanity to greater physical and spiritual well-being.


This was not a colonialism of the “White Man’s Burden,” whereby Europeans asserted a patriarchal obligation to bring Christianity to inferior peoples. Ralegh denied that the English were God’s “chosen people,” and he ultimately questioned the idea of sending missionaries to convert America’s Indians. He believed there was much to be learned from the Natives. He argued that non-Christians’ piety often surpassed that of Christians. These beliefs of his have confused historians, who have no notion of how Ralegh’s views of colonialism and America converged with his understanding of God, history, and the nature of the material and spiritual worlds. Yet when we reconstruct Ralegh’s life as a colonizer by connecting his various activities and ideas to their Tudor-Stuart context, we gain a far different picture of Ralegh and the origins of the English Empire.
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WHO WAS THIS MAN that played such a substantial role in shaping the English Empire at its founding? We know little about Ralegh’s own foundation, his early life; we are not even sure when he was born, though it is thought to have been between 1552 and 1554. We know that he had deep roots in South West England, where his family were gentry—untitled folk, but considered above most of the common people. Ralegh’s great aunt was governess to the future Queen Elizabeth and continued to serve the queen during the early years of her monarchy, meaning Ralegh’s family was of substance, for Princess Elizabeth could not have just anyone looking after her. Blood mattered. Later as queen, Elizabeth allowed some of the aunt’s kin at court, where it was up to them to make a good impression.


One who made a great impression was Ralegh’s much older half brother Humphrey Gilbert, who gained notoriety in service to the queen and who took Ralegh under his wing. Once Ralegh had the queen’s attention, connections to others, notably to his vast male cousinry in South West England, continued to play a central role in his life. These men supported one another, particularly in maritime, political, and colonial activities. Ralegh relied on his countrymen—his cousins—in his many colonial enterprises, and he gave to them and to the southwest counties his leadership and patronage, providing them opportunities to serve the queen. Though the southwestern men had limited power on the Privy Council that advised Elizabeth, Ralegh, his kin, and neighbors played an inordinately large role in steering a new course for England in the world. They provided their expertise at sea by undertaking exploration, piracy, trade, warfare, and colonization to build an empire for their queen. They set a course for England to become a world power.


Though Ralegh’s rise to prominence depended on his connections, especially to the monarch, that is not to diminish the importance of his personal attributes to his attainment of wealth and power. Ralegh possessed extraordinary talents. He had a keen ability to both lead and advise, earning respect from those he commanded and from those to whom he answered. He epitomized the Renaissance man of action—a doer and a thinker who lived the examined life while performing physical service for others. As a soldier, explorer, colonizer, politician, and bureaucrat, he displayed the pragmatism necessary to achieve success, the moral compass that directed him to look toward the well-being of others, and the cynicism of a courtier to be suspicious of men’s motives.


He also looked after his own interests. Ralegh skillfully accumulated a vast estate—to be expected from one who stood so close to the monarch and performed for her so many services. By no means did he live a Spartan existence. As a courtier, he spent lavishly, reflecting his and his peers’ love of beautiful things. In a manner typical of the Renaissance intellectual, Ralegh meshed his interests in the physical and spiritual worlds. He ultimately went beyond his peers in harnessing his thoughts on God and the Bible, and their relationship to material objects, colonialism and empire, and kingship. In doing so, he confirmed for many who knew him well, and for many who admitted they had misjudged him, that he possessed a large and deep vision of the history of the world.


Despite his vision, political skills, and his service, Ralegh spent a significant portion of his life in prison (and briefer periods in jail). His monarchs punished him for bad behavior, for perceived challenges to their authority. Ultimately, their treatment of him, and his scathing rebukes of their abuse of power, inspired future revolutionaries in the English Civil War to take the head of their king. Ralegh left us with a host of important legacies.













PART ONE
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“Thei saw the heddes of theyre dedde fathers”


The Foundations of English Colonialism















CHAPTER 1



Toward an Empire


When Walter Ralegh wrote his massive History of the World from prison in the early seventeenth century, he understood world history to be a story of colonialism. God, the author of all history, had “planted” the world with people, first Adam and Eve and then Noah and his children. Ralegh labeled the settlements of the book of Genesis “Plantations,” a term his contemporaries used to denote settlements of their people in new lands. Thus, the English settlement in Munster, Ireland, was termed the Munster Plantation, and the settlement of English at Chesapeake Bay was referred to as the Virginia Plantation.


Plantation was nearly synonymous with colony. Both involved moving groups of people to new lands. But plantation was used by Ralegh and other English to signify settlement of distant lands to which the monarch of England had a secure claim, whereas colonies were established in places where sovereignty had yet to be ensured. Thus, Ralegh’s attempt in the 1580s to establish English in Virginia (today’s Roanoke Island, North Carolina) was a question of colonization, but when John Smith led English to the Chesapeake in 1607, it was a plantation because Ralegh presumably had made good England’s claim by prior settlement in the region. The Pilgrims, too, called their new home in America “Plimouth Plantation.”


For Ralegh and other English, colonization was England’s future. It personified their aspirations in the present and offered a lens through which to view the past. Few public issues—except, perhaps, the Spanish threat and the queen’s succession—so occupied the minds of the English during the last decades of Queen Elizabeth’s reign as overseas expansion. The Tudor government generated more documents about the colonization of Ireland than about any other subject. The largest army amassed in England in this period served in Ireland to secure the Munster Plantation and to end a revolt in northern Ireland, which led to English settlement of the Ulster Plantation. When we apprehend how thoroughly colonization infused Elizabethan thinking, we can see how Ralegh understood the Old Testament and the history of the ancient world as grounded in human migration and settlement.
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TO RALEGH, the world’s ancient peoples moved to new lands either to establish a plantation or to colonize. Three historical overseas projects shaped Ralegh’s and other English people’s worldview: the Norman Conquest of England, the Anglo-Norman Conquest of Ireland, and the building of the Spanish Empire in America.


In 1066, the Normans, descendants of Vikings in Normandy, France, conquered England, then beat back separate Anglo-Saxon and Danish Viking attempts to retake it. In but a few years, the Normans dispossessed England’s landowners of 95 percent of their land, an incredibly swift and thorough conquering and colonizing of England. Centuries later, in the Age of Elizabeth (1558–1603), English elites were quite conscious of their Norman heritage, perceiving the Norman Conquest as an illustration of how the lives of inferior peoples could be improved by conquest and the civilizing influence of outsiders. William Rastell’s reedited and translated edition of his father John’s multivolume Exposition of Certain Difficult and Obscure Words and Terms of the Law (1567) claimed that the descendants of the Normans, “although they were born in England, had yet always minds to be compted [accounted] normans than English.”1 Ralegh’s friend Edmund Spenser, in his View of the State of Ireland (1590s), reminded his English readers that they were not inherently culturally superior to the Irish, for the English had been “civilized” by the Normans during the conquest, a service they now had the opportunity to perform in Ireland.2 Colonization and conquest could thus be defined by the colonizer as a form of benevolence. Ralegh differed because he did not regard colonization’s benevolence as a one-way street. In his career as a colonizer, he would offer an alternative to the Norman Conquest model, wherein empire would be an act of co-creation in which the colonized and the colonizer formed a partnership to mutual benefit.


The second conquest of great importance to England and the life of Ralegh occurred in 1172, a century after the Norman Conquest. In the late 1160s, the Irish king of Leinster, Diarmait Mac Murchada, challenged by numerous rivals and looking for some muscle to tip the balance of power in his favor, courted support from the Norman king of England, Henry II. Henry declined to assist but did not stop his vassal, the Earl of Pembroke, soon to be known as Strongbow, from leading his own army from Wales. Strongbow conducted a successful invasion along Ireland’s east coast. Worried that Strongbow and his followers would set up independent kingdoms, Henry II followed with a huge army in 1171. By 1172, Henry had attained the fealty of not only Strongbow but also most of Ireland’s leaders, Gaelic and Anglo-Norman alike. English monarchs then claimed sovereignty over Ireland, a sovereignty still insecure four hundred years later when the fortunes of Ralegh and his family became intimately tied to Irish history.


Unlike in England, where the Normans extended their control over the entirety of the land, in Ireland they dominated and settled only the east coast, particularly around Dublin, in large portions of the south (Munster province), and in central Ireland. In these places, a few large Anglo-Norman families reigned supreme, controlling governance and the land.


Anglo-Normans who settled in Ireland before the mid-sixteenth century are often referred to as Old English or as Anglo-Irish to distinguish them from those who colonized later under Elizabeth, called the English or the New English. The New English looked down on the assimilated Old English because the latter resisted Tudor attempts to transform Ireland; many became rebels but ultimately lost their lands to the New English. For hundreds of years these families had been the bulwark of the monarch of England’s sovereignty in Ireland, a sovereignty that lay in the queen, because Ireland belonged to Elizabeth, not to England, its Parliament, or its people.


Reality, however, dictated that English monarchs consult the English Parliament for money to administer overseas enterprises—the military and administrative costs of maintaining Ireland extended beyond the capabilities of the monarch. To administer Ireland, English monarchs had appointed a resident lord deputy. Sometimes the lord deputy was sent from England; more often he was selected from among the Anglo-Norman lords, if for no other reason than that these lords possessed the means to raise money in Ireland to support their administration.


In Ireland, local lords jockeyed for power, their domains contracting and expanding, their private armies of kerne (Irish soldiers) and gallowglass (Scots mercenaries) buttressing them against neighbors and sometimes against the English monarch.


Occasionally, the English sent an army across the Irish Sea to secure revenue and fidelity from lords not forthcoming with funds. Sometimes an Irish Parliament (from 1297) met to raise taxes and pass laws that benefited England’s monarch and settlers, though these laws also were enacted to keep English settlers in line. Money was the root of the monarchy’s interest in Ireland, but revenue from the Irish dominions rarely, if ever, reached hoped-for levels. Only when the Tudor monarchs (1485–1603) took power in England was a host of measures enacted to ensure compliance with a centralizing English authority. This is not to say that the English had not tried earlier to transform Ireland. By the close of the thirteenth century, the English had begun to attempt to alter Irish culture, which they viewed as barbaric, and, even more importantly, to prevent the Old English from becoming Irish.


Commonly, Anglo-Irish lords found it politically useful for maintaining the loyalty of their people to become more Irish than the Irish. In England, much hand-wringing followed this alleged degeneration. In 1367, the Irish Parliament, at the behest of Edward III’s son Lionel, enacted the Statutes of Kilkenny to halt assimilation of Irish customs and mores, forbidding English from speaking Gaelic, keeping Irish “entertainers,” wearing Irish clothes, and even riding horses in the Irish manner. Although noncompliance was declared treason, the statutes had no impact. The drive to separate English from Irish led to the construction of the Pale in 1471—a series of dykes and trenches without causeways to cross them—to pen the English in and keep the Irish out (hence the saying referring to those with barbarous customs who live without law to be “beyond the Pale of civilization”).3


Those familiar with English colonial history in America will recognize from the above discussion of Ireland how similar were English motives in America. The English intended to transform the culture of the indigenous peoples and prevent their own colonists from becoming Natives. The English hoped to alter the Native peoples’ conception of property, labor, and social organization. Once it established sufficient power, England also intended to raise revenue from its colonies—or at least to have the colonies pay for their own administration.


