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Introduction: John Dee and English Maritime History 

[Dee] was no t the leading navigational adviser to the voyages; he made n o 
contributions to science; and did not leave any worthwhile "books " unpublished; 
nor was he ever an effective propagandist of empire, as Hakluyt was. 
— A . L . Rowse 2 

No intellectual did so much for English discovery as John Dee. 
— Samue l Elio t Mor i son 3 

Of al l those who played a significant role in the planning, execution, and interpretation of 
Martin Frobisher' s voyage s t o th e Northwes t Atlanti c (1576-8) , fe w hav e prove n a s 
puzzling a s Joh n De e (1527-1609). 4 Whil e som e episode s i n th e voyage s remai n 
mysterious, recen t scholarshi p —  muc h o f i t carrie d ou t b y associate s o f th e Met a 
Incognita Projec t —  ha s brough t int o focu s th e contribution s mad e b y ke y personnel , 
including Michae l Lok , Christophe r Hall , Georg e Best , Jona s Schütz , an d Frobishe r 
himself. Dee' s rol e i n the Frobishe r enterprise , however , ha s neve r bee n clear ; an d h e 
remains a n enigmati c figur e i n th e Frobishe r story . Thos e wh o hav e surveye d th e 
primary source s kno w tha t De e turn s u p i n a  rang e o f capacitie s an d contexts. 5 Yet , 
depending upo n whose accoun t on e reads , i t is possible to conclude that his contribution 
was anything from completely peripheral to absolutely essential . 

As I  suggested i n my recen t monograp h o n Dee , this i s due, i n part, to th e fac t tha t we 
have tende d t o los e sigh t o f th e scholarl y advisin g int o whic h De e channele d hi s 
considerable resources , an d through whic h h e made hi s livin g amon g academic,  courtly, 
and commercia l circles. Likewise , th e textua l records whic h documen t th e participation 
of suc h figure s ar e fragmentar y an d ofte n tak e form s (e.g . maps , positio n papers , an d 
manuscript compilations ) that n o longe r hav e th e statu s o f more "official " o r "public " 
documents suc h a s patents , charters , o r publishe d books . I f w e loo k bac k fro m th e 
twentieth centur y t o th e sixteent h i n searc h o f imperia l propaganda , fo r instance , i t i s 
clear tha t Dee' s manuscrip t collectio n Of Famous and Rich Discoveries (1577 ) canno t 
compete wit h Richar d Hakluyt' s multi-volum e compendium o f Principal Navigations 
(1598-1600).6 Th e mos t importan t factor , however , i s tha t Dee' s plac e i n maritim e 
history ha s bee n a s variabl e a s hi s overal l character . Jus t a s som e historian s hav e see n 
Dee as a deluded magician while others have considered him a pioneering scientist, som e 
accounts den y hi m any par t i n Elizabethan maritime enterpris e whil e other s mak e hi m 
one of its prime movers. 
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In a review of what was then the lates t word on Dee's lif e and works, Peter French's John 
Dee: The World of an Elizabethan Magus (London, 1972) , A. L . Rowse wrote that "[Dee] 
was not th e leadin g navigationa l advise r t o th e [Elizabethan ] voyages ; h e mad e no 
contribution to science ; and did not leave any worthwhile "books" unpublished; nor was 
he eve r a n effectiv e propagandis t o f empire , a s Hakluy t was. " B y representing Dee' s 
writings o n navigation and empir e a s "antiquarian " and b y accommodatin g them t o hi s 
(and hi s mento r France s Yates's ) visio n o f Dee a s a  Hermeti c magus, French himsel f 
downplayed — or at leas t distorted — his role in the maritime sphere. Joh n T. Juricek's 
work o n Tudo r an d Stuar t territoria l claims, though mor e scholarly , also marginalised 
Dee's activitie s and achievements . H e concluded that "no Englis h clai m i s represente d 
on an y contemporar y map, " and mad e n o mention of Dee. 7 Yet , in the year s o n eithe r 
side o f the Frobishe r voyages, Dee prepared a  series o f treatises —  an d map s —  whic h 
claimed fo r Quee n Elizabet h a n extensive imperia l dominio n covering most o f the sea s 
and much of the lan d in the Northern Hemisphere. I n 1580 , in fact, he summarised these 
claims on a manuscript map of the North Atlantic , and presented the m to the governmen t 
at conferences wit h the Queen , her treasurer Lor d Burghley , and her secretary o f state Sir 
Francis Walsingham. 8 

In som e corner s o f maritime history and (especially ) the histor y of geography, however , 
these and related effort s hav e earne d De e a more prominent position . A s early as 1930 , 
E. G . R. Taylor mad e De e the centra l figur e i n her pioneering study, Tudor Geography, 
1485-1583, where sh e calle d hi m "the ma n behin d the scene s o f overseas enterprise." 9 

Dee's plac e i n the advancemen t o f English navigatio n has bee n favourabl y assessed by , 
among others , Lieutenant-Commande r D. W. Waters; an d hi s geographi c expertis e an d 
cartographic outpu t hav e bee n describe d by Antoine de Smet , Hele n Wallis , an d Robert 
Baldwin. 1 0 Whil e Kenneth Andrews did not devote an entire chapter t o Dee in his recent 
survey, Trade, plunder and settlement: Maritime enterprise and the genesis of the British 
Empire, 1480-1630, h e calle d De e "th e mos t diligen t an d influentia l o f th e first 
generation o f imperialists." 11 An d G. J. Marcus , echoin g the opinio n o f Samue l Elio t 
Morison, suggeste d that , in the Ag e of Expansion, "[Dee's ] influenc e .. . can scarcely be 
set too high." 1 2 

This pape r wil l attemp t to assemble , i n one place , all of the relevan t informatio n for an 
assessment of Dee's role in the Frobisher voyages. I t builds upon my previous account of 
Dee's maritim e activities , and introduce s a  numbe r o f new source s (bot h primar y an d 
secondary) that have come to light since it was published. 

Dee's Rol e In Frobisher' s Northwes t Enterprise 

Before the Voyages 

To understand ho w Dee came to participate in the Frobisher venture i t is first necessary t o 
take a brief look at the years leading up to the first expedition — to review the credential s 
and connections Dee brought to the venture , and the circumstances which gave rise to the 
voyages themselves. Indeed , even when he is not the direct instigator or chief actor in the 
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events leading up to the formatio n o f the Catha y Company , Dee's earl y activitie s provide 
a helpful overview of England's campaign i n search o f a Northern Passage to Cathay . 

