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Praise for


CHAMPLAIN’S DREAM




“Is there a finer student of American history writing today than David Hackett Fischer? If so, I don’t know who it would be.… His plain, unadorned style it never dry or boring, in part because he so often sprinkles intriguing ideas into the narrative.”


—Max Boot, The New York Times Book Review


“With Fischer’s Champlain’s Dream, all earlier biographies, except for a few of the latest French ones, no longer serve any useful purpose… This is a massive, scholarly work, logically organized and clearly written as befits a Pulitzer Prize–winning historian.… As Fischer explores Champlain’s life, he weaves the broad connecting theme that led to the title of the book.… Champlain’s overarching ‘dream’ was that he ‘envisioned a new world as a place where people of different cultures could live together in amity and concord.’ It was his ‘principled leadership’ in bringing natives and French together that enabled him to lay the foundations for this ‘dream.’ Champlain was not an introspective person. He never expressed this idea as cogent proposal in any section of his books, which is why most biographers have missed it, but a thorough reading of his writings demonstrates that Fischer is right.”


—Conrad Heidenreich, The Globe and Mail (Toronto)


“Action-filled.… [and] ruminative… What Mr. Fischer has really done is to sketch a character whose virtues—prodigious curiosity, respect for other cultures, a sense of fairness—he considered exemplary.”


—Bill Kauffman, The Wall Street Journal


“David Hackett Fischer likes to start his historical narratives—or, to put a fine point on them, learned entertainments, peerless and priceless—by reading a painting.… The beginning of Champlain’s Dream finds a 17th-century engraving under scrutiny. It pictures Samuel de Champlain, the French explorer (to name one of his many hats) and founder of Quebec, in a less-than-happy engagement with a group of Mohawk men. The engraving allows Fischer to get under Champlain’s skin and into his head, to tell us something about his station and command, his mettle and the abiding relations, for better or worse, he formed with the indigenous populations of what was to become New France, later Canada.… Without an opening thesis or agenda, Fischer comes at Champlain with freshness of purpose and a faith that historical knowledge will deliver something of value: Who was this man? What did he do, why did he do it, why should we care? ‘The answers to all these questions make a story,’ he says. Yes, they do, and a good one.… It is a pleasure to watch the principled leadership of a man blossom and his projects endure. Champlain was interested in ‘learning to make sound judgments on the basis of imperfect knowledge.’ That can also be said of Fischer’s artful approach to the telling of history.”


—Peter Lewis, San Francisco Chronicle


“This biography of Champlain is the most complete that I know about. He was a mysterious, compelling figure who was at once an explorer, ethnographer, navigator, diplomat, and soldier, but above all, a man of courage and determination. Envisioning a world in which different peoples and races could live, and mix together, his actions prefigured a new model for society. Professor Fischer has given us a truly fascinating book about a person who highly deserves this recognition.”


—Denis Vaugeois, co-editor of Champlain: The Birth of French America


“Brilliant.… The man and his times are captured with elegance.… Champlain was a dreamer who dreamed of an empire embracing, on equal footing, Europeans and Indians, farmers, merchants, and priests.… The dream’s human legacy is evident in Fischer’s customarily brilliant description of the folkways of the Acadiens (Cadjins or Cajuns), Québecois, and Métis, the French and Indian offspring whose descendants may number twelve million today. The dream’s material legacy is evidence in Québec, perhaps the most charming cityscape in North America. The dream’s cultural legacy is evident in the authentic respect for diversity of which most Canadians are proud and most Americans uncomprehending.”


—Pulitzer prize–winning historian Walter McDougall, The New Criterion


“A comprehensive, exhaustively researched, yet always lively biography. Besides narrating a life it also, as its title suggests, tells the story of Champlain’s vision for North America, which, Fischer maintains, was one of tolerance and humanity and remains worthy of admiration today.”


—Professor Neal Salisbury, The Boston Globe


“Fischer provides a splendid example not only of historical narration, but also of the ways historians can use stories of ‘great men’ not as triumphal panegyrics but, rather, as prisms through which much else can be seen.”


—Nathan Greenfield, The Times Literary Supplement


“Fischer’s magnificent account of the life and times of French explorer Samuel de Champlain, founder of Quebec, provides a signal analysis of his dream of peaceful coexistence in North America.”


—Giles Renaud, Library Journal (starred review)


“Fischer, Pulitzer Prize–winner for Washington’s Crossing, has produced the definitive biography of Samuel de Champlain (1567–1635): spy, explorer, courtier, soldier, sailor, ethnologist, mapmaker, and founder and governor of New France (today’s Quebec) which he founded in 1608. Fischer once again displays a staggering and wider research, lightly worn. The bibliography is equally impressive, and the same should be said of Fischer’s literary skills and approach.… The time is ripe for this outstanding work.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“A lucid portrait of a man given too little attention in standard American textbooks. Fischer’s work should make it impossible to ignore Champlain’s contributions henceforth.”


—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


“The definitive biography.”


—Editor’s choice, The Denver Post
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To my father, John Henry Fischer, on his 98th birthday


For the continuing gift of his wisdom and judgment.
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Samuel de Champlain, Map of New France, 1612.
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Samuel de Champlain, Map of New France, 1632.










INTRODUCTION In Search of Champlain





His activities, which were revealed mainly through his writings, were always surrounded by a certain degree of mystery.


—Raymonde Litalien, 20041





AN OLD FRENCH engraving survives from the early seventeenth century. It is a battle-print, at first glance like many others in European print shops. We look again, and discover that it shows a battle in North America, fought between Indian nations four centuries ago. The caption reads in old French, “Deffaite des Yroquois au Lac de Champlain,” the “Defeat of the Iroquois at Lake Champlain,” July 30, 1609.2


On one side we see sixty Huron, Algonquin, and Montagnais warriors. On the other are two hundred Iroquois of the Mohawk nation. They meet in an open field beside the lake. The smaller force is attacking boldly, though outnumbered three to one. The Mohawk have sallied from a log fort to meet them. By reputation they are among the most formidable warriors in North America. They have the advantage of numbers and position, and yet the caption tells us that the smaller force won the fight.3


The print offers an explanation in the presence of a small figure who stands alone at the center of the battle. His dress reveals that he is a French soldier and a man of rank. He wears half-armor of high quality: a well-fitted cuirass on his upper body, and protective britches of the latest design with light steel plates on his thighs.4 His helmet is no ordinary morion, or crude iron pot of the kind that we associate with Spanish conquistadors and English colonists. It is an elegant example of what the French call a casque bourgignon, a Burgundian helmet of distinctive design that was the choice of kings and noblemen—a handsome, high-crowned helmet with a comb and helm forged from a single piece of metal.5 Above the helmet is a large plume of white feathers called a panache—the origin of our modern word. Its color identifies the wearer as a captain in the service of Henri IV, first Bourbon king of France. Its size marks it as a badge of courage worn to make its wearer visible in battle.6



[image: Image]

“Deffaite des Yroquois au Lac de Champlain,” appeared in his Voyages (1613). The engraver (probably David Pelletier) introduced small errors, but Marc Lescarbot confirmed the accuracy of Champlain’s account from other sources, including one of the arquebusiers (upper center).





This French captain is not a big man. Even with his panache, the Indians appear half a head taller. But he has a striking presence, and in the middle of a wild mêlée he stands still and quiet, firmly in command of himself. His back is straight as a ramrod. His muscular legs are splayed apart and firmly planted to bear the weight of a weapon which he holds at full length. It is not a conventional matchlock, as historians have written, but a complex and very costly arquebuse à rouet, a wheel-lock arquebus. It was the first self-igniting shoulder weapon that did not require a burning match, and could fire as many as four balls in a single shot.7


The text with this engraving tells us that the French captain has already fired his arquebus and brought down two Mohawk chiefs and a third warrior, who lie on the ground before him. He aims his weapon at a fourth Mohawk, and we see the captain fire again in a cloud of white smoke. On the far side of the battlefield, half-hidden in the American forest, two French arquebusiers emerge from the trees. They kneel and fire their weapons into the flank of the dense Iroquois formation.8


We look back at the French captain and catch a glimpse of his face. He has a high forehead, arched brows, eyes set wide apart, a straight nose turned up at the tip, a fashionable mustache, and a beard trimmed like that of his king, Henri IV. The key below the print gives us his name, the “sieur de Champlain.”9
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This very small image from the Voyages of 1613 is the only likeness of Champlain that is known to survive from his own time. The original figure is less than one inch high, but its small details reveal many things about the man himself. His great panache was of the sort made by royal plumassières at the court of Henry IV. The Burgundian helmet was of a type that appears in equestrian portraits of kings and noblemen. The arquebuse à rouet was an advanced model of a very costly weapon. This is the image of an officer of high standing, with the resources of a great state behind him. It is also a self-portrait which offers other clues to the elusive man who drew it.








This small image is the only authentic likeness of Samuel de Champlain that is known to survive from his own time. It is also a self-portrait, and its technique tells us other things about the man who drew it. A French scholar observes that “its style is that of a man of action, direct, natural, naive, biased toward exact description, toward the concrete and the useful.” This is art without a hint of artifice. It tells a story in a straightforward way. At the same time, it expresses the artist’s pride in his acts, and confidence in his purposes. It also points up a paradox in what we know about him. It describes his actions in detail, but the man himself is covered in armor, and his face is partly hidden by his own hand.10


Other images of Champlain would be invented after the fact. Many years later, when he was recognized as the father of New France, he was thought to require a proper portrait. Artists and sculptors were quick to supply a growing market. Few faces in modern history have been reinvented so often and from so little evidence. All these images are fictions. The most widely reproduced was a fraud, detected many years ago and still used more frequently than any other.11


Historians also contributed many word-portraits of Champlain, and no two are alike. His biographer Morris Bishop asserted from little evidence that “Champlain was, in fact, a lean ascetic type, dry and dark, probably rather under than over normal size… his southern origin is indication enough of dark hair and black eyes.”12 Another biographer, Samuel Eliot Morison, wrote from no evidence whatever: “As one who has lived with Champlain for many years, I may be permitted to give my own idea of him. A well-built man of medium stature, blond and bearded, a natural leader who inspired loyalty and commanded obedience.”13 A third author, Heather Hudak, represented him with bright red hair, a black panache and chartreuse britches.14 Playwright Michael Hollingsworth described Champlain as prematurely gray, as well he might have been, and an anonymous engraver gave him snow-white hair. Champlain’s biographies, like his portraits, show the same wealth of invention and poverty of fact.15


Champlain himself was largely responsible for that. He wrote thousands of pages about what he did, but only a few words about who he was. His published works are extraordinary for an extreme reticence about his origins, inner thoughts, private life, and personal feelings. Rarely has an author written so much and revealed so little about himself. These were not casual omissions, but studied silences. Here again, as in the old battle-print, Champlain was hidden by his own hand. He was silent and even secretive about the most fundamental facts of his life. He never mentioned his age. His birth date is uncertain. Little information survives about his family, and not a word about his schooling. He was raised in an age of faith, but we do not know if he was baptized Protestant or Catholic.





After all this uncertainty about the man himself, it is a relief to turn to the record of his acts. Here we have an abundance of evidence, and it makes a drama that is unique in the history of exploration. No other discoverer mastered so many roles over so long a time, and each of them presents a puzzle.


By profession Champlain was a soldier, and he chose to represent himself that way in his self-portrait. He fought in Europe, the Caribbean, and North America, bore the scars of wounds on his face and body, and witnessed atrocities beyond imagining. Like many old soldiers, he took pride in his military service, but he grew weary of war. Always he kept a soldier’s creed of honor, courage, and duty, but increasingly did so in the cause of peace. There is a question about how he squared these thoughts.


At the same time, Champlain was a mariner of long experience. He went to sea at an early age, and rose from ship’s boy to “admirall” of a colonizing fleet. From 1599 to 1633 he made at least twenty-seven Atlantic crossings and hundreds of other voyages. He never lost a ship under his command, except once when he was a passenger aboard a sinking barque in a heavy gale on a lee shore, with a captain who was unable to act. Champlain seized command, set the mainsail, and deliberately drove her high on a rocky coast in a raging storm—and saved every man aboard. There are interesting questions to be asked about his leadership and astonishing seamanship.16


Champlain is best remembered for his role as an explorer. He developed a method of close-in coastal exploration that he called “ferreting,” and he used it to study thousands of miles of the American coast from Panama to Labrador. He also explored much of North America through what are now six Canadian provinces and five American states. He was the first European to see much of this countryside, and he enabled us to see it through his eyes. His unique methods raise another question about how he did that work, and with what result.


Champlain also mapped this vast area in yet another role as a cartographer. He put himself in the forefront of geographic knowledge in his era. His many maps and charts set a new standard for accuracy and detail. Experts have studied them with amazement. They wonder how he made maps of such excellence with the crude instruments at his command.17 He also embellished his maps with handsome drawings. In his own time he was known as an artist. When rival French merchants opposed his appointment to high office, they complained that Champlain was a “mere painter,” and therefore unfit for command. In his drawings he left us a visual record of the new world, which alone would make him an important figure. To study the few originals is to discover the skill and refinement of his art. But nearly all his art survives only in crude copies that challenge us to recover the spirit of his work.18


Champlain was a prolific writer. He is most accessible to us through his published books, which exceed in quantity and quality the work of every major explorer of North America during his era. A close second was the work of Captain John Smith, but Champlain’s published writings were larger in bulk. They covered a broader area, spanned a longer period, and drew deeply on the intellectual currents of his age. The problem is to find the mind behind the prose.


In his books Champlain played a role as a pioneer ethnographer. He left an abundance of first-hand description about many Indian nations in North America. During the late twentieth century some scholars criticized him for ethnocentrism. That judgment is correct in some ways, but Champlain’s work remains a major source of sympathetic description. A challenging problem is to sort out truth from error.19


He was also a naturalist. Champlain loved plants and animals, gathered information about the flora and fauna of the new world, and studied the climate and resources of the places he visited. He planted experimental gardens in four colonies and did much descriptive writing about the American environment before European settlement, and how it changed.20


Especially important to his posterity was Champlain’s role as a founder and leader of the first permanent French settlements in North America. A major part of his life was his economic association with many trading companies that paid for New France. This was Champlain’s most difficult role, and his least successful. Wealthy investors often defeated him, and many companies failed. But in his stewardship, New France somehow survived three decades of failure—which is not only an unknown but a mystery.


Through those same three decades from 1603 to 1635, Champlain also returned to France in most years. He had another busy career as a courtier and a tireless promoter of his American project. Four people ruled France in that era: Henri IV until 1610, Marie de Medici as queen regent after 1610, Louis XIII from 1617, and Richelieu as “first minister” from 1624. Champlain worked directly with all except the queen regent, argued vigorously for New France, and prodded them so forcefully that one wonders how he stayed out of the Bastille. During that long period, six highborn French noblemen and “princes of the blood” served as lieutenant general or viceroy or “cardinal-admiral” of New France. All but one of them were absentees who never came to America. Each of them without exception chose Champlain to be his chief lieutenant and commander in the new world. He got on with all those very difficult people—another puzzle.


One of Champlain’s most important roles was in the peopling of New France. For some reason the French have always been less likely to emigrate than were millions of British, Germans, and other Europeans. And yet in thirty years Champlain did more than any other leader to establish three French-speaking populations and start them growing in North America. In a pivotal moment from 1632 to 1635 when he was acting governor, they suddenly began to expand by sustained natural increase, and they have continued to do so, even to our own time. Champlain had a leading hand in that, and even subsidized marriages and families with his own wealth. Each of these three populations developed its own distinct culture and speechways which made them Québécois, Acadien, and Métis. Today their descendants have multiplied to millions of people. Something of Champlain’s time survives in their language and folkways. They are chief among his many legacies.


Champlain also played a role in the religious history of New France. He worked with Protestant ministers, Catholic priests, Recollets, Jesuits, and Capuchins. His Christian faith was deeply important to him, increasingly so as he grew older. But he struggled to reconcile an ideal of tolerance with the reality of an established Church—a problem that he never solved.





If nothing else, his life was a record of stamina with few equals. But always it was more than that. Champlain was a dreamer. He was a man of vision, and like most visionaries he dreamed of many things. Several scholars have written about his dream of finding a passage to China. Others have written of his dream for the colonization in New France. But all these visions were part of a larger dream that has not been studied. This war-weary soldier had a dream of humanity and peace in a world of cruelty and violence. He envisioned a new world as a place where people of different cultures could live together in amity and concord. This became his grand design for North America.


Champlain was not a solitary dreamer. He moved within several circles of French humanists during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. They are neglected figures of much importance in the history of ideas—bridge-figures who inherited the Renaissance and inspired the Enlightenment. They were not of one mind, but they had large purposes in common. One group of French humanists centered on the person of Henri IV and were guided by his great example. Another was an American circle in Paris who never crossed the Atlantic but were inspired by the idea of the new world. In a third group were many French humanists who came to North America with Champlain—men such as the sieur de Mons and the sieur de Razilly. In the beginning they were his leaders. By the end he became theirs.


Champlain traveled in other circles among the leaders of Indian nations, who also were great dreamers. He knew them intimately, and they live as individuals in the pages of his books. Champlain had a way of getting along with very different people, and he also had the rarest gift of all. In long years of labor, he found a way to convert his dreams into realities. In the face of great obstacles and heavy defeats, he exercised his skills of leadership in extreme conditions. Those of us who are leaders today (which includes most of us in an open society) have something to learn from him about that.


Champlain was a leader, but he was not a saint. We do not need another work of hagiography about him. He was a mortal man of flesh and blood, a very complicated man. He made horrific errors in his career, and some of his mistakes cost other men their lives. He cultivated an easy manner, but sometimes he drove his men so hard that four of them tried to murder him. His quest for amity and concord with the Indians led to wars with the Mohawk and the Onondaga. His private life was deeply troubled, particularly in his relations with women. Champlain lived comfortably as a man among men, but one discovery eluded this great discoverer. He never found the way to a woman’s heart. It was not for want of trying. He was strongly attracted to women, but his most extended relationship ended in frustration.


His ideal of humanity was very large, but it was also limited in strange, ironic ways. Champlain embraced the American Indians, but not his own French servants. He had deep flaws and made many enemies, responded badly to criticism, and could be very petty to rivals. But other men who knew this man wrote of him with respect and affection. Even his enemies did so.





Just now, we have an opportunity to study this extraordinary man in a new light. In the early twenty-first century, three nations are celebrating the 400th anniversary of his achievements. Something similar happened in the early twentieth century, for his 300th anniversary. The literature about Champlain is like a century plant. It blooms every hundred years, then fades and blooms again.


At the start of the twentieth century, a very large literature ran heavily to hagiography, and celebrated Champlain as a saintly figure. After 1950 the inevitable reaction set in. Popular debunkers and academic iconoclasts made Champlain a favorite target.21 These attacks were deepened by a fin-de-siècle attitude called political correctness, with its revulsion against great white men, especially empire-builders, colonial founders, and discoverers.


Incredibly, some apostles of political correctness even tried to ban the word “discovery” itself. Historian Peter Pope met this attitude on the 500th anniversary of John Cabot’s northern voyages of discovery. He recalls: “I was asked by a servant of the P.R. industry in June 1996 to summarize Cabot’s achievement without using the term discovery. She told me it had been banned.… Any talk of ‘discovery’ is understood as an endorsement of conquest.” Pope was ordered to “describe what the Venetian pilot did without using the D-word.”22


As these attitudes spread widely during the late twentieth century, Champlain began to fade from the historical literature. He all but disappeared from school curricula in France, Canada, and the United States. Many still remember him, but when the subject came up in France, we heard people say, “Connais pas, never heard of him.” In the United States, one person asked, “Champlain? Why are you writing a book about a lake?” In 1999, Canadian historian W. J. Eccles wrote that “there is no good biography of Champlain.” For twenty years from 1987 to 2008, there was no full-scale biography at all.23


Since the turn of the twenty-first century, attitudes have been changing yet again. Historians are returning to the study of leaders in general, and to Champlain in particular. With the inspired leadership of Raymonde Litalien and Denis Vaugeois, five volumes of collected essays appeared in Canada, France, and the United States from 2004 to 2007. Together these books prompted more than a hundred new studies of Champlain and his world.24


They built on the foundation of a new historiography that had been growing quietly since the 1960s through all the Sturm und Drang of political correctness. Archaeological research has been taking place on an unprecedented scale. A new historical ethnography has deepened our understanding of Champlain’s relations with Indians. A major school of Canadian social history led by the great scholarship of Marcel Trudel has wrought a revolution in our knowledge of Champlain’s New France. Much important work has happened in demographic and economic history. Geographers led by Conrad Heidenreich have studied his cartography in detail. Archival scholars such as Robert Le Blant have turned up much new material on Champlain and made those findings more accessible to others.


The new scholarship of the early twenty-first century is becoming more mature, more global, more balanced, more empirical, more eclectic, and less ideological than before. A result of this new scholarship has been to undercut the writings of iconoclasts. Two generations ago, the dominant source for Champlain’s life was his own writing, which inspired skepticism. Today in every chapter of his life, we can test his own accounts against the evidence of archaeology, archival materials, other narratives, complex chronologies, and interlocking sources in great variety. Many small errors and some larger ones have been found in Champlain’s work, but the main lines of his writings have been reinforced by other evidence. An example is René Baudry, who worked with Le Blant to make much new archival material available to others. He writes of Champlain, “It is much to his credit that information from other sources almost always confirms the accuracy of his accounts.”25





In this recent work, old methods are being used in new ways. One of them is the method of Herodotus, and his idea of history as a genuinely free and open inquiry—the literal Greek meaning of history. Another way forward was the school that taught historians three lessons about their work: “First, go there! Do it! Then write it!” To read Champlain’s many books in that spirit, to explore the places that he described, and to follow in his track, is to make an astonishing discovery about our own world. Many of the places that Champlain described in the seventeenth century can still be seen today, not precisely as he saw them, but some of them are remarkably little changed. This is so in large parts of the St. Lawrence Valley and the magnificent Saguenay River. It is so along the Atlantic coast, the Gulf of Maine, the forests and waterways of Canada, the harbors of Acadia, and the coast of Gaspésie. It is so in the United States on Mount Desert Island, the Isles Rangées, the Puffin Islands, and Ticonderoga. It is that way again in the rolling ground of the Onondaga Country, and the natural meadowlands of Cap Tourmente.


Champlain’s places of discovery are a world that we may be losing, but they are not yet a world we have lost. It is still possible to explore them by car and plane, by canoe and kayak, by sailboat and zodiac boat, by snowshoe—and some of the best places are accessible only by foot. At all these many sites we can rediscover this great discoverer by going there, and doing it, and traveling through his space in our time.


Other sites in Champlain’s life are accessible in a different way. Archaeologists have been hard at work on the sites where he lived and worked. Many traces of what he did have been coming out of the ground in a most extraordinary way. That is so at Sainte-Croix Island, Port-Royal, Quebec, Pentagoet, Cap Tourmente, Ticonderoga, Huronia, and Iroquoia. On the other side of the water, it is the same at Brouage, Crozon, Blavet, Honfleur, Quimper, Fontainebleau, the Marais district of Paris, even the basement of the Louvre. Many of these places that were important to Champlain have preserved much of their character even as the world has changed around them. This book builds on all that physical evidence.


It also seeks a path of understanding between hagiographers on the one hand and iconoclasts on the other. In that regard, one of the most important opportunities of this inquiry is for us to get right with both Champlain and the American Indians.26 Two generations ago, historians wrote of European saints and Indian savages. In the last generation, too many scholars have been writing about Indian saints and European savages. The opportunity for our generation is to go beyond that calculus of saints and savages altogether, and write about both American Indians and Europeans with maturity, empathy, and understanding. Many historians are now doing that, and this book is another effort in that direction.


After the delusions of political correctness, ideological rage, multiculturalism, postmodernism, historical relativism, and the more extreme forms of academic cynicism, historians today are returning to the foundations of their discipline with a new faith in the possibilities of historical knowledge, and with new results. This inquiry is conceived in that spirit. It begins not with a thesis, or a theory, or an ideology, but with a set of open questions about Champlain. It asks, who was this man? Where did he come from? What did he do? Why did he do it? What difference did he make? Why should we care? The answers to all these questions make a story. It begins where Champlain began, in a small town on the coast of France, looking outward across the Bay of Biscay toward America.










