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Happiness is only to be found in El Dorado, which no one yet has been able to reach.


—SPANISH PROVERB
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THE GOLDEN MAN


THE SUN WAS literally roasting Juan Martín de Albujar to death. It wouldn’t kill him, though. The hunger would do him in first. Or so he thought as his canoe drifted down a vast, uncharted river somewhere in the Amazon jungle.


He hadn’t eaten for days, not since the gunpowder store exploded and the blame fell on him, the munitions master. There’s nothing a munitions master can do about a wind-tossed spark, but General Silva needed a scapegoat in order to abort the expedition, and it was imperative that the conquistadors get out of the jungle immediately: between the crocodiles, jaguars, and “savages”—their term for the Indigenous peoples—Silva and his 140 men wouldn’t have survived another day without gunpowder. If not for the sudden dearth of it, he likely would have shot Albujar. And he certainly would have executed him on the spot if the munition master’s many friends hadn’t pleaded for mercy. In a compromise of sorts, Silva dumped him into a canoe without any provisions and sent him floating down a river in Guiana (an expanse comprising parts of modern Guyana, Suriname, Brazil, French Guiana, and Venezuela).


From Albujar’s point of view, it was the opposite of mercy: a slower, more tortuous death than a bullet. If he were to go ashore—assuming the crocodiles let him past—he stood to become supper for the jaguars before he could find anything to eat himself. The lush jungle, paradoxically, offered almost nothing in the way of food. If he could elude predators, he might be able to track down a rodent. Still, he would have to contend with scorpions, tarantulas, and the fourteen-inch-long centipedes that killed the tarantulas. Not to mention the hundred-odd species of venomous snakes, including the Amazon’s deadliest, the fer-de-lance, or spearhead, named for the way it attacks when disturbed (and because it has the sensitivity of a hair trigger, it’s disturbed frequently).


Even the flora could kill a man—the wispy razor grass hanging from the branches, sharp enough to slit a throat, or the aptly named strangler fig roots dangling everywhere. But the greatest obstacle Albujar would face was ordinary, nontoxic flora: the roots, branches, vines, mosses, leaves, and lichens fighting for every last inch of free space that offered access to the odd ray of sunlight managing to squeeze through the forest canopy. Collectively they were impassable, the true king of the jungle, making rivers the only practical way of getting anywhere. Therefore, Albujar’s best hope—his only hope, really—was to stay in the canoe and pray he came upon civilization of some sort.


As it transpired, he came upon a group of “savages.” Or, rather, they came upon him, snatching him from the canoe so quickly that he couldn’t be sure whether they were real or the latest concoction of his heat- and starvation-induced delirium. Next thing he knew, they were marching him blindfolded through steamy rainforest to an undisclosed location. Or maybe they had disclosed it; he couldn’t understand a thing they were saying.


The march continued for the remainder of the day, the entire day after that, and then for another twelve days, with Albujar likely forced to endure step after excruciating step on bleeding, blistered feet while rain-and-perspiration-dampened breeches chafed the insides of his thighs to bloody pulp and the mosquito bites riddling the rest of his body were slashed into open sores by the underbrush. The overhang, which the blindfold prevented him from ducking, was worse. And those difficulties were mere trifles compared to the terror: what would happen to him when they finally got wherever they were going? The savages were known to be extremely hostile to outsiders. The Aztecs, for example. When a stranger wandered into their midst, their standard practice was to take him to the top of one of their pyramids, slice open his chest, and wrench out his still-beating heart before ritually sacrificing him.


At noon on the fifteenth day of the march, Albujar’s captors peeled off his blindfold, revealing stone and adobe homes as far as he could see. “Manoa,” they said, their first word he’d recognized. It meant “lake,” and, more pertinently, it was the name of a gold-rich city supposedly built by Incas who’d fled the conquistadors in Peru. Manoa had not only been General Silva’s objective but also that of dozens of other expeditions over the previous forty years, beginning in 1529, when conquistadors started hearing tales of the emperor who annually coated his body in turpentine and then rolled around in powdery gold dust, gilding himself, before canoeing to the center of a lake, diving in, and sloughing off the gold as an offering to the gods. El hombre dorado, the Spanish took to calling him. The golden man. The moniker soon became an alternative name for his empire, the existence of which was entirely plausible; twice already in the sixteenth century, comparable dominions had been discovered in the New World: the Aztecs’ Tenochtitlán (modern-day Mexico City) by Hernán Cortés in 1519, and the Incan City of the Sun, Cusco (in Peru), by Francisco Pizarro in 1533.


Those were small towns, however, Albujar saw now, compared to Manoa, which was so vast that it took him and his captors a day and a half to walk through it—no doubt heading for the pyramid where he would die. On the way he saw tens of thousands of small but solidly built homes, their residents naked save for body paint and substantial gold ornaments suspended from their ears, noses, and necks. They were all agog too: he was the first white man they’d ever seen. Ultimately his party came to a palace, where, to his surprise, rather than die, he was invited to stay as an honored guest.


The ensuing months amounted to an extended vacation in a tropical paradise for him, his hosts catering to his every whim. During that time, he learned their language and used it to compile material for the report he planned to deliver to his countrymen, primarily about the emperor, whom the Manoans called Inca. Compared to Inca, Midas had merely a passing interest in gold. Inca’s palace was brimming with it: the guards’ armor, the tableware, even the pots and pans in the kitchens. The halls were lined with life-size golden and silver statues of every living thing in the kingdom, even the trees. Outside lay more gold still, piled like logs left to be burned. And the lake ritual wasn’t just an annual affair: every single day, Inca slathered his body—not with turpentine but with a whitish balsam of the Amyris plants and Calophyllum trees—before his attendants blew fine powdered gold dust onto him using hollow canes.


At the end of Albujar’s seventh month in Manoa, when he prepared to go home, Inca allowed him to take as much gold as he could carry. The haul would translate into tremendous wealth and power for Albujar. Even better would be the look on General Silva’s face.


Inca’s men guided Albujar back to the Orinoco, at which point his return to civilization might have been a straightforward few days’ canoe ride. Soon into his journey, though, he was attacked by Orenoqueponi tribesmen, who stole all the gold Inca had given him save for some beads inside a pair of large, dried gourds—the thieves must have assumed they were merely canteens.
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El Hombre Dorado








Albujar spent seven years in their captivity, until earning enough of their trust that he was able to escape. After finding his way to the Atlantic, he gained passage to the Spanish colony of San Juan, Puerto Rico. Although he couldn’t have been more grateful for his deliverance, without Inca’s gifts he was just a disgraced munitions master with a preposterous story. Worse, he’d contracted a tropical disease, and he was dying.