Dee's universit y years , i n th e 1540s , wer e divide d betwee n Cambridg e an d Louvain . 
Cambridge provide d a  humanis t educatio n i n the languages , arts , an d sciences , an d th e 
acquaintance o f man y o f those wh o woul d becom e prominen t a t th e cour t an d i n th e 
church durin g Elizabeth' s reign . Louvain , whic h was mor e directl y influentia l fo r hi s 
work i n th e maritim e sphere , brough t hi m int o contac t wit h th e leadin g Continenta l 
cosmographers an d mathematicians: h e numbered amon g his teachers and friends Gemm a 
Frisius, Pedr o Nuñez , Abraha m Ortelius , an d Gerar d Mercator . Befor e returnin g fro m 
Louvain De e gave lectures o n Euclid i n Paris, where (h e late r recalled ) h e me t wit h th e 
mathematicians Oronc e Fin é and Joannes Peña, the astronomer Antoine Mizauld, and th e 
cosmographer Guillaum e Postel. Fro m these years in Louvain and Paris Dee acquired no t 
only contact s bu t text s an d instrument s tha t wen t beyon d anythin g the n availabl e i n 
England — includin g mathematical, geographical , an d historica l books an d manuscripts , 
various compasses , tw o Mercato r globe s wit h manuscrip t emendations , an d a  rin g dia l 
devised by Gemma Frisius. Eve n at this early stage in his career, his growing library and 
scientific collectio n must hav e represented a  centr e fo r up-to-dat e theor y an d practice , 
and can probably b e credited wit h bringing to England some of the idea s and instruments 
that woul d b e essentia l fo r long-rang e explorator y voyage s lik e Frobisher's. 13 I n th e 
years before th e Frobishe r voyages , De e wrot e a  number o f works whic h — whil e the y 
cannot necessaril y b e connecte d wit h an y particula r voyag e —  provide d a  genera l 
impetus t o English maritime enterprise . Amon g the work s which do not surviv e are title s 
such a s "D e vs u Glob i Coelestis , a d Rege m Edoardu m sextu m [O n the us e o f celestia l 
globes, t o Kin g Edwar d VI]" (1550) , "Th e true cause .. . of Fluds and Ebbs " (1553), an d 
"De Trianguloru m rectilineoru m Areis , libr i 3 , demonstrati : a d excellentissiu m 
Mathematicum Petru m Noniu m conscript i [O n th e area s o f rectilinea r triangles , i n 3 
books, compose d fo r tha t most excellen t mathematicia n Pedr o Nuñez] " (1560). 14 B y all 
accounts, hi s so-calle d "Mathematical l Praeface " t o th e first  Englis h translatio n o f 
Euclid's Elements (1570) —  an d especiall y it s introductio n t o applie d geometr y i n 
sciences suc h a s "Geographie, " "Chorographie, " an d "Hydrographie " —  wa s a  majo r 
influence on both theory an d practice i n Elizabethan England.15 

Frobisher's wer e no t the first  voyages upo n which Dee and hi s collections would have an 
impact. H e wa s closel y involve d i n th e ventur e tha t i n severa l way s initiate d th e 
Elizabethan Catha y Campaig n —  Hug h Willoughby' s and Richar d Chancellor' s 155 3 
voyages t o the northeast . Thei r chief patron wa s John Dudley, whom Dee was servin g — 
and probabl y livin g wit h —  a t th e time ; an d De e provide d navigationa l trainin g t o 
Chancellor a t least . Chancellor' s probing s alon g th e norther n Eurasia n coas t wer e 
sufficiently successfu l t o lea d t o th e establishmen t o f the Muscov y Company —  which 
employed Dee as one of its principal advisers. 16 

It wa s i n the mid-1560s , though , tha t th e searc h fo r a  Northwes t Passag e cam e int o it s 
own. Aroun d that time Si r Humphrey Gilbert , dissatisfied wit h the Muscov y Company's 
lack of progress (or effort ) i n northern exploration , challenged th e company' s monopol y 
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and drafte d a  pamphle t entitled , A Discourse for a Discovery for a new Passage to 
Cataia, whic h propose d a  new direction for northern exploration . A t that time the tract 
remained unprinted and the venture was postponed — though it surfaced again in the next 
decade, whe n i t served a s one of the catalysts fo r Frobisher's new Cathay enterprise , 
bringing together De e and Michael Lok , Treasure r o f the Catha y Company and principal 
supporter o f the voyages. 17 

Lok's exceptionall y thorough documentation provides a detailed picture of the inception 
of the projec t — and of Dee's interes t i n it. Lookin g bac k on the entire venture i n 158 1 
(from prison , where he was shouldering the burden o f the Cathay Company' s financia l 
failure), h e described ho w he and Frobisher had planned t o dispatch a n expedition in 
1575.18 A  lack of funds (an d investors to provide them) force d a postponement unti l the 
following year. 19 A t this point, Lok had already secured the advice of Humphrey Gilbert 
and Stephe n an d Willia m Borough , the suppor t o f severa l majo r investors , an d the 
services of Christopher Hall an d Owen Griffin. Accordin g to Lok, Dee did not enter the 
picture until late in May, 1576 : 

The learned man, Mr. John Dee, hering th e commo n [report ] o f thi s new 
enterprise and understanding of the preparations] for furniture of the ships being 
thereby perswafded] that it would now procede, and having not byn acquainted ] 
with our purpose i n any parte before, [abo]u t the xxth day of May, Ann o 1576 , of 
his own good na[tu]re favoring this enterprise in respect of the service and 
commodity of his naturall cuntry came unto me, desy[r]ing to know of me the 
reasons of my foundation and purpose in this enterprise, and offering his 
furderance thereof with such instructions and advise, as by his learning he could 
geve therin. Whereupon I conceved a great good opinion of him; and therefore 
apointed a tyme of meeting in my house, wherat were present Martyn Frobysher, 
Steven Borough, Christofer Hall, with other. Where freely and playnly I layd 
open to him at large my whole purpose in the traffike of merchandise by those 
new partes of the world for the benefit of the realm by many meanes as well in the 
cuntries of East India, yf the sea this way be open as aliso otherwise, thought that 
this new land should chance to bar us from the sea of India. And aliso declared 
such coniectures and probabilities as I had conceved of a passage by sea into the 
same sea of East India by that way of the northwest from England. An d for the 
proof of these two matters I layd before him my bokes and authors, my cardes and 
instruments, an d my notes therof made i n writing, a s I had made the m o f many 
yeres stud y before. Whic h matters , whe n he had thus hard and sene, he answered 
that he was right glad to know of me thus much of this matter , and that he was 
greatly satisfyed in his desyre about his expectation, and that I was so well 
grounded in this [pur]pose he sh[e]wed me all [so] his own. [...] An d 
afterw[ards] [th e while] the ships remayned here, he toke pay[ns to learn the] rule s 
of geometry and cosmography for [the informat]ion of the masters and mariners in 
the us e of [the in]struments fo r navigation in their voyag e an d fo[r cas]uallties 
happening a t se a whic h di d the m servic e whereb y h e deservet h ius t 
commendation. 
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Dee's versio n o f th e chai n o f event s wa s slightl y bu t significantl y different . I n hi s 
account, publishe d i n 157 7 i n th e self-promotiona l prefac e t o hi s General and Rare 
Memorials pertaining to the perfect arte of Navigation, De e praise d Lok' s initiative , 
which (h e says ) cam e t o his attention at the beginning of 1576 . I n this preface h e give s 
Lok credi t fo r th e Frobishe r venture , bu t downplay s th e lengt h o f hi s involvement : 
"whereas, about , 3 . o r 4 . monthe s las t pas t [i.e . i n Februar y o r March] , a  vertuou s 
Ientleman an d Marchant, with zealous Intent, for the Auauncement of God his Glory, and 
the grea t Commoditie , and hono r o f this kingdom , procured vnt o him , Worshipfull, ye a 
and Honorable Ayde also: to set furth Ships , for a Northwest Discouery." De e goes on to 
explain that immediately afterward Edwar d Dyer presented hi m with a  manuscript cop y 
of Gilbert' s Catha y discours e —  which woul d b e published , at last , i n April 1576 . De e 
read Gilbert' s treatise, "An d perusing th[o]roughl y al l reasons and allegation s .. . i n th e 
sayd Pamphlet expressed: di d by euery Articl e therof, i n the Margent , Note their value, or 
imperfection." Gilbert , for his part, praised both Dee and the new Cathay enterprise . 

