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A true tale of high adventure in the South Seas.The tiny island of Run is an insignificant speck in
the Indonesian archipelago. Just two miles long and half a mile wide, it is remote, tranquil, and,
these days, largely ignored.Yet 370 years ago, Run's harvest of nutmeg (a pound of which
yielded a 3,200 percent profit by the time it arrived in England) turned it into the most lucrative of
the Spice Islands, precipitating a battle between the all-powerful Dutch East India Company and
the British Crown. The outcome of the fighting was one of the most spectacular deals in history:
Britain ceded Run to Holland but in return was given Manhattan. This led not only to the birth of
New York but also to the beginning of the British Empire.Such a deal was due to the persistence
of one man. Nathaniel Courthope and his small band of adventurers were sent to Run in October
1616, and for four years held off the massive Dutch navy. Nathaniel's Nutmeg centers on the
remarkable showdown between Courthope and the Dutch Governor General Jan Coen, and the
brutal fate of the mariners racing to Run--and the other corners of the globe--to reap the huge
profits of the spice trade. Written with the flair of a historical sea novel but based on rigorous
research, Giles Milton's Nathaniel's Nutmeg is a brilliant adventure story by Giles Milton, a writer
who has been hailed as the "new Bruce Chatwin" (Mail on Sunday).

Would you believe that nutmeg formed the basis of one of the most bitter international conflicts
of the 17th century, and was also intimately connected to New York City's rise to global
preeminence? Strange but true: nutmeg was, in fact, one of the most prized commodities in
Renaissance Europe, and its fascinating story is told in Giles Milton's delightful Nathaniel's
Nutmeg.The book deals with the competition between England and Holland for possession of
the spice-producing islands of Southeast Asia throughout the 17th century. Packed with stories
of heroism, ambition, ruthlessness, treachery, murder, torture, and madness, Nathaniel's
Nutmeg offers a compelling story of European rivalry in the tropics, thousands of miles from
home, and the mutual incomprehensibility which often comically characterized relations
between the Europeans and the local inhabitants of the prized islands.At the center of the action
lies Nathaniel Courthope, a trusty lieutenant of the East India Company, who took and held the
tiny nutmeg-producing island of Run in the face of overwhelming Dutch opposition for more than
five years, before being treacherously murdered in 1620. To avenge his death, and the loss of
the island, the British took the Dutch North American colony at Manhattan. (As Milton wittily
remarks, although Courthope's death "robbed England of her nutmeg, it gave her the biggest of
apples").Inevitably inviting comparisons with Dava Sobel's Longitude, Nathaniel's Nutmeg is a
charming story that throws light on a neglected period of European history, and analyzes its
fascination with the "spicy" East. --Jerry Brotton, Ebook Library.co.uk--This text refers to an out
of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review"This is high adventure -- pirates and cannons



and pieces of eight ... A work of prodigious research, and a fascinatingly seminal tidbit of New
York history". -- New York Newsday --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of
this title.From Publishers WeeklyExotic spices such as nutmeg, mace and cloves were treasured
in the kitchens and pharmacopoeias of 16th- and 17th-century Europe. Nutmeg was even
believed to be an effective remedy against plague. Small wonder, then, that traders of the time
ventured to the ends of the earth to secure it. With high drama and gracefully integrated
research, Milton (The Riddle and the Knight) chronicles this "Spice Race," profiling the leading
participants and recording the ruthless violence with which this very real trade war was
conducted. The maritime powers of Europe sent companies of adventurers to the Spice Islands
(now part of Indonesia), each nation intent on establishing a monopoly and reaping the
stupefying profits that the spice trade could produce. The book concentrates on the competition
between the Dutch and English East India Companies to control the spice trade nearly 400
years ago. In 1616, Nathaniel Courthope led an English expedition to occupy the Spice Island of
Run, a few square miles of land thickly forested with nutmeg trees. As Milton explains,
Courthope's assertion of English ownership of Run Island was rejected by the Dutch, who
besieged the island for four years before ousting the English (and killing Courthope). However,
Courthope's apparent failure led to an unexpected benefit for his country when, in 1667, a treaty
confirmed Holland's seizure of Run but, in exchange, validated England's seizure of another
piece of land on the opposite side of the worldAthe island of Manhattan. Sprinkled with useful
maps and illustrations, Milton's book tells an absorbing story of perilous voyages, greed and
political machinations in the Age of Exploration.Copyright 1999 Reed Business Information, Inc.
--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From BooklistMilton takes an
aspect of life in the past and with great skill and irony shows how it has affected the world we live
in today. In the Elizabethan era, nutmeg was a commodity literally worth more than its weight in
gold. Then such spices as nutmeg, cloves, pepper, and cinnamon were used not only for
flavoring but as preservatives and cures for ailments as diverse as the plague and flatulence.