A LEADER IN THE MAKING










1. A CHILD OF BROUAGE



The Sea as a School




Samuel Champlain, De Brouage


—title page of Champlain’s first published book, 16031





TO TRAVEL THE OLD ROADS on the coast of France, south along the Bay of Biscay, is to find a beautiful and haunted place, full of interest for history-minded people. A few miles below the eighteenth-century navy town of Rochefort, we crossed the sparkling waters of the River Charente on a high-arched modern bridge and entered a region that was like another world. The terrain felt more like a floating island than part of the French mainland. It is very flat and not quite terra firma—a web of waterways and salt marshes, with seabirds swooping overhead and long views of sea and sky. On a sunny spring morning, the fields were green with new growth and the roadsides were brilliant with red poppies.


Near the center of this region, we followed the old D3 road as it veered past a copse of trees. Suddenly we came upon a walled town of very strange appearance. It was the object of our journey, and yet it took us by surprise. Rising before us was an old seaport that lies far from the sea. Its massive stone fortifications were once washed by the tide. Today they are a mile inland, surrounded by pastures and grazing cattle.


Four centuries ago, this little town was an important center of Atlantic trade. In the year 1581, a visitor from the rival port of La Rochelle described it as “without doubt the most beautiful harbor in France,” and one of the busiest. Today it is still a place of striking beauty, but its harbor has nearly disappeared. Broad streets that were built for commerce were empty when we walked there, and our footsteps echoed in the silence of an empty town. We climbed its stone battlements and found them carpeted with wild flowers, blooming abundantly in the bright Biscayan sun.


This is the town of Brouage, where Samuel de Champlain lived as a child. Its colorful history was the salty broth in which our hero was cooked.2





In the time of the Romans, the land around the present site of Brouage lay under water, submerged beneath the great gulf of Saintonge. The coast of France was nine miles away, on a ring of rising land to the east. As the gulf receded, it left a muddy mix of water and clay that was called broue. The lowlands that emerged from the sea were called brouage, which came to mean an area of mudflats and salt marsh.3


From an early date, villages began to rise on this new land, and one of them was also called Brouage. It was a small trading town, and its most valuable commodity was salt—a gift of the sea and the sun to the people of this region. Salt was mined from deposits in coastal marshes, and evaporated from brine in open pans. It was vital for the preservation of food, and so much in demand that it was called the “white gold” of medieval Europe. Salt also became important in another way. Monarchs were quick to discover that it could easily be taxed. The result was the hated gabelle, the infamous salt tax that became a major source of revenue for the old regime in France, and a leading cause of revolution in 1789.4


The salt of this region was known for its color, variety, quality, and price. The Île d’Oléron produced a white salt of great refinement, as “white as snow.” Périgord and Limousin yielded salt that was red or gray. Brouage had the most valuable commodity, a black salt that was favored on royal tables after François I made a gift of it to England’s Henry VIII. The black salt of Brouage looked very handsome in the beautiful gold salt vessels of the celebrated artist Benvenuto Cellini. In the rank-bound world of early modern Europe, salt became important in yet another way as an emblem of hierarchy. Those of lower rank were said to sit below the salt.5


All this was good for business in Brouage, and the salt trade expanded rapidly. As early as the fifteenth century, sailing charts began to mark the harbor of Brouage in red ink as a place of particular importance.6 Vessels large and small sailed to Brouage from many lands. In 1474, a fleet of twenty-six cogs arrived from the German city of Danzig (now the Polish Gdansk) and loaded salt for the Baltic herring industry.7 Then came the discovery of the North American fishing grounds, and salt was needed more urgently than ever. In 1525, the Norman port of Le Havre alone sent thirty-five vessels to buy salt at Brouage for the American fisheries. That trade brought great wealth to little ports along the gulf of Saintonge. Their prosperity appears in handsome old buildings that still survive.8


Ships that anchored in the harbor of Brouage made room to take on cargoes of salt by dumping piles of ballast stones at the water’s edge. In 1555 or thereabout a local entrepreneur named Jacques de Pons decided to rebuild the town on a foundation of discarded ballast stones. People called the place Jacqueville, or Jacopolis-sur-Brouage, or simply Brouage. Charles IX, king of France from 1560 to 1574, dredged a harbor deep enough for large ships. Italian military engineers, the best in the world, constructed ditches, ramparts, and watchtowers.9
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The new Brouage was designed as a handsome Renaissance ville carrée, a perfectly square town just over four hundred yards to a side. It was also built as a place forte, fortified against attack by land and sea, with round bastions at every corner, a massive stone gate, and a double wooden drawbridge. The elegant fortifications that stand today were the work of many generations. They were begun before Champlain was born, improved throughout his youth, and massively rebuilt by Cardinal Richelieu in Champlain’s old age. Its approaches were expanded by great French military architects.10


Champlain witnessed much of this construction in his youth. A detailed manuscript map survives from about 1570, very near the time of his birth. It shows that Brouage was very much a work in progress when he lived there. Crenellated stone walls had been raised around part of the town; the rest was protected by a wood palisade improvised from old masts and fir planks.11 The setting was as handsome as it is today, but life was difficult for families who lived there. One visitor wrote in 1581, “This place seems to have been hard-won from the water, which covered the entire place, and even now during the great floods in winter, the streets and the lower floors of the houses are all full of water.”12
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Brouage in a manuscript dated 1570, near the time of Champlain’s birth. The town was a work in progress, with half-finished walls and water-logged lots. But its marshes were crowded with saltworks, the harbor teemed with ships, and streets were lined with stone houses. His family’s home still stands on the rue Champlain.





Even so, money could be made in Brouage, and business was booming. By the time of Champlain’s birth, the town was packed with people. The land inside the walls was divided into very small building lots, some merely twenty-five feet wide by a hundred feet deep with an annual ground rent of 36 livres. On the 1570 map, every street was completely lined with stone-built private houses. Around the town, the surrounding marshes were divided into saltworks, each with its own pans and cottages for the free-spirited saulniers, who managed the marshland and brought the salt to town by boat. The map of 1570 shows a harbor crowded with large ships, flying the ensigns of many nations. Historian Natalie Fiquet wrote that the “town’s port was large and teeming: Scottish seacoal, Dutch tallow, cordage, herring, dry cod, iron and wood” were exchanged for barge-loads of wine, grain, and especially salt.13


Surviving records of trade describe an astonishing range of origins and destinations, even clearance papers from Brouage for Peru in the year 1570. Complex triangular and quadrilateral trades developed. One example was a voyage that began on April 26, 1602. The captain’s orders were to sail from Rouen to Brouage, take aboard a cargo of salt, proceed to the Gaspésie in America and barter the salt for cod, return to Spain and exchange the cod for a cargo of general merchandise, carry those goods to Marseilles and replace them with Mediterranean freight for Le Havre and Rouen, then back to Brouage once more.14


Brouage was a cosmopolitan town. A visitor described it as a “Babel where people speak twenty languages.” A few doors away from the home of the Champlain family is a small stone house that was built by a Dutchman. Its stone lintel still bears the inscription that he carved in his native tongue, when young Champlain was living on the same street:


1585


Wol Gode Betrout Die Heft Wolgebout


It might be translated, “He who puts his trust in God has built well,” or “Qui place sa confiance en Dieu a bien construit.” This near neighbor came from a distant land and spoke a different language, but he worshipped the same God and engaged in the same global commerce.15


The new town of Brouage was a bundle of paradoxes. It was a modern entrepôt on an ancient foundation, a small town but cosmopolitan, a fortified town but insecure. After the Protestant Reformation it was caught between warring Calvinists and Catholics. Jacques de Pons and his sons chose the Protestant side, as did most of Jacopolis. In 1559, Royal troops seized the town, and many of its inhabitants became Roman Catholic. Eleven years later it was besieged by Protestant troops from La Rochelle, and the strife continued for many years.


Rivalries of trade reinforced conflicts of religion. The people of La Rochelle thought of Brouage as their competitor and seized an opportunity to destroy a rival port. In 1586, the Rochelais sent twenty-one barges filled with sand and rock in an attempt to block the channel that led to Brouage. The port never fully recovered from this blow. Its harbor slowly filled with silt, and the expanding salt marshes that had been the source of the town’s prosperity became a factor in its decline. After Cardinal Richelieu defeated the Protestants of La Rochelle in 1628, the Catholic rulers of France made Brouage into a garrison town. They reinforced its walls, and added an arsenal and barracks to control this restless region. Its inhabitants looked with hope to the sea—and with deep suspicion toward their rulers in Paris.16





In the midst of this turmoil, Champlain lived his formative years. Like many men of action in the early modern era, the evidence of his early life is lost in obscurity. We have no record of his baptism, perhaps because a fire in the late seventeenth century burned some of the records of Brouage, or because he was baptized in the Protestant Church, or for other reasons as we shall see. We cannot be certain that he was born in Brouage, but he was raised in this town, and he presented himself to the world as “Samuel Champlain, of Brouage.”17
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The stone battlements and lanterns of Brouage were begun in Champlain’s time and rebuilt by Richelieu and others. Today small canals and ponds are all that remain of its once busy harbor.





Champlain was born around the year 1570. A local antiquarian wrote in the nineteenth century that his date of birth was 1567. A modern historian has argued that he was born as late as 1580. A close look at clues that Champlain scattered through his writings (four sets of clues in particular) indicates that the earliest suggested date is improbable and the later date is impossible. The best estimate is about 1570, for reasons discussed in the first appendix to this book.18


We know next to nothing about Champlain’s mother. Her name later appeared in Samuel de Champlain’s marriage contract as Margueritte Le Roy. The local antiquarian wrote that she came from a family of fishermen, but we have no other evidence one way or the other. Margueritte Le Roy had a sister who also lived in Brouage, married a sea captain there, and had relatives in La Rochelle. For many years this was all that historians knew about Margueritte Le Roy Champlain. More recently, American genealogists have turned up information about the Le Roy family in La Rochelle and nearby towns. Some were prosperous lawyers and merchants with country estates and a coat of arms that they shared with other Le Roys in Niort and Poitiers. These Rochelais Le Roys were mostly Huguenots. Many would migrate to the Netherlands, England, and America in the French Protestant diaspora that contributed an important population to the United States. Probably Champlain’s mother had relatives in fishing ports and trading towns throughout the region.19


Champlain’s father left more traces. His name was spelled creatively in several records as Anthoyne Chapellin and in his own legible hand as Anthine Chappelain. Other legal documents called him Anthoine de Complain or Antoine de Champlain.20 If we study these scattered sources in a systematic way and order them in time, an interesting pattern begins to emerge. They describe the arc of a career that reveals many things about this family. According to the memory of a local scholar, Antoine de Champlain, like Marguerite Le Roy, was descended from families of fishing folk. He earned his living from the sea, and scattered pieces of archival evidence show him working his way up. A document in 1573 identified him as a pilotte de navires, a pilot of large ships. Pilotte had a particular meaning in the sixteenth century. A maritime historian writes that in this period “all pilots came from the ranks of the able-bodied sailors” and had an elementary education. They learned to manage a ship by long experience before the mast, and they had schooling enough to read and write, and to master the “art of navigation” both at sea and in coastal waters. A pilot was perceived to be an artisan, and he lived “from day to day” on his wages. It was written in the mid-sixteenth century that “most of the pilots are married and they have a house and a wife and children and family, and it takes everything they earn to provide for them.”21


This appears to have been Antoine Champlain’s condition when Samuel Champlain was an infant. In the years that followed, Antoine moved upward from pilot to the rank of master. This advance increased his salary and improved the status of his family. More than that, he became “the administrator of all the economic resources on board the ship, and that gave him extra income.… Whoever acceded to the charge of master crossed the frontier that separated salaried workers from those who handled and administered capital.”22


Then Antoine Champlain moved up again, from master to the rank of captain. A later record identifies him as capitaine de navires, a commander of large ships who stood high above the condition of a pilot or master. This title was also a quasi-military rank. A man who held it was expected to lead in time of war or mortal danger. A captain of a large ship was regarded as a man of honor and was treated as a gentleman, even if he came from humble origins.23 Antoine also went up another step, and received a commission from Henri IV as a naval captain. His son later described him as captain in the King’s Marine, and called him Antoine de Complain, with the particule de noblesse, a mark of distinction though not usually of nobility.


At the same time Antoine was also getting ahead in yet another way. He became a shipowner, buying small shares in several vessels, as even large investors did, to spread the risk in a dangerous business. This put him on yet another level and took his family to a different place. Owners were the men who hired the crew and employed the officers of their ships. They acquired the cargo and took the lion’s share of the profit. Owners were called “ship lords” by seamen and officers. When an owner went to sea, he had the best accommodations on board. The officers deferred to him. Even the captain who had command authority, the master who sailed the ship, and the pilot who was skilled in seamanship and navigation, gave way before a “ship lord.”24


These few legal documents tell us that Antoine de Champlain succeeded in rising from humble beginnings to high rank in maritime France. He also did well in another way, increasing his income from investments in ships and voyages. Samuel de Champlain always wrote of him with pride and respect. In Brouage, Antoine de Champlain became a man of property. The Champlain family moved to one of the larger houses in the town. They also acquired a second house, and then a third. They were not of the nobility, and their houses were nothing like the home of Christophe Depoy, sieur d’Aguerres and governor of Brouage, whose estate occupied a corner of the town, with its own gardens, fountains, and a fine view of the harbor.25 The Champlains were not of Depoy’s rank but they were prosperous and flourishing. Others in the family were getting ahead in the same way. An uncle from Marseille also rose through the maritime ranks to become a man of property. Their cousins in La Rochelle were doing well too. All his life, even in very hard times, Samuel de Champlain had an optimistic way of thinking about the world, an attitude that comes easily to people whose families have been moving up, especially in their childhood.





Always at the center of Champlain’s life was his Christian faith. It appeared in his youthful writings as early as 1599, grew stronger through time, and became the passion of his old age. In difficult moments, it was the source of his inner strength. The roots of Champlain’s religion are lost in obscurity. His Catholic biographer N.-E. Dionne writes, “We know practically nothing of Champlain’s years in one of the most troubled periods in the history of France, that of the wars of religion.” We do not know with certainty if his family was Protestant or Catholic. The sources are not conclusive, but they offer many clues.


The first clue appears in his name, and the names of his parents. Samuel de Champlain was named for a hero of the Old Testament. The biblical Samuel was the first of the great Hebrew prophets, an upright judge of Israel known for his stern integrity. Samuel believed deeply in one God and the rule of law. He fought the Philistines, denounced false priests, and ordered the people of Israel to “put away strange Gods.” He also refused to take bribes, and did not hesitate to stand against men in power when they went against the law.26


Samuel’s combination of virtues appealed to Protestants in the sixteenth-century Reformation. Among English Puritans, one study finds that Samuel was the third most popular name for boys, exceeded only by John and Joseph. It was less common in high Anglican households, and rare among Roman Catholics. Champlain’s forename strongly suggests that he was baptized as a Protestant.27


Other clues appear in the names of his parents. Antoine and Margueritte Champlain were named after Catholic saints. The ascetic St. Anthony and the martyred St. Margaret were favorite namesakes among Roman Catholics, but rare among Protestants. Taken together, the evidence of names tells us that Champlain’s grandparents were probably Roman Catholic and baptized their children in a Catholic church. His parents likely became Protestants before 1570 and baptized their son in a Calvinist meetinghouse, perhaps the Huguenot “temple” that was known to have existed in Brouage at the time of his birth.28


More clues emerge from the history of the region where Champlain was raised. In the sixteenth century it was one of the most Protestant areas in France. Most towns granted to Protestants under the Edict of Nantes in 1589 were in the center-west of France, from La Rochelle south to the Gironde estuary.29 The greatest concentration was in the area around Brouage. After the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, the coastal region near Brouage was said to be almost depopulated by the emigration of Huguenots for Britain and America. In Brouage today, an old forge still has graffiti that were carved into its walls by Protestants who were confined there later, when they tried to leave France in search of soul-freedom.30


Other clues to Champlain’s faith come from the religion of his extended family. His uncle was born in Marseille, and is believed to have been a Protestant who converted to Catholicism. His cousin Marie Camaret in La Rochelle was Protestant. Champlain himself would later marry into a Protestant family that converted to Catholicism. All this evidence points to the same conclusion: Champlain was probably baptized and raised as a Protestant and later converted to Catholicism.31





At an early age Champlain probably went to an infant school, perhaps several of them, a common practice in the early modern era. These schools were run by housewives in their kitchens, especially in Protestant communities where rates of literacy were higher than among Roman Catholics. The purpose was to teach the fundamentals of faith, the habits of discipline, and the rudiments of reading and writing. The housewives catechized the children, kept order with their pudding sticks, and drilled them on the fundamentals of reading and ciphering. There Champlain would have learned his letters, possibly as early as the age of two or three, as was common in households of Protestants who were Children of the Book.


At a later age, Champlain may also have gone to an academy that existed in Brouage. On May 5, 1599, the Swiss traveler Thomas Platter visited the town and wrote a full account of this school. He tells us that it was a place for the “training and teaching” of “young men of the nobility and other well-born seigneurs.” The school had a rector who received his salary from Henri IV himself, and was equipped with “twenty magnificent horses, all very handsome.” The students attended for two years, and were taught the “exercises and games of cavaliers,” in particular equitation, mounting, jumping, and trick riding. They also learned to draw, to dance, and play the mandolin. Mainly they received instruction in the arts of war and the use of weapons, which Champlain mastered at an early age. He was an excellent shot with firearms, an expert with the sword, and he could ride. In the afternoons the students learned how to measure distances and lay out the foundations for a fortress. After graduation they went into the army, or into the service of a grand seigneur.


A leading French scholar, Jean Glénisson, thinks it “very possible that he attended this institution.” Other scholars disagree. Whether Champlain was a student there or not, he clearly learned what the Brouage academy had to teach.32 He learned to draw a picture, ride a horse, wield a sword, and fire an arquebus. We have no evidence of a mandolin. In legal documents dated March 18, 1615, and again in 1625 and 1626, Champlain was called an écuyer, a term of rank which literally meant “a person used to horses,” a member of the equestrian class. Later it came to mean a young nobleman before the adoubement in which he was dubbed a knight, or more generally an upstanding young gentleman who was not a nobleman. Somehow, Champlain acquired the manners and skills of an écuyer, perhaps in the academy at Brouage.33


Young Champlain also learned other lessons from another man who had much to teach him in Brouage. The sieur Charles Leber du Carlo was a friend of the Champlain family and later lived in one of their houses. He was a highly skilled builder of fortifications, an “engineer and geographer to the king,” and an expert cartographer. He may have taught young Champlain the art of map-making.34


In another way, however, Champlain’s schooling was very limited. He never received a classical education. Like his contemporary William Shakespeare, he had little Latin and less Greek, and he was not trained in the grammar and rhetoric of classical learning. His writings make a striking contrast with the latinate prose of classically trained writers. But he had a facility with modern languages. Champlain spoke a fluent and muscular French, as strong and colorful as Elizabethan English. Like many men who went to sea in the sixteenth century, he picked up other modern languages. In maturity, he was able to speak English well enough to converse with British seamen on technical subjects. On some of his maps, Champlain mixed French and English inscriptions, and moved easily between them.35


Champlain also learned enough Spanish to communicate in that language on his West Indian voyages. His Spanish orthography suggests that he knew it mainly as a spoken language, but he could carry on a conversation with Hispanic speakers in America. He likely had a smattering of other languages, enough to get on with the Dutch, Portuguese, and Basques whom he met in his travels. Long voyages under sail with crews that spoke many tongues made a ship into a language school. Probably that was the way Champlain learned his modern languages.





Champlain’s most important school was the sea itself, and his father was his master-teacher. Dionne writes gracefully of Samuel that “his youth appears to have glided quietly away, spent for the most part with his family, and in assisting his father, who was a mariner, in his wanderings upon the sea.”36


Young Champlain went to sea many times in his childhood and youth. Later in his life he informed the Queen Regent Marie de Medici that he had studied “the art of navigation” from childhood. He remembered, “It is this art which won my love at a very early age, and inspired me to venture nearly all my life on the turbulent waves of the ocean.”37 Just how early Champlain went to sea might be inferred from another brief passage that he wrote near the end of his life. In 1632, he said he had “spent thirty-eight years of my life in making many sea voyages.” If we read that passage literally and construct a chronology of his travels after 1594, he must have made “sea voyages” in at least fourteen of his first twenty-four years.38


At an early age, Champlain learned the art of pilotage in the modern sense: the skill of sailing in coastal waters. The maritime setting of Brouage was challenging that way. The town was set on a narrow arm of the sea and surrounded on all sides by many shoals and hazards. The tight little harbor of Brouage was often crowded with ocean-going ships and small craft of every size, all bent on their own business in a thriving commercial center. To steer a vessel under sail through the harbor on a busy day was always a challenge.


One can imagine Champlain as a small boy, standing beside his father on the deck of a ship that was underway in Brouage harbor. We might see them studying the flow of tides and currents, feeling the unsteady play of onshore breezes, cocking a weather eye upward at the sky and the sails, watching the movement of shipping, dodging other craft, and carefully avoiding anchored vessels that were shifting on their moorings. All these things had to be done at the same time as they conned their ship through the narrow, twisting channel of Brouage toward the open sea. It was a rigorous school for a bright young lad, with small margin for error.


The tidal waterways from the town led outward to the Bay of Biscay. There young Samuel learned other hard lessons. The prevailing winds came from the west, which meant that he learned to sail on a lee shore. The Bay of Biscay was notorious for sudden squalls and raging storms that could be very dangerous. Sea conditions changed quickly in the bay and could catch an unwary sailor by surprise. A pilot there had to be highly skilled, constantly alert, and very flexible in his responses.
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Stone sign for a seaman’s inn on the Île d’Oléron near Brouage, 1585. The top line reads, “Within: Good Wine and Lodging.” The stylized ship is a moyenne navire of the sort that young Champlain learned to sail with his father in these waters, and later used on most Atlantic crossings.





Beyond the Bay of Biscay lay the ocean. Champlain tells us that he made many ocean voyages as a child. As the ship moved out of sight of land, he had yet more skills to learn as a blue-water sailor. In his youth Champlain was probably taught to steer a course by compass and dead reckoning. His father would have instructed him in the use of an astrolabe to estimate the elevation of the sun precisely at noon, which yielded a simple measure of latitude. He would have mastered the use of a backstaffe to observe the angle of elevation for Polaris, the great North Star. It was best done at twilight, when the pole star and the horizon were both visible. It was no small feat to take a sight while standing on a moving deck of a small ship. The horizon itself seemed to rise and fall, and the stars appeared to dance in the sky as the ship rolled and pitched and yawed in a running sea. Then came the computations, with adjustments for the “limb” of the sun, and others for Polaris, which in Champlain’s era was not as near true north as today, and had to be corrected by the use of “pointer stars” nearby. Probably he learned this too as a child from his father.


There were other lessons. As Antoine Champlain rose from the rank of pilot to master, captain, and owner, he became responsible for the business side of a voyage. Young Samuel learned about the world of commerce, markets, commodities, and money. He learned to deal with men of business who spoke languages different from his own and absolutely had to be understood. He learned that some were men to be trusted and others were not, and many things hinged on a matter of judgment.


He learned that a voyage could be dangerous in ways that had nothing to do with wind and water. The coastal waters of France were infested with corsairs, pirates, and predators. Even the harbor of Brouage attracted desperate characters. The town map in 1570 showed a gibbet outside the main gate, and it was likely in frequent use. Men at sea learned how to stay out of harm’s way as best they could, but when they were in it, they had to be able to defend themselves. A seaman in the sixteenth century was also a man-at-arms. Champlain learned the use of the great guns that every navire carried for her own protection. He also had to learn how to deal with irritable passengers and unruly crews, who were often a challenge in unexpected ways. Here was yet another set of skills for Champlain to master. He would have studied these things while he watched his father deal with the routine crises that arise on a wooden ship in an open sea. Champlain had fourteen years of this instruction before he was twenty-four.