Each o f these accounts acknowledge s th e othe r men , but als o serve s t o enhance the rol e 
of th e author . Ultimately , it may b e impossibl e to disentangl e thi s we b o f self-serving 
praise. Ther e i s n o reaso n t o believ e tha t De e wa s directly involve d i n the Frobishe r 
venture unti l the early months o f 1576. O n the other hand , it does seem unlikely that Dee 
would hav e ha d t o wai t fo r "commo n report " t o lear n o f Lok' s project ; tha t h e woul d 
have "no t by n acquain[ted] wit h ou r purpose i n any parte before"; and , above all , that it 
would tak e Lok' s ow n navigationa l note s t o persuad e hi m o f th e existenc e of , an d 
possible route s through , a  Northwes t Passage . B y the 1570 s thes e geographica l idea s 
were commo n knowledge : the y ha d bee n represente d o n map s produce d b y Dee' s ol d 
friends Mercato r and Ortelius , discussed i n many o f the book s contained i n his library, 20 

and surveyed in Gilbert's treatise. 21 

Once Dee was on board, however , hi s and Lok' s account s converge : just befor e th e firs t 
voyage De e wa s summone d b y Frobishe r an d Si r Lionel l Ducke t t o Muscov y House , 
where h e reside d fo r a  shor t time , instructin g Frobishe r an d Hal l i n th e scienc e o f 
mathematical navigation . Whethe r o r no t Dee' s tutorial s ha d an y direc t affec t o n 
Frobisher's or Hall' s navigational practice (an d there is evidence to sugges t that they did 
not22 ) , Lok commended De e for this service, and Frobisher and Hal l themselves sen t him 
a lette r fro m Shetlan d o n thei r outwar d voyage , thankin g hi m "fo r you r frendl y 
Instructions: whic h when we vse we do remember you , and hold our selues boun d to you 
as you r poore disciples , not abl e t o b e Scholer s but i n good wil l fo r wan t o f leming." 23 

While (a s w e hav e seen ) Lo k had hi s ow n books an d instruments , Rober t Baldwi n ha s 
suggested tha t a t leas t som e o f those whic h accompanie d Frobishe r on hi s first  voyag e 
(including Rober t Recorde' s Castle of Knowledge, Willia m Cunningham' s 
Cosmographicall Glasse, Pedro de Medina's Regimento de Navigacio, an d several works 
by Andre Thevet) were "obviously taken because of Dee's recommendation. " 24 

As I  have implied , i t was Dee' s learnin g and his textual resource s (rathe r than first-hand 
navigational experience ) tha t uniquel y qualifie d hi m a s a  scholarl y advise r t o th e 
Frobisher voyages . I t i s therefor e significan t tha t whe n h e describe d hi s wor k wit h 
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Gilbert, whic h too k plac e just a s h e wa s beginnin g to serv e th e Frobishe r venture , h e 
depicted himsel f a s a  reade r —  an d annotato r —  o f texts . I n thi s h e followe d i n th e 
tradition o f tha t othe r grea t Renaissanc e discovere r whos e searc h fo r Catha y (lik e 
Frobisher's) took a  significant, though muc h more consequential , detour —  Christopher 
Columbus.25 A  recentl y rediscovere d volum e fro m Dee' s librar y show s De e a t work , 
preparing himsel f as a n expert o n exploration; and i t may provide a link (i n the min d of 
one contemporar y Englishman , at least ) betwee n Columbu s and Frobisher . Sometim e 
between 157 1 an d 158 3 —  an d mos t likel y durin g th e year s i n whic h h e advise d th e 
Cathay Company — Dee acquired and annotated Ferdinan d Columbus's life o f his father , 
the famous History ...of the Life & Deeds of the Admiral Christopher Columbus26 

Their failure s notwithstanding , Frobisher' s voyage s mar k a  formativ e momen t i n 
England's belate d entr y int o direc t imperia l competitio n with th e Spanish , and (despit e 
the collaps e of the voyages ' minin g an d colonizin g enterprises ) th e beginnin g of its rise 
as an imperia l power . Dee' s marginalia , I would suggest , must be read i n the contex t of 
this key moment in that transfer o f power. 

Aside fro m Dee' s commentary on Columbus's character, th e location s of his discoveries, 
and th e behaviou r o f the Spanis h explorers, the marginali a reveal Dee' s interes t i n th e 
practical matters of exploration and cross-cultural contact. First , he knew how important 
it was — when places and phenomena wer e being observed, potentially, for the first time 
— fo r explorers to keep detailed records. Readin g that "the Admira l wa s very careful to 
keep a  journal o f al l that happene d o n th e voyage : win d direction s an d currents , th e 
distance run  by each ship, and all that they sighted on the way," Dee wrote in the margin, 
"Note what things are to be noted in a voyage by Sea."2 Thi7 s was a  part of the briefing 
which h e late r gav e Arthu r Pe t an d Charle s Jackman (before thei r Northeas t voyag e of 
1580): was it also part of the instruction he gave Hal l and Frobisher? And was it therefor e 
one of the reasons for the unusually careful records kept during their voyages? 

Dee's marginali a also displa y a  constan t concer n wit h Columbus' s itinerary ; wit h th e 
distances h e travelle d and the mean s he use d t o measure them, an d wit h th e locatio n of 
various point s i n the Ne w World . I n severa l places , De e commente d o n Columbus's 
mistaken landfall : h e dre w specia l attentio n t o th e passage , "[he ] wa s mistake n i n his 
belief tha t th e first  land s t o whic h on e woul d com e [travellin g westward ] woul d b e 
Cathay an d th e empir e o f the Grea t Khan. " Give n hi s ow n interes t i n finding  a  way 
around th e America s to Cathay (which was, of course, the initia l purpos e o f Frobisher's 
first voyage) , De e wa s extremel y attentiv e t o Ferdinand' s summar y o f classica l an d 
medieval sources on this subject . 

Dee's marginali a focus, abov e all , on the pragmati c "policies " o f Columbus. Som e of 
these concer n th e voyage s themselves , suc h a s th e note s on the numbe r o f men o n th e 
ships or the amount o f the reward for the first man who spotted land . Other s concern the 
establishment o f a colony on that land: he notes descriptions of forts an d discussions of 
the practic e o f leavin g me n behind . Most , however , ar e strategie s fo r successfu l 
interaction wit h an d exploitatio n of the indigenou s population. De e identifies tricks for 
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securing the fait h o f the people , for extracting information from them , and fo r initiatin g 
favourable trade s wit h them . A  sickenin g number o f these practice s tha t De e label s 
"policies" in the margin entail the seizur e of Natives: on p.66 Dee noted that "12 indians 
[were] taken," on p.76 that "a woman [was] gotten," on p.77 that "A n india n i n a canoe 
[was] taken," on p. 185 that "6 indians [were] taken," and so on. Thi s takes us very close 
to Frobisher' s voyages, 28 a s does the detaile d discussion of how to procure the Natives' 
permission to leave men behind, and of how many men were needed to keep that colony 
safe.29 

Frobisher's ventur e i s als o invoke d b y Dee' s carefu l attentio n t o an y mentio n of gold . 
Gold was , of course, at leas t the indirec t object o f most European exploration in the new 
world, s o i t i s no t surprisin g to fin d De e notin g " a sho w o f gold " and , later , a  "grea t 
quantity o f gold. " But , mor e specifically , De e notice d ho w gol d wa s accidentall y 
discovered o n Columbus's first voyage, and that i n subsequent voyage s hired labourer s 
from Spai n were taken to mine the ore — a sequence o f events whic h was to be repeate d 
(with disastrous consequences) i n Frobisher's three voyages. 

