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Preface

Discovery, that is, the documented (e.g., on a map) initial contact
with the unknown, and exploration, the understanding of discovery,
have together constituted a heroic dimension of the human saga from
its very beginnings. The first recorded expedition was sponsored by
Queen Hatshepsut, Bronze Age Egypt’s only female pharaoh, to Punt
(Somalia) for the purpose of trade in the middle of the fifteenth cen-
tury B.c. Data on the latest expeditions, launched into space by the
Soviet Union and the United States, appear in daily newspapers and
news broadcasts. From Yuri Gagarin, the first human in space, through
the space shuttle Challenger, these new missions of discovery and ex-
ploration have continued to expand humanity’s horizons and point the
way to the future.

The story of discovery and exploration, especially of North Amer-
ica, contributes significantly to what Walter Prescott Webb called the
“high adventure” of history. It is therefore quite appropriate that the
theme selected for the twenty-first annual Walter Prescott Webb Memo-
rial Lectures, presented at the University of Texas at Arlington on
March 12-13, 1986, was North American discovery and exploration.

In the first essay David B. Quinn, emeritus professor at the Univer-
sity of Liverpool and a past president of the prestigious Hakluyt So-
ciety, considers the initial European colonization of North America
and carefully differentiates the Spanish, French, and English experi-
ences. As Professor Quinn indicates in his conclusion, his topic is but
an opening chapter in the history of the European penetration of North
America. It is fitting that his essay begins this volume.

Robert H. Fuson, emeritus professor of geography at the Univer-
sity of South Florida, is the winner of the 1986 Webb-Smith essay com-
petition. The award is offered each year for the best essay submitted
on the theme of the Lectures and is funded by the same generous en-
dowment from C. B. Smith of Austin that also helps support the Webb
Lecture series. Professor Fuson’s essay brings together what is known
about John Cabot, and it usefully separates fact from myth. In so do-
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ing, Fuson probes the background of the controversy surrounding this
early North American explorer.

In her essay, Olive Patricia Dickason, professor of history at the
University of Alberta, examines the development of related Old World
legal concepts with regard to sovereignty and their application to the
New World during the first great era of exploration and colonization.
Professor Dickason also shows how these concepts were transformed
by the New World rivalries of the European powers and by the New
World environment.

The essay by Cornelius J. Jaenen, professor of history at the Uni-
versity of Ottawa, was not a part of the Webb Lectures. It is based
on the keynote address made by Professor Jaenen at a monthlong pro-
gram, “The Sun King: Louis XIV—Texas and the French Experience,”
sponsored in part by the UT-Arlington Department of History in April,
1986. After hearing Professor Jaenen’s paper, the editors thought it
perfect for inclusion in this volume and prevailed upon him to submit
this essay. Jaenen provides an incisive analysis of the uniqueness of the
French contact with the native peoples of New France, with special
emphasis on the experiences of the eighteenth century.

The history of discovery and the history of cartography are inti-
mately interwoven. In her essay, Elizabeth A. H. John of Austin in-
troduces the shadowy figure of Juan Pedro Walker, cartographer of
the early nineteenth-century trans-Mississippi frontier and Texas. She
adeptly uses Walker to reconstruct this little-known phase of North
American mapping and to illustrate the connection between cartogra-
phy and discovery.

The concluding essay in this volume is a brief piece by William H.
Goetzmann, the Pulitzer Prize-winning Dickson, Allen & Anderson
Centennial Professor in American Studies and History at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin. Professor Goetzmann discusses the transfer of
images of the frontier, recorded in the explorers’ paintings and draw-
ings sent back to the people in the American East and in Europe dur-
ing the nineteenth century.

The occasion of the 1986 Webb Memorial Lectures also marked
the tenth anniversary of the generous donation of manuscripts, maps
and other graphics, rare books, newspapers, and microfilm dealing
with the history of Texas and the Greater Southwest, by Jenkins and
Virginia Garrett of Fort Worth to the Library of the University of Texas
at Arlington. Garrett, a Webb student, a prominent attorney, and a
former University of Texas System regent, and his wife are longtime
staunch advocates and benefactors of the University of Texas at Ar-
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lington. Their gift has become the core of the Division of Special
Collections — the Jenkins Garrett Library and the Cartographic His-
tory Library — housed in specially designed quarters on the sixth floor
of the University Library. Among its holdings, the Garrett Library con-
tains the nation’s most comprehensive collection on the Mexican War
of 1846-48; the Cartographic History Library is a center for the study
of the exploration and mapping of the New World, with emphasis on
Texas and the Gulf of Mexico.

The Garretts were honored by the Department of History at a spe-
cial dinner on the evening of March 12, 1986, and were presented with
a lifetime membership in the Society for the History of Discoveries.
It is with heartfelt thanks and in recognition of their continuing gen-
erosity and support that this volume is dedicated to Jenkins and Vir-
ginia Garrett.

Stanley H. Palmer
Dennis Reinhartz
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HOWARD R. LAMAR

Introduction

ONE of the most enduring contributions of Walter Prescott Webb’s The
Great Frontier was to demonstrate the dramatic economic and politi-
cal impact of the New World of the Americas on the Old World of
Europe. By stressing the American contribution, he forced historians
to think in terms of reciprocal impact. That approach now seems so
obvious and logical that it hardly seems new. Yet only a few years ago
Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange made news when it ex-
panded the concept of intercontinental reciprocity to include biologi-
cal and ecological exchanges between the Old World and the New. In
1986, Donald W. Meinig expanded the idea of a tricontinental set of
exchanges between Africa, Europe, and the Americas in his seminal
study, Atlantic America, 1492-1800.

The latest volume in the published series of the Walter Prescott
Webb Memorial Lectures, which are held each spring on the campus
of the University of Texas at Arlington, focuses on the history of North
American discovery, and thus continues the Webbian theme of inter-
action between Europe and America, but in a number of fresh and
arresting ways. As readers will see, the six distinguished historians of
exploration whose essays are presented here have not only treated the
subject of their particular area of the vast topic of North American
discovery but also suggested new perspectives. And these authors have
found, though often in very different fields, common and recurring
themes that give an added coherence to the history of North American
exploration and discovery.

The writers discuss, among many other things, the New World
as seen by European canonical and civil legalists, by the explorers them-
selves, such as Cabot and Verrazzano, and by their historical inter-
preters. There follows a remarkably fresh essay on the early French
contact with the Amerindian societies of North America in which the
larger meaning of these societies for Europeans is treated. Finally, two
essays explain how a coherent image of the New World was created
by mapmakers, land explorers, scientists, and artists. Using a broad-
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ranging interdisciplinary approach, an understandably appropriate
attitude for historians of exploration, the authors have embraced in
their essays the fields of comparative, intellectual, legal, and social
history, as well as the disciplines of art history, anthropology, ethnol-
ogy, and geography. Taken together these essays constitute an impres-
sive early volume in what will undoubtedly be a spate of studies that
will commemorate the forthcoming five-hundredth anniversary of Co-
lumbus’s discovery of America in 1492.

The first accounts of the European discovery of the Americas are
interesting, even mesmerizing, as they undoubtedly were before Webb
wrote The Great Frontier, and presumably will be as long as histori-
ans ply their craft. Even the most factual and even-paced survey texts
take on a tone of expectation and excitement when they describe Co-
lumbus’s first voyage, recount Cortez’s conquest of the Aztec empire
in Mexico, or follow Cabeza de Vaca’s despairing but historic journey
from Florida across the South and Southwest to the northern prov-
inces of New Spain. With a similar sense of excitement students still
respond to the grand chronicle of the coming of Spain, France, and
England to North America. They associate Spain with conquest of vast
stretches of land and millions of Indians and with gold and missions;
France with Canada, the Mississippi valley, and the fur trade; and
England with Atlantic coast colonization, settlements expanding west-
ward, and brutal wars with the Indians.

Although future scholarship is not likely to change these stereo-
typical short-cut descriptions of the endeavors of these three nation-
states in the New World, we have passed from an age of grand narra-
tive to more analytical accounts, a change accompanied by a virtual
explosion of knowledge — and interest — about native societies, a new
appreciation of the American environment and the often disastrous
European impact on it, and inevitably, from those two awarenesses,
to a new perspective on the old facts and sometimes even a total new
meaning for these facts.

Happily the six essays all demonstrate these new approaches and
interests. In “Colonies in the Beginning: Examples from North Amer-
ica,” David B. Quinn, professor emeritus of modern history, Univer-
sity of Liverpool, and author of books on the Roanoke voyages, early
voyages to New England, and early French settlement, continues the
theme of revision of older views. Noting that we must start our study
of North American colonial history before 1607 or 1620, he urges his-
torians to study the pre- and protosettlement period before 1625. If
one looks at the early Spanish experience in the New World, for exam-
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ple, it seems less and less that the Spanish empire was born out of the
experiences of the reconquista. Rather, the Spanish system in the New
World had its ups and downs depending on the monarch’s interest and
what was happening at home. Although Spain did invent a New World
government from a distance, it was so obsessed with paper, Quinn be-
lieves, that it was less effective than it might have been.

In the case of France, Professor Quinn finds that the older image
of its government as fostering New World exploration and settlement
falls before the evidence that French port towns took the initiative in
developing New France. Even in the later period France was not so
concerned with bureaucracy as it was “affected by what pressures im-
portant merchant groups could bring on the government.”

Quinn points out that from 1630 onward, England was “the first
effective North American colonizing power,” but here again it appears
that in the early period the English let the colonists do things on their
own.

Quinn’s essay poses several arresting questions. Is our account of
the role and impact of powerful European nation-states exaggerated?
Should the focus be on events in the colonies? Is there evidence that
more “freedom” in terms of absence of control existed on all three
frontiers? All in all, he provides a splendid example of how we must
pay close attention to the facts about a period and not let what seem
to be overriding precedents or retrospective generalizations cloud our
view.

Robert Fuson, emeritus professor of geography at the University
of South Florida, has written a delightful and intriguing essay, “The
John Cabot Mystique,” which reminds us of the frequent difficulty
encountered in getting at the actual facts of New World discovery.
“The John Cabot Mystique” resembles a research and historiographi-
cal spy thriller about John Cabot, discoverer of Newfoundland for
England, and his ambitious, deceitful son Sebastian, who Professor
Fuson believed tried to appropriate his father’s accomplishments as
his own.

Fuson provides a splendid case study of how scholars and non-
scholars have taken insufficient evidence to make Cabot the so-called
true discoverer of Florida as well as of Canada. Fuson smashes these
claims in a brilliant argument and concludes that Cabot did not make
history, “he was created by history.” Scholars, he finds, are guilty of
immortalizing one “of the most obscure navigators of the fifteenth
century” because of “national, provincial, and personal biases.”

The essay by Olive Patricia Dickason, professor of history at the
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University of Alberta, analyzes the European legal and religious mind-
set both before and after 1492. In her “Old World Law, New World
Peoples, and Concepts of Sovereignty,” Professor Dickason finds that
European canonists and civilists had been debating the status of non-
Christian peoples since the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. While some
churchmen argued that non-Christians had a right to their own prop-
erty and their own governments, others claimed that they had no le-
gitimate authority outside the church. If infidels refused to recognize
and obey the power and authority of the Roman church, then they
“are not fit to have kingdoms, governments, jurisdiction nor dominion.”

One sees at once how the European legal mindset would not only
extend the debate to New World peoples but open the way for differ-
ent countries to argue their particular cases. As Dickason notes, the
Spanish used papal spiritual authority but did not allow papal politi-
cal authority over their American holdings. The latecomer French, find-
ing that all lands were claimed by Spain and Portugal, found it con-
venient to assert the principles of freedom of trade and freedom of
the seas as a way of gaining right of access. In trying to justify their
invasion of Portuguese Brazil to trade for dyestuffs, they allied with
the native Tupi and said that the Tupi, being the original inhabitants,
had a right to live there. As Dickason points out, the French later used
this argument to justify their claim of the Saint Lawrence region.

