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1

13 February 1618

When Alexander the Great came to the edge of the world of his time, and pitched his camp on the banks of the river Indus, he told his builders to build gigantic pavilions there and to fill each pavilion with a giant’s furniture.

Then Alexander instructed his armourers to hammer out swords as long as lances, sHiclds as big and strong as mill wheels, axes like battering rams, and helmets the size of hives for monstrous bees.

When he withdrew and sailed for home, Alexander ordered this vast and ghostly camp to be left standing, with all its huge accoutrements intact.

He wanted to cast a long shadow. He wanted to make people believe that he had been a giant, and that his men had been only a little less, and that this had been a camp occupied by an army like gods.

My son, I am no giant and (God knows) no god.

Here you will find no big chairs.

*

I write these words aboard my flagship the Destiny, anchored now as she is in the bay of Punto Gallo, which the Indians call Curiapan, at the south-west point of the isle of Trinidad. Our position is 10° north wanting five minutes, in a longitude of 62° west. That is, some six miles east of the coast of Guiana. And a world of wild water west of you, Carew.

I kept a Journal for the greater part of this voyage, starting at the end of last August, sixty miles short of Cape Saint Vincent, twelve days after leaving Kinsale harbour in Ireland. That’s five and half months. For five and a half months I have written of little else than storm and fever, high seas and low spirits, mishap, misfortune, mischance, of sails torn from their masts, masts snapped in two, men dying in as many ways they must, men deserting in as many ways they may.

Not long out of Kinsale and into the Atlantic we sprang a leak that drowned three sailors who were bailing in the hold, and we had to tread down every scrap of our raw meat between the planks to block the cracks that opened in our decks.

I should have known then that this voyage was doomed.

Damned, if you like.

Certainly wrong from the start.

So many ill omens and portents.

*

I should never have named my ship the Destiny. That was high-flown and grandiose and tempted fate. Ah, Elizabeth, how you would have shaken your head and flicked your fingers at such folly. You who disliked all solemn abstract names for the vessels of your fleet, and once made one of your captains change his Repentance to the Dainty.

‘A vessel of five hundred tons,’ I told Mr Pett. ‘Built to these specifications which I have drawn up myself.’

‘In the Tower, Sir Walter?’

‘What better place for dreaming of tall ships, Mr Pett?’

Phineas Pett, the royal shipbuilder. I gave him £500 on account. There’s £700 still owing. What did I care in those days? I was as confident of finding Guiana gold as I was of not missing my way from my dining-room to my bedchamber.

So my Destiny was built at Deptford and launched just nine days before Christmas 1616. A black swan of a ship. Swift, graceful, splendid. Solid English oak throughout, no plank less than five inches thick at any point from stem to stern. Fit to bear two hundred men. With her ports so laid that she could carry out and fire her thirty-six guns in all weathers.

‘Why will you have her so heavily armed, Sir Walter?’

‘Piracy, Mr Pett.’

‘I beg your pardon, Sir Walter?’ (Spectacles falling down his nose. Eyes as bright and hard as his bulbous bald head.)

‘You ask an old fox a damned innocent question. Piracy is rife, Mr Pett. We live in evil days.’

Ropes, spars, hoists, cradles, stocks, capstans, ribs, hulls, saw-pits, hawsers, vats of pitch and barrels of oakum, davits, transoms, and long timbers all about us.

The great shire horses labouring in their harness, the stubby claws of the launching crab that jerked and stopped, jerked and stopped, the hempen cables singing with the strain, and slowly my Destiny inching forwards, rolling and rumbling down the well-greased slope and into the sombre waters of the Thames.

I remember there was snow blown like smoke in the east wind which snatched at our cloaks on the Deptford waterfront. Your mother was there, swathed in furs, my dear Bess, wearing her beaver cap with the ear-flaps. Wat, bare-headed, bright-cheeked, eating an apple in scorn of the cold. My friend Laurence Keymis, tall and thin and scholarly, with a cast in one eye. My cousinly keeper Sir Lewis Stukeley, suffering from a head cold but doing his duty, sipping now and again at a flask which contained an elixir I had prepared for him - powdered betony and balsam of sulphur, mixed with conserve of roses and wine. A brazier ablaze beside us on the quay. I warmed my hands at the hissing coals. And you, Carew, hopping from foot to foot, dancing, cheering, kept warm with your young innocent excitement.

The tarry smell of cordage. The clout of new wet sail-cloth. Pett’s mechanicals trimming the yards and bearing down on the helm.

Pett himself with his coat-tails whipped out by the wind. ‘A wholesome ship, Sir Walter. She rides well at anchor.’

So do coffins.

*

My son, you know that I was thirteen years (unjustly) in the Tower, convicted of treason, under sentence of death. I shall have more to say about that in due course. You know also that it was only the prospect of gold which bought me my freedom (such as it is). He enjoys talking and thinking about gold - our King James the 6th of Scotland and the 1st of England. Not that I was cheating him when I wrote to Secretary Winwood and told of my plan if released. I have been here before. In ‘95. On behalf of a lady whom time has surprised. Queen Elizabeth. I can put my fingers on the map of the river Orinoco and point to the places where gold is to be found. Not El Dorado. Not Manoa. No mythical golden city. But potential gold mines. Real ones.

Your father was never quite without friends - especially in Devon and Cornwall, in the West Country, his own country, which has always been loyal to him. There are people there, rich and poor, of high and low estate, who were not blinded by envy even in those (now distant) days when I rose high on fortune’s wheel as spun by Queen Elizabeth’s right hand and some foppish London fool - Sir Anthony Bagot, as I remember - called me ‘the best-hated man in the world.’ Well, Bagot, you maggot, the friends of that sometime best-hated man in the world invested £15,000 in backing this little adventure. And my wife Bess (God bless her, your dear mother, my Carew) sold her lands at Mitcham in Surrey to provide me with another £2500. And I called in myself the £8000 which had been on loan since I received it as compensation for my house at Sherborne being taken from me and given to the King’s catamite of that time, Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset. And raised a further £5000 from this source and that. So that we had a bit more than £30,000 behind the wind in our sails when we slipped down the Thames in the last week of March 1617, anxious to be on our way before King James changed his mind. And had news of the death of the Indian princess Pocohontas in Gravesend just at the moment we sailed past it.

The sound of Indian drums beating for her funeral there, in England, in the very breath of our setting forth.

Death.

I am not by nature a superstitious man. I have even been called an atheist in my time. (I was never exactly that, though I was once a sceptic - neither affirming nor denying any religious position, but rather opposing it with my powers of reason.) Sceptic or not, perhaps I should have heeded those drums, should have listened to what they were saying.

Death.

For sure I should have known it when we lost one of our pinnaces off Plymouth, before we were halfway into the St George’s Channel, the winds so foul and contrary, never such terrible seas since the year of the Armada.

The Devil’s sly thumb-prints smudging my sea charts.

Death at the helm.

42 men dead in my flagship alone now, including John Pigott, our Lieutenant General for the land service, and Mr Nicholas Fowler, our cHicf refiner of metals, and the scholar Jack Talbot, who was my friend and who shared my imprisonment in the Tower for eleven years.

We set forth with 14 ships and 3 pinnaces.

The arithmetic of death.

We have 10 ships left, and only five of them were light enough to go upriver.

I had to watch them go without me. I am myself too weak to do more than write. When the hot wind blows from the shore I sweat so that I cannot see the words at the end of my pen. The rest of the time I am gripped by a clammy cold.

Even so. I go on. I continue. But you will have understood by now that I am avoiding the issue. That every sentence I have constructed so far has been a tacking this way and that way to keep going while I dodge what I must say. Has been a means - all that talk about money! - to hold my true thoughts and feelings at arm’s length. Understand, then: I am not merely going on with my Journal, My Journal is over and done with. Ended. Not finished. What I must write now is what lies beyond its unfinishableness.

I wrote that Journal to and for myself. Now I write to you. For you, Carew, my son. And what I write will not be exactly a Journal. What will it be? I don’t know. I am writing it partly to find out. It will have to be something like the truth. Both more than a Journal, and less. No giant or god stuff. But some kind of confession. The story of my days past and the story of my days present. What I was and what I am. What and who. For you, Carew, who do not really know me. My poor Carew, who will probably never read a single word of this. My sad little son, conceived and born in the Tower, christened in the chapel of St Peter in Chains inside the walls, and just 13 years old today. You didn’t think I’d forgotten? That today is your birthday, Carew.