During the Voyages 

VOYAGER? 

It wa s onc e though t tha t De e actuall y travelled with Frobisher' s ship s o n thei r secon d 
voyage t o Met a Incognit a in 1577. 30 Thi s i s clearl y a  case o f mistaken identity: Dee's 
private diarie s indicate that h e remaine d i n London throughou t tha t year. 31 Besides , as 
Robert Baldwi n ha s suggested , whe n it came to the New World De e was very much the 
"armchair traveller"; and at the time of Frobisher's voyages "Dee's status was that of the 
well-read theorist."32 

INVESTOR 

It ha s ofte n bee n note d tha t De e pledge d — but , lik e man y investors , neve r pai d —  a 
£100 share in the venture. 33 Bu t what has rarely been noticed is that this investment came 
directly ou t of Lok's pocket : one of Lok's retrospectiv e accounts o f "dyvers Charges for 
the Affayre s o f the Companye " included the entry , "An d Michae l Lo k hathe in stok and 
venture fo r him sellf and hys chyldren which he hathe paid [amount ] An d in the name of 
John Dee [amount]." 34 McDermot t attributes thi s to either poverty or prudence o n Dee's 
part; but, without ruling either of these out, I  would sugges t tha t i t represented som e sort 
of payment in kind for Dee's service to the voyages. 

Significantly, o f five  separate documents i n which Lo k lists those venturer s wh o had not 
paid thei r share . De e appear s i n only on e —  whic h i s specificall y fo r cost s relatin g to 
"ffraight an d wages." 35 Give n that Dee's debt in this tally amounted to only £28 (instead 
of th e £10 0 share provide d by Lok) it i s possible that this represents a n additiona l sum 
ventured by Dee himself. 
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A glanc e a t the place-name s .Frobisher and his men assigned to the regio n they explored 
indicates that prominent investor s were rewarded b y having their names associate d wit h 
particular bays , islands , hills , o r mines . Thi s point s u s t o anothe r indicatio n of th e 
venture's indebtednes s t o Dee : i n Christophe r Hall' s manuscrip t narrativ e o f the thir d 
voyage of The Ayde, there is a sketch of a rocky coastline with the caption , "Mr Dee his 
Pinnacles."36 

COMMISSIONER/ADVISER 

Since Dee' s late r instruction s fo r Pe t an d Jackman' s 158 0 voyage hav e bee n preserved , 
we kno w that fo r a  simila r ventur e h e supplie d the navigator s wit h a  sailin g char t an d 
advised the m o n th e us e o f instrument s an d th e keepin g o f record s a t sea. 37 

Unfortunately, asid e fro m th e genera l letter s o f thank s cite d above , n o suc h 
documentation survive s for Dee' s direction s to Frobishe r and his men. Direc t evidenc e 
does survive, however, for Dee's participation in assaying and victualling commissions. 

Early i n 1578 , Dartfor d becam e activ e a s a  centr e fo r th e processin g o f Frobisher' s 
"Northwest Ew r [Ore]." 38 Whe n Michael Lo k wrote t o th e Priv y Counci l t o reques t a 
license fo r th e buildin g an d assayin g a t Dartford , De e wa s liste d amon g th e 
"Commyssyoners" (alongsid e Si r Willia m Winter , Si r Willia m Pelham , Thoma s 
Randolph, Edwar d Dyer, an d others). 39 I n 1579 , after th e thir d voyage , De e remained 
among th e Catha y Company' s commissioners . O n th e 28t h o f Marc h Si r Thoma s 
Gresham sen t a letter to the Priv y Counci l t o report o n the stat e of operations: i n the lis t 
of signature s Dee' s ca n be foun d just belo w Gresham's, and alongsid e those o f Thomas 
Allen, Lionel l Ducket , Michae l Lok , Marti n Frobisher , Edwar d Fenton , Christophe r 
Hoddesdon, Gilbert York , and Matthew Field. 4 0 

One fina l glimps e a t Dee' s activit y a s a  commissione r ha s recentl y turne d u p i n a n 
unexpected place . Pepy s Librar y (Magdalen e College , Cambridge ) MS 2133 contain s 
Edward Fenton' s lo g for the 157 8 voyage of The Judidh. Befor e the lo g there are several 
miscellaneous documents , includin g on e careful lis t o f the dietar y needs — and costs — 
of one man for the time to be spent o n sea and on land in the third voyage, drafted o n 18 
March 157 8 (fol.5r) . Th e head-note explain s that i t was prepared "b y Mr fforbisher, Mr 
Dee, Mr Younge, Mr Lok and Mr Edw: Fento n and others Commissioner s appointed fo r 
thorderinge o f such cawses a s were to be del t i n for the ne w descoveries mad e b y Cap en 

fforbisher t o the Northweste." 

WRITER 

Dee's first , an d b y fa r best-known , contribution to Englis h maritim e enterprise wa s hi s 
General and Rare Memorials pertayning to the Perfect Arte of Navigation, writte n in 
1576 and printed in 1577. Thi s work outlined a project fo r the establishmen t o f a naval 
coast guard ; but i t was part o f a much more ambitious scheme. A s Dee explained in the 
work's preface , h e intende d i t to serve a s a n introduction to a  four-volume series whic h 
would go under the extraordinary title, "The British Monarchy." 41 Th e fourth part o f this 
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work was to be called Of Famous and Rich Discoveries. Th e badly damaged manuscrip t 
which answer s t o thi s titl e i s a  ramblin g compilatio n o f material s o n geograph y — 
specifically o f areas to be explored in voyages to Cathay via the Northeast an d Northwest 
Passages. Give n that this volume was put together between 2 4 March and 8  June 1577 , it 
is tempting t o se e i t as i n some wa y connected t o the Frobishe r voyage o f that year : th e 
Frobisher expeditio n i s mentione d severa l times , bu t i t remain s unclea r ho w (o r eve n 
whether) thi s work directly influenced the subsequent activities of the Cathay Company. 

It did , however, ad d t o Dee' s reputatio n a s a  leadin g geographica l advise r an d imperial 
theorist. A s he wa s writin g hi s General and Rare Memorials De e prepare d hi s work , 
Brytanici Imperij Limites ["The Limit s of the Britis h Empire"] , which spelled out his case 
for Quee n Elizabeth' s right s t o foreig n land s an d sovereignt y ove r wha t h e calle d th e 
"British Seas. " H e cite d classica l histories , medieva l chronicles , travellers ' accounts , 
ambassadors' letters , an d family trees , all to support hi s conclusion that for "a great parte 
of th e se a Coaste s o f America ... and Cheifli e al l the Il ands Septentrionall [tha t is , th e 
northern island s suc h a s Greenlan d an d Friseland] , th e Titl e Royal l an d suprem e 
government i s due .. . vnto [her ] mos t gratiou s Maiestie. " Thi s conclusion does not see m 
to hav e bee n presente d t o it s intende d audienc e a t cour t unti l lat e i n 1577 : o n 2 5 
November h e note d i n his diar y that h e "declare d t o th e Quen e he r titl e t o Greenland , 
Estotiland and Friseland." Th e ful l tex t of Dee's plan was not conveyed to the Queen and 
her ministers until 158 0 (by which time it was accompanied by a map — with a  summary 
of hi s imperia l claim s inscribe d o n th e reverse , no w know n a s "Th e Brie f 
Remembrance"). A t that time, of course, the Catha y Company had been disbanded , and 
Dee's effort s wer e no doubt bein g directed at the voyages o f Pet and Jackman (and, later , 
John Davis) . 

