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In the 100 years from the mid-15th to the mid-16th century, a combination of circumstances stimulated men to seek new routes; and it was new routes rather than new lands that filled the minds of kings and commoners, scholars and seamen."
--"Age of Discovery." Encyclopaedia Britannica.

Introduction

As students of history at the beginning of the new millenium, we have come to understand the Renaissance and its associated renaissance thought to be the product not only of the humanist's search for knowledge from classical sources but also a direct result of developments in the late Middle Ages. Rumor of other lands (Plato's Atlantis), oral traditions of earlier discoveries (the Vikings in Vinland), man's quest for knowledge, and even greed drove men to risk death in search of new routes and new lands. The Age of Discovery was a natural progression from renaissance thought to the rediscovery of the New World.

The early Renaissance was characterized by continuous periods of conflict. The greatest of which was the Hundred Years War between England and France from 1337 until 1453. After a series of conflicts where England conquered territories in France and then lost them, King Henry VI effectively lost the Hundred Years War, losing all English possessions on 

the continent except for Calais. However in retrospect, this was perhaps the best possible result for England. The continuing wars on the continent had drained the strength and financial resources of the burgeoning nation. By losing the war, England was free to concentrate on Great Britain.

At the conclusion of the Hundred Years War, the English monarchy was in trouble. Competition and conflict culminated in the War of the Roses between the Lancaster and York lines of the royal family (1455 to 1485). The eventual result was the strengthening of the English monarchy with the establishment of the House of Tudor. Consolidation of English royal power in the line of Henry Tudor (Henry VII) coupled with the end of England's conflicts on the continent after losing the Hundred Years War set England on the road to expansion and, eventually, empire. Thus, England entered the Age of Discovery.

Developments from the Middle Ages

Not necessarily knowing they were in the Renaissance, English sailors followed routes that had been laid out in their history. How many of these routes were recorded or merely passed down through oral tradition we do not know. What we do know is that Europeans, specifically Vikings, crossed the Atlantic Ocean 500 years before Columbus. Legends know as the Eddas spread the tales of Nordic seafarers and their seemingly impossible voyages. Erik the Red (Norseman of Norwegian origin) sailed from Iceland to explore for islands that were rumored to be to the west and is credited with discovering Greenland in 983. In 986 Erik returned to Greenland with fourteen ships containing between 400 and 500 people and domestic animals to establish a colony at Brattahlid (now known as Qagssiarssuk) in southwestern Greenland.

And in the year 999, Lief Erikson was reportedly the first European to visit the mainland of North America. He sailed west from Greenland and then south. It is possible that his voyages took him as far south as Maine. Many historians have credited Lief with the establishment of a temporary settlement in Vínland at L'Anse aux Meadows, modern day Newfoundland; however, Frederick Pohl discounts Lief as the founder. Pohl speculates that because only fourteen of the twenty-five ships that set out with Erik made it to Greenland, at least one of the ships, probably driven south by the Labrador Current, came ashore on northern Newfoundland. Pohl answers the question of why Europeans were not aware of the Norse colony in the New World saying, "There was no saga record of the L'Anse aux Meadows settlement for the simple reason that none of the Vikings who were there returned to tell about it."

Of note, the last recorded voyage between Iceland and Greenland was in 1410; however, the colony reportedly survived until the sixteenth-century.
 Why did an estimated population of 9,000 colonists disappear?
 Traditional historians believe that their disappearance was caused by a combination of factors--being weakened by the breakdown of commerce with Europe (reportedly from the port of Bristol in England), poor diet that no longer included European grains, sporadic attacks by Inuits. There is even speculation that the Black Death migrated from Norway to Greenland in 1348 or 1349.

If so considerable a population colonized Greenland, they had to have had contact with Europe and there has to be records. After the population of Greenland converted to Christianity, they maintained regular contact with the Church in Rome. There is an unbroken record of Ecclesiastical communication with the faithful in Greenland from 1000 to 1492. Of note, Pope Alexander VI (1492-1503) complained to the Bishop of Oslo that it took five years for the faithful of Greenland to deliver payment of their Papal taxes.
 

Did Norsemen living in Greenland have a renaissance? I doubt it; however, this question is beyond the purview of this investigation.

Searching Classical Texts

As Humanists read and reread the classics, what effect did the stories of ancient explorers have? Many accounts of lands beyond the Sea in the Middle of the Land (the Mediterranean Sea) are found in classical literature. Did they rediscover Plato's account of Atlantis in his "Timaeus and the Critians," detailing mythical events from 10,000 BCE?

As we know now, Muslim seafarers regularly sailed from Arabia to the Far East, spreading Islam throughout the East Indies and leaving copious records in libraries including Moorish Spain. Did the Phoenicians or their descendants, the Carthaginians, sail west to the New World or around Africa to the Far East, also leaving records in one form or another? Whatever specific records were studied, we know that men of the Renaissance began to look outward toward the ocean, planning for exploration.