Only after receiving the sacrament on his deathbed did he speak of his Manoa experience. As wild as the tale was, his confessor was inclined to believe it because of the El Dorado rumors coupled with the fact that, for fear of being turned away from the gates of heaven, Christians tended not to utter false last words. (For that reason, a fundamental principle of testimony in law at the time was Nemo moriturus praesumitur mentire—a dying person is not presumed to lie.)


When Albujar died, the two gourds he’d bequeathed to the church were opened and found to be full of gold beads. At once, his tale became as good as gospel—and nearly as widespread, launching myriad new expeditions into Guiana in search of El Dorado. Those efforts would eventually lead to a haul of more than two hundred thousand pounds of gold, enough to replace the copper on the Statue of Liberty twice and carrying a present-day purchasing power relative to income of $100 billion.


By 1592, however, nothing had been found in Guiana, which wasn’t altogether surprising given the difficulty of locating a city in an uncharted wilderness the size of Europe, where the landscape often made it impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction. If El Dorado were a needle, the haystack would cover three acres. But that didn’t deter the English courtier commonly known as Sir Walter Raleigh—but herein as Ralegh, his own most frequent spelling of his family name. (In his lifetime, which predated standardized spelling, he occasionally signed Rauley or Rauleygh but never Raleigh. Nonetheless, the city, county, mountain, and brand of tobacco named after him all spell it that way.)
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Walter Ralegh’s signature








Having studied the conquistadors, Ralegh believed he could find El Dorado by using a tool they’d never tried: humanity. Take, as a typical example, the very first expedition, in 1529: the conquistadors had clamped iron shackles around the necks of their “porters”—the Indigenous people they forced to carry their supplies—and then tied one shackle to the next, forming a human chain. Whenever a porter grew too tired or otherwise couldn’t keep pace, the conquistadors swung an axe or a sword and decapitated him, causing his body to fall away, whereby they could proceed without losing either the time to unfasten the shackle or the shackle itself. Ralegh believed that by instead befriending the “Guianans”—his term for the territory’s Indigenous peoples—and offering them Queen Elizabeth’s protection, “infinite numbers of souls may be… freed from the intolerable tyranny of the Spaniards” and, in the bargain, “the queen’s dominions may be exceedingly enlarged, and [England] inestimably enriched.” The same policy, as he saw it, had yielded a mutually beneficial partnership with Native Americans in Virginia, which he’d founded in 1585.


To mount an expedition to Guiana, he just needed Elizabeth’s approval, ordinarily a simple matter: he wasn’t just her favorite courtier; he was her captain of the guard and, arguably, her best friend. Because of his relationship with another woman, however, she’d just put him in prison.
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THOSE DAINTY HANDS WHICH CONQUERED MY DESIRE


THE TROUBLE HAD started in 1581 when Ralegh, then a twenty-seven-year-old army captain, left the battlefield in hope of winning royal favor, just a whiff of which could substantially change his life. For instance, if Queen Elizabeth were to grant him one of her scores of patents (official permissions). With the patent to license vintners, he would collect £1 per year from anyone wanting to retail wine in England, netting himself £1,000 a year, more than he could earn in a lifetime as a soldier. And if he could stay in favor, the world was his for the asking: the queen also granted patents for exploration and colonization, with the patent holder keeping a share of the land and the riches. Ralegh longed, as he put it, “to seek new worlds for gold, for praise, for glory.”


First, he had to gain access to Elizabeth, which could be nearly as difficult as discovering one of those worlds. At all times she was surrounded by fifteen hundred to two thousand courtiers seeking her attention in much the same way trees, ferns, and lichens in the jungle grappled for access to sunlight. Ralegh determined that getting a court position was his best bet, but that, too, was a challenge. Among several requirements was education, and his was limited: he’d distinguished himself at Oxford but had left well shy of graduation to go to war, first in France on behalf of persecuted Protestants, and next in Ireland, where England was trying to suppress the Desmond Rebellions. Then again, his eight years of military service might be seen at court as more valuable than an Oxford degree. He’d earned a reputation for utter indifference to danger and, perhaps even more valuable, as a soldier who could be counted on to get a job done, however repugnant. The siege of the Irish fort in Smerwick in 1580, for example: at its successful conclusion, Ralegh and another captain perfunctorily carried out their commander’s orders to “put to the sword” the fort’s six hundred defenders.
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Sir Walter Ralegh








At court, however, it was more important to be good-looking. According to the courtiers’ second Bible, The Book of the Courtier by Count Baldesar Castiglione, “Outward beauty is a true sign of inner goodness… just as with trees the beauty of the blossom testifies to the goodness of the fruit.” Ralegh didn’t protest. By all accounts, he was handsome; it was another box he could check. Leveraging his relation to a connected half brother and/or a late aunt who had once been Lady of the Bedchamber (the queen’s personal attendant), he secured the position of esquire in the Body Extraordinary, a group of 150 young men on call to perform minor chores for which they received no pay.


Now he was one of two thousand courtiers vying for Queen Elizabeth’s attention, all of them splendidly groomed, coiffed, and attired, and at the ready with flowery attestations of their devotion to her—her catnip—should they manage to get within earshot. At first they looked on the newcomer as a potential ally, which is to say, a stepping stone. But when he opened his mouth, they heard—or, from their perspective, they were subjected to—his Devonshire drawl: it sounded as if he were speaking through a mouthful of straw. Worse, it meant he was from Devon, way down on the southeastern coast, important to shipping and commerce but, for the most part, a backwater full of pirates, smugglers, and hog farmers. On occasion, granted, Devonians made it to court, but always they had the good sense to do something about that accent. For this upstart’s own good, thought the courtiers, he had better be the son of a viscount or an earl with a misguided affinity for the sea.


They looked into it—one needn’t go far at court to get that sort of information: the place was a living, breathing social register. The Raleghs, they learned, were a wealthy and distinguished Devonshire family. Once upon a time. In recent generations, though, the family had been, according to an authoritative source, “buried in oblivion, as though it had never been.” The Raleghs no longer owned their farmhouse nor the land they tilled. They were little more than commoners. Ghastlier still, Walter was the youngest of five sons; he’d be lucky to inherit a hog pen.