READER 

Above I  described Dee's annotations i n an early biography of Christopher Columbus, and 
suggested tha t Dee's primar y role i n the voyage s o f Frobisher and others was tha t of an 
extremely well-informe d reader. Bac k i n 1930 , E.G.R . Taylo r prepare d a  fairl y 
comprehensive listin g o f the cosmographica l book s foun d i n Dee' s collectio n by 158 3 
(see Appendi x IA o f Tudor Geography). Mor e recently , Julia n Robert s an d Andre w 
Watson have described the entire library , noting that the sectio n Dee devoted specificall y 
to "Historic i libr i a d navigatione m pertinentes " (whic h forme d th e basi s o f Taylor' s 
listing) "did not comprehend al l Dee's books on the New World." 4 2 Wha t is sufficiently 
clear from either listin g i s that Dee's librar y contained an unrivalled collection of sources 
on practica l navigation, on the geograph y o f the norther n regions , an d o n the histor y of 
imperial ventures i n both the new and old worlds. 

While th e annotation s i n the Columbu s volume certainly relat e t o Elizabetha n maritime 
enterprise, the y ca n only be tentatively associate d wit h Frobisher' s voyages . Anothe r of 
Dee's annotate d volume s o n th e histor y o f exploration has recentl y surfaced , however , 
and it bears a much closer relationship to the voyages of 1576-78. I t is a copy of Strabo' s 
De situ orbis libri xvii, in Greek and Latin , edited by Conrad Heresbach and published in 
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Basle i n August, 1549 . I t currently resides i n the Bibliothèqu e Royale , Brussels . De e 
acquired this hefty foli o i n Louvain onl y a  few months afte r i t was printed: he signed the 
title-page, "Joanne s Deeu s 1549 . Décembre . Lovanij . 10s. " Whil e man y o f th e 
underlinings and notes appear t o be from thi s period, Dee returned t o this volume and — 
as we shall see — added marginal notes throughout hi s life . 

In th e Renaissanc e Strabo' s Geography was on e o f the ke y text s fo r bot h th e stud y o f 
geography an d its application in voyages of exploration. It s emphasis on the interrelation 
of th e differen t discipline s involve d i n knowledg e o f th e worl d (mathematics , 
climatology, rhetoric , politics, and s o on) fi t neatly wit h the scientifi c humanism of Dee 
and hi s contemporaries . O n a more practica l level , Strab o sa t alongsid e Ptolem y as th e 
primary Classica l statemen t on the limit s o f the know n world: thi s world-picture would 
inform th e fifteenth - an d sixteenth-century voyage s that would mak e i t obsolete.44 I n the 
opening page s th e book' s specia l relevanc e t o Dee , an d t o th e Frobishe r ventures , i s 
immediately apparent . I n Book I , Chapter I , Section 6, Strabo discusses Homer' s use of 
the ter m "arcti c circle. " De e underline s thi s tex t an d add s a  glos s o f his own , paying 
particular attentio n t o th e mentio n o f th e peopl e o f th e north . Wher e Strab o writes , 
"Furthermore, Home r knows of the me n who liv e farthes t north ; and whil e h e doe s no t 
mention them by name .. . he characterises the m by their mode of life, describin g them a s 
'nomads,' an d as 'prou d mare-milkers, curd-eaters, an d a  resourceless folk', " De e notes , 
"Gentes septentrionales , Homer o haud ignot e [O f the norther n people , Home r was no t 
ignorant]."45 De e was especiall y interested i n Strabo' s conclusion s about th e habitabl e 
world, an d hi s assertio n tha t "I t i s unlikely tha t the Atlanti c Ocea n i s divide d int o two 
seas."46 

The volume contains muc h general commentar y o n the geograph y o f the ancien t world , 
and the opposition between barbari c and civilised culture s that it established47 mus t hav e 
been especiall y useful fo r thos e wh o were backin g early colonia l ventures . O n sig.k4r, 
for instance , De e draw s attentio n t o "Th e Convertin g of Barbarousnes int o Ciuiliti e b y 
good Pollicie. " And , as wit h th e annotation s i n the lif e o f Columbus, Dee' s marginalia 
are always attentive to mentions of metals (especially gold). 

Dee's annotations are , finally , especiall y dense in the sections relating to the early history 
of "Britania " an d "Thule, " the tw o region s i n which —  fo r obviou s reasons —  h e wa s 
most interested . I n Boo k 2 , Chapte r 4 , Sectio n 1 , Strab o describe s th e controversia l 
testimony o f Pytheas abou t Thule , specifically citin g "hi s stor y abou t Thul e and abou t 
those region s i n which there was no longe r either lan d properly so-called, or sea , o r air, 
but a  kin d o f substance concrete d fro m al l these elements , resemblin g a sea-lung s —  a 
thing in which, he says, the earth, the sea , and all the elements ar e held in suspension; and 
this is a sort of bond to hold all together, whic h you can neither walk nor sail upon. Now, 
as fo r this thing that resembles th e sea-lungs , h e say s that he sa w i t himself, but that all 
the res t h e tell s fro m hearsay. " I48 n one o f the volume' s mos t remarkabl e annotations , 
Dee speculate s tha t Pytheas was , i n fact, describin g icebergs suc h as thos e observe d b y 
Frobisher's men . H e underlines thi s entir e passag e and write s in the margin , "I think it 
was the Mowntayne s of Ise; somm e o f a myle long; som e longer ; and 4 0 or 5 0 faddo m 
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high suc h a s Owe n Griffit h sa w a  157 6 an d M r Christopher Hall." 49 Clearly , Dee' s 
contact wit h the pilots of Frobisher's ships did not stop after hi s preliminary briefing. A s 
we wil l se e i n the nex t section , he ha d unusua l acces s t o thei r documentation , an d i t is 
possible tha t h e interviewe d them personall y afte r thei r retur n —  a s w e kno w he di d 
Hugh Smith , concerning Pet an d Jackman' s encounte r wit h th e ic e in the Kar a Se a four 
years later. O n that occasion Smith sketched the scene for Dee, who noted on the map the 
place where they were stopped by ''Infinite yse."5 0 

After the Voyages 

As i n th e ma p draw n b y Smith , th e principa l evidenc e fo r Dee' s contac t wit h th e 
aftermath o f the Frobisher' s voyage s i s th e appearanc e o f hi s han d i n the text s whic h 
documented th e venture . A s Helen Walli s an d other s hav e noted , i n the earl y year s o f 
maritime expansion, all evidence of geographical discoveries was closely guarded b y the 
companies (and courts) involved. 51 I t is significant, therefore, tha t Dee possessed hi s own 
manuscript copie s o f several centra l document s pertainin g to Frobisher' s voyages . Th e 
most importan t volume s ar e Britis h Librar y MS S Cotton Otho E.VII I an d Harle y 167 . 
The former not only contains Lok' s retrospectiv e accoun t (cited above), but Smith' s map 
and materials relating to Willoughby' s 155 3 voyage to the northeast . Th e latter contain s 
a versio n of Edward Sellman's journal fro m th e 157 8 voyage , quit e differen t fro m th e 
fuller accoun t h e publishe d tha t year . Mor e valuable , perhaps , wer e th e compresse d 
description o f Edwar d Fenton' s 157 8 voyag e i n th e Judith, an d Christophe r Hall' s 
account o f his third voyage, whic h wer e neve r publishe d in any form : thes e Dee signed 
and dated (1580) on fol.l84r, an d annotated throughout . 