He tells us that the sea was deeply interesting to him. The drawings on his maps show us that he was fascinated by ships of all sizes—great galleons, small craft, and anything that floated on the sea. His images of ships were sketched with bold and confident strokes, and were very precise and lovingly detailed. He always had an eye for the beauty of a full-rigged ship at sea, or the sleek lines of a sharp-built patache, or the charm of a simple shallop bobbing at anchor in a quiet cove.39


Champlain was deeply drawn to the sea, even as he learned how dangerous it could be. Like any experienced seaman, he wrote of the sea with deep respect, for he knew what it could do. His treatise on navigation is full of dire warnings and rueful lessons from hard experience. More than a few passages of his journals describe his encounters with ice and fog in the North Atlantic, rocks and shoals on treacherous coasts, hurricanes in the West Indies, wild nor’easters in the Gulf of Maine, and sou’westers in the Bay of Biscay. He met huge waves on the Grand Bank, and white squalls that suddenly blew up in mid-ocean, out of a clear blue sky. He dealt with tides and currents beyond imagining, and shoal water on the fringes of four continents. In more than a few passages, he marveled that he was still alive when many a good seaman had drowned at sea.


There was always a curious mix of fatalism and instrumentalism in his attitudes. Champlain tells us in his writings that he never learned to swim, which was common among men who kept the sea during the early modern era. It belied a strangely fatalistic attitude that was very distant from our own time. All these attitudes began to form early in his young life, when Champlain went down to the sea in ships, sailing with his father from their home in Brouage, along the coast of France, and into the western ocean. It gave him an education for a life of leadership in the years to come.







2. TWO MEN OF SAINTONGE



Champlain and the Sieur de Mons




Sieur de Champlain Xainctongeois.


—title page of Champlain’s last book, Les Voyages (1632)1





CHAMPLAIN, like most of us, was a man of multiple identities. In his first book, he introduced himself to the world as “Samuel Champlain, De Brouage.” Later he described himself in another way as “Champlain Xainctongeois,” a man of Saintonge.2 As he grew older and traveled widely in the world, he increasingly identified himself with the old French region in which he was raised. Here is a paradox of our modern condition, which Champlain helped to create. The more he saw of the world, the stronger was his kinship to what Eudora Welty called the “places of the heart.”3


Champlain’s place was Saintonge. In his time it was the name of a province, a people, a language, a culture, and a way of life. Today, the old province of Saintonge has been replaced by several French departments with administrative names such as Charente-Maritime, but many people who live there still think of themselves as saintongeais, and are deeply aware of their culture and history.4


The name descended from a Celtic tribe called the Santoni, a fiercely independent people with a strong sense of their own ways. Julius Caesar’s legions fought them, and Roman settlers built their villas along the coast of Saintonge. Two millennia later the Roman villas are ruins, but the descendants of the Santoni are still there, clinging stubbornly to their land. They absorbed the Roman population and invented a dialect that combined Celtic, French, and Latin elements in unique ways.


The Santoni had a talent for survival. In the Middle Ages they were assaulted from the sea by the Vikings, and attacked from the land by a multitude of warrior tribes. They took refuge in islands and marshes along the coast, and survived catastrophes that extinguished many other cultures in Europe.5 A key to their endurance was the Gulf of Saintonge, which two thousand years ago was a huge body of water, much larger than today. Nathalie Fiquet describes it as a great sea, “formed of protruding peninsulas, and sprinkled with islands and islets.” It stretched from the present coast to the higher ground of Saint-Sornin and Saint-Agnant, ten miles inland.6





Along the coasts and islands of this great gulf, descendants of the Santoni took their living from the sea. The water yielded an abundance of fish and mollusks, and the area is still a major center for France’s oyster industry. Marshes around the gulf also supplied salt, the commodity that sustained Champlain’s home port of Brouage. The people of coastal Saintonge flourished in many maritime trades. Historian Hubert Deschamps, himself a man of this region, described them as “fishermen, seamen, fishmongers, marsh workers, independent people who love struggle and adventure.”7


Others lived inland along the river valleys, where fertile fields produced large crops of grain, and pastures supported flocks of sheep. The vineyards of the Charente Valley became the cognac country of France and still supply the world with much of its best brandy.8 It is a very beautiful landscape. Deschamps wrote lyrically of the “Saintonge of the interior, with its gentle undulations, its fields, its patches of woodland, its vines, its clear rivers, its white villages, a territory humanized through the centuries by a pacific people.”9


Inland and coastal Saintonge had many differences, but they were part of the same region. They shared a bright and sunny climate, with more hours of sunshine than any other part of France. Most of the region has long views of a large sky. Much of it is near the water, either on the coast or along its rivers. The people of this place speak of the water as the beautiful robe bleue that cloaks their homeland. The strong sun, big sky, and flowing waters all lift the spirit in Saintonge, and they have entered into the soul of its population.


Through much of this province and especially along the coast, there is also a comparative abundance of material things. At the end of the sixteenth century a local poet wrote that it was so even for the humble saulniers who earned their living from the salt marshes:




The marsh worker on his salty plain


Gets bread, fish, and game without pain.10





Peasants in the interior and traders in the towns flourished in other ways—more so in some periods than in others. Even in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, a time of many troubles in much of western Europe, the governor of Bordeaux reckoned in 1570 that of all the many regions of France, “the most opulent and richest province of the King is that of Saintonge.”11





With all of these advantages, the people of Saintonge also had their full share of adversity. In the Hundred Years War between England and France (circa 1337 to 1453) they suffered much from the ravages of marching armies. It happened again in the wars of religion during the sixteenth century. As in much of Europe, plague and pestilence spread across the countryside, and the farmers of Saintonge experienced shortages during the difficult years of the mid-1590s.12


But the troubles of the late sixteenth century were less severe in Saintonge than in other provinces. The cold temperatures of the little ice age caused sea levels to fall a little, which enlarged the productive marshland on the coast of Saintonge. The bounty of the sea and the rivers tended to diminish the hungry seasons that the French called disettes, which came each year when the old grain supply ran out, and the new crops were not in.13


Military insecurity was also a problem. The peaceable people of coastal Saintonge were often attacked, but they adapted to a dangerous environment and learned to defend themselves. More than one king remitted their taxes because they “always had arms on their shoulders” and knew how to use them in defense of their land. Another official visited the coast of Saintonge in the mid-sixteenth century and was amazed to find an “incredible number of people” living in the marshes. He described them as a strong and sturdy population “hardened to pain, knowing well the movements of the sea and its malign perils and dangers,” a people “bellicose, adventurous and skilled in war, both on sea and land,” and “valiant and hardy at sea, where they make great voyages.”14
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The people of Saintonge faced their challenges and overcame them without much help from others. They were able to rise above their difficulties by their own effort, and there was a buoyancy in their culture. From their environment and history they developed a sense of themselves that set them apart from other regions of France. Champlain wrote of neighboring Brittany as a foreign country, and that attitude was reciprocated. As late as the sixteenth century, people from other parts of France regarded the Saintongeois as a breed apart. The Parisian writer Theodore de Bèze described them as “a rude people nearly without humanity—pirates and parasites of the sea.”15 It would be more accurate to say that they had a different idea of humanity. A leading historian studied “the regional mentality” of Saintonge, and concluded that one of its distinctive qualities was “a very strong individualism,” a word that has long been a pejorative in other parts of France. He writes that one “searches in vain” for the “communitarian constraints that exist elsewhere” in the nation. This regional mentality had many striking features. They found expression in a unique culture and language that made a difference in Champlain’s life.16





Through the years, the people of Saintonge developed a language of their own. It was very French, but with a special character. Today linguists in Paris call it the patois charentais after the modern departments of Charente and Charente-Maritime. Native speakers think of it not as a patois but a language. They still call it the langue xaintongeaise, or simply le parlanjhe, the speech.17


These speechways of Saintonge were shaped by its heritage and its linguistic location, between the dialect-regions of northern and southern France. The langue xaintongeaise combines elements of both French dialects with a vocabulary of its own. The leading example is its word for “snail,” which in other parts of France is escargot. In Saintonge it is cagouille. Throughout this old province, cagouilles are gathered in great abundance and farmed as well. They are highly prized and have a ceremonial function at festivals and harvest rituals. Cagouilles are also cultural symbols of great antiquity. Cathedrals and village churches that date from the eleventh century have cagouilles carved into their medieval stonework. In the modern era the cagouille became the leading emblem of the region, and the people of Saintonge proudly call themselves cagouillards. The snail made a perfect symbol of this culture, with its hard shell and soft interior, its slow pace and steady progress, its careful ways and sensitive antennae.18


Champlain was a cagouillard and always remained so, even as he traveled far from his native place. When he went to the West Indies and Mexico, he described the flora and fauna of the new world in the old langue xaintongeaise. A French botanist who studied the text of Champlain’s report on the West Indies concluded that it could only have been written by a man who was a native of Saintonge in the sixteenth century.19


The language of Saintonge was mainly the product of an oral culture, with many special words for people who were important to its transmission, such as conteur and bonconteur, conteuse and conteusine, who are skilled at recounting stories and histories in public.20 It is a language rich in its description of special systems of material production, some of which would be carried to New France. An example is its complex language of dikes and canals that were important to the marshes and salt basins of Saintonge. Especially important to Champlain’s new world was the aboteau, abotiâ, aboitiâ, abouèta, or aboiteau—which described the earthworks and wooden sluices that were used in the managing of the marshes and would become central to the material world of Acadia.21


The langue xaintongeaise also offers many clues to the cultural world in which Samuel Champlain was raised. It is a happy language, full of laughter. Children are called drôles in Saintonge, and a young girl is a drôlesse—without any pejorative connotation, we were assured with the wink of an eye. The people of this region have a highly developed vocabulary of happiness, as in their word benèze, for a free and easy, good-natured sort of habitual happiness that is more than merely heureux, even as they have that word as well. The two words together become bienheureux, which means not only “good-natured” but “blissfully happy.” Some of these words appear in metropolitan French, but a person of Saintonge who speaks the parlanjhe of the region is uniquely called a goulebenèze, literally, a happy mouth. The word for mouth, bouche in standard French, is goule in the parlanjhe of Saintonge. Champlain was a goulebenèze in every sense, and he had that happy way of speaking. Even late in life, when he was old in years and high in rank, a Montagnais said to him in Canada, “You always say something jolly to cheer us up.”22





The proverbs of Saintonge have the same spirit. A favorite saying is “Qui va chap’tit, va loin; he who goes gently goes far.”23 A folklorist has written that this maxim is the “motto of the region.” Another calls it “the currency of Saintongeais.” It became part of Champlain’s style of leadership through the course of his career, as we shall see. Other proverbs in this region have similar themes:




Bien aise peut éprer; mal aise reste à l’aise.


Good nature gets more; bad nature gets nothing.


Beunaise se mâche à bout de ne rin faire.


A good touch does no harm.


Beunaise thiéllés quiavant des sous peur fazir oublier zeu sottise.


Very happy are those who have enough sous (silver coins) to forget their stupidity.24





Another proverb advises: “In piasit en attire in aute; to give pleasure is to gain it.” The folk wisdom of Saintonge recommends that rule of reciprocity. This is a culture that is comfortable with differences among people. It shows tact for the feelings of others, and a concern for treating them decently. That spirit always suffused Champlain’s relations with others.25


The Saintongeois are a practical people, very much down to earth. Their proverbs combine large purposes with a spirit of caution and prudence which is common to many rural cultures in France:




Avant de feire in fagot, o faut ârgader la riorte.


Before starting something, study the means.


Pour bin finir, o faut bin commencer.


To finish well, start well.


Meûx vaut chômer que mal moudre.


Better to do nothing than do it badly.


Meûx vaut pardre un pain qu’ine faumée.


Better to lose the loaf than the oven.


Tache de seug’ ton chemin dreit, d’Angoleme à la Rochelle, pas d’besoin d’passer prr’ Potiers.


To take the best road from Angoulême to La Rochelle, there’s no need to pass through Poitiers.26





Champlain followed these practical maxims all his life. He made a point of preparing carefully, acting prudently in bold ventures, and going directly toward his objective.


The culture of Saintonge also had a strong ethical compass. More than that, it taught that the right way was most successful in the long run. Another proverb was “Farine dau Yab tourne en bran; the Devil’s flour turns into bran.” This mode of thought stressed the importance of doing the right thing in the right way. In the spirit of the region, it is cast not in terms of a moral imperative, but a practical rule of thumb. It is a flexible idea about getting on with others by doing the right thing, rather than a rigid rule of absolute morality.27





One of the great classics of French sociology is a study by Maurice Bures called Le type saintongeois, first published in 1908 and still in print a century later. It centers on the farmers of the Charente Valley in the late nineteenth century. They were Champlain’s country cousins, and they shared a cultural kinship with maritime towns such as Brouage.28


Bures found among the inland people the same sunny temperament that he observed throughout the region. He observed that this “amiable Saintonge” had a culture that “encouraged its inhabitants to the love of well-being (l’amour du bien-être) and to a peace of the soul (calme de l’âme).” But this peace of the soul was combined with a style of life that was lively in body and spirit, “vif d’esprit et de corps.” He added that the essence of the Saintonge character was to love joking, good-natured banter, and wordplay.29


Bures also found something else in the culture of Saintonge—an outlook essentially “positif,” by which he meant a way of thinking that was both positive in its English meaning and also practical. He called it the sens pratique, which he thought was one of the strongest qualities of this culture. In practical decisions this spirit was always sheathed in a fourreau de prudence, a scabbard of caution.30


The people of Saintonge carried these attitudes into their writing. Bures observed that a typical writer of the region tended to be an easygoing storyteller who “does not invent but recounts.” He specifically found that pattern in the writings of Samuel de Champlain, and identified him as a leading example of “le type saintongeois.” It appeared in Champlain’s words and thoughts throughout his life.31





These ideas and values developed in Saintonge in large part because of its location, which had a direct impact on Champlain’s life. His extended family lived in a broad area of western and southern France. Cousin Marie Cameret and her husband resided in La Rochelle, about twenty-five miles north of Brouage. His maternal uncle Guillaume Hellaine hailed from Marseilles on the Mediterranean coast of France, and was called le capitaine provençal.32


The environment of Champlain’s youth, and the distribution of his extended family, spanned two ecological regions. To the north was an Atlantic world of cool, wet summers that supported a North European farming system. His relatives to the south lived in a Mediterranean region of long, hot summers that sustained a regime of the olive and the vine.


Champlain’s family also lived on a borderland between two cultural regions. In the sixteenth century each had its own family of languages, called the langue d’oc and the langue d’oïl, from their pronunciation of the word for yes. Champlain’s cousins in La Rochelle spoke the langue d’oïl. His relatives to the south came from the region of the langue d’oc. Historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie writes that “a literary language developed out of… the langue d’oc, very different, despite a common Latin origin, from the langue d’oïl, in use north of the Central Massif.”33


These speechways were vehicles for different cultures. Le Roy Ladurie explained: “Incompletely unified, the langue occitane nevertheless made possible the formation of a vast community of culture which from Languedoc extended nearly to Catalonia, Provence and Gascony, and to the north nearly to Limousin, Auvergne and Dauphiné.” He described the process by which the very different langue d’oïl also spread among nobility and bourgeoisie in the south during the sixteenth century, so that “those two classes remained more or less bilingual.” But the langue d’oc persisted in a monolingual way among country people throughout the south in Champlain’s lifetime.34


Champlain moved back and forth across this linguistic and cultural borderland, as did his Rochelais cousins and his uncle from Provence. He came of age in the midst of a broad diversity of language, culture, religion, and ecology. Raised in the midst of cultural variety, he became comfortable with diversity even within his own family. He was also tolerant of differences among people, deeply interested in the infinite varieties of the human condition, and enormously curious about the world. These attitudes would shape his career. They gave him a broad idea of the human condition, and helped to inspire a dream of humanity that guided him through his life.35





Champlain was not alone in the possession of this cultural heritage. Another founder of New France was also a man of Saintonge, and he had similar attitudes, temperament, values, and purposes. He was Pierre Dugua, sieur de Mons. In New France he was Champlain’s superior from 1604 to 1606, and a prime mover in the planting of the first permanent French colonies in North America. Like others of the French aristocracy, he was a man of many names and they were spelled in many ways. Sometimes he signed himself by his nom de famille, Dugua, which he wrote as one word in a big, bold, rolling, confident script that said much about his character. Often he used his nom de terre, which appeared in various forms even on the same page: De Mons, De Monts, De Montz, or simply Montz (his favorite).36


No authentic image of De Mons survives. He is not widely remembered in the country of his birth, or in the American nations that he helped to create. A handsome statue of the sieur de Mons, as his biographers now call him, stands high on a grassy hill at Annapolis Royal, overlooking the waters of Port Royal Sound in what is now Nova Scotia. But it is an imaginary likeness and bears the wrong baptismal name on its base.37


Historians have judged the sieur de Mons in various ways. For many generations the writing about him was positive but very thin, and he remained in the shadow of his lieutenants. In the early twentieth century more material began to emerge through the efforts of American antiquarian William Inglis Morse, and his stature started to grow. In the mid-twentieth century popular debunkers and academic iconoclasts weighed in. They knew nothing about him, but attacked him viciously. One iconoclast called him “a greedy explorer,” selfishly devoted to the “defence of his monopoly,” which is a complete miscomprehension of the man and his purposes.38


Only at the end of the century did de Mons at last receive his due, in books by Jean Liebel, Guy Binot, and Jean-Yves Grenon. These scholars believe that he was truly the father of New France, and the most important figure in its early history. Jean Liebel calls him the true “fondateur de Québec.” Jean Glénisson, a distinguished scholar and another son of Saintonge, writes that “at the moment when all seemed lost for France in America, it was to Pierre Dugua that New France owed her survival.”39


De Mons and Champlain were both of high importance in the founding of New France, and they reinforced each other. Marcel Trudel writes of de Mons, “Without him, one could assume there would never have been a Champlain.”40 Rival writers in New France, even as they criticized each other, all thought highly of de Mons, and wrote of him with respect and affection. One of them praised his “sturdy loins, in times of difficulty,” and wrote in 1609 that de Mons had “done more than all the rest,” despite many obstacles in America and France. De Mons was praised for his decency and for a spirit of humanity “that would not have been felt by many others in his position.”41 Champlain added in 1613, “He never wavered in pursuit of his plan, for the desire he had that all things should redound to the good and honor of France.”42


Champlain and de Mons were linked in many ways. They were raised only a few miles apart. Pierre Dugua is thought to have been baptized about 1558 or 1560, and was at least ten or twelve years older than Champlain. His native place is not known, but probably it was the old village of Le Gua or the small seaport of Royan on the north bank of the Gironde River, near the narrow mouth of its great estuary. Both towns lay only a few miles south of Brouage.


His parents were of the nobility. The title “de Mons” came from a hill that rose above the town of Royan. The crest of that hill, overlooking the River Gironde, was the seat of the family’s château. It belonged to Pierre Dugua’s grandfather Loubat Dugua, who was also known as the “capitaine du Château de Royan.” The old château burned in 1737 and was quickly rebuilt in 1739. The eighteenth-century building still stands today behind the medieval walls that surrounded the old château. It is now a private club in a close-built residential neighborhood. The sieur de Mons probably grew up in his father’s house on that hill, near his grandfather’s château with its walls and towers. Both buildings had “a magnificent view of ships going and coming in the Gironde estuary.”43


Pierre Dugua was raised a Huguenot but married a Catholic, Judith Chesnel. Her aristocratic family lived in the Château de Meux near Jonzac, southeast of Royan. Like Champlain, de Mons entered the service of Henri IV as a soldier, and fought in the French wars of religion against the de Guise family. De Mons distinguished himself for “grand courage” and loyalty to the king in heavy fighting for control of Normandy. It was a desperate struggle. In 1589, the Catholic ligueurs held every major town in Normandy but two: Caen and Dieppe, where de Mons fought valiantly against them. The citizens of Dieppe elected him one of their captains, and he led them to a great victory.44


The sieur de Mons rose rapidly in royal favor, and the king showered honors on him. In January, 1594, Henri IV gave him a pension of 100 écus a month and many offices: Gentleman in Ordinary of the King’s Chamber, Governor of the Château de Madrid, Governor of the Bois de Boulogne, and later Governor of Pons, a Huguenot fortress twenty-five miles inland from Royan.45 De Mons was said to have the manners of a “grand seigneur” and was known for “his affability, his calm, and his generosity,” which “drew sympathy while inspiring respect.” He was tolerant of others, in particular those of “the Roman Catholic religion, which was not his own.” Most of all he was thought to have a quality of “tact,” and a gift for getting people of different beliefs to live and work together, “which was no small thing in that time of religious passions and hatreds.”46


Like many noble families in this region, de Mons was deeply involved in commerce, and became a wealthy venture capitalist, despite the prohibitions that kept many noblemen out of trade. He sold some of his landed property in the seigneury of Puy-du-Fou and obtained a capital of 29,416 écus or 88,248 livres tournois in liquid assets, a large sum by the standards of that age. His purpose was to invest in enterprises “in new lands beyond the sea.”47 To that end he formed an association with Pierre Chauvin, sieur de Tonnetuit, a Protestant and rich bourgeois of Honfleur, and later with Aymar de Chaste. They did well by their investments in the fisheries and fur trade of North America. Some historians have written that de Mons was ruined by the failure of his American investments. This is not correct. For many years he continued to invest actively in American affairs. As late as 1621, he and associates were sending two ships a year to New France, and he became an investor in many trading companies that operated in North America.48


At the same time, the sieur de Mons preferred to live the quiet life of a country gentleman, and in a very old-fashioned way. In 1619, he used some of his profits in the American trade to buy a new estate called “d’Ardennes,” after the beautiful forest of Ardennes, five miles south of Pons in Saintonge—not to be confused with the Ardennes in Belgium and northeastern France. His house was a medieval château with walls flanked by towers of squared stone, and crowned with crenellated walkways. The main gate was protected by a portcullis and drawbridge, and the house was surrounded by polygonal moats. It had been the seat of a very large seigneury. De Mons bought only part of the property in 1618, and later succeeded in reuniting the entire fiefdom before his death. He made the house into a maison noble, and the retreat of a wealthy gentleman who preferred the rural life. There he died on February 22, 1628, and was buried in a small enclosure near the main gate of the Château d’Ardennes.49


A friend who knew him well wrote that “the absence of signs of egoism, of greed, of cupidity was remarkable in this man, in whom it was easy to see generosity, benevolence, and sensibility.” Another observed that “amiability and good manners came naturally to him. He had no need to intrigue or give himself importance by craft or cunning.” His acquaintances added that he was “always the master of himself, calm in all circumstances, never impulsive, [and] he reflected before he acted. His ideas had the merit of being guided by the quality that we call judgment (bon sens). They were simple [and] well ordered.”50





In Champlain and the sieur de Mons, Saintonge produced the two leading founders of New France. Their conduct was always an expression of the culture and values of the region in which they were raised. They had a unique spirit, very different from the Castilians who ruled New Spain, the East Anglian Puritans who dominated New England, the Dutch merchants and patroons of New Netherland, the Cavaliers who ran Virginia, the Quakers of Pennsylvania, the North Britons and Ulster Scots of Backcountry America. All these groups were admirable in many ways, but no two were quite alike. These men of Saintonge, Champlain and the sieur de Mons, shared a distinct regional culture, and they brought a special character to colonial enterprise.


Other Frenchmen also settled in the new world: Normans, Bretons, Percherons, Parisians, Loudonnais, Bordelais, French Basques, and many others. The multiplicity of these groups gave the men of Saintonge another importance. The ancient history of the Santoni, the medieval geography of their region, diversity of their world, and the modern values of their culture helped them to work with others, and gave them strength as mediators among many groups. The spirit of their homeland appeared in the way that Champlain and the sieur de Mons conducted themselves and worked with others.










3. HENRI IV AND CHAMPLAIN



Monarch, Mentor, Patron, Friend




His Majesty, to whom I was bound as much by birth as by the pension with which he honored me.


—Champlain on his relationship with Henri IV, 16321


King [and] country… God and the world.