Spices came from faraway places with tightly controlled access; so finding the routes and
acquiring the rights to trade is what drove the age of exploration. The Portuguese, the Spanish,
the British, and the Dutch all vied for territory. Milton writes of the explorers who searched for
shortcuts--some seeking Arctic passages, some sailing west to go east; some earnest and
brave, some cruel and misguided. The hero of this story is Nathaniel Courthope, a British
captain who held the tiny island of Run, a major producer of nutmeg, against the Dutch for
several years, until he was "cruelly murdered." The events of the Dutch capture of Run lead,
through several steps of course, to the British having the diplomatic leverage to take control of
another island in the possession of the Dutch, that of New Amsterdam, known today as
Manhattan. And the rest, as they say, is history. As exciting as any adventure novel, well
researched and well written, this book is a pleasure to read. Danise Hoover --This text refers to
an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From Kirkus ReviewsMilton (The Riddle and the
Knight, not reviewed) deftly and arrestingly captures the sorry history of the European lust for



nutmeg and its devastating impact on the Spice Islands. Spices from the Orient were already
costly curiosities when 16th-century European pharmacists bestowed upon nutmeg a truly
marvelous property: It could cure the plague, they said (and dysentery and sexual torpor and a
host of other ailments). As most European cities were disease-ridden pest holes at the time, the
value of the rare spice took off like a prairie fire. So started the Spice Wars, a series of squalid,
brutal engagements between the English, Dutch, and Portuguese, played out on the small
Pacific islands now known as the Moluccas, and recounted here by Milton with beguiling fluidity.
Milton traces European involvement with the Spice Islands from the time they were merely an
exquisite rumor peddled by spice traders from Constantinople through to the surrender of New
Amsterdam to the English in return for the latters quitting the tiny nutmeg island of Run, said
island defended by the eponymous Nathaniel Courthope, who with a handful of stalwarts,
repelled much larger forces of invasion. Along the way, Milton unfurls more treachery and deceit,
acts of political subterfuge and chicanery, displays of cruelty and mortification (along with an
occasional show of courage and decency, though ``the voice of conscience is never loud in 16th-
century mariners, notes the author) than you could squeeze into a pulp thriller. Its a classic
portrait of colonial barbarity that results in the eradication of an entire native population and then
ends in a whimper: The British transplanted the trees to colonial Bencoolen and Singapore and
Ceylon, and, oh yes, nutmeg didn't cure the plague either. Milton is a storyteller of the first rank,
with a knack for quick character sketches, an eye for what is important and what is dross, and a
refreshing sense of humor, even amid the smoke and ruin he so well describes. -- Copyright
©1999, Kirkus Associates, LP. All rights reserved. --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.From Library JournalThe rocky islet of Run, two miles long and
half a mile wide, lies amidst the Banda Islands in the remote Pacific. In the 17th century it was
distinguished by the precious nutmeg tree that grew there in wild profusion "so that the whole
countrey seemes a contrived orchard." In 1616, the Englishman Nathaniel Courthope took
possession of the island for the East India Company, holding it for three years against vastly
superior Dutch forces. In 1620, Courthope was ambushed on an expedition to a neighboring
island; fatally wounded, he threw himself over the side of his boat. In the 1660s, the English
gained possession of Run one last time, but the nutmeg groves were gone, uprooted by the
Dutch. In one of history's ironies, England finally ceded ownership of Run to the Dutch in
exchange for another Dutch island: Manhattan. Nathaniel's Nutmeg is a pleasant historical trifle,
but Milton (The Riddle and the Knight, Allison & Busby, 1998) needs, and lacks, a focal event or
figure. Not a necessary purchase.ADavid Keymer, California State Univ., StanislausCopyright
1999 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of
this title.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter One: Arctic
WhirlwindsIt was the look-out who saw them first. Two crippled vessels, rotting and abandoned,
lay at anchor close to the shoreline. Their hulls were splintered and twisted, their sails in tatters
and their crew apparently long since dead. But it was not a tropical reef that had wrecked the
ships and nor was it malaria that had killed the crew. England's maiden expedition to the Spice



Islands had come to grief in the ice-bound waters of the Arctic.The historic 1553 voyage was the
brainchild of a newly founded organisation known as the Mystery, Company and Fellowship of
Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of Unknown Lands. So impatient were these merchants
to enter the spice race -- yet so unprepared for the risks and dangers -- that they allowed
enthusiasm to overrule practicalities and long before the ships had left port a catalogue of errors
threatened to jeopardise their mission. The choice of expedition leader, or 'pilot-general', was
sensible enough. Richard Chancellor was 'a man of great estimation' who had gained some
experience of seafaring in his formative years. His adoptive father, Henry Sidney, so eulogised
his young charge when presented to the Company that the merchant adventurers thought they
had a new Magellan in their midst. Sidney explained that it was Chancellor's 'good parts of wit'
that made him so invaluable and, never shy to blow his own trumpet, added, 'I rejoice in myself
that I have nourished and maintained that wit.'When a doubting merchant tackled Sidney on his
enthusiasm for being separated from Chancellor the old man had a ready answer.'I do now part
with Chancellor not because I make little reckoning of the man, or because his maintenance is
burdenous and chargeable unto me. You know the man by report, I by experience; you by words,
I by deeds; you by speech and company, but I by the daily trial of his life.'Sidney's rhetoric won
the day and Chancellor was promptly given command of the Edward Bonaventure, the largest of
the expedition's three ships. The governors then turned to choosing a captain for the
expedition's other large ship, the Bona Esperanza. For reasons that remain obscure they
plumped for Sir Hugh Willoughby, a 'goodly personage' according to the records, but one who
had absolutely no knowledge of navigation. Such a man would have been a risk for the short hop
across the English Channel; to despatch him to the uttermost ends of the earth was to court
disaster.When it came to deciding the passage to the Spice Islands the merchant adventurers
were most insistent. Although they had watched the Spanish and Portuguese successfully sail
both east and west to the East Indies, they plumped for an altogether more eccentric option.
