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    For the two Georges in my life,
Father and Grandson
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‌Author’s Note

    Nobody who writes about John Smith could do so without acknowledging two biographers from the past. Bradford Smith, together with his Hungarian colleague, the historian Laura Striker, published John Smith: His Life & Legend in 1953. Philip Barbour dedicated much of his later life to writing about Smith, including The Three Worlds of Captain Smith (1964) and many papers. Barbour’s three-volume set, The Complete Works of Captain John Smith (1986), represents a lifetime’s passion for the subject, and was published six years after his death.

    For simplicity, all quotes from John Smith’s writings have been taken from The Complete Works. Reading original Jacobean writing in its original form is demanding, so Barbour’s typographic changes to Smith’s original writings remain here. These include altering “u” to “v” where appropriate, and “v” to “u” where needed. The archaic “vv” has been changed to the modern “w”, and I have used the modern “s” to replace “ƒ”. The many italicized words in the first editions have been set in roman.

    Quotations from other individuals have been taken from Barbour’s two-volume set, The Jamestown Voyages 1606–1609 (1969), and from Edward Wright Haile’s Jamestown Narratives: Eyewitness Accounts of the Virginia Colony (1998). The references make these selections clear.

    Dates during this period can cause confusion. By the 1600s, the Julian calendar had drifted by ten days from the solar calendar, so some European countries had already adopted the more accurate Gregorian calendar. Italy, France, Portugal and Spain approved this new calendar in 1582, but England retained the Julian calendar until 1750. This biography is predominately about English history, so the old-style Julian calendar has been retained for English dates. Spanish, Italian and eastern European dates have been retained in the new style Gregorian calendar, and are indicted (NS).

    However, the calendar is more complicated than this. During the period in question, the New Year also varied. Throughout this book, the modern day for New Year on January 1 is used, rather than the old-style New Year, which began in March. In the old-style, John Smith’s baptism day was January 9, 1579, and appears in some modern sources as January 9, 1579/80; here I have used the simpler form, January 9, 1580.

    The name of Virginia’s first settlement is variously called “James Fort”, “James Towne”, “Jamestowne” and “James Cittie” in the literature. For consistency, Jamestown has been used throughout. Foreign words are shown in italics.

    The correct terminology used to describe the indigenous peoples of the Americas is a topic of ongoing debate. When the English colonists arrived, the region was settled by a confederation of tribes led by a mamanatowick, or paramount chief, called Wahunsenacawh. He was known more commonly by the English as Powhatan, after the name of the village where he was most likely born. Each tribe within the Powhatan empire had its own name, and whenever possible I have referred to these peoples by their tribal affiliation. Collectively they are known as Algonquian-speaking peoples, Tidewater people, or most simply the Powhatan.

    The term “Indian” results from an historic error made by the Europeans, and where possible I have tried to avoid perpetuating this terminology. Likewise, I have preferred to use the name Wahunsenacawh rather than Powhatan or Chief Powhatan. However, for historical reasons these words do creep into the text occasionally, particularly when referring to the contemporary English or European view of their neighbours (and of course they also appear in the colonists’ quotes). When used, no disrespect is intended.
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A Man Most Driven
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‌Prologue

    Yet God made Pocahontas the Kings daughter the meanes to deliver me: and thereby taught me to know their trecheries to preserve the rest


    John Smith, New England Trials (1622)

    ‌
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      An apocryphal tale? John Smith Saved by Pocahontas, painted by Alonzo Chappel, circa 1865

     



    On December 30, 1607, an Englishman was dragged before the paramount chief of the native Powhatan tribes of Virginia. His abductors brought out two large rocks, and placed him with his head resting on the boulders. He lay prostrate, waiting for a mercifully swift execution. It was dark inside the longhouse, and as the prisoner’s eyes adjusted slowly to the gloom he became aware that, around him, about two hundred people were looking on in fascination. For most, it was their first sight of a European.

    The prisoner was strong but not tall, standing only as high as his guards’ shoulders. His thick beard mainly covered the ruddy complexion of someone who had spent most of his life in the open. The man was a few days short of his twenty-eighth birthday, an anniversary he did not expect to celebrate. As he lay on the ground, the guards raised their war clubs above his head, waiting for the command from their chief to execute the prisoner in their traditional manner – by beating the brains out of his skull.

    From the shadows of the smoke-filled longhouse, a young girl of perhaps ten or twelve emerged, naked from the waist up, and with only a wisp of black hair hanging down from the back of her shaved head. She turned to the great man presiding over the ceremony, with a familiarity and self-confidence that suggested she knew the chief well. She did, for he was her father. The girl pleaded for the stranger’s life to be spared. The Englishman understood little about what was being said, for his comprehension of the Algonquian language was still rudimentary.

    The chief considered his daughter’s appeal carefully. He was an old man, perhaps sixty or seventy years, broad-shouldered, fit and powerfully built for his age. He wore a robe of raccoon skins with the tails still attached, and around his neck a chain of pearls. He was clearly held in awe by all those present, and “at the least frowne of his brow, their greatest will tremble with feare”.1 The chief was dispassionate as he considered the young girl’s request, his face showing “such a grave and Majesticall countenance”.2

    The Englishman had no option but to await the judgement that would soon enough seal his fate.
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    The rescue of Captain John Smith, English soldier and adventurer, by the “Indian princess” Pocahontas is one of the oldest and most enduring legends to come out of the colonization of America. Smith wrote that “at the minute of my execution, she hazarded [risked] the beating out of her owne braines to save mine”.3 Since that bitterly cold afternoon in late December 1607, the story has been celebrated worldwide in books, paintings, feature films and animated cartoons.

    The only European witness to the event was Smith himself, and his account has been questioned ever since it was first published in 1624. If the only debatable episode in Smith’s extraordinary life was this encounter with Pocahontas, then his version of events might not have attracted quite so much attention – or derision. But this was not the case.

    Smith’s autobiography, The True Travels, Adventures and Observations of Captain John Smith, is packed full of the most incredible incidents: that he fought, defeated and beheaded three enemy commanders in duels; that he was sold into slavery, only to murder his master and escape; that he was captured by pirates, survived shipwrecks and marched up to the gallows to be hanged – only to be reprieved at the last moment. All this happened, or so John Smith claimed, even before he met Pocahontas and her father.

    Some of Smith’s achievements are beyond dispute, most especially his success in saving the Jamestown settlement in Virginia during its first two brutal winters. The surviving settlers recognized that Smith had exercised his skill and experience to help them survive. But he was also a difficult and argumentative man, and he clashed constantly with his fellow colonists. One leader of the colony called Smith “an ambitious, unworthy, and vainglorious fellow”.4

    Centuries later, this reputation lived on. Rather than being universally lauded for saving England’s first permanent settlement in the Americas – which ultimately led to North America becoming part of the English-speaking world – Smith was vilified, maligned and pilloried. Was he really such a villain? Or might he be the victim of envy, internal division and misrepresentation, both in his own day and in the historical record?

    Indeed, Smith never lost his capacity to stir indignation among his detractors, or to arouse great loyalty in his supporters. He combined admirable strengths with great weaknesses: he was authoritarian and autocratic, yet also vulnerable and insecure. His life was a catalogue of defiance and confrontation, disorder and contradiction. It is these flawed and very human characteristics that make him such a fascinating character.

    In his own writings, Smith did little to endear himself to a sceptical reader, or to an assiduous historian. He frequently claimed he was in the right, and that others were grossly incompetent. His spelling was chaotic, his grammar confused, and his dates and timelines an embarrassment to any self-respecting chronicler. In his defence, Smith neither claimed to be an historian, nor would have expected scholars or writers to be poring over his memoirs more than four hundred years after his birth. Nevertheless, given his inflated ego, he would most certainly have taken great satisfaction from knowing that one day this would be the case.

    Smith left many diaries and memoirs of his astonishing exploits, but which of his more fanciful claims are the writings of a deceitful self-publicist – and which are anchored in the historical record?

    This new evaluation of John Smith combines an appraisal of his life with a detective story, as we follow in his footsteps, constantly challenging and assessing his claims. In doing so, we can test his writings against the local history and geography, about which he wrote so much.

    In every sense, Smith was a true Renaissance man: a soldier of fortune, captain of cavalry, colonist, adventurer, diplomat, surveyor and mapmaker; he was also a pirate, a mercenary and a self-confessed murderer. Unravelling the facts from the fiction is complex, but the truth is more revealing and intriguing than you might ever have imagined.

    So what can we make of this man? Is he villain or victim? Even making exception for his archaic writing style, it remains to be seen whether Captain John Smith deserves such redemption.

    ‌


‌1

    
‌Apprentice

    ‌1580–1600

    His minde being even then set upon brave adventures, sould his Satchell, bookes, and all he had, intending secretly to get to Sea


    John Smith, The True Travels (1630)

    ‌


     
     
      
       [image: 49310.jpg]

      

     

    
      Smith spent his childhood in the village of Willoughby, Lincolnshire, and many of the sights he would have known, including the font in which he was baptized, still stand today (photo by Peter Firstbrook).

     



    On the evening of July 26, 1588,1 130 Spanish galleons and armed merchant ships anchored off Calais, a small town on the northwest coast of France. It was the largest fleet ever seen in European waters. The Armada Invencible – literally the “Invincible Great Fleet” – had been sent by King Philip II of Spain to rendezvous with a sixteen-thousand-strong army under the command of the Duke of Parma, the governor of the Spanish-occupied Netherlands. Philip’s plan was for the invasion fleet to secure a landing zone in the Thames estuary, and then ferry Parma’s army across the Channel in barges. Their combined forces of over thirty thousand soldiers would then march on London and claim the English crown for Philip, removing the Protestant English queen from the throne and replacing her with a Catholic monarch. It was an audacious scheme but one that many felt was long in the coming.

    For decades, much of the European continent had been torn apart by religious wars fought between the mainly Protestant north and the largely Catholic south. Now Europe’s rulers awaited word from the Channel with fascination and fear, as mighty Spain decided to wield its formidable power against its rival.

    The English had first sighted Philip’s warships off the coast of Cornwall just eight days previously, although the arrival of the fleet had been expected for some time. Beacons were lit across the south to warn the Queen of the impending invasion. This was the moment England had dreaded, for the country was ill prepared for war against Spain, easily the most powerful nation in Europe at the time. Panic spread across the capital. Mobs attacked foreigners at random, and a force of ten thousand men roamed the streets, hunting out papists and spies. Spanish agents were everywhere. One reported back to Philip that the local militia drilled twice a week and were “certainly very good troops considering they are recruits”.2

    When the Spanish fleet arrived off Calais, they found Parma’s army was not ready for action – he needed at least another six days of preparations for his forces. Today, Calais is a busy cross-channel ferry port, but in 1588 there was no deep-water harbour where a large fleet might find protection. Instead, the Armada anchored between Calais’ sandy beaches and the treacherously shallow banks offshore. The admiral of the fleet, the Duke of Medina Sidonia, understood well enough that his ships were vulnerable at anchor, but there was little else he could do.

    As darkness fell, Sidonia did not have to wait long for the English to seize their opportunity. At midnight, his lookouts were horrified to see eight fire-ships bearing down on them in the freshening southwesterly breeze. The vessels lit up the night sky, their decks cracking and buckling as the inferno engulfed the wooden hulls. The Spanish commanders feared the fire-ships were packed with gunpowder, which could obliterate their anchored fleet. In fact gunpowder was in short supply in England, and the fire-ships were filled mostly with pitch, brimstone and tar – all highly combustible but not dangerously explosive. Nevertheless, the tactical effect on the Spanish fleet was immediate.

    The well-organized commanders of the principal warships held their positions, but the rest of the fleet – mostly merchant ships with less disciplined crews – cut their anchor cables and took flight. In the panicked confusion, many ships collided, although all managed to avoid the fire-ships. Unable to restore order to the fleet, Sidonia’s force was vulnerable. It was time for the English warships to close for action.

    The two navies clashed a few miles northeast of Calais, off Gravelines. The English commanders had learned much about the strengths and weaknesses of the Spanish fleet during previous skirmishes in the Channel. They knew, for example, that the large quantities of supplies carried below decks made it difficult for the Spaniards to reload their heavy guns. So the English captains held off at a distance and provoked the enemy gunners into wasting their shot. Then the smaller but more manoeuvrable English ships moved to within one hundred yards of the enemy. After eight hours of close bombardment, the English themselves began to run short of ammunition. Some gunners resorted to using chains in their guns when they ran out of cannon balls. By four in the afternoon, the English sailors’ gunpowder was running low, and they withdrew.

    Five Spanish ships were lost and several others severely damaged. As the wind veered to the south and strengthened, the “Invincible Great Fleet” was unable to muster a counter-attack, and had no choice but to sail north. Every one of Sidonia’s precious warships survived its retreat into the North Sea, but many of the weaker armed merchant vessels were wrecked off the coasts of Scotland and Ireland; nearly half the Armada was lost. King Philip’s plan to join forces with Parma’s army had been thwarted, and the English gained some breathing space in their undeclared war with Spain.

    With the Armada repulsed, England celebrated, and bells rang out from every church in the land. A whole generation of young men and boys grew up, inspired by the heroes of the day: Lord Howard, Sir Francis Drake, Sir Walter Raleigh, Sir John Hawkins. All were renowned for their expertise on the sea, but now the Spanish dreaded them. With men like this commanding the English navy, God must surely be on the side of the Queen. A thanksgiving service was held at St Paul’s Cathedral, and a commemorative medal struck, which carried the words: “God blew and they were scattered”.3 The English people genuinely believed the tempest that overwhelmed the Armada was no ordinary storm, but the work of their Protestant God.

    Although the Spanish Empire remained dominant for several decades to come, the routing of the Armada marked the beginning of a shift in the balance of naval and global supremacy. England no longer considered itself a second-rate power. The year 1588 was a hinge point in the nation’s history, as it opened prospects abroad for a new generation of adventurous young men. Prospects perhaps best displayed in one of the enduring icons of that year: an oil painting of Queen Elizabeth by George Gower, called the Armada Portrait. The window to the left of the seated queen shows English ships bearing down on the Spanish fleet; the window on her right depicts the Armada wrecked on a rocky shore. Most tantalizing of all is Elizabeth’s right hand, which rests, relaxed and confident, on a globe. Her fingers point towards the Americas, as if to encourage her loyal and exuberantly joyous subjects to take up the next great challenge of her reign – the English expansion overseas.

    ‌
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      Queen Elizabeth after the defeat of the Armada, in a portrait attributed to George Gower (circa 1588); her hand rests on a globe as if to encourage her great naval heroes to broaden their horizons (courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London)
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    One hundred and forty miles north of London, in the county of Lincolnshire, lies the small village of Willoughby. In the year of the Armada, the village comprised a handful of thatched cottages clustered around the church of St Helena, the patron saint of archaeologists. The parish church, built of square-coursed greenstone, has its origins in the early fourteenth century.

    A short walk across the fields from the church is a red-brick house called Covells Farm House. The house has been substantially rebuilt from the traditional thatched, “mud and stick” dwelling of 1588, when the bells of St Helena were peeling to announce the defeat of the Armada. In those days, the residents of the house were tenant farmer George Smith and his wife, Alice.

    There is no record of the actual birth date of their first-born son, John, but the parish register shows he was baptized on January 9, 1580. In those times, superstitions as well as infant mortality ran high, and parents christened their children on the day of their birth if they possibly could.4 It was believed a baby was born with original sin, and if the infant died before baptism, it would remain in limbo – on the edge of Hell – for eternity. No God-fearing family would wish such a fate on their newborn. The octagonal stone font baby John was baptized in is still in use, and the remnants of metal hasps once used to secure a wooden lid to prevent witches from stealing the holy water, are still visible on top.