The English understood their landholding system as the basis of civil society. Individual rights and the attainment of political privileges were guaranteed through property holding and one’s place in the hierarchy. The English introduced common law in Ireland to alter the ways the Irish owned and inherited land and to allow for easier, systematic collection of rents by the Crown. For generations, the English tried to replace Irish pastoralism with English agrarianism to create an orderly landscape of farmers who fenced their land and adopted English common law. The Tudors also sought to “civilize” the Irish by undermining and eradicating the clan/sept system. (Septs refers to families or groups within clans.) Irish landholding and tenancy derived from clan membership, and clan allegiance interfered with obedience to the English monarch. The English whittled away at the great lords’ power with the intention of converting Ireland into a more English society in which the lesser nobility and other men of substance claimed their landed property in an English manner. The English tried to induce the Irish to change their names, to give up the O’, Mac/Mc, Fitz, and Oge that signaled individuals’ position and membership in a particular clan and thus their claim to land as a member of that clan.4 In exchange, the English government offered to guarantee individuals their land through patents that could be passed on to heirs in the English manner. Many Irish chose this course, and not until the nineteenth century did a movement develop to restore the old-style names.
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2. Albrecht Dürer drawing of kerne and gallowglass








To convince the Irish to accept the common law and English culture, the English sought to provide examples to the premodern Irish of proper living in their own Irish settlements. The most potent symbol of transformation: the fence. The Irish let their livestock roam freely and presumably did little planting of crops (a lie made evident by the great crops the English destroyed during wartime as a means to wrest Irish submission). Fencing, to the English, symbolized sustained labor by cultivators who made the most of their land. Fencing represented self-discipline and the discipline of labor—a master’s ability to make his servants work. Before the Protestant work ethic arrived in England—before Protestantism emerged—many English property owners already subscribed to its basic tenet of the virtue of labor and of disciplining labor to produce for those who possessed capital, that is, the land. When Elizabeth granted lands to Ralegh and others for the Munster Plantation, mechanisms were put in place to nullify grants not actually taken up and “improved” by the grantees. This policy was carried to America. Although fencing was not a prerequisite of proving improvement, fencing and occupation of the land were almost synonymous.


The enclosure movement that began in the Middle Ages was one of the most significant processes remodeling Tudor England and other parts of Europe. Enclosure signified the privatization of common lands that had been used publicly for livestock grazing and hay making, and sometimes to obtain wood. In England, riots and rebellions in the second quarter of the sixteenth century failed to stop the enclosures, and the displaced poor increasingly flocked to urban areas looking for work. But little work was available for the multitudes. Fear of overpopulation swept England. Young, restless, underemployed males made up the bulk of those available for service overseas. Ralegh would draft these men to serve in Ireland, sometimes placing them directly under his leadership, and recruited from their ranks servants and tenants for his colonies, soldiers, laborers, and sailors to crew his ships that explored, pirated, traded, and conveyed people to his colonies. The English elite believed that only overseas activities could ameliorate the grave social problem of the poor masses.


The English eyed Ireland as a potential solution to the overpopulation issue. It offered plenty of fertile land for agriculture, great forests of much-needed wood, and rivers full of fish. Many English, including Ralegh’s elder half brothers, participated in schemes to gain control of Irish lands. This desire for land overlapped with the Tudors’ quest to remake Ireland politically, civilly, legally, and economically. They meant to turn Ireland into another England.


The rationalization of English rule in Ireland—Tudor centralization of English authority in the province of Munster, the southern counties of Ireland—precipitated the First Desmond War in 1569.5 Elizabeth earlier had attempted to wrest military and police authority away from the Anglo-Irish lords, whose substantial private forces limited English influence on Irish society, particularly by eliminating “coign and livery,” a system by which lesser men were required to support the earls’ private armies.6


Lord Deputy of Ireland Sir Henry Sidney intended his reforms to reduce the warfare and to transfer the obedience and allegiance of the people from their lords to the Crown. The people would be relieved of the arbitrary seizure of their goods and forced maintenance of their lord’s soldiers with housing and food and instead would pay set amounts to the English government, which would provide them protection and services. Sidney might have succeeded, but Queen Elizabeth interfered by backing one group of Anglo-Irish (the Ormonds) against another (the Desmonds), precipitating the civil war in southern Ireland. This war set the stage for colonization in the region by the English and brought about the rise to national prominence of several of Walter Ralegh’s kin, most importantly his elder half brother Humphrey Gilbert.


Gilbert, asserting dubious claims based on grants allegedly made four hundred years earlier by the original Anglo-Norman invaders, threatened or confiscated lands in the southwest. The Desmonds gained support from these families in the southwest, whose lands had been taken by the English. These attempted land grabs were English assaults on Anglo-Irish and Irish, but the swelling divide in Munster was more complicated. The Anglo-Norman Ormonds supported the English in order to strengthen themselves against the Anglo-Norman Desmonds, but many of the Desmonds’ Irish and Anglo-Irish vassals and tenants, as well as the townspeople of Cork, Waterford, Youghal, and other southeastern towns, also supported the English reforms. The people of the coastal towns traditionally supported the English because they benefited from trade privileges granted by English monarchs. Vassals of the Desmonds saw the English as a way to escape the Desmond yoke; freeholders and tenants saw a secure future for their property through a more equitable taxation system to replace the onerous coign and livery.7


While James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald, a prominent Desmond, sought military aid from the Spanish, the English petitioned the English Privy Council and Lord Deputy Sidney for grants of land in Munster, guessing that rebellion was on the horizon and the rebels’ land would be fair game.8 The Privy Council interviewed unnamed gentlemen about the proposal and received offers from volunteers to fight in exchange for becoming beneficiaries of grants of land confiscated from those who rebelled—rebels lost their land to the Crown when attainted for treason. Though it might seem odd that English petitioned for attainted estates in the expectation that treason would be committed, the Earl of Desmond, the largest landholding Desmond, in fact, signed over his estates to other family members in case he rebelled. The documents would be produced only if the rebellion failed and his lands were attainted. It was common practice in Ireland to sign over lands to others in case the signee later became a rebel. In the Desmond Wars, many Anglo-Irish were declared rebels multiple times, so it was not so strange for English to volunteer military service in exchange for lands expected to be available from those attainted for treason.


The outbreak of the First Desmond War did not lead to a land rush of English moving to Ireland because the rebels first had to be defeated. To achieve this end, in September 1569, Humphrey Gilbert undertook for Queen Elizabeth a war of unrestrained terror in Munster—for which he was knighted by Lord Deputy Sidney. In little over a month, thirty castles surrendered to Gilbert. Some of these “castles” were stone tower houses that included a protective wall; others were not stone fortifications. The word castle simply designated some kind of fortification. Gilbert’s method was to demand the surrender of a castle and, if refused, the defenders were hung, drawn, and quartered. According to Thomas Churchyard, a man of great military experience in Ireland who published A Generall Rehearsall of Warres (1579), heads were displayed at Gilbert’s camp each night “so that none could come into his Tente for any cause, but commonly he muste passé through a lane of heddes, which he used ad terroram”—to terrorize. This brought “greate terror to the people, when thei saw the heddes of theyre dedde fathers, brothers, children, kinsfolke and freends, lye on the grounde before their faces.”9 Most of the rebel leaders submitted soon afterward, but James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald refused, and the conflict dragged into 1573, when Fitzmaurice received a pardon.


Though Humphrey Gilbert and his friends received no lands to settle in Ireland, his spectacular efficiency impressed Queen Elizabeth and paved the way for him, and then his younger brother Walter Ralegh, to play the lead role in English overseas expansion.


Still a third overseas project shaped Ralegh’s and England’s view of overseas activities: Spain’s successful empire in America. Spanish conquests had gained the Spaniards access to America’s riches, notably gold and silver. The English hoped to share in the bounty. Only five years after Christopher Columbus first sailed to America, John Cabot, a Venetian sailor in the employ of Henry VII, sailed out of Bristol, England, for North America. Cabot’s success locating new lands across the Atlantic ignited English interest in exploring potential routes through or around North America to the Pacific and Asia. Asia possessed wonderful things that Europeans coveted: silk, gemstones, and an array of spices used in medicines, cosmetics, food preparation, painting and dyeing, and as cleansers. If Asia could not thus be reached, then perhaps newly discovered America would contain some or all of these valuable commodities.10 In the coming decades, the English occasionally suggested exploring farther west and north for a passage to Asia, and Henry VIII authorized at least three voyages, including one in 1527 led by John Rut, laden with trade goods for China. Poor success led to decades of relative inactivity, except for the English joining other European fishermen to exploit the Newfoundland fisheries.11 Until the 1550s, the English had a limited presence in the western Atlantic.


In the decade of Ralegh’s birth, the global setting for English overseas colonization was generated by the 1550 collapse of the Antwerp market, particularly as an outlet for English wool and woolens. This spurred the search for new markets overseas. The hope of establishing a trade route to Asia, especially one that went northeast because of England’s need for trees for ships’ masts and for hemp and naval stores, occupied the minds of many. Although they could not reach China by sea by this route—ice blocked the way—they did establish an important trade with Russia.


During the reign of Mary I, an important institution emerged to promote, conduct, and oversee English interests abroad: the joint stock company (the forerunner of the modern corporation). By 1555, a group of English merchants had banded together and received a royal charter as the Muscovy Company. The company enjoyed a monopoly of English trade rights with Russia, over the Northeast Passage from Europe to Asia, and over a prospective Northwest Passage to Asia.12 This joint stock company became the model for future English overseas trading and colonizing ventures. In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, these included the Levant Company (with rights to Turkey and the eastern Mediterranean), the East India Company (India), the London Company (Virginia), and the Massachusetts Bay Company (Massachusetts). The companies competed with court favorites, individuals and groups of individuals who received patents containing rights and privileges abroad. Thus, there were two models in England for overseas expansion: companies and individuals. Humphrey Gilbert and Ralegh would pursue colonization as individuals, with patent rights granted by the queen.


When Ralegh was in his teens, Gilbert and others challenged the Muscovy Company’s rights to the northwest through three major overseas projects that overlapped at the end of the 1570s: to discover a Northwest Passage to Asia through or around America; to challenge Spain in the Americas by pirating treasure at sea and on land, including building bases and settlements in the Caribbean or on the nearby American mainland; and to colonize lands on the northwest Atlantic coast, which seemed the least attractive option.13


Though Gilbert articulated to the queen the desirability of pursuing all three endeavors, hoping she would choose him to lead the English adventurers, she appointed Martin Frobisher and Francis Drake to search for new routes to Asia and attack the Spanish in America, respectively. Both had enormous impact on English overseas expansion in the coming decades. Drake set a course that tempted a generation of Englishmen; plundering the Iberians (Spanish and Portuguese) provided the quickest way to wealth. Frobisher’s expedition taught the English what not to do: although he was supposed to find a passage to Asia, his investors sidetracked him to search for gold, which spiraled into a national embarrassment that lost the investors their money and left the rich hesitant to invest in long-term overseas projects.


Gilbert had wanted to search for the Northwest Passage, but the Muscovy Company denied him the right to sail except as a company employee. When the Muscovy Company later refused Frobisher the right to sail, the queen granted license to Frobisher. By late July 1576, Frobisher had crossed the Atlantic Ocean to Baffin Bay near Greenland, where he and his men discovered a black stone that they stored as a memento of their journey but that ultimately stimulated one of the great fiascos of English overseas expansion.


The expedition unwound. Ice floes blocked the way forward; temperatures dropped though it was the middle of August. Before departing Greenland, the English encountered Inuits. They exchanged presents, and the two parties interacted with amity. But for unknown reasons, local people seized a small boat the English had brought along for exploring shallow waters and captured five Englishmen—never to be seen again by their fellows. With only thirteen men, no boat to go ashore, and a foot of snow on the ship’s deck, Frobisher captured an Inuit and sailed for home.14 In London, his expedition party received a hero’s welcome—they had been thought dead, but they brought back the Inuit, proof that England had crossed the Atlantic and made landfall.


Though the expedition had accomplished virtually nothing, and the ailing Inuit soon died, the black rock Frobisher brought home led to new developments. Despite an array of assayers declaring the rock worthless, a Venetian goldsmith claimed it contained gold.15 The queen and several of her ministers, excited at the prospect of gold, sent another expedition to retrieve more of the valuable ore. Separately, the queen granted the rights to colonize in America to Humphrey Gilbert, thus confining the Frobisher expedition to collecting ore—the queen did not want them to stray from making her money. On the other hand, the grant to Gilbert might not have been considered that important. To most English, the idea of settling land in America paled in comparison to looking for the Northwest Passage or discovering gold and silver.