Dickason traces the legal debate over the status of New World
peoples and the concept of sovereignty down to the Nootka Sound cri-
sis of 1790, when the British made the first successful challenge to the
Spanish claim of sovereignty on grounds of the doctrine of occupa-
tion. It is no wonder that Thomas Jefferson followed the Nootka crisis
closely, for its precedent-setting outcome operated to the benefit of the
United States as its population expanded westward into disputed lands.
All in all, Dickason’s essay gives an invaluable coherence to European
behavior in America over time.

One of the most rewarding recent fields of study relating to the
age of North American settlement has been the interaction between
Indians and Europeans. Whether it has been at the level of biological
and ecological swapping as treated in Alfred Crosby’s The Columbian
Exchange, or the economic and ecological impact as described by
William Cronon in his Changes in the Land, the result has been that
Indians have been restored to a more dynamic role in the shaping of
early North American history. Building on his own previous works in
Indian-white relations, Cornelius Jaenen, professor of history at the
University of Ottawa, makes a signal contribution with his essay, “Char-
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acteristics of French-Amerindian Contact in New France.” Jaenen be-
lieves that French and Indian relations in Canada were unique because
the authorities at Quebec were paternalistic rather than arbitrary. The
French did not displace populations, and they saw native self-
government as an instrument of French power. The French also never
quite asserted sovereignty. While they claimed the land, they did not
claim the people. And even when they lost Canada to the British in
1763, they told the Indians that they had ceded French rights in Can-
ada but not Indian lands.

The differences between the French and British systems applied
to other things as well. French intellectual leaders such as Voltaire and
Rousseau had long used Indian society to measure the faults and vir-
tues of their own, but Jaenen moves beyond them to note that Turgot
argued that in the evolution of society itself, the hunting and collect-
ing stage was normal and that Algonkin society was a model of hu-
man society at the first stage. In the nineteenth century that concept
led Lewis H. Morgan to propound his theory of universal social evolu-
tion. Jaenen also finds that the French never pressed Indians to change
and that even their Indian reserves were located away from towns and
seigneuries with the idea that acculturation could be more gradual.
In arguing his case, Jaenen never fails to acknowledge that Indian so-
ciety was dynamic and vigorous; it interacted with rather than pas-
sively accepted European society and culture.

In her very original essay, “The Riddle of Mapmaker Juan Pedro
Walker,” Elizabeth A. H. John, author of Storms Brewed in Other
Men’s Worlds, demonstrates that a study of the careers of mapmakers
can be as rewarding as the study of their maps. Born the son of an
English father and a French mother and reared in the Natchez District
when it was still under Spanish rule, Juan Pedro Walker learned
English, French, and Spanish, showed great talent as a draftsman, and
moved in a circle of government and army officials at a time of change
and intrigue. The result was that Walker was one of those unknown
but able borderland figures whose life constantly intersected with im-
portant persons and significant events. As a youth Walker was one of
the bright young men Andrew Ellicott hired to assist him in surveying
the thirty-first parallel, the boundary that the Treaty of San Lorenzo
(Pinckney’s Treaty) of 1795 had established between the United States
and Spain from the Mississippi to the Atlantic. Later Gov. Casa Calvo
asked Walker to survey the Texas-Louisiana border on behalf of Spain
after the Louisiana Purchase.

Choosing not to remain in American Louisiana, Walker served in
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the Spanish army, taught in a military school, and continued to draw
excellent maps of the Southwest and Mexico while living in Chihua-
hua. His maps showed the best understanding to date of the courses
of the Red and Arkansas rivers, and it was his luck to serve as the in-
terpreter when Zebulon Pike was interviewed by Spanish comman-
dant general Salcedo after the former was seized by the Spanish when
Pike and his men wandered too close to the Spanish province of New
Mezxico. By then Walker was already a splendid mapmaker, and in the
month that Walker and Pike saw one another, John concludes, Pike
learned much from Walker’s maps, as did his companion Dr. John
Robinson. Later the two Americans published maps, of which Pike’s
was the first to give a “reasonably accurate representation of the rivers
of Texas, information that must have come from Juan Pedro.”

Besides rescuing Walker and his maps from obscurity and recogniz-
ing his influence on the more famous mapmakers of the United States,
John throws new light on the way maps played a role in the border-
lands struggle for sovereignty over disputed territory. By careful re-
search and wise conjecture she creates for us a Spanish-American
borderland in transition that was not a no-man’s-land full of desper-
ados but a place where able and informed government and army offi-
cers, mapmakers, and diplomats maneuvered to defend their turf.

William H. Goetzmann, professor of American studies and his-
tory at the University of Texas at Austin and nationally known author
of Exploration and Empire, has in recent years been interested in the
discoveries made by European and American explorers all over the
world. He has called their activities in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries the “Second Great Age of Discovery,” a time when the col-
lection of scientific information went hand in hand with expansion
for imperial purposes. In his essay, “Seeing and Believing: The Ex-
plorer and the Visualization of Space,” he notes that this was a time
when the artist and later the photographer were “important compo-
nents of any serious exploring expedition all over the globe. . . . This
was the age that first really visualized the whole earth and its many
exotic peoples.”

Goetzmann proceeds to illustrate his point by describing the com-
pelling images that such artists as Seymour, Catlin, Bodmer, Miller,
and others who painted the American West contributed to a mosaic
that eventually formed a single coherent image of the West. Seymour
portrayed the vast emptiness of the West, Catlin described it as a
paradise of flocks and herds and innocent people, Bodmer dramatized
its Indians, and Miller recorded the life of the mountain man in what
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he saw as a “deeply romantic place.” The romantic tone was then truly
set by the vast landscapes of Bierstadt and Moran’s deliberate choice
to paint “sacred places” like Yosemite, Yellowstone, and the Grand Can-
yon. Looking at photographers as well as painters, Goetzmann con-
cludes that it was the artist of the American West who helped create
“the fundamental myth or story of America.”

Taken together, these six essays have an unusual unity. Quinn urges
us to look again at the earliest settlements to gain a more correct per-
spective. Dickason talks of the images of the New World in European
legal and religious thought, while Fuson demonstrates how scholars
themselves created a false image of the accomplishments of John Cabot.
Jaenen points out that the French used the image of Indian society
to measure the faults and virtues of their own, and John shows how
proto-imagemakers such as Juan Pedro Walker described an obscure
inland world for curious Spanish and American officials. Finally, Goetz-
mann limns the complex process by which European and American
artists, with concepts of their own, projected those onto a virgin land
in paintings that in turn shaped the whole notion of the new world
of North America.

Given their unity, their remarkable complementarity, and their
demonstration of excellent new scholarship based on new approaches
and methods, it is easy to congratulate both the University of Texas
at Arlington for sponsoring the Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lec-
tures, and the presenters whose lectures provided the fine essays for
this volume.
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Colonies in the Beginning:
Examples from North America

IT 1s OoNLY appropriate, since these lectures are in memory of Walter
Prescott Webb, that I should start with a quotation from The Great
Frontier. “Many explorers,” Webb said, “made mistakes in the Ameri-
can wilderness, but nevertheless came back with or sent back valu-
able information.”? My subject is in the first place about European
governments that made many early attempts to penetrate North Amer-
ica. They made many mistakes. They sometimes learned enough from
these mistakes to sponsor viable settlements in the end, but even if the
attempts brought back or sent back useful information, for a long time
they obtusely failed to learn enough to do so. I can illustrate this part
of my topic only empirically from the experiences of England, France,
and Spain, though not in that order, and will end my discussion of
government policy and the more or less state-sponsored colonizing ef-
forts just at the point in the seventeenth century, in the 1620s, when
enduring colonies were finally being inserted into the casually appro-
priated lands of the inhabitants of the continent, when a “frontier,”
in Webb’s terms, was at last being created, even if I am not going to
be concerned with frontier theory as such.

It is a truism, but one we must not lose sight of, that the European
colonies in the Americas sprang out of the distinct historical experi-
ences and traditions of each of these states, but it is one that, for my
purposes, must be briefly developed. It is, for example, traditional to
say that the Spanish empire was born out of the experiences of the
reconquista, the long process of conquest, town-building, ecclesiasti-
cal fervor, and institutionalism that removed Muslim rule from Spain
in the very year Columbus sailed, leaving Spain open to venture into
the West. While this is basically true, its strict relevance for Spanish
activity in North America between 1512 and 1620 is not so clear. By
the time North America came within the range of the conquistadores
the ideals and methods of the reconquista had been profoundly modi-
fied by earlier enterprises in the New World, first in the Caribbean
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and then, much more drastically, in Mexico and still more in the con-
quest of Péru. Consequently, Spanish policy in North America was,
in my view, influenced more by these experiences after Columbus’s time
and by the governmental devices and institutions that evolved to cope
with unprecedented problems of government from a distance rather
than by anything that had gone before.

Similarly, though in a very different perspective, the activities of
both France and England in North America must be seen against the
background at home, though here the influences tended to be nega-
tive rather than positive. Both nations were held back by more ur-
gent domestic commitments and by lack of institutions which could
cope with colonies lying several thousand miles away, and also by lack
of capital, which Spain did not lack from the 1520s onward. France,
for example, had expelled the English only in the middle of the fif-
teenth century and had regained a measure of unity only by the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century. In that century France looked to the
east and southeast for opportunities for expansion, not to the west,
though her seaboard towns did involve themselves deeply in the New-
foundland fishery and were the eventual sources for much of French
activity in the western Atlantic. In the case of England the Tudors
found themselves fully occupied in reestablishing royal control over
their more distant lands in England and in assimilating Wales and
attempting, unsuccessfully, to do the same for Scotland, while they
were faced with continuing problems in creating some degree of sta-
bility in Ireland, which continued until Queen Elizabeth I died in 1603.
In the succeeding reign of James I, there were more positive pressures
on the part of both merchants and gentry to assert an expansionist
policy. Both countries were hampered by religious problems. Henry
VIII took over much of the property of the medieval church and Eliza-
beth had to find means of reconciling most of her subjects to a form
of Protestant worship. In France religious wars broke out repeatedly
and prevented effective unity in the latter part of the century, until
the victory of Henry IV and the Edict of Nantes in 1598 gave France
an opportunity to look westward with more effect than hitherto.

I cannot do more here than indicate some of the ways in which
these influences, above all governmental influences, affected European
attempts to open up North America by exploration for settlement. I
may, perhaps, stress too much the mechanisms that governments tried
to use to bring about colonial expansion and say too little on the na-
ture of the brief colonial communities that were created and then
failed to take root in so many instances. There is often a good deal
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of documentation on what governments hoped to achieve and too lit-
tle on what was actually done. Yet as Webb suggested in the quotation
with which I began, something in the way of information, and some-
times a great deal, emerged from even the most unsuccessful ventures.
Then too, there is a process of learning to be observed, not by any means
a continuous improvement in the methods adopted or in the use of
the knowledge acquired by earlier attempts, but it is possible to see
that something survived from even the worst failures and in the end
had enough influence to lead to a measure of success, although even
here the amount and nature of the capital investment in colonization
had a good deal to do with the narrowing of the margin between suc-
cess and failure.

There is, obviously, one vital difference, already noticed in gen-
eral terms, between the position of Spain and that of the other two
states. At the time when Spain seriously became interested in North
America she already had bases and an organization behind her ven-
tures, first to the Caribbean, where the audiencia of Santo Domingo
was a continuing if declining source of strength, but more especially
in New Spain from the mid-1520s. In Mexico the viceroys had immense
resources at their disposal and a substantial degree of autonomy, while
at all times the central supervisory machinery created in Spain, the
Consejo de Indias and the Casa de la Contratacién, held the initiative
and the ultimate responsibility for expansion and determined the form
in which successive entradas into North America should be made.? The
major problem is why with such resources Spain did not achieve more
and do so more quickly than she did. Her success in so many areas
was so spectacular that North America clearly presented unique prob-
lems. Basically, they perhaps centered around the slowly appreciated
fact that North America did not appear to contain resources that could
be exploited both quickly and profitably in areas accessible to Mexico
or the Caribbean, however much these areas were to prove such a rich
resource to Europeans in later times. More specifically, there were great
problems in keeping in touch with expeditions that had apparently
disappeared into the unknown, together with the obstructions of a
bureaucratic system that often hampered rather than helped opera-
tions in which action was the key to success. We must take into ac-
count the fact that although interesting information, often embodied
in spirited narratives such as that of Cabeza de Vaca,® came out of
North America, much of the information sent back to Mexico or to
Europe was about distances and physical resources and the nature



Colonies in the Beginning 13

and habits of the indigenous population, and was highly colored and
unreliable.

