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  Preface




  THE LOSS OF EL DORADO is a book I should not have

  written or, having begun, should have laid aside when the difficulties became apparent. In the researching and the writing, the book caused me untold grief, and at the end there was no adequate

  recompense. For many years I could feel the fatigue of the labour of the book in my bones. When I was calmer I read the autobiography of Bertrand Russell and – to compare small things with

  great – I recognised some of the pain that had been caused to him by the Principia Mathematica.


  

  The idea for the book was given me by a Boston publisher, who thought that the

  biographies of cities would make a good series. I was invited to contribute and I thought that it would be a doddle to write about my own city, Port of Spain. So the publisher and I, even at the

  outset, met in a kind of mutual misunderstanding. He was thinking about a series for tourists. I was thinking that with bits and pieces of local lore, reinforced by my local knowledge, I would have

  an easy ride. This local lore was shoddy in the extreme. I am not sure why this was so, why we should have believed that though we were part of the slave wealth of the Caribbean, slavery should

  hardly have touched us. We didn’t have the ruins of great sugar factories around us, but when I went into the documents I saw that our school was not far from the sight of a great slave

  estate; and though we didn’t have the aboriginal inhabitants to remind us of what Columbus would have seen in the 1490s, we didn’t need much imagination to people the beaches and the

  land with those doomed folk. It was comedy to attempt in the history class to write about a day in the life of an aboriginal village; and it was comedy because so little was

  known. The text books merely said that the aboriginal people ‘sickened and died’. And that abstract idea had to suffice for us. The aborigines sickening and dying, slavery not leaving a

  greater mark – this was how I thought I would deal with the absence of the history. And as soon as I went to the documents this colonial absurdity fell to the ground. Slavery had been very

  real here. The jail, which Governor Woodford had caused to be pulled down, had been the site of matter-of-fact torture and floggings. There was now a big bronze legend over the main gate –

  ‘Pro Rege et Lege’, For the King and the Law – to tell us of the benign days through which we were living, but I don’t remember anyone talking about the past that lay

  around us.




  To get started on the research for this book was to be taken into a kind of horror for which I was not prepared. If only for this reason, I should have put the book aside, returned the modest

  $2,500 to the publishers, and gone about my other business. There was, moreover, the trouble with narrative that had to be pieced together from old documents. To write a simple paragraph of

  narrative you might need to take material from six or seven sources. So, apart from the intrinsic pain of the material, the work was slow; and for me there was the grisly fascination of the unknown

  past.




  The work kept on drawing me in, I kept on dealing with difficult narrative, and even as I did so I knew that there would be no reward, that the slavery people liked to read and talk about was a

  romantic affair, almost a kind of constant guerrilla warfare, and not the soul-wrenching banality and awfulness that I could find on every page of the records. I never thought there was a

  conspiracy to keep these records away from the public gaze, but still I wondered how this extended horror could have been forgotten by people descended from its victims.




  Matters were not made easier for me because at this time I was experimenting with a new way of writing, simplifying as much as possible, using short words and short sentences. Perhaps what I was

  doing was not successful. Graham Greene, reviewing the book for the Observer, said that the style was airless. He was right. Perhaps that was my intention and perhaps

  the intention itself was flawed. In this mess of old records, a ghastly past, a still young writer attempting to make his way, perhaps in this mess things became confused. It cannot explain why so

  many of the English reviewers seemed not to know what the book was about; one reviewer even wondered whether I was writing an old-fashioned kind of book about British heroes. The American reviews,

  for the first time in my still short career, got the point more easily. I have to add that from Trinidad and the Caribbean generally there was not a word, and that perhaps is as great a mystery as

  any other.




  There was this suggestion from a poet that there was another way of writing about these matters. I waited to be shown what this other way was, but nothing happened. It is for the reader now,

  after all these years, to make up his own mind about the value or otherwise of these pages, which for so long, two years at least, kept me in a state of torment.
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  Foreword




  MY ANCESTORS began to go from India to Trinidad about a hundred years ago. I was born in 1932 in a small country town called Chaguanas, a mile or two

  inland from the Gulf of Paria, in the house my grandfather had built in 1920. This house, with its balustraded roof-terrace and Hindu sculptures, would not have been out of place in an Indian town.

  Today in Trinidad it is an architectural oddity; but then it fitted. Chaguanas was a mainly Indian settlement. Hindu and Muslim festivals were celebrated; Hindi (or its Bhojpuri variant) was the

  first language I heard.




  All this seemed so settled and complete it was hard to think of Chaguanas being otherwise. It was hard to feel any wonder at the fact that, more than four hundred years after Columbus, there

  were Indians in a part of the world he had called the Indies; and that the people he had called Indians had vanished. They had left no monuments; they were not missed. Chaguanas was a place-name,

  no more; many Indians turned it into ‘Chauhaan’, a Hindu caste-name.




  Wonder came later, with my own sense of being cut off from a past; and wonder grew during the writing of this book. One day in the British Museum I learned about the name of my birthplace.

  Spanish imperial correspondence was slow; it could take two years for a letter from Trinidad to be read in Madrid. In 1625, eight years after Ralegh’s attempt on the ‘gold-mines’

  of Guiana, the Spaniards were still exchanging letters about the consequences. ‘I asked you’, the King of Spain wrote to the Governor of Trinidad on 12 October 1625, ‘to give me

  some information about a certain nation of Indians called Chaguanes, who you say are above one thousand, and of such bad disposition that it was they who led the English when they captured the

  town. Their crime hasn’t been punished because forces were not available for this purpose and because the Indians acknowledge no master save their own will. You have decided to give them a

  punishment. Follow the rules I have given you; and let me know how you get on.’




  What was done isn’t known; but soon, in the place called Chaguanas, no one would know that there was once a people called Chaguanes. The fact of their existence is recorded, so far as I

  know, only in this document; and this document was disinterred from the Spanish archives only in 1897.




  People who write about Ralegh usually have to hurry back with him to the Tower of London; they pay as little attention as Ralegh himself to what was left behind. An obscure part of the New World

  is momentarily touched by history; the darkness closes up again; the Chaguanes disappear in silence. The disappearance is unimportant; it is part of nobody’s story. But this was how a colony

  was created in the New World. There were two moments when Trinidad was touched by ‘history’. This book attempts to record those two moments. The story ends in 1813. Indians from India

  began to arrive in 1845; but the colony was created long before that.




  




     

  




  PROLOGUE




  The Dispossessed Conquistador




  THIS BOOK is made up of two forgotten stories. The first is the story of the end of the search for El Dorado. The story is usually told in Sir Walter

  Ralegh’s words and as part of his experience alone. It begins with his raid on Trinidad and South America in 1595 and ends with his inexplicable return in 1617, a prisoner paroled from the

  Tower of London. El Dorado, though, is essentially a Spanish delusion. The inland town of St Joseph in Trinidad with its port, ‘which they call of Spain’ – the settlement Ralegh

  raided – had been founded as the base for El Dorado. It was the total achievement of a seventy-five-year-old conquistador; it came at the end of one of the great Spanish journeys across South

  America. For the conquistador the El Dorado adventure ended in kidnap, solitude and lunacy. His province – the dream of the third Spanish marquisate in the New World, after Mexico and Peru

  – became the ghost province of the Spanish Empire.




  The second story occurs nearly two hundred years later. It is the story of the British-sponsored attempt, from the newly captured island of Trinidad, to set going a revolution of high principles

  in the Spanish Empire. There was a complication. Trinidad, the base for revolution, was at the same time being established as a British slave colony. The complication was expressed in a scandal. On

  the two days before Christmas Day 1801 Luisa Calderon, a Spanish mulatto girl of fourteen or fifteen, was taken up to the garret of the Port of Spain jail, which had become a centre for Negro

  discipline, and tortured. The subsequent trial of the British governor – later one of Wellington’s generals in the Peninsular War and one of the heroes of Waterloo

  – was a London sensation.