Frobisher departed in May 1577. As became usual for English overseas fleets, captains impressed criminals for service. Miners and gentlemen composed the rest of the crew of 150 or so who sailed on the Ayde and at least four others of the queen’s ships. Because he was instructed to return with more Inuits, one of Frobisher’s first acts upon landing on Greater Island was to grab two Native men, who wrested free and sank an arrow into his buttocks.16 English reinforcements recaptured one of the men and later subdued additional Inuits.


Despite it being mid-July, ice impeded mobility, though the English collected much black ore. English-Inuit hostilities continued as word spread of the interlopers’ arrival. The painter John White, whom Ralegh later sent to Virginia to record Indian life, painted the skirmish at “Bloody Point,” depicting Inuits on a cliff firing arrows onto an English ship, and the English returning fire with their guns. Typical of White’s paintings, nothing was sensationalized. The battle is not even the dominant motif of the painting, ceding prominence to an Inuit in a kayak that takes up the width of the picture, serenely paddling in the foreground of the battle. The “fact” of the battle was less important than portraying the people in the context of the landscape, a stark, treeless terrain, with ice in the water and Inuits smartly clothed in parkas.


The expedition officially claimed the land for the queen and then sailed home, carrying three captives and a two-hundred-ton pile of ore. The unfortunate Inuits died soon after arrival in England, though not before one of them, Kalicho, demonstrated his kayaking and hunting skills in the River Avon. The Russians, Spanish, and French eyed the activities of the English on Greenland with suspicion. But there was no gold. The queen, her Privy Councilors, and other investors grew frustrated. The queen allowed three competing groups to attempt to extract gold from the black stone, which tripled the Crown’s investment with the cost of constructing a different furnace for each group. Despite these setbacks, a third voyage was made to obtain more rock. But this expedition, too, was a complete bust.


The lesson learned by the queen, her councilors and their wives (many of whom had invested in the enterprise), and others of the propertied classes: be circumspect in investing in English activities across the Atlantic; investing in trade and plundering the Spanish of their New World possessions were much safer bets than finding gold in North America. The English remained interested in discovering a Northwest Passage and in settling the lands in the north but also peculiarly ignorant of how difficult it would be to colonize the cold terrain and sail through a Northwest Passage.


They did look in other directions. Some wished to discover southern routes to Asia. The Devonshire men from South West England, often called the Westcountry men—Drake, Gilbert, Ralegh, and their relations and friends—all looked to follow the Spanish to more temperate climates in the Americas. The Devonshire men sought to increase the English presence in South America, partly to establish a base from which to plunder the Spanish. John Hawkins and William Hawkins sailed frequently to Spanish American ports, and Richard Grenville, Ralegh’s cousin, sailed around the Caribbean and developed interest in colonizing Florida.
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3. Skirmish at Bloody Point

















Drake had as much experience as any Englishman in sailing American waters. He had first sailed to the Americas as a young man in the early 1560s with his elder second cousin John Hawkins; he was included in the 1568 expedition that fought the Spanish at San Juan de Ulúa in Mexico, where the English commander abandoned over a hundred men, who were ultimately punished by the Inquisition. By the early 1570s, Drake had become a practiced raider of ships and towns in Spanish America, well on his way to becoming England’s most famous pirate. On Drake’s early forays, the lack of a safe haven created logistical problems and extended the time and danger of plundering. On one foray in 1573, in the company of French pirates and Cimarrones—African slaves who had run away from the Spanish and whom Drake allied with—Drake captured an immense treasure of gold and silver from a mule train near Nombre de Dios in modern-day Panama.17 He and his men could not remove the stores of riches, so they buried much of it, which a Spanish squadron largely recovered. This experience made it clear that a permanent English presence in the Americas would be most useful for pirating Spanish America.


Grenville led the way in pushing for English exploration around the equator, but the timing was not right in the mid-1570s, when Elizabeth sought to maintain good relations with Spain. She frequently steered new courses with Spain in response to the vicissitudes of foreign policy. In 1577, however, as relations deteriorated Elizabeth was more open to challenging the Spanish, and she approved Drake exploring the Pacific side of the Americas after first sailing through the Straits of Magellan—a Southwest Passage to Asia. The queen licensed Drake to trade in places not controlled by any European prince,18 which allowed her to disavow any untoward activities on his part. He also was supposed to return the way he went.


The 1577 voyage turned out to be Drake’s most famous. With five ships (and several pinnaces carried by the ships), he embarked on a three-year journey (1577–1580). He conducted reconnaissance of the Pacific Coast, plundered Chile and Peru, and reached at least as far north as California. Drake captured Spanish and Portuguese ships, held captives for ransom, then decided against returning through the treacherous Straits of Magellan, and instead sailed west across the Pacific, circumnavigating the globe.19 Having brought with him a quartet of musicians, Drake, who often sang with the band, conducted the first world tour by a musical group. He returned to England a national hero in September 1580, having demonstrated the profitability and utility of combining exploration with trade and piracy. In addition to American booty, he brought home trade goods from Asia. Investors rejoiced at an estimated 4,700 percent return on their investment. While Drake was away, the English had continued to pursue their interests in North America, but his success showed what the English could accomplish overseas, and not just in the Atlantic but around the globe.


Drake’s adventures pointed the way for England to obtain wealth through a combination of plunder, exploration, and trade. Frobisher’s expedition deterred the English from seeking gold through mining. Ralegh’s education in overseas expansion developed not only from the example of Drake, a man he later partnered with in challenging Spain’s New World empire, but also from that of his elder half brother Humphrey Gilbert, who theorized, proposed, and promoted multiple overseas activities and also gave Ralegh a prominent place in his enterprise. To obtain a position of prominence to expand the queen’s interests and domain abroad, Humphrey Gilbert had to prove he was worthy. He would do so by offering the queen a vision of how England could challenge Spain and take its place as a maritime power.















CHAPTER 2



Annoying the King of Spain


Blueprints, Legalities, and Baby Steps


Ralegh likely would not have become a colonizer without his brother Humphrey Gilbert. Gilbert played a huge role in defining for Queen Elizabeth the overseas activities that England should undertake and rationalizing their importance. Gilbert took Ralegh under his wing and educated him for a life of service to the queen, while instilling in him the importance of England becoming a maritime power. More than anyone else, Gilbert also pursued actual English settlement of lands in America. In many ways, Gilbert provided a model for Ralegh as a courtier, imperialist, and servant of the queen.


Gilbert was born in the mid to late 1530s, likely in 1537. His (and Walter’s) mother was niece to Katherine “Kat” Ashley (or Astley), Queen Elizabeth’s much-beloved governess.1 Gilbert attended Eton College before spending some time at Oxford, and his connection with Ashley paved the way for his joining the queen’s household when he was about seventeen years old—about the time Walter was born. Gilbert subsequently could be found at the Middle Temple Court of Law in London, presumably studying law, before he undertook military service in France in aid of French Protestants, receiving a wound during the ill-fated Newhaven (Le Havre) expedition. His commander, the Earl of Warwick, told the queen, “Surely, there is not a vallyanter man that lyveth; and so hath his dedes well shewyd it now at this time.”2 As noted earlier, Gilbert spent time in the Irish service, first under Sidney in Ulster, and then in the First Desmond War, where he displayed brutal efficiency subduing rebels. In Gilbert, we find the combination of elements that Elizabeth and many other elite Elizabethans—women and men—found so attractive. Educated and articulate, he exhibited bravery to the point of recklessness and possessed an inquisitive nature and adept social graces.


Gilbert’s mysticism might also have endeared him to the queen. Elizabeth and her favorite, the Earl of Leicester, both relied heavily on astrology and patronized the services of the famed magus Dr. John Dee. The Gilbert brothers and Ralegh became close associates of Dee, all sharing mystical interest in overseas expansion. They believed that discoveries in America, particularly through the Northwest Passage, could directly lead to the end of the world and the return of Christ. Gilbert recorded his mystical visions in early 1567 and wrote a book of magic about his contacting spirits.3


Both Gilbert and Dee came to be much trusted by the queen. Dee received the task of drawing up the queen’s legal rights to colonize in America. Gilbert won the honor to colonize. Both understood that English expansion to America depended on it being a paying proposition, but their interest and vision continued to be shaped by the spiritual belief that New World discovery would draw Christians closer to God. Ralegh inherited from Gilbert this worldview, which they combined with a Humanist method of rational application to achieve one’s goals. They both thought and planned much about overseas activities, and they deeply respected scientific inquiry, with the belief that science would not only enlarge human understanding of the physical world but also increase spiritual awareness.


Gilbert expressed his intellectual vision for English overseas expansion in 1566 when he wrote for Elizabeth “A discourse of a discoverie for a new passage to Cataia.” This lengthy treatise argued for a Northwest Passage to Asia, which he volunteered to discover for England.4 The tract won the support of the queen’s chief minister, William Cecil, Lord Burghley. In exchange for discovering the passage, Gilbert sought monopoly rights over the trade route for himself and his brothers John and Adrian, but, as noted above, the Muscovy Company possessed the rights and would let Gilbert sail only as a company employee. Gilbert refused. Subsequently, while stationed in Ireland, he concocted schemes to colonize there.


At first Gilbert hoped for land in Ulster for himself and his Devonshire associates. But his attention turned from the north to the south, to Munster province, as a more feasible place for settlement. Offshore fishing provided much of the attraction of southeast Ireland, which Spanish and Basque fishermen exploited. But Gilbert and his Devonshire neighbors also wanted to plant settlers to cultivate the land—in the place of the Irish. By the time the project received approval from the English government, the First Desmond War had broken out and both warfare and Gilbert’s responsibilities as military governor put the plans on hold.5 It would be many years before the queen approved settlement of the Munster Plantation, and it would be Ralegh, not Gilbert, who played the lead role. But Gilbert’s service to the queen and his articulation of the imperatives of colonization paved the way for Ralegh’s rise.


After Sidney knighted him on New Year’s Day 1569/70, Gilbert departed Ireland claiming problems with his eyes. Once his eyes improved, he continued to provide military service to the queen, wherever required—in the Netherlands, France, and Ireland—which kept him in the Crown’s good graces. He also served on many commissions in England in the mid-1570s, accumulated a substantial estate, and found time to design an institution of higher learning—an academy—which he hoped the queen would finance. This academy, Gilbert believed, would promote English knowledge and expertise about the world and dramatically improve the nation’s statecraft.


Gilbert’s inspiration likely came from Portugal’s and Spain’s long experience training their navigators in maritime affairs.6 England’s knowledge of the seas lagged considerably. Crossing the Atlantic posed an array of problems, not the least of which was returning to a place previously reached. Charts and instruments of navigation, as well as mariners skilled in the use of both, were necessary for transoceania enterprise. John Dee helped English explorers by collecting the maps and charts he gathered through his extensive ties with publishers, scientists, and an array of intellectuals throughout Europe. Mariners, including the Gilbert brothers and Ralegh, made good use of Dee’s personal library. Gilbert sought to systematize the collecting and archiving of knowledge, intending to institutionalize the training of men in the arts of navigation. He detailed the need to provide a broad education for a large class of men to assist the queen in ruling an England that would increasingly engage in overseas activities. He foresaw England becoming a global power and recommended the kinds of knowledge and training that bureaucrats would need to administer the nation’s far-flung interests.