Compared with Spain, both France and England were handi-
capped to some extent by the absence of institutions that were con-
cerned with overseas developments. The way that Irish affairs, for ex-
ample, were handled by both Crown and Privy Council must appear
amateurish in the extreme when contrasted with the professionalism
of the Consejo de Indias, however paper-ridden it tended to become.
Much depended on the individual monarch. It is now clear that Henry
VII was much more continuously interested in the western voyages
than was once believed;* Henry VIII had only intermittent curiosity
about the new lands when he saw what Spain was getting from her
discoveries but did not apply himself to compete. It was not until Queen
Elizabeth I had been on the throne for some years that gradually a
focus of interest outside and inside her court was created and what
we may call an “American” party emerged. It was small but occasionally
influential and then only in the last third of her long reign and when
she was becoming ever more closely involved in antagonism toward
Spain. Thus, English concern with North America in the sixteenth cen-
tury may be described as peripheral, and such efforts as were made
to intervene there were empirical and lacked effective official support.
A very different approach and a more varied, if not immediately more
successful, response came with the accession of James I in 1603 and
culminated during the next generation.

In France much of the initiative in some significant if intermit-
tent achievements came from individual port towns and their mer-
chants rather than from the state. This phenomenon was to influence
the later forms that French intervention took in America. True, Fran-
cis I was personally interested in what lay across the western ocean,
but his preoccupation with his European wars and with North Amer-
ica as a possible stepping stone to the Pacific governed most of the
initiatives he took. The decade 153343, indeed, saw some significant
initiatives that gave France some presumptive rights over the Saint
Lawrence Valley. After 1547 the initiative passed from the Crown to
the Huguenot Admiral of France, Gaspard de Coligny, whose at-
tempted colonizing expeditions to Brazil in the 1550s and to modern
South Carolina and Florida in the early 1560s were of considerable
value in bringing information, despite their having only the tolerance
if not the full support of the reigning monarchs. There were for many
years only a few tentative efforts to maintain French claims, but un-
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der Henry IV it was different. As he slowly fought his way to unchal-
lenged power between 1589 and 1598, Henry IV, backed by pressure
from towns like Rouen, St. Malo, and La Rochelle, developed a strong
sense that a French presence in North America was necessary. But be-
fore his murder in 1610 only a little had been done, although what
was done was important enough to make France a factor in North
American affairs. His successors were to build only slowly on what
Henry had begun.

It is well to remember that Spain continued into the seventeenth
century to claim prior rights over the whole of North America, though
she was prepared to admit some Portuguese rights to Newfoundland
and its surrounding mainland areas. The long procession of enterprises
that she sponsored in North America gave substance, it might appear,
to that claim even if she had so few successes to record. Even if alarm
at the increasing ramifications of her commitment led in the 1540s to
limitations on new enterprises, her Florida and New Mexico ventures
showed that she was not complacent or wholly inactive. Her Florida
venture in the 1560s, in particular, gave her a permanent stake in
southeastern North America, even if it was a much smaller one than
had been intended. Spain continued to base her claim to the widest
authority on the papal division of the non-European world in 1493,
but as late as 1607, Philip III’s minister, the duke of Lerma, could
assert that the Americas were “to them Regum Novum . . . The divi-
sion and possession was theirs and therefore lawful both by reasons
of nature and nation to appropriate it to themselves and exclude
others.”

Spain’s expectations in North America were not only of gold and
silver and jewels; she also expected to create great estates such as had
been built up in Mexico, Péru, and elsewhere, based partly on a pas-
toral economy brought from Spain but primarily dependent on an
experienced and servile population of native farmers who would sup-
ply, as the people of Mexico and Péru did, the labor force needed to
operate estates and mines and also to provide a surplus of food for
the urban complexes that were at the core of Spanish society in both
the Old and the New World. North America did not do this. Except
to some degree in the Pueblo country, Indians were not tied to the
soil, even if in many places they grew crops; they were not content
to serve as laborers and they resented rather than tolerated alien Euro-
pean intervention and harassed its representatives in most places when-
ever they could.

The one incentive that remained alive in the Spanish attempt to



Colonies in the Beginning 15

advance into North America was the missionary impulse. The expan-
sion of Spain in the Indies was considered to be a function of her mis-
sion to convert the heathen. This had peculiar connotations in Span-
ish thinking; it was an important part of Spain’s imperial mission and
had little relation to the Counter-Reformation. Just as the Jesuits under
their Spanish founder had been “soldiers of Christ” in many parts of
the Portuguese and Spanish empire, so in North America the Fran-
ciscans took their place (the Jesuits indeed retreated in 1572 from all
attempts to convert North American Indians). It was the Franciscans
who dragged the Spanish forward, hiding their fierce aggressiveness
under a cloak of meekness. It was they who eventually made Florida
an extended mission field when secular Spaniards had failed to colo-
nize it or to maintain more than a military outpost there, and it was
they, as we will see, who involved Spain irrevocably in New Mexico.
Part of the ardor of missionary Spain arose from the blood of the mar-
tyrs. The Spanish had an impressive roll of them before the end of
the sixteenth century — a Dominican on the Gulf Coast, Jesuits on the
Chesapeake, Franciscans in the Sea Islands, and another string of Fran-
ciscans in New Mexico from 1542 onward. This characteristic maso-
chistic reaction of Christianity to the challenge of heathendom con-
tinued to provide incentives to expansion, though it was dulled for a
time after the first third of the seventeenth century.

The incentives of both French and English were more prosaic. Both
hoped to get through, or in the case of the English, to get around,
North America to the Pacific. This was an element in much of the ex-
ploration and attempted colonization by both countries. Both set in-
creasing store on the Newfoundland fishery. Although the English were
the first to aspire, unavailingly, to take it over in the 1580s, it remained
significant in the minds of Frenchmen as well. But from this point the
English and French diverged. The English set their minds on the sale
to the Indians of English cloth and metal objects but were unsure of
what they expected in return. The English convinced themselves that
North America in latitudes comparable with those of Spain and Por-
tugal would produce Mediterranean-type agricultural products. They
also hoped for metals, precious or otherwise, and so did the French.
But the French concentrated on commodities, and to their merchants
the fur trade gradually became all-important. Colonization, when it
came, had to be fitted into fur trading, while Frenchmen, after count-
less wars at home, did not for a long time wish to leave France for
North America. English men and women proved more willing to leave
home; they set their eyes on land, land where they would cultivate
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exotic crops and richly endow their country and themselves with their
produce. Only later in New England did the settlers reconcile them-
selves to growing English crops and Indian cultivars. English people
wished to move as families to new land in North America, in harmony
with Indians if they would surrender land to the newcomers, in hos-
tility if they did not. Spain was only interested in the domination of
great areas with large estates (if there were no mines), whereas English-
men were content to exploit small or moderate-sized holdings (larger,
however, than they might ever acquire at home). For the French, North
America was an area of commercial opportunity, where an adventur-
ous man could make a good living and return with his surplus to France.
These are a few of the broad contrasts in the approaches of the three
European peoples with whom we are concerned.

What is clear is that Europeans of whatever nation, at most times
and places, believed that they had a right to enter and occupy lands
in any part of North America they fancied, without any regard for
the rights and the safety, even the survival, of those whose possession
had been ensured for millennia without interference from the outside.
Spanish arrogance in this regard was without comparison. Buoyed by
her sense of mission, Spain considered it her duty and her right to oc-
cupy non-Christian lands and subordinate non-Christian peoples, even
if she did slowly evolve rules that gave them, at least on paper, some
legal protection. The English, for the most part, if with some excep-
tions, followed the same path more slowly, perhaps with less arrogance
and less of a sense of mission. The French were the least concerned
with disrupting and taking over native territory until missionary ac-
tivities were added to the fur trade, when she too became involved
in the long genocidal process that was to mark European intervention
in North America as it had done already in so many parts of the Span-
ish dominions.

There is a certain degree of irony, even of humor, in the fact that
both Spain and England endorsed the first major explorers who were
to make an impression in the lands of the western Atlantic with such
grandiose paper powers and authority. Columbus, it will be remem-
bered, in the Capitulations and titulo of April, 1492,% was to be ad-
miral and viceroy of all lands found by him, and to enjoy these offices
and pass them on to his heirs, while he was also to have a tenth of
all the bullion and jewels he might find. These terms were ludicrously
inappropriate to such a minuscule expedition as this when its objec-
tive was the Asiatic mainland, where it was known that great empires
existed and would present an impenetrable barrier to such a handful
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of men as Columbus commanded. These articles were to cause endless
trouble when his discoveries proved to be only those of primitive and
unremunerative Caribbean islands. As for John Cabot, his sons, and
successors, the patent granted to them in March, 1496, by Henry VII,
accorded them the rights to occupy as governors under the Crown all
lands “in whatever part of the world which before this time were un-
known to all Christians.”” These provisions were as unrealistic as those
granted to Columbus, even if never realized in any manner whatsoever.
By the time Ponce de Le6n began planning conquests to the north
of the Caribbean Spain had begun to plan expansion by grants on paper
which both licensed and limited the activities of her conquistadores
in their entradas into new territories. To follow these Capitulations
in detail is to see how Spain’s concern with North America developed,
even if the results hoped for were not achieved and the grantees in
practice had little intention of abiding by their contracts, although
a few might in the end be punished for glaring failures to do so.
The first Spanish grant to Ponce de Ledn on February 23, 1512,
was simple and nontechnical; bureaucracy had not yet come into its
own.® If he could discover Bimini he could occupy it and make settle-
ments, though fortresses, if needed, would be provided by the Crown.
After his first voyage, the Capitulations of September, 1514, were much
more formal. By that time, following complaints about the treatment
of native peoples in the Islands, a cynical device had been invented
to provide a nominal shield for future conquistadores. This was the
requerimiento, a proclamation to be read in Spanish to any concen-
trations of native people the invaders encountered, which in Spanish
(which they could not understand) commanded them to become sub-
jects of Spain and accept Christianity.? If they did not acquiesce (and
how could they?), then they could be treated as enemies and enslaved
or distributed in repartimiento (almost the same thing) among the
Spaniards. Ponce de Le6n was to use this contract as the first step to-
ward seizing and dividing the land that he had found. Other than some
limits to the numbers of Indians that could be assigned to a single
Spaniard, the grantee was to have unlimited powers. This grant be-
came, with variations, the pattern for most later Capitulations. But
those signed with Ayllon on June 12, 1523, were much more bland.?
The licenciado was to explore lands discovered between thirty-five and
thirty-seven degrees north latitude (between thirty-three and thirty-
five degrees would be more accurate I believe). There was no mention
of the requerimiento, although the Christian religion was to be spread
by the priests Ayllon was to take with him. Indians were to be taken
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into service only for wages and were to be treated well; this followed
the disgraceful exploitation of captives as slaves in Hispaniola when
taken by Ayllon’s men in an earlier raid. There was much detail on
what sort of colony was to be created. The governor was to have a
great estate for himself, but the settlers were to be placed in towns
under their own magistrates. He was to pay for this, although sub-
sidies might be given later if he began well. Ayllon did indeed estab-
lish the town of San Miguel de Gualdape somewhere on the South
Carolina coast, conceivably on the Waccamaw River, but we know
more about the quarrels that took place when Ayllon died than we
do about the settlement itself. Indeed, it came voluntarily to an end,
though many colonists were lost on their way back to the Caribbean.
Ponce de Lebn had failed utterly and died of wounds in 1521. Ayllon
was only a shade more effective in 1526, even if for a short time a
Spanish colony subsisted on North American land.