Their ships, it was decided, would head due north; a route that would shave more than two
thousand miles off the long voyage to the Spice Islands. It would have the added benefit of
avoiding conflict with the Portuguese who had been sailing the eastern route for almost a
century and had established fortified bastions in every port. There was also the question of
illness and climate to consider. English mariners had seen the Portuguese ships return home
with their crews decimated by dysentery and typhoid, often contracted in the tropical climes of
the Indian Ocean. At least one man in five could expect death on the long voyage to the East but
that number was frequently much higher and often entire ships had to be abandoned due to a
shortage of crew. Since the Portuguese were acclimatised by birth to a hot climate men
questioned how English sailors, brought up on the frosty fringes of northern Europe, could hope
to return in rude health.The expedition ran into trouble before it even set sail. During delays at
Harwich, it was discovered that a large part of the provisions was already rotten, while the wine
casks had been so badly assembled that the wine was leaking freely though the joints in the
wood. But with the wind in their favour the captains decided there was no time to restock the



ships and the expedition set sail on 23 June 1553.So long as the vessels stuck together under
the capable direction of Richard Chancellor they were unlikely to run into trouble. But as they
rounded the rocky shores of northern Norway, 'there came such flows of winde and terrible
whirlewinds' that Willoughby's ship was blown off course. Chancellor had planned for such an
eventuality, suggesting that the ships regroup at Vardohuus, a small island in the Barents Sea.
He waited for seven days but, hearing nothing of either the Bona Esperanza or the Confidentia,
the third ship of the fleet, he pushed on eastwards towards the White Sea.The other two vessels
had also survived the storm. After riding out the gale, Sir Hugh re-established contact with the
Confidentia and both headed towards the coastline. Here Willoughby's inexperience began to
tell. He sounded the sea floor, pored over charts and scratched his head before concluding that
'the land lay not as the globe made mention.' Failing to locate Vardohuus's or Chancellor's
vessel, he decided to press on with the expedition without the flagship.On 14 August 1553, he
'descried land', apparently uninhabited, at 72 degrees latitude but failed to reach it due to the
quantity of ice in the water. If this reading is correct, his ship must have reached the barren
islands of Novaya Zemlya which lie, remote and isolated, in the Barents Sea. From here he
appears to have sailed south-east, then north-west, then south-west, then north-east. The
ignorance of Willoughby and his men is staggering, for their course, more than three hundred
miles inside the Arctic Circle, must have taken them in a giant arc through a dangerous sea
littered with melting pack-ice. On 14 September, they again sighted land and shortly afterwards
'sailed into a faire bay' somewhere close to the present border between Finland and
Russia.Willoughby's men were cheered by the sight of 'very many seal fishes, and other great
fishes; and upon the main we saw beares, great deere, foxes with divers strange beasts'. They
planned at first to spend a week here but 'seeing the yeare far spent, and also very evill weather,
as frost, snow, and haile', they decided to winter in the bay.The expedition's directors in London
must by now have hoped that their ships had found the North-East Passage, broken through it,
and be well on their way to the Spice Islands. But instead of balmy evenings and gently swaying
palm trees,Willoughby and his men had met with freezing fog, impenetrable ice, and the
realisation that London's merchants had made a terrible mistake when they chose the route over
the North Pole. Those merchants had vociferously defended their decision, presenting logical
and compelling arguments to support their theories. As far back as the year 1527, Robert
Thorne, an English trader living in Seville, had written to King Henry VIII with the exciting (and
highly secret) news that the Spice Islands could be reached by way of the North Pole: 'I know it is
my bounden duty to manifest this secret unto your Grace,' he wrote, 'which hitherto, as I
suppose, hath beene hid.' The King was left in no doubt that 'by sailing northward and passing
the Pole, descending to the Equinoctial line, we shall hit these islands [the Spice Islands], and it
should be a much shorter way than either the Spaniards or Portugals have.'The more the
experts researched the north-eastern route to the Spice islands the more plausible it proved to
be. In an age when men still looked for perfect symmetry on their maps, the northern cape of
Norway showed an exact topographical correspondence to the southern cape of Africa.