He would be well-advised, therefore, to go back to the army. Or, really, to go anywhere other than Queen Elizabeth’s court, where the prerequisite for success—more than education, more than looks, more than connections, more than anything—was social standing. “It nearly always happens that both in the profession of arms and in other worthy pursuits the most famous men have been of noble birth,” explained the Book of the Courtier. The correlation between bloodline and virtue was the same as “in trees, the shoots of which nearly always resemble the trunk.” Men of ignoble birth, on the other hand, “lack that stimulus and fear of shame, nor do they feel any obligation to advance beyond what their predecessors have done.”


In sum, Ralegh stood a better chance of becoming queen himself than of being looked upon as anything other than an upstart by his fellow courtiers. Which both galled him and stoked his ambition: he wouldn’t just sail off to seek new worlds; he would leave the damned elitists gagging on his wake.


For the time being, though, failing to distinguish himself at court for anything other than his accent, he needed to retool. Although he maintained that “no man is esteemed for colorful garments except by fools and women,” he began with a visit to the tailor’s, overextending himself for an extravagant wardrobe featuring the finest and most meticulously sewn silks lined with lavish furs and studded with pearls. He added a pair of large pearl earrings, and more pearls still to adorn his hair, which received nearly the same level of attention from a cosmetologist that marble did from Michelangelo.


When he returned to court, likely even the most flamboyant fops agreed that the upstart’s new getup was ostentatious, pathetically nouveau riche, and, most grievous of all, a violation of their fundamental guiding principle: a courtier should at all times carry himself with a graceful nonchalance. Granted, Queen Elizabeth attired herself in an orgy of bright colors, gems, and frills, but that was her signature style, enabling her to outshine everyone else, and it suited her: she was, effectively, the sun.


On the day of Ralegh’s return, according to the lone existing report, by English historian Thomas Fuller, the queen was taking a walk in the Greenwich Palace gardens, accompanied by the usual throng of courtiers jostling for proximity. At one point she came upon “a plashy place”—or, a mud puddle—and “seemed to scruple going thereon.” Enter Captain Ralegh “in good habit (his clothes then being a considerable part of his estate).” He “cast and spread his new plush cloak on the ground whereon the Queen trod gently.” Taken by the gesture, she rewarded her new sartorial soulmate with several new suits.


There are concerns about the validity of Fuller’s report: he wrote it eighty years after the fact, and he was known to embellish. Also, there’s no mention of the cloak incident by contemporaneous court sources, for whom relatively quotidian details like the state of Queen Elizabeth’s bedsheets merited a ream of coverage. Not long after that damp day in Greenwich, however, Ralegh fashioned a new seal for himself depicting his battle helmet and his family’s coat of arms held aloft by a cloak spread out like a pair of eagle’s wings. Clearly a cloak had some significance to him.


In any case, from that point, his career took flight. Elizabeth had likely heard of him before, of his heroics in Ireland. In person, surely the tall and darkly handsome young soldier wasn’t impeded by her affinity for tall, dark, and handsome young soldiers. There were enough of those at court for a battalion, but none were as bright, glib, or well-read as Ralegh. His curiosity about the world was insatiable: since boyhood, he’d gone through books the way other people did oxygen. Elizabeth was especially struck by his geopolitical insights. Quickly, according to future secretary of state Robert Naunton, “she took him for a kind of oracle,” which “nettled” all the courtiers.






[image: image]

Ralegh “cast and spread his new plush cloak on the ground whereon the Queen trod gently.”








For Ralegh it was delicious; by turning their pretensions on them, he’d beaten them at their own game. To capitalize, though, he would need to maintain the queen’s favor, which was even more challenging than winning it. Courtiers in her inner circle were required to romance her, done for the most part by celebrating her in words—poetry, music, and tributes—as though she were the love of their lives. Because, at forty-eight, she was older than many of their mothers, and since she was nearly synonymous with virginity (one of the reasons Ralegh’s colony would be named Virginia), it was a game. But at the same time, it wasn’t. The mere hint that one of her favorites had an outside attachment inflamed her jealousy, at which point, as one of them put it, “came a storm from a sudden gathering of clouds, and the thunder fell in wondrous manner on all alike.” As much as they were afraid of her, however, they were enchanted by her. “She did fish for men’s souls,” wrote one of them, “and had so sweet a bait that no one could escape her network.”


Ralegh plunked down his soul, extolling Elizabeth as his “life’s joy” and his “soul’s heaven above” in poems he wrote for her, tapping talent that would one day place his name on the short list of poets suspected of secretly writing Shakespeare’s plays. And he had no shame in laying it on—for instance, waxing about the royal “eyes which set my fancy on a fire,” auburn curls that “hold my heart in chains,” “those dainty hands which conquered my desire,” and “that wit which of my thought does hold the reins!”


As a result, wrote a visitor to court, the queen was believed “to love this gentleman now beyond all the others.” She was even taken with Ralegh’s Devonshire accent, affectionately using it herself to call him “Water.” By 1583, the unofficial title of “Royal Favourite” was his, and it had lavish benefits, including the wine patent as well as a rent-free residence—and not just any residence, but Durham House, the elegant, 250-year-old, centrally located riverside palace where Elizabeth herself had once lived.


He went on to accrue more patents and properties, as well as official titles, including lord warden of the stannaries (the tin-mining counties of Devon and Cornwall), a significant post not only for its salary, £3,000 per annum, but because Devon and Cornwall were responsible for England’s standing as the principal supplier of tin in the Western world. Next, he became lord and governor of Virginia, although he’d never set foot there: after Elizabeth granted him the patent to explore the territory in 1584, she was unwilling to part with him. In 1587, to keep him closer still, she made him captain of the guard, a job that entailed overseeing her protection day and night.
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Queen Elizabeth I








On the balance, Ralegh was pleased: in an era when courtiers spent their days fighting for a monarch’s attention and ordinary subjects spent months contriving to get even a moment’s proximity, the position was as influential as any that didn’t come with a throne. Still, court life could be confining to someone who burned to seek new worlds, much less the unquenchably curious sort who didn’t so much as see a corner without feeling compelled to learn what was around it. And despite his elegiac avowal that the fifty-four-year-old queen was “my true fantasy’s mistress,” the thirty-three-year-old bachelor’s eye wandered.


Enter the twenty-two-year-old Elizabeth Throckmorton, known as Bess, one of the ten to twelve Gentlewomen of the Privy Chamber, or ladies-in-waiting—personal assistants to the queen chosen for their looks and lineage. Although there were exceptions, one other prerequisite was virginity, which Elizabeth required ladies-in-waiting not only to maintain while in her service but also to rejoice in, as she did. And because she wanted them to be free of loyalty to anyone but her, as little as a dalliance risked her wrath. Marriage, therefore, was off the table for them unless she consented. In most cases, there was a better chance of convincing her to pitch her crown into the Thames.


