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INTRODUCTION


In countries like Great Britain or the United States of America, most talk nowadays, where the movement of people is concerned, is not about emigrants but about immigrants. Britain has become a fortunate place – a country that many more people want to enter than to leave. A quick internet search returns five million results in the United Kingdom for ‘emigrants’, but more than twenty-two times that number, 113 million, for ‘immigrants’. Things were different four hundred years ago, and many more people looked to leave England than move to it.


As a direct result of the truly astonishing levels of emigration from England, the seventeenth century witnessed an unprecedented realignment of world geography – in terms, that is, of its human population, of where it lived on the earth, and of what it knew about it. Thousands upon thousands of men, women and children who were born on the eastern side of the Atlantic began life anew on its western side, in a region that they knew very little about: in America.


It is a few of these stories which dominate the pages ahead – of the self-taught Puritan Robert Cushman, unimpressed by social standing, of the remarkable poet and pioneer of female equality Anne Bradstreet, of the tobacco farmer John Rolfe, famous for marrying a Native American woman known as Pocahontas, or of the charismatic and passionate Royalist Henry Norwood. It was emigration which would have dominated the consciousness of the English, deafened as they were by the chatter and hubbub and beseeching – by the ‘such loud noise’ – of crowds who clambered onto ships to leave the country, of what one charter then called ‘the multitude of people thronging thither’.1


While other European countries were certainly involved, it was the people of England who were in the forefront of this massive realignment. Often, having moved within England, to towns, to cities, and in particular to London, the capital city, they then moved onward, far across the sea. Although many died soon afterwards, because mortality rates among those who went were terrifyingly high, so many did go that the alteration became permanent, with effects which have shaped and defined our world ever since.


The truly remarkable nature of the shift which took place is not nearly, though – certainly not widely – as appreciated as it should be.


It was not that humans first came to live in places where humans had not lived before. For many thousands of years there had been men and women on both sides of the Atlantic: ever since the days when land connections existed, far to the north, between the European and the American continents, as well as between America and Asia, allowing migration overland. Until approximately 10,000 years ago, when the melting of polar ice caps flooded these land corridors, plunging footprints beneath the waves, a significant exchange of populations – of both flora and fauna – clearly took place, as is obvious now from substantial similarities among life forms. And included in this exchange, of course, were people.2


Nor was it, indeed, that the seventeenth century saw any fundamental new beginning. It was not then that the American continent first entered European consciousness. Viking ships, many hundreds of years earlier, had crossed the Northern Atlantic from Scandinavia, even if the settlement that these wide-roving Europeans had established – on territory that they called ‘Vinland’ – had not proved an enduring one. And it was also over a hundred years before the seventeenth century that another European explorer known to Englishmen as Christopher Columbus discovered (insofar as the people of Eurasia were concerned) the American continent.


While Columbus reached islands in what we now call the Caribbean, far to the south of what we think of as the countries of Canada and the United States of America, another sailor from Italy, a man the English called John Cabot, followed soon afterwards, much further north. When he dropped anchor, he did so in cooler, very different territory – not far from where the Vikings had landed centuries earlier – by the island that we now call Newfoundland. Neither man appreciated, though, what in fact they had found. Both thought that the globe was much smaller than it really is. Both thought that the land they had reached was an outlying, hitherto unknown fragment of Asia – that the large islands of Japan must lie nearby. Today, of course, the island on which Cabot landed is a part of Canada, its very name describing what it was to the men who then saw it: New Found Land.


The discovery of America was one thing, and it was a momentous thing, of course. But substantial settlement was quite another. And it was this that made all the difference, if these European voyages were not to go the way of the earlier Viking ones: to vanish into the thick mists which all too frequently cloaked the north-east American coast, leaving only clues, before a definite rediscovery by archaeologists. The century after Columbus and Cabot – the sixteenth – was a time of further exploration, as well as of a number of tentative, often unsuccessful attempts to colonise this astonishing new territory which (as it soon became apparent) was not Asia at all but an entire, hitherto unsuspected continent: a place both ‘vast and unmeasured’.3


While the Iberian nations – Spain and Portugal – did become established in Central and South America, causing grievous suffering both through deliberate violence and the unwitting bequest of infections against which the American natives had no resistance, the much weaker efforts made by England and France further north in the course of the sixteenth century proved less enduring, as well as less immediately fruitful. In places like Roanoke, famously, on the shore of what is now North Carolina, an effort was made in the time of Queen Elizabeth I – the first such that England did make – to establish a colony upon the shores of what were called these ‘remote heathen and barbarous lands’.


There, in the course of the 1580s, on the precarious, far-flung edge of a strange and unknown territory, over one hundred men were left, to establish a settlement and build a fort, while they awaited further supplies. But first Sir Francis Drake removed – rescued – most of the desperate group. Then, when relief did arrive for the remaining fifteen, it was found that the colonists had entirely disappeared, with the haunting exception of a single skeleton.


Subsequently a second group of settlers was left, nervous and uncertain, also to await contact from England. But this time (whatever the intentions) the impending Armada, and the subsequent war with Spain, caused significant delays to transatlantic shipping. And by the time that assistance did arrive, these men, women and children had also vanished. Along with their settlement. While artwork and writing of a high quality does survive from the venture, taken home before disaster struck, the encampment itself had disappeared, like its predecessor, into mysterious oblivion, known simply to history as the ‘lost colony’.


Among its members was one young girl, born to parents Ananias and Eleanor, the latter of whom was the daughter of the colony’s governor. The baby’s name was ‘Virginia Dare’ – her surname sounding suitably intrepid, her first name given in honour of the colony in which she saw the light. Virginia has the honour of being the first English person to be born in America. But almost certainly she did not survive early childhood: a symbol – apt, perhaps – for a cultural arrival which, while decisive once it was allowed to reach maturity, was in the short term sadly doomed.


Nobody, in 1600, would have thought of America as an English region. The Atlantic world was dominated by the Spanish and Portuguese, and any attempt to join them – even by a colony much further north – required the naval strength to resist their inevitable challenge. In this respect England had indeed grown stronger, more determined, as well as more fiercely anti-Catholic. The numbers of the English population swelled, even if life there, for many, was bleak, and grew bleaker.