  The history of Port of Spain, a special New World adventure, is contained in these stories. A place like Port of Spain, in the uncluttered New World, has no independent life; it alters with the

  people who come to it. Sir Walter Ralegh had also dreamed of a South American revolution: the people of the Inca or Inga liberated from Spain by the people of Ingla-tierra (in fulfilment of an

  Indian prophecy) and incorporated into a British empire of equity, beauty, wealth and mingled wisdom (Indian youths were to be educated in England and married to English-women). The South American

  revolution, when it came, had English support. But the English aim was trade; and the British Empire, when it came to Trinidad, once a part of ‘these provinces of El Dorado’, came as an

  empire of plantations and Negroes, the whip, the branding-iron, the knife (for cutting off Negro ears), the stake and the torture cells of the Port of Spain jail.




  It was a failure. The South American revolution took on a life of its own; Port of Spain didn’t become the great British trading port of an independent South America. And even at the time

  of the torture of Luisa Calderon the British Empire was shifting east, to Asia. The slave islands in the west were soon to be run down, and Port of Spain was once again a remote municipality. It

  was the end of the adventure.




  THERE HAD BEEN a golden man, el dorado, the gilded one, in what is now Colombia: a chief who once a year rolled in turpentine, was covered with

  gold dust and then dived into a lake. But the tribe of the golden man had been conquered a generation before Columbus came to the New World. It was an Indian memory that the Spaniards pursued; and

  the memory was confused with the legend, among jungle Indians, of the Peru the Spaniards had already conquered.




  Always the Indians told of a rich and civilized people just a few days’ march away. Sometimes there were pieces of gold, finely worked; once a temple of the sun was

  found in the jungle; once a crazed explorer returned with a tale of an enormous city of long straight streets, its temples full of golden idols. After Mexico, Peru and New Granada anything was

  possible; after fifty years and a score of disasters rival conquistadores could still race one another to Spain to ask for permission to explore some new region of promise. The search that had

  begun in the west of the continent moved east. In 1569 three men claimed Trinidad for the highest reasons. The man who was chosen to reduce the Indians to Christianity landed with twelve priests; a

  fortnight later he reported complete evangelical success; then he disappeared.




  Of all these journeys little remains. The conquistador who found nothing had nothing to report. Believing in wonders, he had no gift of wonder. Columbus, coming to Trinidad, thought he had come

  to the outer approaches of the Garden of Eden. He asked the natives for pearls: pearls were created from drops of dew falling into open oysters. The natives were pale: a disappointment: the

  greatest riches of the world were to be found in the lands of the blackest Negroes. On the Atlantic, the Ocean Sea, flying fish had just been fish that flew into Columbus’s ship: another

  confirmed item in the created world’s finite catalogue. It is an English soldier who, crossing to Trinidad a hundred years later, will write like a discoverer: ‘Oftentimes we might see

  a great multitude of thease flying fishes flie togeather, beinge pursued by some other fishes, as if thease had bin some flocke of larkes dared by the hobbie [a falcon].’




  To the conquistador where there were no wonders there was nothing. A place was then its name alone, and landscape was land, difficult or easy. Valleys, mountain ranges, peaks, woods, meadows,

  rivers, plains and springs, with naked, noble natives: this inaccurate catalogue is a Spanish priest’s description of Trinidad in 1570. The spareness of much Spanish narrative is a Spanish

  deficiency. Untouched by imagination or intellect, great actions become mere activity; it is part of the Spanish waste. El Dorado becomes an abstraction; deaths become

  numbers.




  And then, unexpectedly, there is a human voice, confirming that landing on Trinidad, that island of formally imagined valleys, rivers, plains and springs. ‘Your Majesty will be quite right

  to marvel at getting a letter from someone as humble as myself but . . .’ It is a letter of complaint to King Philip II; it is from a survivor of that landing of 1570, the year of four El

  Dorado disasters. Trinidad had been ‘dispeopled’, the writer said: the Spaniards had died or left. The writer, Francisco Vazques de Bravo, had gone on to Margarita, the pearl-island,

  and there for twenty-five years he had served the King. He had been, that is, a loyal subject; and he had been doing well until the last two years. Then corsairs, French and English, began to come

  to Margarita. Spanish officials traded with them. Trade with foreigners was illegal; and Bravo, a loyal subject, protested.




  All the officials took against him. The governor threatened him in public, ‘saying that the houses I have – which are the best in this place – he is going to leave outside that

  town wall he is building – and that isn’t going to do much good and is costing a lot of money – and that since these houses are going to be outside the wall they will have to be

  pulled down and he says he is going to harm me in other ways as well and this is because he says I give my mouth too much liberty and all this is because of the aforesaid hatred and enmity he bears

  me because I speak the truth openly and because I am a man of sixty-six and have very many small children and I am not exactly the least propertied man in this island and he can therefore do me a

  lot of harm.’




  The egoism is another side of the Spanish simplicity. Bravo didn’t say, but the Margarita town wall was necessary. Some months before, Captain Amyas Preston had raided; and Ralegh, after

  his sacking of Port of Spain and St Joseph in Trinidad and his exploration on the Orinoco river, had also tried to raid Margarita.




  Bravo wrote to the King in October 1595. Sixty or seventy years earlier, letters from Puerto Rico were read in Spain within three months. But the Empire and the paperwork had

  grown; it was fourteen months before Bravo’s letter reached the King. It was personally minuted and passed on to the Judge of All Irregularities. The region was of importance. The largest El

  Dorado expedition (the money for the ships borrowed from Flemish merchants) had recently left Spain for Trinidad. Ralegh’s raid had been like another proof of the existence of El Dorado. And

  in the previous month the King of Spain had declared his second bankruptcy.




  The man on whom the quest depended was the seventy-five-year-old conquistador Ralegh had dispossessed. All the knowledge of El Dorado he had acquired over fifteen years and three journeys, at

  the cost of a fortune, had been plundered by Ralegh and set out in Ralegh’s new book, The Discovery of the Large, Rich and Beautiful Empire of Guiana. That book, published months after

  the event, had also told of the conquistador’s capture and disgrace: his soldiers massacred, his Trinidad settlements sacked, handed over to the exultant Indians and burnt, after the jail had

  been opened and the Indian chiefs unchained.




  Now, when help was coming, when the King himself was interested, the old conquistador was beyond help. He was in the wilderness, on an island in the Orinoco river with less than a dozen

  followers. He was hiding from his Spanish enemies, to whom Ralegh had delivered him. He was almost certainly lunatic now; he would never see a town again.




  




     

  




  PART ONE




  The Third Marquisate




  




     

  




  I. The Mountain of Crystal




  1592–1595




  THE DISPOSSESSED conquistador was Antonio de Berrio. He had come out to the Indies for the first time sixteen years before as a retired soldier of

  sixty. Born in 1520, the year of Cortés’s march on Mexico, Berrio had fought in many of the wars that proved and at the same time wasted the Spanish glory. He had fought at Siena;

  against the Barbary pirates; in Germany; in the Netherlands under the Duke of Alba; in Granada against the rebellious converted Muslims. He had seen two of his brothers die in battle; a third

  brother had died at Lepanto, the famous Spanish naval victory over the Turks that yet settled nothing.




  Berrio married late, at fifty-three or fifty-four. His wife was the niece of the conquistador, Quesada, who had captured the treasure of the Chibchas and had founded, in what is roughly

  Colombia, the Spanish kingdom of New Granada. Quesada was rich; his estates were worth 14,000 ducats a year; he had the title of Adelantado. But Quesada wanted to be the third marquis of the New

  World, after Cortés and Pizarro. El Dorado, if he discovered it, was to be this third marquisate: this was the bargain he had made as an old man with the King of Spain. His expedition lasted

  three years; twenty-five people survived out of 2,000. Quesada himself died some years later, disfigured by leprosy. His estates in New Granada passed to his niece and through her to Antonio de

  Berrio. This was the inheritance that Berrio, when he had retired from the wars in Europe, came to the Indies to claim in 1580. He was sixty, but his family was young. His eldest daughter was five,

  his son two.




  When Berrio got to New Granada he found that a clause in Quesada’s will required him ‘most insistently’ to continue the search for El Dorado. ‘I

  judged,’ he wrote five years later, ‘that it was no time to rest.’ And thirteen years later, when the search had become a way of life, he could give no other explanation.