Geographers agreed that this was indeed good news; the chilly northern land mass must surely
be a second Cape of Good Hope. The writings of the ancients also lent credence to the idea of
reaching the East Indies by a northerly route. Pliny the Elder had written of a circular sea at the
top of the globe and a land called Tabis penetrating into the far north. To the east of Tabis there
was said to be an opening which connected the Polar Sea to the warm waters of the Indian
Ocean.Such arguments were cold comfort to Willoughby and his men, stuck fast in an expanse
of ice. The bay in which they had chosen to winter soon transformed itself into a desolate
wilderness; fishing proved impossible due to the thickness of the ice and the wildlife
disappeared with the first snows. Even the birds, aware of the onslaught of winter, migrated to
warmer climes. Soon the ice floes had trapped, then crushed, the ships and there was no
escape. With his crew growing hungrier by the day, Willoughby sent out search parties to look for
food, for people, for help. 'We sent out three men south-southwest to search if they could find
people" wrote Sir Hugh, 'but [they] could find none.' Next he sent a party westwards, 'which also
returned without finding any people'. A final team confirmed what Willoughby had feared -- that
they were imprisoned in an uninhabited wilderness.More than five years was to pass before a
search ship from England finally discovered what had happened to the Bona Esperanza and
Confidentia. Sailing into the bay where Willoughby had chosen to winter, the would-be rescuers
stumbled across the ghostly and rotting hulks of the two ships -- ships which had ended their
days as charnel houses. The crew's final grim months remain a mystery, for Willoughby, racked
by hunger, stopped recording daily entries in his ship's log. All that is certain is that he and his
crew survived much of the winter, for the rescue party found wills dated January 1554, a full four
months after the vessels had entered the bay.The final, macabre twist in the tale was recorded
by Giovanni Michiel, the Venetian ambassador to Moscow. The search party, he wrote, 'has
returned safe, bringing with them the two vessels of the first voyage, having found them on the
Muscovite coast with the men on board all frozen. And they [the rescuers] narrate strange things
about the mode in which they were frozen, pen still in hand, and the paper before them, others at
tables, platter in hand and spoon in mouth; others opening a locker, and others in various
postures, like statues, as if they had been adjusted and placed in those attitudes.'While
Willoughby and his men froze to death, Richard Chancellor had fared rather better. Relying on
the wit that had so enamoured him to his adoptive father, he quickly foresaw the danger of Arctic
pack-ice. Dropping anchor in the White Sea close to present-day Archangel, he abandoned ship
and trudged his way overland to Moscow. At first he was disappointed in what he found. The city,
he thought, was 'very rude' and the houses 'all of timber'. Even the imperial palace was
disappointing -- 'rather low' and with 'small windows' it was 'much like the old buildings of
England'. But Chancellor soon changed his tune when confronted with the barbaric splendour of
Ivan the Terrible's court. Ivan greeted him in 'a long garment of beaten golde, with an imperial
crowne upon his head and staffe of cristall and golde in his right hand'. The emperor's conduct
was as majestic as it was awe-inspiring: at a courtly banquet he 'sent to every man a great sliver
of bread, and the bearer called the party so sent to by his name aloud, and said, Ivan Vasilivich,



Emperor of Russia and great Duke of Moscova doth reward thee with bread.' Even the wine
goblets caught Chancellor's eye -- weighing the golden beakers in his hand he declared they
were 'very massie' and better than anything he had seen in England.The time spent in Moscow
was one of endless pleasure for Chancellor's crew. Many had expected their journey to end in
disaster or death but instead they were living it up in the bejeweled pavilion of the Emperor of
Russia. Chancellor was no less impressed: 'I have seen the King's majesties of England and the
French King's pavilion" he wrote, 'but none are like this.'After lengthy negotiations, Ivan sent the
English commander back to England with a letter conferring trading privileges upon a group of
merchants in London. In doing so he had unwittingly laid the foundations of the Muscovy
Company, a precursor to the East India Company.Of the three ships that set sail for the Spice
Islands not one achieved its goal of locating the elusive North-East Passage. The men who
sailed north to escape the tropical diseases of the Indian Ocean little thought they would perish
in the sub-zero waters of the Arctic. It would take another four hundred years, and a nuclear-
powered submarine, before the northern route to the Pacific would finally be
conquered.Copyright (c) 1999 Giles Milton--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.From the Back CoverThe tiny island of Run is an insignificant speck in the
middle of the Indonesian archipelago, remote, tranquil, and now largely ignored. At the
beginning of the seventeenth century, however, Run's harvest of nutmeg turned it into the most
lucrative of the Spice Islands, precipitating a fierce and bloody battle between the all-powerful
Dutch East India Company and a small band of ragtag British adventures led by the intrepid
Nathaniel Courthope. The outcome of the fighting was one of the most spectacular deals in
history: Britain ceded Run to Holland but in return was given Manhattan.A brilliant adventure
story of unthinkable hardship, savagery, the navigation of uncharted waters, and the exploitation
of new worlds, Nathaniel's Nutmeg is a remarkable chapter in the history of the colonial powers.--
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorGiles Milton is
the author of The Riddle and the Knight, a critically acclaimed history of the explorer Sir John
Mandeville. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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view you know you are nearing land.So it was on 23 December 1616. The Swan’s captain,
Nathaniel Courthope, needed neither compass nor astrolabe to know that they had arrived.