    John was followed by a second son, Francis, baptized November 6, 1581. A third son, Richard, and a daughter, Alice, were christened together on July 16, 1586, so they must have been twins; baby Richard only lived for ten days.

    The village of Willoughby (or “Wilgebi” or “Willebi”, according to the Domesday Book of 1086) lies on the edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds, an area of low, rolling hills and steep valleys. Here, the mix of poor and good land had long been shared fairly between tenant farmers, even before the Domesday Book was written. George Smith’s fields were divided into strips, each a furlong long (660 feet), the distance a team of oxen could plough without resting. The fields were a chain wide (66 feet), giving a cultivated area of an acre, which was as much as a man could till in a day. Because the good and poor land was distributed evenly between the farmers, Smith’s fields were scattered around the parish. Like most English villages of the period, the pasture grazing was common land, shared by all.

    The parish recorder offered a meticulous accounting of the contents of the Smith home in 1596.5 The family ate from pewter plates, rather than the wooden platters typically used in poorer households. There were at least four feather beds; not the poorer man’s straw mattress equivalents. The kitchen contained eight “kittles”, five “pannes”, three brass pots and “on[e] pot of butte[r] that hath vi [six] cakes”. In the farm, the inventory lists three young horses, four mares, two oxen, six cows, and five calves. There were two ploughs plus other farming implements, hay in the yard and corn in the barn. George Smith’s chattels were listed as being worth £77 16s 2d (about two years’ wages for a craftsman).6 Such relative wealth meant he could employ a servant girl, and probably a farm labourer or two. George Smith was no impoverished peasant farmer, reliant on the vagaries of storm and drought, or the whims of a capricious landlord. His house was well equipped, and his farm fully stocked with animals, equipment and foodstuffs.

    Even so, George claimed to be a “poore tenant” of Peregrine Bertie, the 13th Baron Willoughby de Eresby. Like any typical English tenant farmer, he did not own the land he worked, but instead paid an annual tithe to his landlord. However, George also had his own land, for his will listed seven acres in Great Carlton, Lincolnshire, plus “two tenements” and a house in Louth. Despite these acquisitions, George did not aspire to the title of “gentleman”, nor even that of “yeoman”. Either title would have brought with it greater social responsibilities – and higher taxes. In the inventory of his estate, he is referred to simply as a “husbandman”, a term for a free tenant farmer or small landowner.

    Nevertheless, George was for the most part a respected and trusted figure in the community. The court rolls show he was called to be a juror several times between 1584 and 1591.7 He did run afoul of the law himself on several occasions, appearing before the same court in which he sometimes served as a juror.

    We can infer from this information that George Smith was a humble man, content with his position in life and with little ambition to improve it. His father’s lack of social ambition probably rankled with John, who spent much of his life fighting the archaic and rigid system of class mobility in England.

    Elizabethan society had a well-defined hierarchy: the monarch was God’s representative on Earth; the nobility ranked second; the gentry third; then merchants, yeomanry and labourers in descending order. It was believed God had ordained this structure, and each group had specific privileges and responsibilities. Parliament regulated the clothes each class could wear, and it was considered insolent for a member of a lower order to dress in the apparel of the rich. The lords in Parliament claimed these rules helped ensure the maintenance of social order, and they also provided a quick and easy way to identify those of rank and privilege.

    It was, however, sometimes possible to move up (or down) the social ladder. The titled nobility recruited from the ranks of wealthy merchants, and bankrupts and defaulters continuously renewed the lowest levels of society. Still, movement between social classes was not straightforward. One route, which no doubt appealed to John Smith, was through profitable ventures. Francis Drake, for example, was the eldest son of a Devonshire farmer; he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 1581 for his success as a privateer. The fact that Drake’s godfather was Francis Russell, 2nd Earl of Bedford, had, of course, helped matters. Yet despite Drake’s strong family connections and his undoubted achievements as a sailor, he was not exempt from derision. As late as 1592, when Drake’s triumphs were more than obvious, the Spanish military officer Gonzalo González del Castillo claimed in a letter to King Philip II: “The people of quality dislike him for having risen so high from such a lowely family.”8 Such was the snobbery of late sixteenth-century England.

    Despite the shining example of heroes such as Drake, John Smith was reminded regularly of the social ceiling through which a freeman found it all but impossible to rise. Breeding and contacts were everything. No matter how experienced, intelligent, well-informed and competent you might be, if you were not born into the right family, sent to a good school and then a university where you would make valuable contacts, the opportunity to elevate yourself was very limited.

    John understood this. He was born into a comfortable but unpretentious household, which held few obligations for the family – but also few opportunities for the son.
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    In Willoughby, as in every small village across the land, households aimed to be self-sufficient except for an occasional visit to the flourmill or blacksmith. During the long days of summer, the men were in the fields from daybreak to dusk. During the winter, they spent their time making and mending, repairing implements, tanning leather, carving wooden spoons and bowls, and preparing for the new season. By today’s standards, life was tough, tenuous and mind-numbingly tedious.

    John’s youth was marked by a repetitive annual cycle of hard labour: ploughing, sowing, planting, felling, lambing, shearing, harvesting, slaughtering and then ploughing again. From an early age, John and his brother Francis would have worked in the fields alongside their father. Meanwhile, their sister, Alice, was at their mother’s side, helping to cook, preserve, spin and darn. Covells Farm House still has its original vast fireplace, where Alice would have gently stirred a cast-iron stew pot and hung freshly slaughtered legs of pork to preserve in the wood smoke.

    However, by 1588, the year that St Helena’s bells rang out news of the Armada’s defeat, John was already attending a free “petty school” in the market town of Alford, a four-mile walk from home. (The term “petty” probably derived from the French word petit.) Schooling might have relieved him of the drudgery of the fields, but life as a schoolboy in sixteenth-century England was no easy option either.

    For the next four years, John’s day followed the highly structured routine prescribed in the “manner books” of the period. The explosion in printing during the sixteenth century produced manuals on behaviour for every imaginable social situation. As soon as he woke, the young schoolboy would pray, wash, dress, clean his shoes, comb his hair and make his bed; he would then greet his parents and pack his satchel with quill and ink, a penknife, books and paper. There was no breakfast, so his morning walk to school was on an empty stomach. Smith would then have worked until eleven, when the children paused for a midday meal. Lessons resumed at one o’clock and continued until five, when the boys had prayers and were released. John would rarely have been home before early evening.

    The petty school in Alford was established in 1566 with a donation of fifty pounds from a local merchant. It was later granted a charter by Queen Elizabeth, “for the Education, Instruction and bringing up of children and Youth for ever to continue”.9 Today, it is a successful grammar school with nearly six hundred students; when John attended, the classroom held barely a dozen pupils.

    The school was in a tiny room over the front porch of Alford’s parish church, St Wilfrid’s. The church is built on a slight rise and has dominated the small market town ever since it was established in the fourteenth century. Remarkably, the schoolroom Smith attended still exists. To reach it involves climbing a narrow, stone spiral staircase before pushing open a heavy oak door to reveal a tiny room with a small fireplace in one corner.

    In Elizabethan England, religion was an essential part of a child’s education, and so too was Latin – the language of law and the clerics, even after the English Reformation. Every English schoolboy learned from Lily’s Grammar of Latin – a primer prescribed by Queen Elizabeth since 1559. Lessons at petty school were correspondingly prescriptive, and John’s education involved learning to read and write English, to use good manners and behaviour.10 The Catechism, a critical part of the recent religious reforms, outlined the particulars of the English Protestant faith; children were expected to learn its passages by heart. John read his lessons from a “hornbook”, a parchment usually pasted to a wooden board with a handle, and covered with a thin sheet of transparent horn, which made it both durable and inexpensive to produce. The board itself presented the fundamentals of learning: the alphabet in uppercase and lowercase letters, together with the Lord’s Prayer (in English) and the sign of the Christian cross.

    Notwithstanding these Christian teachings, young John grew into an argumentative and truculent man who regularly questioned those in authority. He is unlikely to have picked up these qualities from his father, who by all accounts was self-effacing and modest. Nor was he likely to have learned them from a close reading of the Bible or the Catechism. However, his schoolmaster, the Reverend Francis Marbury, set a very different example.

    The Cambridge-educated Marbury proved to be an irritating thorn in the side of the Anglican Church early in his career as a cleric and teacher. The Reformation was still in its infancy, and many Protestants believed fervently that the reforms had not gone far enough to cleanse the church of Catholic rites. The most vocal of these critics were the Puritans, and Marbury was a member of one of the most radical of their factions – the Presbyterians. The fiery cleric often found himself called upon by God to accuse the bishops of placing badly educated and poorly trained ministers in parish churches.

    His bishops took understandable exception to his views, but even more to his outspokenness. On November 5, 1578, Marbury was tried at an ecclesiastical court in St Paul’s Cathedral in London. It seems this was a rancorous exchange between the deacon and the Bishop of London, who called him “a very ass, an idiot, and a fool”.11 Marbury was found guilty of heresy and locked up for two years in the notorious Marshalsea Prison, on the south side of the River Thames in Southwark.12 (The appalling conditions there became widely known after Charles Dickens featured the prison in his novel Little Dorrit.)

    Marbury was released from Marshalsea in 1580 at the age of twenty-five. Now considered “reformed”, he was sent to what was then considered a remote posting: Alford. It was close to his ancestral home, and in that there was a small blessing. He rose to be curate (deputy vicar) of St Wilfrid’s parish church, and was then appointed master of the petty school in 1585, not long before John Smith arrived.

    Marbury must have been a formidable figure, towering over his impressionable young students as he lectured them. Unfortunately, the schoolmaster could not hold his tongue, and by 1590 he was in trouble again. This time the outspoken curate accused the bishops of being “self-seeking soul murderers” – these blasphemous words articulated from the pulpit of St Wilfred’s, no less! In return, the incensed Bishop of Lincoln called Marbury an “impudent Puritan”, removed him from preaching and teaching, and put him under house arrest for the next three years.13

    The Jesuit motto “Give me a child until he is seven and I will give you the man” is allegedly based on the words of Francis Xavier. It is certainly a reminder of the power of early teaching. While there is no direct evidence of how Marbury might have influenced John Smith, Marbury’s daughter, Anne Hutchinson – born the year after her father was removed from his teaching post at Alford – may provide some clues. Anne was better educated than most girls of the period, and her father kept a close rein on the direction of her schooling, particularly during her earliest years when he was under house arrest. Like her father, Anne held deep religious convictions that were at odds with the established clergy, and she had the self-belief to challenge the orthodoxy of the time. Later, at her own trial in America, the Reverend Hugh Peter of Salem said Anne had “stepped out of [her] place”. He went on to accuse her of being more of “a preacher than a hearer; and a magistrate than a subject”.14 She too was subsequently banished by the court for her outspoken beliefs – not to a rectory garden like her father, but to Rhode Island.

    Marbury clearly imparted his contempt for authority on Anne, so it is likely some of his radical beliefs, as well as his temperament, rubbed off on his pupils in Alford. Undoubtedly, ten-year-old schoolboy John Smith would have learned that Marbury had been placed under house arrest for righteously speaking his mind. It was a model of honourable behaviour that Smith would emulate more than once in later life.
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    In 1592 or 1593, John’s father packed his oldest son off to the King Edward VI grammar school. The school was in Louth, a large market town some fifteen miles northwest of Willoughby, and John was a boarder there from around the age of twelve to fifteen. Louth was certainly a step up from Alford, with its Wednesday and Saturday markets and a fair three times a year. The town was larger, louder and rowdier than anything John had experienced, and to his young eye it must have seemed a metropolis. Today, Louth is a refined Georgian market town, but there are buildings still standing there that give a hint to what it was like in Smith’s day – thatched houses with wattle and daub walls, small windows, and doors so low you have to stoop to enter. John’s father is thought to have owned at least one house in Westgate, and it is possible John lived there when he was at school.

    ‌
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      John’s classroom in his petty school in Alford (left), over the front porch of the parish church, as it appears today (photo by Peter Firstbrook). Following the dissolution of the religious guilds in 1548, the King Edward VI Grammar School, Louth (the school seal is shown right) was given a royal charter as well as a handsome endowment. By enrolling John in the King Edward VI Grammar School, John’s father revealed he had grand ambitions for his son. (Courtesy of National Education Network)

     



    King Edward VI is one of the oldest schools in England, tracing its origins back to 1276 or earlier. The school regime was strict, with rigid rules governing behaviour: no taunting of masters, no obscene language, no wearing of daggers and no drunkenness. Indeed, the school’s seal bore a revealing inscription, translated from the Latin: “He that spareth the rod hateth his son.” To ensure the message was not lost, the seal also showed a pupil being thrashed soundly by his schoolmaster.

    Apart from the basics of Latin, English grammar and mathematics, the school drummed into Smith strong moral principles: self-discipline, resilience, moderation and a keen sense of justice. George Smith must have held high ambitions for his son, because the costs to keep his son at grammar school were significant, not to mention the loss of the boy’s labour on the family farm.

    However, John was not a diligent student. When he was thirteen, he claimed to have sold his satchel and books with the intention of running away to sea. On his return to school, his punishment would have been only too predictable.

    In 1595, George Smith arranged for his son to be apprenticed to a prominent merchant called Thomas Sendall, of King’s Lynn. A young man in John’s position would normally be expected to take over the family farm, and this was likely his father’s plan. However, a life of hard labour in the Lincolnshire fields seemed not to appeal to John. He wrote in The True Travels that as a young boy, “his minde being even then set upon brave adventures”15; he wanted more. A merchant’s apprenticeship might well have been a compromise acceptable to his father; a livelihood based on trade was safe and comfortable and would make good use of the education George had secured for his son. In time, the job might also allow John to rise to be a member of Sendall’s merchant class.

    Smith never recorded how he travelled to King’s Lynn to pursue his new path towards adulthood. If he walked, he would have taken a sixty-five-mile course that curved around the edges of the low-lying fens which surround the Wash. Attempts to drain the Fenland did not start until the 1630s, so his journey would have been treacherous, traversing wetlands criss-crossed with creeks and ditches, and flooded frequently by the sea. Daniel Defoe described the area as “a flat, level, and often drowned country, like Holland itself; here the very ditches are navigable, and the people pass from town to town in boats, as in Holland”.16 Smith might instead have picked a passage on a coastal ship out of Skegness, Wainfleet or Boston to take him across the Wash to King’s Lynn, taking his first chance at sea. If so, it would have been the first of many sea voyages for the young man. In any case, when he got to King’s Lynn, he was a world away from the monotony of a life of farming.

    As he entered the town John would have been dazzled by the frenetic pace of a busy port. Walking around the harbour, his ears would have been assaulted by the cacophony of half a dozen European languages. The merchant ships were bigger than anything he had seen before, and newcomers strained their necks trying to take them in. An intoxicating perfume of tar and oakum, seaweed and raw sewage hung thickly in the air, and commotion was everywhere. It was a heady mix, and John must have known it signalled more than just his own excitement: here was adventure and opportunity.

    King’s Lynn had prospered from its position on the country’s east coast. The port’s merchants had developed a successful trade in wool with the Hanseatic League, a confederation of merchant guilds in the Baltic and North Sea that prospered between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the 1590s the town’s main export was grain. In return, iron, timber and pitch were brought in from the Continent.