Still, people in England persisted – at least once the culmination of the long war with Spain allowed. The failed attempts of the sixteenth century were followed by successes. Although fears persisted that England’s small population could ill afford to spare significant numbers of colonists, old laws restricting emigration from England were abolished. A fourteenth-century statute which forbade ‘the passage utterly’ of any except ‘Lords and other Great Men’, along with notable merchants and the king’s soldiers, ‘without the King’s special licence’, was repealed in 1606.4


In the seventeenth century England proved pre-eminent above all other countries involved in this business of settlement. And even though by then King James I had travelled down from Edinburgh to become King of England as well as King of Scotland, though he also ruled over the principality of Wales, and while the brutal colonisation of Ireland had already begun – though he conjured an old, mythological concept of ‘Great Britain’ – it was largely England, rather than Britain, which was responsible for the early peopling of America.


The concept of ‘Britain’ bore little meaning in reality. The countries of the British Isles were divided, and widely different. They were certainly not a united kingdom. And it was many years later that significant emigration did take place to America from Scotland and Ireland in particular, while colonists from England declined. Other nationalities have also followed, some voluntarily, others – in the obvious case of African slaves – not voluntarily at all, but it was England which in the seventeenth century was the pioneer of mass migration.5


It is difficult to be precise about overall numbers, when nobody counted. Not until late in the nineteenth century was any careful attempt made to monitor those who went.


It was always the case that authorities in the place of destination were more interested in arrivals than the country of origin was in departures. And eastern America was pretty remote from England, even given that the ‘plantations’ there were not at the time considered ‘foreign’ territory but part of an English ‘empire’. There were certainly plenty of people whom the English government much preferred were in America than causing trouble at home in England. (The ‘offals’ of our people, they were called.) In any case, there were certainly no immigration checks in the seventeenth century.


Almost 380,000 people are thought to have sailed west from England across the Atlantic to America during the seventeenth century. Perhaps 200,000 of these went to the Caribbean, leaving the rest to begin a new life in the North American colonies. From a total population that was only about five and a half million, it was a colossal number, especially given that as many people also travelled the shorter distance to Ireland, where English colonialism began and substantially dwarfed the flow to America during the first decades of the century. Twice as many emigrated from England as from Spain – the next biggest European exporter of people – over the same period. The number of emigrants was forty times that of another maritime Atlantic power (and one with a much larger population): France.6


The massive emigration which then took place from England to Ireland and to America was labelled the ‘swarming of the English’ – an allusion to the image of bees in a hive which was commonly used in discussions of population. In particular, in less than fifteen years, from the late 1620s to the early 1640s, some 80,000 English left their homeland, almost 60,000 of them to cross the Atlantic: more than the number of Spaniards who had done so during the entire previous century. Emigrant numbers from England, moreover, were higher in the seventeenth century than they were in the eighteenth, a time when the overall population was larger. Today the number of their descendants, of course, is vastly bigger still. In one census conducted over thirty years ago at least forty million citizens in the US claimed ancestry from an English migrant. Very many more are in Canada. Historians, bowled over by the sheer magnitude of the events, have talked in awe of what was unquestionably a ‘huge flow of people’.7


With them – much more significant in the long run than the hoes, the shovels, the animals, than any of the heavy, ornate, dark-wood chests crammed with personal possessions that were stowed in the hold – the seventeenth-century emigrants brought to America the English language, English law and English culture. And there they have remained predominant ever since, in spite of particular tensions during and after the struggle for American independence: the differences from those of England being more apparent precisely because of the very significant similarity. It has been noted that, almost uniquely, English emigrants did not have to worry about fitting into a different linguistic environment – that they wrestled far less than did other emigrants with the problems of identity which often were (and are) felt by the expatriate. They moved, very largely, within a world that spoke English.


The great nineteenth-century German politician Otto von Bismarck was asked what he thought was the pre-eminent fact in modern world history. Many might hesitate when faced with a question like this, but Bismarck answered emphatically. It was, he said, that America – by which he meant the United States of America – spoke English. Few, after the events of the century that followed his own, would be inclined to disagree. And Winston Churchill, for one, said that he had often cited Bismarck’s comment with approval. It assuredly isn’t because of England now that English has become the global lingua franca that it has, used by some billion people worldwide.


Perhaps indirectly, though, this is England’s legacy: the long-term impact of those countless thousands of seventeenth-century English emigrants, as well as of the many more who followed during the years afterwards. It is more than suggestive that some words which now seem distinctively American – like ‘fall’, for instance, referring to the season of autumn – were in fact commonly used in seventeenth-century England. While subsequently they fell into disuse in the mother country, in America they continued to form part of daily speech. Sometimes American English is more English, historically, than English.8


What did those who set out from England during the seventeenth century expect to find in northern America? Things changed a good deal, of course, as the century went on. Times were much harder, the settlements much more fragile and tenuous, early in the century than they were during its second half, by when it was clear to friend and foe alike that these colonies were here to stay.


For anyone considering emigration from England, the availability of informed material increased very significantly. Those who had had nothing to go on apart from the dubious, untrustworthy reassurances of company propaganda or of emigration agents had access later to a wide pool of general knowledge, which filtered into the public domain even for people who could not read.


Expectation was one thing, and reality another. But it is doubtful whether it was ever quite true that settlers encountered what the early Puritan leader William Bradford had called in New England a ‘hideous and desolate wilderness’. He was in a position to know, of course, but his description is not wholly plausible all the same. The coastal region in which he arrived had been much exploited by Native American communities, even when many had recently perished as a result of European diseases. Land had been cleared. Crops had been grown. The ‘Pilgrims’ stepped ashore on a hillside from which trees had been methodically removed, on which they were able almost immediately to plant peas, corn, barley and wheat. The few Native American survivors seem even – after earlier encounters – to have spoken a little English. Some English men and women did learn local languages, but many others found it a difficult, thankless task, and even those like William Penn who subsequently made a genuine effort seem to have abandoned the attempt.


Experience of the American coast as it was then was all relative, though. For the early arrivals the land no doubt did seem vast, thickly forested and relatively untamed in comparison with England, much more ‘full of wild beasts’ than the homeland had been, and certainly more full of ‘wild [aboriginal] men’: an entirely new phenomenon, even if there were significantly fewer of these men than there had been. The Chesapeake Bay region was, just like that of New England, comparatively wild for the English men and women who arrived there for many decades after their first appearance, even as the small English settlements gradually became a little less vulnerable. By mid-century, though, both Virginia – and America in general – did seem that ‘brave and ample theatre’, where land and opportunity were in abundance, of which some enthusiasts spoke.9


The fact, however, that plenty of emigrants, having failed for one reason or another to depart from England in favour of one settlement, then left again for another that was quite different, does suggest that only rarely was the precise nature of the destination the compelling factor. Most, in truth, were simply anxious to leave England. The push, generally, was more significant in their decision than the pull. The mere possibility of improvement was enough.