There was no respite after these failures. Narvaez on December 11,
1526, was commissioned to conquer and settle the Gulf coast at his
own cost, except for three forts which the Crown would maintain. !
According to the Capitulations he was not only to be governor-for-life
but adelantado, a hereditary governor-conquerer (the title had not been
granted to his precursors), passing his powers on to his heirs, but ac-
companied by treasury officials (oficiales reales) to see that he paid
dues to the Crown. Settlers were to be given grants according to social
status, and caballeros were to get double quantities of land. His own
estate was to be a large one. What was new was the incorporation
of a letter dated November 14, 1526, one sent throughout the empire,
enjoining governors to protect the rights of the natives and to limit
their exploitation of them, although the establishment of missions was
to have a high priority.!2 This was a consequence of the growing fear
in Spain that labor would be wiped out in the course of conquest, while
souls would not be saved from heathendom if cruelty and murder were
to be permitted without limitations. Narvaez, as is only too well known,
failed utterly; his expedition was lost and only the apparently miracu-
lous appearance of Cabeza de Vaca in western Mexico in 1536 brought
news of the disaster as well as amazing tales of the interior. This is
a case where Webb’s dictum, cited at the beginning, holds true.

There was then a breathing space until one of the conquerors of
Péru came forward with stolen gold to finance a great entrada into
North America. The Capitulations made with Hernando de Soto on
April 28, 1537, were the most elaborate to date.!* He was to take on
the conquest of all the lands previously granted to Ayllon and Nar-
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véez, was to be governor and adelantado, and was to establish colo-
nies wherever he could, with assignments to settlers according to rank,
outside his own great estate. But he was not to escape some royal super-
vision: his chief justice was to be appointed by the Crown, as were
the treasury officials, while the letter of 1526 was to govern his rela-
tions with the native peoples, and he was bound to do his utmost to
bring them to Christianity. His great expedition did not get under way
until 1539, but its wanderings over much of the southern part of what
is now the United States have led historians a dance, as he chopped
and changed his plans, moved from one winter quarter to another chas-
ing moonshine gold, making no settlements, and finally dying in the
wilderness, leaving Moscoso, daringly, to bring a substantial remnant
of his men home in 1543. The contract system had brought no rewards,
only disaster.

Two Spanish initiatives differed fundamentally from those covered
by Capitulations. The first was Coronado’s in 1540.14 Directed to the
supposed Seven Cities of Cibola, it was primarily an official advance
into hitherto unconquered territory. Coronado carried it through ef-
fectively (if not without bloodshed), putting the Pueblo country, parts
of the Great Plains, and the lower stretch of the Colorado River on
the map, but returning with a disciplined force when remaining seemed
pointless, without promise of a civilized society in the interior. He did
little to support the friars who accompanied him, although a few re-
mained behind to attain martyrdom, but his expedition was efficient
and in its way successful in dispelling myths and providing new geo-
graphical insights into America. On his return, he was not accorded
the honor he deserved.

The second venture of this sort was even more ambitious. Luna
was equipped by the viceroy of New Spain in 1559 with a large expedi-
tion that was to land on the Gulf coast of Florida and make its way
to the coast of South Carolina to take possession of land around the
Punta de Santa Elena, where French privateers had been active.!® Had
he done so, the whole of the Florida peninsula would have been se-
cured for Spain. Spaniards and the Indians of Mexico were to become
colonists on the land. He was not only to have treasury officials to keep
watch on him but he was to consult a junta of his leading men when
it was necessary to change plans. Almost everything went wrong, largely
because the geographical information brought back by Soto’s men was
wholly inadequate. We know almost nothing of the temporary settle-
ment at Nanipacana (though a town plan was included in his instruc-
tions). We do know that ignorance, misuse of supplies, and inertia
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prevented any effective move toward the Atlantic coast. Finally, Villa-
fafie took over in 1561 and was ordered to take a colony by sea to settle
Santa Elena if he could find it. He could not and had to return. Spain
had not yet learned how to colonize in North America. In 1561 orders
came from Spain that no more attempts were to be made in Florida.

The French Huguenots changed all that. First they settled a small
group on Port Royal Sound — the Spanish Santa Elena—in 1562. Al-
though they deserted it in 1563, a larger force under Laudonniére set-
tled on the Saint John’s River in Florida in 1564, the possible precursor
of many others, as Spanish reports had it. This time a combined opera-
tion was planned. Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, an able and rich naval
commander, was to be adelantado of Florida with wide powers and
was to use his own resources as well as the extensive official help to
be given.1¢ His Capitulations echoed those of his predecessors in other
respects. His destruction of the French settlement and the settlers alike
left him free to plant soldiers and clergy round the peninsula, estab-
lish a base at San Agustin (which had to be moved later), occupy San
Mateo, where the French had been, and finally select Santa Elena as
a site for a garrison and a city, the latter to be inhabited by tough
Asturian farmers. But Menéndez was distracted by other calls for his
services; supplies failed several times; the outposts were withdrawn
under Indian pressure; and his own great slave-run estate was never
laid out. San Agustin lost inhabitants rather than grew (it was laid
out, we think, rather on the lines of the plan with which Luna had
been entrusted in 1559); the settlers at Santa Elena were harassed by
Indians and by the soldiers of the garrison alike. Gradually Florida
declined until it was only a chain of small garrisons, despite a further
injection of settlers in Santa Elena. After Menéndez’s death in 1574,
Florida was soon threatened with total desertion as most of the gar-
rison and then all of the Santa Elena settlers departed.!” But Pedro
Menéndez Marqués, the old man’s nephew, restored a limited Span-
ish presence; San Agustin began to grow again. Yet in 1586 Drake cut
down San Agustin to the ground and it had to be rebuilt from scratch,
while Santa Elena was abandoned. Slowly, San Agustin settled down
as a frontier garrison town, kept alive only by new threats of English
intervention, and populated mainly by the soldiers’ wives, a few mer-
chants and craftsmen, and by Indian-occupied suburbs that provided
a market. The town scarcely changed for several generations. But
Florida, for all its problems, did become the one solid achievement
of Spanish colonization in the sixteenth and early seventeenth cen-
tury. San Agustin, its plaza, its church and monastery, its tiled houses,
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and its large wooden fort constituted a genuine accomplishment even
if a small one.

Apart from the Luna and Menéndez expeditions, undertaken pri-
marily for strategic reasons, the failure of both Soto and Coronado
to found effective colonies or to discover workable mineral resources
marked the end of Spanish initiatives in North America for a long time.
The New Laws of the Indies in 1542 brought a stronger humanitarian
impulse into official policy toward the Indians, even if it did not put
a terminus ad quem to the holding of Indians in encomienda, that
is, in tutelage to great landholders. The laws were followed by the set-
ting of a limit to further expansion. In the future there was only to
be infilling in areas already under Spanish control, with one elastic
proviso: if missionaries penetrated beyond the known limits, then sol-
diers might be sent in to protect them and their converts. The mission
field was not to prove too profitable in North America in the following
years. Fray Cancer was killed in western Florida in 1549 when he at-
tempted an unprotected mission; a Jesuit group was wiped out on
Chesapeake Bay in 1571 while attempting a comparable venture. Even
under protection, Jesuits so completely failed to make converts in Flor-
ida that they left the area in 1572. Though the Franciscans penetrated
tentatively into Florida in the years following 1573, they made little
progress, and their missions were marred in 1576 and 1597 by revolts
in which missionary lives were lost. But the urge to persist, to find
ways in which they could become effective, survived. In the mean-
time, the Recopilacion of the New Laws of the Indies in 1573 offered
some fresh cautions and some fresh loopholes for expansion. One no-
table paragraph stated: “The term ‘conquest’ is not to be used to de-
scribe exploring expeditions. These expeditions are to be made in the
spirit of peace and love, and we do not wish them to be described by
a word that might be thought to authorize the use of force against
the Indians.”'® However, there were provisions for new settlements in-
side or outside existing borders. The key passages are: “In planning
settlements, whether in territory already explored, pacified, and
brought to obedience to Us, or in areas to be explored and pacified
in future . . . the land should be inhabited by natives who can be evan-
gelized, that being the chief object of settlements authorised by Us.”®
It is then set down that “once the general area has been selected by
competent explorers, the sites for principal towns and satellite villages
should be chosen. To avoid injury to the natives, they should be un-
occupied or freely offered by their inhabitants.” At the same time “In-
dians may be recruited for the new settlements as laborers and crafts-
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men, provided that they go voluntarily.” This was all very humane,
if scarcely practical. Indeed, the decree went on to provide that ade-
lantados might still be appointed with the rights to hand on their gov-
ernorship to an heir; they might, if they acquitted themselves well when
subjected to the residencia, the periodic review of their performance,
be entrusted with perpetual ownership of the land and ennobled. More-
over, the adelantado might still place Indians in encomienda (under
legal restrictions on what tribute might be exacted from them) for three
generations. The old system was in fact given a humanitarian gloss,
genuine on the part of the bureaucrats who drew up the decree, but
impossible to enforce at a distance from centers of effective authority.
Under these provisions, however, the Franciscan Order, increasingly
powerful in Mexico, could continue to exert pressure to expand out-
ward, and to demand civilian protection, even if this meant extending
the range of existing authorities in Florida or forcing the civilian au-
thorities to take on new colonizing responsibilities in New Mexico.
Compared with the Spanish initiatives between 1512 and 1543, those
of the French look puny. Spain was impelled by the success of her ear-
lier conquests, by the expectation of land and Indians to exploit, of
treasure to be found, and not least by missionary aspirations. France,
in contrast, had mainly commercial objectives, inspired by Breton and
Norman towns and by the desire to find a western way to Asia. Verraz-
zano did indeed bring the coastline of much of eastern North America
to French attention in 1524, but he had found no passage to the South
Sea nor indeed did he raise any commercial expectations.2® But in the
late 1520s reports from fishermen suggested that there were water pas-
sages into the interior north of Newfoundland. These inspired Francis
I to inquire from Pope Clement VII in 1533 if France was excluded
from the Americas. The reply, not couched in formal terms, was that
as North America had not been found in 1493 France was not excluded
from it.2! When Cartier sailed in 1534 it was to explore these tentative
openings, and his exploration of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence might
not have had further results had he not brought home Indians from
far upstream who inspired further ventures. Cartier did penetrate a
thousand miles from the Atlantic in 1535 and survived a Canadian
winter at Québec, but he brought only faint hope of passages to the
Pacific, though rather more hope of founding a fur trade. Cartier’s
commission in 1535 merely empowered him to search beyond the New
Lands (oultre les Terres Neufves), not to appropriate lands or settle.2?
But since Spain was still sending her great expeditions into the inte-
rior, even if their failure was not yet known, Francis decided to imi-
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tate her at least to the extent of commissioning Roberval as lieuten-
ant general of the lands that Cartier had discovered and authorizing
him to settle them and govern them.?® Cartier went ahead in 1541 to
prepare the way for settlers, and although he did build a base on the
Saint Lawrence, his men insisted on returning after a single winter.
Roberval, bringing gentlemen and their wives, craftsmen, and con-
victs to labor for him, also managed only a single winter, returning
in disgrace from his strongly fortified settlement, Francy Roy, in 1543.
With his return and disgrace, France’s attempt to imitate Spain’s ef-
forts in North America ended for more than a generation. If the Hugue-
not colonies, only semiofficial ones, had succeeded, the tale might have
been different.

As for England, there was virtually no enthusiasm for a long time,
although it began to be talked about in the 1550s and a reinforcement
of the Huguenot colony in South Carolina was planned but not car-
ried out in 1563. It was not until the 1570s that a small group of en-
thusiasts for North American colonization appeared. The first English
plans and the revival of French ambitions to appropriate parts of North
America appeared almost at the same time. In March, 1577, Henry
I commissioned the Marquis de la Roche to appropriate such lands
there as he could master,?* and this was followed in January, 1578, by
a formal commission to him as viceroy of New France, a territory which
was not defined. His attempts to set expeditions on foot in the next
six years came to nothing. But on the English side, the coincidence
in time is striking.