*

Wat is dead. Your brother. And my only other son. That is the first thing to be said. The thing which I have been avoiding saying. The reason, you will realise, for this present writing. Its spring. Its motive. Its deadly inspiration.

Wat was killed in a battle of some kind with the Spanish near their fort of San Thome. He was killed in the night of the 2nd of January. He was with Keymis and my young nephew George and the rest of them who set out upriver some ten weeks ago, with never a word until now. They went in our five ships of least draught, five craft light enough to negotiate the tricky shallow waters of the Orinoco delta. With 150 sailors and 250 soldiers. The five ships being commanded by my captains Whitney, King, Smith, Wollaston, and Hall. My nephew George being in charge of the land force. My lifelong friend Laurence Keymis entrusted with the search for the location of the mines, and then the supervising of all operations there.

I know, a few gentlemen excepted, what a scum of men George Ralegh and Laurence Keymis have to lead. When I stress that this voyage was doomed from the start, I am not being altogether melodramatic. The truth is that my position in law as an unpardoned ‘traitor’ merely let out of the Tower to get gold for King James did not attract to my service many men who were better than half-pirates or half-mercenaries. I know for a fact that a fair number of my crew are criminals who didn’t so much join me as run away from the justice that still awaits them in England. Even the best of my captains don’t trust each other. They refused point-blank to go up the Orinoco unless I remained here with the rest of the ships to guard the river mouth. I am the only one they could all trust not to run if a Spanish fleet comes up after us.

I gave Keymis this assurance:

‘You will find me at Punto Gallo, dead or alive. And if you don’t find my ships there, you will find their ashes. I will set fire to the galleons, if it comes to the worst. Run will I never.’

So I’m here all right, fevered and sick, eating lemons. Lemons and oranges, quinces and pomegranates. Fruits given to me by the Governor’s wife at Gomera, one of the smaller Canary Islands, on the voyage out. She was English, a daughter of the Stafford family. I couldn’t have lived without these lemons and other fruits, preserved in big barrels of sand. My stomach is not good. I was unable to take solid food for more than a month. For 15 days, also, as I wrote to your mother when we reached the Cayenne River last November, I suffered the most violent calenture that ever man did, and lived. The calenture: that’s a disease of these tropics, when a man falls into a delirium where he fancies the sea to be green fields and desires nothing more than to leap into it. That passed. The irony was, as I wrote to your mother in the letter borne home by the Dutch vessel, that in all this time of fever your brother Wat kept in perfect health, not even suffering distemper in that hell-fire of heat.

As for me, I am still too weak to walk without an arm to lean on. The arm is usually that of my new Lieutenant General, Sir Warham St Leger. He is sick too. He has dropsy. He remains here with me with the heavy vessels.

Wat died bravely, as one would expect. He died running forward against Spanish pikemen, and shouting Come on, my hearts! to his companions. So he died foolishly also, no doubt. And he shouldn’t have been killed at all. There was no need. By the terms of my Commission from King James, we aren’t supposed to cross swords with any Spaniard. Gondomar saw to that. The Spanish Ambassador. As soon as he heard that I had been released from the Tower (even unpardoned and accompanied everywhere in those early days by a keeper) he went straight to James and complained that the whole of Guiana belonged to Spain. In any case, Gondomar said, he was convinced that I had no intention of doing anything else than turn pirate and plunder the towns of the Spanish Main. As a result, the usual words ‘trusty and well-beloved servant’ were erased from my Commission, issued to me on the 26th of August 1616, and it was explicitly declared that I was still ‘under the peril of the law.’ James promised Gondomar that my life would be forfeit if I inflicted any injury whatsoever on the subjects of Spain.

A death trap? Not quite. My plan was to take French ships with me. The French could engage the Spaniards while we worked the mines. I sent two Frenchmen, Faige and Belle, to negotiate the matter with Montmorency, the Grand Admiral of France. I still have Montmorency’s letter in which he promises me safe haven in any French port if I need it on my return. But what happened to the four French vessels already fitted out for the expedition at Havre and Dieppe? Faige and Belle took money from me, and letters for the French captains, before I sailed from Plymouth. They never came back. I hung around waiting at Kinsale, then in the Canaries, then at the Cayenne River after our torment of crossing the Atlantico No French showed up. And no French contingent ever yet arrived at the Orinoco.

Keymis counts it an acHicvement, apparently, that he has taken the Spanish fort at San Thome. Why he should think that, I don’t know. It formed no part of my instructions to him or to my nephew George.

Keymis’s letter concerning Wat’s death came into my hands today, your birthday, Carew. It is dated the 8th of January. So it took the wretched man six days to write it, and it took the bearers - an Indian pilot and a sailor called Peter Andrews - five weeks to reach me. San Thome is more than 200 miles upriver, so there may be some small excuse for the latter. For the former, there can be no excuse I will ever accept. Keymis shall answer for his cowardly heart, by Christ.

And has he opened either of the mines? Got gold?

The miserable botcher says nothing.

Not one word of sense concerning that. Nothing at all.

As for Andrews, he is able only to tell me what I now already know and wish I didn’t. That our forces hold San Thome. And Wat’s dead.

*

Vultures over my ship. Her paint peeling. A tropic damp. The weather always hot and misty. The sun trailing a golden hand at noon in the swirling currents of that channel between Trinidad and the mainland which my maps call the Serpent’s Mouth.

Ingots of golden water.

And I am as water. For it was Water she called me, the Queen. (Mocking my broad Devon accent, and perhaps a certain infirmity of purpose in my temper.)

An El Dorado undersea, Elizabeth.

Well, Carew, my only son now, I believe in the ingots. Not the city made of gold. Not that imaginary magnificence ruled by a king who was himself covered with gold dust, the legend as looked for by Diego de Ordaz, and Orellano, and Philip von Hutten, and Gonzalo Ximenes de Quesada. That’s just a story for children. I tell my child the truth. There is gold up the Orinoco there. I have played the world’s game for 64 years. I’m no slug. I’m no fool. I would not have sailed half the globe over, and put my honour at stake thus, for a lie or a fantasy or a far-fetched hope. The tragedy is that I could not lead our actual expedition to fetch the damned stuff back.

My birthday boy, I repeat myself. An old man’s privilege. And I am grown suddenly old just today, in the last few hours. Old enough to repeat that this voyage was wrong from the start. Ill-fated. Bad-starred. The sea at the bow of my Destiny like boiling copper when it wasn’t becalmed and like milk that’s gone sour in the churn. Forked lightning following us. Fire-flags of it wrapped round our masts. Tornadoes. Typhoons. Five days we sailed through sweltering tawny mist like a lion’s breath. Two days we had to steer by candlelight and the flickering of torches stuck at the stem and stern through fog so thick and black you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. Some of the men swore then that we’d reached the world’s end. By God, it made them say their prayers with more attention. And they sang a psalm when we came out beyond the world’s end. Like choirboys they were then. Singing a psalm of thanksgiving as the watch was set. Jailbirds as good as gold.

Ingots.

At San Thome also, Keymis reports in his letter, he found this parcel of papers in the Spanish Governor’s house. Plans of our voyage, sent out by King James to the King of Spain via the spy Gondomar. Lists of my ships and my ships’ companies in my own handwriting. To be so betrayed by one’s own Sovereign Lord I have been a pawn in the King’s game with Spain. Very well then: a knight.

Wag— The pen wrote it, the heart spoke it when my head intended Wat. And that’s right for I called him the wag in a poem once, and at other times too, for he was a wag, my son the elder, and a wild one.

Wat, as I must make an end of saying, is dead.

And as for Wat’s father?

I shall not soon be dead. There is no call for me to kill myself. Sir Walter Ralegh is dead already. A man dead in law these 14 years, convicted of a treason he did not commit, never yet executed by him who most desires his death.

A dead man writes this book.

A dead man writing to his posthumous son.

*

Big music? Too loud and proud a mouth? Just what my enemies would expect of me?

Carew, once upon a time there was a song they used to sing in the streets of London:


Ralegh doth time bestride,
He sits twixt wind and tide.
Yet uphill he cannot ride—
For all his bloody pride!



Perhaps they sing it still? Or will again? All the same—

Pride?

The first and worst and deadliest of the Seven Deadly Sins, of course. And I have been damnably proud in my day. But it’s not my day now.

When my critics said pride what did they mean? They meant that I had come from next to nowhere, that my father was nobody, that I had no claim by birth on the world’s attention, and no grip on its slippery surface either. I made my own way in the world, and there are those who cannot forgive a man that.