Certainly the premise of this book is precisely that, while a great deal has been written (especially – a fact which is scarcely surprising – by scholars in America) about what became of early American colonists after they arrived, along with a great deal about the fate of these settlers in aggregate, about what became of the early colonies, much less has been produced for the general reader about the reasons which prompted people to undertake such an extraordinary relocation in the first place. Because extraordinary is, without question, what it was.


To emigrate across the Atlantic is not a decision that would be undertaken lightly even today, at a time when the journey holds few terrors, when return is relatively straightforward, when constant communication with family or friends – along with repeated visits in either direction – is easy; and when more is known now about life in the US or in Canada than was known then about life in a neighbouring county. In the seventeenth century the decision was life-changing. Whether or not it was intended as a final move, final it was known that it could be, and final of course it very often was.


Many of those whose stories are told in the pages ahead – the poor, desperate adolescent Richard Frethorne, whose parents did not live to read the letters that he sent home, or Anne Bradstreet, who solved that problem by leaving the country along with her husband and her parents – never did return to the land of their birth. Many, even if they survived to live for some years in America, did not expect ever to see England again.


Aware as they were of the risks, their departure was often accompanied by an emotional farewell to a land, to everything and to everyone that emigrants had known: by the decision – as one emigrant wrote emotionally to his father from ‘aboard a ship at Gravesend’ – to ‘bid adieu to the old world, or shake hands with my native soil forever’.10


The purpose of this book is to explore some of these emigrants’ motives in going – to look at some of the major reasons for leaving England, and to explore the stories of certain individuals which illustrate these reasons. It is true, of course, that everyone’s motives were slightly different, but that doesn’t make pointless the attempt to group them, and to generalise.


Today, many people in England know about the role that was played early in the seventeenth century by religion. They have heard about the Puritans, have heard about the ‘Pilgrim Fathers’, sailing, in a remote time, on board a ship called the Mayflower. They know that these people were looking for somewhere to practise their strict, austere, whitewashed religion, which was persecuted in England. They have heard John Winthrop’s phrase ‘a city on a hill’, used to describe the manner in which many in his homeland would watch the fate of Boston – the settlement in New England as opposed to the Lincolnshire port – in order to see how its residents’ assumption of divine favour would play out in the world.


Often, though, religion was not the reason which prompted English men, women and children to emigrate. Or at least it wasn’t the principal reason. Some went to fish – astonished by this teeming resource in the western Atlantic, at a time when European stocks were much depleted, thinking that while many crossed and re-crossed the ocean to do so, there might be a benefit in staying to live. This at least was what some fishermen and propagandists like Richard Whitbourne – himself an early emigrant to Newfoundland – fervently believed. Many, by contrast, went to America in search of more instant wealth, consumed by what one man called the ‘sweet scent of riches and gain’, at the expense of ‘justice and equity’, haunted by the same lustful idea that led the explorer Martin Frobisher and his crew to dig up tons of worthless rock in the cold of the north because it glistened like gold.


Numerous colonists in Virginia neglected basic agriculture in favour of this delusionary quest, frustrating those who would have them work to provide sustenance for the settlement. They left England, it was complained, purely ‘for gain’s sake’, while company men in London who were anxious to encourage emigration did little to suppress this dream. In his ‘Ode to the Virginian Voyage’ one official poet hailed the attempt ‘to get the pearl and gold, / And ours to hold / Virginia, / Earth’s only paradise!’11 Preachers, on the other hand, were unconvinced, railing against the same tendency: against what they saw as the ‘excessive covetousness of some’. Later in the century one man criticised those he called ‘juggling parasites whose tottering fortunes have been repaired and supported at the public charge’. Many of those who left England for this reason, of course, did not plan a permanent emigration. They viewed America ‘not as a place of habitation but only of a short sojourning’. What they envisaged was a smash-and-grab – ‘a present crop’ – followed, soon enough, by ‘their hasty return’.


Often, though, reality refused to comply, and no ‘hasty return’ was ever possible. As far as the colony as a whole was concerned, great reserves of gold or other precious metals never were found, but the dream was replaced by another which was condemned by many as being similarly empty, or indeed even more so. Bullion, then, was seen as true wealth.


What, by contrast, could be more profligate or more pointless than money spent on smoke: the very definition of something that was short-lived, that formed in the air then quickly vanished? But tobacco, as it turned out, was a genuinely prized commodity, which did, for all the health problems familiar to a later age, provide succour and support to the colony and allow it to do what was envisaged in earlier plans, to ‘take fast hold and root in that land’.12


Many colonists certainly did leave England for the sake of a Puritanical religion which found little support at home, expecting to be able to practise it freely, away from a country that seemed doomed by its hostility and by its wrongful, satanic forms of worship. And this was particularly true of those who travelled to New England: who were not, admittedly, anything like as numerous as those who went to Virginia, but who were a very sizeable number all the same. A great number of such Puritans did emigrate in the course of the 1630s, when a sort of intense fever struck and emigrants persuaded each other to go. No period better illustrates the importance of such contagion, when thousands upon thousands of like-minded people took ship from England every year – a hegira, as the wave has been called, in suitably religious (if not suitably Christian) terminology.


Others, meanwhile, felt obliged to leave the country less because of religion than because of the appalling, mundane chaos into which it descended in the course of the 1640s, even if such chaos did seem to bespeak a land which God had abandoned. While many Puritans felt impelled by the disorder to return, to fight for what seemed a holy cause, before long Royalists who could not abide the defeat, and execution, of the king, or indeed the decade of Republican rule which came afterwards, left the country. Some exited, then returned. Others emigrated for good.


Some were drawn to America not out of a lust for precious metals but the hope, nevertheless, that valuable commodities which had become very hard, or even impossible, to obtain in the wild in England would prove much easier to secure on the other side of the Atlantic. Wood and land were both commodities in short supply in Europe but abundant, almost limitless, in America. Fur was another, and the fur of one animal – the beaver – in particular. Many years earlier it had been hunted to extinction in Europe, but its pelt proved a material much coveted for its unique waterproof qualities, especially once the unpredictable dictates of fashion rendered the ‘beaver hat’ a sought-after accessory.


Some emigrated to America, in the course first of the Republic and then of the restored king, Charles II, because of the freedom that they could find there to practise their own religion, as the Puritans of the 1630s had done, but with a fundamental difference which has influenced American thinking ever since: because, unlike the Puritans, a man like William Penn believed in extending this freedom to all men, as a matter of principle. He wished not to impose any faith, but thought that conscience should be a purely personal matter, left to the individual. This is a distinctively modern idea. While it is found among some during the latter half of the seventeenth century, it was rare indeed during its first half, and even those with clear ideas that the established thinking was wrong were unlikely to argue that no one could know with certainty and therefore that none could dictate what others were to believe.