In 1577 a patent to a commercial syndicate to exploit the supposed
gold mines on Baffin Island, revealed in an unsuccessful attempt to
discover a Northwest Passage a year before, led to a spacious grant to
Sir Humphrey Gilbert in June, 1578.25 This empowered the English-
man to occupy and colonize, with himself as governor with wide pow-
ers, lands hitherto unknown to or occupied by any Christians. This
area was too vague for Spanish agents to penetrate for some time, but
it involved in fact a preemptive strike at the North American shores
between thirty-four and forty-five degrees north, a bid to forestall
Spanish Florida from further expansion. Although authorized by Queen
Elizabeth I, the venture was to be a privately financed one. Gilbert
had to find financial assistance where he could. Between 1578 and 1583
he did his best to do so, selling much unexplored land to subscribers
to his ventures, the first expedition never reaching America and the
second in 1583 leading to the formal annexation of Newfoundland,
though no more, followed by his death at sea on his way home. The
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transfer of his patent to his half-brother Walter Ralegh in February,
1584, showed that the “American” party at court and among the gen-
try, with a little support from London merchants, was a serious one. 28

After an initial reconnaissance, the establishment at the “New Fort”
on Roanoke Island of a little more than one hundred men, who sur-
vived there in 1585-86 with small loss for ten months, was a signifi-
cant beginning. This was essentially a colony of soldiers and specialists.
The site did not prove suitable for a privateering base against Spain
at a time when its mounting hostility to her was leading England into
open war. The colony did not discover, any more than comparable
Spanish ventures, any important mineral resources. It did find that
Indians resented English occupation of their lands, but intensive geo-
graphical and other surveys led to discovery of a deepwater harbor,
Chesapeake Bay, and land to the south of it not fully occupied by na-
tive settlements. Although lack of supplies led the colonists to return
prematurely with Sir Francis Drake, the way was paved for a genuine
colony of settlement, which was planted in 1587 after many mishaps
in the lands that constitute the most southerly part of modern Vir-
ginia. These colonists were only occasionally remembered during the
long sea war with Spain. They had not been found again before fresh
English ventures began in earnest in 1607, having been wiped out
shortly before by the jealous Indian overlord of the Virginia Tidewater,
Powhatan.?” The Roanoke voyages did much to create a tradition of
attempted colonization, but the objectives of the English differed from
those of France and Spain. Hopes of trade with the Indians were in-
deed raised, but the main emphasis was on settling people, in the be-
lief that England was overpopulated. The colonists were to cultivate
Mediterranean and subtropical products, which, it was believed, could
flourish between thirty-five and thirty-seven degrees north latitude in
North America — olives, vines, sugar, pineapples, and the like — though
the Lost Colonists of 1587 hoped that Indian cultivars— corn, beans,
and squashes — could provide basic sustenance for the English people
who grew them. English hopes of reviving settlement lingered on
through the war period and were kept alive by the publication of nar-
ratives of the voyagers and colonists.

France was held back from major colonizing activity in America
by the wars of religion, especially by the war of succession, 1589-98,
but Henry IV, once firmly on the throne, rapidly revived them. He
recommissioned La Roche as lieutenant general of Canada, Newfound-
land, Labrador, and Norumbega — the whole stretch between about
forty and sixty degrees north latitude.?® This was in direct defiance
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of Spain and also in competition with English claims. It made sense,
for French commercial interests had been expanding. France’s share
of the fisheries off Newfoundland and the Maritimes had been grow-
ing, and her merchants were fur trading in the Maritimes, the Gulf
of Saint Lawrence, and the Saint Lawrence River (the summer fur-
trading mart at Tadoussac had been active for some years so that to
empower some individual with royal authority over these activities was
not unreasonable). La Roche, however, concentrated his activities on
the commercial exploitation of Sable Island from 1598 onward, but
the venture ended in disaster in 1603. Meantime, merchants were given
a license to occupy a post at Tadoussac, but it failed in 1600-1601 to
establish itself. La Roche was set aside in 1603, since his oversight on
behalf of the Crown had had no effect. Pierre du Gua, Sieur de Monts,
commissioned for ten years to exploit the territory south of Cape Breton,
was to be financed by levies on the Saint Lawrence fur traders.2® His
first colonial site on Sainte Croix Island, near the Bay of Fundy, was
laid out in 1604 on civilian lines, but severe weather forced him to
move across the bay to found Port Royal. There de Monts developed
the characteristic type of French trading settlement, the habitation —
living quarters and storehouses within a single defensible structure.
From there explorers worked their way around the Maritimes and to
southern New England. But his patent was withdrawn in 1607 when
it became clear that furs in sufficient quantity were not to be obtained
in this area. Champlain, employed by de Monts, had shown himself
to be a shrewd and effective observer of the geography and resources
of the area. In 1608 it was he who was entrusted by the merchants,
under royal authority, to found the first permanent settlement on the
Saint Lawrence. Québec was established in 1608 with its own habita-
tion, copied and developed from that at Port Royal, as the base from
which fur trading up and down the river and the lands nearby could
be carried on. France was set in her own peculiar mission in North
America, which we may characterize as to use as few men as possible
to maximize profits. From 1612 there was a nonresident royal gover-
nor, but with Champlain as his lieutenant. Before 1627 this was all,
except for a few tentative missionary attempts, which came to little.
Trudel has called the period down to 1627 “Le Comptoir”— the period
when the exchange of goods for furs constituted almost the whole of
France’s activity. 3 There were plans to do more, but nothing happened
until after 1633, when colonization and missionary work began in
earnest. France in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries showed
little consistent desire to stake out territorial claims and to reinforce
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them by colonies. So long as trade could be safeguarded and devel-
oped, that was enough. This differed greatly from the designs of Spain
and even of England in this period.

It was Spain that, after its long respite from new adventures in
North America, took up again the colonization of New Mexico as her
last early venture into the continent. As northern Mexico began to lose
its attractions, though its mineral wealth was far from worked out,
parties of adventurers made their way from Santa Barbara northward
to the Pueblo region on the upper Rio Grande. These expeditions aimed
to explore for minerals and to carry a few friars in search of new In-
dian communities to convert, even to colonize, between 1580 and 1591.%!
The authorities in Mexico were at first skeptical, then hostile, and fi-
nally, largely under Franciscan pressure (the Order being now a power-
ful force there), inclined toward official intervention. It took some time
to find an entrepreneur who would invest his own money in an enter-
prise that also had official backing and financial support. Ofate fin-
ally emerged as such a figure. It took some additional time for him
to reach an agreement with the viceroy, Velasco, the contract to which
he agreed in September, 1595, being very different in form from ear-
lier Capitulations but reminiscent of them in the new circumstances
of the definitions under which new discoveries could be made.? The
primary document consists of a number of requests from Ofiate with
answers by Velasco. Most of the requests the latter was able to say that
he could accept, provided they were kept within the limits of the printed
Ordinances of 1573. These Oniate referred to by number, and it is clear
that the viceroy was being very careful to keep within the limitations
set down there, which, as it has been shown, were indeed wide enough.
But Oriate wanted more than he could be given. Some of his requests
were absurdly ambitious; he wished his ultimate authority to extend
from the Pacific to the Atlantic and to have his province detached from
New Spain and come directly under the Consejo de Indias so as to
have its own audiencia or court of appeal. About these demands Ve-
lasco temporized as he had no power to grant them. In any event, he
was just winding up his affairs before handing over to the new viceroy,
Monterrey, who vigorously repudiated such pretensions and made it
clear in his final contract that Ofiate was going as a governor subject
to recall. In 1598 Oxiate finally reached New Mexico and formally an-
nexed it to Spain. His train of soldiers, civilians, and friars (eight of
them) had a very mixed experience in the Pueblo country, sending
out some useful and some useless reconnaissance missions and install-
ing the friars in many of the pueblos (they took the one they named
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Santo Domingo for their own headquarters), while Ofate quartered
himself first in one and then in another pueblo. These were not en-
tirely unsuited to Spaniards (reinforced in 1599). Coronado had lik-
ened them to the Granada of his day, but we have little information
on how daily life was conducted, except that soldiers and civilians for
the most part, and some of the friars also, found it intolerable: While
Onate was absent on an expedition in 1601, the greater part of them
deserted the colony and retreated to Mexico. Velasco, who returned
to Mexico as viceroy soon after, refused Ofiate’s demands for rein-
forcements and for punishment of the deserters and eventually relieved
him of his office in 1607 but required him to remain at the pueblo of
San Gabriel until a final decision could be reached.3? The Franciscans
in Mexico and in Spain pleaded that they had converted so many thou-
sands of Pueblo Indians already (a vast exaggeration if not a down-
right lie) that Philip III was persuaded to reestablish the colony. Peralta
was sent north in 1609 to do so. It was made clear that he was to be
simply a salaried governor, subject to orders from Mexico, and his con-
tingent of fifty soldiers, a handful of civilian colonists, and a dozen
friars showed that little opposition was expected. The greatly divided
Pueblo groups were not inclined to resist. Peralta’s main task, as set
out in the ordinances, was to establish a city as a nucleus of Spanish
power, and so the Villa of San Francisco de la Santa Fé was duly es-
tablished in 1610. We know very little of its character. An adobe church,
which soon fell down, official quarters for the governor, officials, and
soldiers, and a monastery at least took form around the central plaza.
But forced labor had to be used. In the meantime the friars, distrib-
uted among the pueblos, were asserting their moral authority over the
individual villages, using Pueblo labor to construct churches and serve
them in other ways. The Franciscan commissary, Ordofiez, who had
followed Peralta, proved to be a man of paranoic ambitions; he declared
himself at one point to have all the authority that any pope ever had
and soon was treating Peralta as his servant. A grim struggle ensued,
the friars dividing soldiers and citizens into two parties. Peralta had
lost much of his authority by the time he was relieved in 1614.34 Al-
though the struggle of church (embodied in the friars) and state (per-
sonified by the governor) continued, a modus vivendi was slowly es-
tablished. By means of a strong public relations campaign the friars
won official support in Mexico and eventually an assurance of gener-
ous supplies for themselves and less generous ones for the officials and
soldiers. The colony survived but remained small, except for the at-
tached Christianized Pueblo peoples. They, in fact, became as Catho-
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lic as seemed necessary on the surface, while continuing in secret their
native religious observances. New Mexico remained an anomaly, hun-
dreds of miles from the Mexican border, never powerful or populous,
but a showpiece for supposed Franciscan missionary triumphs. It was
to be the last Spanish intrusion into North America for almost a cen-
tury, and it did little to demonstrate that Spain was prepared to con-
quer or rule any substantial part of the continent.

The English contribution to North American colonization of course
begins with the Roanoke voyages and all the pro-colonization argu-
ments that accompanied them. But it was not until another dynasty
took over in England that continuous attention was paid to transatlan-
tic settlement. James I, if inclined to be timid when threatened by
Spain, was by instinct imperially minded. He had reason to be: he was
the first unchallenged ruler of Ireland for many centuries; he joined
the kingdoms of England and Scotland in his person and tried to join
them constitutionally as Great Britain. It was almost inevitable that
he would assist attempts to penetrate North America. Moreover, there
was now merchant capital available in London, permitting the long
process of colonization (longer and more painful than had been ex-
pected) to begin. The Virginia Company charter of April, 1606, took
up where the Elizabethans had left off, but with a difference.? Whereas
all sixteenth-century grants of monopoly for exclusive trading rights
or settlement projects had been solely private enterprises financed by
individuals, as were so many of those of Spain, with royal authority
remaining in the background, the Virginia charter attempted to join
English and Spanish traditions. The companies that would exploit the
long coastline between the old limits (thirty-four to forty-five degrees)
were to be merchant companies, that of Plymouth to concern itself
with Norumbega (the later New England) and that of London with
the Chesapeake. Yet, they were to be governed by rules laid down by
a royal council, imitating in a sense the Consejo de Indias, but com-
posed of relatively minor officials and nonofficial merchants and gen-
tlemen. Settlement was to be financed by the companies, which had
much freedom of action, subject to-directives from the royal council.
The Plymouth Company’s settlement on the Kennebec did not survive
more than one winter;® it concentrated too much on providing against
a French maritime threat, which did not in fact exist, and too little
on exploiting the fur trade with expertise that could have been learned
from the French or even the local Indians.