Sometimes I could hardly forgive myself. Yes, there have been moments when that was true too. I’ll have to try to come to them as best I can in this telling. But pride?

I’d a nag called that once. And her riding was always uphill.

I started life as a bare gentleman, you see. The fifth and youngest son of an English squire. No title. No great fortune. Plain and ordinary as cider. No advantages. Yet sprung from one of the oldest families in Devon.

My father owned a small farm, a few green fields, some boats for fishing. A particular patch of England. He also owned himself. As Raleghs do.

My father married three times. My mother married twice. Katherine Gilbert, widow of Otho Gilbert. She was bom Cham-pernown. Daughter of Philip Champernown of Plymouth.

You never knew your grandparents, Carew. I have two stories to give you some hint or print or likeness of what they were. Two stories that say something of our blood. Of what I have inherited from them, and you (perhaps) have inherited from me along with many qualities which properly derive from your dear mother, my wife Bess.

My father, first.

One Sunday morning he was riding to Exeter from our farmhouse at Hayes Barton, near Budleigh Salterton, when he met an old woman with a rosary in her hands. This was in 1549, five years before I was born. The Roman rite was about to be abolished in England, Latin removed from our church services, and the Book of Common Prayer introduced. My father took an interest in these matters. No theologian, you understand, he was all the same a man who liked to think for himself, and who was therefore not displeased to see England get out from under the Pope’s slipper.

‘Madam,’ he says, ‘you’re in danger.’

‘What danger?’ demands the woman.

‘The new laws,’ my father explains. ‘That rosary makes you look like an enemy of the reformed faith. I’m not criticising. I’m just warning. No beads. No holy water. I’ve heard from London. People are going to be punished for such things.’

‘Punished?’ the woman says. ‘How?’

‘By death, I believe,’ says my father.

My father doffs his hat and he rides on.

The old woman runs into the nearest church flapping her arms and she screams:

‘Mr Ralegh! Mr Ralegh! He’s going to throw mud on our altars and murder us all in our beds if we don’t give up God!’

The people broke out of that church like some sort of wasps. They chased after my father where he rode innocently on his way to Exeter. He had to hide all night in a bell tower, thunder and lightning around him outside, to escape from their foolish fury.

Alas, my poor father. But, Carew, do you understand me any better? And I wonder did I understand him?

Then, when I was three years old or so, and Mary Tudor brought back all the hocus pocus of the Roman Church, another old woman was tried for heresy at Exeter. A very different old woman. Her name was Alice Prest. Alice Prest was not famous. She was no Cranmer, no female Latimer or Ridley. You’ll find her in no book of Protestant martyrs. But she refused to go wriggling or crawling back through the narrow Latin gate.

My mother got to hear of the case. She thought that she might save this woman’s life. She went to visit Alice Prest in prison.

‘Just say your creed, my dear,’ my mother begged. ‘That’s enough. It will do to save you.’

‘The creed?’

‘Just the creed. There’s no harm in that, surely?’

So Alice Prest nods and smiles and recites the creed to my mother and a priest outside listening. But when she comes to the article He ascended into heaven … she stops dead.

‘Why do you stop?’ asks my mother.

‘Because I believe it,’ says Alice Prest.

‘So you should,’ says my mother. ‘And so do I. So now go on.’

‘You don’t understand,’ says Alice Prest. ‘I believe it. He ascended into heaven. Jesus did. I believe it. And so I believe that Our Lord’s blessed body is in heaven, not here on earth. He isn’t here in anything men can make with their hands. The bread of the mass can’t be His body, don’t you see? Our Lord is in heaven.’

My mother came home to my father.

‘I couldn’t answer her reasoning,’ she told him. ‘And she cannot read, and I can.’ They burned Alice Prest. Two small stories. My father and my mother. Who made me, who made you….

My only son, now that I have written those two stories down I cannot see the page for tears. They tell it all. My telling. What I have to tell, to define, to tease out from my own life. The infinite capacity we Raleghs have for being misunderstood, or for understanding too well for any useful action. When I was not being chased by ignorant crowds like wasps, I stood with my sensitive back to the burning of the Alice Prests of this world. On these twin poles I have been broken. On this rack I have stretched myself. Nor has it always been to my discomfort. That is my measure.

I’ll write no more.

Stop this.

But what is Keymis doing up the river? Has he found a mine or not? And is he working it? Can gold bring Wat back? Of course not. But gold is what I need now to fill the ship and justify this voyage to King James. And what do I really care about that? About King James and his satisfaction? Not a fig. Yet my good name is involved.

Good name?

My name is mud.

The mud that fills Wat’s mouth.

No more. I shall end my book. End it before it’s begun. I can’t go on.


2

3 March

Keymis came back.

Keymis came back yesterday at nightfall.

The sun goes down suddenly in these latitudes. One moment it is there on the horizon, a great burning ball of fire, a huge guinea nailed into the sky with golden nails. The next moment it is gone. Dragged down. Blotted out. Removed as by some black hand. The sun goes and ail is darkness. No twilight. There is never twilight here.

Keymis is dead. My friend. My lieutenant. My old companion.

Keymis killed himself, and I drove him to it.

My son, your father is a murderer. No hero now, as you begin to see. The noble Sir Walter Ralegh conducted himself like a Herod, like a Cain, like a bad actor in a third-rate play at the Globe. Worse. I blamed the whole failure of my life on Keymis.

Between my first entry in these pages, my first writing, and this dark page, many days have elasped. Hell-hot days, days of raging fever, days when I could not walk the decks of the Destiny and peer across the steamy waters of the estuary without Sir Warham St Ledger or the Reverend Mr Samuel Jones, our ship’s chaplain, there at my side to support me. On any one of those days, or better still in the star-confused nights which followed them, I could and perhaps should have killed myself. I lacked the guts to do it, Carew, and there’s some heroic truth for you.

When Edward Hastings died on the long voyage out, our surgeon reported that his liver, spleen, and brains were rotten. By God, my liver must be lily-coloured. My spleen is a lump of hard poison. But, instead of blowing out my own brains, I waited for Keymis and the others to return down the river. And then when he came aboard I gave him the hell of my own anguish.

‘Where is the gold?’ I said. ‘Where is my son?’

He stammered something, but I wouldn’t hear him.

‘Where is the gold?’ I kept saying. ‘Where is my son?’

Keymis had a cast in his left eye. He always had that. I was used to it. But it seemed to me then that he was avoiding my looking at him, that he was searching the corners of my cabin for excuses, justifications, anything that would enable him to escape or resist what I saw as my righteous indignation.

‘You betrayed me,’ I said. ‘You did not obey orders.’

He made some garbled noise of protest. I wouldn’t allow him to proceed.

‘My instructions were that you should bring back gold from one or the other of the sites known to both of us. I did not tell you to attack a Spanish garrison.’

He said: ‘They fired first on us.’

‘Then you should have retreated. But why were you going for the Caroni mine anyway?’ He stared dumbly at the floor.

‘Were you scared to leave the river? Is that it? But damn you, man, even if that’s the case there must still have been some way you could have passed San Thome without a fight.’

Keymis would not meet my gaze.

‘Your son,’ he said.

There was a silence before Keymis went on.

‘Your son died very bravely,’ Keymis said. ‘He charged a line of Spaniards single-handed. He fell with a dozen pikes in him. After that, there was no turning back.’

I caught him by the neck. I made him look at me.

‘Are you claiming it was Wat’s fault that you botched everything? A boy in his twenties? A boy who had never before seen military action?’

‘He was your son,’ Keymis said strangely.

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Ask Captain Parker,’ Keymis said.

‘I will not ask Captain Parker. I am asking you.’

‘Your son died, as I wrote in my letter, with extraordinary valour.’

‘But he need not - he should not - have died at all,’ I said.

Keymis said nothing. He was looking away again. His damned eye was like a crab that crawls for corners.

‘Is that what you’re driving at?’ I demanded. ‘Are you blaming the storming of the Spanish outpost on my son’s impetuosity?’

Spittle flew from my mouth with the last word spoken. It ran down Keymis’s cheek. Then I saw that he was weeping. For some reason, his tears made things worse.

‘You fool!’ I shouted. ‘You went for the wrong mine! You disobeyed orders! You let my son be killed!’

‘Forward,’ Keymis mumbled. ‘He was all for going forward. It was the only word he wanted to hear. Without him, we would never have attempted the attack upon the fort. Ask Captain Parker. He tried to stop him. We all tried to stop him. “Unadvised daringness” - that’s what Parker said it was.’