Dee als o playe d a  prominen t (i f ill-defined) role i n the voyage s whic h woul d directl y 
follow Frobisher' s probings fo r a  Northwest Passag e —  th e thre e voyage s le d by Joh n 
Davis i n 1585-1587. Davi52 5 s spen t som e part o f his upbringing in Dee's household . I3 f 
his own account i s to be believed, Dee was actually responsible for initiating the venture : 
as he noted in his diary on 23 January 1583 , "the Rygh t Honorable Secretary Walsingham 
cam t o m y howse , wher e b y goo d lo k he foun d Mr . Awdrian Gilbert , an d s o tal k wa s 
begonne o f North-west Straight s discovery. " I t wa s agree d tha t Davi s woul d serv e a s 
"master-pilot" for the voyages, and the next day the same group was joined by Davis for a 
private conferenc e a t th e hous e o f Robert Beale , clerk of the Priv y Council , wher e "all 
charts an d rutters were agreed uppo n in generall." Dee' s involvemen t continued unti l a t 
least 6  March when an even larger group met "abowt the N.W. voyage. " I n the followin g 
months, Dee mysteriously withdrew from th e projec t an d fro m England , making his way 
to Prague, where he would spend the years covering the Davis venture. 

Davis woul d no t onl y hav e receive d training from De e i n the science s whic h woul d b e 
useful t o his navigational ventures; bu t he would have had access to Dee's comprehensive 
collection o f books and instruments . On e of the mos t usefu l discoverie s made b y Julian 
Roberts an d Andre w Watso n i n thei r researc h o n Dee' s librar y i s th e fac t tha t i t wa s 
"spoiled" no t b y th e legendar y angr y Mortlak e mob , bu t b y som e o f Dee' s associate s 
whom h e ha d entruste d wit h th e car e o f the collectio n durin g his 6-year sta y i n Eastern 
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Europe. Significantly , th e word s "Joh n Davi s spoyle" (or som e variant ) appea r nex t t o 
about 7 0 printed books and 1  manuscript.55 

One o f th e item s stole n fro m Dee' s librar y betwee n 158 3 an d 158 9 wa s "on e grea t 
bladder wit h abou t fou r poun d weight. " Thi s item had bee n a  complete myster y t o m e 
until I  noticed an interestin g passag e in Best's accoun t o f Frobisher's 2n d voyage : "ou r 
menne iustl y suspecting the m [i.e . the Natives] , kepte aloof e withou t thei r daunger , an d 
yet sette one o f our companie a  shore, whyche tooke vp a greate blather [bladder] , whic h 
one o f them offere d vs , and leauyn g a  lookin g glass e i n the place , cam e int o th e Boat e 
agayne. Concernin g this Blather which we receyued, our Captiue made signe s that it was 
giuen hi m to kee p wate r an d drink e in , but w e suspected , rather , i t wa s give n hi m t o 
swimme an d shif t awa y withall. " Ther e i s almost n o way of knowing how , in fact, thi s 
bladder was intended to be used, or what Frobisher and his men did with it . I s it possible 
that it found it s way into Dee's library , where i t would hav e bee n placed alongside othe r 
artefacts from the New World (suc h as his obsidian mirror of Spanish-American origin)? 
And wa s i t amon g th e object s stole n b y Joh n Davis , Frobisher' s successo r i n th e 
exploration o f the Canadia n Arctic ? I f so , i t provides on e o f the stranges t link s i n th e 
strange story of the search for the Northwest Passage. 56 

Conclusion 

Even afte r al l o f the relevan t informatio n i s assemble d an d weighed , i t i s difficul t t o 
assess Dee's impac t on the Frobishe r enterprise. Hi s contributions were largel y indirect 
and hi s plans wer e ofte n unrealised . Bu t in the end , on e ha s t o take issu e wit h mos t o f 
A . L . Rowse' s conclusion s about hi s contribution to England' s nascent maritime empire . 
He wa s a  leadin g navigational adviser t o mos t o f the voyage s t o th e Northeas t an d th e 
Northwest betwee n 155 0 an d 1583 . H e mad e substantia l contribution s t o th e 
mathematical, geographical , an d navigationa l sciences . H e lef t severa l "worthwhile " 
texts unpublished (thoug h whethe r the y wer e "books " an d whethe r h e eve r intende d t o 
publish them i s open to debate) . And , ultimately, even i f he di d not provid e the Britis h 
Empire with effective propaganda , h e must be credited with a  good deal of its theoretical 
framework an d internal momentum. 

Notes 

1 I  wish to thank th e member s o f A R T AF fo r their conversation and inpu t through the years , and to 
acknowledge that some o f the research presente d i n this paper was funded b y a Junior Caird Fellowshi p at 
the National Maritime Museum (1992-93) and a Bibliographical Societ y Grant (1995-96). 