—Champlain on his loyalties and large purposes, 16322





IN THE RANK-BOUND WORLD of sixteenth-century France, young Samuel Champlain had a very powerful friend. From an early date, he and his family formed a personal connection with the man who would become Henri IV, king of France from 1589 to 1610. How that relationship began, we do not know. Champlain wrote late in life that he was “obligé… de naissance,” obligated or bound by birth to the king. It is a curious phrase, and its meaning has never been explained.3


Perhaps Champlain meant that his family had long been loyal supporters of Henri IV in a divided France, and they received many rewards for faithful service, which was certainly true. Champlain’s father was given a coveted commission as Captain in the Royal Navy of France. His uncle from Marseille received several commissions from the king. His Rochelais first cousin-in-law, Jacques Hersan or Hersaut, was given a special position in the Royal Household, with the wonderful title of “picqueur de chiens de la Chambre du Roy; chief whipper of dogs in the royal kennels.” It was not the most honorable of royal offices, but probably it paid well and brought other advantages. On legal documents, Jacques Hersan reproduced his royal title with great pride.4


The most generous of these royal favors came to young Samuel Champlain himself. From an early date, the king paid him an annual pension. It began by the summer of 1601, perhaps earlier, before Champlain’s first voyage to Canada in 1603, and long before any of the major achievements for which we remember him. The pension continued every year until the king’s death in 1610, and intermittently thereafter.5 Henri IV was known to be generous to his friends, but these many favors to Champlain and his family were acts of extraordinary largesse. One might ask why. What was the origin of this special relationship between a great king, a family of humble origins, and a youth of modest rank? Perhaps Champlain’s relatives or even young Champlain himself performed some special service for the king. They might have done so in some moment of danger or desperation, which happened with some frequency in Henri’s life.
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Henri IV with tousled hair, curly beard, and the libidinous look of a faun or satyr. The sculptor has caught his lively intelligence and good humor, with the brow of a thinker and the eye of a dreamer. He was the most human of great kings—and one of the most humane.





It is also possible that Champlain and the king had another connection of a different kind. For many years, rumors circulated among historians that Samuel de Champlain was the illegitimate son of a very high-born person in France. Two leading scholars put them in print. The great Canadian historian Marcel Trudel noted that some scholars have “been inclined to see in Champlain… the bastard of a great family.” A distinguished French historian, Hubert Deschamps, professor in the Institute of Political Studies at the University of Paris, asked if Champlain “was not the illegitimate son of a grande famille.”6 More than that, a report that Champlain was the son of the king himself reached the ears of Algonquin Indians in the St. Lawrence Valley. One of them was alleged to have said that he heard Champlain himself say it was so. The Indians passed on this belief in oral tradition through many generations.7


None of these rumors has any probative value. No positive evidence to confirm them has been found by any scholar. The quantum of hard data in support of this hypothesis is approximately zero. But one may ask, could it have happened? Could Champlain have been the illegitimate son of Henri IV? Could such a hypothesis explain some of many anomalies in the life of Champlain? The answer is yes. It could have happened. If so, it would resolve many puzzles in Champlain’s life and work.


At the time of Champlain’s birth, circa 1570, the future King Henri IV of France was Prince Henri de Béarn and Navarre. The prince was in his late teens. An engraving at that time shows him to have been remarkably mature for his age, and we know that he was sexually active, to say the least. He married his first wife in 1572. In the course of his life, he is known to have had at least fifty-six mistresses of record, and casual liaisons beyond counting. He is also known to have fathered at least eleven illegitimate children by five or more women.8


Altogether, Henri IV scattered his seed widely through his kingdom, before and after he came to the throne. During the years from 1568 to 1572, the young prince was often in La Rochelle, where his mother was living at the time, about 25 miles from Brouage. He traveled widely in Saintonge, and was in the right place at the right time to have fathered Samuel by a woman of that region. The infant could have been adopted by a respectable bourgeois family, a common practice for illegitimate children of high-born parents in Champlain’s time, as in our own. The rank assumed by the king’s many illegitimate children was highly variable, and tended to follow the condition of their mothers.9
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Henri IV as a triumphant warrior king in black armor and a towering white panache of curled feathers. With a sceptre in one hand and a sword in the other, he called to the French people, “Ralliez vous à mon panache blanc!”





The hypothesis that Champlain was the illegitimate son of Henri IV could explain why no records of his birth or baptism have ever been found, though many scholars have searched for them. It could account for the anomaly of Champlain’s social rank, which has long puzzled historians, and has given rise to a running controversy as to whether Champlain was a nobleman or commoner. Most scholars now agree that his family began in modest circumstances, and yet at an early age young Samuel was called the sieur de Champlain. He rarely wrote his name as “de Champlain,” usually as “Champlain.” The particule de noblesse and the honorific title of sieur were added to his name by others in official documents as early as 1595.10


The date and circumstances are important. Champlain did not assume the title of “sieur” and the particule de noblesse for himself late in life, as several historians have mistakenly asserted. They were given to him by others when he was no older than twenty-four or twenty-five. These honorifics did not mean that a person had a title of nobility. They were marks of honor, commonly given to men of high birth, important offices, great achievements, long service, or advanced age. It is interesting that the particule de noblesse came to Champlain before he had done any of the deeds for which he is remembered. An intimate connection with the king could explain why he became the sieur de Champlain at a young age, even though he was not of a noble or wealthy family and had no major achievements to his credit.11


It could also account for the royal pension that Champlain received every year from as early as 1601 until the king’s death in 1610. And it would help us to understand how and why Champlain had easy access to the person of the king. After returning from his early voyages to the West Indies, and before and after his journeys to Canada, Champlain was able to meet directly with Henri IV. It could help us understand another curious statement by Champlain—that the king made arrangements to keep him “about his person.”12


And an illegitimate birth might explain Champlain’s extreme reticence on the subject of who he was, which was all the more remarkable by contrast with his effusive accounts of what he did. It would give a literal meaning to Champlain’s puzzling phrase, “obligé de naissance,” bound from birth to Henri IV. All these anomalies in Champlain’s life would no longer be strange if he was the illegitimate son of Henri IV. Together they make a long list.


Such a connection would also help us to understand the troubles that came to Champlain after the death of Henri IV: the cold distance of Henri’s widow, Marie de Medici; the decision to end Champlain’s pension; and the hostility of her servant Cardinal Richelieu, who tried to remove Champlain from his position as lieutenant for New France. It could account for the refusal of those leaders to bestow any honors on Champlain, when others who did much less in New France were given more rewards in the form of titles of nobility, grants of land, and lucrative offices. Many historians have remarked on the refusal of Marie de Medici and Richelieu to honor Champlain, without being able to explain it.





Some of these puzzling anomalies in Champlain’s career could be explained in other ways, without assuming that he was the illegitimate son of Henri IV. His developing relationship with the king might be understood as a sequence of contingencies. This alternative hypothesis might begin with the fact that Champlain’s family appear to have been loyal supporters of Prince Henri during the most difficult and dangerous years of his life. The center-west of France was his strongest base—especially Saintonge and Aunis. Henri’s most loyal supporters were families of modest wealth and middling rank, Protestant in their religion, but not dogmatic or doctrinaire—families such as the Champlains in Brouage; the Le Roys, Hersans, and Camarets in La Rochelle; the Boullés in Paris—all connected to Samuel de Champlain. They and others like them helped Prince Henri and his mother in the hour of their greatest need. When the prince gained the throne, he was generous to these families, as was his nature. He gave them offices, commissions, pensions, and other marks of royal favor.


Then the young Saintongeois began to bring himself to the attention of the king. Suffice to say that Champlain was devoted to the king, loyal to his cause, and quick to seize opportunities to serve him. At the same time, the king himself appears to have taken a liking to this engaging young man and enjoyed having him about. This sequence of events, combined with the chemistry of a great king and the achievements of a personable young man, could explain the connection that developed between them.


Whatever the root of Champlain’s special relationship to the king may have been, the fact of its existence is firmly established in the record of his life. Henri’s patronage was fundamental to the prosperity of the Champlain family, and it was instrumental in the success of Samuel de Champlain. The king’s intervention directly shaped the pivotal events in Champlain’s early career, and we shall see that this happened many times.


Henri IV was not only a patron of Samuel de Champlain, but also a model and even a mentor. For this young man and many others, the king’s example of leadership was an inspiration, and Henri’s values became a creed that Champlain served all his life. To comprehend Champlain, we must understand the character of the king he served so faithfully. Without Henri IV there would have been no Champlain—as we have come to know him.





In the long history of France, Henri IV has a unique place. It has been said that he was “the only king whose memory was cherished by the people.” His subjects remembered him as Henri le Grand, Henri the Great. In physical terms he (like Champlain) was not a large man. But there was a greatness in his acts and thoughts, a largeness in his energy and resolve, and an astonishing amplitude in both his virtues and his vices.13


The qualities of this king were very different from those of other great figures in the history of France. In his personal style of life, Henri IV was far removed from the formal grandeur of Louis XIV, the imperial splendor of Napoleon, and also from the austere and distant condescension of Charles de Gaulle. The character of Henri IV appeared in the nicknames that his subjects invented for him. They celebrated him as le roi de coeur, the king of hearts. Others called him le passionné, the passionate one; or le roi libre, the free king. The literati liked to write of him as le vert-galant, the green gallant—vert with its ambiguous connotations of youth, energy, and (in French) promiscuous sexuality; galant in its mixed association with courtesy and inconstancy. These sobriquets referred to Henri’s public and private life. In his many love affairs Henri IV was indeed le roi de coeur, le roi passionné, and le roi libre all at once, in a sense that had nothing to do with political theory or public policy.14


At the same time, Henri’s nicknames also described a unique style of kingship that flowed from the heart. Other monarchs cultivated a distance between themselves and their subjects. They used remoteness as an instrument of royal power. Henri went another way. He was known to leave his palace incognito, and mix with his subjects in informal ways. As a leader he was open, informal, warm, free-spirited, brave, witty, clever, generous to friends and enemies alike. He was also thought to be mercurial, fickle, unreliable, and untrustworthy. Another nickname, borrowed from his father, was “Henri l’ondoyant,” Henri the Unsteady. His best friends acknowledged his flaws, but his warmth and magnetism drew even his enemies to his service.


Even with this cultivation of intimacy and informality, and in spite of his many vices, there was a common perception of greatness in this man. The strongest evidence appeared in his effect on the conduct of others. Even before he came to the throne, extraordinary things tended to happen when Henri was around: sometimes for better, sometimes for worse. His enemies were deeply alarmed by him and driven to extreme actions. Among his many friends, the king’s spirit and vision awakened great enterprises and inspired others to undertake them. Champlain was one of many young Frenchmen who responded to his leadership in that way. “Henri le Grand” was a man who made a difference in other men’s lives.





To comprehend Champlain’s career, one must understand the character of this great king. As Champlain called himself a man of Saintonge, so Henri was called le Béarnais, the man of Béarn. He came from the mountains of southwestern France, was born in the shadow of the Pyrénées, and brought up in a country château of great antiquity that still survives as his monument. The future king was very much a product of that special place. From infancy he was steeped in the culture of Béarn, which gave meaning to the old German saying that mountains make free. The people of that province were fiercely independent. They preserved their traditional liberties, and stubbornly retained their ancient rights until the Revolution of 1789.15


Henri also cherished the language of Béarn, and he learned to speak it as his native tongue. At the age of four he was taken to the French court and presented to Henri II, a formidable character who asked the small boy if he would like to have the king for his father. The child looked to his parents and said in the speech of Béarn, “Quel es lo seigne pay; This is my father.” The king laughed and asked the child “if he could not be a son, would he be a son-in-law?” The boy answered boldly in his Béarnais dialect, “Obé! Yeah!” More impressive than what he said was the way he said it.16


The young prince’s father, Antoine de Bourbon, came from one of the great noble families of France. He was a brave soldier, but some described him with the same word that others would later use for his son: ondoyant, unsteady, unreliable. Henri’s mother, Jeanne d’Albret, was made of sterner stuff. She was handsome, headstrong, smart, tough, and extraordinarily able. As heiress to the kingdom of Navarre and the county of Béarn, she held great power in her hands, and she used it to great effect.17


Jeanne d’Albret converted to Protestantism, as did many of her subjects in southwestern France. She deliberately kept her son away from Catholic Paris and the Valois court, which she regarded with contempt. She raised him as a Protestant and brought him up to be a young man of broad cultivation and independent spirit. He was trained as a soldier and became highly skilled in the profession of arms. He was also taught by his mother to be a leader. At an early age he was given challenging assignments that required tact, judgment, and a mastery of the intricate politics in Béarn and Navarre. Those skills were soon summoned to a larger stage.18





In the year 1559, when Prince Henri of Béarn and Navarre was barely six years old, a bizarre medieval accident transformed the history of modern France. In royal celebrations for the marriage of a princess, King Henri II entered a jousting tournament. He succeeded in smashing his opponent’s lance, but a splinter from the shattered weapon pierced the king’s eye. The wound festered, and Henri II died suddenly at the peak of his considerable powers.19 That chance event came at a bad moment. Most people throughout the country shared an ideal of Christian unity: une foi, une loi, un roi—one faith, one law, one king, but the reality was very different. The kingdom was divided against itself. The population of France was growing beyond its means. In a time of rapid inflation, extremes of wealth and poverty were increasing, and social orders were moving apart.20


The political situation was highly unstable. Authority was divided among kings and nobles, regional parlements and estates, autonomous towns and cities, chartered companies and religious institutions. All were deeply jealous of their privileges and united only in their hostility to expanded royal power. Especially hostile to the monarchy were the great noble families, who were rivals for dominion. Bitter conflicts developed between the Catholic House of Guise in the east, the Protestant House of Condé to the west, and the more moderate Houses of Montmorency and Bourbon to the south. All dreamed of succeeding the House of Valois, which had ruled France for three centuries.


These dynastic rivalries were deepened by religious divisions. Most people in France were Roman Catholic in 1559, but Protestants were making converts everywhere, even within leading Catholic families. Adherents of the old church were deeply disturbed by the challenge of a new faith. On both sides, religious leaders aroused feelings of intense fear and hatred.


This was the dangerous moment when Henri II died suddenly from the splintered lance. He was succeeded by his young son Francis II, barely fifteen years old, frail of body and weak of mind. This child-king was dominated by his formidable adolescent wife, sixteen-year-old Mary Queen of Scots, and also by her French relatives in the Catholic house of Guise. They hated Protestants with a passion and chose the path of violent repression. The result was a disaster for France.


Protestant evangelists were rounded up and tried for heresy, which was a capital offense. Catholic judges inflicted barbaric tortures on Protestants who refused to recant. Victims who continued to protest their innocence had their tongues cut out before they were tortured and burned, so they could not preach to the people who gathered to watch their agony. Even these judicial atrocities were not cruel enough to satisfy sadistic crowds, who seized the suffering victims and mutilated them in unspeakable ways. In the streets of Paris, roving gangs of Catholic youths erected images of the Virgin Mary, and passersby who failed to genuflect were assaulted in rituals of bloody violence. The horror of religious persecution came both from the top down and the bottom up.21


After eighteen months of growing disorder, young Francis II died in 1560 and was succeeded by his even younger brother Charles IX, who was ten years old. Power passed to his Italian mother, Catherine de Medici, and for a time she ruled the kingdom from a small study in her beautiful château of Chenonceau. In 1562, Catherine tried to restore peace to France by proclaiming limited toleration of dissenters. It was not enough to please Protestants, and too much for Roman Catholics.


A fatal incident followed. On March 1, 1562, a quiet Sunday morning, the militant Catholic duc de Guise was on the road from his estates to court, with a large escort of men-at-arms. As he approached the town of Vassy in Champagne, he heard a bell calling Huguenots to worship in a grange. As the soldiers approached there was an exchange of epithets, then a volley of stones. The duke’s men stormed the grange, killed and wounded more than a hundred Protestant men, women, and children, and burned the building.22


The result was the first war of religion, which set the pattern for many wars to follow. The Protestant House of Condé raised a Huguenot army, and called for help from English and German Protestants. This Huguenot army began to capture strategic towns throughout the country. The violence was beyond imagining. Catholic atrocities happened in Sens and Tours where two hundred Huguenots were bludgeoned and drowned in the River Loire. Those terrible scenes were followed by a Protestant outrage called the sauterie of Montbrison, when Huguenots hurled hundreds of Catholic prisoners from a high tower into fires that were burning below.23


The Catholics brought in Swiss and Spanish troops, and won a terrible battle at Dreux, where a surgeon eyewitness estimated that 25,000 were killed on both sides in two hours of fighting. The victorious army moved on to attack the city of Rouen, and sacked it in three days of rapine that left more than a thousand dead in the first of many such scenes. As the Catholic army began yet another siege at Orléans, the Huguenots struck back by killing the duc de Guise—the beginning of many such assassinations by both sides.24
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After a Catholic atrocity started the first war of religion on March 1, 1562, the town of Montbrison was the scene of a Protestant crime. Huguenots sacked it in June 1562 and hurled its Catholic defenders from a tower onto spikes and bonfires below.





This first war of religion ended in a shaky truce at Amboise in 1563, but the violence quickly resumed. A new leader of the House of Guise, the cardinal of Lorraine, gained control of King Charles IX and brought Spanish troops into France. Protestants tried to kidnap the Catholic king. This desperate effort failed and started a second civil war in 1567–68, which left a “trail of destruction” across France. The killing continued until the exhausted combatants were too weary to continue. The result was a precarious truce called the Peace of Longjumeau.25





That peace also failed, and was followed by a third and even larger religious war in 1568–70. The violence spread to the south and west of France during Champlain’s childhood. Some of it rose from angry acts of aggression by French Protestants against Catholics. Much of it came from popular violence by Catholic “confraternities” against Huguenots and anyone who tried to stay neutral. The people of Bordeaux lived in mortal fear of a sadistic gang called the Bande Cardinal, who wore the bonnet rouge and tortured, raped, and murdered Huguenots, all in the name of Christ. Some Catholic leaders tried to suppress these atrocities, but others encouraged them.26


Saintonge became a theater of war, and Champlain’s town of Brouage changed hands many times while he was a child. In 1568 Protestants controlled much of Saintonge and a Huguenot garrison occupied Brouage. The next year, Catholic forces and Italians took the town. The Protestants recovered it in 1570, but it was returned to Catholics by peace treaty and became a base for operations against the Protestant fortress of La Rochelle. Protestants later regained control of Brouage, then lost it again. Warring armies marched and countermarched through Saintonge. They foraged and plundered in a time of famine, plague, and suffering. In the midst of these horrors, Champlain was probably baptized a Protestant, in a world of intense religious hatred and incessant war.27


The worst was yet to come. In 1571, Catherine de Medici and Jeanne d’Albret arranged a dynastic marriage between their children, the attractive Catholic Princess Marguerite de Valois and the handsome Protestant Prince Henri de Béarn and Navarre. It was to be a “marriage of two religions,” in the hope of lasting peace. A sumptuous wedding was planned for Paris, and Henri rode into town with 1,500 Huguenot leaders. The Catholic nobility turned out in even greater numbers. The ceremony of betrothal took place with outward harmony on August 17, 1572, and the wedding the next day was a brilliant affair. Marguerite de Valois wrote in her splendid memoirs, “I blazed in diamonds.” Margot, as she was called, was beautiful, intelligent, and bitterly unhappy. She was reported to be in love with the Catholic duc de Guise, and it is said that she refused to say yes at the wedding until her infuriated brother King Charles IX intervened, and bent her crowned head forward by brute force in an unwilling gesture of assent.28


Four days of celebration followed, but behind the scenes the leaders of the House of Guise and the Catholic Church were outraged by the wedding and appalled by the ecumenical spirit that it symbolized. Agents of the English secret service warned Huguenot leaders to be on their guard, and the atmosphere grew heavy with foreboding. On the last day of the marriage festivities, as the great Huguenot leader Admiral Gaspard de Coligny was riding through a Paris street, a shot rang out. This leader of the Protestant cause was severely wounded. But Charles IX promised protection to the Huguenots and they remained in town.29


Rumors spread that Protestant assassins were planning to cut the king’s throat and seize the throne. A great fear swept through the city of Paris, and the frightened king was caught up in it. On the night of August 23, 1572, Catholic leaders persuaded the terrified monarch to make a preemptive strike against the Huguenots. He agreed. The gates of the city were closed. Boats in the Seine were chained to their moorings, and the Catholic militia of the city was armed. The next night Prince Henri de Béarn and the Protestant duc de Condé were summoned to the king’s chamber and arrested. Early in the morning the wounded de Coligny was murdered in his bed. That was the signal for a massacre. Huguenot nobles who had gathered for the wedding of Henri were attacked. Nearly 1,500 were killed, many with their families, in what was to be remembered as the Massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day.30
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The slaughter spread through the city. Catholics wearing white crosses and armbands turned against Protestant neighbors and murdered three thousand people in a frenzy of fear and rage. Young children were brought into it. Catholic children were given the task of castrating and disemboweling the body of Admiral de Coligny, and dragging the remains through the streets of Paris in a ritual of degradation. Similar scenes spread to the provinces of France.31


In the king’s chamber, Prince Henri de Béarn and Navarre was given a choice: immediate conversion or instant death. On September 26, 1572, he rejoined the Catholic Church. The Catholics kept him at court in luxurious captivity, closely guarded and carefully watched. The Protestant movement suffered a shattering blow but it survived, and persecution strengthened it. Huguenot armies withdrew into strongholds such as La Rochelle and held their ground. At court, Prince Henri appeared to lose himself in dissipation, but he was biding his time.


An opportunity came after 1574, when Charles IX died and Henri III de Valois came to the throne. A new attempt at coexistence followed. Protestants were granted safe havens. Prince Henri de Béarn and Navarre was allowed to leave the court, and was given the government of Guyenne in southwestern France. Once at large, he abjured Catholicism on June 13, 1576, and went to La Rochelle, where Protestant leaders received him without enthusiasm. Both sides distrusted him.32


Henri began to go a third way, looking for a middle path between the contending parties. In Guyenne he cracked down on violence by Protestants and Catholics alike, and recruited an army from men of both faiths. To a Catholic officer he wrote, “those who unswervingly follow their conscience are of my religion, as I am of all who are brave and virtuous.”33


Extremists on both sides thought this middle way was merely an expedient, and regarded Henri as ondoyant, like his unreliable father. But this was something else. Henri’s middle way was not merely a political expedient. It was an act of high principle and Christian faith. The prince said to Protestants and Catholics alike, “We believe in one God, we recognize Jesus Christ, and we draw on the same gospel.” He told zealots on both sides that wars of religion were “unworthy among Christians, and specially those who call themselves doctors of the gospel.” This idea became an article of Christian faith for him. He deeply believed that nothing could be more un-Christian than the atrocities that had been perpetrated by both sides in the name of Christ. He stood for the unity and pride of France, and for the welfare of its afflicted people.34


In Guyenne, people of all faiths began to rally to Henri’s cause. He demonstrated a gift of political judgment and a genius for war. Henri created a formidable army with sturdy French infantry and Gascon cavalry. His aide the duc de Sully provided him with the best artillery in Europe. When towns and nobles tried to fight him, he moved against them with courage, energy, and quick decision. He began to expand his control over southwestern France. In war and peace, Prince Henri was a man that other men followed.





Then came another bizarre event. The reigning king of France, Henri III of Valois, began to take notice of the growing popularity of Prince Henri of Béarn and Navarre, as did the leader of the high Catholic party, Henri of Guise. The result was yet another cycle of violence that culminated in the War of the Three Henris, and five more years of strife (1584–89). In this bloody struggle, Prince Henri of Béarn and Navarre skillfully divided Henri of Valois from Henri of Guise. In 1587 he defeated them in open battle. After bitter fighting, two of the three leaders were assassinated. Of the three Henris, only Prince Henri of Béarn and Navarre was left standing. In 1589 he became King Henri IV, the first monarch of a new Bourbon dynasty that would rule France for more than two centuries.


While Samuel Champlain passed from youth to young adulthood, Henri IV began to unite France as it had never been united before. He found himself the Protestant king of a predominantly Catholic people. To the surprise of friends and enemies alike, he decided to convert once again to Catholicism. On Sunday, July 25, 1593, he appeared at the abbey of Saint Denis. In the presence of a huge crowd, Henri knelt before the altar, and swore a vow of obedience to the Church. In the moment of the king’s conversion a great flock of doves took flight from the roof of the abbey, which was received as a sign of Providence for the king and his realm.


Many Catholics did not trust Henri IV, and with reason. This was his third conversion to Catholicism, and twice he had returned to his Protestant beliefs. The leaders of the Catholic League alleged that Henri had remarked cynically before the ceremony, “Paris is worth a mass.” No evidence exists that he actually said any such thing, which would have been impious, impolitic, and false to his own intentions. Henri IV had larger purposes in mind. He was filled with genuine horror by the wars of religion, which he believed to be deeply inhumane and anti-Christian. He was not a secular man. His object was to recover the true spirit of Christ, to rebuild a broken state, and to unite a divided people. As the leader of that noble cause, the king set a powerful example. On the inspiration of his obeisance at Saint Denis, a large number of Protestants also converted to Catholicism. Among them were many major figures who would loom large in the history of France and New France.35
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On February 27, 1594, Henri IV prepared to take the Catholic city of Paris by storm, but Governor Charles de Cossé-Brissac opened its gates. The triumphant king marched to Notre Dame, took mass in the Cathedral, and the healing began in France.