Gilbert designed his proposed academy to educate young men in London, especially the “youth of Nobility and Gentlemen” of England. The academy would provide a more practical and well-rounded education than Oxford or Cambridge. Gilbert stressed language instruction—a necessity for greater English interaction in Europe. The classics, Greek, Hebrew, and Latin would still be taught, but modern French, Italian, Spanish, and High Dutch (German) also would be offered. Gilbert also emphasized students strengthening their English language skills, by having an “Orator” to “practize his schollers,” so they would be capable of giving advice to the queen on matters of “war and state.”7


Preparation for public service would include the study of both civil and common law, because students ultimately would become justices of the peace, sheriffs, and attorneys. They also would receive instruction in military affairs. Bridging the civic and military responsibilities, and among the highest paid professors, was the “Reader of Morall Philosophie” (£100 per year), who would teach both civil and martial policies. The former made up a sort of comparative civics. The latter would comparatively analyze English and foreign armed forces, their arming, training, and usage.


A mathematician would prepare students in cosmography and astronomy—the arts necessary for navigation. He would instruct in the use of navigation instruments and, by using ship models, teach the parts of a ship, its rigging, furnishing, and the “perfect arte of a Shipwright.” This instruction would be complemented by a cartographer to teach the drawing of maps and sea charts, the “rules of proportion… perspective,” and measurement.


Gilbert proposed special arrangements be made for the study of the arts of alchemy, representing the latest developments in what today we call chemistry, that is to say, the discovery of the physical properties of matter, in order, through manipulation and combination, to create new substances. Many of England’s leading mathematicians and scientists believed that Oxford and Cambridge had no interest in, and in fact bore hostility toward, fostering new discoveries of the physical world and, in confining themselves to the study of math and science of the ancient world, cocooned themselves in the belief that there was nothing new to learn except for what might irreligiously impose on God’s domain. Gilbert’s academy included the new math and science and called for legal protection of practitioners and collection and promotion of their findings. The academy would employ a Doctor of Physic to teach medicine and surgery, the latter essential since the only other place to learn was “in a Barbers shoppe.” This physician and the natural philosopher would both be exempt from prosecution under the “Statute of the 5th of Henry the 4th, touching multiplicacion.” This law prohibited alchemy that would increase the supply of gold and silver, which could presumably ruin England’s currency. Although it was not repealed until 1689, alchemy seems not to have been punished, with but one prosecution for the crime during the reign of Edward VI, and its practice was authorized by monarchs. Yet Gilbert was certainly aware of the act, calling for suspension of prosecution at the academy so that experiments could be conducted publicly. Gilbert thought it necessary for the physician and natural philosopher, “by the fire and otherwise, to search and try out the secrets of Nature as many waies as they possiblie may.” Free of government opposition, Gilbert expected the physician and the natural philosopher not only to conduct experiments to uncover the secrets of the material world but also to report their findings yearly and then archive their reports for their successors.


Gilbert hoped his academy would instill “glory” in “your majesty [that] shall make your sellfe second to no Prince living.” Her praises would be sung in other lands. When her people went abroad, the “English gentleman” would be celebrated as “eyther a Souldiour, a Philosophor, or a gallant Cowrtier.” But why did the queen need to extend her domain outside of England? Glbert addressed this central issue only in passing. Almost as a throwaway, and unelaborated upon, Gilbert provided two words to explain the imperative of Englishmen going abroad: the English inhabited a “frozen island.” This phrase almost appears comical, but English who promoted overseas expansion typically emphasized England’s barren environment. Anyone at Elizabeth’s court who read Gilbert’s proposal for the academy understood that England was a “frozen island.” The English believed their homeland lacking in the natural resources available in warmer climes. Increasingly shut out of European markets, and barred by the Spanish from trading with Spain’s American colonies, frustrated English perceived the nation’s future lay overseas, where they would find the resources necessary to survive and prosper in a Europe increasingly dominated by Spain.


Elizabeth did not build the academy.8 But Gilbert’s dream articulated a vision of England on the precipice of overseas expansion and growing involvement in Europe. His plan reflected the Renaissance ideal of the scholarly man of action whose physical prowess was an extension of civic virtue and learning. The ideal gentlemen could be relied upon by his monarch to administer and adjudicate the law in the counties, lead men into battle, cut a polite figure at court, conduct errands abroad, advise his social betters, including the queen, and perhaps undertake or lead maritime enterprise. Gilbert’s younger half brother Walter Ralegh epitomized this ideal.


Ralegh followed in Gilbert’s footsteps and then walked far beyond them. Both matriculated briefly at Oxford, attained martial skills as young men in France, and promoted study of the practical arts in London. They both cultivated the character of the soldier/scholar/civic leader who devoted his career to service for the monarch (while lining his pockets with rewards). They both appreciated, more than most, the growing importance of England asserting itself overseas for economic and strategic purposes, and that the English had to sharpen their skills in foreign languages and navigation, and in their ability to explore the seas, open new markets, and find new places to “plant” people outside of this “frozen island.” Ralegh excelled at the arts Gilbert prescribed for the queen’s courtiers. He mastered oratory and the language arts. He compiled his own great library and became expert in civic policy and military strategy. Ralegh promoted English interests at home and abroad, advised the queen and her ministers, and did their bidding in a variety of ways and through numerous appointments. Like his elder brothers, Ralegh studied alchemy and became expert in the laboratory, analyzing the properties of physical substances and creating new substances, such as medicines. Ralegh came to epitomize the Renaissance man of late Tudor England. While Ralegh pursued his education through deep study and on the battlefields in France, his elder half brother Humphrey Gilbert continued to serve the queen while trying to convince her to allow him to pursue his and her interests overseas.
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GILBERT CONSTRUCTED the earliest and most overt, if not the most extravagant, statement of Elizabethan militancy against Spain in overseas expansion. In 1577, while Frobisher sought the Northwest Passage to Asia, and Drake sailed to the Pacific, Gilbert proposed taking English overseas activities to a new level by colonizing lands outside of Europe. Gilbert not only helped define methods and goals overseas, but he served as a model for Ralegh. Gilbert’s interest lay in establishing new colonies but also in replacing the Spanish in their American domain. He submitted a paper to the queen, “A Discourse on how hir Majestie may annoy the K: of Spayne,” which proposed numerous ways to reduce the power of King Philip II (and other Europeans).


Gilbert volunteered to go to Newfoundland to seize the fisheries and burn or confiscate the ships there belonging to Spain, France, and Portugal. He naively blustered that “their shipping being once spoyled, it is likely that they will never be recovered to the like number and strength.”9 (Ralegh did not inherit this bluster.) Gilbert predicted disastrous results for England’s competitors: foreign princes will lose “great revenues” by their exclusion from the fisheries, and their people must “endure great famine.”10 Here we see a military policy soon implemented in Ireland: creating famine to defeat one’s enemies. Gilbert might not have been the first to recommend this policy to the queen, but many of his proposals were adopted in the coming decade: creating famine was used by the English in the Second Desmond War soon after Gilbert’s recommendation to employ the tactic against Spain. Gilbert justified the policy against Spain, even though the two countries were not at war, “as [it is] lawfull in christen pollicie, to prevent a mischief” beforehand, instead of waiting to seek revenge after the mischief is done, “especiallie seing that god him selfe is a party in the common quarrelles now a foote.”11


The conquest of Newfoundland should be followed by an assault “to disposses” Philip II of the West Indies—not just to remove the Spanish “but also to possesse for ever” the spoils of gold and silver mines, the rich soils, and all the trade. This would “bringeth a most happy conclusion” by making the queen’s enemies poor and herself rich. England must go on the offensive to defend Elizabeth’s realm. They must destroy enemy shipping to protect England “from all forraine perills.”12 This simple, brash policy became central to England in the coming decades, especially promoted by both the queen and Ralegh. The destruction of enemy shipping was viewed as the best method to protect the realm. Ralegh would deem this superior to building fortifications. He would also devote much of his career to dispossessing Spain of the West Indies, pursuing gold and silver, and seeking out the rich soils and trade of America that Humphrey said England should pursue.


The same day that Gilbert delivered this tract he submitted another with more detail on the strategy to be followed against Spain.13 After describing Spanish treatment of the English as no better than “a Turke or Sarasen,” Gilbert recommended wielding force against the King of Spain so he “knowe[s] that any kinde of peace shalbe better for him then warres with England.” Gilbert proposed an attack on the Spanish treasure fleet and the ships of Spanish subjects,14 followed by the conquest of Hispaniola and Cuba to obtain gold and sugar. He also recommended a strategy that Drake used in Central America—alliance with the slaves and ex-slaves of the Spanish. Gilbert noted that on Hispaniola there lived “a great number of Negros… that some tyme were slaves and have ronn away from theire Masters, and do dwell in many places of the Iland and have wives and children and be valiaunt men and theise will gladly receave ayde and libertie, and so they may be brought to do great service.” What better allies than those liberated from oppression?


Gilbert’s and Drake’s willingness to countenance alliance with ex-slaves of the Spanish shows how the English viewed Africans at the time. Africans could be slaves, yet the English did not consider that all Africans should be slaves, nor that only Africans should be slaves. In the sixteenth century, slavery was yet to be confined to particular groups in the Western world, as there were tens of thousands of Europeans enslaved in North Africa and in Ottoman Asia, Turks enslaved by Europeans, and so on. Gilbert and Drake had no need to justify alliance with Africans, because skin color was not considered by the English as a badge of status. Skin color and perceived cultural differences could be sources of prejudice—Queen Elizabeth tried to bar Africans from England in the 1590s—but racist ideologies that designated whole people to one or another legal status, as free or unfree, had yet to form. Class, according to blood, remained the most significant divisor in Europe. As far as entire groups of people were concerned, in 1570s England, what mattered was that the enemy of my enemy is my friend, especially if they were, in Gilbert’s words, “valiaunt men.”15


In 1577, Elizabeth was not ready for war with Spain, but she was intrigued by Gilbert’s arguments for English colonization of America in places where the Spanish had not settled. She had concerns about the legalities, however. If she planted new colonies, extending her sovereignty to new lands, she wanted her possessions to be on secure legal grounds for acceptance by other monarchs. Did she have the right to extend her sovereignty to the Americas, which, soon after Columbus had returned from there, the pope had granted to King Ferdinand to missionize the Natives?


Most generations of historians have assumed that the Protestant Elizabeth did not feel bound by papal judgments. But England had implicitly accepted the pope’s decision for decades. Historian Ken Macmillan recently has shown that John Dee, whom Elizabeth employed to investigate her rights in America, carefully constructed legal arguments that did not impinge on whether the pope possessed the right to issue the papal bull that divided between Spain and Portugal the right to missionize in America and Asia. Dee told Elizabeth that she and England held an array of claims to North America that preceded the pope’s decision and Columbus’s sailing. Elizabeth’s grandfather and father had acted on these claims by sending explorers to North America to places that the Spanish never visited and certainly had not secured for themselves. These claims, Dee believed, could attain international recognition.16 But there was another reason for England to not explicitly argue against a papal bull: the queen did not want to alienate English Catholics, whom she expected to play a significant role as investors, sailors, and colonists.


John Dee was the right man for Elizabeth and her chief advisors to turn to about the legalities of overseas expansion. He had studied cartography and geography at the University of Louvain with two of Europe’s foremost experts, Gerhard Mercator and Gemma Frisius. Today Dee is mostly remembered as a magus and astrologer, but he likely was England’s most knowledgeable individual about world cartography. Sea captains, including Ralegh and members of Ralegh’s family, consulted Dee for his knowledge of sea routes and geography, and he deciphered omens to suggest when they should sail.17 Dee drew on the stars, crystals, and other talismans for answers but also his magnificent library. For additional assistance, he employed a full-time scryer, Edward Kelly, who mediated Dee’s conversations with angels. Ultimately, Dee received a large grant of America from Humphrey Gilbert and even named a river in North America after himself.18


In 1577 and 1578, Elizabeth employed Dee to draw up several papers on English rights to colonize, explore, and establish trade routes to Asia via North America. In late November 1577, Dee had three meetings with the queen and her secretary, Francis Walsingham, to discuss his findings. These meetings and his papers played a significant role in gaining Elizabeth’s support for English overseas activities.19 The legal arguments Dee put forth balanced discovery with possession. Discovery gave legal rights to a monarch whose explorers had reached a land before the explorers of other monarchs. Failure to follow up discovery with occupation, however, passed legal rights to another monarch who permanently colonized a new land. The English returned to this argument time and again: to the English, claims must be secured by usage, and they held this view toward their own colonists in Ireland and America, who could lose their claims if they did not actually effect occupation.