I removed my hands from Keymis’s neck. I wiped them on my doublet.

‘You are a coward, sir,’ I said quietly. ‘Strange to have known you so long and only now to have discovered the truth about you. A wilful and obstinate coward, sir. You failed to open either mine. You let my son be killed. And now you stand there blubbering and blabbing like a baby, and trying to use my dead boy as a scapegoat. Will you go, sir? Will you get out of my sight?’

Keymis went.

I sat and watched a candle burn to nothing.

Then there was a soft knock at the door of my cabin, and it was the wretched Keymis back again, with a letter in his hand, the ink still wet on it.

‘I have written to Lord Arundel,’ he said.

I said nothing.

‘He was a cHicf promoter of your expedition,’ Keymis went on. ‘This letter sets forth my case. Will you read what I have written?’

I shook my head.

‘You had better write to the Devil, sir,’ I said. ‘He is more likely to understand your explanations.’ ‘Please,’ Keymis said.

‘I will not even look at it,’ I said. Then Keymis turned his face away.

‘I will wait on you presently,’ he said in a level voice. ‘And I will give you better satisfaction.’

He left me. I heard the tread of his feet along the companionway. Then the sound of his cabin door shutting behind him. Then the crack of a pistol shot.

‘Keymis!’ I shouted.

His cabin was next to mine on the poop deck. You could hear through the timbers quite clearly.

‘It’s all right,’ he called back. ‘I merely fired off my pistol to clean it.’

He had not. He had shut himself up in his cabin, and shot himself with a pocket pistol, but the pistol ball only served to break one of his ribs and finding that it had not done the trick Keymis thrust a long knife into his heart up to the handle and died.

*

How to make sense of all this? My captains speak of Keymis with implacable contempt. It seems he was never seen to be prospecting for gold. He made himself subservient to my son.

Was Wat truly to blame for the fiasco at San Thome? It is not important, I think. The taking of the fort was a gross tactical blunder, an irrelevance, but even then - San Thome once taken - there is no excuse for Keymis. He could easily have left a garrison there, if he wanted, and proceeded to the Caroni mine, which is a matter of just a few miles beyond it. No doubt the Spaniards retreated in that direction, to defend their interests, and he was scared of another confrontation. But then why did he venture so far upriver in the first place? Can it really be true that he feared to leave the Orinoco and march inland to Mount Iconuri, to Pu tij ma’s mine?

There, for the first time I have written down the location of it. Why not? I am not as weak as I was, and I propose to lead a second expedition in person, to journey myself up the Orinoco and bring back gold. If I succeed, if I can go home with only a hatful of gold-bearing ore, then at least I shall have some reputation left. And if I fail? Then I ask for no fitter fate than to lay my bones to rest beside Wat’s in front of the altar of the church at San Thome.

Two ingots.

Keymis did bring back with him two gold ingots that he found within the fort. Also a number of documents which seem to refer to the existence of the Caroni mine. Also an Indian, sometime personal servant of Palomèque who was the Governor of the fort. This Indian interests me. He speaks good Spanish. His name is Christoval Guayacunda.

But I do not believe my bones really belong here. I believe I shall lay my bones elsewhere to rest. And my restless flesh and blood and spirit I shall lay out for you, Carew, in these words, these pages, this true book of my life.

As for its style…. Who lists like trade to try? I wrote that once, long ago, in one of my first poems, penned in commendation of a book called The Steel Glass. The idea of that glass of Gascoigne’s was that it showed truth, not mere reflections. The inward man, the hidden face, not just the usual surface semblance. And that is certainly my ambition here. But the style? My style? Is there indeed a style of the individual voice? Or a more general style of truth to which individual voices aspire?

I write each sentence as if it were my last. A man might do worse than to write always like that. That’s style. That’s my style. It is also of course the plain fact of the matter, given the conditions I write in. Besides, I always wrote best under sentence of death. The shadow of the axe gave sharp edge to my sentences.

If I could get just two handfuls of gold—

Wat is dead.

Wat lies lapped and shrouded in unnecessary gold. Damn gold. Damn all thought of gold. Without gold, I would still have my son.

What am I saying? That this voyage was not just ‘wrong’, but mad? That I should never have left the Tower? This obsession with gold, gold, gold. Where did it start? It has something to do with the Queen. Yes, you, Elizabeth, your finger beckoning me. It’s almost as if ’you are upriver there, a glittering golden ghost, Gloriana come back again. And you had my son instead of me. You always liked them young, you glorious bitch. Love likes not the falling fruit from the withered tree. My son, my best piece of poetry, my sacrifice. Water, you called me. You who had nicknames for all your victim lovers.

Water and gold and blood; my story. Well, your Water is nearly all spilled now, dead Majesty.

I always needed an end to make a beginning.

So I shall go on writing this book which I said I could not write. I shall go on despite Wat, despite Keymis, despite myself even.

At the very least - supposing it never reaches your eyes or hands or heart, Carew - at that least it may serve to keep me sane, to hold me in my wits long enough to sail this infernal ship, my Destiny, either home to England or some other fatal harbour.

One good small detail here: Keymis did bring tobacco in large quantities from San Thomé. I light my long silver pipe with a coal plucked from the fire in a tongs. It is necessary to keep a little tobacco smoke between oneself and the world.

*

Gold fever? The viper thought so. I mean Francis Bacon, Baron Verulam, Lord Chancellor of England. I consulted him - on Secretary Winwood’s advice - before sailing from London. Let me set down the record of our conversation here. I am reminded of it because of this matter of the gold, but I recite it for another reason which will become clear before long.

We were taking the air of an early March evening. It might have been a year ago today. The date escapes me. But every detail of what we had to say, each to each, remains as vivid as if it were yesterday.

The place was the gardens of Gray’s Inn, where I had dined with him in his chambers. Over dinner I had talked a great deal about the impending voyage, and Bacon had said little or nothing, busying himself with knife and fork to cut his meat into tiny portions before chewing each piece methodically, as is his usual fashion, or else leaning his long pale face on a long pale hand and staring at me with those eyes which are his most remarkable feature. Bacon’s eyes are hazel in colour, delicate, lively, and light. It was my friend William Harvey, discoverer of the circulation of the blood, who first likened those eyes to the eyes of a viper.

As we strolled in the Gray’s Inn gardens - two elderly gentlemen, one of them (me) with a limp, and the other (Bacon) like a walking scissors with a tall thin black chimneypot hat - he suddenly turned to confront me and said:

‘Sir, your Guiana is like Atlantis - a perfect Platonic idea.’

‘There is this difference,’ I replied. ‘Atlantis is only a perfect Platonic idea. Guiana is both an idea and a reality. A perfect piece of Plato and a large, rich, and beautiful empire of imperfections. A golden dream and a place on the map.’

He did not like this answer, I think, though it is always difficult to gauge Bacon’s true feelings - supposing he has anything so dangerous, which is not at all certain.

I rubbed in my point. ‘King James is never going to give anyone a Commission to sail to Atlantis in search of gold.’

‘I was referring,’ Bacon said, ‘to the quality of your thinking about it’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘But Guiana would still be there if I did not think about it at all.’

‘And the gold?’ Bacon asked, in a curiously detached and clinical voice.

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘You believe Guiana to be highly auriferous?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ I said.

On what authority?’ he said. ‘My own,’ I said. ‘And others.’

Bacon’s lips are always dry. I have noticed that. He has this habit of running his tongue over them and making a face as though he does not like his own taste. He did that then. Then he said: ‘But no one has seen this El Dorado, this city of gold. Or is it a lake? Or a golden man?’ He dabbed at his long nose with his handkercHicf. ‘I confess that I have never quite been able to reconcile the different tales which have been told,’ he went on disdainfully. ‘The only thing they seem to me to have in common is that all of them are truly improbable and probably untrue.’

I suppose I felt like taunting him. After all, there are stranger things to be seen in the world than are between London and Staines.

For this reason or that, I said: ‘Experience may be improbable but it cannot be untrue, can it? Very well then. In the summer of ‘94 one of my captains, George Popham, captured a Spanish ship. Among the captured ship’s papers were reports of some twenty Spanish expeditions to find El Dorado.’

Bacon said: ‘Which means they did not find it twenty times.’