    The merchant Thomas Sendall became wealthy on this trade – Smith called him “the greatest Merchant of all those parts”17 – and Sendall was honoured three times with the title of mayor of the town. Appropriate to his standing, Sendall lived in a grand town house on Nicholas Street, close to the harbour and warehouses. (The building is used today as a hotel, which is reputed to be haunted; the huge oak beam over the Elizabethan fireplace still bears the signs of an exorcism.) This was where John Smith unpacked his bags and began his apprenticeship.

    John had a binding agreement with Sendall. In return for board and lodging he would sit at a desk all day, poring over the merchant’s ledgers. This was not what he had in mind when he left home, dreaming of journeys upon the ocean alongside Sir Francis Drake.

    Fate, however, intervened. John had been working for Sendall for less than a year when George Smith died. On April 3, 1596, John returned home to Willoughby to bury his father at St Helena’s church. The division of George Smith’s earthly possessions followed, John’s father having made his will a few days previously, already being “in bodie weake and paynde”.18 Officiating duties were handled outside the family, as George Smith had asked his friend, George Metham, to supervise the division of the estate. To Peregrine Bertie (Lord Willoughby), George left the best of his young colts. George’s wife received ten pounds (worth over one thousand pounds today), a bedstead and furnishings, together with the farm at Willoughby, with the proviso that if she remarried, the property went to his eldest son. John got his father’s seven acres of pasture in Great Carlton, while Francis was bequeathed the two tenements and the house in Louth; Alice received ten pounds, a bedstead and half the brass and pewter. The poor of Willoughby were also awarded a small donation.

    After his father’s funeral, John did not return to Sendall’s house. Whether Sendall realized the boy’s heart was not in the task and decided he was better off without him, or whether John simply chose not return, is not clear. Either way, John was released from following his father’s plan, and now, with a modest income from his inheritance, he could take off on his own course. Or so he thought.

    In a testy comment in The True Travels, Smith complained “the Guardians of his estate more regarding it than him, he had libertie enough, though no meanes, to get beyond the Sea.”19 It appears his father’s old friend, George Metham, intervened and blocked his ambitions. Metham would almost certainly have wanted John, as the eldest son and heir, to stay with his mother on the farm. Young John’s plans to travel were considered inappropriate.

    John’s future, however, was not put on hold for long. His mother remarried a few months after George’s death, and the farm went to John, according to the terms of the will. The name of her new husband, Martin Johnson, is not found in the Willoughby parish register, which suggests he was from outside the village. The couple moved away, possibly to Boston (more than a day’s travel from Willoughby), where Johnson died in 1609.

    In the sixteenth century, adults rarely stayed unmarried for long after the death of their partner. Life was too difficult to face alone, especially for a woman. Nevertheless, John considered the speed of his mother’s remarriage inappropriate. There is no evidence he ever saw his mother again after the household effects were inventoried in February 1597. A later comment that she had died “when he was about thirteene” – many years earlier than was the fact – may suggest he remained angry about her swift remarriage for the rest of his life.

    It’s quite possible John felt rejected by his mother, and that once she had a new husband, he considered himself to have no further responsibility for her wellbeing. With his newly acquired income from the farm, he was no longer tied to school, village, apprenticeship or family. He was now a free agent.

    Towards the end of 1596, while John was pondering his future prospects, alarming news began to reach England of yet another attempted invasion by the Spanish. Reports varied over exactly where the new Armada intended to strike, but there is historical evidence that the plan was to land fifteen thousand Spanish troops in either Plymouth or Portsmouth, where they could attack key naval dockyards.20 However, the Spanish plot was defeated by the winds once again. The 1596 Armada left too late in the year, and in mid-October a severe southwesterly gale decimated the fleet. Seven galleons, twenty-five merchant ships, several smaller craft and two thousand men were lost. Nonetheless, it was a timely reminder. Elizabeth’s Protestant England was still vulnerable to the might of Philip’s Catholic Spain.
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    There were several options available to an enterprising young man looking to satisfy his appetite for adventure in the late sixteenth century. He could go to sea, perhaps joining the crew of a ship engaged in privateering, in the hopes of relieving the Spanish of their riches on the transatlantic gold run. Alternatively, he could try his hand in Ireland, where the English crown had confiscated land from the clans and was encouraging colonization by English settlers. John Smith eventually did both in later years, but in 1597 he chose a third option: fighting the Spanish Catholics on dry land.

    Smith’s record of this period in his life is brief, and the chronology is confusing – again adding to earlier biographers’ frustrations. A brief line in The True Travels mentions a trip to the Continent, where he planned to join Captain Joseph Duxbury’s regiment as it prepared to fight in the Spanish Netherlands:

    Peace being concluded in France, he went with Captaine Joseph Duxbury into the Low-countries [the Netherlands], under whose Colours having served three or foure yeeres.21


    It is a tantalizing hint at Smith’s new role as a mercenary, and his references to Duxbury and peace in France have historical credibility. In France, King Henry IV had recently settled his disagreements with Pope Clement VIII, who lifted his excommunication of Henry and declared him to be the “most Christian King of France and Navarre”22 (despite Henry’s past as a practising Calvinist). This suggests Smith crossed over to the Continent in the spring or summer of 1597.

    At the time, the Netherlands and Spain were engaged in a protracted war in the Low Countries – the “Dutch Revolt” or “Eighty Years War”. The conflict split the region into an independent northern sector governed by the Calvinist-dominated separatists (an area which would later become the Netherlands) and a southern sector that remained a Catholic stronghold (essentially modern Belgium). In the south, Spain retained a large army to be used against France, if and when necessary. King Philip II had tapped a portion of this army for his invasion of England in 1588, before the Spanish Armada was defeated.

    When Smith arrived on the Continent in 1597, Captain Duxbury was serving under Francis Vere, a distinguished military officer who had been fighting in the Low Countries since 1585. After a successful defence of his garrison in 1598, Vere was knighted on the field of battle by none other than Peregrine Bertie, the 13th Baron Willoughby de Eresby, who was then commander of the English forces. (Vere also happened to be the first cousin of Lady Mary, Lord Willoughby’s wife.)

    From birth, John Smith had been closely associated with Lord Willoughby. His father had left Bertie his finest young colt in his will, and had charged John “to honor and love” his Lordship. Smith would undoubtedly have heard gossip on the quayside in King’s Lynn about the latest war against the Catholics, and this must have fired his imagination. It is also possible he used his contacts with Willoughby to secure his position fighting under Duxbury.

    As commander of the English forces in the Low Countries, Willoughby was in a difficult position. The Dutch resented the presence of the English and refused to supply Willoughby with money, food or clothing for his troops. Smith’s time in Willoughby’s army must have taught him as much about the art of scavenging and survival as it did about the art of war, providing him with knowledge that would prove invaluable later in life.

    Smith shared very little about his time in the Low Countries, but we can reconstruct his movements from other sources. Duxbury did not gain his commission as a captain until March 30, 1599, and he was killed at Nieuwpoort on June 2 the following year.23 Therefore, the only likely action Smith would have seen under Duxbury was in the spring of 1599, when the Spanish army laid siege to Bommel, an island in the River Scheldt. Sir Francis Vere arrived with his English army of six thousand men and attacked Spanish positions that had successfully blockaded the Dutch town.24 So Smith is mistaken about the time he spent under Duxbury; he could only have been with him for a couple of years at most, and not the “three or four years” he claimed. However, there is little doubt Smith saw battle, and he later wrote that he regretted “to have seene so many Christians slaughter one another”.25

    While Smith was in the Low Countries, Willoughby’s eldest son, Robert Bertie, saw action in Cadiz, fighting the same enemy. For his “valour” in capturing the Spanish city, Robert was allegedly knighted at the tender age of fourteen.26 Robert was nearly three years John’s junior, and Smith could be forgiven for feeling bitter about being born the son of a farmer, not an aristocrat.

    In April 1599, Robert wrote to his father asking if his younger brother, fourteen-year-old Peregrine, could join him “in his voyage”, meaning a study tour in France, a popular pursuit of noble young men. Willoughby agreed, and on June 26, 1599, Peregrine was granted permission to travel to France “for 3 years, with his tutor, 2 servants, 2 horses, and £60”.27 This licence to travel was mandatory for all English subjects (except for known merchants), as it helped reduce the spread of plague and other poxes. The licence, granted by a local magistrate, also provided a record of travels to foreign lands at a time when aristocrats and commoners alike could fall under suspicion for supporting the Catholic Church.28

    By the time young Peregrine had received his licence and was ready to travel, John Smith had returned to Lincolnshire from the Netherlands. Smith offered to accompany Peregrine to France and the Baron most likely did the local tenant farmer’s son a favour by agreeing to the request. The group travelled initially to London, giving Smith what was probably his first view of the capital. Then they continued by boat to the Continent:

    At last he found meanes to attend Master Perigrine Barty [Bertie] into France, second sonne to the Right Honourable Perigrine, that generous Lord Willoughby, and famous Souldier.29


    It would have taken Smith and his charge at least a month to cover the five hundred miles between Willoughby and Orléans, especially as they had the attractions of London and Paris to sample on the way. So they are unlikely to have arrived before August 1599.

    Their licence was for a stay of three years, but Smith left almost immediately. He was short on details as to why: “His service being needlesse, within a moneth or six weekes they sent him backe againe to his friends.”30 The Bertie boys gave him ten shillings “out of his owne estate” – in other words, they were kind enough to release his own money to him. Smith went on to say they wanted “to be rid of him”, which implies they had a disagreement.

    Smith resented the rigid class system, and with two younger aristocratic boys under his wing, he might well have overstepped the line and considered himself their equal, which the boys would have begrudged. It could also be that Smith was simply a difficult, headstrong person to have as a travelling companion. Perhaps having been subjected to harsh discipline at school and in the army, he proved to be too autocratic for the boys, who were now free of any parental control. Smith certainly became a disciplinarian later in his life. His reference to “fatherless children” might be derisive, a judgement on the unruly offspring of Lord Willoughby.

    Never missing an opportunity to build his network of connections, Smith stopped in Paris on his way home. He was looking for a friend of Lord Willoughby’s, a Scottish nobleman called Lord Alexander Hume. This would have been towards the end of 1599, at the earliest. During his search in Paris, Smith met a relation of his Lordship’s, Sir David Hume, a poet and intellectual:

    Growing acquainted with one Master [sic] David Hume, who making some use of his purse, gave him Letters to his friends in Scotland to preferre [present] him to King James.31


    Smith had to pay handsomely for this introduction to the King of Scotland, but it was an opportunity not to be missed. Smith headed down the River Seine to Le Havre to find a ship for Scotland. He wrote that he was “seeing his money neere spent”, so the time was right for him to head home.

    It was cheaper, quicker and safer to travel to Scotland by sea, so Smith first sailed to the busy fishing port of Enkhuizen in Holland, before finding a ship for Leith, the harbour serving Edinburgh. It was now late in the year, so the days were short and the sailing conditions unfavourable. His ship for Leith ran onto the rocks on the holy island of Lindisfarne:

    At Ancusan [Enkhuizen] he imbarked himselfe for Lethe, but as much danger, as shipwracke and sicknesse could endure, hee had at the holy Ile in Northumberland neere Barwicke.32


    Smith’s childhood fantasy of a life on the seas was meeting the first of several real-life misfortunes. He was taken ill on Lindisfarne, and it was some time before he could continue on to Scotland.

    Now short of funds, Smith most likely walked from Berwick to Edinburgh, a distance of some fifty-seven miles, or relied on the favours of passing carts. He reported that he found the Scots to be hospitable, but his ambitions to be accepted into the Court of King James VI of Scotland never materialized:

    After much kinde usage among those honest Scots at Ripweth and Broxmoth, but neither money nor meanes [sponsorship] to make him a Courtier, he returned to Willoughby in Lincolne-shire; where within a short time being glutted with too much company.33


    These were the words of a crestfallen man. He had exhausted his funds to get to Scotland and present himself as a potential courtier, but without success. After his shipwreck, illness and rejection at Holyrood Palace, it made sense for Smith to return to Lincolnshire. He was, after all, only the son of a tenant farmer. So he returned to his roots in the spring or early summer of 1600.

    But Smith’s homecoming did not suit him either. He complained that he was “glutted [overwhelmed] with too much company”. This was hardly surprising; apart from the Willoughby family, Smith was the most travelled person ever to leave the parish boundaries, and he was still only twenty. Overcome with his newfound celebrity status, he took off into the woods to be by himself.

    The century had turned, and the world was changing; Smith too. He had an income from his father’s estate, but he had also witnessed war, seen his comrades butchered on the battlefield and innocent civilians subjected to the utmost depravity. It was time for John Smith to assess his life. His decision to live alone in the woods was unconventional, to say the least, but the seclusion offered more than a break from war; it offered an opportunity for self-improvement.

    Over the next few months he read widely, attempting to improve on those parts of his education he thought lacking. He also decided his proficiency in combat and horsemanship needed attention, and he worked hard on developing his skills over the summer months. It was time well spent, as his woodland education saved his life on many occasions to come.

    

    ‌


‌2

    
‌Pirate

    ‌1600–1601

    They threw him over-board, yet God brought him to that little Isle, where was no inhabitants, but a few kine [cows] and goats


    John Smith, The True Travels (1630)
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      John Smith swimming in the Mediterranean, having been cast overboard by Catholic pilgrims, from Smith’s The True Travels (1630). The northern coast of Africa is on the left and the southern coast of France is on the right. Smith also appears on an island, praying in gratitude for his salvation.

     



    The summer of 1600 was a turning point in John Smith’s life, his “coming of age”. Having returned disappointed from his abortive attempt to become a sycophant in the court of King James of Scotland, Smith withdrew into himself, and began to think about what he might do next. He had a modest income from his father’s farm, but no significant position within society. He had learnt the hard way that opportunity was limited if you were not born into the right family. He was caught between the golden dreams of youth and the harsh realities of Elizabethan manhood.

    Smith was brought up at school on a diet of godliness and piety, and every part of his adult life was governed by the strict rules of Elizabethan etiquette. None of this suited his natural temperament, which was prone to challenge the status quo. He decided that it was time to take stock of his existence:

    He retired himselfe into a little wooddie pasture, a good way from any towne, invironed with many hundred Acres of other woods: Here by a faire brook he built a Pavillion of boughes, where only in his cloaths he lay.‌1


    Locals in Willoughby believe Smith built his shelter – his “Pavilion of boughes” – in Hoplands Wood, a thirty-seven-acre wood just over half a mile west of the village. According to the Willoughby History Group, deforestation around the village happened long before Smith’s time, and the woodland areas today are much as they were during his sojourn.

    His intention was to be self-sufficient. Smith had a boy from the village bring him supplies when he needed them, but claimed to have lived mainly on venison that he hunted. Since his father had died, John had been alone and had experienced several turbulent years of travelling and fighting, rejection, and, in some cases, disillusionment. This was the space he needed to make sense of the world, and to refocus his life.

    He spent much of his time in the wood practising his horsemanship and his proficiency with a lance, but he also read, expanding his education beyond the Bible and his schoolboy Latin texts. England had recently embraced a fashion for ancient learnedness,2 and in this respect Smith followed the crowd. We know he read two popular treatises, Machiavelli’s The Art of War and The Golden Book of Marcus Aurelius. Both give an insight into Smith’s state of mind during these days.