In spite of all these reasons for emigrating, there is little doubt that the majority who went from England to America during the seventeenth century did so for none of them. They were, as it was said of one shipload, ‘mostly miserable poor people’. They went simply because they were desperate, and because this was a course, perhaps the only course, which offered some hope. England, then, was a dreadfully difficult place in which to scratch a living. Its rising population – what one Londoner called the ‘late unspeakable increases of people’ – at a time when the economy was stagnant, only made it more so. Increasingly, the majority of opinion (certainly of published opinion) backed a ‘diminution of the people’, by transplanting ‘no small number of them’ into ‘some other soil’.


People were driven to emigrate both because of their dire state, and also, of course, because emigration was possible, even relatively straightforward. Ships crossed the Atlantic in increasing numbers, with space in the hold for passengers. And the device of the indenture allowed poor men, women and children to have their ocean passage paid for them by others, in return for a guaranteed period of labour. Among the plantation-owners already in America, it was labour that was urgently required. Servants, it was said, were how wealth was assessed: the more one had, the richer one was. It was the demand for this – for cheap, physical, manual work – that helped to ensure that a great many of those who went were teenage boys, who could be indentured for longer than could men in their twenties, with the potential for longer spans of effort.13


Nevertheless, those who did leave England were not in fact the most desperate. Because such a decision to relocate without any likely return, to undertake a long voyage, with all the uncertainty that accompanied it regarding a subsequent new life, did require gumption, did require a certain energy, did require a certain lively, youthful disposition. Those it marked out were, as was said, among the country’s more ‘vivid people’. The move perhaps did ensure, as one New England colonist declared with a somewhat pious, self-congratulatory air, that ‘choice grain’ was sent ‘into this wilderness’ – not, as the phrase intended, in any religious sense, but in terms purely of a determination to improve one’s lot.


A few, of course, were pulled back by an affection for their native soil which might not have been logical in the circumstances – for what, after all, did most of these people owe to England? But it was the sort of instinctive comfort, as one early proponent of emigration put it, which was felt by ‘a snail for his shell’, the security of the known – even when what was known was a devil.14


Certainly it is impossible to reduce the reasons for the large-scale emigration from England to a single factor. Historians have tried. But they have largely abandoned the attempt. They agree that, in general, looking at the history of English migration, multiple factors were at play, different in different cases.


What certainly was paramount, though, was both the desire to move and the possibility of moving. There needed to be ships sailing to America. Emigration was always more likely from London or from Bristol than it was from Switzerland. It was immensely important, naturally, that no part of England is far from the coast. But this alone is not enough. For why were rates of emigration so much higher in England than they were, for example, in maritime France? Besides ships, there needed to be ship-owners, or ship captains, looking to fill holds which were in need of (preferably lucrative) ballast. There needed to be affluent men – either in England or in America – who were willing to fund the move.


To separate motives here is not to suggest that those of a large group were ever entirely one-dimensional, even though at times one factor could dominate the thinking of a particular individual or group of individuals. It is simply a way of illustrating some of the powerful factors which were at play.


What is also true is that the emigration of often very ordinary people from England altered the complexion of global politics in a way that still fundamentally shapes events today. The fact that so many left England to seek a new life in North America has defined our world ever since.


The United States of America, as it has long been known, is predominantly English-speaking – predominantly Anglophone, and predominantly Anglophile, with profound cultural as well as linguistic ties to its ‘mother country’. The ‘special relationship’, however much more it means to those in our small island, haunted by delusions based upon former grandeur, than it does in America, has genuinely been of massive importance. And this, the Englishness of America, as opposed to purely its language, is, just as Bismarck noted, perhaps the single most important factor in modern life.




I


FISH


In the north Atlantic the wind and weather were rough. Supplies dwindled. And as they did so the crew members on board the small ship – small even by the standards of the late fifteenth century – grew increasingly restive and short-tempered.


Once already the captain, a Venetian whose name was anglicised to John Cabot, had led a voyage west from England which had had to be abandoned mid-ocean as the result both of bad weather and of a doubtful, hungry, grumbling crew. Cabot was a mild man, of ‘a gentle disposition’, not the sort to confront a restive (albeit subordinate) crowd. He must have feared now that the same outcome seemed likely.


Suddenly, however, there were shouts of excitement, as signs were noticed that the deep ocean floor had reared up, that the water had become much shallower as they moved over what was later called ‘some vein of mountains within the sea’. After weeks unaccompanied by birdlife, gulls now circled and called overhead, a sure indication of land nearby. And men saw and heard – what the gulls saw and heard – the sporadic splash, as silvery fins broke the surface, drops of water glistening, airborne, in the sunlight. Here (what they could not have known), warm water flowing northward collided with cold water travelling in the other direction, above an underwater mountain range known as the ‘Banks’ which extended for hundreds of miles both north to south and east to west, creating an extraordinarily fertile haven for aquatic life. The crew demanded a chance to pause and to lower the sails. To drift, and to fish.


Cabot, his English inflected with a strong Mediterranean accent, was now more obsessed than ever with pushing onward. His mind was consumed with what to him were ‘greater things’ than seafood – with a passage to the east of the world, via the west. A passage of which he had dreamt for so long. This, he thought, would lead English sailors for the first time to markets of astonishing wealth, to a place where, he felt sure, ‘all the spices of the world, as well as the jewels, are found’. If land was now close, as the seabirds indicated that it must be, then this, surely, was Asia, closer to England (just as Cabot had predicted) than to other, more southerly European rivals. And nearer if one sailed west from Europe than if one sailed east, round the southern tip of Africa and India.


Incalculable wealth – and vast rewards – awaited. And Cabot was a man who, for all his reputation as one of Europe’s leading sailors, for all his useful contacts in the Italian banking and religious communities of London, was poor, and in flight from creditors. Still, he did not risk overruling his crew, and he allowed them the chance briefly to drop fishing lines from the decks. Not only were they hungry. Many of them were also sailors from Bristol who had taken part in earlier fishing voyages which had set out from this western English port, heading past Ireland and into the Atlantic. As a result these men were intensely aware what a rich catch here would mean. And when they were permitted to fish, they were more astonished than they had dared to hope. Huge codfish pulled at the lines as soon as they were cast. The number, and the sheer size, of the fish that were landed were hard to believe. Great flanks writhed and flipped on the deck, lidless eyes grew more bulbous, as the creatures slowly suffocated. It was a huge and easy haul.