The Chesapeake settlement was different. It was to be located well
inland and was to concentrate on exploiting indigenous products and
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reviving the mythical suitability of Virginia for exotic cultivars, while
not forgetting to search for minerals. Decimated by disease in the first
few months, the colony of little more than a hundred men could do
little. Reinforcements in 1608 provoked Indian hostility, which inten-
sified when new settlements were begun by a larger influx of colonists
in 1609. The instructions of the royal council did not help.*” In any
event, the existence of the council tended to irritate Spain further, even
though she had protested since 1606, and so the second charter in 160938
(1) left the London Company to take on some royal powers of direc-
tion and, (2) with a further revision in 1612 and the financial assis-
tance of a public lottery in 1613, set it free to experiment. All it could
do for some years was to hold on, tightly governing a small commu-
nity, almost wholly masculine. Until 1616 the colonists were servants
of the company and until that year had not sent many useful cargoes
to England, but at that point Trinidad tobacco began to provide a staple
saleable crop. With the distribution of land to settlers in 1618 and
reforms in internal administration, the colony grew, indeed grew too
fast to absorb its new settlers. The tobacco boom soon burst. Indians
killed many settlers, the company crashed, and the English monarch
had to take over Virginia and learn to govern from a distance from
1625 onward.3®

Virginia is not the whole story, of course. A company colony had
done well in Newfoundland in 1610, though less well after a few years,
and in 1620 the Pilgrims had, without any effective authority, estab-
lished their intentionally self-supporting settlement in New Plymouth.
Indeed, it cannot be said that really effective English colonies were
operating before 1630, but the emphasis on population movements had
been established. To move people from England, to make them pro-
duce commodities for export, or else to become self-sufficient — these
were the established premises of English colonization and the secrets,
most probably, of its later success.

In comparing the experiences of Spain, France, and England in
North America we are not effectively comparing like with like. The
sixteenth century was Spain’s imperial century. If she did not develop
new capital resources and industry in Spain itself, she obtained them
vicariously in the form of precious metals from the success of her im-
perial ventures in Mexico and Péru. She did not stand at the beginning
of a revolution in industry, although it can argued that she, with Por-
tugal, accomplished a revolution in commerce. Yet even here, failures
to make an effective impact on North America are puzzling. Had she
applied the administrative talents that held her empire together to the
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systematic exploitation of that area, she could have done much more
than she did. Either her bureaucracy was too hidebound to do more
than point out guidelines for conquistadores that were more of a hin-
drance than a help, or her agents were not of the stuff that made Cor-
tés and Pizarro the most lucky and successful villains and heroes of
early modern history. Essentially, the lack of an amenable labor force
in North America was probably the clinching factor in her failures.
Without such a force it seems doubtful whether the conquerors of Mex-
ico and Péru could have been more than temporary raiders. They were
not the founders of great imperial provinces which had a substantial
Spanish and black population to stiffen and support the initial invad-
ers, who in turn were bolstered by the strong network of bureaucratic
controls that were placed on them. This sequence did not take place
in North America. The networks of missions in both Florida and New
Mexico were flimsy substitutes for the tight administrative controls and
infrastructure of so much of the rest of the empire. But, however we
look at it, the expenditures of so many lives for so little gain and for
so much damage to an indigenous society, shows that Habsburg Spain
proved ineffective in this particular environment, whether on the east
coast or in the interior. We must leave it at that with something of
a query in the end; it may be that chance had a good deal to do with it
or that there are other factors which have not been taken into account.

Comparing Spain, France (though her population was greater),
and England (though her maritime resources were or became substan-
tial), the capacity of any of them effectively to penetrate and control
any substantial parts of North America was almost insignificant. Yet,
the accumulation of capital in the French port towns and cities (in
Spain matched only by a small area in the north of the country) en-
abled them to reach out to the natural resources of the more northerly
parts of North America and to glean wealth from both fish and furs,
and, for long, to do so without disrupting, even though influencing,
aboriginal society. In the end missionaries were to alter this and even-
tually the state was to take a hand, but that was beyond the period
with which we are dealing. The French state, as such, did not assert
itself as an imperial power during this early period.

England was, again, somewhat different. She was concerned with
financing privileged corporations from the midcentury onward, but
they were not directed to the western Atlantic but to Muscovy, the
Levant, and eventually to India and the Far East. The East India Com-
pany brought home its first rich cargo three years before the first charter
was granted to the Virginia Company. The eyes of a substantial num-



Colonies in the Beginning 31

ber of Englishmen were indeed directed toward the west in the last
quarter of the sixteenth century, but their actual efforts were puny and
ineffective, except in so far as they provided precedents for more effec-
tive action early in the following century. The state was too short of
money and resources to aid merchants’ private western ventures. Yet,
after the war was over in 1604 it became possible to mobilize mer-
chant and gentry capital to make a major drive into the Chesapeake.
If it emerged in the end that the privileged commercial corporation
was not the correct instrument for doing this, the lesson had to be
learned and was learned by experience, often bitter experience. But
behind the slow and significant growing mercantile power of England,
the desire of a sufficient number of her people for new land and for
new opportunities did give her expansion an advantage over the efforts
of France and even of Spain to insert her presence significantly into
eastern North America. There were factors, not touched on here, that
contributed to her success there, notably religious ones, which came
into operation effectively only from 1630 onward. But by that time
her teething troubles were already almost over, and she had become
the first effective North American colonizing power.

I think that the comparison tells something about government.
Spain, having virtually invented (in modern times at least) government
from a distance, was obsessed with paper. Her officials really did think
that rules set out on paper could and would control the men and their
followers engaged in penetration of untraversed areas in North Amer-
ica, and that when they were ready to settle there, that they could
be influenced by being told what to do. The somewhat dreary epi-
sodes we have pursued do, I think, show that this did not work. The
French, on the other hand, were skeptical about the effects of bureau-
cratic intervention. For a moment in 1541-42 they may have felt that
Roberval could establish a living colony in Canada. After that, even
if they set up viceroys and their lieutenants to do things in America,
they never cared much whether they did anything or not. They were
not concerned with the workings of bureaucracy; they were affected
by what pressures important merchant groups could bring on them,
and this is how French Canada got started in its own peculiar way.
How it changed in the 1630s is not part of my story here.

As for the English, their rulers were prepared to go through the
motions of handing out charters but not to supervise their operation,
but to let nature, in the shape of men like Gilbert or Ralegh, take its
course. If they failed, so much the worse for them. In the one attempt
between 1606 and 1609 that was made to insert a bureaucratic ele-
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ment into the colonizing process, it took only from April, 1606, to May,
1609, to demonstrate that this was more a hindrance than a help. The
merchants and their supporters had to go ahead without government
intervention. That too was to begin changing in 1625 and thereafter.
But for the period with which we are concerned, 1 think the compari-
son will stand.

This topic, I am sure, should form the opening chapter in any at-
tempt to survey the European penetration of North America. Its ten-
tative character contrasts sharply with the following period of rapid
development and change, so that it may be tempting to begin a course
on the Colonial Period in 1607 or 1620, but this, I strongly believe,
is misleading. The scale of European enterprise in North America be-
fore these dates is such that it must form the correct introduction to
what follows; the subsequent history of North America cannot be fully
understood unless this is done. I hope I am preaching to the already
converted, but if not, I hope that they will take what I have said to
heart and that students and lecturers alike will understand how vital
the pre- and protosettlement periods are to the understanding of what
came after.
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The John Cabot Mystique

Joun CaBot was, and is, an enigma. For more than three hundred
years he was generally regarded to have been an elderly merchant who
remained in Bristol while his son, Sebastian, engaged in epic voyages
of exploration. The “Sebastian supremacy,” as James Williamson calls
it, culminated in 1831 with the publication of Richard Biddle’s Mem-
oir of Sebastian Cabot.! Within a few years documents were revealed
that indicated that a terrible historical mistake had been made. John
had made the discoveries for England, not Sebastian! By the late nine-
teenth century the pendulum had swung the other way: John had be-
come the hero and Sebastian, a charlatan and weaver of fables. The
“John Cabot mystique” had begun to take shape.

One hundred four years have elapsed since Henry Harrisse set out
to correct the historical record and to restore John to his proper place
among fifteenth-century navigators.2 Dozens of books and articles
have appeared during the past century as scholars sorted through the
old records and pored over the early nautical charts. The last signifi-
cant find came as recently as 1956, when Dr. L. A. Vigneras discov-
ered the John Day letter in the Archivo General de Simancas.® Never-
theless, in spite of all of this attention to the Cabots, our ignorance
is appalling.

We do not know where John Cabot was born, when he was born,
or even his exact name. There were no contemporary portraits or physi-
cal descriptions that we know of, so his appearance is a mystery. No
extant document informs us of his residency before he went to Venice.
Only fragments of his family life have come down through the years;
his father’s name is in doubt, and nothing is known about his mother,
two of his sons, or his brother.

No one can say when he departed Venice, and no document re-
veals anything about his maritime experience (if any) before or during
the Venice residency. We are uninformed about what transpired after
John Cabot’s leaving Venice and before going to England. The year
of John’s arrival in England is not certain, nor are we positive about
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which city there was his first home. His arrival in Bristol is also un-
documented.

John made a short, unsuccessful voyage in 1496, but all details of
it remain a secret. There is no absolute date for the departure or re-
turn of the 1497 voyage, and the North American landing site has never
been determined.

Lastly, we do not know when John died, where he died, or how
he died. His death may have been at sea or anywhere on land between
Canada and Florida.

Such is the stuff that makes good historical fiction, if not good his-
tory. John Cabot, unfortunately for us, was born into a world that
did not keep very good records for persons of humble origin. Biogra-
phies of such men came later, after the accidents of history and geog-
raphy thrust fame and fortune upon them. But John’s untimely death
permitted little of either. John Cabot himself left not a single holo-
graph scrap — not a letter, not a map, not a ship’s log. Nothing. Noth-
ing, that is, except Sebastian.

The few bits and pieces of biographical information that we have
are derived from certain Venetian civic records, casual references in
letters mailed by contemporaries from England to correspondents in
Italy and Spain, some household accounts from England, and state-
ments made by Sebastian. Usually the latter were to people who did
not know the senior Cabot personally, and Sebastian clearly kept alive
memories of his father’s real or imagined exploits by assigning the cred-
its to himself.

So thoroughly did Sebastian absorb John’s identity that Richard
Eden, one of England’s greatest sixteenth-century writers, who knew
Sebastian well, was unaware that John had ever commanded a voyage
for Henry VII. Further, Peter Martyr, Spain’s counterpart of Eden,
was also personally acquainted with Sebastian and wrote of the al-
leged epic voyages to discover the Northwest Passage. But Martyr never
mentioned John’s 1497 journey to Canada and, seemingly, had never
heard of it.5 This is comparable to Las Casas’ forgetting that there
ever was a Christopher Columbus and assigning the discovery of San
Salvador to Fernando!

It appears that no one in England had heard of John Cabot before
1495, no one saw him again after 1498, and almost everyone had for-
gotten him by 1513, the year that Polydore Vergil completed his An-
glica Historia.® Here is a man that many regard as the first post-Viking
visitor to Canada and that some consider to be the true discoverer of
Florida, yet the incontrovertible facts allow him only three years of
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English service, during which time he failed in two-thirds of the voy-
ages he attempted.