  ‘The circumstances and my own inclination were sufficient of themselves to persuade me to it; and so I decided to make ready and set forth in quest thereof. I collected a large force of men

  and a great quantity of horses, cattle, munitions and other necessary stores; and with this equipment, which cost me a great deal of gold, I started.’ But those preparations, set out in one

  sentence, had taken three years.




  Berrio made three journeys. The first lasted seventeen months; men died. The second ended after twenty-eight months. ‘While I was having canoes made to travel down this river, a captain

  mutinied and fled with the majority of his men, so that I was obliged to start after him.’ Time vanishes in Berrio’s narrative, like effort, like the landscape itself; and Berrio is

  ready to start on his third journey. Ten years have passed. He is seventy; he has six daughters; his son is now twelve and will explore with his father.




  This was the great journey; it was the journey Berrio referred to again and again, not because of the wonders he had seen or because he had crossed a new continent, but because half-way across

  he had performed a deed which linked him in his own mind with the heroes of antiquity.




  The plan was to drop down the Orinoco to the highlands of El Dorado and from the river to search out a pass in the mountain range that was thought to guard the fabulous city. It was a small

  expedition, less than a hundred and twenty men, with few porters or Negroes. Half the men were on the river in twenty canoes, under Berrio’s command; half were with the two hundred horses on

  the river bank, under the command of an old soldier who had served Quesada.




  In this way they travelled for a year. No pass through the mountains offered itself. Then it was the rainy season. On the flooded banks of the Orinoco they camped; and the

  trouble started. ‘The canoes had been lost, and three troops of Spaniards, thirty-four men in all, deserted, taking many horses with them. A disease almost like the plague killed all my

  porters and more than thirty Spaniards.’ To prevent further desertions and to destroy thoughts of return to New Granada, Berrio ordered all the remaining horses to be killed. It was the

  heroic action at which, when the journey was over, he never ceased to marvel.




  They ate the horses. They hollowed out four canoes from tree-trunks and dropped down the river until they came to Carib country. The Caribs ate men. Twice a year Carib fleets of up to thirty

  canoes went up the river, hunting; for three hundred and fifty leagues the river banks had been depopulated, eaten out. But the hunting party Berrio met was friendly. They offered food. They also

  offered to guide Berrio part of the way to El Dorado. They took him to the mouth of the Caroni river, to the territory of a chief called Moriquito.




  Moriquito was sullen; he was in touch with the Spaniards on the north-eastern coast. Berrio was almost back in civilization. Moriquito said it was only a four-day march to El Dorado, but Berrio

  didn’t like having Moriquito at his back. ‘I had only fifty soldiers, and only fifteen of these were in good health. I couldn’t leave the canoes either, because if these were lost

  all was lost.’ Five more of his men fell ill; and when there was a quarrel with Moriquito about food Berrio decided to move on.




  His care now was to survive, to get out of the Orinoco and to reach a Spanish settlement. Some way down river he found a Spanish anchor: an El Dorado disaster of fifty years before: a famous

  conquistador had died, a companion of Cortés. But the chief to whose territory Berrio next came was friendly. He was eighty years old and friendly with everybody, even with Caribs. He knew Trinidad well. He had spent his boyhood there to be out of the way of some tribal war at home, and he said he had met a lot of foreigners. The Orinoco estuary wasn’t

  easy; he thought he should provide Berrio with a pilot.




  ‘I went down the Orinoco to the sea. This river goes out by so many arms and narrow channels that it inundates a two-hundred-league stretch of coast for more than forty leagues inland. The

  arm by which I came out faces the island of Trinidad, which is four leagues from the mainland. I was determined to remain there and to settle the island, and to reassemble my men in order to enter

  Guiana again. But God and my fortune willed it that as soon as we were in the sea we were separated. The vessels were small and the soldiers ill and inexperienced and unable to row. I arrived in

  Trinidad with twenty men and stayed there for eight days, although all my men were ill.’




  He chose the sites for the settlements he had in mind: the port, the inland town on the river. There were traces of gold in the ravines; and the river, as if in mimicry of Guiana, had the name

  of Caroni. ‘I found the island very thickly populated by natives of a very domesticated race; and the land was very fertile.’ Then he got his sick men into the canoes for the last,

  dangerous stretch of the journey through the currents of the Dragon’s Mouth to the pearl-island of Margarita.




  The journey had taken eighteen months. It had broken Berrio. The eight-day survey of Trinidad had been his last lucid effort, just above the level of a permanent fatigue. The first thing he

  heard in Margarita was that his wife had died at the other end of the continent, in New Granada. ‘It happened,’ he wrote the King, ‘that she left in your Indies two sons and seven

  daughters’ – a daughter had been born after he had left – ‘to serve Your Majesty. I have spent the dowry of the girls.’




  His request wasn’t for money. He wanted his son, now fourteen, to inherit the quest and its certain reward. But the journey had also marked Berrio’s son. He was

  sent by his father to Caracas and New Granada to get more men and supplies. He was expected to return; but he stayed home in New Granada.




  Berrio’s journey forms no part of the El Dorado legend. The Spanish Empire was vast. Berrio’s reports of a failure were soon lost among the unsifted, accumulating imperial records at

  Simancas in Spain. All that was known of Berrio was what Ralegh had written. When Berrio’s papers were recovered, three hundred years later, the Spanish Empire was over and the El Dorado

  legend was fixed: it was Ralegh’s.




  THE GOVERNOR of Margarita was a very young man harassed by a large family. But he was welcoming. He lodged Berrio in his house,

  lent him money and promised him men. He said he had heard about Berrio’s difficulties on the Orinoco and had sent out a relief party just the week before. Berrio didn’t expect such

  concern. He had decided long ago that ‘men born in the Indies’ were ‘constant only for three days’. He wrote to the King of Spain about the good governor. At the same time

  the governor wrote to the King and offered to find El Dorado himself. Berrio, the governor said, was an old fool; he had taken the wrong route, destroyed half his force and had missed the relief

  party out of stupidity.




  Some months later the relief party returned to Margarita with three hundred Indian slaves from Moriquito’s territory. Slaves were always needed in Margarita for the pearl-fisheries; they

  were used up rapidly with the diving. Slaves were obtained from the mainland and from Trinidad, sometimes by capture, but also by fair barter with chiefs or the heads of families. For three or four

  hatchets a Carib would sell a nephew or a niece; he asked a little more for his daughter. A girl of twelve or thirteen could change hands in Margarita for 150 pesos, at a time when a peso was worth

  an English crown.




  But the slave-trade in Indians was illegal; and Berrio thought that Moriquito, already sullen, would never now allow Spaniards to go through his territory to El Dorado.

  Berrio complained to the governor and wrote to the King. Indians couldn’t be ‘sold like Negroes’. Indians were the King’s subjects. Negroes were not; they were natural

  slaves. The governor arrested the leader of the relief party and released him two days later. It was the way of the Indies: se obedece, pero no se cumple: the law was to be obeyed but

  not followed. Then Berrio saw that the governor, the leader of the relief party and Moriquito were all friends and slavers together. He had misread Moriquito’s sullenness; he had made three

  enemies.


  

  Berrio was ill, subject to intermittent fevers. He asked the governor to speak out, to say whether he and his friends wanted to go looking for El Dorado themselves. The governor said no.

  Berrio didn’t believe him. ‘He denied it because I was his guest.’ Berrio’s code, by which he also interpreted the actions of others, was still Spanish, of Spain. He offered

  half his marquisate to the governor in return for his help. Together they would settle Trinidad; together they would go through Moriquito’s territory to El Dorado. The governor refused:

  Berrio had nothing to offer.




  BERRIO HAD MADE his offer because there was a new El Dorado excitement. A man called Albujar had reappeared after sixteen years in the jungle, the only

  survivor of an almost forgotten El Dorado expedition; and versions of his story were going round the Indies. Albujar, it was said, had been in charge of the expedition’s munitions. The

  munitions had blown up and Albujar had been sentenced to death in a special form: he was set adrift on the Orinoco in a canoe. The expedition was wiped out by Indians. But Albujar was rescued and

  nursed. For a fortnight he was led blindfolded from settlement to Indian settlement and displayed. At noon one day he came to another settlement. The blindfold was taken off, and Albujar found

  himself in the Great Manoa, the city of the golden man.