Still, Walter and Bess wanted to marry—and, in 1591, they needed to: she was pregnant. Asking Elizabeth’s permission wouldn’t merely be rhetorical, however; it would mean expulsion from court. At the least. Several courtiers’ affairs had landed them in prison. Also, per the 1536 Treason Act, it was a capital offense for a person of royal blood to wed without the sovereign’s consent. Because Bess’s stepsister, Lady Jane Grey, had been queen (albeit for just nine days, in 1553, before she was beheaded), her blood was royal enough.


Nevertheless, in deference to propriety, the couple wed, exchanging vows covertly, on November 19, before returning to court as though nothing had happened. The bride availed herself of the right corsets or farthingales (early hoop skirts)—pregnancy concealment was something of a sixteenth-century cottage industry—and Elizabeth suspected nothing. A few months later, Bess contrived an excuse to go to her brother’s country house, where, on March 29, 1592, she gave birth to a boy, Damerei (a variation of the surname D’Amerie on a branch of the Raleghs’ family tree connecting them to Henry II). Finally, having hired a discreet wet nurse, she returned to court. The Raleghs’ cover-up appeared to have succeeded.
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Bess Throckmorton








It had an Achilles’ heel, though: the legion of courtiers perpetually on the prowl for information they could use to subvert one another. Chief among them was First Earl of Salisbury Robert Cecil—“Pygmy,” Elizabeth called him, on account of his small stature and a back hunched from scoliosis. Cecil’s outsized mind and his genius for politics had made him an exception to her rule of favoritism based on physical attributes, earning him a knighthood in 1591. Now, at twenty-eight, he’d just become the youngest-ever member of the Privy Council, the body of nineteen noblemen who oversaw most of the kingdom’s daily operations.


When Cecil asked him about the rumors of a secret wedding, Ralegh replied, “If any such thing were [true,] I would have imparted it unto yourself before any man living.” Calling God as his witness, he added that his love for Queen Elizabeth relegated the notion of another woman to nonsense. In Cecil’s experience, however, Ralegh’s definition of truth was whatever was most expedient to attaining his objective. The personal motto on Ralegh’s winged-cloak seal, Amore et Virtute (with Love and Virtue), was in the same category as the mercurial Elizabeth’s motto, Semper Eadem (Always the Same), or that of her father, Henry VIII, who’d had six wives and executed two of them: Coeur Loyale (Loyal Heart).


Cecil resolved that the queen would hear all about the secret wedding—albeit from someone other than him, so he wouldn’t be exposed to the fallout. Consequently, in late May 1592, both Walter and Bess Ralegh were placed under house arrest for two months—he at Durham House and she, as far as is known, somewhere in London that had a courtyard—before being imprisoned in the Tower of London for however long the queen needed to decide what to do with them.
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ENGLAND OR INDIA OR ELSEWHERE


WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR built the Tower of London fortress as a royal residence in 1078, but his successors thought it was better suited for use as a prison. Over the next four centuries, they added concentric hexagonal ramparts, a moat, and a small city’s worth of buildings, including the one in which Walter Ralegh found himself in 1592, the Garden Tower—or, the Bloody Tower, as everyone had called it since 1483, when two young princes were held and allegedly murdered there by their uncle, Richard of Gloucester, enabling him to succeed their father, King Edward V. Bess Ralegh, meanwhile, was placed “somewhere else” in the Tower complex. Details of baby Damerei’s whereabouts are even murkier.


Although both Walter and Bess were permitted servants and spacious quarters—he had a two-room apartment with a view of the Thames—their imprisonment was anything but comfortable due to the continual sensation of impending catastrophe. Despite their vast network of courtiers close to Queen Elizabeth, they were unable to glean anything of her thinking, save that an apology was in order. Walter instead wrote a letter to Elizabeth in which he lamented being unable to behold her “like Venus, the gentle wind blowing her fair hair about her pure cheeks, like a nymph, sometimes sitting in the shade like a goddess, sometimes singing like an angel.” He received no response.


As a follow-up, he tried poetry, which had never failed to move her. In “The 21st (and last) Book of the Ocean to Cynthia,” a 543-line requiem that is now widely considered a masterpiece, he portrayed her as Cynthia, goddess of the moon, who controls the Ocean—i.e., Water, Elizabeth’s pet name for him. Their relationship meant everything to the Ocean, but unfortunately “Her love hath end: my woe must ever last.” Ralegh sent the completed work to Cecil, who, he hoped, would give it to the queen. Instead, Cecil stuck it on a shelf in his country house, where it would collect dust for three centuries.


Next, Ralegh turned to a more reliable means of appeasing Elizabeth: money. Along with the throne in 1558, she’d inherited a £227,000 national debt that made paying bills a perpetual struggle—one that the Irish rebellion and ten years of war with Spain hadn’t helped. On September 8, 1592, three months into Ralegh’s stay in the Tower, one of his privateering (state-sanctioned piracy) fleets returned to England having captured the Madre de Dios, a Portuguese merchant ship practically swollen with valuable cargo, including 537 tons of spices and chestfuls of gold, silver, pearls, and ambergris, a sperm whale intestine secretion literally worth its weight in gold to perfume manufacturers. The queen was entitled to the privateering standard one-tenth of the proceeds, £14,100, but Ralegh added his own share to hers, giving her a total of £80,000. To put that figure in context, the construction cost of the most luxurious royal palace of the day, Henry VIII’s Nonsuch—so known because no such palace equaled its magnificence—was £23,000. Certainly the sum was “more than ever any man presented Her Majesty,” Ralegh told an associate, adding, “If God had sent it for my ransom, I hope Her Majesty of her abundant goodness will accept it.”


She did accept it. Yet she left him in the Tower to brood over what more he could have done to placate her, eventually leading him to the idea of capitalizing on his privateers’ 1584 capture of Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, the governor of Patagonia and author of the 1572 landmark Historia de Los Incas (History of the Incas). Ralegh had held Sarmiento for ransom but treated him as an honored guest and fellow gentleman adventurer rather than a captive, allowing him to stay at Durham House and even introducing him to Queen Elizabeth. The two men developed a convivial rapport, meanwhile, delighting in conversing in Latin before Ralegh switched to fluent Spanish, which he had learned in order to avail himself of New World intelligence only available in books like Historia de Los Incas. It allowed him and Sarmiento to have the sort of long, deep conversations possible only between kindred spirits. Or so the Spaniard thought. In fact, Ralegh was acting, his objective being to gather more intelligence, and in the trove he would wheedle was the story of munitions master Juan Martín de Albujar.