If we sift the verifiable materials pertaining to John Cabot, we
derive only a small residue of absolute truths: (1) John became a Vene-
tian citizen between 1471 and 1473, after having resided in Venice for
at least fifteen years; (2) he had at least one brother, Piero, and a Vene-
tian wife, Mattea; (3) his father was named either Egidius or Giulio,
and had been a merchant; (4) by 1484 John had at least two sons, one
of whom was Sebastian; (5) between 1490 and 1493 a Venetian named
John Cabot Montecalunya was in Valencia and Barcelona and may
have been the historical John Cabot; (6) John was in England no later
than 1495; (7) John Cabot was in London before going to Bristol; (8)
on March 5, 1496, Henry VII granted letters patent to Cabot and his
three sons, Lewis (Ludovico), Sebastian, and Soncio (and to their heirs
and deputies) to discover and investigate lands in the eastern (i.e., East
Asian), western, and northern sea; (9) John made his first English voy-
age from Bristol as commander in 1496, but was forced to turn back;
(10) he made a second voyage in May, 1497, in the bark Matthew, with
a crew of eighteen to twenty, including at least two Bristol merchants
and two old friends; (11) a landing was made somewhere west of Ire-
land in June, 1497; (12) Cabot returned to Bristol in August, 1497;
(13) a third voyage, with five ships, sailed from Bristol in May, 1498;
(14) at least one ship from the 1498 fleet turned back from Ireland;
(15) John Cabot never returned from the 1498 voyage.

These are the bare bones of John Cabot’s life and his enterprise.
Meat may be added to the skeleton, but only at the risk of introducing
controversy. One need only turn to the exhaustive studies of the last
century to ascertain the depth of the disagreement.” Generally, no
two Cabotian scholars have been able to come to total agreement on
such matters as the number of voyages, dates of the voyages, and land-
falls (among other things) because of (1) national, provincial, or per-
sonal biases, and/or (2) the role of the cartographic evidence.

BIAS

Of the principal Cabotian scholars, only James A. Williamson and
Theodore E. Layng seem to have been able to thrust subjectivity aside
and rise above it. Williamson said, “The problem should be kept strictly
objective.”® And, “. . . there are those who allow themselves to form
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a prejudice, a conviction that there is not evidence to clinch, such as
that the shore first discovered, Prima Tierra Vista, ‘must have been’
in Newfoundland, or in Nova Scotia, and warp their thinking to this
end; or a personal animosity such as Henry Harrisse conceived for Se-
bastian Cabot, who became for him an unmitigated villain and the
liar who plunged John Cabot’s story into the obscurity that covers it.
Such are the snares that beset the Cabot student. He must be alert
to keep the critical, even skeptical, mind and see the evidence for what
it is truly worth.”®

Layng, in a similar vein, stated, “In such a subjective study I have
found that an idea must be allowed to simmer for some time before
presenting it for public consumption.”® “Cabot scholars,” noted Layng,
“are an intractable lot, each insistent upon the rules by which the game
must be played but none of them ready to submit to an umpire.”!
Quoting G. R. F. Prowse, Layng goes on to say, “if I appear in other
respects to have gone ‘beyond the pale,’ I can only repeat the subject
is ‘subjective to the nth degree.’”!2

Prowse, writing to W. F. Ganong, with whom he had corresponded
for forty-six years but never met, said, “It is the fate of us poor devils
writing pre-history, subjective to the nth degree, to become sologists.
However, if we were not chockful of pre-possession, highbrows call
them theories, our work would lose much of its interest.”?

Provincial Bias. Prowse and Ganong, Canadian scholars, fought the
battle of Newfoundland versus Nova Scotia.!* Prowse once said, “For
many years my dear friends Biggar and Ganong carried on with me
a vigorous correspondence. At times from 1895 to 1940 I exchanged
letters almost weekly with Ganong in our endeavour to solve prob-
lems like the landfalls of John Cabot, the exploration of the Gulf of
Saint Lawrence, and where the original Labrador was. The work of
Dawson, Biggar, and Ganong was scholarship of the highest class. Natu-
rally Ganong with his United Empire Loyalist connection and the
Prowses’ several centuries connection with Newfoundland gave us both
an unavoidable bias.”5

National Bias. In addition to a scholarly tug-of-war between Cana-
dian provinces as to where Cabot first landed, there are also examples
of national claims. Inasmuch as the so-called European discovery of
North America was a continuum (for five hundred years and maybe
longer), there are a host of nationalistic opportunities for anyone wish-
ing to enter a claim for the discoverer.
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Portugal assigns the discovery of North America to Jodo Vaz Corte-
Real, in 1472. All one has to do to learn this is to stroll down the beau-
tiful Avenida da Liberdade in Lisbon and read the inscription in the
mosaic sidewalk: “Descoberta da América, 1472” and “Jo@o Vaz Corte-
Real, Descobridor da América.”® Naturally, Brazil accepts the Portu-
guese version, but surprisingly, so does Argentina.

Denmark, Norway, and Sweden also recognize the 1472 date but
usually say that Corte-Real was an observer on a ship piloted by Jon
Scolp (Johannes Scolvus) and under the joint command of Hans Pot-
horst and Diderik Pining. The Scandinavians, of course, can always
fall back on the Viking voyages.

Armando Cortesao was firmly convinced that his Portuguese coun-
trymen mapped the Antilles in 1424 and indeed discovered them be-
fore that date.l” James E. Kelley, Jr., has recently lent strong support
to this idea, and even goes so far as to suggest that some of the mapped
“legendary” islands were the North American mainland proper.® If
he is correct, Nova Scotia and Florida appeared simultaneously on the
Nautical Chart of 1424.

In the United States the Columbus discovery is the official one,
but at least one Canadian is certain that Columbus was in Newfound-
land and Nova Scotia as early as 1477.1° The Portuguese, I am sure,
will hasten to point out that at that time Columbus was sailing for
them.

The French, to the best of my knowledge, have never filed a claim
for a pre-Columbian discovery of North America. But Henry Sinclair
(St. Clair) of the Zeno Narrative was of French descent, and some place
him in Newfoundland and Nova Scotia ca. 1395. Further, there is pretty
good evidence that Breton fishermen were working the Grand Banks
in the fifteenth century.

The Irish had Saint Brendan (all Irish captains were saints!) in
the sixth century, and they can certainly muster a good argument that
those intrepid curragh-paddlers preceded the Vikings wherever the lat-
ter went. And there are some in Florida that swear that the Welsh
prince Madoc discovered Tampa Bay ca. 1170 and landed in Saint
Petersburg.

Perhaps the Italians have the best national claim. Their men cap-
tained the first important exploration ships for the Spanish, French,
and English, and Marco Polo beat everyone to Cathay.

National rivalry, however, had its deadly serious aspect, produc-
ing, for instance, the Treaty of Tordesillas, an interesting geopolitical
instrument that gave Portugal title to Brazil before that land was even



40 ROBERT H. FUSON

discovered. It was not binding on nonsignatory states, contrary to popu-
lar opinion, nor did it obstruct England’s voyages to the west.2° The
confusion over the location of Newfoundland, mapped by the Portu-
guese (Cantino, 1502, for example) as east of the Line of Demarca-
tion, may have resulted from poor surveys rather than political intrigue.
It may also have caused increased activity among the Portuguese to
place Jodo Vaz Corte-Real there as early as 1472 in order to establish
validity to the post-Cabotian discoveries made by his sons. Interest-
ingly, the Juan de la Cosa chart of ca. 1500 does not indicate the Line,
nor do any Spanish maps for the next quarter century.

National interests also appear to have caused a rewriting of his-
tory or even the creation of it on occasion. The English Crown really
did not concern itself with what the pre-Cabotian Men of Bristol did,
or even pay more than scant attention to the sanctioned voyages of
John Cabot at the time. Later, when Jacques Cartier reached Canada
in 1534, England had cause to review its Canadian claims. There was
a pattern of juggling the historic facts to move English territorial claims
ever farther southward. In other words, if John Cabot did actually
discover (or rediscover) Labrador in 1497, then it would have behooved
the English to rewrite history and place the landing in Newfoundland
or Nova Scotia.

The serious national claims to eastern Canada by the Portuguese,
English, and French clearly affected the scholarly output for many
years. Ethnocentrism may still be found in the literature, and the Anglo-
French competition in modern Canada is not unrelated to the ques-
tion of who discovered North America and/or who established a valid
claim.

Personal Bias. This last type of bias was displayed by Henry Harrisse
in his treatment of Sebastian Cabot, of whom he wrote, “it is certain
that we must consider him as a dishonest man, capable of disguising
the truth, whenever it was his interest to do so.”?! Prowse went even
further in the third volume of his Cartological Material, with an essay
titled “Sebastian Cabot Lied.”?2 In volume I'V he stated that “this mis-
erable scoundrel [Sebastian] robbed his father of this northwest pas-
sage idea. . . .”2% Harrisse and Prowse openly despised Sebastian to the
point that it affected their objectivity.

Layng held no love for Sebastian either. He once said that “Sebas-
tian Cabot should be expunged from the text books. . . .” Neverthe-
less, Layng also stated, “I acknowledge a common denominator of
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genuineness running through various reports emanating from S. Cabot
of an early English voyage to northern regions.”?* But Layng hoped
that this voyage would prove to be one of John’s, thereby eliminating
the contentions of Sebastian. There is, of course, nothing wrong with
a scholar calling a spade a spade, but even rascals sometimes tell the
truth, and on€’s prejudice cannot be allowed to suppress these occur-
rences.

David O. True represents a different category of personal bias.?’
His Cabotian studies appear to have been motivated by his anti-Spanish
feelings. Though he stated many times in his correspondence that
“English ideals and methods and peoples are superior to the Latins,”
he really meant “superior to Spaniards and Spanish-Americans.”?¢ He
clearly excluded the Portuguese from his detestation, for Jodo Fernandes
was a virtual saint, and some Italians, such as John Cabot, were ac-
ceptable. But Cabot had had enough vision to immigrate to England,
and True was immovable in his belief that Sebastian was born there.
True further saw no harm in Sebastian’s going to Spain in 1512, where
he served two terms as pilot-major before returning to England in 1548.
Could it have been that Spain’s pilot-major was an English-born citi-
zen who was, in reality, an agent for the English Crown? True obvi-
ously thought so.

Christopher Columbus, on the other hand, was despicable, for he
threw his lot in with Spain and the Catholic church, and True saw
a conspiracy with the two “spreading a net that engulfed even our friend
[Samuel Eliot] Morison.”?? In a letter to Williamson, True wrote, “If
I am right in my belief that Cabot discovered Labrador before Co-
lumbus found the West Indies, it seems of increasing importance that
we use this fact to emphasize our Anglo-Saxon heritage. I am dedi-
cated to the belief that we are doing much more than to recite the
history of where John Cabot went. We are bringing cohesion to our
English-Canadian-American relations, realizing that we are all an un-
declared commonwealth of English speaking people. To arrive at a
reasonable solution of what John Cabot really did has been not only
a challenge but a mission [italics mine], for which I have practically
discarded every other interest.”2®

True set out to prove that in the fifteenth century the English re-
discovered North America, a birthright derived from their Nordic (i.e.,
Viking) forebears. True places John Cabot in Labrador 105 days be-
fore Columbus reached San Salvador. In a series of voyages, True has
Cabot discovering everything along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts, from
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Canada to Mexico. David True did not embark on a project to learn
who discovered what; his enterprise was to prove a foregone conclusion
—the English were first.

True built a Procrustean frame for his hypothesis and forced the
few subjective pieces of Cabotian material to fit it. His voluminous
correspondence to every Cabotian scholar active between 1946 and
1964 provides a clear indication that he was not interested in listening
to or reading others’ ideas. True’s letters were to win converts for what
had become a crusade and to instruct them. To Williamson he wrote,
“I am satisfied that there is no evidence of value that does not fit my
present outline,” and, “1497 was Cabot’s first (successful) voyage only
for the uninformed.”?® Referring to the scholar who discovered the John
Day Letter, True said, “Vigneras has a good mind, as I know, but he
has not been in touch with Cabot materials for any length of time,
nor with other Cabot scholars.”3°

The cartographic record was treated in the same cavalier manner
by True. Virtually every anonymous map constructed in the early six-
teenth century was assigned to John Cabot, Sebastian Cabot, or to Jodo
Fernandes (whom True believed to be John Cabot’s pilot). The so-
called “Columbus Map,” described by Ronciére in 1924, was credited
to John; Kunstmann II was given to Sebastian; Cantino was attrib-
uted to Fernandes, and so on.