  ‘He travelled all that day through the city, and the next day from sun rising to sun setting ere he came to the palace of Inca.’ Albujar was given a room in the

  palace and well entertained. He learned the language; in some versions of the story he married an Indian woman. One day the Inca asked Albujar whether he wanted to stay or to go back to his own

  people. Albujar said he wanted to go back. The Inca gave farewell gifts of gold and had Albujar led to the borders of his territory. It was dangerous then for Albujar; all his gold was stolen by

  primitive Indians. He managed to keep only some gold beads in a calabash; the Indians thought the calabash contained food.




  Albujar may never have existed. No one saw him, and the story was that he didn’t live long after his return. He died at Puerto Rico, waiting for a ship to Spain. No one saw the gold beads;

  they were left with Albujar’s confessor to pay for masses. El Dorado, which had begun as a search for gold, was becoming something more. It was becoming a New World romance, a dream of

  Shangri-la, the complete, unviolated world. Such a world had existed and the Spaniards had violated it. Now, with a sense of loss that quickened their imagination, the Spaniards wished to have the

  adventure again. The story grew subtler with Spanish failure. It took the Spaniards beyond the realities of their life in the bush; it teased every deprived sense.




  The city of Manoa was in the jungle, but it was in a cold high region. The food was good. ‘The people eat maize, which does not distend them, instead of roots and other foods which produce

  effeminate races.’ They were not naked bow-and-arrow Indians; they were clothed. They used coined gold, but their banquets were also drunken and spectacular. Yet they fought only with

  javelins, so that it was possible for an ordinary man from the outside world to be unique. The golden man, far from being the mystery, was the explanation: he was a descendant of the Inca who had

  escaped from Peru.




  But the Indianized Spaniard was an old story; and the story of Albujar’s return to the world, down the Orinoco to Trinidad and Margarita, which completed the El Dorado romance and excited

  Berrio and excited Ralegh, might even have been an echo of Berrio’s own journey.




  IN CARACAS there was a Spaniard of some education, Domingo de Vera. He heard of Berrio’s journey and of the slaughter of

  the horses in the middle of the unknown. He thought it a ‘deed worthy of being set beside those feats of antiquity that made the doers great, famous, immortal’; and it angered him that

  Berrio should be in distress. ‘There is this about the great actions of living men: they are calumnied by many, praised by few and rewarded by no one.’ Vera had money. At least –

  it is all that is known about him – he owned Negroes and his wife had jewels and personal Negro attendants; in Caracas in 1592 Negroes were rare and valuable. Vera recruited twenty-eight

  soldiers in Caracas and went to Margarita and offered his services to Berrio.




  Vera was not of the Indies. Berrio told him of the third journey and of the humiliations of the past year as a guest and dependent in the house of his enemy. It was worse, Berrio said, than

  anything he had known in more than ten years of wandering. Vera pledged his loyalty to the hero and his quest, and Berrio named Vera ‘camp-master for El Dorado’ in place of his absent

  son.




  The first duty of the campmaster, and it was urgent after the Albujar excitement, was to settle and pacify Trinidad. Berrio had chosen the site and he had a plan for rearranging the Indian

  tribes on both sides of the Gulf of Paria. Vera acted with dispatch. On 18 April 1592 Berrio gave Vera his letters of commission. Four weeks later Vera landed in Trinidad with his soldiers, a friar

  and a notary.




  At ‘the port of Cumucurape’, which is today part of Port of Spain, formal possession was taken of the island, ‘frontier and point of entry for the river Orinoco of the very

  rich provinces of Guiana, Dorado and Manoa’. Vera cut down a forty-foot tree and fashioned a cross. Then, ‘taking off his hat and making due reverence’ to the cross, he called on

  the friar to help him raise it. Vera marked out a small square beside the raised cross, calling on the notary to observe and bear witness. Then he drew his sword and said:

  ‘I take possession by turf and twig! Yo corto esta yerba.’ He slashed at the branches of the surrounding trees and at the grass, and held up his sword in one hand and cut twigs

  and grass in the other.




  The notary said he had witnessed the act of possession. With his sword still raised, Vera said: ‘Caballeros, this possession I take in the name of the King our master and his governor

  Antonio de Berrio. If among your worships there is someone who in the name of some foreign prince or any other person wishes to make some question with me of this possession I have taken, then let

  him step forward, and I as the faithful vassal of the King our master and campmaster-general of his general Antonio de Berrio will undertake to answer him, whether I am armed or not.’




  Vera spoke loudly and clearly so that no one could mistake what he said. Again and again he called: ‘Is there anyone here who gainsays me?’ The ensign stood with his flag unfurled

  and the soldiers shouted, ‘Long live the King and his governor! This possession has been well taken and we all stand here to defend it against anyone who says otherwise.’




  Then – ‘after the aforesaid on the aforesaid day and month of the aforesaid year in the aforesaid port’, according to the notary – it was time to take possession of the

  native Indians. Vera, speaking through an interpreter, told two chiefs, who had been looking on, that he had taken over the island and intended to build on it ‘a city or two or more’ of

  Spaniards. The chiefs were now vassals of the King of Spain; they would be instructed by Spaniards in ‘all that appertained to our holy Catholic faith’; they would also be protected

  against Carib raids. The notary thought that the chiefs were agreeable and Vera made them touch a book in token of their vassalage.




  Vera and his men returned to their boats and rowed past the Indian village of Conquerabia to the Caroni river. They went up the river, between populous villages and fields of maize, sugarcane,

  potatoes and cotton, until they came to the village of the chief called Guanaguanare. Here, four days after he had taken possession of the island, Vera was ready to found the

  city of St Joseph of Oruña, Oruña after the family of Berrio’s dead wife.




  Vera called Guanaguanare and his Indians together and told them he had taken them over in the name of the King of Spain and was going to instruct them in the Catholic faith. The notary thought

  the Indians ‘rejoiced’. Vera read out Berrio’s letter of commission. In this letter Berrio spoke of his journeys and sufferings, of the 100,000 dollars of fine gold he had spent,

  the six hundred leagues of the Orinoco he had travelled. The settlement of Trinidad, he said, was a great service for God and the King, and important for the discovery of El Dorado.




  Vera paced out the plaza of the new city and said: ‘City of St Joseph de Oruña, I found thee in the name of the King our lord and his governor Antonio de Berrio. If there is anyone

  here who disapproves or has thoughts of hindrance, let him go out to the field now with me.’ All the Spaniards said that the city was fairly founded and stoutly maintained and they would

  assist in its defence. Vera called on the notary to bear witness to the event and the site. The possession by turf and twig was repeated, and the challenge, that no one took up.




  Vera addressed the Indians. For fifty leagues around they and their land were to be shared out among Spanish settlers. The faith was to be exalted, crimes punished, justice established. No more

  Indians would be taken away as slaves to Margarita. There would be protection against raids by Caribs, French and English. (At that moment Captain Benjamin Wood was entering the Gulf of Paria with

  four ships.) The plaza of the city would be where he, Vera, now stood. He marked out the plots for Spanish dwelling-houses at the sides of the plaza. He marked out the site of the church and named

  it Nuestra Santa de la Concepción. And just as Cortés, founding Vera Cruz, even on the march to Mexico, had first of all put up a gallows and a pillory, so now Vera, proclaiming the

  new law in Guanaguanare’s village, had a tall thick pole driven into the ground, to serve, he said, as gallows and pillory for delinquents and evil-doers.




  He ordered the friar to offer a mass to St Joseph, of good fortune, so that the saint might intercede with God for the protection, peace and growth of the city. The mass was said, a complete

  cabildo or city council was appointed; and everything that had been done that day was cried round the new city by Hernando, Vera’s own Negro.




  THERE WERE between thirty-five to forty thousand Indians on the island and they were not all, in the approving Spanish phrase, ‘Indians of

  peace’. Vera with his twenty-eight soldiers couldn’t begin to pacify them. But Berrio in Margarita at last got some money from New Granada and was able to get fifty recruits; he said

  they cost their weight in gold. They went over to Trinidad and Vera began to act.