In 1592, Ralegh’s first step to El Dorado was reconnaissance, as always—“Prevention is the daughter of intelligence,” he liked to say. It would be especially important in Guiana, given the Spanish military presence. Fortunately, the Tower of London didn’t prohibit inmates from interviewing privateers and hiring them for transatlantic reconnaissance missions. Once he’d dispatched them, however, he could do little more than wait for their return—months, at best. As if he didn’t have enough suspense already.


The conditions didn’t help; a drought and uncommonly high September temperatures dried up the Thames. And then there was the 1592–1593 London Plague, the latest in a series of bubonic epidemics that had begun with the Black Death in 1346. It would claim the lives of one in ten of the city’s two hundred thousand residents, resulting in an almost constant toll of church bells. Although Ralegh was permitted to have guests, none came, everyone with means having hightailed it out of town.


Its cooler temperatures notwithstanding, October prolonged his hell, then immeasurably deepened it with the death of his son, Damerei. It’s unknown whether the seven-month-old was a victim of the plague, infant mortality (which claimed 27 percent of English babies at the time), or something else. His parents’ thoughts and the details of their lives during that difficult interval are similarly lost to history, save that even Walter’s rivals sympathized. As Robert Naunton remarked, “Sir Walter Ralegh was one that, it seems, fortune had picked out… to use as her tennis-ball, thereby to show what she could do.”


Two months later, some combination of compassion, elapsed time, and the advent of Christmas seemed to soften Elizabeth. Walter was freed on December 13, and Bess on December 22, although both were still banished indefinitely from court. That was fine with Bess, who wanted to move to Sherborne Castle, the Dorset country estate Walter had long coveted before Queen Elizabeth gave it to him—just a few months prior to the marriage flap. Set in the shallow valley of the River Yeo and surrounded by a serene deer park, the property included the quintessential medieval palace replete with moat, drawbridge, and quartet of three-story spires. Bess saw it as a chance to start a new life away from court. Queen Elizabeth continued to exert a gravitational pull on Walter, however. According to his friend, the playwright Ben Johnson, the issue was that Ralegh “esteemed fame more than conscience.”


Eventually, though, he came around, embracing country life—even after the old castle proved to be drafty and gravity-challenged. He and Bess set to work building a new home on the other side of the river, and not just any home but a four-story brick mansion that would conjure palaces of old, at the same time embracing modernity with innovations like a plaster facade, tall windows to admit an extraordinary amount of daylight by era standards, and fresh water pumped in from a nearby spring. Next, the Raleghs augmented the estate’s sweeping lawns with a network of terraces and walkways dotted with New World flowers, and they added cedar trees—brought as seedlings from Virginia—to the surrounding woods.


They made their most significant addition to Sherborne in October 1593, a son named Walter. Wat, as they called him, was christened on November 1 at a nearby country church straight out of a storybook. By Christmas, ensconced at Sherborne with a loving and beloved wife and a healthy newborn son, Walter Ralegh arguably had anything a man could want. Unless that man wanted to seek new worlds for gold, praise, and glory.


And the gold was now less a want than a need. The costs of improving and maintaining Sherborne were exceeding Ralegh’s diminished means, much of his income having previously come from privateering operations that needed to be authorized by the queen—with the proceeds having gone into his Virginia colonization effort, some £40,000 he’d yet to recoup. He still had his official posts, like lord warden of the stannaries and its £3,000 salary, and his wine patent wouldn’t expire for twenty-six years, but Elizabeth could easily reassign those. And her successor almost certainly would: not a small concern. At sixty-two, she was well past her expiration date per era norms. Aristocrats who made it past twenty-one had an average life expectancy of forty-three, two years more than commoners. That advantage, however, didn’t extend to royals, who tended to perish a decade earlier than their subjects. As it happened, Elizabeth’s four predecessors—Henry VIII, Edward VI, Jane Grey, and Mary I—lived to an average age of thirty-three exactly, with Henry the longevity champ at fifty-five.


Accordingly, in December 1593, Walter sought a return to court, a strong possibility provided that the answer to any one of the following questions was yes: Had Elizabeth been mollified by the passage of time—a year and a half since his arrest? Had England’s stagnation abroad given her an appreciation for his colonization strategy? During the latest round of Irish strife, had she missed his counsel? Did she miss him?


The answers came in his ensuing pursuit of a vacant Privy Council seat. Not only was he flatly denied, but his effort was widely mocked at court: only Sir Upstart could have overlooked “The Disgrace.” To return to favor, Ralegh concluded, he needed something on the scale of El Dorado.


As if on cue, the privateers he’d dispatched months earlier returned to England from Guiana. Their objective had been to locate a Spaniard-free beachhead where he and an expeditionary force could safely land and leave their ships while venturing onto the continent. Unfortunately, the privateers reported, Spanish military presence in the area was pervasive. Still, there was an island eight miles east of the continent that might fit the bill: Trinidad. The Spaniards had a garrison there, but it was nothing Ralegh couldn’t take with a couple hundred men, allowing him to secure the island. The privateers had also brought two Natives of Trinidad and two more from the continent, all excited to learn English so they could serve as interpreters on the expedition. Ralegh now had a clear path to El Dorado, or, at least, into the jungle.


Almost as important was a path out: without Queen Elizabeth’s willingness to defend El Dorado once he’d discovered it, he would essentially be discovering it for Spain. But even if the queen was thoroughly smitten with his plan, her financial headaches would preclude her from paying for any of it. Before approaching her, therefore, he needed to privately raise the requisite £60,000. And to do that, he needed buy-in from Bess.


She recognized the financial urgency. Their family life at Sherborne Castle hadn’t just been the antidote to court she’d hoped for, however; it had exceeded her fondest dreams. In addition, their union had solidified to the point that when they were apart, she felt “dissevered from him.” At such times, she said, “a hermit’s cell” was “fit for me and my mind.” And then there was their son, on the cusp of toddlerhood. Wat would miss his father—and very possibly lose him altogether: twenty-four of Ralegh’s reconnaissance men had died just in minor skirmishes with the Spaniards. How much higher would that figure have been had they actually set foot in the deadly Amazon jungle, where he planned to spend months?


Hoping to find a less perilous solution, Bess looked to Robert Cecil, her confidant—or so he’d led her to believe. “I hope for my sake you will rather draw Sir Walter towards the east than help him forward toward the sunset,” she wrote in September 1594, referring to Guiana by its direction alone in order to maintain the strict secrecy of the destination, lest rival explorers horn in. Cecil, by that point, knew all about the plan to explore in Guiana—or “England or in India or elsewhere,” as Ralegh had cryptically been referring to it in his fundraising effort.