    Niccolò Machiavelli was a politician, philosopher and diplomat based in Florence who had died in 1527. Though The Art of War is less well known today than some of his other books, it was the only political work published during Machiavelli’s lifetime. By the late sixteenth century it had been translated widely, and adopted across Europe as a guidebook for budding military strategists. The book takes the form of a philosophical dialogue between two characters discussing how an army should be raised, trained, organized and deployed.

    Machiavelli used this dialogue to explain his concept of “limited warfare”, which, he argued, should be used when channels of diplomacy fail. He believed armies should not be composed of professional soldiers, but should be recruited and trained from among the citizenry as needed. When a war ended, the militia should be disbanded, the men returning to their peacetime occupations.

    The Art of War also contained a litany of valuable, practical advice on military matters – from the observation that “knowing how to fight made men more bold, because no one fears doing what it seems to him he has learned to do” to the need “to know in war how to recognize an opportunity and seize it”. Smith would draw upon Machiavelli’s advice to his advantage on many occasions; indeed, it would even save his life.

    His other literary mentor was “Marcus Aurelius”, the Roman emperor who wrote the celebrated philosophical tome Meditations. However, Aurelius’ book was not translated into English from its original Greek until 1634, so Smith must instead have read a book by the Spanish priest, writer and moralist Antonio de Guevara, which Guevara inelegantly called Marco Aurelio con el Reloj de principes, or Marco Aurelius with Dial of Princes.3 In English it was often called The Golden Book of Marcus Aurelius.

    Guevara claimed to have “discovered” an old manuscript by the great emperor, to which he had only bestowed a modern “style”. The crude forgery was published in 1529, and despite its doubtful pedigree and verbose style, it became a runaway bestseller in etiquette-obsessed Tudor England. Its truisms were often repeated in the court of Queen Elizabeth by those who aspired to literary taste. By 1600, “Marcus Aurelius” had run to an astonishing fourteen editions. The classical scholar Isaac Casaubon claimed that few books other than the Bible had been translated so much, or printed so frequently.

    The first part of the book, correctly called Marco Aurelio, was devoted to the life of the emperor and, being filled with counterfeit letters, was mostly fictional. It was the second part, the Reloj de principes, that created such a sensation. The title “Dial of Princes” referred to a compass, or direction for leaders. In it, Guevara dispensed trite moral and religious advice to his readers. For example, he intoned, “In the court, it profits little to be wise, forasmuch as good service is soon forgotten, friends soon fail and enemies augment.” In another important section he listed eighteen “rules” about how to deal with women.4 The first guideline warned: “A husband should be patient and tolerant when his wife is angry, for there is no serpent so poisonous as an affronted woman.” Other misogynistic advice included “the frail flesh is to blame, but much more is the foolish and light woman in [at] fault”, and “you women destroy the goods, honour, and life of the living”. Smith felt his mother had betrayed his father by remarrying so quickly after his death, and now the acclaimed emperor – or so John thought – offered some unfettered advice about how he should judge women’s behaviour.

    Smith was seeking a sense of direction, and these works did not fail him. His chosen writers were didactic and moralistic, happy to offer a set of rules for governing conduct in all aspects of life. He took abundant guidance from both, and followed it for the rest of his life.

    His other main occupation, of exercising with a horse and lance, suggests he was drawn towards the pomp and pageantry of the chivalric knight. That iconic figure had all but died out by the late Elizabethan age, supplanted by ships’ captains like Drake and merchants like his former master Thomas Sendall. The closest Smith might get to achieving his knightly ideal was professional soldiering, but he could see that he needed further training if he wanted to take to the battlefield to make his living. Foremost, he needed to spar with someone more skilled than a boy from the local village. Some friends agreed, and set out to find him an excellent tutor who might tempt Smith from his self-imposed exile:

    His friends perswaded one Seignior Theadora Polaloga, Rider to Henry Earle of Lincolne, an excellent Horse-man, and a noble Italian Gentleman, to insinuate into his wooddish acquaintances, whose Languages and good discourse, and exercise of riding drew him to stay with him at Tattersall.5


    Smith does not divulge who “his friends” were. Of course, the only likely aquaintance of Smith’s that could have persuaded Henry Clinton, the 2nd Earl of Lincoln, to accommodate him at Tattershall Castle was Lord Willoughby.

    Even with this introduction, it is unlikely Smith ever met the castle’s owner during his stay. Clinton had a reputation as one of the most unpleasant men in aristocratic circles. His own son-in-law had famously denounced him for his “wickedness, misery, craft, repugnance to all humanity, and perfidious mind”.6 Why would this aristocratic misanthrope want anything to do with John Smith? The fabulously grand apartments at the top of Clinton’s castle were likely off-limits to a young man who had only recently emerged from the woods.

    The magnificant red-brick castle at Tattershall was one of the finest fortresses in England. Built to a medieval design, the Great Tower stood six storeys tall, with walls over twenty feet thick at the base, turrets at each of its four corners, two moats and a drawbridge. Yet the castle had been built in the fifteenth century by Lord Cromwell, then the King’s Treasurer, long after such a defensive structure was needed, and it was nothing more than a huge status symbol – a country mansion.7 This was the perfect place for Smith to indulge his knightly fantasies.

    ‌
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      Tattershall Castle in Lincolnshire, where Smith was tutored in the soldierly arts (photo by Brian Mossemenear, flickr.com/lincolnian)

     



    During his stay, Smith trained under Tattershall’s Italian riding master, Theodore Paleologue, who proved to be a practical complement to the philosophical mentorship of Smith’s woodland books. In Smith’s words, the visit provided a “good discourse”. Paleologue taught him the discipline of horsemanship, as well as some Italian, and introduced his pupil to a menace even greater than Catholicism: the “Mahometans”, or Muslims. Paleologue knew his enemy well. He was descended from the family of Constantine XI, the last reigning Byzantine Emperor, who died in 1453 when Constantinople fell to the Ottomans. In front of a roaring wood fire in the vaulted basement of Tattershall, John Smith heard about the power of the Ottoman Empire, the discipline of their Janissary army and the Muslim threat to Europe.

    Twenty-year-old Smith was fired up with a clear purpose, and he now possessed a new set of skills to perform it. Machiavelli and Guevara had shown him how to live, but Paleologue had shown him something far more important: how to survive.

    It was time to put his new identity into action.
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    When John Smith left England for the second time, in the latter half of 1600, he decided to travel to familiar territory – the Low Countries. Or so he thought. Upon arriving, he found the situation on the ground to be very different from what he had seen two years previously. The drawn-out war continued between the Independent Netherlands and the Spanish-controlled region (what is now Belgium and Luxembourg), but since the death of Philip II in 1598, the opposing armies seemed to have settled into something of a stalemate. Smith’s cavalry commander, Captain Joseph Duxbury, had been killed on June 22, 1600, during an attack on Spanish positions near the town of Niewpoort. Both sides, exhausted from the bloody fighting, withdrew. There was little to be gained by staying, Smith thought, and “he was desirous to see more of the world, and trie his fortune against the Turkes”.8

    Smith met a group of French opportunists in the Netherlands, one of whom claimed to be “a great Lord”, and the others, “gentlemen”. They too had been fighting in the Low Countries, but now that hostilities between the Dutch and the Spanish were in deadlock, they were heading home to Brittany. There, they maintained, they could gain letters of introduction from the “Dutchesse of Mercury” to her husband, who was fighting the Ottoman Turks in eastern Europe. The Duke of Mercœur commanded the armies of the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf II, and was in dire need of troops. The four “Gallants” invited him to come along. It was a proposition Smith could not resist, and his decision to join them revealed his inexperience.

    As soon as arrangements could be made, Smith was sailing to France with his new friends. Until this point, his account was thin on facts, and sometimes chronologically inaccurate. But as the group made their way to Saint-Valery-sur-Somme (carefully avoiding Spanish-held Belgium), his story displayed a marked improvement. They travelled in autumn, “with such ill weather as winter affordeth”, until “in the dark night they arrived in the broad shallow In-let of Saint Valleries sur Some in Picardie”.9 The commune of Saint-Valery dated back to before the Roman period, and was where William the Conqueror assembled his fleet before invading England in 1066. Smith’s description of the harbour was detailed and accurate; Saint-Valery lies six miles inside a wide, shallow bay, accessible only by a long and tortuous channel, just as he said.

    However, their adventure was about to take an ill-fated turn. At some point during the voyage, the “Gallants” had plotted with the ship’s master to steal Smith’s possessions. On arrival, the vessel anchored offshore and the captain ferried the Frenchmen, together with Smith’s trunk, ashore in a skiff, promising to return to collect Smith. The captain did not reappear until the following evening, claiming the seas had been too rough to be able to come back sooner. The Frenchmen, he reported, had continued on to Amiens with Smith’s possessions, where “they would stay [await] his comming”.10

    Smith immediately grasped that he had been duped, and the rest of the ship’s passengers agreed with his assessment. Smith was furious and claimed they would “have slaine the Master, and had they knowne how, would have runne away with the ship”.11

    One of the passengers on the ship, a man Smith calls “Curzianvere”, took pity on the naïve Englishman. He told Smith that the leader of the group, one “Lord Depreau”, was actually the son of a lawyer, and came from “Mortaigne” [Mortain], a town in southern Brittany. Curzianvere also claimed to know the names of Depreau’s three accomplices. They were not gentlemen as they maintained, but ordinary citizens. Curzianvere proposed he travel with Smith to Mortaigne to track down Depreau and his co-conspirators.

    It was a generous offer to make to a stranger, all the more so since Smith had lost all his possessions but for the clothes on his back. He had only a single “carralue” in his pocket – a small silver coin of little value, called a quart d’écu, which was in common circulation in France at the time. He was essentially penniless.

    Yet Curzianvere’s generosity was not limitless, and Smith was forced to sell his cloak to fund his passage to Mortaigne. Smith noted their route across northern France in needless detail, perhaps wishing to convey how relentless he had been in tracking down the men who had swindled him:

    Thus travelling by Deepe [Dieppe], Codebeck, [Caudebec], Humphla [Honfleur], Pount-demer [Pont-Audemer] in Normandie, they came to Cane [Caen] in base Normandie; where both this noble Curzianvere, and the great Prior of the great Abbey of S. Steven (where is the ruinous Tombe of William the Conquerour,) and many other of his friends kindly welcomed him.12


    At Caen, Curzianvere’s associates took Smith to see the tomb of William the Conqueror. William died at the priory of St Gervase in Rouen in 1087, but his body was taken for internment at Caen’s Abbaye aux Hommes. The abbey church there is called the Église Saint-Étienne – the church of Saint Stephen. Smith called him S. Steven. Although the abbey is now magnificently restored, Protestant Huguenots had desecrated William’s tomb in 1562, and when Smith visited in 1600 the building was in ruins, just as he reported.

    After his brief turn as tourist, Smith persevered in his pursuit of Depreau all the way to Mortaigne. But it was “to small purpose”: Depreau hid from his accusers, and Smith received no compensation from him for the robbery. The local people were sympathetic to Smith’s situation, however, and he was able to muster the funds he thought would be necessary to get to Hungary, where he hoped to test himself against the Turks.
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    First, Smith had to find passage to eastern Europe. What transpired almost defies belief.

    From Mortaigne, he headed west towards the sea, most probably by boat down the River Sélune, wandering from one port to another looking for a vessel to take him to the Mediterranean. He soon ran out of money, and collapsed “neere dead with griefe and cold”.13 A wealthy farmer took pity on the young traveller, fed him, and furnished him with more financial charity. Smith continued, and as he passed “thorow a great grove of trees, betweene Pounterson [Pontorson] and Dina [Dinan] in Britaine [Brittany]”, he came across none other than Monsieur “Cursell” (most likely Courcelles), one of the four co-conspirators who had relieved him of his shipping trunk.

    Incensed, Smith drew his sword and fell upon the “Gallant”. Several farmers were drawn to the fracas and eventually managed to separate the two men, but not before “Cursell fell to the ground”. Smith’s adversary finally confessed to the theft, and explained that the men had fallen out among themselves and that he too had been cheated. With that explanation, the farmers pronounced themselves satisfied, and let Smith and “Cursell” continue on their separate ways. Smith seemed satisfied with the outcome, for he had defeated his opponent in swordplay.

    At some stage in his travels, Smith had been told that the Count Amaury II Goujon, lord of the Château de Plouër, had been brought up in England, and had only recently returned to Brittany. Smith was in need of further assistance as well as sympathy, so he set off by foot for the mansion. Amaury was only a few years older than Smith, and like those strangers before him, he took pity on the Englishman, giving him lodgings and allowing him to rest. Smith must have stayed at the château for a week or more, for the count took his guest on an extensive tour of Brittany. There is still a château on the site in Plouër, although the original building visited by Smith was demolished and re-built in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

    Soon after the new year, Smith packed his bags and set off for the Mediterranean. The road south took him by way of Rennes, Nantes, Poitiers, La Rochelle, Bordeaux, Bayonne and then on to Marseilles, where he looked for a ship that would take him to Italy.

    Smith’s decision to go to Italy by sea was sensible. It was both cheaper and safer than travelling overland. Unfortunately, he seemed jinxed at sea, and he experienced a stroke of very bad luck. The vessel on which he had booked passage sailed no more than fifty miles before putting into Toulon for essential repairs. When it set sail again, it ran into bad weather. According to Smith, the “ill weather so grew upon them, they anchored close aboard the shore, under the little Isle of S. Mary, against Neice [Nice] in Savoy”.14 The master had decided to sit out the gale in the relative safety of a good anchorage.

    His fellow passengers were a group of Catholics on a pilgrimage to Rome – he called them “a rable of Pilgrimes of divers Nations”, which says much about Smith’s opinion of them. The fear of sinking combined with the incessant rolling of the small ship during the bad weather would have unsettled any but the most robust of seamen. The “rable” rounded on Smith, cursing him not only for being a Protestant, but even worse, for being an English Protestant, a nation “they swore were all Pyrats”. They “vildly railed on his dread Soveraigne Queene Elizabeth”, to Smith’s anger.15

    The consensus among the Catholic passengers was that they would never have good weather for as long as Smith was on board. Their solution was to rid themselves of the troublesome Protestant by throwing him overboard. Fortunately, Smith managed to make it ashore to the “Isle of S. Mary”, which he found to be deserted except for “a few kine and goats”16. The following morning, after what must have been a wet and miserable night, he came across two other vessels also taking refuge from the gale. He was taken aboard one of the ships, where they “well refreshed him, and so kindly used him, that he was well contented to trie the rest of his fortune with them”.17

    It stretches credibility, but his basic story holds up to the facts: it was winter, and fierce storms are not uncommon in the Mediterranean. Smith reported that the passengers did not like having him in their presence, though we have no way of knowing if he offended some of them, or whether they were simply superstitious and had convinced themselves the situation would improve if he was not on board. In any case, their solution – to throw him over the side – was harsh, but not without precedent when mob rule was dispensed at sea.

    There was, however, a fundamental weakness in Smith’s tale of distress: on no chart of the Mediterranean does an Isle of St Mary appear. This does not invalidate Smith’s description of the incident entirely, as there are several possible explanations for the island’s vanishing. One of Smith’s earlier biographers, Philip Barbour, speculated that there might have been a small island off Nice that has since been incorporated into the extended breakwaters.18 Yet any sailing master seeking refuge from a storm would look for a more substantial bolthole than a tiny island so close inshore. Barbour’s alternative proposal was that the navigator mistook his position, and the ship anchored behind one of the islands offshore from Cannes, some eighteen miles southwest of Nice.