Onward, a little further to the west, they did come across land which emerged from the mist – new land, New Found Land, just as the presence of seabirds had suggested that they might. This was the first sight that Englishmen had of a new continent which soon was to become known in Europe as ‘America’. Steep, tree-clad hills, quite unknown to the English, unmarked on their maps, reared up from the water. And Cabot, just like Christopher Columbus before him, further south, assumed that this, far from being an unknown continent, was Asia – that this was the land, as he put it, of ‘the Great Khan’. Through him, one diplomat wrote home on his return, the English king had ‘acquired a part of Asia without drawing his sword’.


Cabot and his men followed the coast south for hundreds of miles. They looked for the great island of Japan, fabled for its wealth, and for other thickly populated centres of Asian civilisation. But when, reluctantly, he ordered that they turn back, they had seen no one. What they had noticed, however, when they landed briefly, were trees whose bark had been ‘notched’, along with snares to catch game, as well as a needle which had evidently been used for making nets. So they assumed, rightly enough, that this land did have human inhabitants.


This, insofar as Cabot was concerned, was the exciting news with which the ship turned and sailed back to England. He had found a ‘new isle’. A vast one. Stretching hundreds of miles across the Atlantic. And soon, for certain, he would discover other, yet richer lands. But for many of the crew it was not the territory but the creatures which lived in the water that were the truly exciting discovery, and it was with accounts of these that they regaled their listeners.


‘They affirm’, said those to whom they spoke, ‘that the sea is full of fish, which are not only taken with a net, but also with a basket.’ The basket was simply weighted down, ‘a stone being fastened to it in order to keep it in the water’. ‘They took so many fish’, they promised, breathlessly, that ‘this kingdom will not longer have need of Iceland’ – the northern island whose offshore waters were currently the dominant location for fishing.


For all that the English flag, along with the arms of the country’s king – Henry VII – were thrust then into American soil, in fact England, ‘this kingdom’, was slow to exploit its discovery.


Instead, for many years, the rich fishing grounds were harvested by other vessels, manned by other sailors, from elsewhere in Europe. Unlike his father, Henry’s son, Henry VIII (who became king in 1509) had little interest in exploration. He ‘cared little’, it was said, for ‘such an enterprise’, much preferring to jostle with rivals on the thrones of Europe. He had no use for a new world which wasn’t going to enrich him instantly, when there was an old one – large enough even for him – in which to domineer.


Henry VIII was an imperious, assertive personality, and this was a mentality which infected those beneath him. In Newfoundland the English initially took only a small piece of ‘the manifold gain which the French, Bretons, Basques, and Biscayans do yearly return’. To the Portuguese also, meanwhile, this quickly became famous, and much visited: terra do bacalhau – the land of the codfish. By 1580 one Elizabethan writer estimated that the annual French fleet to Newfoundland consisted of as many as 500 ships, a number which dwarfed the English total.1


The pattern of settlement, the weight of tradition, as well as the habits of fish themselves, dictated that England’s eastern coast, historically, had been a more significant resource than the waters to its west. And here, even so, it was fishermen from elsewhere in Europe who had tended to be pre-eminent. Each year the ‘silver darlings’ – ‘herrings’, as they are generally called now – followed the eastern coastline southward. Thousands upon thousands of them flitted in a vast, glittering, shimmering mass, close to the surface, drawn instinctively to spawn in the shallower water which sat on the North Sea shelf.


As they moved they were tracked and pursued by hundreds of small boats which drifted after them with the current, their nets spread wide in the water. For centuries, this was an annual event in medieval and early modern England. At ‘Bartholomew tide’, late in August, the fish clouded the water off the coast of Yorkshire, opposite Scarborough. Six weeks later, by the festival of ‘Hollantide Eve’, old Halloween, when groups of children chanted and battered doors in the dark by the flickering light of lanterns carved from turnips, the ‘darlings’ swam in large numbers near the mouth of the Thames. In east-coast towns like Yarmouth, huge ‘fish fairs’ which lasted for over a month were held each year in the autumn.


‘He that will buy herring’, noted one English merchant manual in the fifteenth century, ‘may go into the east part of England, for there’, it said, the fish could be bought ‘in most plenty’. Go to Scarborough, or Yarmouth, it urged, or to ‘other diverse towns in Norfolk and Suffolk’. In Yarmouth, for instance, from the end of September until the middle of November, the old medieval marketplace resounded during the shortening autumnal days with shouts and hubbub, and smelt strongly of fish, while the herring swam nearby. For the counties on this side of England the sea was a defining fact of life: the ‘nigh and necessary neighbour on the east’.


Still, it was not the English who dominated this water. While the fair at Yarmouth was overseen by the Cinque Ports, and while tiny houses used by sailors and fishermen clustered by the port-side, most of the merchants who visited them and who lodged with local families for the duration of the fair were not Englishmen but foreigners. Before the rise of the Dutch, it was the Hanseatic merchants of the northern German cities who were pre-eminent in the North Sea region. It is telling that on one sixteenth-century map of Europe this body of water was marked not as the ‘North Sea’, but as the ‘Oceanus Germanicus’.


One English writer who lived nearby, meanwhile, remarked on the ‘great numbers of the fishermen of France, Flanders and of Holland, Zealand and all the low countries’ who visited Yarmouth late each year, drawn by the ‘taking, selling and buying of herrings’. And another man brought up in the region, in the Suffolk coastal town of Southwold, who had lived as ‘a fisherman’s son by the seashore’, and who recalled a childhood devoted to what he called ‘fisher affairs’ (remarking that he knew much more about ‘nets, lines and hooks’ than he ever did about rhetoric, logic or learned books), remembered watching as Dutchmen sailed into Yarmouth from the waters close by, their boats laden with barrel-loads of herring.


He was reminded, he said, of the taunts that they yelled at local Englishmen as they sailed home afterwards with English gold. They would be only too glad, they shouted, to sell them their new shoes, when they had worn out and were second-hand. This domination of sea-fishing by outsiders was, the writer considered, a disaster for the English. England abounded in natural resources. In fish that swam off the coast. And in coves, and harbours. He urged his countrymen to back what he regarded as an invaluable national industry.2


Nor was he the only one. For decades many had bemoaned the fact that England seemed to be languishing as a sea power. And in an age when fishing vessels, and the men used to sailing them, were routinely pressed into naval service as occasion demanded, this was a concern not simply of economics but one of national defence. Among the fishing boats that he saw, one merchant wrote regretfully, there was ‘never an English mariner’: a ‘wonderful discommodity’, he added, ‘to this realm’. Late in the reign of Henry VIII an Act for the Maintenance of the Navy had similarly lamented the decline of English shipping, the impoverishment of those who depended upon it and the ‘ruin and decay’ which affected those ‘towns, villages and habitations near adjoining unto the sea coasts’. The fishing industry was, it was often pointed out, a ‘nursery of seamen’. And as such it needed to be protected.3


*


Gradually, though, a shift did take place – a shift which proved hugely important not only for England’s economy, but for the country’s role in north America.