  The plan was to make allies of a wandering tribe, the Arwacas, and to settle them on evacuated lands on both sides of the Gulf of Paria. The area around the new town was the first to be pacified

  and resettled. Vera thought it went well; it hadn’t been necessary ‘to inflict punishments or death, as the natives of their own free will had proffered peace and service’. Vera

  said nothing about Guanaguanare. Four years later a visiting official, summarizing the history of the settlement, wrote: ‘Guanaguanare withdrew elsewhere.’




  But the act of possession was illegal. Trinidad had not been granted to Berrio by the King of Spain. It had been granted to the governor of Cumaná, and he presently appeared and began to

  make trouble. The governor of Cumaná was as old as Berrio; he was a seasoned Indies hand, a trader in Indian slaves, a friend of Moriquito’s. He was a law-breaker claiming legality. He

  could be handled only in the way of the Indies, where the law was to be obeyed but not always followed. This was possible because each official had a separate contract with the

  King; legality could be measured by achievement and every man was therefore as strong as he made himself.




  Berrio didn’t reject the claims of the governor of Cumaná. He only said that Trinidad was pacified and settled already. All the island needed to become ‘the richest commercial

  centre of the Indies’ were merchants of probity and some tax-free Negroes, perhaps five hundred pieces. He didn’t feel he could hand over such a place without direct instructions from

  the King. This was what he also wrote to the King. Then, with fifteen new recruits, he went to Trinidad. He had more men than the governor of Cumaná; he couldn’t be evicted. It would

  be three years before he heard from the King: three years to find El Dorado: legality, the third marquisate and ‘the greatest grandeur and wealth that the world holds’.




  He found the island far from calm. The pacification hadn’t gone as well as Vera had said. English traders were making mischief among the Indians, and there were reports that Indians were

  being taken back to England to be trained as interpreters. The man-eating Caribs, moving down from the northern islands to the empty island of Tobago, were a threat to everyone.




  Berrio had only a hundred men; he couldn’t wait too long. He sent Vera with thirty-five men across the Gulf to take possession of the lands on the Orinoco and to look around. He himself

  stayed behind in St Joseph, ‘old and useless and not wishing to be a burden on them’.




  Four weeks later Vera returned. He had lost ten men. But he brought gold: seventeen golden eagles and jackals, finely worked. And he brought more than gold: he said he had found El Dorado. He

  spoke of the cold, high city with its temples full of gold. He spoke of a clothed, civilized, artistic people who had an especial skill in making straw animals, ‘so lifelike it is something

  to see’. They had come from the west; just twenty years before, they had conquered the jungle Indians. It was the new empire of the Inca who had escaped, ‘where

  there are so many Indians as would shadowe the sunne, and so much golde as all yonder plaine will not conteine it’.




  The story was broadcast round the Indies. The seventeen golden eagles and jackals became ‘forty of the most pure plates of golde curiously wrought, and swords of Guiana decked and inlayed

  with golde, feathers garnished with golde, and divers rarities’: Captain Amyas Preston heard this from a Spaniard who said he had spoken to Vera. At Cartagena the story was that El Dorado had

  been conquered and the golden man had sent in tribute to the King of Spain ‘the portraiture of a giant all of gold, of weight forty-seven kintals, which the Indians there hold for their

  idoll’. A Frenchman who knew Trinidad turned the golden eagles and jackals into ‘two millions of gold’.




  The legality or illegality of his presence in Trinidad was no longer important. Berrio wrote to King Philip II announcing the discovery of El Dorado. He asked for no reward for himself. He had

  the third marquisate; that had been agreed long ago; and soon he would be able to reward all his followers. But he wanted more than money for the twenty men who had stood by him through the

  thirteen years of the quest, the three journeys and the humiliations. He wanted these men to be ‘distinguished and honoured’; he wanted twelve of them to be made Knights of Santiago.

  For men soon to be rich beyond ambition, a request for honour, from the bush of St Joseph: Berrio was of Old Spain still.




  And there was nothing there. Vera had explored little Berrio hadn’t explored, had heard nothing Berrio hadn’t heard. There was gold in Guiana, in small quantities. The artefacts of

  Peru had spread through South America; Moriquito had for some time been bartering gold ‘plates’ with Spanish officials on the coast. The Indians were in touch. The joke was on Vera

  when, being offered some gold for a hatchet, he ‘shewed it to the souldiers and then threw it from him, making shewe not to regarde it’. Vera, discovering the details of the legend for

  himself, thought he was confirming their truth. He had heard of the golden man and the ceremony of gilding. Now from Indians in the jungle he heard of the orgies of El Dorado,

  when ‘they take of the said golde in dust and anoynt themselves all over therewith to make the braver shew; and to the end the golde may cover them, they anoynt their bodies with stamped

  herbes of a glewy substance’.




  El Dorado was only a day away, the Indians told Vera. ‘Wee sayde wee would goe thither; they tolde us they were now in their borracheras or drunken feasts, and would kill us.’

  It was like proof. The legend of El Dorado, narrative within narrative, witness within witness, had become like the finest fiction, indistinguishable from truth.




  THE INDIANS had told Vera that a thousand men would be needed to capture El Dorado. Such a force was beyond Berrio’s

  resources, and it was decided that Vera should go to Spain with the evidence of the golden eagles and jackals and get the help of the King.




  But first the entry to El Dorado through Moriquito’s territory had to be secured. Vera had lost ten men there in an ambush, and Moriquito had to be punished. Moriquito ran to his Spanish

  friends on the coast, the slave-traders, and asked to be hidden; he offered gold, but he was handed over to Berrio’s men and executed. Moriquito’s uncle was put in chains and for

  seventeen days led ‘like a dog from place to place, until he had payde an hundreth plates of golde and divers chaines of spleen-stones for his ransome’.




  After the severity there was an attempt at conciliation. Moriquito’s son was baptized, called Don by Berrio’s men and treated with much respect. But the Indians, who were ‘of

  war’, remembered the severity alone; the Berrio faction that was created within the tribe wasn’t important. The area had to be garrisoned. Berrio’s small force was now split

  between the mainland and St Joseph in Trinidad, and he was like a man besieged in both places. The devil, Berrio used to say, was the patron of this quest.




  The governor of Cumaná continued to claim Trinidad. He sent to tell Berrio he was going to kill him. The governor of Caracas refused to allow Berrio to recruit any

  more men in Caracas and sent out an expedition of his own. Sudden fire on the brown grasslands encircled and consumed all the hundred and seventy men. Two years later the local Indians,

  exaggerating, told Ralegh they had killed three hundred. The young governor of Margarita continued to be obstructive. It was, again, an equivocal comfort when, defending Margarita against an

  English privateer, he was killed. Indian hate, an attack by cannibals from the north, a raid by a privateer: they were all among Berrio’s anxieties. A hundred men had wrecked Margarita;

  Berrio in Trinidad had less than fifty.




  Vera had left to raise men in Spain. But Vera was delayed for many months in Caracas. He was full of his news; it went ahead of him. Captain Amyas Preston heard. Captain George Popham

  ‘surprised’ a Spanish ship going home to Spain and found copies of Vera’s documents about Trinidad and the lands of the Orinoco: the various acts of possession, the founding of

  the Trinidad city, the discovery of ‘all the riches’ of El Dorado (‘If it should heere bee set downe, foure leaves of paper would not containe it’). Even before Vera had got

  to Spain his news had got to London, to Sir Walter Ralegh at Durham House on the Thames.




  Ralegh was forty; he had not long finished his first spell of imprisonment in the Tower of London. Berrio was seventy-four; after fourteen years he had found El Dorado. And he could do nothing

  but wait; he had never been more vulnerable. In his settlement of St Joseph, a few thatched huts on the narrow muddy river with the golden name of Caroni, he was like a prisoner already.




  DURING THESE waiting months another drama touched Berrio, and he never knew. In June 1593 the English ship Edward Bonaventure came into the Gulf

  of Paria, ‘hoping there to find refreshing’. For six months the crew had been living on rice alone; now they were starving. The captain saw Berrio’s men in the port of St Joseph, on the site of the Indian village of Conquerabia, and didn’t land a party: Spain still had a reputation. The Edward Bonaventure had been at sea for more than two

  years. It had made a famous journey, from England to the East Indies, back across the Indian Ocean, around the Cape of Good Hope and up and across the Atlantic. The last stop, for water, had been

  at the island of St Helena two months before.