In addition to Cecil, Ralegh had solicited Charles Howard, who, as lord high admiral, had led England to victory against the Spanish Armada in 1588. In assessing the proposed Guiana expedition, Howard could see a cautionary tale in Virginia, where achieving profitability in corn, wheat, and tobacco crops would at best be a long haul. The crop in Guiana—gold—was more immediate, though, and far more enticing. Howard was in, as was Cecil, who no doubt told Bess his hands were simply tied.


With such influential men backing the enterprise, it would be politically difficult for Queen Elizabeth to withhold letters patent, the official authorization to explore on her behalf. With rising confidence Increasingly confident, Ralegh began equipping a fleet and recruiting personnel for a yearlong voyage. Since crew compensation came in shares of plunder, he was hampered by the need to keep his destination secret. Still, within a few months, he managed not only to enlist 150 men but also to provision five ships.
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As it transpired, Queen Elizabeth was sold on the idea—so much so that she encouraged twenty-year-old aspiring explorer Robert Dudley to mount his own El Dorado expedition. As much as she was aware of the importance of the secret behind Ralegh’s cryptonym, “England, India, or Elsewhere,” she was invested in Dudley’s prospects. His late father and namesake had been her lifelong friend and, as was widely speculated, her lover. In his own account of their discussion, the younger Dudley wrote that the queen, unsettled by his original plan of preying on Spanish ships in the Atlantic, advised him only to sail to the West Indies instead. Yet a preponderance of evidence suggests that her recommendation was much more specific, for instance, the account of the same proceeding by the expedition’s blunt pilot, Abram Kendall, stating that the reason Dudley headed for Guiana was “he had order to do from Queen Elizabeth.”


Dudley posed a formidable threat to Ralegh. As it happens, a description of Dudley by one of their contemporaries might well be one of Ralegh: “A person of stature tall and comely, also strong, valiant, famous at the exercise of tilting [jousting], singularly skilled in all mathematic learning, but chiefly in navigation and architecture, a rare chemist, and of great knowledge of physics.” A critical difference between the two men was means. Although Dudley was the Earl of Leicester’s illegitimate son, he’d inherited the bulk of the Leicester estate, including the grand Kenilworth Castle in Warwickshire, the home of five King Henrys, from IV to VIII, before Queen Elizabeth gave it to Leicester. To outfit his expedition, Dudley simply had to go to the goldsmith’s and make a withdrawal. And he was able to afford the very best seamen, like Kendall, who’d served as pilot for legendary explorer Sir Francis Drake.


On November 21, 1594, Dudley’s fleet weighed anchor at Plymouth, the Devonshire port city where the English Channel broadens before joining the Atlantic. Ralegh happened to be at Plymouth too, readying his own fleet and, for the most part, languishing while waiting on his letters patent from the palace. Possibly he suffered the indignity of being on the pier that day while crowds of onlookers oohed and aahed at the spectacle of the wind filling Dudley’s pristine sails and sending his four splendid vessels flying toward the New World.
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Elizabeth’s maddening heedlessness aside, Ralegh worried that even if Dudley and his men utterly failed to find El Dorado, they would treat the Guianans poorly, prejudicing them against England and upending his own plan. Dudley also might simply beat him to El Dorado—if the governor of Trinidad and veteran El Dorado hunter Antonio de Berrío didn’t beat both of them. Ralegh’s reconnaissance team had learned that after coming within a hairbreadth of the golden city in 1591, Berrío was planning a new expedition. And if not him, then another Englishman who’d managed to get wind of Ralegh’s plan and was now mounting his own expedition, Thomas Heaton, mayor of Southampton, shipowner, and privateer with a nose for prizes.


The rest of November 1594 came and went with Ralegh pacing the Plymouth piers waiting for his letters patent, the delay eating at his soul. Queen Elizabeth finally took official action on December 6, authorizing Cecil to issue a document permitting “our servant Sir Walter Ralegh” to “offend and enfeeble the King of Spain and his subjects in his dominions to the uttermost” and “to discover and subdue heathen lands not in the possession of any Christian prince.” Ralegh noted with chagrin that he was no longer the queen’s “trusty” and “well-beloved” servant he’d been in his Virginia commission. Surely, though, the sentiment was crowded out by relief: the document constituted his letters patent. He could ready his fleet.


He benefited from an exuberant three-hundred-man crew of professional seamen complemented by many of his friends, trusted associates, and fellow gentleman adventurers. By December 21, 1594, they had food, water, and everything else they needed. Except wind. There wasn’t enough to put out a candle, much less to sail. On December 24, after three days of the same, Ralegh wrote Cecil, “This wind breaks my heart.”


He returned to Sherborne to celebrate Christmas Eve with Bess and Wat, but it was difficult to take his mind off the rival expeditions “bound to the wars,” as he put it. Christmas passed without the gift he’d prayed for—wind—as did the rest of December and then the entire month of January 1595, by the end of which it was easy to imagine Robert Dudley swinging a machete in the dark jungle, splitting stalk after vine until, all of a sudden, he glowed golden in the reflection of El Dorado.


But even if Dudley had taken a wrong turn and wound up in, say, India, any more delays could derail Ralegh altogether; each passing second was a tick of the clock toward the rainy season in Guiana, which began in May, made exploration impossible by July, and persisted into October. As it stood, since Ralegh was personally paying for his crew’s daily provisions, the delay had cost him nearly everything he had. If he were to die in Guiana, he lamented, he would be leaving Bess and Wat to live on £150 a year—less than a tenth of Sherborne’s annual costs.


As the maddeningly still air continued into February, he began to have reservations about going. “In the winter of my life,” he wrote, here he was leaving his family to undertake an expedition “fitter for boys less blasted with misfortunes, for men of greater ability, and for minds of better encouragement.” But as sailors like to say, a good wind can sweep away any of life’s frustrations, and on Thursday, February 6, 1595, finally, such a wind filled Ralegh’s sails.
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THE UNLUCKY BASTARD


IN 1588, ROBERT Dudley matriculated to Oxford at all of thirteen years old and bowled over his classmates and instructors alike with his mathematical ability. Yet the first thing any of them said about him was, “He’s Leicester’s bastard.” Indeed, his father, the First Earl of Leicester, also named Robert Dudley, had been married to someone else on August 7, 1574, when his lover, Lady Douglas Sheffield, gave birth to the junior Robert—Robyn, they called him. Leicester lovingly raised Robyn, referring to him as “my lawful son.” On September 4, 1588, when Leicester died without any legitimate children, his colossal estate went to fourteen-year-old Robyn. Although the boy’s illegitimacy precluded him inheriting the title of Earl of Leicester, he now had an unofficial title: Luckiest Bastard in England.