    ‌
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      This retaining sea wall provides a clue as to how a peninsula might have once been an island, proving the plausibility of John Smith’s account (photo by Peter Firstbrook).

     



    The truth behind Smith’s account could be simpler. To the east of Nice is the long peninsula of Saint-John-Cap-Ferat, with large open bays on each side. These offer easy access for a sailing ship, and excellent protection from gales coming from almost any direction. Unless the wind was blowing from due south, an experienced captain arriving off Nice and looking for refuge from a storm would almost certainly choose one of these bays as an anchorage. While there are no small islands in the area which fit Smith’s description, on the eastern shore of Cap-Ferat there is a section of land jutting out into the bay – an artificial isthmus built in the twentieth century to give access to the chapel of Saint-Hospice and a cemetery. In 1600, there was no promontory here. Instead, Smith would have seen an island, just big enough for “a few kine [cows] and goats” – presumably the missing Isle of St Mary.

    ‌
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      The most likely location of Smith’s “Isle of S. Mary” is a peninsula on the eastern side of Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat, created by land-fill in the early twentieth century. In 1600, the feature would have been a small island.
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    With his new ship, Smith’s luck improved. The master was a Frenchman from St Malo called La Roche, and he offered to take Smith to the eastern Mediterranean. It seemed La Roche knew the young Count Amaury of the Château de Plouër, and the captain “regarded and entertained him for his well respected friend”.19

    With fair winds, they sailed south to Corsica and Sardinia, across the Gulf of Tunis “to the Isle of Lampadosa [Lampedusa]”, and then, keeping well off the coast of North Africa and away from the risk of pirate attack, on to Alexandria in Egypt. Here they unloaded the ship’s cargo. This was far from the battlefields of Hungary, but Smith drank in the sights during this diversion, knowing he was safe in the hands of an experienced sailing master.

    Alexandria was Smith’s first taste of the East, and exactly the type of place he must have dreamed about when reviewing the ledgers at Sindall’s dusty offices in King’s Lynn. After centuries of Greek and then Roman rule, the Arabs captured the city in 641, after a siege that lasted fourteen months. The victorious general wrote enthusiastically back to his caliph, ’Umar ibn Al-Khattab, about the glorious city he had taken:

    It is of an immense extent. I cannot describe to you how many wonders it contains. There are in it 4,000 palaces, 4,000 baths, 12,000 dealers in fresh oil, 12,000 gardeners, 40,000 Jews who pay tribute.20


    Since 1517, Alexandria had been under Turkish rule. This was Smith’s first experience of Islam and the rule of the Ottomans – the very people who would soon become his bloody adversaries in war.

    From Egypt, Captain La Roche sailed north to “Scanderoon” in southern Turkey, close to the border with modern Syria. Iskenderun was originally founded by Alexander the Great, and was called Alexandretta by the Greeks, but it too had fallen to the Turks two years before they took Egypt, and the new rulers changed its name. During the 1590s, the port became an important stop on the trade route from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean. Ships could anchor there on a solid bottom without chafing their cables, but apart from this, Iskenderun seemed to have had little else to offer. Henry Teonge, a seventeenth-century British naval chaplain, had nothing positive to say about it:

    It is, properly speaking, nothing more than a village without walls, in which the tombs are more numerous than the houses…Scanderoon has always been noted as a sickly place, occasioned by the stagnant waters and mephitic exhalations from the marshes which lay around it.‌21


    Raising the anchor, La Roche and his crew headed for the western Mediterranean, sailing first to Cyprus, then to Rhodes and on to Cephalonia. They had covered over three thousand miles in a merchant ship, which typically travelled less than a hundred miles a day. With stopovers in various ports, Smith must have arrived in Greece some time in early to mid-March 1601.
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    It is said that ships and men rot in harbour, and La Roche was keen to return to France for new cargo. As his ship crossed the Strait of Otranto – the part of the southern Adriatic that separates Greece from Italy – the captain spotted a richly laden argosy, or Venetian merchant ship, heading south. La Roche tried to make contact with the argosy’s captain, but his reply came in the form of a cannon shot, which killed a man on La Roche’s ship. A furious exchange of fire followed. It must have made quite an impression on the young sea-goer, as Smith could recount the ensuing battle in detail nearly thirty years after the event.

    Smith recalled that La Roche returned fire, first with a broadside, and then with his stern cannon. The argosy turned to escape, but the French ship was smaller and faster, and La Roche constantly harried his foe with shot so “that the Argosies sayles and tackling was so torne”,22 slowing it further. La Roche then positioned his vessel for maximum firepower and “shot her so oft betweene wind and water, shee was readie to sinke, then they yeelded”.23 As the cannonade struck the argosy below the waterline, the Venetians capitulated, but it had been a costly encounter. La Roche lost fifteen men, the argosy twenty, and even more were left injured. Smith’s captain sent a boarding party to the stricken ship to try to stop her leaks, and to guard the crew.

    The skirmish proved to be lucrative for La Roche’s surviving crew. It took a full twenty-four hours to transfer the plunder to the French ship. Smith recalled the manifest: “Silkes, Velvets, Cloth of gold, and Tissue, Pyasters, Chicqueenes and Sultanies, which is gold and silver”.24 The piaster was an Italian currency used commonly in the eastern Mediterranean during this period; the zecchino (Smith’s “chicqueenes”) was a Venetian gold coin, weighing 3.5 grams (0.12 ounces), used from the thirteenth to the eighteenth century; and the sultany referred to a coin minted in Turkey. The argosy had a substantial amount of coinage on board.

    Having unloaded its riches, La Roche cast off the Venetian ship, possibly to a watery end. It was typical of countless small engagements in the lawless waters of the Mediterranean and Atlantic during the period. Smith wrote with enthusiasm about the logistics of the encounter, but makes no comment on its morality; he was a soldier – a mercenary – and this was part of his trade. On this occasion, he did not feel the need to brag about his part in the fighting, but wrote only of the conduct of the crew and of the ship’s master. He was still learning, after all.

    When La Roche’s ship arrived in Antibes in southern France, the crew divided the spoils. Though he was not an official member of the crew, Smith was rewarded generously for supporting the engagement – five hundred zecchini, worth approximately eight or nine shillings each, and a little box “worth neere as much more”.25 Altogether, Smith’s share was probably worth close to four hundred pounds – five times the value of his father’s household goods when he died, and equivalent to about ten years’ wages for a workman.

    For the first time in his life, Smith was wealthy, and he was determined to enjoy his good fortune.
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    Spring was blooming across Europe, and with the season and new riches to distract him, Smith decided his personal crusade against the Turks could be set aside for a while longer. He found passage on another ship crossing the Ligurian Sea, and on disembarking in Leghorn in northwest Italy, continued overland through Tuscany to Siena.

    To his surprise, there he ran across Lord Willoughby’s sons, Robert and Peregrine Bertie, still on their three-year sojourn on the Continent. The Bertie boys had obviously been in trouble, for Smith noted they were “cruelly wounded, in a desperate fray, to their exceeding great honour”.26 Smith said no more about the matter, perhaps out of deference, but young Peregrine especially had a prickly nature, and disputes like this were not infrequent among headstrong young men. In any case, the Bertie boys did not keep him long in Siena, because Smith travelled south through “many other Cities” and arrived in Rome in time for Easter.

    During his stay in the papal capital, Smith took the opportunity to visit the radical Jesuit priest Father Robert Parsons, rector of the English College in Rome. In its day, this was the most important seminary for English Catholic priests taking sanctuary abroad. Parsons had been branded as scheming, dishonest and seditious by English Protestants.27 He had been involved in several plots to restore Catholic control of England, by either persuasion or force, and had actively encouraged King Philip of Spain to renew attacks on his old adversary. Visiting Parsons would not ingratiate Smith with the Elizabethan establishment, but it was a risk he felt worth taking.

    Smith remained enigmatic about his motivation for meeting with Parsons, but the audience was probably the main reason for his trip to Rome. Smith was assiduous in cultivating his contacts, and this would-be crusader needed advice from a well-connected Catholic if he was going to find a way to enrol in the army of the Holy Roman Emperor. His own Protestant beliefs would do him no favours. Smith might even have hoped to secure an introduction to the ardent Catholic general, the Duke of Mercœur, which he had failed to do on his ill-fated trip to Brittany the previous year.

    Easter Sunday fell on April 12 in 1601 (April 22 in the new style Gregorian calendar in use in Italy), a date that corresponds with Smith’s itinerary of travels since leaving Tattershall the previous summer. He never revealed whether he managed to obtain letters of introduction to the Duke while in Rome, but in any case he seemed to be in no real rush to reach the killing fields of eastern Europe. Smith took a boat down the River Tiber, and then fifty miles up the coast to Civitavecchia, where he embarked on a ship heading south again, this time to Naples. From there he returned to Rome. He next visited several northern cities before arriving in Venice.

    Here, he finally looked for a way north to Graz, one of the main recruiting centres for the armies of the Holy Roman Emperor. At some stage in Smith’s travels across Italy, someone had given him letters of introduction to contacts in Graz, who could help him find a position in the army of Ferdinand, the Archduke of Austria. Perhaps his audience with Robert Parsons was fruitful after all.
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    The journey from Venice to Graz should have warned Smith of the wasp’s nest of political intrigue and double-dealing that would soon sting him. The overland route via Trieste was less than three hundred miles – perhaps a couple of weeks on horseback – but the journey took him much longer.

    The problem was that the direct route via Trieste was closed off to anyone starting from Venice. For most of the previous hundred years, the advancing Ottomans had driven bands of Slavic Christians from their lands in the east. These refugees, called Uskoks, had been pushed westward towards the eastern Adriatic (modern-day Croatia) and survived as best they could as brigands on land and pirates at sea. Fuelled by ideals of honour and vengeance, they channelled their grievances into waging their own holy war against the Turks. The old adage applied – the enemy of my enemy is my friend – and the Holy Roman Empire was happy to support even the unruly Uskoks

    The Republic of Venice did not see the situation in quite the same way. Venice was utterly reliant on sea trade, and that meant controlling access to the Adriatic, and thus to the Mediterranean and beyond. The Venetians were even prepared to allow Ottoman ships access to the Adriatic, if it improved trade for themselves. However, the Uskoks were effective pirates, and used their fast rowboats to challenge the Venetians’ supremacy in the Adriatic. The headquarters of the Uskoks was Senj in Croatia, but Trieste was one of their main distribution centres. As a rebuke, the Venetian fleet had blockaded the port.28

    The duplicitous politics of the region meant Smith’s route to Austria was anything but direct. He caught a ship from the Venetian port of Malamocco, sailing south through the Adriatic to Ragusa (the Greek name for Dubrovnik, in modern Croatia). He then returned by sea to Capo d’Istria, the modern Slovenian port of Koper, just eight miles south of Trieste. The direct crossing from Venice to Koper is just sixty-five miles, but Smith had sailed more than ten times that to avoid the Venetian naval blockade. It was an important lesson for him in realpolitik.

    Politics were not the only reason for his slow progress. It is difficult to know how much time elapsed from his audience with Father Parsons to his arrival in Graz, but everything in his account suggests he was content to take his time and see the world. And he had his bounty from Captain La Roche to sustain him. So he probably did not reach Graz until mid-summer 1601.

    Still, he was well prepared when he reached the city. Smith was an English Protestant arriving unannounced in a Catholic stronghold, and he knew he needed to work through his fledgling list of contacts and connections. He visited “an English man, and an Irish Jesuite, who acquainted him with many brave Gentlemen of good qualitie”.29 Smith could only have made such contacts through influential intermediaries – most likely the shady Parsons, his new friend in Rome.

    Smith’s diligence paid off, and through his acquaintances in Graz, he was introduced to noblemen and military commanders who would take him east to wage war against the mighty Ottomans. “To know in war how to recognize an opportunity and seize it is better than anything else,” as Machiavelli had taught him.

    ‌
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      John Smith signalling his commander from a distant ridge during the terrible siege of “Olumpagh”, from John Smith’s The True Travels (1630)

     



    John Smith was about to embark on one of the most exciting and dangerous periods of his life. He had been sickened by the destruction wrought in western Europe by the wars between Protestants and Catholics, but he was also only twenty-one, and his enthusiasm for adventure and war was far from satiated. Ever since his summer of introspection in Hoplands Wood near Willoughby, Smith had been dreaming of a career characterized by gallantry and notoriety. All he needed was a just war, in which to demonstrate his newly acquired skills. He could hear his mentor, Machiavelli, urging him on: “Since the handling of arms is a beautiful spectacle, it is delightful to young men.”

    In The True Travels, Smith gave a good indication of his primary concerns. He dedicated just one page to the first fifteen years of his life; another four pages to the next five years travelling in Europe and the Mediterranean; and eighteen pages to the year and a half he spent fighting in eastern Europe. From the day he arrived in Graz in the summer of 1601, Smith had a new purpose in life.

    Smith found Graz abuzz with military activity as Rudolf II, the Holy Roman Emperor, organized his forces to defend western Europe. For over a century, the Ottomans had been steadily pressing westwards with the biggest standing army Europe had seen since Roman times. Now the Turks threatened the heart of Christendom, and Rudolf was assembling troops from across Europe to stem their advance.

    The Turks had made a steady series of alarming intrusions into Europe. Sixty-five years after the fall of Constantinople, Egypt had fallen to the Turks – and much of Persia too. Then, in 1521, Suleiman the Magnificent captured Belgrade; twenty years later, he took Buda. He then laid siege to Vienna. The attack was repulsed, but the threat was only deferred.

    Under Suleiman, the Ottoman Empire had emerged as the undisputed leader of the Muslim world, and its military might cast a long shadow. The empire’s capital, Constantinople (already known also as Istanbul at this time), was five times the size of Paris, and had been renowned as a seat of military and intellectual supremacy since Suleiman’s day. By 1600, more than thirty million people, from the coasts of North Africa to the Caspian Sea, lived under the Ottomans. Large swathes of eastern Europe were already under Ottoman control, including all of Greece, Bulgaria, Moldova, most of Hungary, all of Transylvania and parts of southern Ukraine.

    By the time Suleiman’s great-grandson Mehmed III took the throne (having dispatched nineteen brothers and half-brothers to get there), the Turks commanded the largest army in Europe, and its navy controlled the shipping lanes throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Only a chain of fortresses in western Hungary and the Habsburg army stood in the path of the Turks’ relentless expansion. The fear was that Vienna – the seat of the Holy Roman Emperor and the Habsburg family – could be attacked again, and this time the city’s defences could falter. It was imperative the Muslims be stopped.

    This was the fight John Smith hungered after.
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    Soon after Smith arrived in Graz, he met two influential men. Both of them were actively involved in the defence of Christian Europe, and in different ways each would shape his life over the next two years. One of Smith’s “brave Gentleman of good quality” was “Lord Ebersbaught”. Ebersbaught’s real identity is still a matter of some speculation, but he was most likely Sigismund von Eibiswald,1 a veteran of military campaigns in Hungary and Transylvania. Ebersbaught introduced Smith to Lieutenant Colonel Hans Jakob Khissl (Smith’s “Baron Kisell”), commander of artillery in Graz.