  Ten men had gone ashore in the ship’s boat. St Helena was ‘not an earthly paradise, as it is reported’. The island was deserted, hot and hilly. The Portuguese had planted some

  lemon trees and fig trees for the benefit of sailors. There was only one building, a ‘chapell’; and in this building, when the men from the Edward Bonaventure landed, someone was

  singing. They pushed the door open and saw a naked man. He was very frightened. He thought they were Portuguese and were going to kill him.




  He was an English tailor who had gone to sea and had fallen ill. He had been set down on St Helena and had lived there alone for fourteen months. He spent his days in the chapel, hiding from the

  sun. When he understood that the newcomers were his countrymen, ‘what betweene excessive sudden feare and joy, he became distracted of his wits, to our great sorrowes’. Forty goatskins

  were drying in the sun. ‘For wante of apparell’ they made him ‘two sutes of goats skinnes with the hairy side outwards, like unto the savages of Canada’.




  He was still alive when the Edward Bonaventure came into the Gulf of Paria, but perhaps dead when after eight days the ship with the starving crew went out again through the

  Dragon’s Mouth: a ghost ship already, its journey soon to end in mutiny, derangement, mystery.




  This is the story in Hakluyt’s Voyages. A hundred years later it went to the making of Robinson Crusoe.1 The shipwreck, in the same

  narrative in Hakluyt, occurred to another mariner on an island in the Bermudas; but Defoe placed it on an empty island visited by man-eating Caribs like those Berrio feared. To

  the west was the river Orinoco with ‘the great island Trinidad, on the north point of the mouth of the river’. Crusoe’s island existed: it was Tobago. The Spanish soldiers, so

  vulnerable and so menacing in Defoe’s story, existed: they came from Berrio’s city of St Joseph.




  Fact and fiction meet: Berrio links the two fantasies of the New World. To be the first man on the earth, to see the first shoots of the first crop, to let off ‘the first gun that had been

  fired there since the creation of the world’: it is an aspect of what the El Dorado quest had become. And Robinson Crusoe in its essential middle part is a monologue; it is all in the

  mind. Men are nearly always far away, active but silent, privately engaged, as though seen through a telescope.




  Those starving soldiers of Berrio’s: they must be rescued, because men feel for men. But how will they obey, when (as Crusoe has reasoned it out) the only good is survival? They must sign

  a contract: the message is sent. But then Crusoe remembers there is no pen and no paper in this world. With this difficulty, irrational and concrete as in nightmare, the dream of innocence,

  resource and power ends. Crusoe is rescued.




  FROM WITHIN it was all anxiety, but Spain still had a reputation and it continued to serve Berrio in Trinidad. Foreign ships that came were as

  circumspect as the Edward Bonaventure. When in the new year a few more soldiers arrived from New Granada, Berrio preferred to send them to join the garrison in Moriquito’s territory.

  In Trinidad, in St Joseph and the Port of the Spaniards, as Conquerabia began to be called, the Spaniards waited and watched. Sometimes they smelted trial quantities of local ore; Berrio’s

  friar was the ‘refiner’. Sometimes they had to fight off Guanaguanare’s dispossessed Indians. The Arwacas Indians did their job and warned of foreign ships entering the Gulf of

  Paria from the south. Berrio didn’t look for trouble then. He didn’t try to stop Indians being taken back to England to learn English. He allowed ships to take on

  provisions and water and sometimes, though it was illegal, to trade. No Spanish ships came that way. Berrio and his Spaniards, like shipwrecked men, lived off the land.




  Captain Jacob Whiddon was allowed to land and take on water and wood. But he asked too many questions; he prowled about the Gulf; and his story, that he had come out to look for the Edward

  Bonaventure, was absurd. Some Arwacas Indians went out in a canoe one day to Whiddon’s pinnace. There were dogs in the canoe, the native Caribbean dog which some early travellers said

  didn’t bark. The Indians said they were going to hunt deer in the woods; they invited the sailors to go hunting with them. The sailors agreed, ‘but were no sooner one harquebuze shot

  from the shore, but Berrio’s souldiers lying in ambush had them al’.




  The incident is obscure – the story is Whiddon’s – but deaths occurred, and Captain Whiddon hurried away to England to report to his master. Sir Walter Ralegh was among other

  things a professional privateer. Jacob Whiddon was his chief captain. He had been sent to look around.




  Ralegh was planning a big attack. He wanted to outnumber and overwhelm. He was planning more than the plunder of St Joseph and the El Dorado quest. He was planning an empire of Guiana in which

  Indian numbers and English skill would destroy the power of Spain at its source, in the Indies. The quest he could share with Berrio; but he went beyond Berrio. Berrio, if at this stage he could

  have explained his purpose, might have said that he wanted gold and the third marquisate; and he might have represented this as a service to his King, who alone could confirm a subject in the

  enjoyment of wealth and honour. It would have stopped there, a personal achievement, in a void like the South American jungle itself, linking to nothing. Ralegh could merge personal ambition into a

  greater cause. He had an idea of society and association which Berrio, for all his old soldier’s diplomacy with disaffected natives (in the Netherlands, Granada or South

  America), didn’t begin to have.




  The lucid, three-dimensional view of the world and its possibilities wasn’t Ralegh’s alone. Laurence Keymis, fellow of Balliol College, Oxford, who was Ralegh’s associate,

  wrote this about the Spanish weakness: ‘These huge countreys of the Indies, having no common linke of affinitie, lawe, language, or religion, and being of themselves able to maintaine

  themselves without forreine commerce, are not so simple, as not to knowe their owne strength, and to finde, that they doe rather possesse Spaniardes, than that they are possessed by

  them.’




  Beside this, Berrio is made to look like a man from another age. The Spaniards, paying for their history, the centuries of Muslim rule and the slow cleansing of their land, remained individuals,

  committed to a holy war and an outdated code of chivalry, the cynical underside of which in the New World left each man isolated and committed in the end only to personal survival.




  Waiting for the Queen’s commission, Ralegh in London became as possessive about El Dorado as Berrio in Trinidad. Both men had their anxieties. The governor of Cumaná, pressing his

  claim to Trinidad, turned up at the Port of the Spaniards one day with some soldiers and asked Berrio to leave. He went away when Berrio refused. But Berrio was agitated; he asked his men –

  the Robinson Crusoe nightmare: fact again answering Defoe’s imagination – to make a written declaration of their loyalty.




  About the same time Ralegh heard that a young English courtier was about to make an expedition to Trinidad and El Dorado. It wasn’t serious; it was just for the experience, ‘as

  tendering the ripeness of his yeares’, and was partly the Queen’s idea. The young man had wanted to go to the South Seas. The Queen said no; that journey was too dangerous for someone

  only twenty. Ralegh raged; but he was made to wait until the end of the year for his own commission. If any harm came to the Indian kings, he wrote later, ‘farewell all good from thence, for,

  although myself, like a cockscomb, did rather prefer the future in respect of others, and sought to win the kings to her Majesty’s service than to sack them, I know what

  others will do’.




  THE YOUNG MAN was Sir Robert Dudley, the illegitimate son of the Earl of Leicester. Sir Philip Sidney was his first cousin; his mother was first cousin

  once removed to Queen Elizabeth. To the compiler of a dictionary of biography in the next century the young Dudley was ‘a compleat gentleman’ in the Elizabethan way: ‘an exact

  seaman, a good navigator, an excellent architect, mathematician, physician, chymist and what not’. He was tall in the saddle, noted for his tilting and noted too ‘for being the first of

  all that taught a dog to sit in order to catch partridges’.




  The life that began so well was soon to go sour. When, some time after his return from Trinidad, his claim for legitimacy was rejected, he left his second wife and their children and exiled

  himself to Italy. There he used the titles denied him in England. He became a Catholic and a persecutor of such English heretics as were available. In the beginning he kept in touch with England,

  sending back designs for new ships and, once, a ‘Proposition for bridling the impertinency of Parliament’; but over the years he became an Italian nobleman, his loyalties to Florence

  alone.