Dee did not address the rights of Natives living on the land. He likely assumed that the Native peoples possessed natural rights to their lands, and their leaders would become vassals of a greater monarch, Elizabeth. Native chieftains would share vassalage status with those English who received patents from her.20 People could not be dispossessed of their lands, but particular monarchs—the few—held sovereignty over the lands of lesser kings.21 Ralegh would propose this model to Queen Elizabeth in his plans for colonizing South America: rather than conquering Indians, he adamantly recommended that Elizabeth pursue a course of alliance and noninterference with indigenous polities that would accept her sovereignty and protection.


Dee undermined Spain’s and Portugal’s claims to the Americas outside of places of actual settlement. Columbus’s discoveries were inconsequential because Columbus had landed nowhere near the North Atlantic lands reached by the Cabots as representatives of the Tudor monarchy. And according to Dee, King Arthur had conquered Iceland, Greenland, and many of the islands north of mainland Europe and along the northern reaches of North America long before Columbus. After Arthur, Elizabeth’s claims were reinforced by others who sailed to these lands from Britain, including Madog, a Welsh prince whose story we learn more about in Part Two. Dee cited the more contemporary explorations of Frobisher and Stephen Borough as further confirmation of Elizabeth’s claims. Dee urged Elizabeth to actively sponsor English expansion into these lands before the Spanish tried to make good their claim through occupation.22 She assented by granting to Humphrey Gilbert a patent to colonize North America.


Gilbert likely knew for some time of the queen’s impending grant and had been readying his fleet for a few months. He received the patent in June 1578 and tried to sail in September and October, but not until mid-November did the winds prove favorable to escape English shores. Though Gilbert’s patent gave him six years to permanently establish a colony, the enterprise was already off to an inauspicious start.


The difficulty of the winds was only part of Gilbert’s problem. A dispute with Sir Henry Knollys, whose father was treasurer of the Royal Household, rent the fleet in two. Gilbert commanded seven ships, and Knollys had three. Knollys apparently thought the purpose of the expedition was to pirate the King of Spain’s ships, whereas Gilbert intended to colonize. Knollys can hardly be blamed for his mistake, because Gilbert had promoted attacking Spanish positions and ships in his papers on annoying the King of Spain, and Knollys might have thought that colonization was simply a smokescreen to hide the expedition’s true intent. Knollys seems to have used the promise of booty to enlist men, and he recruited the famed pirate John Callis to captain one of his ships. Knollys might have thought himself immune to prosecution because of his father’s position in the queen’s household, and he apparently suffered no legal problems for the piracy.


The English felt persecuted by the Spanish and Portuguese, believing it unfair that the Iberians claimed much of the world as their exclusive domain to colonize and trade. But the English seized any ships they could. English government records of the 1570s and 1580s are replete with foreigners’ complaints of English piracy, particularly by the men of the South West—from Devonshire and Cornwall. Contrary to popular belief, these men were not privateers; they carried no letter of marque (license) from the government to seize ships of wartime enemies—England was not at war. Even when they did obtain license, the English tended to take whatever ship they could regardless of who sailed it.


Little is known of Gilbert’s fleet after its November 1578 departure. He had enough provisions for a year but seems to have been away for only six months. He sailed to Ireland to obtain more supplies, departed Ireland, then returned. What he did next is unknown, but, apparently, he never sailed for America. Carew Ralegh, Walter’s older brother, who captained the Hope of Greenway for Gilbert, also did not get far and returned with his leaky ship to England soon after departure. Walter Ralegh, in command of the Falcon, a royal ship, had the most eventful voyage.


The Falcon and likely another ship were the only ships in Gilbert’s expedition actually to sail for America. According to one account, Ralegh wanted “to doo somewhat worthie honor.”23 He made it as far as the Cape Verde Islands off of West Africa. Apparently running short of supplies, he and the other ship headed home, faced down storms, and encountered some form of naval opposition that led to a loss of men before limping into Plymouth six months later. The derring-do of Ralegh contributed to his reputation as a man of action. Given the fact that none of the other leaders in Gilbert’s expedition made it far from British shores, it seemed something of an accomplishment.















CHAPTER 3



Ralegh and the Second Desmond War


Though Gilbert planned to depart again for America even before Ralegh had returned, the queen’s Privy Council postponed their excursion. At the end of May, the Privy Council wrote Sir John Gilbert and “required [him] frendlie to advise” his brothers Humphrey and Walter not to sail. They or members of their “companie” had recently taken all the oranges and lemons off a Spanish ship anchored in “her majesties streames at Walfled Bay within the Castell,”1 and the council demanded the return of the bark and the fruit or full compensation. It was one thing to abscond with a foreign vessel at sea and quite another when it was under Her Majesty’s protection in port. Just in case Humphrey and Walter did not follow their brother John’s “frendlie” advice, the Privy Council ordered the sheriff and other Devonshire officials, including the vice admiral and justices of the peace, to prevent anyone from sailing, even if they had put in bonds, but particularly Humphrey and Walter, who should be brought to land if already on their ships in harbor.2 By mid-July, the pillaged ship was “recovered and restored” to its owner. The guilty parties were members “of the companie of Sir Humffrey Gilberte,” but he was not held responsible. The perpetrators were too poor to compensate the Spaniard the £100 value of the fruit, so the council ordered that the people of Devon had to provide him three “quarters,” that is three-quarters of a ton of grain.3


By the time the Spanish owner was granted compensation Gilbert was gone. The government might have been willing to tax the locals for the stolen citrus because they needed Humphrey and his ships. Word arrived in England of a flotilla of soldiers from the Continent sailing for Ireland, and the government charged Gilbert with preventing its landing. He missed the flotilla and instead raided the Spanish coast at Galicia before sailing to Ireland. He captured a variety of foreign prizes. When his service ended in the autumn, the government recalled him to England. He left his ships on the west coast of Ireland. Some of his men stole his ships.


Gilbert would not sail again for America until 1583. For three and a half years, English resources that might have gone to overseas expeditions to America had to be devoted to Ireland—the pope’s decision to become militarily involved in Irish affairs deterred the English from America; in the coming decade American colonization would be frequently sidetracked by the same three things: events in Ireland, relations with Spain, and the English propensity to go plundering at sea.


The extended postponement of Gilbert’s expedition to America proved a boon for Ralegh. He received a military appointment in Ireland, which propelled forward his education, skill development, and career. In Ireland, he learned how to command men, and he displayed bravery and acumen in difficult situations that brought him notoriety at court. He also studied the landscape and its people so that when he was granted a huge portion to colonize, he displayed extraordinary vision for what it would take to succeed. The few years he spent in Ireland as a young man in his mid-twenties provided Ralegh a foundation of imperial and colonial expertise that made him a trusted voice on overseas affairs.
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AFTER THE EARL OF DESMOND returned to Ireland in 1573, a period of fighting led to the earl giving up, receiving pardon from the queen, and taking on the task of securing peace in Munster province by the late summer of 1574. The events that followed ultimately prepared the way for English colonization of southern Ireland.


Within a year and a half, relations again deteriorated as some Anglo-Irish and Irish complained about the English land tax, known as the cess, which they believed was set inordinately high. The Desmonds had lost their rights to coign and livery and still wanted to find ways to collect monies to support their private armies. Without coign and livery, many of the gallowglass and kerne were unemployed and roaming the countryside. These soldiers were supposed to register with the government and take up farming. Many refused, and English authorities captured and executed more than four hundred in the late 1570s.4 When some of the Desmonds decided to once again take up arms, they had a ready body to support them—the alienated professional soldiers who had once served in the private armies of Anglo-Irish and Irish lords. In July 1579, the Earl of Desmond’s cousin, James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald, after having made his way through France to Rome, convinced the pope to help the Desmonds. Fitzmaurice returned to Ireland, gathered allies, and fought both English and Irish who opposed him. In September 1580, the pope’s six ships arrived and fortified Dingle harbor at Smerwick (Dún An Óir), in County Kerry.5 While English forces laid waste to Desmond lands and castles in the southeast, the six hundred Italian, Spanish, and Basque troops sent by the pope dug in, leading the English to siege their fortifications.


Francis Walsingham, who held much responsibility for Irish military affairs, sent Ralegh to Ireland as a captain in the midst of the Second Desmond War. This was probably Ralegh’s first appointment of significant military authority on land—and it provided him intimate familiarity with the precise landscape he later colonized in Ireland. His initial attainment of renown at the English court owed much to his service as a captain in Ireland.


The captains held an extremely important position in England’s administration and securing of its interests. They worked on the ground in a variety of locales daily interacting with Irish and Anglo-Irish at all levels of society. Indeed, the captains usually were the highest-ranking officers responsible for directing the soldiers, securing law and order, and protecting English settlers and interests. The lord deputy moved the captains and their companies around Ireland as needed. Captains typically occupied a castle or coastal fort, conducted patrols, and captured and delivered suspected rebels to the lord deputy or provincial governors. They had at their disposal both horsemen and footmen, but the former allowed them to travel far and wide, depending on the government’s needs. The captains were responsible for feeding, paying, and otherwise directing their men and submitted the troops’ pay and expense forms to members of the English Privy Council or their appointees, not to the lord deputy.6


The oldest extant letter of Ralegh’s was written from Cork to Lord Burghley, the chief officer in Elizabeth’s government. It documented and explained the pay and expenses for his men on their voyage from England to the Isle of Wight to Ireland.7 As he reported to the Privy Council and, particularly, to Sir Francis Walsingham, who dispensed patronage and directed the captains’ activities, Ralegh had developed a clear sense of how the English government operated in Ireland and also the breadth of relations between the Irish, Anglo-Irish, and the colonial administration and power.8 Ralegh also saw how his own service and his assessment of colonialism could open doors for him at the English court.


Superlative service as a captain in Ireland could lead to knighthood. Though the ranks of English captains were filled with men now lost in the obscurity of history, a fair number found good service a stepping stone to other appointments. Ralph Lane served as Ralegh’s governor in America after being a captain in Ireland. Lane then returned to Ireland as a captain and was knighted. Richard Bingham, a relation of Ralegh’s from Dorset, had extensive military service for over twenty years before becoming a captain in Ireland. On land and sea, he saw action in many parts of Europe and in the Mediterranean, occasionally conducting informal diplomatic negotiations. At age fifty, older than most of those sent as captains to Ireland, the already-pensioned soldier served at the siege of Smerwick, and then combatted pirates before receiving appointment as governor of Connacht, Ireland, in 1584, which led to his knighthood. For Bingham, his actions at Smerwick against the papal troops probably played a significant role in his assumption of greater positions of authority.


Less than two months after their arrival, in early November 1580, the papal troops at Smerwick surrendered to Arthur Grey, Lord Deputy of Ireland. All defenders, save for a handful of “gentlemen,” were killed by sword. Legend has it that Grey offered terms to the defenders and then treacherously disregarded his promise. “Grey’s faith” in Ireland represents broken promises. It also has come to symbolize the violence of English colonialism in Elizabethan Ireland—and Ralegh’s association with that violence. Ironically, most of the violence at Smerwick was directed against non-Irish, and, in all probability, Ralegh was not at Smerwick.


Grey’s account of what happened at Smerwick states that when he met with an Italian and a Spanish leader of the forces, they admitted they had not been sent by the King of Spain but by the pope. Grey asserted, in that case, their “unjust desperate and wicked actions” served “one that neither from God nor man could claim any princely power or empire… the right Anti-Christ.”9 Grey’s secretary, Edmund Spenser, who was with him at Smerwick, eighteen years later defended Grey against rumors that he had promised or even given hope of terms. Spenser echoed Grey’s assertion that these were not prisoners of war since they had no commission from any prince, which made them “onley adventurers that came to seeke fortune abroad.”10 The papal troops had arrived to serve with the Desmonds and their allies, according to Grey, who “were no lawfull enemies; but rebels and traytors,” which made the interlopers “rogues and runnegates [renegades].” To make “terms with such rascals” was to dishonor the queen.11 The legal and moral issue: even if the pope was a legitimate monarch, these men arrived to assist rebels against their sovereign. Rebels required no better treatment than death.