I ignored his sarcasm. I remember fixing my eyes on a bright-leaved tree at the end of the avenue down which we were walking, and going on patiently as if telling a story to an inattentive child:

‘In the spring of the year following Popham’s discovery, I sailed myself to Guiana with five ships. I took captive Antonio de Berrio, the Spanish Governor. He impressed me as an honest man, an old campaigner not given to fantasies. Berrio did not claim to have found the golden city - but he was convinced of its existence. He had in his keeping the sworn deposition of one Juan Martin de Albujar. This man, a Spanish Moor by birth, had been the only survivor of a previous expedition to find El Dorado. He had been captured by Carib Indians and turned native. He swore on oath that he had eventually been shown the way far into the hinter- land, where he was allowed to spend seven months in El Dorado, which he described as a vast city built beside a great landlocked lake surrounded by mountains. This city was ruled by an emperor the Indians called the Inga, and this emperor was covered with gold dust’

Bacon stopped me by holding up his right hand and wagging the index finger. ‘You believed such testimony?’ he demanded. ‘A story told by one man about another man’s story?’

I said: ‘My Lord, I read Albujar’s deposition with my own eyes. Then I compelled Berrio to assist me in drawing up a map, using everything to hand - the papers taken from the Spanish ship, his own personal expeditions, the Moor’s account.’

‘But of course you did not find El Dorado,’ Bacon said. ‘You did not even discover this lake.’

‘The lake, if it exists,’ I said carefully, ‘must be more like an inland sea than anything we English would call a lake. It is said to be more than 600 miles long and to consist of salt water. Something like the Caspian, I suppose.’

Bacon pushed at the brim of his tall hat, then passed his pale hand wearily across his forehead, which was lightly beaded with perspiration although the evening air was cold.

‘If it exists… It is said to be…’ he repeated scornfully. ‘Sir, I find it hard to believe that his Majesty has released you from the Tower to go in search of something so nebulous!’

I stopped in my tracks. I traced circles with my cane on the grass at my feet. Then I chuckled. ‘His Majesty hasn’t,’ I said. ‘And you know it.’

Two tiny spots of crimson appeared in Bacon’s cheeks. He tried without success to disguise his embarrassment by making his face a puzzled mask. ‘So why all this El Dorado nonsense?’ he blustered.

‘You brought up the subject,’ I pointed out mildly. ‘For my part, I explored the Orinoco pretty damned thoroughly in ‘95. Old Berrio evidently thought of that river as the road to El Dorado. I found nothing that would confirm his view. On the other hand, I found nothing that would utterly deny it. The next year I sent my man Laurence Keymis back to look again. And the year after that, Captain Leonard Berry. Neither of them could find the lake, although - for what it is worth - both of them reported that the Indians call the lake Parima and call El Dorado by the name of Manoa.’

‘I do not see that it matters what names are given to non-existent places,’ Bacon said irritably.

I shrugged. I said: ‘It was Sir Thomas Roe’s expedition six years ago which finally convinced me that even if Manoa does exist it is not worth looking for. Not by an old man, anyway. I subscribed £600 of the £2500 Roe’s voyage cost, so I got detailed reports of everything. His brief was to scour the entire Guiana littoral for some tangible evidence of the lake and the city. He went 300 miles up the Amazon, then worked his way north along the coast towards the Orinoco. He spent more than a fear penetrating the high country by means of canoe journeys up the various rivers. He followed the Wiapoco in particular, negotiating more than a score of rapids in the direction which the Indians assured him was the way to El Dorado. Roe came back down and home with the usual story. He had nearly found it all. But never quite.’

We had reached the end of the long avenue, and stood now in the shadow of the bright-leaved tree, a laurel. I picked a leaf from it and rolled the leaf to and fro between my thumb and forefinger. After a silence, Bacon at last said: ‘So?’

‘So El Dorado is not my destination,’ I replied. ‘I have no ambitions to see the Inga. I am going only to collect a little gold dust’

‘You still believe there is gold out there?’ Bacon asked.

‘I know so,’ I said.

‘Whereabouts?’ Bacon asked.

‘In the foothills,’ I said, ‘so to speak.’

‘The foothills?’ Bacon repeated. ‘The foothills of what?’

‘Of Manoa,’I said.

The Lord Chancellor took a deep breath. ‘Your mind seems disordered,’ he complained. ‘One might be forgiven for thinking that you must be suffering from some sort of gold fever. In the one sentence, you deny El Dorado. In the next, you speak of its approaches.’ He removed his hat and fanned his pallid face with it. When he went on, he was looking elsewhere. ‘As I understand it,’ he said, ‘you have in fact promised the King that you know the location of certain gold mines. Is that correct?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Where?’ he demanded.

‘Oh, up the Orinoco,’ I said.

‘But the Spaniards are there,’ he protested. ‘They have made settlements.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Yet you have given your word to the King—’ Bacon began.

‘That I shall not kill or cross swords with any Spaniards,’ I said, finishing his sentence for him.

‘It will prove impossible!’ Bacon exclaimed. ‘We shall see,’ I said.

I sprinkled the dust of the broken leaf from my fingers, I was enjoying the Lord Chancellor’s bafflement. ‘Brightness falls from the air? I said. ‘You recall those verses Nashe wrote in the time of the plague?’

Bacon shook his head, then put his hat back on it.

‘I am sick, I must die? I droned. ‘Lord, have mercy on us!’ I smiled at his confusion. ‘I quote, my Lord. A bad habit’ Bacon would not look at me.

I said: ‘But now it is my turn to question you. I would value your advice as Lord Chancellor. Unofficially, of course—’

‘Of course,’ Bacon said, still avoiding my eye. ‘Very well then,’ I said. ‘A simple question. What is my legal position?’

‘Legal position?’ Bacon shivered with false laughter. ‘Why, sir, to be master of the sea is an abridgement of a monarchy!’

I flicked at the grass with my cane. I said: ‘Don’t turn an old friend aside with new aphorisms. As I pointed out to you over dinner, my Commission from King James omits the usual words “trusty and well-beloved” in referring to me as his servant. That can only mean that his Majesty is still displeased with me. My Lord, I shall be frank with you. You know I am forbidden to show my face at Court. Should I not try and purchase a formal pardon from the King before sailing?’

Bacon blinked. ‘Not at all,’ he said smoothly. ‘Money is the knee timber of your voyage, as you have told me. So keep every precious penny you have raised for your ships and their victualling. A pardon is a mere formality.’

I pressed him: ‘But would I not be the stronger for having it?’

Bacon said: ‘You seem to me to have a full and sufficiënt pardon already for all that is past - the King having made you his Admiral, and given you his Commission of command. That Commission grants you both freedom to sail and judicial authority over others who sail with you. In doing so, it cancels out your former offences.’

I said: ‘But why has the King not added a pardon in so many words?’

Bacon licked his thin lips. ‘I cannot speak for the King,’ he said. ‘However, I say again that it seems to me that the issue of the Commission - which vests in you the power of life and death - is equivalent to a pardon.’

I was still not content. ‘Specifically, then, does it cancel out my conviction and sentence for high treason?’

Bacon shut his eyes. Then he said: ‘Your Commission as Admiral seems to me as good a pardon for all former offences as the Law of England can afford you.’

‘My Lord, I count you as my friend, and no fool,’ I said. ‘Are you telling me I need not purchase a pardon?’

Bacon sighed. ‘Sir, I am sufficiently your friend and no fool as to answer that I never heard that question.’

‘Not even when I have asked it of you twice?’I said.

‘Have you?’ Bacon opened his eyes and frowned, tasting his lips. ‘Well, there you are,’ he said. ‘A proof of my friendship and unfoolishness. I had already forgotten the first time.’

‘Shall we go back?’ I said. ‘My lame leg pains me.’

We retraced our steps through the gardens, moving more brisky now for the air was chill and we walked most of the way in silence. Bacon stopped once to sniff an early blossoming white rose. As he did so he said: ‘I shall remember that you took the trouble to consult me. There is little friendship in the world, and least of all between equals.’ He let the rose fall back in place in the bush, but carelessly, so that petals flaked from it onto the darkening ground. ‘What will you do,’ he asked casually, ‘if after all this effort and expenditure you fail to find your gold mines in Guiana?’

I laughed. ‘Oh, we’ll go after the Spanish treasure fleet,’ I said. ‘You know that it sails every year from Havana to Cadiz with about eight millions in silver.’

‘You will do what?* Bacon said.

‘The Plate Fleet,’ I said. ‘We’ll capture the Plate Fleet’

‘But then you will be pirates,’ Bacon said.

‘Hardly pirates,’ I said, still laughing. ‘Who ever heard of men being pirates for millions?’