Synthesis: the Age of Discovery
An amazing amount of explorers and expeditions plied the "uncharted waters" en route to the New World. As young students, we learned of Prince Henry the Navigator, Diaz rounding the Cape of Good Hope, and of course "Columbus sailed the ocean blue in Fourteen Hundred and Ninety-two." But, "Why?"

The first answer is necessity which is so simple that it might possibly be overlooked by a modern scholar. Rev. James Higgins explains this necessity in his text from 1919 saying, "When the Turks rendered it almost impossible for Europeans to travel through Asia, every sailor and trader set to work to find a water route to the East."
 Then, the question is, “What were they searching for?” Spices and silk were the primary commodities in demand. Spices in particular were a necessity; without refrigeration, most Europeans ate foods preserved with spices. Another answer might have been greed. Desire for gold and silver to increase coinage in circulation was paramount during the Renaissance.
 A third reason might have been piety. Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal was reportedly motivated by a desire to find a water route to the Holy Land; therefore, he sponsored attempts to circumnavigate Africa.

All of these expeditions originally began in a southerly direction from Europe; but, what of expeditions that headed due west or even north? News of Spanish and Portuguese successes stirred the imagination of renaissance Europeans; it would have been impossible to keep Columbus' reported discovery of a westerly route to the Orient secret. Seeking their own new routes, England and France geared up to compete. If Spain and Portugal were heading south then west and south then east, respectively, could England and France find a faster route to the Orient by going west, or northwest, or even northeast?

An excerpt from the National Library of Canada's "Northern Approaches" web site provides an extensive account of the probable history of the original settlement of Eastern Canada saying that a desperate search for farmland (870-930) by the Norse was:

a motive which would continue to impel the Norse westward until they encountered a force stronger than their appetite for land. . . .Although memories of the Norse lands in the west may have been retained in Scandinavia and among certain portions of the European clergy, were they common knowledge among the European seamen of the Age of Exploration? It seems likely that some vague information about western lands was circulating in the seaports of at least England and Portugal, and that this information led to several fifteenth-century voyages into the far Atlantic."

In the course of investigating the Age of Discovery as a result of renaissance thought, we cannot forget that this was also the beginning of the Reformation. Was the Age of Discovery also a product of the Reformation? In 1564 French Hugenots established a colony–the first European settlement in what is now the United States–at Ft. Caroline, Florida, in an attempt to evade religious wars in France. John Bakeless explains that the colony was short lived stating, "When in 1565, the famous Spaniard Menendez butchered Hugenots in Florida; a handful of the Frenchmen had the luck to get safely away."

Reportedly inspired by illustrations of animals and sites of the New World from one of these French Hugenots who escaped from Ft. Caroline,
 England entered the competition for new routes and new lands when King Henry VII hired John Cabot, an Italian, to search for the Northwest Passage. Cabot sailed from the port of Bristol in the Matthew in 1497 with his son, Sebastian Cabot. Why did he sail from Bristol? Remember the stories of English commerce from the port of Bristol with the settlers of Greenland?
 Cabot possibly explored Maine, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland. Sailing again from Bristol in 1498 with five ships, he was never heard from again. 

Sebastian Cabot, John's son, sailed from England in another attempt to discover the Northwest Passage in 1508. Sebastian Cabot sailed north to Iceland, west to Greenland, and then south along the American coast all the way to Cuba. It is conjectured that Cabot may have believed that he found the Northwest Passage and was sailing south to China.

France, not to be outdone by England, hired another Italian, Giovanni da Verrazzano. Verrazzano explored the American coast from North Carolina to Maine including the Hudson River in 1524.

About this time, Europeans realized that the original mission to discover new routes had failed; there was not a quick route to the Orient because the landmass of a new world stood in the way. If there were not going to be quick riches from trade, perhaps wealth could be obtained from exploring the New World. As Spain began to acquire riches from their explorations in the Caribbean, a new competition developed. Jacques Cartier, a Frenchman, sailed for King Francois I of France in search of riches in the New World in 1534, sailing along the northern coast of Quebec. In 1535 he returned to Canada with a larger expedition and is credited with discovering the St. Lawrence River and establishing France’s claim in Quebec.

Not giving up on the quest for a route to the Orient, Sir Martin Frobisher was the first English explorer credited with attempting to find the Northwest Passage in 1576, discovering and establishing England's claim to Hudson Bay. Returning on two subsequent expeditions, he was commissioned by Elizabeth I to search for gold; but, he never found any.

This competition for routes and lands to explore and exploit would not stay peaceful. Strife between Spain and England led to open warfare on the seas. Queen Elizabeth I of England commissioned privateers to raid on the wealth that Spain was extracting from their possessions in the New World. The quest to raid Spanish facilities led Sir Francis Drake to circumnavigate the globe in the Golden Hind (1577-1581). Drake challenged Spanish domination of the Pacific Ocean and reportedly explored the California and Oregon coasts. 

Spain decided to put an end to English attacks on their American possessions by launching their abortive attack on England with the Spanish Armada in 1588. Sir Francis Drake ably led the English forces against the Armada. After being forced by Drake to evade the English fleet, the Armada sailed north of Scotland and attempted to negotiate the Irish Sea, where all remaining ships were destroyed by storms. And, Daniel Baker credits Drake's victory over the Armada as, “. . . the moment when England replaced Spain as the greatest sea power on earth.”