    Smith wanted to join the Holy Roman Emperor’s army, but as a Protestant he was not allowed to serve in a frontline regiment. Such units were reserved for Catholic soldiers, so that any victory over the Turks could be claimed as theirs alone. From an early age, John had been brought up to distrust Catholics, and he had spent two years fighting them in the Netherlands. Now he put aside any animosity he might have felt and joined them to fight a common enemy – a pragmatic decision, worthy of Machiavelli himself. The Habsburgs were practical, too. Not wanting to waste a useful soldier, Khissl sent Smith north to Vienna, where Smith’s third “brave Gentleman”, the Count of Modrusch (Smith’s “Earle of Meldrich”) was forming a Protestant-Hungarian regiment. Smith was enlisted, and he soon found himself in action.

    ‌
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      John Smith’s travels in Austria and Hungary, 1601. Smith travelled first to Graz and Vienna before being deployed at the siege of “Olumpagh” and the battle at Alba Regalis

     



    Smith understood something of the complicated political and military situation in the region even before he reached the battlefield. The front line between the Habsburg forces and the Ottoman army ran roughly north to south, close to today’s border between Austria and Hungary. The previous year, the strategically important fortress of Nagykanizsa in southwest Hungary had fallen to the Ottomans, which was a serious blow. Smith wrote: “After the losse of Caniza [Nagykanizsa], the Turkes with twentie thousand besieged the strong Towne of Olumpagh.”2

    The Habsburgs could not afford to lose another border stronghold, so Modrusch’s regiment marched south to reinforce the fort at the town Smith called Olumpagh. But the deployment of the Protestant forces was merely a sideshow. The real assault was planned further to the south, where Archduke Ferdinand II, the cousin of Emperor Rudolf II, was mounting an attack to re-take Nagykanizsa.

    Smith’s regiment arrived at Olumpagh during the summer of 1601. By then, Ebersbaught was governor of the Imperial forces inside the town’s castle, which was surrounded and under siege by twenty thousand Turkish troops. The relief forces had no means of communication with those inside the garrison, and no way of co-ordinating an attack on the Turks.

    Smith, however, hatched a plan. When he first met Ebersbaught back in Graz, Smith had made an impression on the commander by explaining a signalling system developed by a fellow Englishman, the mathematician William Bourne.3 It was essentially an early form of Morse code, using a pattern of lights to convey a message over a distance – in this case, the seven miles between the camp of the relief forces and Olumpagh’s castle. Smith proposed Modrusch send a message to Ebersbaught about the timing of a joint attack, in the hope Ebersbaught would remember what Smith had told him about the light code:

    Smith made it so plaine, that forthwith hee gave him guides, who in the darke night brought him to a mountaine, where he shewed three Torches equidistant from other, which plainly appearing to the Towne, the Governour presently apprehended, and answered againe with three other fires in like manner; each knowing the others being and intent; Smith, though distant seven miles, signified to him these words: On Thursday at night I will charge on the East, at the Alarum, salley you; Ebersbaught answered he would, and thus it was done.4


    The message seemed to have been communicated, but there was yet another obstacle to making the attack a success. The commander of the relief forces, Lieutenant Colonel Khissl (who Smith had also met in Graz), was worried he did not have enough men for the assault, and he was hesitant to commit to it. Khissl was an artillery officer, not an infantry commander, so he might have also lacked experience in organizing such a ground offensive.

    Fortunately, Smith concocted another subterfuge to give Khissl and his men the upper hand. He suggested “that two or three thousand pieces of match [fuses]” should be fastened to thin lines, six hundred feet long, and stretched between two poles. When the tapers were lit at night, they would resemble the glowing tip of the slow-burning fuses used by the musketeers to ignite their matchlock muskets. He hoped the Turks might mistake the smouldering tapers for a battalion of soldiers approaching the town.

    It was a cunning plan, and the enemy fell for it. After spotting the glowing tapers, the Turkish soldiers moved out of their positions to engage the hoax army. Meanwhile, Khissl’s forces attacked from the east, and Ebersbaught and his troops routed the remaining enemy troops in a pincer movement:

    A third part of the Turkes, that besieged that side towards Knousbruck, were slaine; many of the rest drowned, but all fled. The other part of the Armie was so busied to resist the false fires, that Kisell before the morning put two thousand good souldiers in the Towne.5


    The Ottomans were overwhelmed, and drowned as they tried to escape across the river or panicked into retreating south to Nagykanizsa. Khissl reinforced and resupplied the town, then marched his troops thirty-eight miles north to the local headquarters in Körmend (Smith’s “Kerment”), where they were received “with much honour”. Smith’s contribution too was recognized: he was promoted to captain of cavalry and given command of 250 horsemen.

    He was only twenty-one years old. If he had not yet attained the status of gentleman, he at least could now call himself an officer.
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    Captain Smith’s enthusiasm for his escapades in Hungary is palpable to anyone reading his accounts. He was keen the reader know of his achievements on the field of battle. When writing about the taking of the Venetian argosy, he had shared nothing of his own role. Maybe because piracy was not a gentleman’s profession – and Smith, as a passenger on a French ship, would have known he could not claim to have plundered the enemy in defence of his queen.

    Now, however, he was officially enlisted in the Imperial army, and he was free to brag. His account of the relief of Olumpagh is most valuable in trying to reconstruct Smith’s movements, but if his details were accurate, they should also help with identifying the location of the fortress town – a subject of much debate. The name Olumpagh (sometimes called Olimpach by other writers) has never appeared on a map.

    The place names on the front line offered ample reason for confusion. Eastern Europe had been in conflict for hundreds of years: In succession, Celts, Romans, Magyars, Austrians, Slavs, Poles, Germans and Turks had hacked and slashed their way across this land, each leaving their imprint on the towns and villages they once occupied. Often, the names of the places changed with the names of the conquerors. Smith, of course, was also an idiosyncratic writer and spelled as best he could, usually phonetically, sometimes decades after an event. With “Olumpagh”, had Smith fabricated a triumph for himself, or merely misspelt the name of a town?

    Over the last century, historians have generally agreed that Smith’s Olumpagh was a corruption of Limbach, but that does not settle the question. There are two Limbachs – Oberlimbach (Upper Limbach) and Unterlimbach (Lower Limbach) – in northeast Slovenia. Both towns are strong candidates for Olumpagh, with their castles and their history on the Ottoman front line in the early seventeenth century.

    ‌
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      Grad Castle is now part of the Goričko National Park in Slovenia (photo by Peter Firstbrook)

     



    In 1953, historian Bradford Smith claimed Smith had seen action in Oberlimbach6; twelve years later, Philip Barbour argued that he was in Unterlimbach.7 An academic rivalry was born.

    In Bradford Smith’s view, Upper Limbach held a strategic position on the line of fortresses keeping western Europe safe from the Ottomans. Now called Grad – Slovenian for “castle” – this small village is nestled among alpine hills. Perched on a steep mound, the castle itself enjoys a strong, defensible position; the structure is substantially renovated but looks much as it did in 1601, save for the addition of a bell tower in 1751. During the war with the Ottomans, the trees growing on the hillside would have been felled to give a clear line of sight. Working with Dr Laura Polanyi Striker, a Hungarian historian who pored over the archives in Graz, Bradford Smith was certain there had been military activity at the garrison around 1601. Archduke Ferdinand wrote that after the fall of Nagykanizsa in October 1601, “the enemy raided daily up to Ober-Limbach and Unter-Limbach even to Olsznitz [a German town]”.8 Of course, the whole region was subject to regular incursions by the Turks in those days.

    In contrast, Philip Barbour believed Lower Limbach would have been a much more important position for the Habsburgs to hold, and therefore much more likely to have been the scene of Smith’s success. Now called Lendava, Lower Limbach lies thirty miles southeast of Grad. There has been a fortress there since the twelfth century, although the present-day Baroque-style castle was built much later, between 1690 and 1707. Beyond the castle, the land opens on the wide, flat valley of the River Mura, which gives an army easy access to the whole region – including Graz and Vienna to the northwest. Strategically, it was essential to hold back any attackers here.

    ‌
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      Lendava Castle as it was in 1601 (top; photo by Peter Firstbrook), in a painting on display in the Lendava-Lendva Gallery and Museum; the castle today, looking southwest over the floodplain (bottom; photo by Peter Firstbrook)

     



    There was regular military activity in the region, and being on the front line, both Limbachs were almost certainly attacked by the Ottomans in 1601. Smith was excited by his first taste of Ottoman blood, and fortunately he wrote in enough detail to test his record of the battle against the lay of the land.

    Both Grad and Lendava are overlooked by hills, though none might be called “a mountaine”. Grad Castle is at an altitude of 1,127 feet, and overlooked by peaks of up to 1,246 feet. Lendava is lower, at 558 feet, with a ridge behind the castle to the north and east rising to 1,050 feet. Otherwise, the settings of the towns are quite different. Grad is surrounded by rolling, forested hills, and none of the visible peaks are more than a mile from the castle; Lendava is much bigger, perched on the western edge of a hilly region and looking out across a broad, flat floodplain.

    It is mainly water that distinguishes the two locations. In Grad, there is nothing more than a rippling mountain stream; in Lendava, the meandering River Mura is two hundred feet wide, bordered on both sides by low-lying wetlands. And though the River Mura is two miles from the castle, it is a critical feature of the area’s defences.

    The ridge on the opposite side of the valley from Lendava Castle fits perfectly with Smith’s description of the site for displaying his flaming torches. The straight-line distance from the ridge to the castle is six miles – Smith wrote it was seven. Although this is a long distance to signal using torches, it is by no means impossible on a clear night and with the aid of a spyglass. It was on this ridge, probably close to the village of Donji Koncovčak (today across the border in northern Croatia) that Smith alerted the besieged Habsburgs of the plan to attack on the Thursday night.

    Furthermore, Smith observed that the river divided the Turkish army, and that they could not easily join forces. This suggests the river was wide and deep enough to limit the soldiers’ movement on the battlefield. Smith also confided that many of the Turks were drowned during their retreat. The only river in the area wide and deep enough to cause such a problem is the Mura, which flows very swiftly, at three miles per hour or more. This floodplain, overlooked by the castle at Lendava, was Smith’s first killing field in his campaign against the Ottomans. The quagmire of water, mud and swamp would have caused havoc among even the most disciplined and well-organized armies.

    The skirmish at Olumpagh served as Smith’s baptism by fire, and he displayed a remarkable degree of ingenuity there. That ingenuity would be a hallmark of his career for the next decade.
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    The summer was dwindling, but there was still plenty of military action to be seen. Smith remained part of Modrusch’s Protestant regiment, which was now part of Khissl’s detachment. The combined forces had travelled north to Körmend.

    By a quirk of fate, the general leading the Holy Roman Emperor’s forces in Körmend was none other than the Duke of Mercœur, whose wife Smith had tried to meet in Brittany to get himself placed under the ardent Catholic’s command. Finally, his prayers were answered. And better yet, he was now an officer, not an upstart volunteer. But Smith had little time to enjoy his new prospects and status before he was ordered to make ready for battle.

    Mercœur ordered the troops to move out of Körmend on September 6, 1601 (NS). Their objective was to lay siege to the Ottoman stronghold of Alba Regalis – “Seat of the White Castle”, one hundred miles to the east. Now the modern city of Székesfehérvár in Hungary, it had once been the capital of the Magyar kings, and, as such, had been built with an eye to their safety: the city centre was sited on four islands surrounded by marshes and criss-crossed by a labyrinth of streams. The heavily fortified wall that ran around three sides of the city afforded further protection, and beyond the walls were smaller garrisons, giving the Turks a formidable combination of defences.

    Strategically, Alba Regalis was significant because it commanded the main route travelling southwest out of Buda, just forty miles away. The Ottomans had first taken Alba Regalis in 1543 after a long siege. Now the Holy Roman Emperor wanted the Magyar fortress back.

    To take Alba Regalis, Mercœur employed a clever feigning tactic. He sent one of his most capable generals, Hermann Christof Graf von Russworm, to Esztergom, thirty miles northwest of Buda, to create a diversion. The Ottoman governor of Buda then made a catastrophic mistake: fearing the imminent attack on his city, he sent his valuables to Alba Regalis for safe-keeping and recalled the troops that were there to defend Buda. Mercœur took the opportunity to march east from Körmend and lay siege to Alba Regalis.

    The plains to the north of Lake Balaton, like most of western Hungary, were flat and boggy, and heavy going for an army of foot soldiers and horse-drawn wagons. However, it was mid-September, the driest time of year, and by Smith’s account Mercœur’s forces were able to cover the one hundred miles to Alba Regalis in a little over eighty hours – an impressively quick time for a large army on the move. The first the Ottomans knew of Mercœur’s approaching force was when it announced its presence on the outskirts of the fortress-town. The next day, Russworm’s diversionary regiments arrived from Esztergom, and the Habsburg army – which Smith noted to be some “thirtie thousand” strong9 – prepared to attack.

    The strike on Alba Regalis was a much bigger military offensive than the relief of Olumpagh. As with the previous assault, Smith described the situation and his exploits with gusto. There were rolling hills to the north, west and east of Alba Regalis, and Mercœur ordered his men to set up their encampment on the high ground to the northeast. From this position they unleashed a relentless bombardment of the city. With the eye of an experienced soldier, Smith said the city was “a place so strong by Art and Nature, that it was thought impregnable”.10

    However, Mercœur had identified a potential weakness in the defences: the southern approach, where there were no fortified walls. In that area, the Ottomans relied on the marshy ground as their defence. With cannon fire maintaining the Habsburgs’ offensive, the Duke sent out scouts to find a way through the swamp. Reports from the returning sorties were not optimistic: it would be difficult to attack across this boggy land. Regardless, the general was determined to press on with his scheme.

    ‌
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      The old city of Alba Regalis, showing the tangle of rivers and marshy ground surrounding it, from Matthäus Merian’s Alba Regalis oder Stuhlweissenburg (1698).

     



    General Russworm, whom Smith called “Rosworme”, offered to lead the assault. As the plans were being finalized, Habsburg and Ottoman regiments clashed on the outskirts of the city. Smith reported high casualties among the German, Hungarian and French troops; this was a truly pan-European Christian army fighting the Muslims. As these skirmishes continued, Mercœur worried his siege would stall and degenerate into a war of attrition, which always gives the advantage to the defender, not the attacker. With winter approaching fast, the general knew he had little choice: he must push his way into the city across the boggy land.

    Captain Smith now had the ear of his desperate commander. While they had been resting at Körmend, Smith had demonstrated to his immediate superior, Modrusch, and several other senior officers his ideas for pyrotechnic grenades – Smith called them his “fiery dragons”. Essentially, these were crude mortar bombs made by filling “fortie or fiftie round-bellied earthen pots” with an explosive mixture of gunpowder, pitch, brimstone, camphor and linseed. Musket balls were cut into quarters and added to the containers, and a combustible cotton plug pushed on top. Here, Machiavelli’s influence over Smith was again evident. Smith was putting one of the great maxims from The Art of War into practice, by using “new and sudden thynges, [that] make armies afrayde”.

    Mercœur decided to try Smith’s inventive suggestion. At midnight, the Duke sent a small force of men crawling to the base of the city walls, where they lit the fuses of the “fiery dragons” before lobbing them over the walls using simple slings. The unexpected bombardment had a devastating effect:

    It was a fearfull sight to see the short flaming course of their flight in the aire, but presently after their fall, the lamentable noise of the miserable slaughtered Turkes was most wonderful to heare.11


    Meanwhile, Russworm and a contingent of one thousand troops stood at the ready; Mercœur pressed home his temporary advantage by ordering the southern attack. The troops moved through the undefended swamp in the early hours of the morning, each soldier carrying a bundle of reeds and wooden sticks, which afforded him some footing in the boggy terrain. Despite this provision, the wretched men would still have had to half wade, half swim through the filthy, stagnant water in the dark. It was a high-risk move, but by daybreak the sappers reached firm ground.