Anthony Parkhurst was typical. He began life in the east of the country. He spent his childhood in a village nestled in the downland of Kent, not far from Folkestone. He was funny and self-confident. While working as a junior diplomat in Spain he impressed his superiors sufficiently to secure a place on the long English slaving voyage which sailed in the autumn of 1564 first to Africa, before crossing the Atlantic to America, pressing hundreds of slaves on board a ship named in honour of the figure at the heart of the Christian religion, to sell them in the Spanish colonies. Afterwards Parkhurst and the other English crew moved north, to anchor off the small French settlement in Florida. Then they drifted slowly further north, beset by unfavourable (indeed barely discernible) winds.


As the surface of the water gently rumpled and rolled, waves did not break against the wooden hull or send spray across the deck. Men who were used to the rapid lift and heave of the planks beneath their feet felt strangely disorientated by their stillness. Barely a breath of wind disturbed the full expanse of sails, which hung unfilled. As food supplies dwindled, for a month the ship was pinned to the western flank of the Atlantic. The crew began to despair that they, just like the slaves they had not deigned to consider, were destined never to see homes or relatives again. All were in, it was said, a state of ‘great misery’. In desperation, they collapsed on the deck in ‘fervent’ prayer. And God, it was later reported, heeded their call.


He sent a ‘prosperous wind’, which blew them north, far up the American coast, to the Banks. Here the ship’s crew saw other European boats fishing. (The secret of the area’s marine abundance, discovered seventy-odd years earlier by John Cabot, was now out.)4 And they heard, and watched, the gulls overhead – birds familiar enough to the men of northern Europe, unlike those further south – circling and crying and suddenly diving as men tossed entrails into the water, the ‘offals and garbage of fish’ left ‘floating upon the sea’. When the wind dropped once more the men on board, increasingly desperate for food, took the opportunity to fish likewise, as they had seen others do.


Just like the men on board Cabot’s boat decades earlier, they were astonished by the number and the sheer size of the huge fish that pulled at lines as soon as they were cast. The easy haul, as the crew later admitted, ‘greatly relieved us’. And later, on their way homeward, they obtained more from two French ships which had also been fishing over the Banks: ‘so much fish’, they remembered, ‘as would serve us plentifully for all the rest of the way’.


It was an experience which made a very lasting impression on Parkhurst. When the crew returned to Padstow on the north coast of Cornwall, their vessel was loaded with all sorts of riches: with ‘gold, silver, pearls and other jewels’, all in ‘great store’, fulfilling the greediest hopes of the expedition’s investors. They may also have brought from the ‘New World’ the first sample of tobacco to reach European shores. But none of these excited Parkhurst’s fervour in comparison with the glint and sparkle of sunlight on thousands upon thousands of silver fins and flanks flitting through the water as the gull flocks wheeled overhead.


On his return to England he embraced the life of an adventurer and an explorer, realising what riches were to be had by the English if they would only venture out into the wider world. He was determined to exploit the seas off the cooler extremity of northern America which, just as Cabot had long ago reported, ‘swarmed with fish’. This resource – relatively untapped by the English – seemed a gift from a beneficent God.


Parkhurst fell out with his father, who perhaps imagined his son plugging away at something less uncertain. He bought himself a ship. And he moved west, away from the more densely populated southeast corner of the country to Bristol, where he decided to work as a merchant.


A decade later, in four successive years between 1575 and 1578, Parkhurst used his ship to catch fish in the same waters off Newfoundland that had so amazed him as a young man. And while most ship-owners sent others to do the actual business of gathering resources and trading for them, he, rather unusually, travelled himself. When he did sail back, furthermore, to the coast of northern America, he took the opportunity to explore what was to him (as it was to most of his countrymen) an entirely new landscape.


Many of the European fishermen who visited the Banks during the sixteenth century used salt to preserve fish ‘wet’ in their hold prior to returning directly home – never setting foot, in other words, on American soil. The English, though, did not possess the same natural deposits of salt as were cheaply obtained further south. And as a result they were more prone, like other northern nations, to preserve fish by salting it only lightly before stacking it on wooden ‘flakes’, or racks, to dry in the cool wind and the sunshine. This meant coming on shore. It meant spending time, in other words, in America.


As a result, Parkhurst found himself for long summer weeks, in the latter half of the 1570s, on Newfoundland. The south-east corner of the island, which the English then explored, was largely uninhabited by people. Firs clung to the granite hillside, dank and grey in the fogs which all too frequently cloaked the shoreline, well watered by the regular rainfall. Inquisitive bears learnt to resist their curiosity (and the tempting whiff of seafood) as muskets were fired in their direction. And for days, as a result, Parkhurst was able to roam far, accompanied only by his dog, exploring Newfoundland’s coasts, its woods and its hills. He searched ‘the harbours, creeks and havens and also the land’, he said, ‘much more than ever any Englishman hath done’ (though there was not, it is true, a great deal of competition). This was some thirty years before the English established Jamestown.


He fashioned a primitive fish spear, banging and straightening metal hooks and attaching them to the end of a long wooden pole. And he found that in half a day, paddling in the cold, shallow coastal water, he could kill enough lobsters to feed 300 men. The fish he caught he piled up in great flapping heaps on the shore, and if one started to wriggle its way slowly back towards the water he had trained his dog to pick it up and bring it back. Some of the edible aquatic life – the crabs, for instance – came themselves, unsuspectingly, and could simply be swept with Parkhurst’s broom into a pile while his canine friend watched attentively, learning, no doubt, to avoid the nip of a salty claw on his nose. Parkhurst noted that he didn’t even need to get his feet wet. Squid, likewise, he said, fled the shoals of aggressive cod further out and were ‘driven dry by the surge of the sea on the pebble and sands’, where they could be scooped up like wheat in a shovel.


Parkhurst had a wry sense of humour. He told interested questioners with a straight face that on his travels he had seen mussels and oysters which grew on the branches of trees – only confessing afterwards, in response to looks marked by scepticism as well as wonder, that while he was not technically lying, these were boughs which hung low, in the sea. And he teased his old friends, and those who sailed with him, by assuring them that he knew how to cast spells upon the sea-life, which then obeyed his commands to come forth from the water provided that the commands were given in the name of England’s five (Cinque) ports. ‘The virtue of the words’, he confessed to the older Richard Hakluyt, a man renowned, like his young nephew, for his interest and expertise in geography and trade, was small, while the nature of the fish themselves, to a European, was genuinely ‘great and strange’ – though creatures of the North Atlantic were, in fact, a good deal more familiar than those encountered by European nationals much further south, in the Caribbean for instance.