Those maps that showed Asia or merged Asia with the new west-
ern discoveries, such as Cantino (1502) and a whole line of Lusitano-
Germanic successors were, to True, maps of eastern America. Every
Portuguese name from Labrador southward was seen to emanate from
Fernandes. In this manner True was able to land John Cabot at Hamil-
ton Inlet on June 29, 1492, and place him in downtown Miami fifteen
years before the voyage of Juan Ponce de Leén.

The tremendous flow of correspondence to Williamson, immedi-
ately prior to the publication of the latter’s 1962 book on the Cabot
voyages, causes me to believe beyond a shadow of a doubt that Wil-
liamson was directing these words to True, when he wrote,

Some yield to the fascination of maps, wildly incorrect maps as they ob-
viously are, and strive to extract from them secrets which for the most
part they do not contain. The Cabotian map-scholar has too often al-
lowed his mind to become permeated with the idea that the early sixteenth-
century maps were designed primarily to give information about John
Cabot, whereas in fact the cartographers may have known little or noth-
ing about his voyage and many not even have heard his name. This is
a form of self-deception unrecognized by its victim and increasing its
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influence as his mind becomes more absorbed in the study. His minutely
detailed scholarship becomes ever more admirable, while his judgement
of the broad implications of evidence decays. Those who have read much
in the Cabot literature of the past century will not be at a loss for ex-
amples.?!

True's research, done at home and in almost total isolation, and
faulty to the point of disbelief, has nevertheless had great impact on
Cabotian studies in Canada and has even worked its way into history
texts in Florida. It was still making front-page news in Miami as re-
cently as March, 1983.%2

True’s “mission” to restore Anglo-Saxon hegemony to North Amer-
ica by discrediting Hispanics in general and Columbus in particular
would accomplish the following, if anyone took it seriously: (1) The
pre-Cabotian Men of Bristol would be denied their rightful claim to
the rediscovery of Canada; (2) Juan Ponce de Leén would be struck
from the historical records of Florida and reduced, along with Co-
lumbus, to second-class status; (3) Florida would acquire a new “first”
map of itself, the Cantino of 1502; and (4) Florida would inherit an
incorrect map for its first post-Juan Ponce representation (the Freducci)
and a wrong date for that map (1514).

MAPS

Overdependence on cartographic evidence and misinterpretation
of it are symptomatic of an affliction that has been almost epidemic
among Cabotian scholars. If there is very little documentary mate-
rial, there is a rather abundant cartographic record. Extant are at least
fifty maps made before 1520 that show some part of eastern Canada.®?
For those of us who have spent years researching the first voyage of
Columbus, this represents a complete reversal in the kinds of source
materials. With Columbus we have used a hefty pile of written evi-
dence to create a single map of his discoveries; Cabotians have used
numerous maps to reconstruct the written record.

Most Cabotian scholars have turned first to the famous (or infa-
mous, depending upon your point of view) map of Juan de la Cosa
(1500 ?). Upon its foundation have been erected all sorts of theoretical
structures. Layng stated it well when he wrote, “It is generally ac-
cepted that the first line to be laid down in the cartography of Canada
was an east-west line in approximately the same latitude as Bristol.
This line, presumably relating to the exploration of John Cabot in 1497,
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is represented on the La Cosa chart (1500) from what is known as the
‘named’ coast. A similar line is also present on the Oliveriana map
(1505-1509). This now famous named coast of the La Cosa map has
become a reef upon which scholars have delighted to run aground.”?

Layng used the word “presumably” when referring to the named
coast of Cosa and its association with John Cabot, for there is no proof
that there is a connection. Prowse thought that the nomenclature came
from Hugh Eliot and Robert Thorne, who may have been the first
known Englishmen to visit Canada. There is also no guarantee that
the map was drafted in 1500 (clearly, the eastern half was not), nor
that Juan de la Cosa was the cartographer. There is even doubt as to
whether there were one or two Basque mariners named Juan de la Cosa.

Regardless of the problems endemic to the Cosa chart, it is the
only Spanish world map extant before the Turin map of 1523. No origi-
nal Portuguese map is known prior to that of Pedro Reinel (1503), and
there is no post-Columbian Cataldn map of the New World. The Eng-
lish do not seem to have worried about charts before the 1520s, and
the Irish left only legends. Other than a chart of the African coast (prob-
ably made in 1490) there is no original chart from western Europe
for the period 1487-1500.%

The so-called “Columbus Map” described by Ronciére may be
pre-1500. It is certainly not the work of either Christopher or Bartholo-
mew Columbus, and John Cabot had nothing to do with it. Kelley
thinks it is probably of Venetian origin.*® Newfoundland is on this
map, but it appears to have been added at a later date, judging by
the lighter linework. Further, it does not look as though it was drafted
by the same cartographer who produced the main map. Especially
odd and unexplainable is the partial erasure of a legend next to the
lightly drafted Newfoundland, a legend that must have been on the
original. The legend reads “HEC SEPTEM CIVITATUM INSULA VOCATUR,
NUNC PORTUGALENSIUM COLONIA EFECTA, UT GROMITE CITANTUR HIS-
PANORUM, IN QUA REPERIRI INTER ARENAS ARGENTUM PERHIBETUR” (Here
is the island called of the Seven Cities, a colony now peopled by Por-
tuguese: it is said from a report by Spanish ship-boys that silver is
found there in the sand).%”

There is no way to ascertain if Newfoundland was on the map
before or after Cabot’s 1497 voyage, but if the map is pre-Cosa (1500)
it could be the first cartographic record of Canada.? The Cosa chart
has an erasure on its continental coast, next to the named coast, which
apparently makes reference to the Seven Cities. Both erasures indicate
some confusion among either the cartographers or later users. The leg-
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endary Island of the Seven Cities seems to have first been the Azores.
It later wandered all over the Atlantic from the West Indies to New-
foundland; and it eventually reached the American Southwest.

John Cabot was not in the New World long enough to make any-
thing like a detailed survey. He undoubtedly named certain features,
but if the Cosa chart represents Cabotian nomenclature, it has obvi-
ously been muddled by someone. Since Cabot made only one trip to
Canada (1497), he had nothing to do with the naming of Labrador.
Labrador of the early maps was Greenland; the name did not find
its present geographic location (modern Labrador) until many years
after Cabot.

I am unwilling to accept the notion that Labrador-Greenland was
named for Joao Fernandes, the so-called labrador from the Azores.
Assuming that an early explorer were to ignore his religion and/or na-
tional sponsor, he would hardly resort to assigning nicknames to sig-
nificant places. Columbus, for instance, was very careful to establish
a precise hierarchy for naming his discoveries: (1) God, (2) the Virgin
Mary, (3) the king, (4) the queen, (5) the heir to the throne, (6) the
country he represented. Further, Columbus used the language of his
employers when giving names. Cabot himself would never have used
Portuguese.

Every Cabotian scholar has overlooked the fact that Labrador is
a Portuguese synonym for Cérbero, the mythical three-headed dog that
guards the gates of hell.® The word is also synonymous with intrac-
table, impractical, unmanageable, and severe, or with a vigilant and
brutal guardian. What is more, there is a northern constellation by
that name. Laborer or landowner is a rare synonymous usage, restricted
to one who manages salt-producing lands. I would suggest that the
three islands at Kap Farvel (Cape Farewell), Greenland, might logi-
cally be associated with the gates of hell. What better place to have
a “vigilant and brutal guardian”! Were Greenland named for Joao Fer-
nandes it would more likely have been called Terra de Fernandes.

An additional word or two concerning nomenclature is required.
Other than the name “Newfoundland,” which first appears as “the new
Isle” in its evolutionary development toward “new founde Launde”
(by 1502), Cabot left virtually no linguistic traces on the Canadian
shore.#® The Cosa names are secondhand; English explorers would not
have named a sea (whether it be the Gulf of Maine or that of Saint
Lawrence) the “Sea Discovered by the English” (mar descubierto por
inglese). The mapmaker knew that the English had made the discov-
ery, but he did not know what they had called the feature. The Span-
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ish is much too poor to have been from Juan de la Cosa or any other
literate Spaniard and the nomenclature suggests a strong Catalan
influence.

This hint is one point in favor of John Cabot Montecalunya and
John Cabot Bristol being one and the same. If the Bristol John Cabot
was originally Catal4n, then we set the stage for place-names that could
easily be botched by a Castilian copyist. It also lends great weight to
Prowse’s theory that Bonavista was the first landing site, for Bonavista
is a Cataldn word in its purest form. The only town in Europe named
Bonavista is in Catalonia.

Another pure Catalan word is Cabot. It is odd that no scholar
has ever remarked on this fact. Cabot is a common Cataldn family
name, filling columns of the modern Barcelona telephone directory.
It is easy to pronounce in English but is always altered in Spanish,
Italian, and dialects such as Genoese and Venetian. In keeping with
Catalonian (and Spanish) custom, a person named Joan (John) Cabot
Montecalunya would be known as Cabot, dropping the last (i.e., moth-
er’s) name. For some reason never understood by me, the Catalonian
people and their language have been all but ignored by scholars, ex-
cept those few who are deep into portolan chart history.

I suggest, in sum, that there is a good possibility that John Cabot
was a Catalonian, perhaps from Bonavista—what a good name to give
to your first Canadian landfall! Cabot later moved to Venice and be-
came a naturalized citizen, but he returned to the land of his birth
briefly before moving to England.

But why leave Spain? If Williamson is correct in placing John Cabot
Montecalunya in Valencia and Barcelona in 1493 (and if our two Cabots
are one and the same), we are able to establish a motive for moving
to England.? In the spring of 1493 Cabot could have seen and even
met Columbus, who was passing through the area with his entourage
of Taino Indians. Cabot knew his Marco Polo well enough to realize
that the few primitive artifacts and naked brown people he saw were
not what Polo had described. Columbus had stopped short of Asial
It was still awaiting an Atlantic approach. Inasmuch as Portugal was
committed to sailing there by way of South Africa, and Spain was obli-
gated to stay with Columbus, there was only one viable alternative —
England.

John Cabot may have gone to England in 1494 or early 1495. He
probably went first to London, then to Bristol. Here he learned that
the Men of Bristol had already done what Columbus had done — failed
to journey far enough. But the Men of Bristol were not looking for
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Asia. They may have been seeking the legendary Isle of Brazil or the
Island of the Seven Cities, or perhaps nothing more than a good fish-
ing hole.*® In any event, Cabot was successful in obtaining permission
to sail beyond Brazil and the offshore islands found by the Spaniards.
Once at the mainland a turn south would fetch Cathay. Also, the dis-
tance was less in these northern latitudes.

Such a northern voyage to a point beyond any European discov-
ery would not have violated the terms of the Treaty of Tordesillas
(which the good Catholic King Henry VII fully respected), it would
not have been a rediscovery of something every sailor on the Bristol
waterfront already knew, and it would have made Bristol the spice
capital of the world.

Cabot’s idea was a solid one, based on a true global concept of
great circle sailing. He may have gotten beyond “Brazil” in 1497, but
not much beyond. His untimely death, either at sea or somewhere in
eastern North America, in 1498 brought an end to the dream.

Cabot, like Columbus, never knew that he was on a new conti-
nent. Both men were dead before Europeans finally grasped the con-
cept of a major obstruction between them and Cathay, probably around
1510 or so. But some cartographers kept the Asian idea alive until the
middle of the sixteenth century. 4

John Cabot was quickly forgotten and his brilliant plan for a short
route to Asia could not compete with the actual successes of the Span-
ish and Portuguese. The later attempt by the English to resurrect
Cabot’s discovery no more impeded Cartier and the French than
Drake’s claim to California would slow the Spaniards in their advance.
Failure to follow the 1497 voyage with colonization was the greatest
geopolitical mistake the English could have made.

There will always be an aura of mystery surrounding John Cabot.
That frequently happens when things are left unfinished and virtu-
ally no explanation accompanies them. That he was an exceptional
man, there can be no doubt. Why else would so many of us write so
much about one of whom we know so little?
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