Reaching for his journal he made a note of the date and alongside scribbled the position of his
vessel. He had at last reached Run, one of the smallest and richest of all the islands in the East
Indies.Courthope summoned his crew on deck for a briefing. The stalwart English mariners had
been kept in the dark about their destination for it was a mission of the utmost secrecy. They
were unaware that King James I himself had ordered this operation, one of such extraordinary
importance that failure would bring dire and irrevocable consequences. Nor did they know of the
notorious dangers of landing at Run, a volcanic atoll whose harbour was ringed by a sunken
reef. Many a vessel had been dashed to splinters on the razor-sharp coral and the shoreline was
littered with rusting cannon and broken timbers.Courthope cared little for such dangers. He was
far more worried about the reception he would receive from the native islanders, head-hunters
and cannibals, who were feared and mistrusted throughout the East Indies. ‘At your arrival at
Run,’ he had been told, ‘show yourself courteous and affable, for they are a peevish, perverse,
diffident and perfidious people and apt to take disgust upon small occasions.’As his men rowed
towards land, Courthope descended into his cabin and brushed down his finest doublet, little
imagining the momentous events that were to follow. For his discussions with Run’s native
chieftains – conducted in sign language and broken English – would change the course of
history on the other side of the globe.* * *The forgotten island of Run lies in the backwaters of
the East Indies, a remote and fractured speck of rock that is separated from its nearest land
mass, Australia, by more than six hundred miles of ocean. It is these days a place of such
insignificance that it fails even to make it onto the map: The Times Atlas of the World neglects to
record its existence and the cartographers of Macmillan’s Atlas of South East Asia have reduced
it to a mere footnote. For all they cared, Run could have slumped beneath the tropical waters of
the Indies.It was not always thus. Turn to the copper-plate maps of the seventeenth century and
Run is writ large across the page, its size out of all proportion to its geography. In those days,
Run was the most talked about island in the world, a place of such fabulous wealth that
Eldorado’s gilded riches seemed tawdry by comparison. But Run’s bounty was not derived from
gold – nature had bestowed a gift far more precious upon her cliffs. A forest of willowy trees
fringed the island’s mountainous backbone; trees of exquisite fragrance. Tall and foliaged like a
laurel, they were adorned with bell-shaped flowers and bore a fleshy, lemon-yellow fruit. To the
botanist, they were called Myristica fragrans. To the plain-speaking merchants of England they
were known simply as nutmeg.Nutmeg, the seed of the tree, was the most coveted luxury in
seventeenth-century Europe, a spice held to have such powerful medicinal properties that men
would risk their lives to acquire it. Always costly, it rocketed in price when the physicians of
Elizabethan London began claiming that their nutmeg pomanders were the only certain cure for
the plague, that ‘pestiferous pestilance’ that started with a sneeze and ended in death.
Overnight, this withered little nut – until now used to cure flatulence and the common cold –
became as sought after as gold.There was one drawback to the sudden and urgent demand: no



one could be sure from exactly where the elusive nutmeg originated. London’s merchants had
traditionally bought their spices in Venice, and Venice’s merchants had in turn bought them in
Constantinople. But nutmeg came from much further east, from the fabled Indies which lay far
beyond Europe’s myopic horizons. Ships had never before plied the tropical waters of the Indian
Ocean and maps of the far side of the globe remained a blank. The East, as far as the spice
dealers were concerned, could have been the moon.Had they known in advance of the
difficulties of reaching the source of nutmeg they might never have set sail. Even in the East
Indies where spices grew like weeds, nutmeg was a rarity; a tree so fussy about climate and soil
that it would grow only on a tiny cluster of islands, the Banda archipelago, which were of such
impossible remoteness that no one in Europe could be sure if they existed at all. The spice
merchants of Constantinople had scant information about these islands and what they did know
was scarcely encouraging. There were rumours of a monster that preyed on passing ships, a
creature of ‘devillish possession’ that lurked in hidden reefs. There were stories of cannibals and
head-hunters – bloodthirsty savages who lived in palm-tree shacks decorated with rotting
human heads. There were crocodiles that lay concealed in rivers, hidden shoals to catch
captains unawares, and ‘such mightie stormes and extreme gusts of winde’ that even the
sturdiest of ships were placed in grave risk.The Banda Islands at the turn of the sixteenth
century were the goal of every Elizabethan adventurer. ‘There is not a tree but the nutmeg,’ wrote
one early English visitor, ‘so that the whole countrey seemes a contrived orchard.’ Run Island,
marked Pulorin, is on the extreme left.None of these dangers deterred Europe’s profit-hungry
merchants who would chance everything in their desperation to be the first to find nutmeg’s
source. Soon the shipyards of Portugal, Spain and England were alive to the clatter of
shipbuilding, a flurry of activity that sparked what would later become known as the spice race, a
desperate and protracted struggle for control of one of the smallest groups of islands in the
world.In 1511, the Portuguese became the first Europeans to set foot in the Banda Islands, a
group of six lumps of rock boasting rich volcanic soil and a strange micro-climate. Distracted by
hostilities elsewhere in the East Indies, they did not return until 1529 when a Portuguese trader
named Captain Garcia landed troops on the Bandas. He was surprised to discover that the
islands which had caused such commotion in Europe had a combined area that was not much
larger than Lisbon. Five of the Bandas were within gunshot of each other, and it was immediately
apparent to Garcia that by building a castle on the principal island, Neira, he would have virtual
control over the entire archipelago.But one island, Run, was different. It lay more than ten miles
to the west of Neira and was surrounded by dangerous and hidden reefs. It was also buffeted by
the twice-yearly monsoon, putting it beyond the reach of Garcia’s carracks for much of the year.