    Russworm heralded his arrival at the edge of the city with the sound of trumpets and rolling drums. This may have seemed gratuitous, but it was a signal for Mercœur to start an attack from the east. The Turks were taken by surprise, and withdrew quickly behind the city walls, leaving the ring of outlying forts in Habsburg hands.

    Having closed in, Mercœur returned to his bombardment, and on September 20, 1601, the Christians breached the city walls. Now, the combat was hand-to-hand, and the resulting carnage was appalling. Not one to exaggerate suffering, Smith wrote that the city “was so battered, that it was taken perforce, with such mercilesse execution, as was most pitiful to behold”.12 Even the graves of the Magyar kings were plundered. The city was utterly destroyed.

    The Turks had occupied Alba Regalis for over half a century, and Mercœur’s success was hailed as a great triumph, even though the ruinous siege had rendered the city uninhabitable for the victors. Afterwards, the Habsburg forces, including Count Modrusch’s battalion and John Smith, were obliged to camp on a flat plain to the east of the city, most probably the area between the city and Lake Velence.

    It took three weeks for the governor of Buda to despatch his troops to reclaim the city after its fall. Smith claimed the Turks “raised an Armie of sixtie thousand men”, a huge contingent. In the early seventeenth century, the Turks commandeered the most disciplined and effective army in the world, and this was Smith’s first experience of a full Ottoman offensive. For as far as he could see, flags bearing the white star and crescent on a bright red field flapped in the breeze. Janissary foot soldiers armed with matchlock muskets were flanked by cavalry; pike men marched in perfectly ordered squares; more infantry followed to protect the front and rear of the artillery. Behind the main army came the baggage train, protected by still more soldiers.

    Smith was used to war camps – the dirty, disorderly, squalid assemblage of hurriedly erected bivouacs and makeshift tents. By contrast, the Ottoman encampment was a transitory city of canvas, silk, brocade and embroidery, laid out to a design pre-ordained by the Imperial Corps of Tent Pitches. Forty years previously, a Habsburg ambassador to Constantinople recorded:

    Any one who knows the conditions which obtain in our own camps, will find difficulty in believing it, but the fact remains that everywhere [among the Ottomans] was complete silence and tranquillity…Moreover, there was the utmost cleanliness, no dungheaps or rubbish, nothing to offend the eye or nose, everything of this kind being either buried by the Turks or else removed from sight…13


    Such regulations allowed the commanders and their soldiers to find their way around the site easily, because the layout of every camp was the same.

    It was an impressive display of strength and discipline. The Habsburg army was heavily outnumbered, and its encampment undefended. The best option for Mercœur was once again to go on the offensive. According to Smith:

    twenty thousand good souldiers, set forward to meet the Turke in the Plaines of Girke. Those two Armies encountred [each other] as they marched, where began a hot and bloudy Skirmish betwixt them, Regiment against Regiment, as they came in order, till the night parted them.14


    The Christian soldiers had to fight their way out. Smith was in the middle of the mêlée, and recalled:

    that it was a terror to see how horse and man lay sprawling and tumbling, some one away, some another on the ground. The Earle [Smith’s commander, the Count of Modrusch] there at that time made his valour shine more bright than his armour, which seemed then painted with Turkish bloud.15


    Thousands died. Half of Modrusch’s regiment were slain. Smith was wounded, and his horse killed under him, “but he was not long unmounted, for there was choice enough of horses, that wanted masters”.16 Only darkness brought the slaughter to a close. The two armies dug in for the night, only to continue skirmishing the next day.

    Then, on October 15, it became apparent the Turks were ready to engage in full battle. The armies met at the mouth of Charka Boğazi, “Skirmish Gorge”17 or Tscharka Gorge.18 It was another bloody encounter. According to Smith, the Ottomans lost “five or six thousand”, and the Habsburg army almost as many, including “divers other great commanders”.

    With such unsustainable losses on both sides, and the bitter central European winter closing in, the opposing commanders agreed to a truce. On October 25, the Turks withdrew to Buda, and Smith and his fellow soldiers retired to the ruins of Alba Regalis.

    Sadly, the modern town of Székesfehérvár, with its sprawling suburbs, electronics factories and hypermarkets, retains very little of its great historic past. This makes it somewhat difficult to identify the key military positions taken by Mercœur and his men in the autumn of 1601. However, to the northeast of the town, comfortable middle-class homes now overlook the city from a low ridge. This would have been a perfect position from which to bombard the Ottomans. Smith’s plains of “Girke”, where the Habsburg army met its foe, do not appear on any contemporary map. But historical records do confirm that on October 15, 1601, an engagement took place between Christian and Muslim forces at Charka Boğazi, a dozen miles or so north of Székesfehérvár.19 This seems likely to be close to the modern town of Csákvár.

    More problematic is Smith’s description of an island lying on the western margin of Alba Regalis, where the city was left virtually without defence because of the natural protection of the river and swamp. The western side of Székesfehérvár is today given over to large apartment blocks looking out on flat marshland and shallow lakes, and on first impression it is impossible to discern anything that might once have been an island. But altitude readings from a simple handheld GPS unit show the builders of the apartments used slight differences in height in their construction. The apartments sit on a low rise, thirty to fifty feet above the surrounding marshland. In 1601, this area would have stood proud of the surrounding floodland – an island in the mire.
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    As winter began to close on Alba Regalis, the Duke of Mercœur had to decide how best to deploy his troops for the next fighting season. Smith explained how the general divided his army into three parts, a point confirmed in other historic records. The first group was left behind to defend Alba Regalis, although this move failed to prevent the Ottomans from retaking the city the following year. The second group went to support Archduke Ferdinand II in his siege of Nagykanizsa; this engagement was aborted less than a month later, as the Imperial army sustained heavy losses. The third group, which included Captain Smith’s cavalry company, was sent east into Transylvania.

    Mercœur himself then travelled to Vienna to report to his superiors. By Captain Smith’s account:

    having thus worthily behaved himselfe, he arrived at Vienne [Vienna]; where the Arch-dukes and the Nobilitie with as much honour received him, as if he had conquered all Hungaria…[and] preparing himself to returne into France, to raise new Forces against the next yeare.20


    Smith’s portrayal of Mercœur’s whereabouts is confirmed by other sources, and Smith also reported accurately that Mercœur died suddenly, before he could return to his native France. Apparently, Mercœur moved on from Vienna to Prague, and then on to Nuremberg, where he died on February 19, 1602 – apparently of “a pestilential spotted fever”.21 This was a captain who was clearly well informed about the movements of his senior officers – or, if Smith gleaned the information at a later date and inserted it into his memoirs, this was a captain who thought Mercœur’s status and demise were worth noting.

    When Smith left Alba Regalis with Count Modrusch’s Protestant forces, at Mercœur’s behest, he naturally assumed he was taking the war against the Ottomans further east on behalf of the Holy Roman Empire. In reality, events took a very different turn. What Smith could not have comprehended at the time was that he and his battalion were about to be caught up in a complex web of political intrigue, naked ambition, ruthless suppression and insanity. His year in Transylvania would see his greatest conquests as a soldier, but also his humiliating descent into capture and slavery.

    ‌
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    The earth did blush with the bloud of honesty, that the Sunne for shame did hide himself, from so monsterous sight of a cowardly calamity


    John Smith, The True Travels (1630)
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      John Smith jousting with an opponent to the death, in a detail from Smith’s The True Travels (1630)

     



    In the first few weeks of 1602, John Smith and the rest of the Count of Modrusch’s battalion spent their time battling deep snow drifts and bitter, icy winds as they headed east through Hungary and into Transylvania. Modrusch’s Protestant army stood at six thousand men by Smith’s reckoning, and not all of them would make it:

    An extraordinary continuing tempest of haile, wind, frost and snow, in so much that the Christians were forced to leave their Tents and Artillery, and what they had; it being so cold that three or foure hundred of them were frozen to death in a night, and two or three thousand lost in that miserable flight in a snowie tempest.1


    It is challenging to move an army in mid-winter. The days are short, food is scarce, drinking water freezes, equipment is abandoned, soldiers die by the hundreds, and those who survive are vulnerable to frostbite. As a cavalry man, Smith most likely walked for much of the way, rather than risk riding his horse on rock-hard trails. But this was no ordinary cold spell: tree-ring records show that the winter of 1601–2 was the coldest for six hundred years, and the reason for Captain Smith’s misery lay seven thousand miles away in South America.

    The previous year, the Huaynaputina volcano in southern Peru had erupted, sending volcanic ash high into the atmosphere. Observers said the mountain looked like a huge fire, with the noise of “cannon-ball explosions”. An hour after the eruption, debris began to fall from the sky; within twenty-four hours, ten villages were buried under ten inches of ash,2 and volcanic mudflows had reached the Pacific Ocean, seventy-five miles away. It was the largest volcanic eruption in historical times, and its effects were felt all around the globe as sunlight was blocked by the large quantities of sulphur particles spewed into the atmosphere.3 In France, the wine harvest was delayed, and in Germany wine production collapsed completely; the spring blossom arrived late in China, and in Russia the severe winter caused the worst famine in the country’s history.

    Smith’s company of horsemen had to contend with these punishing conditions as they made their way to northern Transylvania and the headquarters of General Giorgio Basta in the city of Bistriţa. Apart from simply surviving the winter, the Habsburg army had to avoid enemy patrols seeking to report the position of units and troop movements. So Smith’s detachment first skirted Ottoman-held Buda, before looping northeast to Esztergom, and then on to Tokaj, a journey of some four hundred miles. It was a gruelling march, and, as an officer, Smith was now responsible for his men’s safety, not just his own.

    The captain was heading for a once-isolated principality, a plateau of valleys, ravines and rolling hills, and encircled by the Carpathian Mountains. For the past several centuries, Transylvania had become a strategically important crossroads between eastern and western Europe. Consequently, invading armies had ravished the region at will, leaving the population decimated. They also left a very complicated history in their wake.

    The Principality of Transylvania had become a semi-independent state in 1526, under the rule of the Ottomans. Hungarian princes paid tribute to the Turks, and in return their overlords allowed them to enjoy relative autonomy. This put the principality beyond the reach of the Catholic authority of the Holy Roman Emperor, and Protestant doctrine flourished. For a few decades at least, the people of Transylvania had enjoyed relative peace and stability. But it was not to last for long.
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    Disorder returned to Transylvania in 1588 – the year of the Armada – when Sigismund Báthory (in Hungarian, Báthory Zsigmond) reached the age of majority and took his father’s title of voivode, or warlord. Báthory came from an eccentric – some would say psychopathic – family, with a history of mental illness. His niece Erzsébet (Elizabeth) is reputed to have killed over six hundred virgins, and bathed in their blood in an attempt to seek eternal youth. Báthory’s younger cousin Gabriel was said to be a tyrannical, fickle and sexually debauched maniac, who was betrayed and murdered by his own friends; his naked body thrown unceremoniously into a creek. By comparison, Sigismund Báthory was a paragon of virtue. However, he did suffer from epilepsy and impotence, and some believe he was also homosexual.

    Báthory was an ardent Catholic and made no secret of his allegiance to the Church. However, he was also an obedient Ottoman vassal, at least until 1594, when he negotiated an alliance with Rudolf II behind the Turks’ backs. The emperor recognized Báthory as the Prince of Transylvania, and arranged for him to marry his cousin, the Archduchess Maria Christina. Uniting the Habsburg and Báthory families through marriage was politically expedient for both rulers. Unfortunately, the wedding night was a fiasco, and the marriage never consummated.

    ‌
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      Sigismund Báthory, Prince of Transylvania, by an unidentified artist (left); Prince Rudolf II, Holy Roman Emperor, by Aegidius Sadeler (right)

     



    The broken-hearted prince sought solace in military glory. Báthory joined forces with Michael the Brave, the Prince of Wallachia, another Turkish-controlled principality to the south of Transylvania. Together, the two princes drove the Ottomans out of the region. The Habsburg–Báthory alliance had its first success.

    Back in Transylvania, Báthory’s rule faced serious internal unrest, and he returned with his troops to put down an insurgency with appalling cruelty. Those who opposed him faced impalement, hanging and mutilation. Then, in 1597, Báthory decided enough was enough, and abdicated. Alas, one of his many weaknesses was indecision – a contemporary commented wryly that he was as unreliable as April weather. Four months later Báthory’s people welcomed him back as their ruler, but within a few months, he tired again of governance. This time, he had his marriage annulled and arranged to take religious orders in the Catholic Church.

    By now, Rudolf II was sinking into insanity, and in no position to take control of Transylvania anyway; the principality was descending into ungovernable mayhem in the face of this leadership crisis. Seizing his opportunity, Michael the Brave invaded his northern neighbour. His motivations were not entirely political: Michael was bankrupt from his recent warring, and he levied punitive taxes on his new subjects. His unpaid soldiers followed his lead and looted the Transylvanian countryside, and life for ordinary people again became intolerable.

    The state of anarchy in Transylvania now threatened the entire region. Rudolf II had recognized Michael the Brave as Imperial Governor of Transylvania and despatched one of his leading generals, Giorgio Basta, to support Michael against the Ottomans. But Basta decided to join forces with the Transylvanian nobles that opposed the Wallachian interloper. The two armies met in September 1600, and Michael was defeated. Undeterred, he travelled to Prague, where he regained the favour of the capricious Rudolf. The emperor sent Michael back to Transylvania with his blessing, and with orders to join forces with his adversary, General Basta.
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      Michael the Brave, Prince of Wallachia and the Holy Roman Emperor’s governor in Transylvania (left); his sometime foe and sometime ally, General Giorgio Basta (right)

     



    In this remarkable tale of double-dealing and deception, nothing should come as a surprise. When word of the situation got back to Prince Sigismund early in 1601, he decided to drop his priestly pretensions and raise yet another army. The long-suffering Transylvanian people welcomed him home again. (This was at much the same time that John Smith was being recruited into the Habsburg army in Graz.) On August 3, 1601 (NS), Báthory’s army confronted the combined forces of General Basta and Michael the Brave; the Transylvanian army was overwhelmed.

    Báthory’s defeat left Basta and Michael the Brave in joint control of Transylvania – a partnership that was never going to last. There is some suggestion that Michael tried secretly to re-establish a union with the Turks. Whatever the truth, Basta had Michael assassinated just a few days after their victory against Báthory. It was a cynical move, but Basta assumed it would ensure his unrivalled control. The move failed.

    For the third time in four years, Sigismund Báthory returned from exile to reclaim his principality. This time he was supported by a contingent of Turkish troops; apparently, his ardent Catholicism only went so far. The autumn was wet, and heavy flooding prevented Basta from using his full power to stop Báthory establishing a power base. By late 1601 the prince had become the de facto ruler of most of the southern half of Transylvania.

    Rudolf II was roused from the melancholy clouds of his insanity when he received the startling news back in Prague, and he knew he had to respond. The Transylvanian–Ottoman alliance was in renaissance, and the region was falling back into Turkish hands. Smith and his regiment were despatched to northern Transylvania in late 1601 to meet this new threat.