Bent on a greater distinction, Robyn threw himself into books, studying navigation and naval warfare and becoming an expert on both despite having no actual experience at sea. That stood to change on November 6, 1594, in Southampton, when, at the age of twenty years and two months—ten months shy of the Royal Navy’s minimum for a captain—he took command of the sleek, custom-built, thirty-gun, 200-ton Bear. His fleet also included the 180-ton Bear’s Whelp and a pair of pinnaces (small, two-masted boats), the Frisking and the Earwig (names that are run-of-the-mill by the standards of English ship nomenclature set by, among others, the Happy Entrance, the Carcass, the Spanker, and the Cockchafer).


Dudley’s crew consisted largely of veteran seamen, rough-and-tumble salts whose lives had been a series of hardships and struggles. As he gave orders for them to weigh anchor and sail the 120 miles of English Channel to Plymouth—where they would anchor briefly before crossing the Atlantic—it was natural to wonder whether they would obey him and, in general, how they would respond to a lucky bastard of a greenhorn who, past his teenage years by a matter of weeks, had become their admiral by virtue of a sack of Daddy’s silver. In fact, most of the crewmen were impressed by both his maritime acumen and his aplomb; he’d had their adherence almost from the moment he first set foot on deck.


He did not, however, have beginner’s luck. The crew had reason to expect his top-notch fleet to cover the 120 miles from Southampton to Plymouth in a day or two, but, for lack of wind, the journey took thirteen days, a pace just north of a third of a mile per hour. An average swimmer could have done it in half the time.


On November 21, after anchoring briefly at Plymouth—the same port where Walter Ralegh remained in limbo—Dudley sailed out to the Atlantic, where his luck didn’t get any better. That night, he was awakened prematurely by the extreme pitching and rolling of his ship. A glance out the stern windows of the captain’s quarters supplied little in the way of information; darkness at sea can seem like immersion in India ink. It’s easy to imagine Dudley winching his way topside, where everything that wasn’t tied down flew from one side of the deck to the other with each mountainous wave. In the fleeting intervals between those three-hundred-thousand-pound masses of water slamming into the hull, and when the shrieking gale dipped to a mere howl, he could hear Kendall shouting orders. While trying to carry them out—to reef the sagging sails, for example—the men on deck struggled to maintain their footing in gelatinous seafoam that had the effect of oil on decks that would have been slippery even without the fusillade of rain. Simultaneously, they had to watch out for waves capable of sweeping them to oblivion and wind-loosed chunks of rigging heavy enough to crack their skulls open. And those men, arguably, had it better than their shipmates belowdecks, furiously working the pumps in the bilge (the lowest part of the hull, where water collected) while forced to breathe dank air that reeked of urine, vomit, and rotting rodent carcasses. At the same time, all around them, planks and boards whined, the hull seemingly one wave away from collapsing into kindling; it was as though the ship were pleading for a return to port—in which case she would have been seconding Dudley’s officers.


Dudley concurred. His Bear and one of the pinnaces managed to reach Plymouth safely, with the Bear’s Whelp and the second pinnace landing in Falmouth, forty miles east. Undaunted by the experience, he sent orders to the Bear’s Whelp to weigh anchor again as soon as possible and then meet him in the Canary Islands (off the coast of northwest Africa), where the fleet could reprovision before starting across the Atlantic.


The Bear set sail on December 1, catching a strong wind and proving to be the gazelle Robyn had hoped for, which is to say, a privateering vessel capable of both seizing any Spanish merchant ship—which his patent permitted him to plunder—and escaping any Spanish man-of-war. The same wind, however, lofted a wave onto the Earwig, swamping the pinnace, and before her crewmen could pump her, she was on the way to the sea bottom without hope of recovery. Lunging for lifeboats or anything else that might float, the men tried to get to the Bear. Later, when they assembled on the Bear’s deck, they discovered that no one had died—which, as it happened, was the best that could be said for the expedition to that point.


Writing off his difficulties as garden-variety “misfortune,” Dudley was confident that the law of averages would catch up to the company, meaning good luck was only a matter of time. His men were less sanguine. Sailors were as superstitious as anyone in human history. It was bad luck to stir tea with a knife, they believed; it stirred up trouble. Turning a loaf of bread upside down once it had been sliced was thought to have the same effect. Whistling while at sea was also a problem: it provoked the winds. In contrast, a cat aboard ship, an albatross flying overhead, and an odd number of fishing nets were among many indicators of good luck; the Dudley expedition was woefully short of such portents.


Next, the captain and crew of the Bear’s Whelp decided to go rogue, capturing “two great and rich galleons” before returning to England to spend their prize money. On reaching the Canaries in late December 1594, however, all Dudley knew was the Bear’s Whelp crew had failed to rendezvous with him. Left to assume the worst after twelve days passed without any sign of them, he set sail for Trinidad, where, he was convinced, his luck would turn—although he wouldn’t dare voice the sentiment given sailors’ belief that, while at sea, it was bad luck to say “good luck.”


If nothing else, he was well ahead of his rivals. Little is recorded of Thomas Heaton’s expedition save that the Southampton mayor would make it back to England a year later with only a couple of trunkfuls of tapestries and other “Indian stuff” to show for his efforts, leading to his imprisonment for debt. Walter Ralegh, meanwhile, didn’t depart England until three weeks after Dudley’s ships sailed for Trinidad.


Although Ralegh made decent time to the Canaries, when he landed at the island of Tenerife, on February 20, 1595, six of his eight ships were missing. Among them was the Lion’s Whelp, the frigate supplied by Lord High Admiral Charles Howard. Her commander, the expedition’s vice admiral, George Gifford, was a friend of Ralegh’s as well as a cousin of Bess’s. He was also a scoundrel who’d routinely sold out his friends—and, on one occasion, as will be seen, a cousin. Although Ralegh trusted him, it wasn’t out of the question that Gifford had absconded with the Lord High Admiral’s frigate and that she was now a pirate ship.


Ralegh had even more reason to mistrust Captain Amyas Preston, who was in command of four of the other missing vessels. In fact, just like the captain and crew of the Bear’s Whelp in Robert Dudley’s fleet, Preston and his men had gone rogue.