We had come back to Gray’s Inn Court and I was moving to take my leave of the Lord Chancellor, thanking him for the dinner and the advice, when Bacon said suddenly and (so it seemed) on impulse: ‘You know, I never knew the late Queen very well. Certainly not as well as I would have wanted to.’

It was an awkward statement, and he stood there awkwardly in the twilight, having made it.

I said: ‘Perhaps none of us knew her very well. Perhaps none of us knew her as well as we would have wanted to. I have often wondered. Good night, my Lord.’

*

Gold and blood. Pardons and piracy. I lied, Elizabeth. I knew you as well as I wanted to. Better. Or should it be worse?

Having written the above, I took a turn around the deck to clear my head.

The mainland seems to smoulder in the sun.

I asked Captain Parker, as Keymis asked me to. Captain Parker said Wat was spoiling for a fight. He said my son was very like me when young. He said Wat was envious and ashamed of my reputation and needed to prove himself to himself. He said a lot of other stuff which I forget.


3

4 March

‘Guattaral,’ the Indian says.

I have to keep telling him that is the way the Spaniards say my name. That he must do better. That I am Sir Walter Ralegh.

A lesson he did not learn this afternoon.

‘Don Guattaral,’ he persisted. ‘You are a pirate. You are a very great pirate.’

‘I am no pirate,’ I said. ‘Your Spanish masters may have called me a pirate, but I am not.’

‘What are you then?’ he demanded. ‘If you are not a pirate, what are you?’

A question I found difficult to answer. He asked it in all seriousness, you see. He is a curious mixture of intelligence and simplicity, this Christoval Guayacunda.

We were standing on deck. The Indian seems to take pleasure in examining the fittings of my ship. Yet it is not so much a matter of their novelty to him. He touches everything confidently, without surprise.

‘Do I look like a pirate?’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘What do pirates look like?’ he said. ‘I have never seen one before.’

‘What do I look like?’ I said. ‘An old man,’ he said. ‘Go on,’ I said.

‘An old tired man who has to walk with a stick,’ he said.

It’s true. And how strange my face must look to him. I know that these Indians have ancient legends which speak of gods with bearded white faces coming to them from the east. But the face which looks back at me from my cracked shavingmirror can hardly so intimidate or impress. It is more like the face of a ghost than the face of a man. It is assuredly not like the face of any imaginable god. My face is pale and pinched and drawn, the skin so tight across my cheek-bones that you can see them clearly, my eyes like burnt-out pits. My beard is silver and badly cut because my hands shake when I take the scissors to it.

‘Let us say that this old man with the stick is some kind of a gentleman,’ I suggested.

‘What is that?’

‘Wholly gentleman, wholly soldier,’ I said. I was quoting my own ambitious but evasive description of myself at my trial for treason in 1603.

We had been conversing in Spanish, of course, since that is the language we have in common. But I said those particular words wholly gentleman, wholly soldier in English, and now the Indian tried to imitate their sounds.

‘What is that wholly?’ he said.

He made it sound like woolly. Or holy. Or some bastard cross-between the two. Which no doubt, in this context, it may be.

I let it go.

‘You then,’ I said. ‘What are you?’

He had been trying his strength against one of the capstan bars. Now he stopped this game and drew himself up to his full height, which is not very high - about an inch or so above five feet, I’d say, and stout in proportion.

‘Christoval Guayacunda,’ he said. I man. What you would call an Indian. A native of what the Spaniards call their New Kingdom, or Granada. Born in the Valley of Sogamoso. Of the Chibcha tribe.’

The sun made his skin shine like copper.

‘That is what I am,’ he said.

‘Not so,’ I said. ‘That is who you are. I could as easily say that I am Walter Ralegh, a man, what you would call a paleface, a native of England, born in Devonshire, of the Saxon tribe. Those answers would not match the question either.’

The Indian nodded slowly. His head is large and round, his dark eyes full of wit and intellection.

‘Very well then,’ he said. ‘I used to be the servant of Don Diego Palomeque de Acuna.’

‘And I used to be the servant of a very great Queen,’ I said. ‘I was the Captain of her Guard.’ ‘Yes,’ the Indian said. ‘I knew that.’

‘Did you? Who told you?’

The Indian said: ‘It is common knowledge. When I first came to San Thome in Palomeque’s service, I was told that you had journeyed up the Orinoco many years ago. I was told that you had gathered all the tribes together and told them that you had been sent by your Queen to set them free from the Spaniards. They spoke of you with awe. They said that you were the servant of a Queen who was the great Casique of the North, a virgin Queen who had more casiques under her than there are trees in the island of Trinidad.’

‘Casique,’ I said. ‘It is a long while since I heard that word.’

‘It is what the Spaniards call the cHicfs of our tribes.’

‘I know. What else did the people of the Orinoco say?’

‘That you would one day return,’ the Indian replied. ‘That you had given your word to do so.’

‘Which word I kept.’

‘Of course,’ said the Indian matter-of-factly. ‘Men do not give their word often. When they do, they keep it.’

I could detect no irony in his tone. Indeed, his every phrase was straightforward and considered and came with a power of truth behind it. There is a definite nobility about this Indian which strikes me forcibly. I was curious about his background, but held my tongue. For the moment, for my part, I saw my task as to win his confidence.

‘I am no longer the servant of that great Queen,’ I admitted. ‘Queen Elizabeth is dead.’

‘Death makes no difference,’ the Indian said. ‘You are still her man.’

This statement took me aback. There was such truth in it. I found I could say nothing for a while. I put one hand on top of the other on the knob of my cane. Both hands were trembling badly with the ague. I was racked by a spasm of coughing. My cane danced and chattered where it touched the deck.

The coughing fit passed.

‘I came back here as the servant of another Casique of the North,’ I said. ‘Kingjames.’

The Indian looked at me impassively. ‘Yet this same King

James kept you for many years in a tower, so I was told by Don Palomeque. You were his prisoner.’

‘Yes.’ I went on hurriedly, not wanting to waste time defending my position by having to explain that the charges of treason brought against me had been rigged by my enemies. ‘But you,’ I said. ‘What are you now?’

The Indian brought his big hands together as though their wrists were shackled.

‘Guattaral’s prisoner,’ he said.

I did not like this answer.

I said: ‘Keymis said you joined us of your own free will.’ ‘The man who looked sideways? He is dead.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Guattaral killed him,’ the Indian said.

‘No,’ I said.

‘I saw his body go into the river in the sack this morning.’

I shivered in the sun, recalling the funeral service which could have meant nothing to this Indian. The Reverend Mr Samuel Jones had charitably ignored the fact that Keymis, as a suicide, should be denied the proper obsequies of the Church. Somehow, the reduction of that rite to the crude image of a corpse tossed overboard in a sack made Laurence Keymis very vivid in my remembrance. No doubt the sharks would be at him by now. These are pearls that were his eyes. …A pearl with a cast in it.

I said briskly: ‘This isn’t a river. This is a channel of the sea. A very great sea. An ocean. The Atlantic Ocean.’

The Indian looked puzzled. I realised that the concept of any expanse of water wider than a river or a lake was beyond his experience. Wherever he had been before he was captured by the Spaniards and compelled into the service of the Governor of San Thome, it had to have been somewhere inland. His build and stature certainly suggested that his tribe came of mountain stock. But I tried to get back to the point.

‘You are not my prisoner,’ I insisted. ‘You came back down the river because you wanted to. Why did you want to?’

The Indian leaned his broad shoulders against the spindle of the capstan. He did not answer my question. He said nothing for a while. When he spoke at last it was as if he had measured in his head what I had said to him and decided, on balance, that the conversation was worth continuing. All the same, he addressed himself not so much to me as to the spice-laden breeze which blew across the estuary from the mainland.

‘Guattaral did not kill the man who looked sideways?’ ‘That is correct,’ I said. ‘Keymis killed himself.’ ‘Why?’ the Indian asked softly.

I said: ‘Keymis killed himself because he no longer wished to live. Because he had lost his honour. Do you understand that? Honour?’

The Indian looked me straight in the eyes.

‘I understand honour,’ he said. ‘I know honour. My people are a proud people. We had our lands before the Incas came.’

‘Where are they?’ I said. ‘The lands of your tribe?’

The Indian hesitated for a moment. Yet his silence seemed inspired by deliberation rather than any uncertainty. His eyes became incalculable. He said: ‘Around Lake Guatavita.’