Sir Humphrey Gilbert of England was instrumental in obtaining a charter for Sir Martin Frobisher to search for the Northwest Passage. He also was given a charter by Elizabeth I and sailed to the New World in 1583 where he founded the first English colony in North America at St. Johns, Newfoundland. Also, Sir Walter Raleigh of England was given a patent to explore the American coast by Elizabeth I in 1584. Arriving in the New World in Florida, he sailed north and explored North Carolina and Virginia, which he claimed for England. Sir Walter Raleigh failed in many ventures including as a sponsor of the English colony of Roanoke in Virginia (1587-1589) and was beheaded for failed services to the crown.

John Davis of England explored in search of the Northwest Passage in 1585, 1586, and 1587. He is best known for his abortive attempt at searching for the Northwest Passage from the Pacific Ocean and discovering the Falkland Islands of the South Atlantic after failing to navigate the Straits of Magellan in 1592.

Samuel D. Champlain of France explored Nova Scotia and New England beginning in 1604. In 1609 he discovered Lake Champlain and fought a battle with the Iroquois Indians, a cause of continuing strife. Additionally, he discovered the Great Lakes in 1615. He was appointed Governor of Quebec but was forced to surrender the colony to the English in 1629. When the colony was returned to France by treaty in 1632, he again returned to Quebec as Governor.

John Smith established the first permanent English colony in what is now the United States at Jamestown in Virginia in 1609 and is credited with exploring north into what is now Pennsylvania.

Henry Hudson, an Englishman working for the Dutch East India Company, sailed to explore the Northeast Passage above Russia in the Half Moon in 1609; however, heavy ice forced him to return. Instead of going back to Holland, he sailed west to America and searched for the Northwest Passage. Hudson reached land at Nova Scotia and sailed south as far as the Chesapeake Bay. On the return trip north, Hudson sailed up the Hudson River as far as Albany in New York. His discoveries established the Dutch claim in North America that eventually became the colony of New Netherland including the city of New Amsterdam in 1614.

In 1610 Hudson again sailed to the New World, this time for England. His crew mutinied in 1611 after a bad winter and put Hudson adrift in a boat in lower Hudson Bay. Robert Bylot also of England was a mate on the Discovery with Henry Hudson and returned to England with the ship after the mutiny. He returned in search of the Northwest Passage with William Baffin as pilot. He set the record for sailing farthest north in 1616 that stood for over 200 years.

William Baffin, former pilot of the Hudson Expedition, discovered and charted what is now known as Baffin Island and Baffin Bay near Greenland in 1615. Later, he attempted to find the Northwest Passage from the Pacific Ocean but died in an attack on Portuguese shipping in the Persian Gulf in 1622.

Luke Fox of England sailed to discover the Northwest Passage in 1631 in the Charles. He is not famous for what he discovered but for proving that there was no outlet to Hudson Bay. Daniel Baker credits this new information with “. . . slow[ing] down Arctic exploration for almost 200 years.”

Conclusion

A characteristic of the Renaissance was greed. Many would like to describe the driving force of the Age of Discovery as burgeoning nationalism, the by-product of mercantilism, or the basic nature of man in search of greater knowledge and his need to explore. However if asked to sum up this driving force in one word, I would have to choose greed. After initially rushing to join the competition for routes to the Orient, why did England, France, and Holland fail to pursue their discoveries and claims in the New World with vigor equal to the Spanish or even the Portuguese? The answer is profit. John Brebner explains their failure to follow up saying, "The north failed to provide an insistent incentive to European acquisitiveness, and neglect was its reward."

What France and Holland and, especially, England found was not quick wealth but an outlet for their burgeoning populations, sources of raw materials, and eventual markets for manufactured goods; in short, they were establishing empires. France established the colony of New France (Quebec) in 1608. With the founding of Jamestown in Virginia in 1609, England began settling the eastern seaboard of America. Holland followed suit with the establishment of New Netherland (New York) in 1624. Not wanting to miss out on a good thing, even Sweden hired Dutch Colonist Peter Minuit to establish their colony of New Sweden (Delaware) in 1638.

As competition led to conquest, New Sweden was swallowed up by New Netherland in 1655, and New Netherland was captured by England in 1664. European wars were also prosecuted in the Americas; French Quebec would eventually be consolidated with the British Maritimes and the Hudson Bay Colony to form Canada.

Even though English explorers originally set out to discover new trade routes to the Orient, attempting to secure their fortunes, what they found was worth much more than anyone could imagine. They found the New World, a fertile land awaiting the seed of European expansion. As scholars increased their knowledge from studies of the classics and the rediscovery of the sciences, European sailors were effectively multiplying, exponentially, the amount of land available for settlement. The English Empire, started by exploration and conquest, was the largest and, eventually, the richest empire which resulted from the Age of Discovery. Thus, the English Empire was a direct result of renaissance thought.
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