Also unaccounted for was the galliot (a small, flat-bottomed merchant ship) captained by Lawrence Keymis, one of Ralegh’s closest friends. Tall, lean, with a perpetual squint in one eye, the thirty-year-old Keymis looked the part of a sea captain. Unfortunately, he was anything but. A native of landlocked Wiltshire, Keymis had gone to Oxford’s Balliol College in 1581 at sixteen, winning a reputation as a brilliant mathematician and alchemist. After earning his degree, he stayed on at the school to lecture until 1588, when he was offered a job providing navigational, mineralogical, and other scientific data for Ralegh’s privateering and colonial ventures. While working together, Keymis and Ralegh grew close. Eventually the unmarried Keymis moved into Durham House so as to maximize his time in its alchemy lab, and in the years that followed he took on additional responsibilities, including running the household, administering the wine patent, and, now, commanding the galliot.


At first his disappearance didn’t overly concern Ralegh. Nor did those of the other five vessels. Ships disappeared as often as keys, nearly as often reappearing within a day or two, typically just catching up after losing sight of the rest of the fleet in darkness or a storm. For that reason, fleets prearranged a rendezvous point—in this case, Tenerife, one of the best meeting spots on earth; not only was it the centermost and, at 785 square miles, the largest of the Canaries, but its seemingly limitless panorama of turquoise Atlantic and periwinkle sky made an incoming vessel easy to spot, even after dark, as moon and starlight fringed the translucent wavetops, demarcating inbound craft. At night, as one sailor put it, objects at sea “seemed to swim in a sparkling sea of fire,” and with each furrow a ship cut into the waves, “sparks, flying like glowing iron when struck with a heavy hammer, momentarily lighted up its immediate surroundings.”


Over the next three days there, Ralegh spotted several inbound craft. None were his. Two proved lucrative prizes for him: a Belgian vessel transporting wine and a Spanish ship laden with firearms. Given the urgency of getting to Guiana, though, he would have happily traded the plunder for his own ships, or even for an explanation for their absence, which he was finding increasingly hard to fathom: the sailing from England had been nothing but smooth. The Lion’s Whelp and Captain Preston’s quartet of ships might have been delayed in getting out of Plymouth, he thought. But what the devil could have happened to Keymis? Ralegh had last sighted the galliot off the coast of Portugal before dark. Could the Spaniards have had something to do with her disappearance? Possibly, but if they’d attacked the galliot that night, his crewmen probably would have heard gunfire and seen the muzzle flashes.


More likely, Keymis had struck a rock or run aground, either of which could put the galliot out of commission for weeks while she underwent repairs. But the most likely explanation, and the most troublesome given Ralegh’s decision to place Keymis in the command of the galliot, was that her crew had mutinied and turned pirate. Lawrence was one of the finest scientific minds in England, but he could be a diffident intellectual, the antithesis of the red-blooded commander to whom men responded best—those aboard the galliot especially, most of them the professional infantrymen Ralegh had brought along to attack the Spanish garrison on Trinidad.


On February 24, 1595, his fifth day at Tenerife, Ralegh still had only the two vessels he’d arrived with, his own—presumably the two-hundred-ton Bark Ralegh—and veteran naval commander and privateer Robert Crosse’s bark (or barque, a broad term encompassing ships with square sails on the first two masts and a triangular fore-and-aft sail on the third). Three days later, Ralegh was no closer to an explanation for the absence of the other six ships, and he was beginning to feel an urgency to cross the Atlantic without them. It would be painful to leave Keymis behind, though, and utterly reckless to go to Trinidad without soldiers; lacking an infantry, he would have almost no chance of securing the island.


The next day, February 28, Ralegh woke and looked out the row of windows in the captain’s cabin, eagerly anticipating the sight of the galliot bobbing beside him. He saw only the same bark that had been anchored there all week. As for the horizon: no sails. Seeing no other choice, he gave orders for the two barks—now the entirety of his fleet—to set sail for Trinidad.
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ALL THAT GLISTERS


ON JANUARY 31, 1595—four weeks before Ralegh left the Canary Islands—a dark line materialized on the horizon ahead of Robyn Dudley’s westbound ships. As they drew closer, the line grew wavy, like a sea serpent—which could hardly be ruled out, given the run Dudley and company had been on. Their luck had gone from bad—the difficulties departing London—to worse, with lost vessels and a series of failures to seize Spanish ships on the way to the Canaries, and then to horrific: the fiercest storm in nearly a century while they were on their way out of the islands. As they drew closer to the line, however, its hue brightened to a neon yellow-green, and its irregularities sharpened to mountain peaks and lusciously verdant valleys. The men realized that it was the answer to all their recent prayers: Trinidad.


The island seemed to welcome them as they sailed toward it, exuding moist air perfumed by a galaxy of brightly colored flowers. Its towering trees, vines, and seemingly every other variety of flora on earth were packed tightly together and collectively pulsing, throbbing, and chirping. Europe in comparison, with her sedate plains and woods, was a charcoal sketch. As the vessels neared shore, the bustle revealed itself to consist of countless birds improbably navigating the maze of shoots and boughs, most of them unlike anything the Englishmen had ever seen—for instance, the scarlet ibis, which makes the brightest flamingo look downright pasty.


As soon as they landed—on February 1, at a beachy southwestern inlet named Curiapan (today, Icacos Point)—it seemed that their luck had finally begun to turn. They were met by a group of islanders whose canoes were laden with chickens, tobacco, nuts, fruits, and vegetables they hoped to trade for beads or fishhooks. Better still, the islanders were Arawaks, the “friendly savages,” according to the Spaniards, as opposed to the Caribs, hostile cannibals undeserving of Christian commiseration and fit only for enslavement or extermination. (At the time, the names “Carib” and “Cannibal” were used interchangeably.)


Dudley would later describe the Arawaks as “a fine shaped and a gentle people, all naked and painted red, the commanders wearing crowns of feathers.” In addition to the paint—actually, a form of insect repellent—they had tattoos, including a stripe above their eyebrows sprouting perpendicular lines, like a comb, and, rising from each corner of their mouths, a line resembling a mustache half curled at the end, reaching to the temples. Surprisingly, the skin peeking out from beneath all the paint and ink was no darker than that of Spaniards or Italians. Far and away the Arawaks’ most remarkable feature, however, was the gleaming half moons of gold hanging from each of their necks. When asked about his, one of them replied, “Calcuri”—the one Arawak word known to all the Englishmen, and the one they’d been hoping for months to hear. It meant “gold.”
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