This was galling to the Portuguese, for Run was thickly forested in nutmeg and its annual yield
was enough to fill a large flotilla of ships. But Captain Garcia soon found himself troubled less by
the inaccessibility of this outlying island than by the hostility of the native Bandanese whose
warlike antics proved both tiresome and costly. Scarcely had his sailors set to work on a massive
castle than a flurry of arrows and the threat of head-hunting sent them scurrying back to their



ship. Henceforth, the Portuguese rarely visited the islands, preferring instead to buy their nutmeg
from the native traders who were frequent visitors at their fortress in Malacca.The misfortunes
suffered by the Portuguese did not discourage England’s merchants from launching themselves
into the spice race and nor did it deter the captains chosen to lead these expeditions; bold and
fearless men who steered their ships through such ‘greevous stormes’ that one in three was lost.
The weather was not the only threat: scurvy, dysentery and the ‘blody flux’ killed hundreds of
men, and countless vessels had to be scuppered when there was no longer a crew to sail them.
When the ships finally limped back from the East the surviving crews found the wharves of
London packed with people anxious to catch a glimpse of these heroic men. The crowds were
fuelled by stories that the sailors on board were returning with untold wealth; that they wore
doublets of silk, that their main sail was made of damask and their top sails trimmed with cloth of
gold. Although the humble sailors had been strictly forbidden from indulging in ‘private trade’, the
temptations proved too great for many. After all, nutmeg commanded fabulous prices in
Courthope’s day and brought spectacular profits to all who traded in it. In the Banda Islands, ten
pounds of nutmeg cost less than one English penny. In London, that same spice sold for more
than £2.10s. – a mark-up of a staggering 60,000 per cent. A small sackful was enough to set a
man up for life, buying him a gabled dwelling in Holborn and a servant to attend to his needs.
London’s merchants were so concerned about the illegal trade in nutmeg when their first fleet
arrived back in London that they ordered the dockyard workers to wear ‘suits of canvas without
pockets’. This did little to deter the sea-hardened mariners from filching their masters’ spice and
although punishments grew ever more severe over the decades, many still managed to amass
private fortunes. As late as 1665, Samuel Pepys records a clandestine meeting with some
sailors ‘at a blind alehouse at the further end of town’ where he exchanged a sackful of gold for a
small quantity of nutmeg and cloves.The men that survived the expeditions to the Spice Islands
returned with such fabulous tales and scrapes, true Boy’s Own adventures, that their audiences
were left spellbound. David Middleton had a dramatic escape from the cannibals of Ceram; the
dilettantish William Keeling performed Shakespeare in the mangrove swamps of West Africa,
whilst William Hawkins paid a visit to the Indian Great Moghul and spent the next two years
watching gladiator battles of a scale and brutality not seen since the days of imperial Rome.