In Saintonge, Samuel Champlain may also have converted to Catholicism at this time. He was certainly a Catholic by 1598, and probably by 1595. He may have become one in 1593, after Henri abjured Protestantism in his dramatic public ceremony.36 Champlain also followed the example of the king in the substance of his Christian beliefs. Both men had little interest in theology. They disliked doctrinal disputes, despised religious bigotry, and hated religious persecution. They became men of deep and abiding personal faith, and cultivated a spirit of Christian piety. In 1603, it was reported of Henri IV that he “daily grows in piety, acknowledging that he owes everything to God. The Queen says that every morning he prays for half an hour, before speaking to anybody, and does the same at night.”37


Champlain changed in the same way. As he grew older, he also became more devout. The inventory of his estate included a large collection of religious books, sturdily bound in heavy vellum and designed for daily use. Prominent among them were the Fleurs des Sainetz, La Triple couronne de la bienheureuse Vierge, a Chronique et instruction du père Sainct-François, a collection of Figures des Pères Hermites, a handbook on the Pratique de la Perfection chrestienne, and other books of that genre. Some of these works celebrated the Virgin Mary and the Catholic saints. Most were guides to practical Christianity. Many offered models of piety, humility, and good works. Champlain detested religious controversy and despised bigotry. Most of all, he hated intolerance as fundamentally un-Christian, even anti-Christian. In their spiritual lives, Henri IV and Champlain matured in similar ways.38


Champlain, like Henri IV, also embraced the universal ideal of the Catholic Church, which taught that all people were the children of God, recipients of Christ’s mercy, and wards of the universal Church. That religious idea was very different from the Calvinist idea of limited atonement, which held that Christ died only for a small elite. The Catholic idea of a universal religion would be a spiritual key to the kingship of Henri IV, and to Champlain’s colonial enterprise in New France.


These men also recognized the urgent importance of religious practice and the significance of sacred ritual. They believed that the observance of religion was vital to the stability of society and the state in the sixteenth century. When Henri came to the throne he carefully performed the public rituals of Christian kingship: visiting the sick, washing the feet of paupers on Maundy Thursday, pardoning criminals on Good Friday, and touching hundreds of sufferers in the healing ceremonies on Easter Sunday.39


Henri IV and Champlain lived in an age when western civilization was deeply divided by a common ideal of One True Faith. Many people in the western world shared this obsession, but they did so in different ways. By comparison with other Christians, Henri’s and Champlain’s way of faith was something special and distinct—even unique to a small circle of leaders in France. It was very much a product of their personal experience and their country’s history. Most of all it was a reaction against the cruelty, bloodshed, and oppression of the wars of religion. That experience made Henri IV and Champlain the men they were, and New France the place that it became.





As king, Henri IV also developed a distinctive style of governance. Here again, Champlain would be deeply influenced by his example. Both men were remarkable for their energy and stamina, and they had an infinite capacity for taking pains. They knew well the importance of tact and generosity in dealing with others. Henri IV wrote, “un Roy pour estre grand ne doit ignorer rien; to be great, a king should not ignore the smallest thing.” Champlain led others by the same rule.40


By temperament, Henri of Béarn and Champlain of Saintonge were in some ways very different from one another. Henri IV lived for pleasure. He delighted in good food, great wine, and boon companions. Most of all, he loved the company of beautiful women. The pursuit of beauty became an obsession that got in the way of other things, and his closest friends complained to him about it. His faithful supporter Philippe Duplessis wrote, circa 1582, “Sire… these open and time-consuming love affairs no longer seem appropriate. It is time for you to begin loving all Christianity, and specially France herself.” Henri preferred to love all the ladies of France, seriatim.41


Samuel Champlain also enjoyed food and drink, good companions and good times, as did the king. But Champlain was more austere in his private life and he lived by a different creed. Later, those who knew him best in America remarked on his “chastity” in the face of invitations from Indian women who offered themselves to him. In that way Henri IV and Champlain could not have been more different. But in their politics and religious ideas they were very much alike.





Altogether, historians count nine civil wars of religion in France in the years from 1562 to 1598. By comparison, the United States suffered one civil war that lasted four years and its wounds still scar the great republic. The French wars of religion continued for nearly forty years. One scholar reckons the toll at “between two and four million.”42


Henri IV and Samuel Champlain lived most of their lives in a nation at war with itself. They reacted against the troubles of their age, and learned from them. Both became men of humanity in a world of cruelty and violence. Henri IV worked tirelessly to unite his kingdom, not primarily by force but by persuasion. He appealed to the altruism of his subjects and also to their material interest. He invited all the people of France to share his dream of abundance and prosperity. Every order and estate was offered inducements. Henri began by buying outright the loyalty of former opponents. Enormous sums were paid to Catholic noblemen who agreed to join the king and recognize the House of Bourbon. Some of the largest payments went to the House of Guise. The duc de Lorraine and the duc de Guise received more than a million écus. Military leaders were paid for their support. The maréchal de Brissac in Paris received 492,800 écus. Maréchal le Châtre, who held the fortresses of Orléans and Bourges, was paid 250,000, and others nearly as much. Henri IV remarked that their loyalty was pas rendu, vendu; not given, but bought. But most served the king faithfully.43


The cost of this policy was heavy. Henri was severely chastised by other European monarchs, who thought that he set a very bad example by paying his subjects for their loyalty. But Henri told his minister the duc de Sully that it would have cost him ten times as much to do it by the sword, and he was probably right.44


Henri’s policies impinged directly on the life of Champlain and the community in which he came of age. The town of Brouage came under the control of the Saint-Luc family, a dynasty of Catholic noblemen. After having opposed the Huguenots, François d’Espinay Saint-Luc rallied to Henri IV and was generously rewarded for his loyalty. His family became in effect hereditary governors of the town. In 1596, he was succeeded by Timoléon d’Espinay Saint-Luc, “un esprit plutôt libertin,” a libertine who preferred to live at Court. Peace and prosperity returned to Brouage, as to many towns in Saintonge and throughout France. The idea of national unity began to gather strength.45


Henri IV also appealed to the material interest of the middle class. He paid large sums of money to Catholic towns for their allegiance and signed treaties of reconciliation that recognized franchises, privileges, and institutions of self-government. Amnesty was granted for past acts. The Catholic Church was established as the religion of the realm, but rights of worship were granted to Protestants. Families who supported the king were rewarded.46


Peasants and even day laborers were promised prosperity and abundance. In a conversation with the duc de Savoie, Henri IV is said to have remarked “there will be no laborer in my kingdom who lacks the means to have a chicken in his pot.” Others remembered the king as promising “the poorest peasant in the land a chicken in his pot on every Sunday.” Henri IV’s phrase would reverberate through the ages. The tutors of Louis XIV quoted it to their Royal master, without much effect. In the United States, President Herbert Hoover borrowed the phrase and made a campaign promise of “a chicken in every pot” in the election of 1928.47


Henri had a dream of prosperity and abundance for all the people of France. He also became a great builder and vastly improved the city of Paris. Many of the most beloved parts of the city today were his work: the embankments and quais along the river Seine, the graceful Pont Neuf, the gardens of the Tuileries and their linkage to the Louvre, the Champs Elysées, the Place Royale, and the rue Dauphine. A distinctive architecture of brick and stone, the style Henri IV, set a tone for Paris. Henri also laid the foundations for a great royal library.48 The beautiful palace and grounds of Fontainebleau were developed by him, and the royal residences of Monceaux and Saint-Germain were in part his work.


He loved to meet and talk with friends at Fontainebleau, walking with them in the vast wooded park that surrounded the palace, deep in intimate conversation. The king formed the habit of holding his favorite companions by the hand. Other kings created distance as an instrument of power; Henri IV cultivated intimacy. Many people commented on this habit. His biographer David Buisseret believes that it was a cultural style among the méridoniaux, the people of southwestern France who had moved into the center of power with the rise of the House of Bourbon.49


Henri worked to unite the regions of France in a network of roads and canals. With his chief minister Sully (no friend of Champlain), his projects included canals between the Garonne and the Aude, which promised to link the Bay of Biscay with the waters of the Mediterranean. He maintained a strong army in France, but kept it on a short leash. His soldiers were forbidden to prey upon the civilian population. He told several captains who allowed their troops to pillage the peasantry, “Qui payera vos pensions, messieurs? Vive Dieu, s’en prendre à mon peuple, c’est s’en prendre à moi!; Who will pay your pensions, gentlemen? By God, to plunder my people is to plunder me!”50


His foreign policy won broad support in France. In the words of a leading French historian, Henri’s diplomacy created “a new equilibrium” in the affairs of Europe. He sought to end many years of confrontation between France and Spain, with treaties that were ratified by other European states. Henri IV was a man of large plans, some of them very forward-looking. He envisioned a European Union that could bring an end to violence on that war-ravaged continent. In the late twentieth century he would be rediscovered by French Europeanists as a kindred soul.51


This breadth of spirit inspired many young Frenchmen, Catholic as well as Protestant, and they rallied to the causes that Henri le Grand espoused. After a century of violence and cruelty, Henri IV offered an ideal of peace, generosity, and humanity. Champlain was one of many young men of his generation who looked to the king as their model. And for reasons that nobody has been able to explain from the historical record, young Champlain was privileged to know this great king in another way, as a mentor, sponsor, patron, and friend. Whatever its cause, its consequences were a fundamental fact of his life.







4. A SOLDIER IN BRITTANY



Learning to Lead in the Army, 1594–98




To Samuel de Champlain, aide to Sieur de Hardy… the sum of nine écus for a certain secret voyage in which he has made an important service to the King.


—pay records from the Army of Henri IV, Brittany, 15951





EVEN AFTER HENRI IV converted to the Roman Church, a hard core of leaders in the Catholic League continued to oppose him. As the young king gained strength, his enemies resolved to stop him by any means. When all else failed, they took up arms. The result was yet another civil war in France—the ninth and largest of them all, called the War of the League. The fighting spread to every part of the kingdom and became a general European war.2


Once again the Catholic party invited Spanish and Italian armies into France, and recruited volunteers from Ireland and other countries. Foreign troops invaded France from the north, south, and west. A large Spanish force landed in Brittany and fortified some of its strategic towns. Another Spanish army crossed the southern Alps and entered Burgundy in 1595. In the northwest, Spanish infantry seized Calais on the English Channel. A mixed force of Spanish, Italian, and Walloon Catholics under the count de Fuentes, a very cruel commander, took the town of Amiens the following spring. These foreign armies plundered, raped, and ravaged many parts of France. One of them advanced nearly to the gates of Paris.3


This invasion was a mortal challenge to the monarchy of Henri IV and to the sovereignty of France. It brought much suffering throughout the country. The result was an outpouring of patriotism in France. Protestants strongly supported the king, and this time they were joined by many good Catholics who were sick of religious strife and appalled by the conduct of the League. Ordinary people rallied to Henri IV. They turned to him as a leader who could unite their ravaged country and expel foreign armies that plundered friend and foe alike.


The king attracted to his cause the best military leaders in the kingdom. The marshals of France, many of them Roman Catholic, strongly supported him against the League. Henri took the field himself and led from the front. He acted with decision, moved with energy, out-generaled his opponents, and his armies began to win. First he dealt with the southern threat. In 1595, he won a brilliant victory at Fontaine-Français and shattered his enemies in the south. He turned to the north and, after a hard siege, recovered the important fortress of La Fère in 1596. On September 15, he liberated the town of Amiens. With each victory his support increased. Then Henri sent an army to the west of France to confront the largest threat to his kingship. The Catholic League had great strength there, and Spanish troops held some of the major seaports in Brittany. The Spanish monarchy poured men and money into the campaign. They built massive fortifications at Crozon in the west of Brittany, and Blavet on the south coast. The forces of Henri IV attacked them in five years of bitter campaigning from 1594 to 1598.4


Among the many young Frenchmen who fought for the king in Brittany was Samuel Champlain. He joined the royal army as a volunteer and first appeared on the army’s pay records in 1595, serving on the staff of Jean Hardy, an officer in the logis du Roy, the service of supply for the royal army. The earliest pay record listed him as a fourrier, which historians have understood as quartermaster sergeant (its later meaning). Young Champlain began in the rank of a noncommissioned officer and received the modest but not inconsiderable pay of 33 écus a month.5


Champlain was able to make himself useful to senior officers in the logis du Roy. In the Brittany campaign, much of the army’s supplies came by water. Champlain knew the business of commerce and he had sailed the waters of western France. His skills were well suited to the difficult task of supplying a sixteenth-century army.6 He appears to have pleased his superiors, as he rose rapidly in his rank. Within a year he was promoted from fourrier to an “ayde du sieur Hardy.” A little later he described himself as a maréchal des logis, a commissioned officer in the supply service.7 Special assignments came to him. In 1595, he received extra pay for a “certain secret voyage in which he had made an important service to the King.”8 Whatever that “secret voyage” and “important service” may have been, the army’s paymasters were now referring to him as the sieur de Champlain.9


He came to the attention of the highest commanders in the army. Champlain tells us that he served as an aide or staff officer to three of them: Jean d’Aumont, François d’Espinay seigneur de Saint-Luc, and Charles de Cossé-Brissac, a brother-in-law of Saint-Luc. These men were marshals of France, very close to the king. They were in the thick of very heavy fighting throughout the Brittany campaign.10


Champlain was in combat too. He was not a man who would have been content to remain in the rear echelon. A sixteenth-century army worked differently that way from a modern force. When a day of battle arrived, aides and staff officers of the logis du Roy put down their pens and picked up their swords. An engraving of a fortified camp that was attacked in a combat zone shows the logis du Roy in the center of the action.11


Champlain served in one of the most hard-fought campaigns of the war: the siege of Crozon on the west coast of Brittany. At stake was a strategic peninsula that commanded the entrance to Brest, and control of western rivers. The tip of the peninsula was high ground, with steep rocky cliffs that made it a natural fortress. Today it is a quiet place, with long views across the water toward the French naval base at Brest. In the summer, French families picnic there, and children play among ruined fortifications.


In 1594, the Crozon peninsula was the scene of savage fighting. A very able Spanish officer, Don Juan de Aguila, led 5,000 troops there. His engineers built a massive fort called El Leon, with an outer wall 37-feet thick. Don Juan installed a battery that commanded the approaches to Brest, and protected it with a strong force of Spanish infantry.12
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In the last war of religion, the high escarpments of the Crozon Peninsula were a key to the port of Brest and control of western Brittany. Here in 1594 French and English troops defeated a Spanish force in heavy fighting. For Champlain, these barren cliffs were bright with laurels.
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The Spanish fort El Léon at Crozon in a field sketch by English officer John Norreys (1594). After many repulses Martin Frobisher led English troops from the right side of this map and fell with a mortal wound. Champlain and the French attacked from the left, and won the day.





England’s Queen Elizabeth I sent a strong force to support the army of Henri IV in a combined operation against the Spanish at Crozon. A hard campaign followed, in which Champlain saw action. The French army was commanded by his own superior, Marshal Jean d’Aumont. The English fleet of eleven ships was led by the great Elizabethan explorer Martin Frobisher.


The allied forces tried to take the Spanish fort by storm, and were thrown back several times with heavy losses. An attempt was made to tunnel under the wall of the fort and destroy it with a mine. On November 7, the mine was exploded and opened a small breach. English and French troops rushed in, led by Frobisher and d’Aumont, perhaps with his aides at his side. Champlain was said to have conducted himself with great gallantry.13


The 400 Spanish defenders fought with dogged courage. They retreated to the edge of the cliffs behind them, and resisted nearly to the last man. The British leader wrote that they “never asked for mercy, so all were put to the sword.” After the battle five or six Spanish soldiers were found alive in the rocks below. They were taken prisoner and returned with honor to their Spanish commander, who hanged them for not having fought to the death. The French, in tribute to the courage of the defenders, called the place the Pointe des Espagnols. It still bears that name.14


The fighting in Brittany continued for five years. Two of Champlain’s commanders were killed in action: Marshall d’Aumont in the summer of 1595, and Marshall Saint-Luc at Amiens to the north. Champlain soldiered through the entire campaign.15 In 1597, he appeared in army records as “capitaine d’une compagnie,” a line officer with command responsibility for troops in the garrison of Quimper, a fortified river town in southwestern Brittany, midway between Brest and Blavet.16


In the course of his service, Champlain rose steadily in rank and responsibility. He went from being a volunteer to a noncommissioned officer, became an aide to a supply officer, was soon an officer himself entrusted with a secret mission in the king’s service, then an aide to the highest ranking marshals in the royal army, and finally got his own command. It was exactly the same sequence that would later occur in his American career. Some of his opportunities might have come from the king himself. Royal favor may have opened doors for this promising young man; but merit took him through them.


For Champlain, the royal army in Brittany became a school of leadership. He learned about fidelity to comrades, obedience to superiors, responsibility for others, loyalty to a cause, and endurance in a long struggle. That experience taught him to master himself, which was the first step in learning to lead others. He also learned the importance of strength, stamina, and steadfast purpose. A good captain, he wrote, “must be hardy and active,” and “untiring at his work.”17 Most of all he learned about courage, honor, and duty. Many years later he wrote that a “captain must give proof of a manly courage, and even in the face of death make light of this, and issuing his orders in a calm voice incite each to be courageous and to do everything to clear the danger.”18





Champlain was learning other things as well. Some of the men who soldiered with him in Brittany had long experience of America. Among them was the English commander at the siege of Crozon, Martin Frobisher. He was older than Champlain but they had much in common. Both were men at arms and men of the sea. Both were employed in the 1590s on secret missions for their monarchs. Both fought at Crozon.19 They may have had opportunities to meet when Frobisher worked with the French commander, Jean d’Aumont, and Champlain was on d’Aumont’s staff. They probably fought together in the final assault at El Leon, when the English and the French charged side by side across a narrow causeway into the Spanish fort. Frobisher was shot in the leg and mortally wounded.20


These two men could have met and talked together in the course of the Crozon campaign. They also had something else in common. Both shared an interest in the exploration of North America. In later years, Champlain called his comrade in arms “Messire Martin Forbichet” in a familiar way, as if he had made his acquaintance. He knew much about Frobisher’s three northern voyages to America in search of gold, a passage to China, and sites for settlement. Frobisher failed in all of those purposes, but his adventures were mentioned by Champlain as part of his inspiration for a vision of New France in North America.21





For Henri IV, the crisis of the religious wars came in 1598, and some of the decisive events happened in Brittany. After the Spanish defeat at Crozon, the Breton armies of the Catholic League were broken in other engagements. As the fighting came to an end, the king began to wage peace with the same relentless determination that he had shown in the war. It was done in his inimitable way, with a combination of coercion and conciliation. The last chief of the defeated League, the Catholic duc de Mercoeur, was invited to surrender, and required to gave his daughter in marriage to the king’s illegitimate son César, the duc de Vendôme.


Peter de l’Estoile, a Paris diarist, told a revealing story about the victorious king and the defeated duke. “The composition was advantageous and honorable,” l’Estoile wrote, “… the final clause of the treaty was the marriage of the King’s son César to the Duke’s daughter.” L’Estoile added, “This involved an exchange between the king and Madame [the Duchess de Mercoeur], who found His Majesty fixing little César’s hair.… She asked him, laughing, if it was possible that a great King could be a good barber. To which he replied in a flash, ‘Why not, Cousin? I’m barber to the whole World. Didn’t you see what a good job I did a few days back, on M. de Mercoeur your husband?’ ”22


Henri moved quickly to consolidate his victory in Brittany. On April 13, 1598, he hammered out a solution to the religious question in the Edict of Nantes. Protestant and Catholic leaders in France accepted a compromise that was offered to them: an officially Catholic state with toleration of Protestant dissent, and much latitude for local hegemonies. It was a complex agreement, with 92 general articles plus 56 secret provisions which mostly exempted individual towns and leaders from the general terms. Two royal warrants also gave large sums to Huguenot towns for “heavy expenses,” and annual pay to Huguenot troops. Some Catholics and Calvinists were unhappy with this middle way, but it began to work.23


The following month, the king achieved another settlement, which brought peace to Europe. In May of 1598, many French and Spanish leaders met together in the town of Vervins and signed a formal treaty between their countries. This “Peace of Vervins” is little remembered today, but it was a pivotal event in early modern history. In most parts of France it ended forty years of savage religious war, and began a period of internal peace. Philip of Spain agreed to withdraw his troops from French soil. Portuguese and Italian forces departed with the Spanish armies, as did Catholic volunteers from Ireland and Scotland.24


The Peace of Vervins was also a European event. Major parts of it were ratified by rulers in other states. Elizabeth of England and leaders of the Low Countries all became formal parties to the peace in various ways. The main agreement at Vervins was followed by other treaties between England and Spain, France and Savoy, and also Spain and the Netherlands. Catholic kings in France and Spain, and Protestant leaders in England and the Netherlands grudgingly accepted an idea of coexistence. It was all very fragile, but it survived through the reign of Henri IV.25


The king’s biographer David Buisseret writes that “the year 1598 was for Henri an annus mirabilis, when Mercoeur ended his stubborn resistance, the Protestants accepted an edict of compromise, and an honorable peace was concluded with Spain.” For the first time in many years, the king of France became the master of all his territory. The country rallied to the support of a triumphant young king and his dream of France, as a place of peace and plurality. Henri’s vision was of a country bound together by a tolerance of diversity and a mutual respect for its differences. Many came to share that vision in 1598. With Henri’s leadership the divided people of France were beginning to think of themselves as a united nation.26
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The war ended in the Treaty of Vervins (1598). Philip II of Spain recognized Henri IV as king, and withdrew his armies. This victory for France led to peace in Europe, and opened North America to French and English enterprise. Here a young and virile Henri IV bows gracefully to unhappy Spanish leaders.








The Peace of Vervins also proved to be a pivotal event in American history. The end of hostilities with Spain opened opportunities in the New World for France, England, and the Netherlands. Many historians believe that the negotiations at Vervins included a secret understanding about America. Henri IV and Philip II are thought to have recognized “lignes d’amitié; lines of amity” in the Atlantic, which regulated conflict among the major European powers.


No documents to that effect have been found in the treaty of Vervins or in the papers of the men who negotiated it. A very able French historian, Eric Thierry, doubts that a ligne d’amitié was drawn in any formal way as part of the negotiations at Vervins. He is probably correct, but something else appears to have happened there, and it made a difference in Champlain’s career.


European rulers had already drawn many lines on maps of the Atlantic Ocean, before and after the treaty of Vervins. On May 4, 1493, Pope Alexander VI issued a papal bull that established a “line of demarcation,” running north and south one hundred leagues west of the Azores. All undiscovered lands to the east were decreed to belong to Portugal, and all to the west to Spain. The Portuguese were not happy about that, and a treaty at Tordesillas substituted another line, 370 leagues (1,110 nautical miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands, which gave Portugal a stronger title to Brazil. Other states rejected the treaty entirely. In 1598, Henri IV put Spanish leaders on notice that he would not be bound by old agreements that carved up the world between Spain and Portugal. He wanted a more open system.27


After 1598, another set of lines came to be recognized informally by Henri’s successors in France. In 1634, Louis XIII of France wrote of a “ligne d’Amitié et d’Alliance,” drawn “a few years ago” (depuis quelques années). Sometimes they were called “les lignes d’enclos et d’amitié.” Louis XIII seems to have believed that one of these lines ran from north to south at “the meridian” of 18 degrees west longitude, which passed through the town of Ferro [Hierro], on the far southwestern island of the Canary Islands. Another line ran east to west on the Tropic of Cancer, which passed between Florida and Cuba in America, and midway between the Canaries and the Cape Verde Islands off the coast of Africa. North and east of these lines, hostile acts between French and Spanish vessels were prohibited. But south and west of the ligne d’amitié that rule did not apply.28


No definitive written text appears to have existed. As a consequence, French rulers after Henri IV drew lines of amity in different places. Marie de Medici, Queen Regent of France after Henri IV’s death, thought that the north-south line lay further west, through the longitude of the Azores, not the Canaries. But she agreed that the east-west line was the Tropic of Cancer.