As it happens, the English were just beginning, belatedly, to appreciate the region’s potential, long after Cabot and his men had pointed it out to them. Only now, in the late sixteenth century, were techniques and knowledge both of boat-building and of navigation, beginning significantly to improve. During the short period that he was going there, Parkhurst noted that the number of English fishing boats crossing the Atlantic to Newfoundland increased substantially. ‘Thanked be God’, he declared, the trade of fishing in the course of the last five years had been ‘well amended’. While there was annual variety, on average each year’s fleet had grown more than tenfold, from ‘four sail of small barks’ to forty, and each of these latter ships was so large that as many fish were packed in one as could fit before in the entire fleet. Which was not to say that there was not room for further improvement: ‘our trade of fishing’, he wrote, could ‘be made twice, yea thrice, as good as yet it is’.


The real increase which had taken place, however, had been brought about primarily by ‘western men’: by the merchants and fishermen of Cornwall, Devon or Dorset, who were ideally situated among the English to take advantage of this rewarding new region for fishing. During the sixteenth century a tilt took place, which saw population move not only towards the capital in London but also from the east of the country towards the west. And since his move to Bristol, of course, Parkhurst had become a ‘western man’ himself.


In the past, western men had tended not to fish full-time. Farmers took to small boats in local waters – during breaks in the agricultural season – to supplement their diet. They dredged river estuaries for shellfish and paid local lords, or local towns, a premium for access to the water and for use of the shoreline. But they were not full-time mariners. The region’s population was relatively small. And communities lay low, concealed by hills where they were not visible from the sea, sheltering from the threat posed by armed ships full of marauding foreigners.


As migration increased, life in the south-west began to change. In a prelude to what happened in Newfoundland, small congregations of men who stayed here to fish by the coast for the season solidified into permanent villages and towns defined by the marine activity which had guided their inception. As herring ceased to be the staple it had long been – a fact which had favoured the east coast, on the North Sea, where that fish tended to congregate – archaeological remains confirm a dramatic growth in the diversity of fish eaten in the west, and an end to reliance on herring imported from the east. Along the coasts of Devon and Cornwall, masons and carpenters worked as new quays and jetties were erected. And men built special cellars or houses, known later, with appropriate reverence, as ‘fish palaces’, in which they cured local fish.5


Not many in the west, initially, could afford the larger boats, or the longer timespans, needed to exploit distant fishing grounds like those near to America. But they went to the coast of Ireland. And a few did remember great voyages launched from this part of the country – like those led by John Cabot – and spoke in awe of the richness of the western Atlantic. For decades it was largely foreign fishermen who had followed this lead. But the memory remained strong. As did the sense of entitlement to what seemed, initially (and this of course was what was thought to matter), to have been an English discovery.


For most fishermen from the West Country the waters off Newfoundland were a spectacularly rich resource, to be harvested prior to sailing back to Europe with their catch, and Parkhurst testified to the growing numbers of men who went. When Sir Walter Raleigh, a western man himself, spoke on the subject in Parliament he referred to the fishing trade in the western Atlantic as vital to his region. He called it, indeed, the ‘stay’ – the prop – ‘of the West countries’.


For Anthony Parkhurst, though, a man who was ahead of his time, moving west within England was merely the beginning. He thought that men (and women too) should keep moving. From the west of England they should sail further in the same direction, towards the setting sun, into the Atlantic. Not simply to fish, but to live. Englishmen, he believed, should colonise this new and seemingly empty land. They should take with them their important possessions, and should stay. As he paced the landscape of Newfoundland he picked up information, whenever he could, about the island and its climate, both by personal observation and from the fishermen of other European nations whom he met there: from the French or the Portuguese, for example, who had been significantly faster than the English to exploit the wealth of these American waters. And what he found, he professed, greatly encouraged him.


On his return to England Parkhurst eulogised about Newfoundland to anyone who would listen. He told of the ‘fertility and goodness’ of its land as well as of the extraordinary riches in the surrounding water. Cereal crops flourished there, he said (rather untruthfully). Sweet fruits grew naturally. As did trees which were good for firewood and for building boats, two uses which had made the English acutely conscious of their own diminishing timber supplies. And he urged a few eager propagandists to encourage the English to go – not simply to fish and to sail back, but to emigrate.


People exaggerated regarding the place’s cold climate, he said. It was not, in reality, ‘so cold as foolish mariners do say’. They were misled by ice which drifted south, far out at sea. Bergs, he insisted, spoke more of the regions from which they came – of the freezing ‘north parts of the world’ – than they did of Newfoundland itself. In the summer, Parkhurst said, it was actually rather warmer in Newfoundland than it was in England. And even in winter it wasn’t so bad (though it must be admitted that he wrote, very probably, without having remained through the close of the year himself).


*


For almost a century now the presence of land over the great ocean to the west had been known. Men in England had gradually come to recognise that what lay there was neither Asia nor the cluster of islands en route to Asia, as had been assumed. They talked, as the close of the sixteenth century approached, of a ‘now supposed continent’, of ‘vast countries’. Of a land ‘described to be bigger than all Europe’. And they exchanged hushed assurances of a previously unsuspected territory whose regions rearing up to the north were even larger than the huge and wealthy expanses explored and claimed by the Spanish in the south.


The geography, though, did remain profoundly uncertain: uncertain for all Europeans and particularly for the English, who had been slower than other Atlantic powers of the old world to ascertain what it was exactly that Columbus and Cabot had found. America, they admitted, was a region ‘not yet perfectly discovered’. It was a land of which God had granted them only what was called an ‘obscure and misty knowledge’ (a well-chosen metaphor for the fog-cloaked coastline of far-northern America). Most of what was known they had learnt through the explorations of other Europeans, like the French. The planting of what was truly ‘a Christian habitation and regiment’ had, it was admitted, yet to be properly attempted.


Englishmen piously observed that when efforts had been made by others in northern America – by the Spanish, for instance, or by the French – their success had been decidedly limited. Even those who might be deemed to be, in God’s sight, ‘both religious and valiant in arms’ (French Protestants, for example) had been dealt an outcome which was, it had to be admitted, ‘hard and lamentable’. It seemed plain enough, to English writers at least, that God had ‘prescribed limits’ – that clearly He had in mind a region which would be settled by England. (He was, by inclination, English, after all.) Only this, surely, could explain why His ‘powerful hand’ had withstood the attempts made in the north by other nations. He might tolerate – He might even bless – Spanish incursions and control in the Caribbean, or in America to the south: regions which they had been the first from Europe to discover. But He evidently didn’t care for them straying north of Florida. And He made His displeasure plain.