There was Sir Henry Middleton, David’s brother, who dropped anchor off the coast of Arabia and
distinguished himself by becoming the first Englishman to visit the interior of the country, albeit
as a prisoner with ‘a great paire of fetters clapt upon my legges’. And there was James
Lancaster, commander of the pioneering first expedition to be organised by the East India
Company, who spent a delightful evening listening to a scantily clad gamelan orchestra that
belonged to the lusty Sultan of Achin.After all the disasters and false starts it was appropriate
that England’s first contact with the nutmeg islands should be with Run, the smallest and least
accessible of them all. It was also fitting that they should arrive in such an undignified fashion,
washed up as shipwrecks after a ferocious tropical storm in 1603. But what was all the more
remarkable was that these English mariners, unlike the Portuguese, struck up an instant and



lasting friendship with the native chieftains. Long before the sea-salt had stiffened their hair they
were toasting each other with the local palm toddy.England had scarcely launched herself into
the spice race when she learned there was a new power to contend with. In 1595, the Dutch
despatched their first fleet eastwards with a crew more menacing and warlike than had ever
before been encountered in the tropics. Faced with competition from both the English and
Portuguese, they changed their goal from trade to conquest – the conquest of the Banda Islands
– and they pursued this with a brutality that shocked even their own countrymen. But on the
island of Run they were to meet their match. What happened on that remote atoll, just two miles
long and half a mile wide, was to have consequences that no one could ever have imagined.The
extraordinary story of Nathaniel’s nutmeg has been largely forgotten for more than three
centuries. It is not always a pleasant tale, for although the captains and leaders of expeditions
liked to refer to themselves as ‘men of qualitye’, that did not stop them from indulging in torture,
brutality and gratuitous warfare. Such were the grim realities of life in the East, a harsh and
bloody existence that was lightened by the occasional flash of humanity and courage – true feats
of heroism that were epitomised by the bravery of Nathaniel Courthope.But more than a century
of expeditions and misadventures were to pass before Courthope set sail in the Swan. His story
begins not in the sultry climes of the nutmeg islands, but in a land of icebergs and
snow.CHAPTER ONEARCTIC WHIRLWINDSIT WAS THE LOOK-OUT who saw them first. Two
crippled vessels, rotting and abandoned, lay at anchor close to the shoreline. Their hulls were
splintered and twisted, their sails in tatters and their crew apparently long since dead. But it was
not a tropical reef that had wrecked the ships and nor was it malaria that had killed the crew.
England’s maiden expedition to the Spice Islands had come to grief in the ice-bound waters of
the Arctic.The historic 1553 voyage was the brainchild of a newly founded organisation known
as the Mystery, Company and Fellowship of Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of
Unknown Lands. So impatient were these merchants to enter the spice race – yet so unprepared
for the risks and dangers – that they allowed enthusiasm to overrule practicalities and long
before the ships had left port a catalogue of errors threatened to jeopardise their mission. The
choice of expedition leader, or ‘pilot-general’, was sensible enough. Richard Chancellor was ‘a
man of great estimation’ who had gained some experience of seafaring in his formative years.
His adoptive father, Henry Sidney, so eulogised his young charge when presented to the
Company that the merchant adventurers thought they had a new Magellan in their midst. Sidney
explained that it was Chancellor’s ‘good parts of wit’ that made him so invaluable and, never shy
to blow his own trumpet, added, ‘I rejoice in myself that I have nourished and maintained that
wit.’When a doubting merchant tackled Sidney on his enthusiasm for being separated from
Chancellor the old man had a ready answer. ‘I do now part with Chancellor not because I make
little reckoning of the man, or because his maintenance is burdenous and chargeable unto me.
You know the man by report, I by experience; you by words, I by deeds; you by speech and
company, but I by the daily trial of his life.’Sidney’s rhetoric won the day and Chancellor was
promptly given command of the Edward Bonaventure, the largest of the expedition’s three ships.



The governors then turned to choosing a captain for the expedition’s other large ship, the Bona
Esperanza. For reasons that remain obscure they plumped for Sir Hugh Willoughby, a ‘goodly
personage’ according to the records, but one who had absolutely no knowledge of navigation.
Such a man would have been a risk for the short hop across the English Channel; to despatch
him to the uttermost ends of the earth was to court disaster.When it came to deciding the
passage to the Spice Islands the merchant adventurers were most insistent. Although they had
watched the Spanish and Portuguese successfully sail both east and west to the East Indies,
they plumped for an altogether more eccentric option. Their ships, it was decided, would head
due north; a route that would shave more than two thousand miles off the long voyage to the
Spice Islands. It would have the added benefit of avoiding conflict with the Portuguese who had
been sailing the eastern route for almost a century and had established fortified bastions in
every port. There was also the question of illness and climate to consider. English mariners had
seen the Portuguese ships return home with their crews decimated by dysentery and typhoid,
often contracted in the tropical climes of the Indian Ocean. At least one man in five could expect
death on the long voyage to the East but that number was frequently much higher and often
entire ships had to be abandoned due to a shortage of crew. Since the Portuguese were
acclimatised by birth to a hot climate men questioned how English sailors, brought up on the
frosty fringes of northern Europe, could hope to return in rude health.The expedition ran into
trouble before it even set sail. During delays at Harwich, it was discovered that a large part of the
provisions was already rotten, while the wine casks had been so badly assembled that the wine
was leaking freely though the joints in the wood. But with the wind in their favour the captains
decided there was no time to restock the ships and the expedition set sail on 23 June 1553.So
long as the vessels stuck together under the capable direction of Richard Chancellor they were
unlikely to run into trouble. But as they rounded the rocky shores of northern Norway, ‘there
came such flows of winde and terrible whirlewinds’ that Willoughby’s ship was blown off course.