The word for some reason sent a shiver down my spine. It was not the ague, I swear it.

‘Guatavita?’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘I have never heard of this Lake Guatavita. It must be far away?’

‘Yes.’

‘Over the mountains? To the west?’

‘Yes.’

It was in my mind, of course, to ask him if there was gold in that region. But the moment was wrong. I sensed that by the way his eyes had darkened, the wit drained out of them, as though they now looked inward, dwelling upon some image in his head rather than upon me, his interlocutor. I saw that I would have to win his confidence before I could put any questions to him about the possibility of gold in the lands that he came from. I admit that it occurred to me also that it would be useless to try to torture such information out of him. The Spaniards had crucified Indians in their quest for El Dorado. They had not obtained a single jot of worthwhile information by such methods.

I contented my curiosity by saying: ‘Then how is it that you came to San Thomé?’

The Indian said nothing. But he hung his head and for the

first time in my brief experience of him there was something like shame in the way he held himself.

‘Don Palomeque,’ I pursued, ‘what was he like?’

The Indian spat.

But he still remained silent.

I said: ‘I take it that Palomeque was a bad master. So you are better off now? You were glad that my soldiers killed him? Is that why you came back with Keymis?’

The Indian wears a curious pointed cap on his head. It looks as if it were woven from the grey fibres of some plant - the cabuya perhaps. He removed this cap from his head and smoothed his hair with his hand. His hair is as black as a raven’s wing, and as glossy, worn long, reaching down to his shoulders.

‘Guattaral is mistaken,’ he said in a flat voice. ‘His soldiers did not kill Palomeque.’

This statement astonished me. I was speechless.

‘Palomeque was killed by his own,’ the Indian went on. ‘There were those in the Spanish fort who wanted Guattaral to take it without bloodshed. There were those who hated Don Diego. Who would have opened the gates for Guattaral’s men without fighting. But Guattaral’s son ran forward shouting in the moonlight—’

I turned on my heel. I did not want to hear any more. At the top of the stairs leading to my cabin something made me stop and look back at the Indian. He had put his cone-shaped cap back on his head. He was gazing up at the sun with wide open eyes. I never saw anyone do that before without going blind.

*

This evening I could stand it no longer. I dined in my cabin with my nephew George. He had charge of our land forces that went up the Orinoco. To be brief, he held that command because he was older than Wat, and possesses courage and initiative. But, truth to tell, nephew George has precious little else to commend him. He is a boisterous beef-witted creature, with the manner of an overgrown schoolboy. If he keeps a stiff upper lip it is only to hold up his weak flabby chin.

When I put it plainly to George that Keymis had said that my son was responsible for the fighting at San Thomé, he denied it at first. Then I asked him if it was true that the Governor of the fort had been killed by his own men. He blustered, thumping the table with his clenched fists. I persisted in pursuit of the truth. He grew dangerously quiet, then broke down and wept like a child and admitted all.

It appears that in the first place he and Keymis were dominated by Wat from the moment our party passed out of my sight. It was Wat who insisted on pushing so far up the river.

There was a strong adverse current. They proceeded slowly. Captains Wollaston and Whitney ran their ships aground (George thinks deliberately) on a sandbank. They did not rejoin the expedition until after the fall of San Thome. Keymis was volubly uneasy but ineffectual. George was brow-beaten by Wat, who taunted him for being a coward when he expressed doubts concerning their venture. As for the men - they were cockscombs and couldn’t care less whose orders they half-obeyed just as long as they had a prospect of getting some loot out of it.

As they drew nearer San Thome, Keymis pulled himself together and conferred secretly with George behind Wat’s back. They sent spies on ahead. The spies came back with news that there was widespread and profound hatred of Palomeque, who ruled the fort like a tyrant. There was a faction in San Thome willing to betray him and arrange a peaceful surrender - especially since the fort contained only about forty soldiers fit for active service, and our forces (even without the contingents aground on the sandbank) numbered over two hundred. The leader of the Spanish conspirators was one Geronimo de Grados. We were to advance and pretend to attack, but the siege would be a game - under cover of which Palomeque could be killed by his own men.

Late in the afternoon of the 2nd of January our squadron anchored at the creek called Aruco some three miles this side of the town. Troops were disembarked. Then the three remaining ships sailed on upstream until they came exactly opposite San Thome, where they dropped anchor. The ships were promptly fired on by two mortars, no doubt on Palomeque’s orders, but the mortars missed, perhaps because Grados had supervision of their firing. Meantime our soldiers marched in battle order straight at San Thome until they were within half a mile of it. George then ordered a halt. He and Keymis were confident that the faction within the town would open the gates for them.

Darkness fell. Tensions mounted. George found it hard to keep our soldiers in check. It was even harder, he says, to stop Wat from precipitate action. He claims that at this point he told Wat of the plot he and Keymis had hatched with Geronimo de Grados. Wat scoffed at it. But he consented to wait in hope that the dissident Spaniards would either fling open the gates, or give our English some signal for the mock-siege to begin.

Nothing happened.

My nephew claims that Wat then started drinking. It is not impossible. His usual habit, like my own, was not to drink, but I can believe that at this moment, alone with himself in the heart of the dark continent, and about to be put to the test, Wat might have reached for the wine bottle. Impatience would be burning him up, and how was he to know whether Keymis and his cousin had not been misled by the Spanish conspirators? At such a time, in such a situation, had I been his age I can imagine that I could have sought solace in alcohol. None knows better than I, it is terror that holds a man sober. Terror of what is within. When equal terrors threaten from without, then drink can seem a suitable way of meeting them. I can say this because I have been damnably drunk in my day, and lived to regret it. For many years now I have drunk water where others drank wine, and held myself sober when others fell down. Yet, as I say, I can sympathise too much with my poor son to condemn him if indeed it is true that as my nephew says he reached for the bottle.

Drunk or sober, just before one o’clock in the morning of Saturday the 3rd of January it all got too much for Wat. He went wild. He charged forward on his own, sword in hand, straight at the Spanish quietly sitting watching the English line in the starlight. As he ran he shouted, George reports, and the exact words he shouted were: Come on, my hearts! Here is the mine that you must expect! They that look for any other mine are fools!

According to my nephew, Wat did not die (as Keymis said) with a dozen Spanish pikes in him. He was cut down by a Spanish captain, one Arias Nieto. Our trash of soldiers then lost their heads and flung themselves into attack. Keymis and my nephew did their best to honour the pact with the rebel Grados and his party. Finding that they could not contain their own troops, they shouted out for Grados to identify himself before it was too late. This he did, pointing out (George claims) places and persons not to be fired at. But the men fought and fired indiscriminately, storming the gates, gaining entrance and burning several buildings to the ground. Grados and his followers ran away. We lost their trust, my nephew claims, first because of Wat’s wild individual action, and then because our soldiery were plainly out of control.

In any event, our forces outnumbered the Spaniards many times over, and the fort was easily taken. The fighting was over in a matter of minutes.

Keymis found Palomeque dead in the square. He had a hatchet between his shoulder-blades, and the left side of his head had been split open down to the teeth. His body (curiously) had been stripped naked, and his uniform was nowhere to be discovered. An Indian woman identified him at dawn. Also a Spanish priest named Francisco de Leuro, who was a cripple and so unable to run away with the others. There is apparently no doubt that it was Palomeque. He was a great gross man, much larger in girth and stature than anyone else in the fort. George reports that neither the priest nor the remaining Indians and black slaves made any display of grief over his corpse. It seems that the Governor was hated and feared by just about every inhabitant of San Thome. There had even been an attempt to murder him some weeks before our coming, on the part of a Captain Francisco de Salas. Unfortunately, neither Salas nor Grados nor any other Spaniard was prepared to trust us now. Keymis and my nephew took possession of a fort that was deserted save for the priest, the Indian servants, and the blacks.

Some of our scum were already trying to rape the Indian girls. George claims that he put a stop to this only at pistol point.

It was Keymis who found the Indian Christoval in a room in the Governor’s house, where he had been left to guard a chest containing the documents relating to Spanish attempts to mine gold in the region, plus the letters from Madrid sent out to warn the outpost of our coming, which bundle included the lists of ships and men written in my own hand and given to King James who had promptly passed them on to Gondomar, the Spanish Ambassador in London. The chest also contained the two small ingots of gold which were all that Keymis fetched back of that commodity.