As for the dastardly French, they had no just claim. All that they had done was attach Francophone names to ‘countries, rivers, bays, capes, or headlands’ previously discovered by the English – even if their explorations had been more thorough, and more widespread. No wonder then that God had not permitted them, for all their many attempts, to establish what was to the English ‘a possession permanent upon another’s right’. It might be impossible for mankind to speculate as to His intent for what was now, it seemed certain, the ‘last age of the world’. But this didn’t stop observers in England from trying.


It was true that, after her initial flourish under Cabot’s guidance, England had participated in fishing on the Banks only tardily and insignificantly by comparison with her European rivals. While the number of English boats had increased belatedly, from the neighbouring countries of Catholic western Europe – from France, Portugal or Spain – they had come, for a long time, from ‘all parts’. For Europe in general, and for its Atlantic powers in particular, the ocean adjacent to northern America had become, as one English visitor wrote, ‘the most famous fishing of the world’. And whereas before, in the competition for herring in the North Sea, or for cod when men sailed north to Norway or to Iceland (largely, again, from England’s east coast), the rivalry had for the most part been with other powers which were, or which became, Protestant, now – after the Reformation – it was with Catholics.


How should this confrontation in the New World be interpreted? In England men wondered whether Christianity would spread from south to north in America, just as it had done in Europe – with Catholic religion, first, in the south, before true, Protestant faith washed over it from above. And only then, it was guessed, when all the world had heard the true message of the Gospel, would Christ return, as the Bible had foretold.


Certainly, it is essential to understand the encouragement that was given to the English to expand westward in the context of the deep religious chasm – between Protestant and Catholic Christianity – which had torn open across Europe. The more America’s size, and importance, became clear, the more, for religious reasons, it seemed to matter.


One of the men who listened avidly to what Parkhurst had to say was an adventurer by nature and emphatically a ‘western man’ himself, who typified the shift of maritime activity from the south and eastern coasts of England towards the country’s west – as the English began to look in that direction, over the Atlantic, across what no longer seemed a deep, limitless and dangerous ocean and became instead a large body of water which led to America.


Sir Humphrey Gilbert was a seaman and a gentleman from Devon. He was a tall, clever man, with hard eyes and a hard streak. He was always looking for a way in which the English could reach out from their small island to become – what as yet they were not – a major power in the world. The half-brother of Sir Walter Raleigh, he had seen, just as Raleigh had, the impact that fishing in the New World had had upon his part of England.


He dwelt upon Parkhurst’s ideas. He thought about the new division which had opened up in Europe between a Catholic south and a Protestant north. He had fought personally against the Spanish in the Netherlands, where England had backed the rebellious Protestants who were attempting to cast off Spanish rule. And what he suggested to his queen was a means by which he thought she could, across the ocean to the west, further ‘annoy the King of Spain’. This sort of ‘western enterprise’ ought to prove, as one of Elizabeth’s chief ministers had observed, ‘generally beneficial to the whole realm’.6


Already the rivalry between Protestant England and Catholic Spain – the rivalry which in a decade would see the great Armada of Spanish ships moving up Europe’s west coast to mount what was planned to be a full-blown invasion – had begun to escalate. The days when Spain and England had been allies, when Henry VIII had been married to Catherine of Aragon, seemed distant now. In 1559 the two dominant powers on the Continent, France and Spain, both of them Catholic, had put their own bitter rivalry for a time to one side, as Europe split upon religious lines.


At first Elizabeth, England’s queen, was conciliatory, and sought to avoid entrenching the division. Unlike her father, she didn’t care much for warfare, which to her seemed costly and unpredictable. But when in 1570 the pope excommunicated her, the rift solidified. And for England serious rivalry was becoming more feasible: a country weak and unruly on her accession was becoming stronger and more confident. And in any case English men and women now had no choice: they had to back their queen, or back the pope. They could not do both.7 While she didn’t naturally warm to warfare, moreover, Elizabeth did like those bold subjects of hers who would undertake privately to harass Spanish fleets, either across the Atlantic or as they returned to Europe.


Sir Humphrey Gilbert was both a dauntless soldier and a man of intellect and ideas. He was described as ‘choleric’ – bold, intense and impetuous. (His buccaneering personality is clear enough in a motto that he chose for himself: mutare vel timere sperno, I scorn to change or to fear.) He said what he thought.8 He was smart and remorseless: a man who while attempting to quell the rebellious Irish had found that making them approach his tent through an avenue of the decapitated heads of their relatives had helped to concentrate minds, which no doubt it did.


He had a particular interest in the developing sciences of geography and navigation, and in the discovery of unexplored regions of the world. In fact, they obsessed him. He wrote about them, discussed them in private, and was willing to debate them in front of the queen. But he loved action as well as debate, radical and decisive ideas as a basis for similar conduct. Not only did he propose a means of annoying the King of Spain, but he volunteered to do the annoying himself. ‘I will do it’, he promised, ‘if you will allow me.’ He had endeared himself quickly to a queen who liked men like him.


To Gilbert, the Spanish king was a principal supporter of the Catholic Antichrist. It made no sense to think of him as a man. He was the puppet of diabolical forces who, as the ‘chief maintainer of the Romish religion’, was ‘wholly addicted’ to that agent of the devil, the pope. It was he who had sworn to protect the Catholic Church and all those who followed it – the ‘whole troop of Papists’ – and whose ‘malicious disposition’ towards Elizabeth was increasingly plain. With the Spanish, England could not maintain any sort of amity. ‘So long as they be of that religion and we of ours’, Gilbert wrote, ‘there can be between us and them no good friendship.’


It was true that at times realpolitik had dictated otherwise. It was the case, for instance, that states of western Europe had collaborated even with that ‘professed and obstinate enemy of Christ’, the Turkish sultan. But the King of Spain, nevertheless, was ‘an enemy to all others that be not of the same religion’. No Christian prince, Gilbert insisted, should combine with ‘such as are at open and professed war with God himself’.


And the best way for England to annoy him, Gilbert suggested, was to strike a blow at Spanish power in the New World – for England to stake clearly its claim to the northern regions of ‘America’, not simply by trading, but by expelling outsiders. The right strategy, he argued, was for the English to establish colonies: permanent outposts for trade and for plunder. Settlers would leave their overcrowded home. And they would fashion a new England across the Atlantic.
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