After the papal troops laid down their arms, and the enemy leaders joined Grey, he recounted, “I put in certain bands who straight fell to execution. There were 600 slain.”12 (Grey never mentioned in his report that there were Irish men and women inside the fort. An unknown writer to Secretary Walsingham confided that the Irish were hung.13) Many years later, after Elizabeth’s death, commentators averred that she was much distressed by the massacre at Smerwick, but this is patently false. Elizabeth sent her “great thanks and commendations” to Grey, telling him that his performance was “greately to our lyking.” If anything, she criticized his sparing of the expedition’s leaders: “a principall should receave punishment before an accessary, which would have served for a terror to such as may be hereafter drawen to be executioners of so wicked an enterprise.” Because they had been spared, she rebuked Grey for not sending them to London: they should have “ben reserved for os [us] to have extended towards them eyther Justice or mercy, as to os should have ben founde best.”14


Since at least the 1840s in Ireland, Ralegh not only has been associated with the massacre at Smerwick but viewed as its instigator.15 Yet Ralegh, as noted above, in all likelihood, was not at Smerwick. The two captains who led the massacre were two of his cousins. One was Edward Denny, whose mother and Ralegh’s mother were sisters. Denny also was first cousin on his father’s side to Francis Walsingham—Elizabeth’s spymaster—who operated one of the most effective intelligence-gathering rings in Europe. Like Ralegh, Denny only recently had arrived in Ireland. Soon after landing, Denny wrote to Walsingham of the Irish, “The people are such, as Satan himself cannot exceed in subtlety, treachery, and cruelty.” Denny held out little hope for obtaining honor in Ireland: “this kind of service is so groundless, so devoid of reputation… [it] happens in bogs, glens, and woods as in my opinion it might better fit mastiffs than brave gentlemen that desire to win honour.”16 Denny’s prejudice against the Irish did not necessarily lead him to massacre Spanish, Italian, and Basques at Smerwick, though his zealousness to serve Grey, whom he adored, likely played a role. Killing six hundred foreign renegades who fortified themselves on the queen’s land was deemed honorable because he performed this service for the queen.


The other captain who shared responsibility for the massacre was another Ralegh cousin, the aforementioned Richard Bingham. Bingham provides the most detailed eyewitness accounts of the massacre. In a letter to Ralph Lane, Bingham claimed that as they collected the prisoners, some of the English seamen joined them and initiated the violence—both sailors and soldiers “having possessed the place fell to revellinge, and spoiling, and withall to killinge, in which they never ceased, while there lived one.”17 Bingham never mentions Ralegh in his letter to Lane, nor in another he wrote of the massacre to Walsingham. Neither Bingham nor Denny nor Grey mentions Ralegh as being at Smerwick in any stage of the months-long siege or at the slaughter. Grey lavished praise for the massacre on Denny and Bingham. Nor was Ralegh included on a map of the English captains commanding the ships at Smerwick that prevented the defenders’ escape by sea.18 Bingham had no reason to exclude Ralegh, who would have received praise from the queen and Privy Council for his participation—unless he was not actually there.


After the massacre, Ralegh met up with Bingham and traveled with him to London, where Bingham went to deliver his report on Smerwick in person. Ralegh could have asked Bingham on their journey to include him in his letters, but such a bold lie would have risked Bingham’s reputation. This was one “glorious” victory that Ralegh would receive no credit for at court. Some have assumed that Ralegh later received his extraordinary land grants in Ireland as a reward for leading the massacre—the queen’s grant to Ralegh states that he was rewarded for his service in Ireland, but this was a common statement in grants to soldiers who saw duty there. A fabrication that appeared in an 1841 article in The Scenery Antiquities of Ireland (and that has been frequently cited by others) claims that a judge at Ralegh’s treason trial in 1603 queried him about his behavior at Smerwick and that Ralegh responded that he was merely obeying orders19—I have yet to see this query and response in any of the various transcripts of the trial. It would have been an odd query to make, full of irony, at a trial where Ralegh was accused of treason in league with the Spanish to have a hostile judge ask him why he cold-bloodedly murdered the people with whom he was in cahoots.20


Ralegh also did not include the months of the siege in his pay records, which end in September, two months before the massacre, and do not pick up till well afterward. We can assume that Ralegh was on leave during the massacre.21 Grey had assigned Ralegh to maintain order in County Cork, where Ralegh’s cousin Richard Grenville previously had been sheriff. Unlike Denny and Bingham, the recently arrived Ralegh had no military experience leading men on land. He had commanded a ship for his brother on the voyage to America in 1578, and he had military experience as a young man in France, but not a command. I suspect that Grey was nervous about the inexperienced Ralegh, but he sized up his strengths. Ralegh was brash and brave, and like the other captains, he was out to prove himself—but his assignment for the next few years largely amounted to maintaining the queen’s interests on a swathe of land along the east coast of Ireland that extended thirty miles from Cork to Youghal and inland for about twenty-five miles. This was no easy task because this territory lay in the cauldron that boiled over in both Desmond Wars. The task required someone who was energetic, diplomatic, resourceful, and intelligent and who could think on his feet (or on his horse) and act independently. This was not an assignment for either Bingham or Denny, whose military experience as campaigners made them more suited for the siege at Smerwick.


The main near-contemporary historical source responsible for placing Ralegh at Smerwick, written six years after the event, was by John Hooker, who has Ralegh directing the slaughter. Yet this account was constructed to praise Ralegh’s service in Ireland. Hooker’s placement of Ralegh at Smerwick was part of a detailed program to build Ralegh’s credentials as a man worthy of being the queen’s favorite. Another English source placing Ralegh at Smerwick was William Camden, who wrote in his Annales that Ralegh was one of the captains at Smerwick, but Camden did not pen this work until many years later when Ralegh was in prison for treason, at a time when England was at peace with Spain. One of the main purposes of Camden’s history is to glorify both Elizabeth and her successor, King James. Though Camden did not blame Ralegh for the massacre, more important was his (falsely) relating how Elizabeth detested what was done at Smerwick, an important view to push as King James wanted to maintain the peace England had finally made with Spain—better to blame the queen’s soldiers (including the traitor Ralegh) for what happened to Spanish soldiers under the pope than to blame the queen, the king’s kinswoman.22


If Ralegh had been at Smerwick, he likely would have participated in the violence. As a young captain—he was six to eight years younger than Denny and about twenty-five years younger than Bingham—he would have followed his elder cousins’ lead. He understood that violence against Europeans under particular conditions was applauded by the queen and her government. He certainly supported Gilbert’s earlier violence in the First Desmond War, as shortly after Smerwick he recommended to Walsingham his brother’s reappointment to command in Ireland—an appointment that he thought eschewed not because of Gilbert’s violence in the field, which had proved so successful, but because of his inability to control his violence in peace time. Later in his career, Ralegh theoretically approved of the use of assassination during the Nine Years’ War.


In his own actions, however, we see little of the personal violence of his brother Humphrey and many of his peers. As a captain, Ralegh was a fearless leader of men. His bravery in war will be frequently remarked upon from his service in Ireland, Spain, South America, and the islands of the Atlantic. During his service in Ireland, and as a sea captain and buccaneer, an overseas colonizer, and holder of numerous offices that gave him all kinds of power over men, there is not a single instance of Ralegh brutalizing anyone—an exceptional record indeed. He engaged in fisticuffs with his peers, for which Elizabeth tossed the combatants into jail on a few occasions, but personal combat is quite different from lining the pathway to one’s tent with heads and slaughtering civilians, renegades, or anyone else, as practiced by Humphrey Gilbert. Ralegh later oversaw the execution of Spanish in Trinidad as punishment or revenge for what the troops had done to his men and to local Indians. In the course of his life, Ralegh’s methods of leadership revolved around his ability to work with diverse peoples. He was much more mediator than dictator or sadist. When he could, he worked to reduce and eliminate persecution and repression.


There were no diplomatic repercussions for Smerwick. Although some nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writers exclaimed a diplomatic outcry throughout Europe about the massacre, there was none. No complaint was made by the Spanish, with whom Elizabeth was officially at peace, or by the pope.23 The queen did not have to defend what happened because the victims had not been sent by Philip II of Spain, for if the Spanish had invaded Ireland it would have been an act of war. The pope could make no complaint—his predecessor ten years before had issued a papal bull declaring Elizabeth a heretic and threatening excommunication of anyone who obeyed her. He could hardly complain about what happened to the troops he sent to invade Elizabeth’s domain. As Elizabeth noted in her letter to Grey, the point of the massacre had been made—those who dared assist her rebellious subjects could expect the same treatment. There was, in Elizabeth’s eyes, little difference in hanging Irish rebels or foreign brigands. Treason and invasion by interlopers were dealt with quickly and bloodily.


The Second Desmond War prepared the way for the “modern” English colonization of Ireland that placed English in large numbers outside the Pale, where most English in Ireland had lived over the previous four hundred years. The war began in 1579, before the massacre at Smerwick: Sir John of Desmond, brother of the Earl of Desmond, murdered his English friend Henry Davels, constable of Dungarvan, as he lay in bed. The act symbolized the break of the Anglo-Irish Desmonds with England. But not all Desmonds broke with the English. Nor did English Catholics feel an affinity for Irish Catholics.24 The Desmonds and their vassals changed sides so often that their ideology, if they had one, was to maintain their lands and power as best they could against all threats.


Much of the war can be characterized as a dispute among the Anglo-Irish nobility, with local Irish supporting one or the other side. In late November 1579, anti-English Desmonds sacked and plundered Youghal, home of many pro-English Irish and Anglo-Irish. The English response was horrific. The newly appointed general, the Anglo-Irish Earl of Ormond, ancient enemy of the Desmonds, supported by Deputy Lord Grey, executed hundreds of alleged traitors. They then devastated the Desmond lands, destroying everything of value, particularly laying waste the crops in the fields. Ormond, representing his own and English interests, intended to starve the rebels into submission. The resulting famine struck rebels and innocent alike.


In an effort to end the rebellion, the queen issued pardons. Concerned with costs, she also reduced the army and removed Ormond as general, but this had the consequence of extending the war for another two years, exacerbating the effects on the populace of the earlier scorched-earth tactics. Many thousands died in both town and countryside. In Cork City, an Englishman reported that twenty to seventy people died every day.25 Ralegh’s friend and ally, the Anglo-Irish Desmond leader John Fitzedmund Fitzgerald of Cloyne, claimed to have lost over 90 percent of the people on his estates located between Cork and Youghal. In the postscript of a letter to the Earl of Leicester, Ralegh lobbied for assistance: “I am bold being bound by very conscience to commend unto your honors consideration the pitifull estate of John Fittes Edmondes of Cloyne, a gentleman and the only man untucht and proved tru to the Queen bothe in this and the last rebellion.”26


The ties between a Desmond leader like Fitzedmund of Cloyne and the English show how erroneous it is to classify the Second Desmond War as a dispute between English and Irish or even English versus Desmonds. The Irish situation was much splintered, with varying groups and individuals of diverse interests, and those interests moved portions of families to one side or the other. Fitzedmund of Cloyne was unusual in always seeming to take the English side in war, but his primary goal was to maintain his lands, and his secondary goal was to retain other lands in Ireland in Desmond hands. It helped the rebels to have family members both for and against the English. The English goal was to bring order out of seeming chaos by finding ways to make leaders and the common people commit their loyalty to the queen. That was Ralegh’s task as a captain in Ireland.