My nephew tried to belittle the whole thing. ‘A mere skirmish,’ he called it, reminding me that on our side there were only two men killed besides Wat - Captain Cosmor and Mr Harrington. (Captain Thornhurst was badly wounded, but has made a gradual recovery.) As for the Spanish, George insists that apart from Palomeque there were only two other casualties: the Captain Arias Nieto already mentioned as the slayer of my son, and a captain identified by the Indians as one Juan Ruiz Monge. These seem to have been the only Spaniards who remained sufficiently loyal to the Governor to lay down their lives in defence of the fort.

(So: The dead amounted merely to six persons. But I can take no comfort from such arithmetic. Even if the odious Palomeque was murdered by his own men, that leaves two Spaniards killed by us. Which is two Spaniards too many. And one of our English dead was of course Wat)

I asked George what he thought had happened to Grados and the others who deserted. He replied that he had good reason to suppose that they retreated in the direction of the Caroni Falls. If that is true it would account for Keymis’s failure to open up the mine there. Grados was not pro-English, my nephew surmises, he was simply pro-Grados. He was probably using us to help him get rid of Palomeque. George suggests that it might then have loomed in the mind of this Grados that it was important, when any Spanish reinforcements came up the Orinoco, that such reinforcements would not suspect that he (Grados) was in any way responsible for the killing of the Governor. Therefore he could hardly have returned to parley with us, even if he had wanted to. Such mental abilities as my nephew possesses are predominantly military, and this reasoning convinces me as likely.

There were a few more ‘skirmishes’ during the 29 days our troops occupied San Thome. The history of those days, as recounted by George, is altogether miserable. Keymis went around trying to tease information out of those remaining Indians and blacks who spoke Spanish. He learned nothing of the slightest use from this exercise. He vacillated terribly, knowing that he must write to me but unable to summon up the spirit to tell me the appalling news. On more than one occasion he confided in George, announcing that he contemplated suicide, that he was in the position of one who feels he dare not even shut his eyes to sleep, and so forth. My nephew was not sympathetic. All the captains, he says, himself included, were waiting for Keymis to do something. In particular, they expected him to lead them to the mine. But Keymis protested that it was no easy matter to go out into the jungle and locate it. He also remarked to George that if he marched the men out at the head of a column and then confessed that he had lost his bearings, the oafs would go beserk. It appears that he decided to obviate that risk by venturing out one night with a hand-picked squadron of his own, probably up the Caroni River in the direction of the Falls. He brought back a little mineral ore which he showed to George and to the wounded Captain Thornhurst. The ore was tried by a refiner. It proved worthless, and was no more spoken of.

Wat was buried with all military honours in the church at San Thome. Captain Cosmor and Mr Harrington were also given decent burial.

As for Palomeque and his two dead companions, Keymis instructed some Indian women to bury them. But the ground proved too hard. The three corpses were roped together and left in the town square as a warning to those inhabitants of the fort who remained. One night, my nephew says, someone cut the head off Palomeque. Our soldiers were amused. They used it as a football until it fell to bits.

Keymis spent much of his time cross-questioning the Indians and the blacks. He was obsessed with the idea of getting gold from some deposit already known to the Spaniards. One of the papers in the chest discovered in the Governor’s residence spoke of a barranca further up the Orinoco where there might be gold. Some of the Indians (but not, apparently, the Governor’s servant, Christoval Guaya-cunda, who would say nothing on the subject) told Keymis that this barranca was some six or seven miles upriver past the point where the Caroni flows into it. Two small boats were sent by Keymis to investigate - with gentlemen, soldiers, and sailors aboard. My nephew had command of them. He reports that they got no further than a narrow channel between one side of the riverbank and an island which the Indians called Seiba. There they were fired on. Two of our men were killed, six wounded, and the party retreated to San Thome in confusion. George gives it as his opinion that this was a deliberate ambush, arranged between Grados and his refugees and the Indians who had stayed in the fort.

Keymis now sank into a state of utter nervelessness and despair. My nephew counts it as some kind of acHicvement that at this point he decided himself to take action, although the action had nothing to do with the search for gold. He took three launches back up the river. The trip was well-managed, from a military point of view, with one boat kept midstream and the other two keeping to the left and right banks respectively. They passed by Seiba island without incident. They took careful soundings of the river as they went, and urged the various Indian tribes which they encountered to rise against their Spanish overlords and prepare for the coming of a great English army. They got as far as the Guarico - covering, George says, a distance of 300 miles in three weeks going up and returning.

When he got back to San Thome, he found Keymis openly admitting that all had failed in his quest for gold. He says it was Keymis who ordered the fort to be burned down when it became clear that the whole mission had come to nothing. (The crippled Spanish priest perished in this conflagration.) Wollaston and Whitney had turned up from their convenient sandbank. They jeered at Keymis. There was no morale amongst the men at all. The Spaniards were foraging and sniping quite successfully with a consequence that our people were finding it increasingly difficult to get food. More than anything, George says, Keymis seems to have been terrified by the notion that Spanish reinforcements might cut off his only means of retreat - down the Orinoco. Consequently, as soon as the town had been fired, our ships were loaded with what little plunder there was - cHicfly, tobacco, and the contents of the chest found in the Governor’s house - and they hoisted sail under white flags of truce, at Keymis’s insistence, and began the return journey to the sea.

I asked my nephew why he thought it was that the Indian Christoval chose to join us. He said he had no idea.

As they came back downriver, Keymis sat huddled in his cloak, his hat pulled down over his forehead, barely saying a word. He broke his silence just once, when he stood up suddenly and started ‘babbling something about Mount Iconuri’ (my nephew’s own phrase).

Now Mount Iconuri is about 15 miles inland from a point some 25 miles this side of San Thome. In 1595, on my first voyage here with Keymis, an Indian casique called Putijma told me that this mountain is rich in gold. On that same expedition I picked quartz out of the rock with my dagger from a spot on the north bank of the Caroni River, within sight of the Falls. This particular sample was tried by a refiner in London and found to contain a high proportion of pure gold.

In ‘96 I sent Keymis back to the Orinoco. He reported that the Spanish seemed very interested in the Caroni region, for they had now built a fort (San Thome) within miles of it, which fort commanded the approach by the river. At the same time, he told me that he had been advised by friendly Indians that any gold near the Caroni Falls would be difficult to mine, not only because of the Spanish presence but because the terrain there was not propitious, consisting of hard white spar.

However, although the casique Putijma was no longer to be found, Keymis told me that other Indians had led him inland towards Mount Iconuri and assured him that there was indeed gold there, so much gold in fact that specimens could be brought back without digging. He showed me grains of gold they had gathered out of the sand of a tiny shallow river, the Macawini, which springs and falls on that mountain.

When Keymis set out up the Orinoco some three months ago he had clear instructions from me to try Mount Iconuri first, and only to attempt an approach to the other site if all else failed.

Am I really to believe that he disobeyed those orders just because Wat insisted on pushing upriver direct to San

Thomé, and only started ‘babbling’ about Iconuri on the way back when everyone had lost faith in him?

Why did my son not believe in any mine at all?

Keymis alone could answer the first question.

Wat the second.

*

It is the night watch. A sea of ultramarine darkness. Stars like eyes. I must write calmly and coolly in this tropic lunacy. I must use the past to make sense of the present. My boy, my boyhood.

Do you imagine, do you fancy, Carew, that your father always thirsted for the sea? Do you picture him in childhood as some avid listening lad, wide-eyed and eager to hear sailors’ tales of their voyages, of the great green deep, of mermaids and Tritons, of galleons and argosies?

Nothing could be further from the truth,

I do not care for the sea. I never have.

To be blunt about it: Your father is a poor seaman. As far back as I can remember, I suffered always from the most disgusting and gut-stretching sea-sickness as soon as I passed out of sight of land. Sir Walter Raleigh, that great captain, would rather go round and about and walk over London Bridge than take a wherry from Southwark to Westminster. It was often remarked on.

Make what you will of it. I say that only fools love the sea for the sea’s sake. The sea is negligible when it is not cruel. It is nothing, a nothingness the more to be avoided and despised for its always being hungry to appease and satisfy its own deficiencies by stuffing drowning men into its maw. An element without anatomy or lineaments. A salt indefinite-ness.

Drake and the others? Frobisher? Hawkins? Fine fellows. And fools. Let them and their like love the sea. I leave it to them.

For myself, I invariably welcomed the prospect of advancing land with a leap of the heart and a widening of the wits if not the stomach. Besides, the sea is boring. I was always too quickly bored.

Elizabeth was crowned Queen when I was four years old. Strange thought. But there are stranger.
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