    In January 1602, Rudolf promoted Giorgio Basta to Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial army in Transylvania. He ordered him to unseat Báthory – by persuasion if possible, but by force if necessary. John Smith had no idea how his fortunes were about to change.
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    Captain Smith, together with the rest of Modrusch’s troops, arrived at Basta’s headquarters in Bistriţa in early March 1602 with orders to support the general. By then, there was intense diplomatic activity between the Basta and Báthory camps, as the general tried to negotiate a peaceful settlement with the ever-vacillating prince. Suddenly, in a surprising reversal of policy, Basta announced he was withdrawing his army from Transylvania. The move took everybody by surprise, but the Habsburg general was being very shrewd.

    In his suppression of the region, Basta had relied on roaming bands of mercenaries called Hajdúk, who he had let run amok in the countryside. Some of the Hajdúk were former soldiers of Michael the Brave’s army who had been left stranded in Transylvania after Basta had murdered their commander. Smith referred to the Hajdúk as “some Turks, some Tartars, but most Bandittoes, Rennegadoes, and such like”4 – in other words, they were a semi-autonomous legion of displaced soldiers, robbers and highwaymen of various nationalities, including Turks. As a whole, they were responsible for murders, rapes and arson, and were also blamed for the widespread famine, though Huaynaputina’s ash clouds and the terrible winter were also significant factors. Historical reports from the period tell of starving peasants cutting bodies down from the gallows for food, and of children eating the wasted corpses of their parents to survive. Basta had come to realize he could no longer control the Hajdúk. As part of the terms of his departure from Bistriţa, he gave Báthory the authority to rid the principality of these outlaws. In return, Basta made peace and removed his army from Transylvania.
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      John Smith’s travels to Transylvania in 1602. Smith’s regiment trekked from Alba Regalis to join General Basta’s forces in Bistrița, before heading south to Brașov in support of Sigismund Báthory’s army.

     



    This was the bizarre situation met by Modrusch and his officers when they arrived in Transylvania. They faced a choice: either withdraw to Hungary with Basta and the Imperial army, or stay in Transylvania to fight the Hajdúk alongside Báthory. In a surprising volte-face, Modrusch chose the second option. He decided to offer his services to this unstable prince, who only months earlier had been the Habsburgs’ enemy. Modrusch took his forces south to Braşov, where he met up with Báthory at his headquarters.

    Smith might only have been a relatively unimportant captain, but his understanding of the complex politics involved was accurate and insightful. Most importantly, he understood Modrusch’s reasoning for switching his allegiances:

    Hearing of the death of Michael [the Brave] and the brave Duke Mercury [Mercœur], and knowing the policie of Busca [Basta], and the Prince his Roialtie [Báthory], being now beyond all beleefe of men, in possession of the best part of Transylvania, [he] persuaded his troopes, in so honest a cause, to assist the Prince against the Turke [Hajdúk], rather than Busca against the Prince.5


    Modrusch’s switch was also personal. The count’s father had been brutally killed by soldiers identified as Hajdúk – who, he believed, were the true enemy of his people.

    Modrusch still had to persuade his troops to follow him to Báthory’s side. His battalion had spent a hard winter making their way to Transylvania to fight against the prince. As Protestants they had not always received the recognition they felt they deserved. Not surprisingly, morale among his troops was low. To make his task a little easier, Modrusch made his men an offer they found difficult to refuse. In Smith’s words:

    The souldiers being worne out with those hard payes and travells, upon hope to have free libertie to make bootie upon what they could get possession of from the Turkes, was easily perswaded to follow him [Modrusch] whithersoever.6


    The offer of plunder did the trick.

    When Modrusch sent word to Báthory that his twenty years of military experience, together with his battalion of Protestant troops, were at the prince’s service, the offer was keenly accepted. The prince promoted Modrusch to “Camp-master”, effectively a colonel. More to the point, the count’s soldiers were promised regular pay and the opportunity to pillage. Perhaps Smith recalled Machiavelli’s advice as he contemplated what lay ahead: “When they remain in garrison, soldiers are maintained with fear and punishment; when they are then led to war, with hope and reward.”
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    Having committed his regiment to supporting Báthory, the Count of Modrusch wasted no time hunting down the Hajdúk. His first actions in the spring of 1602, according to Smith, were reconnaissance raids from Braşov to the west. “The Earl having made many incursions into the land of Zarkam among those rockie mountains”, he wrote. This was where Modrusch’s forces first began to flush out the Hajdúk:

    which sometimes hee forces into the Plaines of Regall, where is a Citie not only of men and fortifications, strong of it selfe, but so environed with mountaines, that made the passages so difficult, that in all these warres no attempt had beene made upon it to any purpose.7


    The siege of the garrison town of Regall became the main focus of their attempts to root out the outlaws. Smith recalled: “The earth no sooner put on her greene habit, than the Earle [Modrusch] overspread her with his armed troopes”.8 The spring offensive in Transylvania had begun in earnest, and it would turn out to be Smith’s most fearless year of combat yet.

    Modrusch decided to set a trap. According to Smith, his commander sent a Colonel Veltus to lie in ambush with his troops near a small Hajdúk stronghold in “a narrow valley betwixt two high mountains”. The next morning, Veltus’ force drove all the cattle they could find past the enemy fort. The Hajdúk, seeing a chance to seize some fresh meat, left their defences, and the trap was sprung. Smith said “the Garrison was cut off by the Ambuscado [ambush], and Veltus seized on the Skonces [a small fortification], which was abandoned”.9

    This brief action was typical of the constant skirmishing both sides employed, and the destruction of the sconce gave Modrusch and his men free access through the valley to a much bigger prize: Regall. There was a downside, however, for the enemy now had plenty of warning of their movements. With their new intelligence, the Hajdúk “strengthned the Towne so with men and provision, that they made a scorne of so small a number as Meldritch [Modrusch] brought with him before the Citie”.10

    Smith was in top form as he recalled the military preparations for the siege. He explained that it took Modrusch six days to move his eight thousand troops to the fortress, giving the defenders ample time to prepare for the assault. Almost immediately, the Hajdúk went on the offensive:

    Before they had pitched their Tents, the Turkes sallied in such abundance, as for an houre they had rather a bloudy battell than a skirmish, but with the losse of neere fifteen hundred on both sides.11


    The next day, much-needed reinforcements arrived under the command of General Mózes Székely (Smith’s Prince Moyses), to help Modrusch’s forces. The general also assumed overall command of the siege. According to Smith, Székely brought an additional nine thousand foot soldiers and cavalry, together with twenty-six artillery pieces. These reinforcements set up their siege-camp just outside the Hajdúk fortress, which was built on a promontory. Within half a mile to one side, there was a mountain; on the other, “a faire Plaine”. Székely’s army then spent the next month digging trenches in preparation for a prolonged assault.

    By the beginning of the seventeenth century, siege warfare had become sophisticated and specialized. Often, the besiegers themselves had to build elaborate fortifications to defend against a garrison’s guns. Preparations for a siege also took time. Smith explained that mounds fifty or sixty feet high were built to raise the twenty-six guns needed for the bombardment. And the logistics of supply added further complications. Apart from feeding seventeen thousand soldiers, Székely had to make sure he had enough gunpowder and ammunition to complete the siege. A single large breach in a castle wall could take fifteen thousand cannon balls, and all this materiel had to be carted long distances along rutted tracks from their supply depots.12

    Siege armies were often sited close to the walls of the garrison they were attacking, and Székely’s force was no exception. His encampment was within hearing distance of the Hajdúk town, inviting the enemy to taunt them. Smith observed the scorn of the Hajdúk at the Transylvanian army’s slow work: “the Turkes oft derided, that their Ordnance were at pawne, and how they grew fat for want of exercise”.13 It was classical psychological warfare.

    Spring gave way to early summer, and both sides became increasingly bored. During one of their jeering exchanges, the Hajdúk made a proposal for passing the time. They suggested a temporary truce, during which time each side would put forward a champion to fight in single combat to the death:

    That to delight the Ladies, who did long to see some court-like pastime, the Lord Turbashaw [probably a Hajdúk officer] did defie any Captaine, that had the command of a Company, who durst combate with him for his head.14


    Whether the Hajdúk actually had “ladies” is doubtful, but they certainly had women. Nor was anyone likely to have experienced much “court-like pastime” in a Hajdúk garrison town. But the invitation was accepted all the same.

    Smith was carried away with excitement for the knightly combat. Lots were drawn in his camp to select an opponent, and Smith won. Here was his woodland dream come true: all those days practising charging with his lance in the pasture outside Willoughby; his hours studying Machiavelli and Marcus Aurelius; the saddle sores from his tutelage at Tattershall. All, it seemed, had been in preparation for this great day.

    However, this was no courtly joust, but a duel to the death, with no outside interference. It wasn’t quite what his riding master, Theodore Paleologue, had in mind when he trained his pupil.

    Not surprisingly, Smith’s account of the contest included every detail imaginable, full of colour and romance, the quintessential medieval knight’s tale:

    Truce being made for that time, the Rampiers [ramparts] all beset with faire Dames, and men at Armes, the Christians in Battalio [battle dress]; Turbashaw with a noise of Howboyes entred the field well mounted and armed; on his shoulders were fixed a paire of great wings, compacted of Eagles feathers within a ridge of silver, richly garnished with gold and precious stones.15


    His rival’s appearance was bizarre: mounted on his shoulders the officer had a pair of large wings made from eagle feathers, richly garnished with gold, silver and precious stones. Ahead of him walked a janissary carrying his lance, and two more attendants followed at his side, leading his horse to the field of combat. Turbashaw’s supporters created a cacophony from their hautboys, slender double-reeded woodwind instruments rather like a modern oboe. Smith’s arrival on the field of battle was altogether more modest: a single “page” led his way before the sound of blaring trumpets.

    Both men wore full body armour made from well-tempered steel, which was cleverly articulated to allow the wearer to remain agile. Such lightweight fighting armour typically weighed about forty pounds. Because the overlapping steel plates were spread evenly around the body, the combatants could mount a horse unaided, and move and fight freely on the ground if they were dismounted. Even so, both men must have been sweating profusely under their steel.

    As they passed each other on their way to their starting positions, they exchanged a courteous salute. They were handed their lances, which also weighed as much as forty pounds, and a signal was given. Then they charged.

    Smith would have been taught by Theodore Paleologue to keep his lance balanced and horizontal and not to allow it to drop as he began his charge towards his opponent. Smith executed his first pass, as he remembered it, without fault. As the two men collided, Smith “passed [pierced] the Turke thorow the sight of his Beaver [the lower part of a helmet], face, head and all, that he fell dead to the ground”.16 Alighting from his horse unscathed, Smith removed his own helmet so he could see better. He then finished off his opponent with a coup de grâce, severing the Hajdúk’s head, as required by the terms of combat. He then presented his grisly trophy to General Székely, “who kindly accepted it, and with joy to the whole armie he was generally welcomed”.17

    But this was not the end of the matter. Turbashaw had a friend who was “inraged with madnesse” at the outcome, and he issued Smith a new challenge “to regaine his friends head, or lose his owne, with his horse and Armour for advantage”.18

    The second contest was scheduled for the following day, again with lances on horseback. This time the outcome was not as clear-cut: as they clashed, both lances split, rendering them useless; Smith’s opponent, however, was nearly unhorsed. Their secondary weapons were pistols, and the Hajdúk took the first shot. It was on target, but it glanced harmlessly off Smith’s breastplate. With no chance to reload on horseback, Smith had an uninterrupted aim, and he hit his adversary in the left arm. Unable to control his horse, the Hajdúk fell to the ground, “and so bruised with the fall, that he lost his head, as his friend before him”.19 In addition to decapitating the man, Smith claimed his horse and armour, but sent the headless body and “his rich apparel” back to the Hajdúk castle.

    With the gory entertainment over, the two armies continued as before. The enemy made sorties out of their fortress, skirmishing with Székely’s forces, but with little effect. The groundworks for the siege continued, but the sappers needed to raise the platforms higher before the bombardment of the fortification could begin. Time, and the summer, dragged on, and the tedium continued. As a captain of cavalry, Smith was likely more bored than most, and with the self-confidence and arrogance of youth, he sought permission from Székely to issue his own challenge to the enemy to fight a third duel.

    A man Smith called Bonny Mulgro accepted the offer, and the next day the two men faced each other on the same blood-soaked public killing ground. Smith’s account of this duel was longer, more interesting, and certainly more exciting than the two that preceded it. Traditionally, the defendant had the choice of weapon, and Bonny Mulgro wisely avoided the lance and selected pistols and battle-axes instead. On the first pass, they both fired, and both missed. They then fell to their second weapon, “whose piercing bils [hooked blades] made sometime the one, sometime the other to have scarce sense to keepe their saddles”.20 It was a savage, exhausting encounter. Smith came off worse, and received such a resounding blow from his opponent that he dropped his axe. “The Turk prosecuted his advantage to the uttermost of his power.”21 A cheer went up from the ramparts as Bonny Mulgro closed in for the kill. Modest as ever, Smith then explained:

    his judgement and dexterity in such a businesse, beyond all mens expectation, by Gods assistance, not onely avoided the Turkes violence, but having drawne his Faulchion [a small, single-edge sabre], pieced the Turke so under the Cutlets [overlapping plates on his armour] thorow backe and body, that although he alighted from his horse, he stood not long ere hee lost his head, as the rest had done.22


    Smith was battle-hardened after eighteen months at war, and at twenty-two he was at the peak of his physical fitness. Nevertheless, surviving these three duels was quite an achievement. With three spare horses, and his opponents’ heads impaled on spikes, Smith was paraded with a guard of six thousand – or so he claimed – to General Székely’s marquee.

    The general received him “with as much respect as the occasion deserved”, gave him yet another horse (richly furnished with a fine saddle), a jewelled scimitar and a belt worth three hundred ducats. (The ducat was a standard gold coin used throughout Eastern Europe at the time, and Smith’s prize was worth about four years’ wages for a craftsman.) The Count of Modrusch was equally delighted with Smith’s achievement, and promoted him to the rank of sergeant major, which was rated just below lieutenant colonel in Smith’s day. Smith never used the title, preferring instead to keep the rank of captain.

    Good morale so often helps to win battles, and Smith claimed his success galvanized Székely’s army. He was the “one of more life, of more heart, or at least of more authority, who with his spirit, with his words, and with his example keeps the others firm and disposed to fight”, as The Art of War taught him. It probably also helped that Székely’s siege guns were finally ready. Within fifteen days and after thousands of volleys, they made two breaches in the walls of the Hajdúk defences, and the full-scale assault on Regall began.

    Smoke from the muskets and cannon was so dense “that day was made a darksome night”. The attack was a direct advance up the steeply sloping front of the rocky promontory the castle was built on. The Hajdúk responded by rolling logs, gunpowder barrels and other debris towards them. Székely’s troops suffered heavy losses.

    Still more reinforcements were called for. Eventually, the Hajdúk were overwhelmed, but Székely refused to accept their surrender. The bombardment from his siege guns continued unabated. The next day, the Transylvanian forces took the citadel. Smith said Modrusch was in the vanguard of the action, set on retribution for his father’s death: “all he found [who] could beare Armes he put to the sword, and set their heads upon stakes round about the walles, in the same manner they had used [with] the Christians, when they tooke it”.23 Hundreds, if not thousands of men must have died this way.

    General Székely capitalized immediately on his victory. After repairing the ramparts, he moved on and sacked another three Hajdúk strongholds along the Mureş River, which Smith lists as Veratio (Vărădia de Mureş), Solmos (Șoimoș) and Kupronka (Căpruţa) – settlements all dating back to at least the mid-fourteenth century. Smith also reported that two thousand prisoners were taken, but they were mostly women and children, so the men most likely met the same fate as those at Regall.
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