Wherever the lines were drawn, the rulers of France and England recognized the principle of amity to the north and east, and an open field for rivalry to the south and west. In 1611, Marie de Medici wrote to James I of England, “all acts of hostility that are committed beyond the Azores, or below the tropic of Cancer are not subject to complaints and restitution.” She added, “the strongest in those quarters are masters there.”29


The English shared the same idea and summarized it in a brutal phrase: “no peace beyond the line.” Historian Carl Bridenbaugh writes that this maxim guided the official acts and private conduct of the English, French, Dutch, and Spanish in the Antilles throughout the seventeenth century.30


Henri IV went further and warned Spanish rulers that he did not accept their hegemony in the new world. He clearly intended to challenge it—by peaceful means if possible, but by war if necessary. After 1598, he encouraged French settlement in Brazil and French trade in the West Indies, and he proclaimed a rule of retaliation against Spanish ships that attacked the French in those waters.31 Immediately after the Peace of Vervins, Henri IV also made clear to other rulers that he meant to exercise sovereignty in the region of North America that was widely recognized as New France on European globes. The French claimed their title by right of discovery in the voyages of Jacques Cartier and others. Henri understood New France in a typically spacious and large-spirited way. He set its southern boundaries at the 40th parallel, approximately the latitude of Philadelphia. Above that line he claimed the coast and interior of America as French territory.32


This activity was linked to another major purpose that Henri IV began to pursue more actively after 1598. He had long been interested in many parts of America, and often thought of himself as following François I, who had sponsored the voyages of Cartier and other French explorers. As early as the 1570s before he came to the throne, Henri had supported French colonization in parts of South America.33 In August 1588, he corresponded with Sir Francis Drake, his “most affectionate and best friend,” about opportunities in the new world. These early discussions were mostly questions, not assertions.34


After taking the throne, he grew more seriously interested in his determination to make France a global power, and very active in promoting settlement in New France. He also tried to create a strong French navy, which had scarcely existed in his youth. Before Henri’s reign the navy of France was described by a French historian as “totally unable to intervene against corsairs or pirates.” It was incapable even of delivering a French diplomat abroad. In 1579, the government of France had to ask a Venetian warship to carry a French ambassador to Constantinople.35 A leading French naval historian, Étienne Taillemite, writes that the weakness of the navy compelled French merchants to arm their ships as if they were men of war. Every French seaman who ventured abroad had to be a fighter.36


Henri did not succeed in his effort to build a powerful navy. Not until the reign of Louis XIII and the rule of Richelieu would French naval power begin to develop. But he had more success in promoting French exploration abroad. He visited the maritime provinces of France and met with men who kept the sea. In 1601 he was at Calais in the north; in 1602, he went to Saint-Jean-de-Luz in the far south. During the year that followed, he was in Rouen, Le Havre, Dieppe, Dives, and Caën. Some of these events were state visits. Others were inquiries of another kind. In the early years of his reign, the king liked to travel incognito, dressed in the tattered clothing that he often preferred. He sought out salty fishermen in waterfront taverns and talked directly to them without revealing his identity.37


His purposes did not center on a single continent or ocean. He strongly supported Arctic exploration and chartered a North Pole Company to seek a northwest or northeast passage. This group did not find a route to Asia but it developed a whaling industry in the Arctic Ocean, near Greenland and Spitzbergen.38 The king also encouraged French voyages from Normandy to the Cape of Good Hope. In 1604, he tried to found a French East Indian Company on the Dutch and English models, with little success. The first merchant who led the company died suddenly and the enterprise faltered. It was a story often repeated in French overseas exploration. Henry tried again, but met strong opposition at home and abroad, not least from his own minister the duc de Sully, who was thought to be in the pocket of Dutch interests. The East Indian project had no driver except the king himself. It collapsed with his death and was not revived for many years.39


Even so, individual French seamen boldly explored the world. In 1586, a captain from Dieppe, Jean Sauvage, went in search of a northeast passage. He doubled the North Cape of Norway and got as far as Archangel, which was opened to western trade by Boris Gudonov. In Saint-Malo, another small group of merchants founded a French Asia company and sent out ships in 1601. One vessel reached Madagascar and was wrecked on the Maldive Islands in the Indian Ocean. Another called at Ceylon, continued on to Sumatra, and returned to Europe after many adventures, only to be captured by a Dutch ship off Cape Finisterre in Spain. Henri’s interest was truly global. Few parts of the world did not attract his interest.40





Henri IV made a major effort to support a French presence in North America, and kept working at it in the face of many difficulties. Historian Bernard Barbiche writes that the king pursued his goal “with a remarkable perseverance that none of his predecessors had shown in overcoming obstacles” and it was Henri himself who “finally succeeded in establishing a durable French presence in Canada.”41


As in many other projects, the king was very clear about what he was trying to do. His primary purpose was to promote colonization in New France. In letters patent for settlement in America, the king ordered that land should be granted to people of merit in “fiefs, seigneuries, châtellenies, comtés, vicomtés, baronies and other dignities relating to us.” He had a vision of an ideal society on a feudal and monarchical model, a better version of the world he knew. It was to have an elaborate social hierarchy of descending ranks, all rooted in the soil. He intended that this society should be ruled from the top down, by a nobility of merit and virtue. Henri also wanted New France to be open to Protestants and Catholics, bound by their faith in the same God, and their allegiance to the same crown. The colony was to have a mixed economy, but without free trade. The king awarded monopolies of fisheries and the fur trade to individuals and groups who were useful to his purposes.42


Henri IV was himself the driver, an “ardent partisan of French expansion overseas,” in the words of Bernard Barbiche, and “the colonial policy of France under his reign had been his work.” It was very different from the policies of his successors. Under Louis XIII and Louis XIV, the drivers were the great ministers of state, Richelieu and Colbert. The kings approved, but they were not personally occupied in colonizing projects. In the reign of Henri IV the king himself was the prime mover, against heavy resistance from leading ministers in his own court.


His very powerful minister, the duc de Sully, strongly disapproved of colonial enterprises. He was of the opinion that colonies abroad required an effort “disproportionate to the natural capacity and intelligence of the French people, who,” he said, “I regretfully realize have neither the foresight nor the perseverance that are necessary.”43 He also thought that colonies drew effort away from the most important sources of wealth in France. In his Economies Royales (1638), Sully argued that “farming and herding are the two breasts from which France is fed,” not the mines and treasures of Peru.44


Sully specially disliked North America, arguing that “great riches are never to be found in places above forty degrees” of latitude. He not only opposed Henri’s plans for New France but did what he could to disrupt them. Sully controlled the purse strings in the French government and spent nothing on Canada, “not so much as a single denier,” in the words of one French historian. Sully insisted that colonization should draw nothing from the royal treasury, and demanded that it be supported entirely by private capital. He worked with rival commercial groups to undercut the men that the king had chosen to take the lead in New France. Sully may have been in league with Dutch merchants, perhaps even in their pockets. It was surprising that the king put up with it, but they were old comrades and agreed on other things.45


The men who founded New France knew their enemies, and they understood the vital role of Henri in their enterprise. Many years later Samuel de Champlain wrote about it in his Voyages de la Nouvelle France (1632), with words of praise, fondness, and gratitude for “Henri the great of happy memory who had great affection for this design.”46


Champlain’s “design” grew from Henri’s vision of New France. Both men had much in common that way. Both reacted against the horrors they had witnessed during the wars of religion. Both dreamed of a Nouvelle France in North America that combined the best of the old world as they understood it, with an expansive idea of humanity that embraced people different from ourselves. Some dark spirits who are writing history today laugh cynically at such a thought. But these extraordinary Frenchmen who lived four centuries ago had witnessed some of the worst cruelties that human beings ever inflicted on one another. They also knew something else about our condition that others never learned. They had witnessed the good and noble things that people do in bad times, which gave them hope for a better world to come.










5. A SPY IN NEW SPAIN



On His Majesty’s Secret Service, 1599–1601




The King [of Spain]… at the commencement of his conquests, established the inquisition among them and enslaved them or put them to death in such great numbers that the mere account of it arouses compassion for them.


—Champlain on the Indians in New Spain.1





THE YEAR WAS 1598. In Brittany the war was over, and the young captain from Saintonge found himself “without any charge or employment,” in his own words.2 Champlain was at Blavet, a seaport on the south coast of Brittany. Today it is called Port-Louis, a very attractive stone-built town that still preserves many old buildings and parts of a massive fortress that the Spanish army built during the War of the Catholic League.3


The Spanish garrison was still there, preparing to return home under the terms of the Treaty of Vervins. During the war, Champlain had been sent with a detachment of French troops to keep an eye on them. From the waterfront, he looked across a broad estuary with two passages to the sea. The passe du sud pointed south across the Bay of Biscay toward Spain. The passe de l’ouest opened to the west toward America. Behind him was a dark and ruined countryside, ravaged by decades of religious strife. Before him stretched the open sea and a bright new world of boundless opportunity.4


In that setting, this restless young man made a plan for himself. It centered on a vision of America. Champlain had heard much about the new world. In Brouage and Brittany he had met men who had been there, and they must have spun many a yarn for an eager listener. He was aware of the king’s expanding interest in America. Champlain wanted to know more. The question was where to begin.


As he studied the problem on the waterfront at Blavet, one possibility was to take the passe de l’ouest, and follow Jacques Cartier and Martin Frobisher to the higher latitudes of North America. Many people had searched there for a northwest passage to China, but nobody had been able to find it. After a century of heavy traffic by fishermen and fur traders, much of that vast area remained to be explored.


Another option was the passe du sud. Champlain could go that way, toward the American regions where Spaniards and Portuguese had built their empires. The kings of France and Spain had agreed to a comprehensive peace in 1598, the first in many years. It was a moment when a well-connected Frenchman might visit the Spanish dominions in America in hope of learning from their imperial experience.


Champlain weighed those choices, and decided to take the passe du sud. He wrote, “I resolved, so as not to remain idle, to find means to make a voyage to Spain, and being there to acquire and cultivate acquaintances, so that by their favor and intervention I could find a way to get aboard one of the ships in the fleet that the King of Spain sends to the West Indies every year.”5 He was very clear about his goal, which was “to make inquiries into particulars of which no Frenchmen had been able to gain knowledge, because they had no free access there, in order to make a true report of them to His Majesty on my return.” One wonders if Henri IV himself might have had a hand in this plan. Champlain had already been employed on at least one secret mission on His Majesty’s service. Perhaps the king gave him this new assignment, but Champlain tells us that it was his own idea.6
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The fortress of Blavet (now Port-Louis) on the south coast of Brittany was built in part by Spanish troops during the wars of religion. After the war in 1598, Champlain was there without employment. Looking outward to the sea he formed a plan for himself in the New World—a Frenchman’s American dream.
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In 1598, the brooding fortress at Blavet and its setting on the sea symbolized a dramatic contrast in Champlain’s thinking. Behind him was an old world ravaged by forty years of religious war. Before him was a bright new world of boundless opportunity.





Whatever the origin, it was a bold plan and very dangerous. Even after the crowned heads of France and Spain had made peace, old enmities were slow to fade. The hard men who ran the Spanish empire in America were far from Madrid, and some were farther from God. The penalty for entering New Spain without permission was death. Champlain himself wrote that interlopers were executed there. Others were sent to the galleys and chained to an oar, or locked away in tropical dungeons, which was a death sentence by another name. And all that was merely for trespassing. The punishment for espionage was worse than death. But Champlain was not deterred by danger. He found it a positive attraction.


The only question in his mind was about how to get started. How could he obtain an open invitation to visit a closed empire? Champlain knew that Spanish leaders were chronically short of ships and seamen, and were compelled to employ foreigners from other Catholic countries. Sometimes these arrangements were made with official sanction. More often they were private deals that were not reported to the imperial bureaucracy in Seville.7





In the summer of 1598, such an opportunity suddenly presented itself. The Treaty of Vervins called for the return of all Spanish troops from French soil, and one of the largest garrisons was at Blavet. Both sides agreed that these soldiers should be repatriated by sea, but the Spanish rulers lacked the ships to carry them. To bring the troops home, they proposed to charter several French vessels. One available ship was the Saint-Julien, a big navire of 500 tons. Her commander happened to be Champlain’s uncle.8


He was a fabulous character, with a life so complex that more than one historian has wondered if several men shared the same name. In the sixteenth century, his name was written many ways, a common practice in that era. In French records he appears as Guillaume Allène, or Guillaume Helaine, or Guillaume Elene. In Spanish archives he turns up as Guillermón Elena, or Guillermo Elena. On the waterfronts of many countries, he was known as “le capitaine Provençal,” from his reputed birthplace in Marseilles. Captain Provençal moved frequently from port to port and made a prosperous living from the sea. He sailed under many flags, and some were flags of convenience. At one stage in his career, he won notoriety as a corsair, ranging the sea and raiding the coast of England. At other times he served as a commissioned officer in France’s armées de mer and received marks of royal favor from Henri IV. He also won an appointment as a Pilot-General in the Spanish Marine. On another venture he gained entry to Portuguese Brazil in a ship hopefully named L’Espérance, and he also traded on the coast of Africa. His religious affiliations were variable. At one time he appeared as a Huguenot; at another, as a Catholic. Through it all, he became a man of wealth, with commercial property in Spain and a country estate in France near La Rochelle.9


For a time Captain Provençal lived in Brouage, where he married the sister of Samuel Champlain’s mother. Young Samuel wrote with family pride that his uncle was “considered one of France’s first-rate seamen.” Captain Provençal, for his part, responded with feelings of affection for his nephew and took an active interest in his career.10


On one of his many adventures, Captain Provençal had acquired a one-eighth share of a large French vessel called the Saint-Julien (San Julian to the Spanish). She was old and not in the best repair. Probably her hold still stank of fish, for she had long been in the Newfoundland trade. For several years she had been out of service and even out of the water, sitting high and dry on stocks in a French port. Some doubted that she was seaworthy, but Champlain described her as a “strongly-built ship and a good sailor.”11


Her principal owner was Julien de Montigny de la Hottière, a French nobleman of flexible politics, who had been a leader of the Catholic Party in Brittany and later a supporter of the new Bourbon regime in France. He was well connected, and had access to both Phillip II of Spain and Henri IV in France. Governor de la Hottière moved easily across national and religious lines, and held offices of trust in both countries—which made him an ideal candidate for the Blavet mission.12


In 1598, he and Captain Provençal received a lucrative offer to carry Spanish troops home from France, with the blessing of both governments. Young Champlain may have helped to make the arrangement. In the last days of the Breton campaign he was working on the staff of Maréchal Brissac, who had been commissioned to supervise the return of the Spanish troops.13


Captain Provençal outfitted the ship Saint-Julien and brought her to Blavet, where a Franco-Spanish fleet was assembling. In overall command was a Captain General of Spain, Pedro de Zubiaur, a rough character renowned for his exploits as a corsair against the English.14 Along the way, Captain General Zubiaur had been an associate of Champlain’s uncle Captain Provençal. In Blavet, the two men became partners in side-investments of dubious legality, loading aboard their ships private cargoes of valuable commodities such as wine and silk.15


Saint-Julien was duly chartered to join Zubiaur’s Spanish squadron for the voyage from Brittany to Spain. Captain Provençal was in a position to help his nephew and he invited Champlain to come along. The young man leaped at the chance. Champlain’s status aboard the ship was not clear. He held no formal rank, except that of gentleman. Perhaps he went along as his uncle’s assistant, or companion. Champlain tells us only, “je m’embarquay avec luy; I embarked with him,” a phrase that hints at his own agency and a personal connection.16





At Blavet, Saint-Julien took aboard a large number of Spanish soldiers with their artillery. She was one of eighteen ships in the squadron, all crowded with men. On August 23, 1598, they sailed from Brittany, outward bound through the passage du sud for Cadiz on the southwest coast of Spain.17


The journey began with a fair wind, and promised to be an easy passage in pleasant summer weather. But in the sixteenth century, any voyage could turn dangerous in unexpected ways. As they sailed south across the Bay of Biscay, a pestilence began to spread through the crowded ships. Zubiaur reported to his superiors, “With my own hands, I threw into the sea the corpse of an Irish gentleman who died aboard my flagship.” So many others fell ill that the Spanish commander converted one vessel into a hospital ship, and the victims were quarantined aboard her.18


As they struggled with this ordeal, the fleet approached Cape Finisterre on the northwest tip of Spain. Here the waters of the Bay of Biscay met the currents of the Atlantic Ocean, with abrupt changes in sea-temperature. Suddenly they found themselves in thick fog on a lee shore, with rocky shoals around them. Champlain recalled: “All our vessels scattered, and our flagship was nearly lost, having touched upon a rock and taken aboard much water.”19


At last the fog lifted and the ships began to find each other. They steered for Vigo Bay and anchored for ten days while repairs were made to the flagship. Zubiaur ruthlessly ordered the hospital ship to be burned and sunk (brûlé et coulé) to stop the contagion. One wonders what happened to the sick and dying. When that brutal work was done, the fleet got underway. They sailed south along the Atlantic coast of Spain and Portugal, doubled Cape Saint Vincent at the southwest corner of Iberia, and turned east toward their destination. On September 14, 1598, Saint-Julien dropped anchor in the clear waters of Cadiz Bay.20


Saint-Julien remained there for about a month, and Champlain seized the opportunity to explore the town of Cadiz, a vital center of Spain’s American trade. Cadiz was then an island at the end of a long peninsula. It had been attacked by Sir Francis Drake in 1587, and was heavily fortified with massive walls and towers.21


Champlain went ashore, and described his visit in the language of espionage, as “reconnoitering” Cadiz. He later made a careful sketch of the town, with particular attention to its fortifications. As he walked its streets, Champlain found a very mixed population. One street, still called the Calle de Bretonnes, was a gathering place for seamen and merchants from Brittany. He would have met many people who could tell him about the Spanish empire. Throughout his career, Champlain gathered knowledge in every way he could—working from his observations and information that others gave him.22





After a month at Cadiz, Saint-Julien was ordered to shift her mooring across Cadiz Bay to the sprawling river town of Sanlucar de Barrameda. This was the place where Spain’s American treasure fleets assembled for their annual voyage to America. It was also where they returned, in armadas of as many as a hundred ships or more, laden with wealth from the new world.23


Once again, while his ship was in the harbor, Champlain made the best of his time by “reconnoitering” another strategic Spanish town and studying its defenses. He found much of interest in Sanlucar. It was vital to imperial communications with America, as a port of entry for the fabulous city of Seville, fifty miles upstream on the Guadalquivir River. From Sanlucar to Seville, the banks of that busy waterway were lined with shipyards, chandleries, warehouses, taverns, brothels, and all the industries of maritime trade.


Seville itself was a great city in 1599, one of the largest and fastest-growing urban places in Iberia, with a population of perhaps 150,000 souls. It was also the commercial center of the Spanish empire. While Champlain was there in 1598, construction began on a new home for the Casa de Contratación, a powerful institution that regulated Spain’s imperial trade. The city was also known for the strength of its medieval towers and walls, and for the majesty of its Alcàzar, which had been the home of King Ferdinand and his queen, Isabella. It was renowned for the beauty of its Moorish palaces and gardens, and the creativity of its culture. The painter Velasquez was born there in 1599, and Murillo a few years later.


Champlain went ashore and studied the city. He was no casual tourist who went wandering through its ancient streets. Later he made small bird’s-eye sketches from the same oblique perspective that would be favored by intelligence analysts from the sixteenth to the twenty-first century. His drawings showed the location of city walls, the construction of towers, the placement of gates, and the height of crenellated battlements. Champlain appears to have done all these things in a discreet way, without arousing the suspicion of Spanish authorities, who were constantly on the qui vive for inquisitive strangers.24





While Champlain studied the fortified cities that controlled the commerce of the Spanish empire, Saint-Julien lay restlessly at her mooring in the Guadalquivir River. She remained there for three months, longer than Champlain had anticipated. He and his uncle were looking for another job, and hoped that their ship might be chartered yet again for the annual treasure fleet to America. That arrangement would have given Champlain a chance to visit a large part of the Spanish empire.


But the treasure fleet was delayed that year. In the summer of 1598, a dispatch vessel arrived at Cadiz with a report that the English Earl of Cumberland had attacked the island of Puerto Rico. This was no small raid. The Earl of Cumberland led a force of 600 freebooters in twenty privately armed ships. They had sacked the capital of San Juan, spread out through the big island, and gathered up anything of value that they could carry away.25


This assault was a major threat to the Spanish empire. Puerto Rico lay athwart the main lines of trade from Spain to America, and the fall of San Juan threatened major arteries of communication. Spanish leaders acted quickly. They postponed the sailing of the treasure fleet, and mobilized the resources of the empire to recover Puerto Rico. As part of that great effort, Captain-General Zubiaur was instructed to extend the charters of the French ships from Blavet, and to prepare his squadron for a voyage to Puerto Rico. It was to be a large operation. Zubiaur’s ships were to be joined by a second squadron from the Azores and a third from Lisbon, with more ships from Cadiz, Seville, and Sanlucar.26


Saint-Julien and her French crew were hired for that task, with Captain Provençal as master. Both General Zubiaur and Captain Provençal were thought to be especially well qualified for the mission by their experience of fighting English corsairs. Young Champlain welcomed this unexpected opportunity, which promised to give him another way of reaching the Spanish colonies in America.27


As these plans were maturing in the late fall, another dispatch boat arrived in Sanlucar with yet more news. The English at Puerto Rico had been defeated, not by Spanish forces but by tropical disease. In the summer and early fall, the Earl of Cumberland and most English survivors had abandoned Puerto Rico and sailed away.28 In Spain, plans changed yet again. The special expedition to recover Puerto Rico was cancelled. General Zubiaur was given a new assignment in the Mediterranean, and he invited his friend Captain Provençal to join him. Champlain heard the news with a sinking heart. He despaired of seeing New Spain and wrote of his “great regret at seeing myself frustrated of my hope.”29


Meanwhile, Spanish authorities also decided that the treasure fleet could safely sail to America, and they put it under the command of an able officer with much experience of the new world, Don Francisco Coloma. It would be his third treasure fleet, more than any other officer in Spain. Once again the Spanish leaders were short of large ships with trained crews. Don Francisco proposed to charter Saint-Julien with her French seamen. As Captain Provençal himself would not be able to make the voyage, he wanted to put the ship under experienced Spanish officers and assigned a Spanish master, Captain Jeronomino de Vallebrera.30


Champlain tells us that he and Captain Provençal had a meeting with Don Francisco. One might imagine the scene: an austere Spanish chamber with stark white walls. In the center would have been a massive oak table, covered with maps of the new world, charts of the open sea, and dispatches from America. Don Francisco himself was a leader of great dignity and courtesy. He would have been dressed in black with a pristine white ruff. He liked to wear a single decoration suspended by a gold chain from his neck: an eight-pointed Maltese cross that identified him as a Chevalier in the Order of the Knights of Malta. The eight points symbolized the beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount. It was a proud emblem of honor, courage, and Catholic faith.31


Enter two Frenchmen: weatherbeaten old Captain Provençal, brightly dressed in the colorful clothing called bizarria that were much loved by seamen of every nation, and a step behind was, his young nephew Samuel de Champlain.32 After an elaborate exchange of courtesies, Don Francisco offered terms for the charter of the Saint-Julien, which now became San Julian. Captain Provençal agreed on one condition. He explained that he was “engaged by General Zubiaur to serve elsewhere and unable to make the voyage,” and asked if his young kinsman might remain aboard the ship “to keep an eye on her, pour esgard à iceluy.”33


Don Francisco agreed, and an arrangement was made to the benefit of all parties. By its terms, the Spanish leader added a large vessel to his fleet. The owners received 500 crowns a month for the charter of their ship. Captain Provençal put aboard a trusted young kinsman who could look after his interests. And Champlain was able to visit Spanish America with the protection of the fleet commander. The young Frenchman wrote that Don Francisco “freely granted me” permission to make the voyage, “with evidence of being well pleased, promising me his favor and assistance, which he has not denied me upon occasions.”34


A mutuality of material interest made such an agreement possible. So also did the personal qualities of these men. Don Francisco was a courtier and a gentleman, renowned for his exquisite manners. His letters suggest qualities of intelligence, cultivation, decency, and sympathy for others. Young Champlain was by all accounts a serious and large-spirited young man, very engaging in his Saintonge manners and happily endowed with an easy gift for getting on with others. He was able to work with Catholics and Calvinists, merchants and priests, scholars and soldiers, French corsairs and Spanish Dons.