"Elizabethan Magus : John Dee," in Discoveries and Reviews: From Renaissance to Restoration (London: 
MacMillan, 1975) , p. 191. 
3 The European Discovery of America: The Northern Voyages, A.D. 500-1600 (Oxford: Oxfor d University 
Press, 1971) , p.483. 
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For genera l introduction s to Dee' s lif e an d works see the articl e in the Dictionary of National Biography 
and Ch . 1 o f William Sherman , John Dee: The Politics of Reading and Writing in the English Renaissance 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press , 1995) . 
5 A  crude bu t effective wa y of gauging his presence in the Frobishe r voyages i s to consul t Vilhjalmu r 
Stefansson's editio n of The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher (London : The Argonaut Press , 1938) , 
where (accordin g to the index ) he appears 22 times — the same number, incidentally , as Richard Hakluyt. 
6 Needles s to say, during the 1570 s and '80 s Elizabetha n politicians and explorers woul d have see n Dee' s 
texts as state of the art . 
7 Joh n T. Juricek, "English Territoria l Claims in North America Unde r Elizabeth and the Earl y Stuarts, " 
Terrae Incognitae 7  (1975), 7-22 ; 11 . Thi s article is based o n Juricek's unpublished Ph.D . dissertation, 
"English Claim s to North America to 1660 : A Study in Legal and Constitutional History" (University of 
Chicago, 1970) . 
8 Th e map i s British Library , M S Cotton Augustus I . i . l , an d the accompanying treatise is his Brytanici 
Imperii Limites, Britis h Librar y M S Additional 59681 . Fo r a description of both o f these, and th e 
conferences a t court , se e Ch.7 , section c , in my John Dee. 
9 Tudor Geography, 1485-1583 (London: Methuen, 1930 ; reprinted Ne w York: Octagon Books , 1968), v. 
Cf. Taylor' s "John De e and the ma p of northeast Asia," Imago Mundi 1 2 (1955), 103-6 , "A letter date d 
1577 from Mercato r to John Dee, " Imago Mundi 1 3 (1956), 56-68 , and "John De e and the Nautical 
Triangle, 1575, " Journal of the Institute of Navigation 8  (1955), 318-25 . Taylor' s rehabilitation of Dee 
(and her knowledge of some o f his manuscript sources ) seem s to have owe d something to the earlie r work 
of J . A . Williamson: see hi s Maritime Enterprise, 1485-1558 (Oxford, 1913) . 
1 0 D . W. Waters, The Art of Navigation in England in Elizabethan and Early Stuart Times (London, 1958) ; 
A. d e Smet , "John De e et sa place dans l'histoire de l a cartographie," i n Helen Wallis and Sarah Tyacke 
(eds.), My Head is a Map: Essays & Memoirs in Honour of R. V. Tooley (London: Franci s Adwards and 
Carta Press , 1973) ; Helen Wallis, "Across the Narrow Seas," i n Studies in the History and Bibliography of 
Britain and the Low Countries presented to Anna E. Simoni (London: Britis h Library , 1991) ; Rober t 
Baldwin, "John Dee' s Interes t in the Applicatio n o f Nautical Science , Mathematics and Law to Englis h 
Naval Affairs " (unpublishe d manuscript , distribute d to A R T A F a t the 32n d Meeting on Thursday, 8  August 
1996). Cf . Ch.7 in my book on Dee, and my forthcoming essay, "Putting the Britis h Seas on the Map : John 
Dee's Imperia l Cartography," i n J. Akerman (ed.), Cartography, Statecraft, and Political Culture 
(Chicago: Speculum Orbis Press, i n press) . 
11 Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1984 , p.35. I n the chapter , "Northwest wit h Frobisher and 
Davis," Andrews describes th e "active part" taken b y Dee "in the geographica l an d technical planning" of 
the voyage s (171) . 
12 A Naval History of England (London : Longmans , 1961) ; Vol . 1 , p.52. 
1 3 Julia n Roberts & Andrew G. Watson, eds., John Dee's Library Catalogue (London : The Bibliographica l 
Society, 1990) , Introduction; Sherman , John Dee, ch.2. 
1 4 De e list s these and many othe r title s i n A Letter, Containing a most briefe Discourse Apologeticall... 
(London: Pete r Short , 1599) , sigs.A3v-Bl v. 
1 5 "loh n Dee his Mathematicall Praeface," i n Henry Billingsley, trans., The Elements of Geometrie of the 
most auncient Philosopher EVCLIDE of Megara (London : John Daye , 1570) . 
1 6 T . S. Willa n tell s the stor y i n The Early History of the Russia Company, 1553-1603 (Manchester: 
Manchester Universit y Press, 1956) , though hi s only mention o f Dee concerns hi s role in the 158 0 voyag e 
of Pe t and Jackman . 
1 7 Jame s McDermott, "Michael Lok , Mercer and Merchan t Adventurer" in this volume. 
1 8 Lok' s accoun t survive s as Britis h Librar y M S Cotton Otho E.VIII . Excep t for fol.45 , i t is in Dee's hand . 
The document i s printed i n Taylor, Tudor Geography, 269-70 ; but he r transcription i s not entirely accurate , 
and she fail s to distinguish between th e two sections o f the account , datin g the whole to 1577 . Belo w I  cite 
the superio r transcription produce d b y Collinson fo r the Hakluy t Society edition of The Three Voyages of 
Martin Frobisher an d reproduced i n Stefansson's edition , Vol.11, pp.79-83 [emphasi s mine] . 
1 9 Fo r a careful accoun t o f the events leading to the formation o f a "Company of Cathay" see James 
McDermott, "The Company of Cathay: the Financin g and Organization of the Frobishe r Voyages" in this 
voume. 
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- Indeed , Dee' s Of Famous and Rich Discoveries (B L M S Cotton Vitellius C.VII , fols.26-269 ) — whic h 
was prepared i n the sprin g and summer o f 1577 and which I  will describ e late r in this paper — contain s an 
exhaustive compilatio n of old an d new sources o n the geography o f the Northwest and Northeast regions . 
Perhaps non e wa s more influentia l than th e notoriously misleading account o f the brothers Antoni o and 
Nicolo Zeno, from whom Dee borrowed many of his geographical idea s about th e Northwest Atlanti c 
(especially those concerning the fictiona l islan d of "Estotiland"). 
2 1 The y were also the subjec t o f a letter sent by the merchan t Rober t Thorne to Kin g Henr y VIII i n 1527. 
Sometime i n the 1570s , Cyrpian Luca r — the so n of one of Thome's associate s — presente d De e with a 
copy of this lette r (Sherman, John Dee, pp. 172-3). 
2 2 McDermott , "The Company of Cathay," suggests that Hal l (a t least ) was already an experienced 
navigator, and that the valu e of Dee's expertise wa s probably indirect : it probably helped publicize the 
expedition, and his earlier tuition of William Boroug h enabled hi m to make hi s own effective contribution. 
2 3 Th e letter , date d 2 6 June 1576 , was published by Dee himself in th e preface t o his General and Rare 
Memorials (sig . A2r) . 
2 4 "Joh n Dee' s Interest, " p.3. 
2 5 Anthon y Pagden, European Encounters with the New World (New Haven: Yale Universit y Press, 1993) ; 
Valerie Flint , 772 6 Imaginative Landscape of Christopher Columbus (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1992); Margante Zamora, Reading Columbus (Berkeley : University of California Press , 1993) . 