In the midst of the famine, from 1581 to 1583, Ralegh earned fame for his service in Ireland—for derring-do, mediation, and his reports on the situation to the English government. Ralegh learned the landscape extremely well, engaged the populace in a multitude of ways, and flourished as a soldier. It was then he established his friendship with the aforementioned Fitzedmund of Cloyne. Lord Deputy Grey sent Ralegh to court to report on Irish affairs, where he gained the attention of the queen. In the coming years, her government consulted Ralegh on a multitude of Irish matters and viewed him as one of England’s foremost experts on Ireland. But it was his heroism in Ireland that initially brought him accolades and jealousy at the queen’s court.


Ralegh noted his heroics in two letters he wrote from Ireland to Walsingham in February 1580/81, though he offered few specifics. Ralegh’s letters reveal a youthful man of action out to prove himself worthy of his appointment as a captain in service to the queen. In 1581, the English hoped to rein in Anglo-Irish and Irish leaders in Munster province. It was an activist policy: accept English authority or be declared an outlaw or traitor. The English sought to win over the leading vassals below the two great leaders, the earls of Desmond and Ormond, particularly Desmond, to deny them a base to buttress their military power against the queen and each other.27 Ralegh’s letter to Walsingham, written in response to one from the secretary, reported that the next generation of sons of the second tier of nobility—Barry, Roche, Condon, and others—all former rebels—were well inclined to Elizabeth and England. But their power must be feared because together they had greater strength than the top tier of nobility. Ralegh noted his “hard escape” from John Fitzedmund Fitzgerald, the Seneschal of Imokilly (and not to be confused with Ralegh’s friend of the same exact name, who was of Cloyne and succeeded his cousin to the title of Seneschal after the former’s death in 1589). It is almost odd that Ralegh offered no details of the “hard escape” because the seneschal was a renowned soldier. But the story made the rounds at the English court. Instead of telling his story to Walsingham, Ralegh reported the poor condition of other English companies in Ireland in terms of the scarcity of soldiers and supplies: English policy in Munster would fail without more support.


The next day, Ralegh again wrote to Walsingham: Dave Barry had burned his own castles so the English could not use them and had gone into rebellion. Ralegh desired one of the castles along with its adjoining island for his own use, to provide “a safty for all passingers betwen Corke and Youghall.” But he needed General Ormond’s approval. Ralegh astutely noted an additional political problem. If he occupied the castle, then it might be said “that ther takinge therof was the hasteninge of Barries rebellion.” This type of foresight illustrates Ralegh’s acute awareness of how the colonizer’s actions would be perceived by the indigenous in a colonial situation. It did not stop Ralegh from pursuing the property, but as a later colonizer of Ireland, Ralegh saw nuance in local situations. Ormond refused Ralegh’s request, so he went without the property. Ralegh railed against Ormond’s competency and the difficulty of having him as General of Munster when there was an “incomperable hatred” between his family and the Desmonds. Since Ormond’s appointment as general two years before, there were “a thowsand traytors more then ther were the first day.” In other words, the queen’s favoring of one Anglo-Irish lord over another had led to the alienation of so many Irish. Ralegh recommended appointing an Englishman to the post as general: his own brother Sir Humphrey Gilbert, who had “ended a rebellion not miche inferior to this, in t[w]o monethes!” No one was “more fered then he is amonge the Irishe nation.” All of the traitors “would cum in hyre, and yeld them selves to the Queens mercy, were it but knowen that he were cum amonge them. The end shall prove this to be trew.”28


Why had the English government not turned to Gilbert when he had performed so successfully in the First Desmond War? Ralegh claimed that his brother’s recent behavior “in peace” had left his former “good service forgotten and hold hyme from the preferm[ent] he is worthy of.” Gilbert’s career had been tarnished since his successful subduing of rebels in 1569: a failed military campaign in the Netherlands, the intended expedition to North America that never crossed the ocean, and then the bungled assignment to prevent the landing of papal troops. When Gilbert finally arrived in Cobh, Ireland, he unmercifully beat a member of the local gentry and killed a local merchant—this violence “in peace” is likely what Ralegh referred to as spurring the government’s lack of interest in appointing Gilbert general.29


The war wound down without Gilbert’s assistance. In 1583, Ralegh’s career as a captain in Ireland ended with his return to England. With Gilbert unwanted in Ireland, Ralegh joined him on his second attempted expedition to America. In Ireland, the Earl of Ormond was reappointed General of Munster and helped end the war. With so much of the native population decimated by starvation and disease, and many of the survivors having fled, the path was cleared for English colonization not only of Munster but also of America.















PART TWO







[image: ]








Catholics, Morris Dancers, and Genocide


How to Colonize America















CHAPTER 4



“a man noted of not good happ by sea”


Humphrey Gilbert Prepares to Colonize America


With the end of the Second Desmond War, Elizabeth delayed colonization of Munster province in Ireland. She required an array of conditions be met and careful planning before she would distribute land. Who would lose their land to English colonists? What tracts did they own? What rules would govern the Munster Plantation? The planning, more detailed than any Tudor government project of the second half of the sixteenth century, took years.1 Yet she demanded no advanced planning for America. Proprietary colonies, under Gilbert’s patent and later under Ralegh’s, were owned by individuals or groups, and the proprietors bore responsibility for designing, overseeing, and protecting their colony.


Humphrey Gilbert wrote much on the desirability of colonizing, yet gave no idea of what his colony should look like. His patent made clear that conquest of a Spanish colony was out of the question; he bore license only to build new colonies. We can assume from Frobisher’s folly, which he had lightly invested in, that Gilbert did not expect to find gold, but he likely hoped for other valuable metals. Indeed, Gilbert had invested heavily in a scheme to turn iron into copper, and during the course of his second expedition to America he thought silver would solve the problem of future funding by attracting investment, particularly from the queen. Whether silver was the end or the means of Gilbert’s hopes is unknown—perhaps it was both. Silver offered one way to maintain colonies, because one of a colony’s purposes was to create wealth. Of course, there were other reasons to colonize, but most English understood that colonies could survive only if financially viable. Gilbert intended a broad exploration of the North Atlantic with multiple stops, likely to plant multiple colonies. He also set his sights on areas close to the Spanish, perhaps uninhabited islands in the Caribbean. All this activity required investors and colonists, and so he drew up detailed plans to attract both.


But Gilbert could not prepare for all contingencies. A good deal of faith was involved in sailing to places unknown (or little known). Weather could affect any expedition—good winds or storms, extremes of cold and heat. And then there was the human element. For instance, why should sailors sign on for a colonizing expedition when there were other opportunities at sea—namely, piracy? This basic question greatly influenced many early colonizing expeditions: Sailors had little interest in working with colonizers. Often, they had to be forced to sail. Gilbert not only lacked sailors but also possessed poor leadership skills at sea. Despite all his planning and his experience commanding on land and sea, there was an element of naivete in his character. His shock that Knollys went pirating on the first expedition would be matched on the second: unruly and mutinous sailors played a key role in sabotaging his efforts.


Gilbert’s naivete extended to Native peoples. Gilbert hoped to establish good relations with America’s indigenous peoples by amusing them. He brought toys, fripperies, and performers to entertain the Indians and his men. These included Morris dancers, hobby horses, and musicians “to delight the Savage people, whom we intended to winne by all faire meanes possible. And to that end we were indifferently furnished of all petty haberdasherie wares to barter with those simple people.” Morris dancing had been popular in England since the fifteenth century and often was accompanied by hobby horses—people dressed in horse costumes.


There is no record of Gilbert’s men encountering a single Native in America. Gilbert seems to have given little thought to the Native people beyond classifying them as of the common sort, like the bulk of his men. Recall that he had written in his early proposals for overseas expansion that the English would ally with the African enemies of the Spanish. As with many other Elizabethans, class designated by blood was far more important than skin color or any alleged ethnicity.


Gilbert combined a complex array of characteristics. Intellectually broad and charismatic, he displayed a good bit of open-mindedness and religious tolerance, evident from his plans to create refuges for Catholic colonists in America and his willingness to ally with the slaves of the Spanish. On the other hand, one of his business partners described him as self-contradictory and a show-off with a profusion of vanity.2 There was darkness in Gilbert as well. His violent nature revealed itself in Ireland in times of both war and peace.


Ralegh learned many things from Gilbert but followed a different course as a colonizer. He planned more meticulously, focused on settling different areas, and paid far more attention to the sailors and to the Native peoples. The same proved true of his relations with the Irish. Ralegh had a remarkable record of cooperation with the Irish. For a man who became the subject of more envy than any other Englishman, he was remarkably well liked by the diverse peoples with whom he worked.
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DURING RALEGH’S CAPTAINCY in Ireland, Gilbert faced a shortage of funds to return to America to fulfill the terms of his patent. The theft of his ships in Ireland might have played some role in his financial downturn, and he complained about receiving inadequate compensation for his Crown service in Ireland in 1579. To raise money, Gilbert sold John Dee his rights in the far north above Newfoundland. Dee later partnered with Humphrey’s and Walter’s brother Adrian Gilbert to explore the area, but Dee and Adrian neither established a colony nor found a Northwest Passage.


By 1581, Humphrey Gilbert, hoping to establish a colony of English Catholics in America, turned to them for funding. He had to start permanent settlements by 1584 or risk losing his patent. Wherever he founded a colony, he would own all land within six hundred miles not already possessed by a Christian.3 If he could disperse the settlements he started, all the better, for it would enlarge his claims.


Gilbert granted eight and a half million acres in America to English Catholics, along with nearby islands.4 By the middle of 1582, the Catholics were active in their preparations; Richard Hakluyt’s Diverse Voyages in late 1582 or early 1583 references Gilbert on several occasions as having his new colony under way—though he actually had yet to depart.5


The English government approved of the planting of English Catholics in America. Relations between Protestants and Catholics in England had been growing worse. John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and the Elected Nation had presented Protestant England with an anti-Catholic ideology and sense of national purpose in awareness of the threat of Catholicism.6 The papal bull of 1570 had excused English Catholics from obeying Elizabeth, while English laws laid the groundwork for a new era of punitive legislation against the practice of Catholicism in England. Even though Elizabeth distrusted Protestant radicalism as much as Catholicism, Radical Protestant elements succeeded in convincing the government to create a system of fines against Catholics, buttressed in the Act of 1581—just as Gilbert was attempting to colonize. This legislation dramatically increased the fines for recusancy (refusal to attend the church services of the Church of England) to £20 per month and declared that anyone who tried to convert or recruit someone to Catholicism, “with the intention of withdrawing one’s obedience from the queen,” could be charged with treason.7 The government hoped that English Catholic colonization in America would extend the English realm while reducing the “problem” of Catholicism in England. The government expected Catholics to pay any fines they owed before they left on “the nexte viaige for conquest” or to enter bonds for later payment. Then they could leave in good standing and freely return to England.8


The Spanish, alarmed at the threat English Catholics in America posed to Spanish settlements, urged English Catholics not to migrate.9 When English Catholics began backing away from colonization, the English government offered to release Catholic prisoners (and other incentives) to convince them to invest in, and migrate to, America. But no separate Catholic expedition emerged until the settlement of Maryland in 1634.