The arrangement was a private understanding. The parties appear not to have consulted the Casa de Contratación, and nothing has yet been found in Spanish records of the voyage that mentions Champlain by name. This was an informal agreement, like many others in the Spanish fleet. San Julian alone was later reported to have had no fewer than six “clandestine” Spanish and Italian passengers aboard, not counting Champlain and his personal servant.35


Champlain’s name did not appear on surviving lists of the ship’s officers. He was not formally recognized as a supercargo, or as the owner’s legal representative with powers of attorney. Champlain explained his role in another way. “My uncle… committed to me a responsibility to watch over the said vessel, which I accepted very willingly.” Historian François-Marc Gagnon explains that “the responsibility given to Champlain was one of surveillance, rather than command.” In that anomalous role, Champlain returned to his berth aboard San Julian and prepared to sail. He wrote happily, “I had occasion to rejoice, seeing my hopes revive.”36





On February 3, 1599, the Spanish fleet weighed anchor at Sanlucar de Barrameda and crossed the bar at the river’s mouth, outward bound for America. The ships made a magnificent sight as they sailed into the deep blue water of the open sea. The great galleons were bright in their brilliant paintwork of scarlet and saffron, the national colors of Spain. Blazoned on high bulwarks were rows of red and yellow shields, shining in the light. From mastheads flew Spanish flags, royal standards, imperial ensigns with the double eagles of the House of Hapsburg, the broad pennants of admirals and generals, and the long pennants of each ship. Behind the galleons came large merchantmen such as San Julian. Each large ship was accompanied by a small tender that Champlain called a patache. San Julian’s patache was a little vessel called Sandoval.37


In open water, the Spanish pilots set a course with a favoring breeze behind them. Aboard each ship, helmsmen on the puente, or steering deck, strained against the heavy cana, or tiller, as sailing masters carefully trimmed their billowing sails to catch every knot of speed. Working at the rails were experienced Spanish navigators who well understood the winds and currents of their “ocean sea,” as they called it in a proprietary way. They thought of the Atlantic as a private lake, and guarded their knowledge as a state secret, which it was.38


Champlain watched these Spanish seamen at work and was amazed by their skill. He paid close attention as the fleet set its course and steered along a rhumb line south-southwest from Sanlucar, running before a remarkably “steady and very sharp wind” nearly eight hundred miles down the coast of Africa, on a course for the Canary Islands. The prevailing winds and currents gave them a quick passage. After six days, by Champlain’s reckoning, lookouts in the rigging sang out that the islands were in sight.39


The Spanish navigators passed through the Canaries and searched carefully for seamarks in what they called le goulphe de las damas, Ladies’ Gulf. They watched the wind with close attention, for they were approaching a pivot point in their voyage. Beyond the islands they picked up the strong trade winds that blew steadily in that latitude. Once again the helmsmen shifted their heavy tillers, and seamen hauled away on sheets and braces. The great galleons turned downwind in unison and settled on a new course, sailing due west toward the setting sun.40
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A Spanish navigator using an astrolabe to find his latitude from a fix on the sun at noon. In 1599, Champlain sailed to America with these men, and learned much from their experience about seamanship and navigation in the North Atlantic.





Once more Champlain marveled at the steady wind astern, vente en pouppe, that swept them across the ocean toward the West Indies. Every day precisely at noon, the navigators shot a daily sunline with their circular astrolabes. At dusk when the line of the horizon could still be seen, and stars began to appear in the northern sky, they brought out their cross staffes and calculated the elevation of Polaris. They used these methods to find the sixteenth parallel, which was the latitude of a small West Indian island that Christopher Columbus had named Deseade, the Desired One. It is now La Désirade, a French possession five miles east of Guadeloupe.41


That was their destination, and after six weeks at sea they made their landfall exactly on course. Lookouts high in the rigging would have been the first to see the distinctive high headland of Deseade, visible from a great distance at sea. Champlain sketched the island and noted that Spanish navigators had long used it as a landmark for their voyages to the West Indies. He studied these highly skilled men, and learned from them to navigate the North Atlantic.42





At Deseade, the ships parted company and sailed in different directions. Don Francisco Coloma was worried about Puerto Rico. He was under orders to land a new garrison of four hundred men as quickly as possible. Most of his fleet sailed there directly without making the customary stop for water at Guadeloupe. San Julian went a different way. Don Francisco reported that the battered old ship had begun to leak early in the voyage, and at a dangerous rate. The crew was barely able to keep up with the pumps. Perhaps her seams had opened, or fastenings had worked loose, or rot had got into her planking. Whatever the cause, the Spanish commander reported he was “a hundred times” on the verge of ordering San Julian to be abandoned.43 After the fleet turned north toward Puerto Rico, Champlain tells us, his ship stopped at Guadeloupe and anchored in a harbor he called Nacou, today’s Grande Bay. The leaking ship was probably ordered there so that her bottom could be inspected and repairs made. Working alongside was her small tender, the patache Sandoval.44


While they were at Guadeloupe the crews rowed ashore for water and fresh fruit. Champlain went with them and explored the island, which he described as “very mountainous, full of trees, and inhabited by savages.” He wrote, “As we landed, we saw more than three hundred savages, who fled into the mountains, without our being able to overtake a single one of them, they being more nimble in running.”45


Champlain had no designs upon them. He merely wanted to meet and talk. Here again he was fascinated by the variety of humanity in the world and by the diversity of their ways. But the Indians of Guadaloupe had met Europeans with other purposes in mind, and they ran for their lives. It must have made a striking scene on that beautiful beach at Guadeloupe. Young Champlain splashed ashore, perhaps with a sword at his side, and he walked toward a crowd of curious Indians. They watched him from a distance, then turned and ran toward the mountains. Champlain hitched up his sword and struggled after them through the sand, while his companions on the beach roared with laughter.46


This comic scene touched a matter of serious importance in Champlain’s life. It was the first sign of a continuing theme in his career: a deep interest in native Americans. He always regarded them as human beings like himself, and remarked on their intelligence. Often he commented on their physique and appearance, which was much superior to European contemporaries. Champlain was interested in the Indians for themselves and also for what they could teach him about the new world. He always tried to learn from them, mostly about humanity itself. That attitude first appeared in 1599, in this comic scene on a beach in Gaudeloupe, but it was a very serious business, and it continued all his life.47
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In 1599, Champlain landed on the island of Guadeloupe, saw American Indians for the first time, and was consumed with curiosity. He approached in amity, but they fled into the hills. This watercolor by Champlain himself shows that moment, which marked the beginning of his lifelong interest in native Americans.








While Champlain tried in vain to make contact with the Indians, the crews of San Julian and her tender Sandoval replenished their water and provisions. It is probable that some hasty repairs were made, and the two ships got underway for Puerto Rico. They sailed together as far as the Virgin Islands. Perhaps at that point it was clear that San Julian could reach Puerto Rico without assistance, and Sandoval departed on a special mission of high priority in the Spanish empire. Every year the Spanish treasure fleet sent a small vessel five hundred miles south to the Isla de Margarita off the coast of Venezuela.48


“Margarita” is the Latin word for pearl. The island was a great center for pearl fishing in the Spanish empire. Champlain tells us that he got permission to make this side voyage aboard Sandoval, which allowed him to visit another part of the empire and observe an important source of its wealth. Little Sandoval made a swift passage southward across the Caribbean Sea from the Virgin Islands to the coast of South America, and arrived safely. Champlain studied Margarita with great attention and made an accurate map of the island. He also wrote a detailed description of the pearl fisheries. Every day he observed that three hundred canoes put to sea, carrying slaves who were compelled to make “free dives” in deep water, with small baskets under their arms. They brought up oysters and other mollusks, and extracted large quantities of pearls, some of great size.49
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Champlain sailed south to Margarita Island, center of the pearl fisheries in the Spanish empire. He observed the exploitation of Indian and African slaves who were forced to dive for pearls. His Brief Discours included many paintings of Spanish cruelty to American Indians, which shocked and offended him.





The pearl fisheries were a brutal business. The “free dives” were the only free thing about this cruel industry. Indian divers had been conscripted by the Spanish, and were soon destroyed by ruthless exploitation. In Champlain’s time they were replaced by the African slaves who were diving when he was there. He was deeply interested in the condition of these ethnic underclasses of the Spanish empire, and his concern increased with every contact. The cruelty of the pearl fisheries inspired one of the first antislavery movements in America, led by the Spanish monk Bartolomé de Las Casas, who described the suffering of the pearl slaves in harrowing detail. The industry was also very harsh in its environmental impact. When Champlain visited Margarita in 1599, the pearl fisheries were already in decline. One of its historians has written that it was the first recorded instance of “resource declines in any of the world’s marine fisheries, brought about by intensive harvesting.”50





At Margarita Island, Sandoval took aboard her precious cargo and set sail for Puerto Rico. This was another long voyage of five hundred miles across the Caribbean, routine in the life of the Spanish empire and vital to its prosperity. Every year the annual crop of pearls from Margarita was carried in small fast-sailing vessels to expert pearl merchants in San Juan and Santo Domingo. They sorted and graded the pearls for shipment in the annual treasure fleet.51


Sandoval made the voyage successfully, and anchored in the harbor of San Juan among the great galleons of Don Francisco’s fleet. “The harbor is very good,” Champlain observed, “and sheltered from all winds except the northeast, which blows straight into it,” as is still the case.52 He was shocked by the condition of the town. It had been wrecked by the Earl of Cumberland’s freebooters, in an orgy of senseless destruction. The English had anchored down the coast, attacked in the night, surprised the defenders, destroyed the fortress of San Juan, and removed its cannon. Champlain noted that “most of the houses were burned, and not four persons were to be found, except a few negroes who told us that the merchants had mostly been carried away as prisoners by the English treasure fleet, and the rest had fled into the mountains, fearing the return of the English.” The raiders had taken most things of value, and filled twelve ships with booty. They left behind big piles of sugar, ginger, cassia, molasses, and hides, rotting in the tropical climate.53


Champlain found that the reconstruction of San Juan had already begun. It was a remarkable effort that demonstrated the energy and resources of the Spanish empire at its peak. Don Francisco replaced the garrison at San Juan with four hundred troops, and rearmed the fort with forty-seven bronze cannon that had been in Blavet. The Spanish authorities also sent another 300 men from Santo Domingo (today’s Hispaniola) to Puerto Rico, with orders to rebuild the ruined fortress of San Juan. Champlain noted that most of the workers were Indians, and others were African. Once again he sought them out and talked with them.54


Champlain was able to explore parts of the big island. He wrote, “Puerto Rico is very agreeable, however a little mountainous,” and drew a charming small map of the island.55 He was deeply impressed by the magnificent forests, and the profusion of species that he had never seen before. To explore Puerto Rico’s El Yunque Forest today, with its towering trees and wild impatiens blooming brilliantly in the half-light underneath the dense canopy, is to share Champlain’s impression. He made many drawings of plants and animals, noting that they were from direct observation. Among Champlain’s many wonders was a “tree called sombrade [from the Spanish sombra, shade], the tops of whose branches, as it grows, drooping to the earth take root immediately and produce other branches which fall over and take root in the same way. I have seen one of these trees of such an extent that it covered a league and a quarter.” Champlain also described dense old Mangrove swamps, which are still to be seen in the same condition on the coast of Puerto Rico between San Juan and the old settlement of Loiza Aldea to the east. He was observing the wonders of a new world for himself.56





While Champlain studied the scenery in Puerto Rico, Don Francisco Coloma divided his fleet into three squadrons and sent them in different directions. The commander himself took one squadron to Cartagena (in today’s Colombia), and sent another to Panama. A third squadron, commanded by Joannes de Urdayre received orders for Vera Cruz in Mexico. It included three large ships, among them San Julian. Each galleon had a smaller tender. Once again San Julian was assigned Sandoval.57


Urdayre’s squadron departed from San Juan and sailed westward along the north coast of Puerto Rico. Their destination was the island of San Domingo.58 They followed the north coast of San Domingo and put in at the harbors of Puerto Plata, Manzanello, Port Moustique, Monte Christi Bay, and Cap St. Nicolas. Champlain made sketches of the towns and their fortifications.59 This coast was the northern edge of the Caribbean, often visited by interlopers from England, France, and the Low Countries. Some were pirates who came to fight and steal. Others were merchants who wished to trade. Many were freebooters who combined both roles. Their ships were built for speed and rigged in ways that allowed them to point close into the wind, or to run freely before it. They were nimble, heavily armed, very fast, and not easy to catch. Urdayre’s squadron was ordered to clear the north coast of the Caribbean of these unwelcome visitors. The Spanish were very cruel to interlopers. Those who were caught were tortured, executed, or sent to the galleys, from which few returned. So brutal was the treatment of galley slaves in that cruel era that some were compelled to wear pear-shaped wooden gags to muffle their cries when they were whipped.


At Port Moustique, now a very beautiful bay on the coast of Haiti, the Spanish ships caught two small French vessels from Dieppe. Their crews fled ashore and disappeared into the forest, all but one unfortunate seaman who was too lame to run. The Spaniards persuaded him to tell what he knew, and he spoke of “thirteen large ships, French, English and Flemish, fitted out half for war, half for trading,” lying at anchor beyond Cap St. Nicolas on the west coast of what is now Haiti. The Spanish commander, although outnumbered two to one, did not hesitate. Urdayre ordered his three large ships and four pataches to attack. They sailed quickly around Cap St. Nicolas and found the interlopers in a bay behind the cape. A wind was blowing from the shore, and the Spanish squadron was unable to enter the bay. Urdayre anchored for the night and planned to attack in the morning. During the night he sent soldiers ashore to block the flight of their crews.60


The interlopers did not wait to be attacked. At dawn they seized the initiative, and sailed boldly through the Spanish squadron while it lay at anchor. Spanish crews worked frantically to get underway, cutting their anchor cables with axes—but too late. The interlopers passed quickly between the great Spanish ships, which could bring only a few of their guns to bear. Once at sea, in Champlain’s words, they “took the wind of us,” seized the weather gage, and sailed blithely away, leaving the great Spanish ships lumbering after them against the wind. Even then, the interlopers were not done. They confused the Spanish by yet another stratagem. A small vessel, with all sail set, was sent directly through the Spanish fleet. Champlain wrote, “many cannon shots were fired at it, but it kept going before the wind. Finally two small Spanish pataches came alongside and found that nobody was on board. The superstitious sailors refused to board it, saying that the little vessel was “steered by the Devil.” Champlain wrote that it “gave all something to laugh about,” except Commodore Urdayre, who was not amused. He blamed two junior officers and punished them severely. Champlain blamed Commodore Urdayre and the senior Spanish officers. He was more sympathetic to the interlopers, even as he stood on a Spanish deck.61


Champlain was deeply interested in the condition of African slaves and Indians on San Domingo. Once again, as at Guadeloupe and Puerto Rico and the Isla de Margarita, he was drawn to them. In Puerto Plata and perhaps at Gonaives or Cap St. Nicolas he appears to have found a way to make contact with African slaves, and to meet with Caribbean Indians. He talked with them and wrote that they were “a good natured people (gens de bonne nature), and very friendly to the French nation, with whom they traffic as often as they can, but this is without knowledge of the Spaniards.”62


Champlain also studied the Spanish system of security against interlopers on Santo Domingo, and discovered a secret network of coast watchers, African slaves who watched for foreign vessels, with a promise of emancipation if they discovered an intruder. Champlain reported, “These negroes will go a hundred and fifty leagues on foot, night and day, to give such notice and acquire their liberty.”63





Commodore Urdayre’s Spanish squadron departed from Santo Domingo with San Julian, and sailed south and west on a course for Vera Cruz. Champlain wrote that they “coasted the island of Cuba on the south side, where the land is rather high,” and he made an accurate description of that arid shore, with the Sierra Maestra rising behind it.64 They sailed past the pale green waters of Guantanamo Bay and continued due west through “some small islands called the Caymans.” They stopped there for a day, and once again Champlain managed to explore two of them. He accurately described the flora and fauna, and was fascinated by the enormous flocks of birds, and the big iguanas that are still in residence.65


From the Caymans they continued west across the Sound of Campeche toward the coast of Mexico. Their course took them through a tricky channel, edged with dangerous shoals. “The leadline must always be in hand, when passing through this channel,” Champlain wrote. One of their small pataches foundered there, “without our being able to learn the cause.” In mid-passage, Champlain wrote, his ship lay to for a few hours and the crew went fishing. They brought up large quantities of a beautiful fish he had never seen before, “the size of a dory, of a red color and very good if eaten fresh.” This was an accurate description of the red snapper that abound in these waters. Champlain greatly admired its flavor. He noted that this fish was not suited for salting and keeping, but it brought fresh food for the crew, always important to the health and spirits of the ship’s company. He observed that experienced Spanish captains were careful to seize opportunities for fresh water, fruit, vegetables, meat, and fish. From much experience they were more successful than north Europeans in controlling dietary illnesses such as scurvy, which they called the English or Dutch disease. Here again, Champlain learned from them, and acted on their example throughout his career.66





After a voyage of eight days, they reached the coast of Mexico and steered for the port of St. Jean de Luz.67 It was an extraordinary place, an island about half a mile off the coast, also known as San Juan de Ulúa. In Champlain’s time it was, in his words, “the first port of New Spain, where the king’s galleons gathered every year to carry their cargos of silver and gold, pearls and precious stones and cochineal.”68


The site was chosen for security rather than convenience. It was surrounded by shoals, and very difficult to approach by land or sea. Spanish authorities turned the entire island into a fortress. Treasure galleons moored directly to heavy bronze rings set in massive stone walls—not a comfortable berth. Champlain wrote, “The ships are so crowded together that when the wind comes from the north, the most dangerous quarter, the vessels grind against one another, though they are moored fore and aft.” Around the fort a seaborne town grew up, with strange houses rising on piles above the shallows.69


On the mainland, fifteen miles along the coast, was Vera Cruz, the terminus of a great road that led to Mexico City about two hundred miles distant. Champlain wanted very much to go there. An opportunity presented itself when Commodore Urdayre sent two officers to Mexico City with orders to arrange the shipment of silver to the squadron. The commander of this mission was Captain Jeronomino de Vallebrera, master of San Julian. Champlain tells us that Urdayre gave him permission to go along, and he remained “an entire month in Mexico.” Spanish documents confirmed the journey as 39 days long, without mentioning Champlain.70


Champlain was fascinated by what he saw of Mexico. Nearly half of his written account is devoted to this trip. His journey took him through dense tropical forests near the coast, “filled with the most beautiful trees that one could hope to imagine,” and birds of bright plumage. The road continued through “great plains, stretching as far as the eye can see, and covered with immense herds of horses, mules, oxen, cattle, sheep and goats, which have pastures always fresh in every season, there being no winter.” He marveled at the fertility of the Mexican soil, which yielded two crops of grain each year, and orchards that were “never bare of fruit.” He saw grapes as big as plums, and other fruits and vegetables in proportion. Altogether, he wrote, “it is not possible to see or to desire a more beautiful country.”71


Much of Champlain’s account was devoted to the flora, which fascinated him. He described accurately the major fruits and vegetables and field crops. Still more amazing to him were the fauna. He could scarcely believe the strange creatures that he observed: rattlesnakes, fireflies, hermit crabs, llamas from Peru, crocodiles thirty feet long “and very dangerous,” and turtles “of marvellous size, such that two horses would have enough to do to drag one of them.”72


Like many naturalists of his era, Champlain was interested in describing “true wonders” that he discovered. Always there was a tension between what was true and what was wonderful. Behind his approach was an expanding interest in truth-seeking and truth-telling—an attitude that was fundamental to the history of science in Champlain’s generation. We may observe this search for true wonders at work when Champlain heard reports in Mexico of dragons of strange shape, having a head like an eagle, wings like a bat, a body like a lizard, large feet, and a scaly tail. He carefully reported what he had heard, but made clear that he had not seen it with his own eyes.73 In the same spirit he also described the legendary Quezal bird, which was said to have no feet at all, and spent all its life flying. Champlain wrote cautiously, “I have only seen one, which our general bought for 150 crowns.” He was aware that Mexican entrepreneurs had a flourishing business in amputating the feet from dead birds and selling the remains to credulous visitors. Champlain hedged his account of these true wonders, as he would later do in Canada, but he reported what he heard.74


As Champlain made his way into the highlands of Mexico, he found that the natural wonders of the countryside were nothing compared with the marvels of Mexico City, “which I had not believed could be so superbly built of handsome temples and fine houses.” He had no idea of its size before he saw it, and estimated the population at 12,000 or 15,000 Spaniards plus six times that number of Indians—about 100,000 altogether.


As his travels continued, Champlain became more sympathetic to the native people of Mexico. He described them as fully equal to Europeans in intellect, and wrote that they “are of a melancholy disposition, but nevertheless have a very quick intelligence.”75 He was appalled by the treatment they received from Spanish conquerors. Champlain noted a widespread pattern of tyranny, cruelty, and exploitation throughout the Spanish dominions. He reported that the silver mines of Mexico were worked by forced labor, as were the pearl fisheries, the construction of cities, the manning of galleys, and many industries. Champlain attributed this regime directly to the king of Spain, who “reserved the right of employing in them a great number of slaves, to get from the mines, for his profit, as much as they can; and he draws besides the tenth part of all that lessees get, so that these mines can produce a very good revenue to the king of Spain.”76


Champlain was even more horrified by the system of religious tyranny that the Spanish imposed upon the Indians. He wrote that the king of Spain, “at the commencement of his conquests, had established the Inquisition among them, and enslaved them or put them cruelly to death in such great numbers, that the mere account of it arouses compassion.”77 Champlain strongly favored the spread of Christianity in the new world, but not by cruelty and violence. He reported that the Indians were so outraged by their treatment that they made war against the Spaniards, and killed and ate them. So strong was the resistance of the Indians that “the Spaniards were constrained to take away the Inquisition, and allow them more personal liberty, granting them a milder and more tolerable rule of life.”


But even in this more moderate regime, Champlain reported that Indians who did not attend mass were beaten severely by Catholic priests and given “thirty or forty blows with a stick outside the church before all the people. This is the system adopted to keep them in the faith, in which they live partly from fear of being beaten.” Champlain’s horror at this system appeared not only in his text but also in his vivid illustrations of Indians being burned by Catholic inquisitors and beaten at the church door for not attending mass.78


Champlain’s account of Mexico contained many errors. Some things were kept secret from him. He could not discover the location of the silver mines and was not allowed to go near them. He did not understand the source of cochineal, an enormously valuable scarlet dye that was guarded as a state secret in Spanish America. Champlain mistakenly believed that it came from a plant; perhaps he was deliberately misled by Spanish informants. He also confused cacao with the maguey, or agave. But altogether he was a very keen observer, and what he saw had a deep impact on his thinking. Champlain’s visit to New Spain would be fundamental to his career in New France.79 It turned his thoughts to another idea of empire, where Indians and Europeans could live together in a different spirit.