  His works on navigation, published in Italian when he was seventy-two, were dedicated to the Grand Duke of Tuscany; a dedication repeated on the map of Trinidad and Guiana, embellished with

  ships and naked Indians, with place-names in Italian (S. Gioseppe for St Joseph): the knowledge preserved, the nature of the venture fifty years before abolished, when the beach of an island in the

  New World was his stage and to his English followers he had been ‘the onlie mirrour of knighthoode’, and when he had sent to Berrio (or had pretended to send) a message of disdain on

  behalf of ‘our most gratious Queene, who in dewtifull allegance wee are bounde to defende’.




  More than allegiance had changed. That time in Trinidad had been a time of fantasy and knight-errantry, of brave deeds poetically witnessed, of challenges, of seeking out an

  ordained enemy – and how well the Spaniards filled that role – in a strange glittering forest full of dangers and wild folk.




  The fullest account of the adventure remained in manuscript until 1899. It is by Captain Wyatt, of whom nothing else is known. Wyatt saw Dudley as the greatest hero of chivalry and Wyatt saw

  himself as Dudley’s squire. He aimed at a style that matched the adventure and his role. A storm at sea was like ‘a seconde enundacion of the whole worlde’. Wyatt’s journal,

  always straining after effect in this way, is the first that catches the excitement of an Atlantic crossing to Trinidad: the crews spending Christmas Day below Teneriffe, ‘a verie hott

  day’, the men ‘swimminge from ship to ship’ to make ‘greate cheere to each other’; the twenty-two-day journey; the flying fish rising from the sea like a flock of

  frightened larks; the new climate.




  Until Wyatt’s narrative, in these Trinidad documents, the sea was the sea, climate was absent from the New World, and Virginia, Newfoundland, Guiana rain-forest and the Antilles were one.

  Landscapes were formal. Columbus had seen gardens like those of Valencia in March, and no one had seen more. Wyatt, full of the London plays he had seen (he could recite parts of The Spanish

  Tragedy, a new play), set out to write romance. But in his relishing of the natural world, wonder bursting through his words, the New World as medieval adventure can be seen to be coming to an

  end. And Berrio, the unnatural enemy in his forest clearing, is seen to be doubly imprisoned in his quest.




  Dudley had a hundred and forty men and two experienced sailors. Captain Benjamin Wood knew Trinidad well. The chief pilot, Abraham Kendall, was one of the best English navigators of the day. He

  had sailed in the West Indies with Drake nine years before and had taken part in the month-long, house-by-house destruction of the great city of Santo Domingo. Once, in this very Gulf of Paria,

  Kendall had deserted with his two pinnaces from a round-the-world expedition; the expedition had presently ended in scattered shipwreck. Kendall had this sort of ambiguous

  connection with terror; he wasn’t much liked. The story about him was that no one was allowed to die aboard his ship. It was Kendall who, to prevent such a death, had set down the Robinson

  Crusoe figure on the island of St Helena.




  With his force Dudley could have captured Trinidad. But he didn’t want any fighting. He didn’t know how strong Berrio was, and he didn’t want to antagonize Ralegh any more. He

  had come, really, only for the experience, to test the stories about Indians, Spaniards and gold; and as soon as he anchored in the Gulf of Paria, near the Pitch Lake, he sent one of his captains

  with ‘divers gentlemen’ to see whether they could pick up ‘anie of the salvages or at least have conference with them’. The Indians were brought. They took away knives,

  bugles, beads, fish hooks and hatchets. It was hoped they would return with gold. They brought back nuts and fruit and tobacco.




  One of the Indians spoke Spanish. A warning sign; but Dudley asked him whether there wasn’t a gold mine in the neighbourhood. The Indian said he would lead them to it right away. He led

  them on an eight-mile walk along the shore to the place where foreigners usually dug for gold. Wyatt and his friends dug up quantities of sand and marcasite. Each man shouldered a load and walked

  back eight miles to the ship.




  The next morning Dudley ordered his land force ashore. A little later he went ashore himself. There was a salute from the ship; and the soldiers, ‘reansweringe the great ordenance’,

  let off a ‘vallew of small shott’. They marched to the mine, in such good order, Wyatt thought, that ‘if wee had bin charged with ten thousande Indians, they coulde not have

  harmed us’. Wyatt had marched sixteen miles the day before and was doing another eight now in full armour; but he was concerned for his general.




  ‘Thus havinge marched viij longe miles through the deepe sandes and in a most extreme hott daie, our Generall, unaccustomed, God he knows, to walk one foote, leadinge

  the march, wee at length came to wheare this ore was, and havinge placed our courte of garde in a convenient place and set forth our centronells all the rest were appointed to the geatheringe of

  ore. And havinge allmost in a moment geathered such a quantitie that after everie one was equallie lodende yeat wee left almost a quarter of a hogshead behinde us, that our men weare not able to

  carrie, by this time it flowed soe fast that we weare forced to staie untell midnight, at which time the full sea was past.




  ‘In the meanwhile our Generall, perceaving a most filthie miste to fall, caused an armefull of boughes to be cutt and laide on the grownde, wheareon he himselfe lay downe; over whom

  Ancient Barrow helde his collers and Wyatt, chusinge some of the best of our men, made his stande rounde about him.




  ‘Thus havinge reposed himselfe some ower hee awaked, and not longe pausinge after, wee had alarum given us, which I rather impute to the ignorance of our centronells then anie way unto the

  charginge of the enemie. For theare is a certaine flie which in the nightime appeareth like unto a fire, and I have seene at the least two or three score togeather in the woods, the which make

  resemblance as if they weare so manie light matches, the which I perswade myselfe gave occasion of some soden feare unto the centronells which gave the alarum . . .




  ‘Thus after our men had rested themselves and the sea began for to ebb, our Generall gave commandement for our marchinge back againe; the which beinge signified both by his noyse of

  trumpetts and drome, wee of all handes marched alonge. And for that the waters weare deape up to the girdlesteid [girdle-place, the waist] of our men, our Generall himselfe first through the water

  up unto the verie twiste [the fork of the body], an unusuall thinge for him, beinge a courtier, but not unfitt for him, beinge our Generall in India, carryinge soe great a majestie in his march

  with such unremovable resolucions in his proceedings that wee all that followed him concluded in the idea of our consaites hee without all doubte woulde prove the onlie mirrour

  of knighthoode. For when hee determined of anie thinge, he sett it downe with the great consideracion and advice of the masters, and, beinge concluded what shoulde be done, he would have it

  accomplished with such expedition that he might saie with Caesar, veni, vidi, vici.’




  They got back to the ship between two and three in the morning. A blank place, that Gulf shore; but they had made it yield the drama of late hours and a midnight wade in full armour. They had

  had two adventures, of fireflies and the tide; and they had got a lot of sand. No Spaniard had appeared; and when Dudley rose later that day he set himself – veni, vidi,

  vici – to preparing a suitable plaque. On a ‘peece of lead’ he had the Queen’s arms incised and, below, a Latin sentence in which he claimed the island for Queen

  Elizabeth and himself. It was dusk when the plaque was ready. Dudley gave Wyatt his sword and asked him to set the plaque up on a tree near the gold mine.




  Wyatt understood the gravity of his commission. He went ashore with his company at once and in the dark – further drama – they walked the eight miles to the mine. They decided to

  spend the night in the woods above the shore. They chose a place where wood and water were at hand, ‘two greate necessaries for all souldiers marchinge to anie service’, as Wyatt

  explained. They spent an hour fortifying. When they were satisfied that their camp was ‘unvincible’, sentinels were appointed and the company lay down to sleep.




  Wyatt slept well; he had marched forty miles in less than three days. In the morning he heard from the sentinels that a dog had barked once during the night and that a fire had been seen several

  times. This gave Wyatt ‘some suspition of the enimies scowtes’; and now, after the salvoes and the trumpets, he thought the time had come for caution. He took ‘two or three good

  shott’ and, ‘as secret as we coulde’, went a hundred paces into the wood. They saw footprints in the sand. Wyatt thought it was where the enemy’s scouts had been during the

  night. The knowledge satisfied him; he didn’t think there was any further need for secrecy. Back in his camp, he marshalled his company; and they marched ‘in good

  order’ to the mine, where the ‘service was to be accomplished’.