In early 1583, Gilbert was about ready to sail when the queen stopped him. According to Gilbert, she “hath wish my stay att home… as a man noted of not good happ by sea.” His “happ,” his luck or fortune, may have referred to the failure of his expedition to America in 1578 and his inability to prevent the papal troops from landing in Ireland. Rumors of Gilbert’s lack of competency at sea were rife.10 He pleaded his case to Walsingham: in the “first enterprise I returned with great losse” because he would not “suffer any of my companye to doe any thinge contrarye to my worde given to her majestie and your self” (unlike Knollys and others who went pirating). Gilbert also offered excuses as to why he had not yet left English shores, mostly blaming the winds. He begged to be allowed to depart because he had invested so much money, and he resented the implication that his maritime skills were wanting or that he was physically not up to the task. His twenty-eight years of service for the queen should have counted for something. He did not wish to stay at home “idle… to beg my bredd with my wife and children, especially since I have her majesties graunte and lycense under the great seale of Englande for my departure, withoute the which I would not have spent a penny in this action.”11


Five weeks later, Elizabeth relented. Whatever the reason for her change of mind, she did so with fanfare, giving Ralegh a present to deliver to Humphrey, “a token from her Majesty[,] an ancor guyded by a Lady as yow See.” The queen wished Gilbert “great good hap and safety to your Ship as if hersealf were ther in person desireing yow to have care of yoursealf.” As a further sign of her affection, she commanded Humphrey to leave his “picture” with Ralegh, who would send it to her. Ralegh, it should be noted, in a display of his own affection, when writing of the queen’s change of heart, signed his letter to Humphrey, “Your trew Brother, W. Rauley.”12


The Spanish ambassador to England, Don Bernadino de Mendoza, was furious. Mendoza knew that the English government planned to settle English Catholics in America.13 The Spanish rejected all English claims to colonize in North America. Whether he succeeded in hiring an English spy to accompany the expedition, as he had with the voyage of 1578, is unknown.14 But Mendoza was active. He organized the campaign in England to convince Catholics not to go to America, using secret priests to inform the people that it was a trick to get them to reveal themselves to the government. Mendoza threatened: if English Catholics went to Florida, “they would immediately have their throats cut,” as the Spanish had done to the hundreds of French who settled Florida with Jean Ribaut.15 Mendoza’s threats worked, to an extent. He reported to Philip II that some English Catholics withdrew from the expedition, though others refused, claiming that Florida (meaning the Atlantic coast of the future United States) was “discovered by the French,” not the Spanish, and that because Catholics in the New World like Cortés had made conquests independent of the Spanish Crown, so could they.


Dozens of individuals called “merchant adventurers” invested in Gilbert’s enterprise. Many invested from £5 to £20 worth of commodities or money. Drapers, beer brewers, iron mongers, mercers, and bakers joined earls and knights as investors or joined the expedition. Many yeomen put in less money and received trade privileges.16 When it finally left England, the expedition did not want for anything.


Gilbert was desperate for sailors. There was, it should be noted, little to no difference between Elizabethan pirate crews and nonpirate crews—the distinction seems to have been the purpose of the voyage, though a pirate ship could quickly become a mercantile ship and switch back to a pirate ship if the opportunities presented themselves. Gilbert had captured one of his ships, the Swallow, from the pirate John Callis, his nemesis from the 1578 expedition. Gilbert likely told the Swallow’s crew that if they acquiesced to sail with him, he would not prosecute them for piracy. The Swallow’s crew resented impressment for the voyage to Newfoundland because the opportunity for pirating riches would be limited. On a pirate or a fishing vessel, they received a portion of the profits; as sailors with Gilbert, they received a wage, which they could supplement by taking a prize along the way.


A second ship, the ten-ton Squirrel, was small but deemed necessary for reconnaissance along the American coast. It was captained by William Andrew and had as its master William Cade, both of whom became colonists of Walter Ralegh in Ireland. A third ship, the Golden Hinde, named for Drake’s ship that circumnavigated the globe, was also small in size at forty tons and had Edward Hayes as captain and owner. On the fourth ship, the 120-ton Delight, Gilbert sailed to America with its captain and part owner, William Winter, whose father of the same name was one of Elizabeth’s advisors. Richard Clarke mastered the ship. (Both Winter and Clarke had a fallout with Gilbert on the journey, and the Delight did not survive the voyage.) The fifth ship, the Bark Ralegh, belonged to Walter Ralegh, vice admiral of the expedition. This was Ralegh’s investment in the voyage, the huge sum of £2,000 in the form of the ship and its “furniture,” or its supplies.17 The Bark Ralegh was by far the largest ship of the expedition, with a capacity five times that of the forty-ton ships. It carried most of the provisions for the extended voyage. Michael Butler, the ship’s captain, likely was the same “M. Butler” who later became a Ralegh colonist in Ireland.18 The ship’s master was Robert Davis of Bristol, likely the same Robert Davis who later sailed with Ralegh to Guiana in 1595. (Captain Hayes might also have sailed with Ralegh to Guiana.)


The fleet set sail June 11, 1583. Yet none of the huge grants Gilbert had made to sundry individuals led to permanent settlements, and none of these people, as far as we know, ultimately sailed for America. Gilbert had to alter the plans for his enterprise to have even a chance of success. He knew of a New World locale where he would find a number of Europeans he hoped to turn into permanent settlers so he could quickly claim the region as a colony for himself. Instead of sailing south toward temperate Florida, he opted to go north to Newfoundland, only 2,100 miles from England. Gilbert intended to claim Newfoundland and gain control of the world’s greatest fisheries—which he had proposed six years earlier in “A Discourse on how hir Majestie may annoy the K: of Spain.” Then, as he had formulated in “A Discourse,” he would sail south and plant another colony. But he had to get to Newfoundland while the fishermen were there, for they would be gone as soon as the cold winter hinted of setting in.


Two days later, the Bark Ralegh turned back. One sailor later claimed that the voyage was aborted because of a lack of victuals, but it is hardly credible that Ralegh discovered such a shortage two days after departure.19 Gilbert, without knowledge of the situation, suspected the crew had forced the turnaround and hoped that his brother Walter would “make them an example of all Knaves.”20 Hayes later thought the ship turned around because of an unidentified “contagious sicknesse” that had struck much of the crew, including the captain, but not Ralegh. This explanation also seems suspect because none of the sailors on the other ships experienced the illness and it is unlikely it had spread in two days on a single vessel.


The most likely explanation: the impressed men forced Ralegh to turn back. It is difficult to believe that Ralegh would have abandoned his brother unless forced by dire circumstances—like the overwhelming threat of mutiny. Without the Bark Ralegh and its supplies, Gilbert’s remaining four ships continued on. They had enough food to reach Newfoundland, where they could expect to obtain fish from the fishermen.


On the seven-week Atlantic crossing, the Golden Hinde and the Delight got separated from the Squirrel and the Swallow, which reached Newfoundland first. By the time the Golden Hinde and Delight found the Swallow, the pirate-manned vessel already had pirated a French ship, taking the fishermen’s catch and clothing, and much of their gear. The crew tortured the fishermen to get what they could, probably hoping for hidden silver or gold, before releasing their ship. Gilbert’s three ships then found the Squirrel nearby at St. Johns Bay, anchored just outside the harbor. The English “merchants,” that is, the fishing fleet, had barred the Squirrel’s entry to harbor. Gilbert’s ships “made readie our fights” to force their way in. A “fight” is the defensive shield Renaissance-era ships placed on their decks and fired from behind. Even the tiny Squirrel carried one. The harbor held thirty-six ships of sundry nations. Gilbert “dispatched a boat” to make known his “interest,” that he bore “Commission from her Majestie for his voyage.” (Why the Squirrel initially was barred is unknown—perhaps a tax or entry fee of some sort was placed on boats by those already in harbor.) Much to Gilbert’s embarrassment, his own ship ran aground on a rock. When the English fishing boats learned of his commission, they towed him into harbor.


No European power owned the Newfoundland fisheries, which were chiefly fished by French, Portuguese, English, and Spanish from various sites on the great island. Once on shore, Gilbert informed the ship captains that he claimed St. Johns for Queen Elizabeth and then performed the requisite ceremonies to confirm her sovereignty. He affixed the Arms of England, engraved in lead, “upon a pillar of wood” and claimed all land (for himself) within two hundred leagues, per his patent. Hayes stated that all accepted the queen’s claim. They had no choice. The English fishermen had to accede because of Gilbert’s commission, and the non-English likely nodded approval because of Gilbert’s firepower and the possibility that the English fishermen would support Gilbert in a gun battle. The fishing vessels were no match for Gilbert’s heavily armed ships, but the fishermen might not have been too shaken by Gilbert’s claims because, after his departure, there is no indication that anyone accepted Elizabeth’s sovereignty over Newfoundland. But while there, he taxed all the ships—after all, he needed to resupply his own since Ralegh’s had not made it to Newfoundland.


To fulfill the terms of his patent, Gilbert needed settlers. This likely was his real reason for going to Newfoundland. The captains of the fishing boats, he hoped, would count as permanent settlers even though they were there only a small portion of the year. He offered plots for the owners to “dresse and to drie their fish.”21 This way, they would not have to scurry each year to obtain a proper spot, and Gilbert could create a stable society with land ownership, where he received rents and services for himself and his heirs. With one permanent settlement, he could claim all of Newfoundland, because his two hundred leagues of control from the settlement would include the entire island. Gilbert made the grants of land, but the papers apparently never reached England.


While some of his men collected the taxes, others repaired the expedition’s ships or gathered information on the land and its commodities, consulting those fishermen “who had longest frequented” the island. Hayes and Gilbert perceived the land as beautiful and abundant. Stephen Parmenius, however, said in a letter to Richard Hakluyt that he could see nothing but “desolation.” When Hakluyt published Parmenius’s account, he conveniently translated the Latin description as “wilderness” instead of “desolation.” The great propagandist for English colonization of America could not abide portraying the land as desolate.22


As the season waned, Gilbert wished to explore the Atlantic coast to the south, but many of his men preferred to go home. With Gilbert intending to look for future places to plant settlements, and not to pursue prizes at sea, many chose to go home. Some ran to the woods to await Gilbert’s departure and then hitch a ride home on a fishing boat. Others stole from Gilbert’s ships or from the fishermen, even capturing fishing boats and “setting the poore men on shore.”23 Many sailors were sick. Gilbert sent the Swallow home with the ill and others who wished to join them—but the pirates had to stay. The captain of the Delight, William Winter, who also was part owner of the ship, chose to go home without his ship. Captain Andrewes of the Squirrel also likely went home. These men may have feared Gilbert’s leadership, or else they saw no hope for profit.


Maurice Browne, captain of the Swallow, stayed with the expedition and became captain of the Delight, taking on the Swallow’s pirate crew as well. Gilbert moved to the Squirrel, this “Frigate being most convenient to discover upon the coast, and to search into every harbor, or creeke, which a great ship could not doe.” Hayes remained in control of his own ship, the Golden Hinde. The three ships departed St. John’s on August 20. Nine days later, two ship’s masters, Richard Clarke, formerly of the Delight, and William Cox of the Golden Hinde, argued with Gilbert about which way to sail. When Gilbert’s decision carried the day, disaster ensued: the Delight struck ground and sank.24 Sixteen men escaped the Delight on a pinnace, with around half surviving; they were picked up by a Basque fishing vessel, made their way to France, and arrived in England at the end of the year.


With the Delight’s demise, many of those on the Golden Hinde and the Squirrel “lost courage dayly,” and, with the growing cold and loss of supplies from the Delight, they wished to go home. Those in the Squirrel suffered from lack of clothes and food. “They made signes of their distresse” to their fellows on the Golden Hinde, “pointing to their mouthes, and to their clothes thinned and ragged.” Their distress spread to the Golden Hinde, and the men asked Gilbert to return to England. Hayes reported that Gilbert agreed, though against Hayes’s wishes. Gilbert promised Hayes they would return in the spring. Two days after the loss of the Delight, the two ships set course for England. Nine or ten days later, the Squirrel sank, and Gilbert died. England’s first attempt to colonize America came to an end without planting a single colony.
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ALL WE KNOW about the last days of Gilbert and how he met his end comes from the pen of Edward Hayes. This account went unpublished until six years after the expedition, in 1589.25 Hayes claims to have witnessed the sinking of the Delight in broad daylight, though no one on the other two ships saw sixteen men escape on a pinnace. He likewise claims not only to have seen Gilbert’s ship, the Squirrel, go down but also to have witnessed Gilbert’s death and to know the precise moment it happened—even though all of it occurred at night. It is hard to take Hayes’s claims seriously.
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