26 Historie Del S.D. Fernando Colombo; Nelle quali s 'ha particolare, & vera relatione della vita, & de ' 
fatti dell 'Ammiraglio D. CHRISTOFORO COLOMBO, suo padre, trans . Alfons o Ullo a (Venetia : Appresso 
Francesco de'Franceschi Sanese , 1571) . I  cite from the translation o f Benjamin Keen, The Life of the 
Admiral Christopher Columbus, by his Son, Ferdinand (Ne w Brunswick: Rutger s University Press, 1958 ; 
2nd ed. , 1992) . Dee' s copy is British Librar y shelf-mar k 615.d.7 . I  want to thank Davi d Quin n fo r the tip 
which le d me to this volume, and Julian Roberts fo r examining the volum e and confirming my attributions . 
I have describe d this volume and it s annotations i n more detai l in a forthcoming essay, "Joh n Dee' s 
Columbian Encounter. " 
2 7 De e was particularly struck b y Columbus's techniques fo r ensuring that reports o f his discoveries would 
make i t back home eve n i f he didn't. I n Chapter 37 Fernando cites the followin g passage from hi s father' s 
log: "Then... I thought upo n You r Highnesses , and considered some means whereby, even were I  dead an d 
the shi p lost, you might get some news o f the succes s o f my voyage.... Therefor e I  wrote on a parchment , 
as briefly a s the state of things required , how I  had discovered those lands as I  had promised to do; the 
length of the voyag e and the rout e thither... . Thi s writing, folded and sealed, I  addressed t o your 
Highnesses.... I  straightaway ha d a great wooden barre l brought t o me, and having wrapped the writin g in 
a waxe d cloth and put i t in a...loaf of wax, I  dropped i t into the barrel , which 1  made secur e wit h hoop s an d 
cast int o the sea.... " Alon g the top of that page Dee wrote, "Note these Practices to saue his Letters and 
Aduertisements to the Kin g o f Castile." 
2 8 Fo r extensive discussion s of the eskimos seized by Frobisher — and taken back to Englan d — se e Nei l 
Cheshire, Tony Waldron, Alison Quinn , and Davi d Quinn , "Frobisher's Eskimos in England," Archivaria 
10 (Summer 1980) , 23-50, and Willia m C . Sturtevant an d Davi d Beer s Quinn, "This New Prey: Eskimos in 
Europe in 1567 , 1576 , and 1577, " in Christian F. Feest (ed.) , Indians and Europe (Aachen : Rader Verlag , 
1987), 61-140. 
29 Among the manuscript s a t the Britis h Librar y are two nearly identica l sets of instructions to Frobisher 
and his men fo r the secon d voyage : MS Sloane 2442 (fol.23r-v) and MS Additional 3583 1 (Ite m 121) . No t 
only do they contai n a chilling commission for the seizure of Natives ("yo u should bringe hether...3 or 4 at 
the mos t o f the people o f that Countrey whereof some be olde and the othe r younge whome we mynde 
shall not retorne agayn e thether . And therfore yo u shall haue greate care how yo u do e take them fo r 
avoyding of offence towarde s the m an d the Countrey" [Sloane 2442, 23v; the copy in Additional 3583 1 
gives the numbe r "eigh t o r tenne"]), but they sugges t that "in yor waye outwardes yo u shall...sett o n land e 
vppon the Coas t of ffreislande v j of the condempned person s w c h yo u carry w' h yo u, wt h weapons an d 
victualls.... T o wc h persons yo u shal l gyve instructions how they may e by theire good behavioure wyn n the 
good wil l o f the peopl e o f that lande and Countrey and allso to learn e the state of the same" [Sloan e 2442, 
23r]. 
3 0
 B . M. Ward , "Martin Frobishe r and D r John Dee, " Mariner's Mirror (October , 1926) , pp.453-5. 
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3l Whil e a Simon Dee had been engage d fo r service on the third voyage as a "howsecarpinter" (an d "Ranne 
away" before it s departure--see Stefansson, Vol.2 , p.222) , Ward evidently misread "John Dee " for "John 
Lee," a gentleman o n the Ayde (D. D. Hogarth, P. W. Boreham, and J. G. Mitchell, Mines, Minerals & 
Metallurgy: Martin Frobisher's Northwest Venture, 1576-1581, Canadian Museum of Civilization Mercury 
Series, Directorate Paper No.7, 1994 , p.24, n.19). Dee' s activities in 1577 are recorded i n J. O. Halliwell , 
ed., The Private Diary of Dr. John Dee (London: The Camden Society, 1842). 
3 2 "Joh n Dee' s Interest, " pp.6, 7. 
33 See , most recently , Hogarth , Boreham, and Mitchell , Mines, Minerals & Metallurgy, p . 16. 
3 4 Transcribe d in Collinson's Hakluy t Society volume, and reprinted i n Stefansson, Vol.2 , p.200 . Cf . 
James McDermott, "The Company of Cathay," where h e cites Huntington Library M S HM 715 , fol.27 . 
For other account s detailin g Dee's investment s i n the voyage , see Stefansson , Vol.2 , pp.112 , 113 , and 217, 
where the amoun t o f Dee's stake varies from £25 to £33. 
3 5 Fo r the list s without Dee's name , se e Stefansson , Volum e 2, pages 167 , 171 , 194 , and 197 ; for the on e in 
which h e appears see p.201. 
3 6 B L MS Harley 167. 
37 A  badly damaged cop y of these instructions i n Dee's own hand i s BL MS Cotton Otho E.VIII , fols.77-
79. A  complete contemporary transcrip t (apparentl y Lor d Burghley' s copy) is BL MS Lansdowne 122 , 
art.5. 
38 Hogarth, Boreham , and Mitchell , p.83 . 

3 9
 B L MS Lansdowne 30, no.4, as printed in Stefansson, Vol.2 , p.205 . 

4 0
 A s printed in Stefansson, Vol.2 , p . 194. 

4 1
 Fo r more on this scheme, se e Sherman , John Dee, ch.7, and Baldwin , "John Dee' s Interest. " 

4 2
 Robert s & Watson, John Dee's Library Catalogue, p.41. 

4
 Th e volume is now LP (livre precieux) 3414 C. I t is briefly describe d i n Roberts and Watson' s edition 

o
3

f Dee' s librar y catalogue and , more fully , i n Bibliothèque Royale: Quinze Années d'Acquisitions 
(Bruxelles: Bibliothèqu e Royal e Albert 1er , 1969) , pp.377-8. Th e Roya l Librar y acquired the volum e in 
1967 from H . P. Kraus (New York), who in turn seems to have acquired i t from Dawson s of Pall Mall : 
inside the book there is a detailed description from the Dawson s sale catalogue, whic h call s it "a documen t 
of fundamenta l importanc e fo r the development o f Elizabethan navigation and science. " 

4 4
 Se e especially Anthony Grafton, New World, Ancient Texts: The Power of Tradition and the Shock of 

Discovery (Cambridge , M A : Belkna p Press, 1992) . 

4 5
 Sig.a2r . Th e Englis h text I  cite is that of the Loe b Classical Librar y Edition , trans. Horace Leonard 

Jones, 8  vols. (Cambridge, M A: Harvar d University Press, 1949) , 1:9, 13 . 

4 6
 Loe b ed., I: 17 . A t the bottom o f sig.a2v Dee jotted, "Mare vnum." 

4 7
 A  good guide i s Patrick Thollard, Barbarie et Civilisation chez Strabon, Annales Littéraires de 

l'Université de Besançon 365 (Paris: Belles Lettres , 1987) . 

4 8
 Loeb , I : 399. 

4 9
 Sig . i  1 r. Th e Lati n text , which De e underlines, reads, "In super &  de Thule asseruit, &  locis illi s in 

quibus nec adhuc terra per sese aderat, nec mare, nec aer , sed conceretus quida m ex his aceruus maritimo 
pulmoni similis.... " 

5 0
 Dee' s diary indicates that, on Marc h 23 , 1581 , he was visited by "Hugh Smyth, who had returned fro m 

Magellan straight s an d Vaygatz" (11). Th e sketch that Smith drew for Dee survives in BL MS Cotton Otho 
E.VIII, fol.73 : i t is reproduced a s Fig . 2  in Andrews, Trade, plunder and settlement (though Andrew s fails 
to indicate that the notes in the ma p are Dee's) . 

5 1
 Hele n Wallis, "The Cartography of Drake's Voyage," in Norman J.W. Thrower (ed.), Sir Francis Drake 

and the Famous Voyage, 1577-1580 (Berkeley: University of California Press , 1984) , pp.121-163; 136-7 . 
 Alber t Hasting s Markham, ed., The Voyages and Works of John Davis

5 2
 (London: The Hakluy t Society, 

1880). 

5 3
 Robert s and Watson , p.43. 

5 4
 Rober t Baldwin' s "John Dee' s Interest " contains a  useful discussio n of Dee's possibl e motives for 

abandoning the Davi s project whe n he did. 

5 5
 Robert s and Watson , p.50. 
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It seems likely that if Davis was in possession of the bladder during the period of his voyage s to the 
Arctic, h e would hav e taken this point of contact wit h him. I  have not yet discovered any reference t o the 
bladder in the account s o f Davis's voyages . 
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