  ‘First wee caused the trumpetts to sownde solemlie three severall times, our companie troopinge rownde; in the midst marched Wyatt, bearinge the Queenes armes wrapped in a white silke

  scarfe edged with a deepe silver lace, accompanied with Mr Wright and Mr Vincent, each of us with our armes, havinge the Generalls collers displaid, both with the trumpetts and the drome before us

  . . . thus marchinge up unto the top of the mounte unto a tree the which grew from all the rest, wheare wee made a stande. And after a generall silence Wyatt red it unto the troope, first as it was

  written in Lattin, then in English; after kissinge it fixed it on the tree appointed to bear it and havinge a carpender placed alofte with hammer and nailes readie to make it fast, fastned unto the

  tree.




  ‘After wee pronounced thease wordes that “the Honorable Robert Duddeley hath sent us heather and in his name to accomplish this honorable acte and this with his sword, God favoring

  his intent, doth he sweare to make good against anie knight in the whole worlde”. This beinge ended the trumpetts and drome sownded, the whole troope cryed “God save our Queene

  Elizabeth”; and havinge thus, as solemlie as wee coulde, accomplishte this committed to our charge, wee marched downe the mounte.’




  Wyatt saw a chance for a further service. He loaded his men with marcasite, ‘equallie’, and they marched the eight miles back to the ship.




  The next day they had an idea. They sailed to where the mine was. Dudley called the place Port Peregrine. From the sea, though not from the shore, they could see the ‘fortified and

  garrisoned’ Port of the Spaniards, which Abraham Kendall remembered as the Indian village of Conquerabia. Kendall was nervous, but Dudley thought it was a good place to ‘water, balliss

  and trim’ his ships. He sent his land force ashore. Wyatt admitted now that the ‘unvincible’ fortifications of the previous day had been ‘builded in

  haste’. They were pulled down and replaced by fortifications ‘impossible to be assaultid’. Dudley himself remained aboard his ship. He came ashore once for a little to talk kindly

  to the ‘salvages’. He persuaded two or three to go back with him to the ship. It was dangerous for them: at least one was detained. It was also dangerous for Dudley: these Indians spoke

  Spanish and had Spanish names.




  At midnight – Wyatt’s narrative jumps and becomes obscure – there was a message from Dudley to Wyatt and the others. They were to make haste and get the ships ready. The

  Spanish-speaking Indians, the scouts in the wood: Berrio’s Spaniards, as Kendall feared, had been in touch from the start. Captain Benjamin Wood had gone to an Indian village to parley with

  them; he had not returned. The village would have to be attacked. There would, after all, be fighting.




  ‘The next daie Cap. Jobson was determined to march to Parracow and to have taken the towne, but as he had commanded Wyatt to make readie a companie to march alonge withall wee might

  discrie to com from the cliffs out of the wood two or three with a flagg of truce, waving unto us that it might be lawfull to com and speak with us. The which Cap. Jobson did praesently grawnte,

  and, beinge come in presence of him, he uttered these wordes, Vinie en pais ou con gero, which is as much to saie in our languish, “Com yow in peace or with war?”, and withall

  delivered him a letter.’




  It is so, his nationality suppressed, the Spanish enemy appears, waving a flag of truce and speaking barbarously. The letter must have been from Berrio. Dudley said afterwards that Berrio had

  three hundred men and was ‘provided’ for him. It was Berrio’s bluff, based on the reports of his Indian spies. Berrio had less than fifty men in Trinidad, and they were divided

  between St Joseph and the Port of the Spaniards. Dudley sent another message to his men on shore that evening. After all the marches, they were to be secret; they were not to reveal their numbers.

  If any Spaniards turned up they were to be told that Dudley despised them. But the next day Dudley sent his three caravels back to England.




  They were waiting for another letter from Berrio, perhaps about Captain Benjamin Wood and the conditions for his release. The letter came two days later, at dusk. Two Indians were the

  messengers; they had also brought presents. Dudley took the letter. But, displaying the disdain he had urged on his men, he refused to talk to the Indians or to take their presents. The next day he

  withdrew all his men from the shore; and throughout that night a boatload of musketeers lay off the shore ‘to chardge on the backs of those the which would give anie assaulte unto the

  baraskado’. In the morning – Benjamin Wood no doubt with them again – they were ready to go.




  There was time, though, for one more gesture. A second lead plaque had been prepared. This stated that Robert Dudley, Englishman, son of the Earl of Leicester, had landed on this part of the

  island, named it Port Peregrine and had stayed and done as he pleased without let or hindrance. One man alone, without Dudley’s sword, without accompanying trumpets or drum, took the plaque

  ashore, set it up – or down: he had no ‘carpender’ – and hurried back to the ships. They made for the south of the island, far from Berrio’s port and his prowling

  men.




  The adventure wasn’t over. They still had Baltasar, the Spanish-speaking Indian captive; and they had picked up another Indian. They asked Baltasar about El Dorado. He didn’t want to

  talk. He was ‘threatned unto death’; he talked. He said he would take them to El Dorado. The other Indian required no pressing; he said that all the stories about El Dorado were true;

  ‘the salvages theare hanged rich peeces of golde aboute their neckes in the steed of brestplates’. Wyatt and the others remembered later that the Indian had only ‘confirmed’

  this, and ‘by signs’.




  But it was enough for Dudley. He said he would go with Baltasar to El Dorado. There was some opposition. ‘It was generallie thought verie unfitt that the person of so worthy and hopefull

  a gallant, as an unfeathered shafte, should be hazarded in so small and simple a vessell.’ Dudley saw the point. He also saw that the men were terrified of being left

  under the command of Abraham Kendall; they ‘something feared’ his ‘villany’. Kendall himself refused absolutely to go. The man chosen to lead the party was the man who had

  taken the second lead plaque ashore. He wasn’t happy about it. Wyatt heard him say that ‘in his dreame the night before he did senciblie perceave himselfe drowninge’.




  He took ‘the two masters mates, the boatswaine, the gunners mate, the corporall and his mate, the armerer, a carpender, two proper younkers sailers, and two painfull and able

  Dutchmen’; and the two Indians. They went across to the mainland and nothing was heard of them for a week. Wyatt and the others ‘did dailye aborde make sacrifice to God, in great

  devotion callinge upon Him in hartie prayer for them’. A fortnight passed. Kendall gave them up. He was already muttering about a dangerous ‘current and indraught’ near the ships

  and his previous ‘disastrous experience thereof ’. Anxious as always to cut his losses, he was for getting out of the Gulf and out of the way of Berrio’s Spaniards.




  Baltasar had led the El Dorado party to an Indian village just on the other side of the Gulf. There they heard tales about gold from the villagers. Then Baltasar led them up a creek so

  encumbered with fallen trees and forest debris that for stretches they had to carry their boat. While they were thus ‘pusled’ in the South American jungle Baltasar, ‘the subtell

  villaine’, slipped away one night into the woods. ‘Much amazed’, they tied up the other Indian. But that didn’t help because, as they now discovered, he didn’t speak

  English or Spanish. He just kept on pointing and saying, ‘Paracoa, paracoa.’ He was trying to show them the way back to the open water, the Gulf, but they paid him no

  attention.




  And then even ‘this wretch, when we thoughte him most safelie bounde, much about the same season in another night made escape overborde, but, the river being bigger, wee gave him chase and

  had thearein good sporte; but I think he hardlie ever returned to his countrey, for that he was stricken with a browne bill’. The rivers of Guiana, so ‘faire,

  spatious and broade’ when first seen, with birds of white, vermilion and ‘a perfect blew’, with ‘banks munited naturallie with such uniforme and beawtifull exornacions and

  oftentimes allsoe yealding a pleasante savoure’, now became a setting for nightmare labour, ‘both in rowinge, towinge and caryinge the bote’; and by a miracle, for which they

  ceaselessly prayed, they found themselves in the Gulf.
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