After returning from Mexico, Champlain’s squadron remained for a time at St. Jean de Luz. He reported that he seized another opportunity and “embarked in a patache that was going to Porto Bello, 400 or 500 leagues distant,” near the Isthmus of Panama. “I found a very bad land indeed,” he wrote, “this place of Porto Bello being the most evil and unhealthy residence in the world.” He described a climate of constant rain and extreme heat, and a country so unhealthy that the “greater part of the newly arrived soldiers or sailors die.” He noted the excellent harbor, guarded by two strong castles, but also reported a way to attack it by an unguarded approach.80


Champlain was interested in the Isthmus of Panama, but it appears from his account that he did not explore it. Perhaps he was forbidden to do so. Gold and silver from Peru and Bolivia were brought by sea to the Pacific coast of Panama, and then carried by mule across the Isthmus to Porto Bello. Champlain observed, “If an enemy of the king of Spain held the said Porto Bello, he could prevent anything from leaving Peru, except with great difficulty and risk, and with more expense than profit.”81





Champlain was quick to see the potential for a canal across the Isthmus, and a passage to the “South Sea.” He reckoned that the canal needed only to be four leagues in length to connect two rivers. He underestimated the distance and made an error in his account, writing that one of these rivers flowed through Porto Bello when in fact it went through Colon. Otherwise, his description was accurate.82


Champlain’s patache hastened back to St. Jean de Luz, where the great ships in the squadron were careened on the shore, and their hulls were repaired in preparation for the long voyage home. This was a heavy labor for hard-worked crews, who had to unload each ship, work her ashore, and haul her on her beam ends with block and tackle until her bottom was exposed. Then came the work of scraping and cleaning the hull to remove the heavy growth of weed and barnacles that reduced the ship’s speed and threatened the integrity of her planking. Champlain wrote that the work was finished in fifteen days and Commodore Urdayre’s squadron made ready to sail for Havana, where the treasure ships assembled for their return to Spain.83





It was well that the Spaniards had repaired their ships. As they made their way into the Caribbean Sea, they ran headlong into a huge storm such as Champlain had never met before. “A hurricane from the north caught us with such fury, that we were all lost,” he wrote. The San Julian began to leak again, more dangerously than ever. “Our ship made so much water, that we thought we could not escape this peril,” Champlain remembered. “If we took half an hour’s rest, without pumping out the water, we were obliged to work for two hours without ceasing.”84


The ships lost sight of each other, and San Julian’s pilot had no idea where he was. Luckily they met a small vessel and were warned that they were sailing into danger. It was a miraculous deliverance. “Had we not met with a patache which set us on our course again,” Champlain wrote, “we should have gone to our destruction on the coast of Campeche… our pilot had completely lost his reckoning, but by God’s grace who sent this patache across our path, we made our way to Havana.”85 There they found Don Francisco Coloma, who had arrived safely with his galleons from Cartagena by July 27. The storm-beaten ships of Urdayre’s squadron straggled into Havana harbor during the days of August.86





At this point, Champlain’s narrative became very thin and incomplete. After the hurricane, by his own account, he was in Spanish territory from August of 1599 to the spring of 1601. His Brief Discours covers this period of twenty-one months in only three pages. By comparison, he gave thirty-six pages to his travels from January to August in 1599—a period of seven months. His sketchy account of the later period was rushed and grossly incomplete. Unlike the bulk of his Brief Discours, these last three pages do not match information from other sources. We know from documents in Spanish archives that Don Francisco Coloma surveyed the battered San Julian, judged her to be unfit for sea, and sold her in Havana. Her officers were reassigned to other vessels in the fleet. Champlain’s narrative makes no reference to San Julian’s fate, and mentions no other ship by name.87 He does tell us that he made another voyage from Havana to Cartegena in South America, with a passport from Coloma, who allowed him free access to that magnificent port. He was there a month and a half, and returned to Cuba in December 1599. “I returned to Havana to find our general [Coloma], who gave me a very good reception, for having viewed by his commandement the places where I had been.”88
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En route from Mexico to Cuba, Champlain’s fleet was nearly destroyed by a hurricane, and almost wrecked on the treacherous coast of Campeche. His shattered ship, the San Julian, barely survived, and was condemned in Havana, but Champlain’s sense of mission grew stronger with every test.





Champlain tells us that he remained in Cuba for another four months, explored the island, and admired the town and harbor of Havana, “one of the finest I have seen in all the Indies.” He studied its fortifications and the great iron chain across the narrow entrance to keep enemies at bay. Once again he was deeply interested in Indians and African slaves, and described in brutal detail the slave rancheros who hunted livestock with hooked lances, hamstrung the animals, skinned their hides, and left the carcasses to be eaten by wild dogs. It was another dark image of life in the Spanish empire.89


That period of four months in Cuba took him to the spring of 1600. Some scholars suggest that he visited Florida. Champlain added a brief account of its resources, terrain, soil, and vegetation in only a few sentences, but they were accurate and very revealing of his own purposes. Champlain described Florida as “one of the best countries that could have been desired, for it is very fertile if it were cultivated, but the king of Spain takes no account of it because there are in it no mines of gold and silver.” As always he studied the new world mainly as a place for permanent settlement, and he was contemptuous of Spanish purposes. He was also deeply interested in the Indians of Florida, and wrote of the “great numbers of savages who make war against the Spaniards.” He described the fort at St. Augustine, and his description of natural features had the feel of an eyewitness account.90


In the spring of 1600, Champlain tells us, “the whole fleet of the Indies” gathered in Havana’s huge harbor “from all parts” of the Spanish empire. He sailed home with it, probably leaving in the same season. He reported an uneventful trip, north through the strait between Florida and Cuba, past the Bahamas, where he mistook the long mass of Andros Island for San Domingo. They sailed north with the prevailing winds to the latitude of Bermuda (about 32 degrees), then east at about 39 degrees to the Azores, with their high sugarloaf peaks that are visible for many miles at sea. He marveled at the storms around Bermuda, with “waves as high as mountains,” and was fascinated by the flying fish and their enemies the sharks. They steered for home through waters infested with privateers, and captured two English ships, “fitted out for war.” At last they arrived in Cadiz Bay, probably on August 11, 1600.91





Champlain went to visit his uncle Captain Provençal, who was living at Cadiz in the house of a Spanish friend named Antonio de Villa. The old Captain was very ill, and Champlain decided to move in and look after him. Captain Provençal’s commercial affairs were in disarray, and he asked his nephew to take them in hand. It was a big job. Official papers in Spanish archives give us some idea of what Champlain had to deal with. There was the matter of a trading ship of 150 tons and “merchandise from the vessel” that had been left with associates at the village of San Sebastian, near Vizcaya on the northeastern coast of Spain, very far from Cadiz in the extreme southwest.92


Captain Provençal thought he was owed money by Spanish officials for the charter of San Julian, and for the cargo and supplies that had been in her hold. There were investments in various parts of Spain, and real estate in France as well. It was all a great tangle. Champlain probably had to travel on many commercial errands. He was still at this task on June 26, 1601, when Captain Provençal lay on his deathbed. The dying man summoned a large circle of friends and neighbors, and dictated a new will that made Champlain his heir.


The will was drawn in Spanish, and recorded under the name of Guillermon Elena. It left a large estate to Champlain. The tone of the document tells us much about them both. The dying man wrote, “I say that I have very much love and bequeath to the Frenchman, Samuel Zamplen [sic], born at Brouage in the province with the name Santonze, that he is my heir, for much good work he did for me in my illness, and he came when I needed him.” The captain added that he made Champlain his heir “also for the great love I feel for being married to his aunt, his mother’s sister and also for other reasons and for the just respect I have for him; this moves me to prove for all of these reasons of my own free will and in the greatest way that I can give, and I know that I do thank him with a donation of as much as is necessary for the said Samuel Zamplen.”


A week after the will was signed, Captain Provençal died. By his order the estate passed immediately to Champlain. No inventory or other probate record has been found, but it appears to have been large. The will was drawn under a Spanish law for estates worth more than five hundred times the average income of a laborer in Spain. The dying man swore that “this donation exceeds the quantity mentioned of 500 salaries.” Champlain inherited a landed estate near La Rochelle, “land enough to plant an orchard,” fields, vineyards, houses, and warehouses, along with all its “roads and exits, uses, customs and servants.” He also inherited commercial property in Spain and a ship of 150 tons, along with cash, investments, and merchandise. The generosity of his uncle made Champlain master of a landed estate, and holder of much other property.93





While Champlain was in Cadiz, he began to draft a “Brief Discours” on his travels in the Spanish empire. It was written for a single reader, Henri IV. In a later work, he wrote of his relationship to “the late King Henry le Grand, of happy memory, who ordered me to make the most exact researches and discoveries that I found possible.”94


Champlain probably had not been able to keep a journal or consult maps and charts during his travels—understandably so, given the sensitive nature of his mission. As he wrote, the facts were beginning to blur in his memory. He rarely referred to calendar dates, but constructed a rough and often inaccurate chronology, reckoned by the passage of days and weeks. The circumstances in which he was working may explain the character of the document, which was very rough and uneven. Its early sections were more finished and polished. The latter parts of the text bore the marks of haste, heavy pressure, and frequent distraction. The last three pages were very thin, and filled with gaps and errors. Always Champlain combined his own observations with reports from other sources, a method that he would use throughout his career. He always tried to work from first-hand observation, but did not hesitate to use other material when only that was available. The purpose of his mission appeared in patterns of description. He carefully observed the military condition of New Spain, described its major fortifications, and noted the vulnerability of towns in Panama. Overall he found great strength in the defenses of New Spain, and very little opportunity for France.95 He also painted images of New Spain as a system of violence and exploitation and in that way an example of how not to run an empire.





After a draft of this document was in hand, Champlain returned to France and went directly to Henri IV. Once again he appears to have had no difficulty getting access to the king. “I went to court,” Champlain later wrote, “having just arrived from the West Indies, where I had been nearly two and a half years, after the Spaniards had left Blavet, and made peace in France.” Champlain presented the king with his Brief Discours as a book-length intelligence report, with many maps and illustrations. The king appears to have been very pleased. He granted Champlain an annual pension and ordered him to remain at court.96


Champlain himself wrote later that he felt bound by “His Majesty’s orders, to whom I was under an obligation not only by birth but also by a pension wherewith he honored me as a means to keep me about his person.” At this point Champlain began to receive a regular pension from Henri IV for faithful service.97 The patronage of the king had an impact on Champlain’s material condition. He had already inherited a sizable estate from his uncle, and at some point he also acquired title to several houses in Brouage from his family. His pension from the king also gave him an annual income. Altogether, Samuel de Champlain had become a man of means by about the age of thirty. Later in his life he mentioned this condition of independence in his writings. Of his relations with merchants and major investors in New France, he wrote in 1632, “I am not dependent on them.” He was able to act as his own master, subject only to God and the king, and to the fulfillment of obligations that he had freely chosen to accept. He began to live his life in that spirit.98


Independence gave Champlain a new range of choices. If he wished, he could retire to his estate near La Rochelle, settle down, raise a family, and live the quiet life of a country gentleman. He might also become a courtier in the king’s daily service. Or he could go another way, toward a career of exploration and discovery in the new world. He could do these things on his own terms. Champlain was now his own master, free to follow his dreams.







EXPLORER OF ACADIA










6. GEOGRAPHER IN THE LOUVRE



A Design for New France, 1602




To plan such designs in table talk, to speak from the imagination of distant places… that is not the way to carry out with honor the work of discovery. One must first consider maturely the matters that present themselves in such undertakings, and talk with those… who know the dangers.


—Champlain on his grand design1





IT WAS THE WINTER OF 1602–03. Champlain was in Paris at the court of Henri IV. It was an interesting place for an ambitious young man to be. “People of all conditions went there,” writes Philippe Erlanger, “gentlemen, clergy, captains, cadets eager to make their fortunes. The court was their Eldorado. Here one gained positions, pensions, and commands. Here a royal smile sufficed to change one’s destiny. Here one found also the great model: it was necessary to walk, to dance, to talk as at the court.”2


Others went to court for another purpose, which reveals the distance between their world and ours. They wished only to serve their king. Erlanger quotes Henri’s court poet, François de Malherbe, who observed: “Good subjects are to their Prince as good servants are to their masters. They love what he loves, desire what he desires, share his sadness and his joy, and in general accommodate the movements of their spirit to those of his passion.”3


Those many motives—ambitious and altruistic, selfless and self-serving—drew young Samuel Champlain to the court of Henri IV. It was an institution of astonishing complexity. Sometimes it was called the Royal Household and always it had something of a domestic air. But it was also the seat of power in France, and the center of its civilization. In the year 1602, more than 1,500 people “of rank” belonged to the royal household, not counting 1,400 soldiers of the king’s guard, and menial servants beyond reckoning.4


All this humanity crowded into the buildings of the Louvre, a sprawling compound in Paris between the rue Saint-Honoré and the river Seine. Its architecture was another of the king’s passions, and its buildings were in a state of perpetual reconstruction. Ancient walls rang with the hammers of artisans who were endlessly at work on Henri IV’s projects. In 1594, he had ordered them to build a huge addition to the Louvre, a great gallery that ran along the river from the Pont des Arts to the Pont Royal. Altogether it cost him the immense sum of eight million livres. The king laughed about the money: “People say I am miserly, but I do three things that are unrestrained by avarice: I make war, I make love, and I build!”5
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On return from Spain, Champlain reported to the king, received an annual pension, and was ordered to remain at Court. It was a school of manners for a young adventurer. Upstairs in the Louvre, the King endured boring rituals such as this banquet. Below stairs, he and Champlain worked with experts on cartography and navigation.





The Grande Galerie was fifteen years in construction. Its upper floor was a magnificent open space that extended the full length of the building. There the king liked to walk among his subjects. Below were a mezzanine with elegant shops, a ground floor with studios for artists and musicians, and a vaulted basement with quarters for the palace guard. By 1603, Henri’s Grande Galerie was only half completed. The long hall was filled with craftsmen and laborers, toiling among crowds of elegant noblemen, painted ladies, high clergy in robes of red and purple, musketeers in uniforms of blue and white, scholars in black gowns, servants in livery, opulent merchants, and impoverished petitioners of every rank. In the reign of Henri IV, the Louvre was a place of beauty and refinement. It was also ugly, smelly, noisy, and filthy. Most of all, it teemed with life and throbbed with energy.6





Officers of the royal court held many levers of power in their hands. Even in a monarchy that aspired to absolute dominion, authority was distributed more broadly than one might imagine. The most worthy proposal had to win the support of many people if it was to succeed. The opposition of one powerful person could stop it, and there were many such people here. They could make all the difference for a young man with large plans in mind.


In 1602, the court included four hundred clergy who served the king in his role as rex sacerdos, the ruler-priest who was the sacred leader of France and a living symbol of divine favor. The clergy had a public role of profound importance in early modern Europe. Nothing could be done without them. Champlain was quick to understand that these men were vital to his purposes, and he was careful to cultivate Catholics and Protestants alike.7


Equally important were the high nobility. Hundreds of noblemen lived at court and served Henri in his role as rex princeps, head of state. They conducted the elaborate rituals that were fundamental to the legitimacy of the new Bourbon dynasty. At the same time, the ceremonial life of the court converted a fractious nobility into a mannered aristocracy. It bound these restless men to the king’s will.8


Other nobles in large number assisted the king as rex gubernator, head of government. They were the royal ministers, councillors, and superintendents who attended to the administration of the kingdom. Some of the most able people were governors of provinces and commanders of fortresses, men with much experience in managing institutions. Among them were the sieur de Chaste and the sieur de Mons, who shared Champlain’s purposes.


Among the most powerful men at court were soldiers who served the king as rex dux, commander-in-chief of his armed forces. Henri IV was highly successful in binding the military leaders of France to his person—which was fundamental to the survival of his new dynasty. Young Champlain knew some of these men. He had served on the staff of at least three marshals of France and soldiered with them in Brittany. They could help with his career—and did so.


More numerous at court than the clergy and nobility were men and women of the third estate. In the field of medicine, Henri IV kept eighty royal physicians around him, an entire medical faculty. More than a few were specialists in the venereal diseases that afflicted the vert-galant and his mistresses. Others of the third estate were experts in the arts that added to the douceur de vie which Henri le grand greatly enjoyed. He mustered platoons of painters, companies of sculptors, and battalions of musicians. He gave employment to gifted chefs, both the Italians who served the Medici women at court, and French cuisiniers in the tradition of the great Taillevent, who had invented the first French haute cuisine. Royal couturiers created the constant whirl of fashion that became part of the complex rhythms of modernity.9 Royal parfumeurs improved the aroma of the court, even of the king himself, who was not noted for hygiene (veteran courtiers approached him upwind). Another corps of royal plumassiers supplied the white-feathered panaches that became emblems of the new Bourbon dynasty.10


Some of the most interesting people at court were scholars and scientists. The king recruited experts in many fields and gave them apartments in the basement of the Louvre, where they worked at projects of strategic importance. Among them were the gunsmiths who invented a new and very efficient flintlock musket in these years. It would become the standard infantry weapon in Europe for many generations.


Others were professional geographers. Henri IV was fascinated by maps, globes, and the new cartography. He sponsored a great atlas called the Théâtre Français, which carefully mapped every province in the kingdom for the first time. The king also founded a geographic and hydrographic museum that boasted six huge maps of France, the continents, and the oceans. He created a center in the Louvre below the Grande Galerie, for the development of skills that would be useful in exploration, discovery, and colonization around the world. Experts in astronomy, surveying, cartography, navigation, and geography worked there.11


One of them was Samuel de Champlain. He was not a casual visitor at court but a pensioner of the Crown with a particular job. A close acquaintance described him as géographe du roi, one of many geographers employed by Henri IV in the basement of the Louvre.12 The role of geographer was more than a job for Champlain. It was a calling that he had chosen for himself. He was fascinated by the New World, all the more so after his adventures in the Spanish empire. But what he had seen of the West Indies and Mexico made him less interested in those regions as a field for French ambition. He had witnessed at first hand the appalling inhumanity to American Indians and cruelty to African slaves in New Spain. He knew that sustained effort by France in that part of the New World would lead to incessant strife—and he had seen too much of that at home.
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In Oronce Fine’s “Current and Complete Description of the World” (Paris, 1536), the earth became an image of the human heart and a symbol of the sacré coeur. This linkage of science to humanism and Christianity was central to Champlain’s thinking. The map shows that the least known of its inhabited continents was North America.








In Paris, Champlain’s thoughts turned to North America, and especially to the vast region above the fortieth parallel that had been labeled “Nova Francia” on maps since the voyages of Jacques Cartier. Here French activity could expand without a head-on collision with Spain and Portugal. The English and Dutch were moving into it, and each of their voyages was a warning, but France had a claim that was recognized by other nations. Champlain was keenly aware of the king’s interest in Nova Francia. He knew that Henri IV was determined to convert that geographical expression into an actual country called La Nouvelle France.


Champlain learned of many projects, past and future. With the king’s encouragement, he made it his business to learn more. From 1601 to 1603, he visited French seaports and gathered information from Norman and Breton fishermen who were active in America. He may have spent some time in Dieppe with armateurs, the ships’ chandlers who outfitted ships for voyages to the new world. These men had long memories of earlier ventures.13 He also talked with French seamen who had been sailing to North America since the early sixteenth century, perhaps earlier. Champlain believed that “it was the Bretons and Normands who in 1504 were the first among Christians to discover the grand banks of the codfish and the islands of Newfoundland.”14



[image: Image]

Champlain’s task was to study North America. Among his best sources were French Basques who made annual whaling voyages to seasonal stations such as this one in Red Bay, Labrador, during the 16th century. They traded with the natives in a pidgin speech that combined Basque and Indian languages.





Men of Brouage and La Rochelle were also very active in the American trade. Champlain’s own family had been in the business. As early as 1570, his affluent uncle Guillaume Allène had sent the ship Espérance to Newfoundland with a captain and pilot from Saintonge. Allène’s vessel was big enough to carry twelve “pieces of artillery” and was heavily manned with a crew who could defend themselves in dangerous seas. The voyage was financed by an international partnership of merchants from La Rochelle in France and Bristol in England. Allène’s voyage showed the scale and sophistication of French enterprise in North America during the sixteenth century.15


Every year, even during the worst of the religious wars, hundreds of French fishing vessels made summer voyages from Dieppe, Saint-Malo, Honfleur, Le Havre, La Rochelle, and many other ports. These fishermen worked along the coasts of America from Labrador to Nantucket. They arrived in late spring, stayed a few months, and sailed home in late summer before the autumn storms on the North Atlantic. A few wintered among the Indians, not always by choice. In 1602, a crew from Honfleur found three fishermen in the St. Lawrence Valley who had been marooned by a skipper from Saint-Malo. Others chose freely to live among the Indians, learned their ways, and formed unions with native women. These French seamen gained much knowledge of America.16


Some of Champlain’s best sources were Basque whalers and fishermen—French Basques and Spanish Basques as he called them. Their whaling stations dotted the American coast from Labrador to the Gulf of Maine for many years. They developed the technology of whale hunting and invented the light and graceful whaleboats that would be used for many centuries.17 Later, Champlain got to know a Basque named Captain Savalette, a “fine old seaman” who hailed from the French port of Saint-Jean-de-Luz. They first met in 1607, on Savalette’s forty-second voyage to North America. He had been making annual Atlantic crossings for many years—eighty-three of them since 1565, before Champlain was born. Captain Savalette and his crew of sixteen men worked near Canso in what is now Nova Scotia, operating out of a little fishing cove that Champlain later named in his honor. The work was perilous, but highly profitable. In a good year they took home 100,000 big cod, which brought as much as five crowns apiece on the Paris market.18


Through the sixteenth century, the Basques also traded with Indians, who wanted iron pots, copper pans, steel knives, metal arrowheads, and woolen textiles such as red blankets from Catalonia.19 In return, the Basques wanted furs. So strong was the European demand that the rate of exchange for a fine beaver pelt rose from one knife to eighty knives in the course of Captain Savalette’s career. Europeans also traded for products of the forest: sassafras was valued as a medicinal tea, and ginseng as a sexual restorative. By 1600, Native Americans had become aggressive entrepreneurs. Some Indians got the jump on competitors by acquiring European shallops and meeting European vessels at sea—a maritime equivalent of forestalling the market.20
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Basques invented this 16th-century whaleboat, found intact by underwater archaeology off Labrador. Champlain thought that they were the best whalers in the world and learned much from them.





A complex web of cultural relations had developed between Europeans and American Indians long before Champlain came to the new world. The northern coast acquired a unique trading language, a pidgin speech borrowed from many tongues. Much of it was Basque and Algonquian. A startling example is the word Iroquois. Linguists conclude that it was a complex coinage in the pidgin speech of the North American coast—a French understanding of an Algonquian version of two Basque words that meant “killer people.” The term was well established when Champlain became the first to publish it in 1603.21





In the midst of this flourishing Atlantic trade, many French colonies had been planted during the sixteenth century. Every one of them failed. More than a few were epic disasters. Champlain was dismayed to discover that “so many navigations and explorations had been undertaken in vain, with so much labor and expense.”22 He studied their history with close attention. Why had they gone wrong? What errors had been made? How could one learn from that experience?


His inquiry was a search for the cause of past failure, in the hope of future success. Mainly he was interested in the choices that leaders had made. Four of these failed ventures shaped his thinking in fundamental ways. Among them were efforts by Jacques Cartier in Canada (1534–43), Jean Ribault and René Goulaine de Laudonnière in Florida (1562–67), the marquis de la Roche on Sable Island (1597–1602), and Pierre de Chauvin at Tadoussac (1599–1600). Each of them taught Champlain a lesson about how not to found a colony.





Champlain was especially interested in the career of Jacques Cartier, a seaman of Saint-Malo whose voyages laid the foundation for French claims in North America. Champlain read Cartier’s journals with respect and thought that he was “very knowledgeable and experienced in seamanship, as much as anyone in his time.”23 In 1534 Cartier crossed the Atlantic in the amazing time of two weeks and six days from France to Newfoundland. He explored the coast and entered the estuary of the St. Lawrence River. On the Gaspé Peninsula he found a summer camp of two hundred Laurentian Iroquois who had come down the river to catch tinker mackerel. Cartier treated the Indians brutally, kidnapped several, and took them captive to France.24


[image: Image]


Cartier made a second voyage in 1535. He sailed up the St. Lawrence River to Tadoussac, and continued to Île d’Orléans, Cap-Rouge, and the site of present-day Quebec. He sailed on, to the head of navigation on the river, where he found the large Indian town of Hochelaga near what is now Montreal. His men built a fort there, wintered over, and suffered severely from scurvy. The Indians gave them a remedy from the leaves of a tree they called annedda, but Cartier was shaken severely by that experience and returned to France. Once again he kidnapped Indians, including Donaconna, a powerful leader of the Laurentian Iroquois, and carried him and his sons back to France against their will. They were never seen again in Canada.25


A third mission followed in 1542, led by Cartier and Jean François de la Roque, seigneur de Roberval. They came to Canada with three ships, and planted a settlement on Cap Rouge, near Quebec, where Cartier and Roberval thought they had discovered diamonds and gold. It turned out to be quartz and iron pyrites, and the disappointment gave rise to a French proverb, “false as a diamond from Canada.” The Laurentian Iroquois mistrusted the French, in large part because of Cartier’s cruel treatment of them. He and his men lied repeatedly to the Indians, kidnapped at least ten of them, and gained an evil reputation in America as “wonderful thieves” who would “steal everything they can carry off.”26
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