Chancellor had planned for such an eventuality, suggesting that the ships regroup at Vardohuus,
a small island in the Barents Sea. He waited for seven days but, hearing nothing of either the
Bona Esperanza or the Confidentia, the third ship of the fleet, he pushed on eastwards towards
the White Sea.The other two vessels had also survived the storm. After riding out the gale, Sir
Hugh re-established contact with the Confidentia and both headed towards the coastline. Here
Willoughby’s inexperience began to tell. He sounded the sea floor, pored over charts and
scratched his head before concluding that ‘the land lay not as the globe made mention.’ Failing
to locate Vardohuus’s or Chancellor’s vessel, he decided to press on with the expedition without
the flagship.Disaster strikes Dutch explorer William Barents, who believed there was a quick
route to the ‘spiceries’ via the North Pole. The engravings (shown here and here, here and here)
illustrate how his ship was wrecked on ‘a great store of ice’ and how his men survived the
winter.On 14 August 1553, he ‘descried land’, apparently uninhabited, at 72 degrees latitude but
failed to reach it due to the quantity of ice in the water. If this reading is correct, his ship must
have reached the barren islands of Novaya Zemlya which lie, remote and isolated, in the Barents



Sea. From here he appears to have sailed south-east, then north-west, then south-west, then
north-east. The ignorance of Willoughby and his men is staggering, for their course, more than
three hundred miles inside the Arctic Circle, must have taken them in a giant arc through a
dangerous sea littered with melting pack-ice. On 14 September, they again sighted land and
shortly afterwards ‘sailed into a faire bay’ somewhere close to the present border between
Finland and Russia. Willoughby’s men were cheered by the sight of ‘very many seal fishes, and
other great fishes; and upon the main we saw beares, great deere, foxes with divers strange
beasts’. They planned at first to spend a week here but ‘seeing the yeare far spent, and also very
evill weather, as frost, snow, and haile’, they decided to winter in the bay.The expedition’s
directors in London must by now have hoped that their ships had found the North-East Passage,
broken through it, and be well on their way to the Spice Islands. But instead of balmy evenings
and gently swaying palm trees, Willoughby and his men had met with freezing fog, impenetrable
ice, and the realisation that London’s merchants had made a terrible mistake when they chose
the route over the North Pole. Those merchants had vociferously defended their decision,
presenting logical and compelling arguments to support their theories. As far back as the year
1527, Robert Thorne, an English trader living in Seville, had written to King Henry VIII with the
exciting (and highly secret) news that the Spice Islands could be reached by way of the North
Pole: ‘I know it is my bounden duty to manifest this secret unto your Grace,’ he wrote, ‘which
hitherto, as I suppose, hath beene hid.’ The King was left in no doubt that ‘by sailing northward
and passing the Pole, descending to the Equinoctial line, we shall hit these islands [the Spice
Islands], and it should be a much shorter way than either the Spaniards or Portingals have.’The
more the experts researched the north-eastern route to the Spice Islands the more plausible it
proved to be. In an age when men still looked for perfect symmetry on their maps, the northern
cape of Norway showed an exact topographical correspondence to the southern cape of Africa.
Geographers agreed that this was indeed good news; the chilly northern land mass must surely
be a second Cape of Good Hope. The writings of the ancients also lent credence to the idea of
reaching the East Indies by a northerly route. Pliny the Elder had written of a circular sea at the
top of the globe and a land called Tabis penetrating into the far north. To the east of Tabis there
was said to be an opening which connected the Polar Sea to the warm waters of the Indian
Ocean.Such arguments were cold comfort to Willoughby and his men, stuck fast in an expanse
of ice. The bay in which they had chosen to winter soon transformed itself into a desolate
wilderness; fishing proved impossible due to the thickness of the ice and the wildlife
disappeared with the first snows. Even the birds, aware of the onslaught of winter, migrated to
warmer climes. Soon the ice floes had trapped, then crushed, the ships and there was no
escape. With his crew growing hungrier by the day, Willoughby sent out search parties to look for
food, for people, for help. ‘We sent out three men south-south-west to search if they could find
people,’ wrote Sir Hugh, ‘but [they] could find none.’ Next he sent a party westwards, ‘which also
returned without finding any people’. A final team confirmed what Willoughby had feared – that
they were imprisoned in an uninhabited wilderness.More than five years was to pass before a



search ship from England finally discovered what had happened to the Bona Esperanza and
Confidentia. Sailing into the bay where Willoughby had chosen to winter, the would-be rescuers
stumbled across the ghostly and rotting hulks of the two ships – ships which had ended their
days as charnel houses. The crew’s final grim months remain a mystery, for Willoughby, racked
by hunger, stopped recording daily entries in his ship’s log. All that is certain is that he and his
crew survived much of the winter, for the rescue party found wills dated January 1554, a full four
months after the vessels had entered the bay.The final, macabre twist in the tale was recorded
by Giovanni Michiel, the Venetian ambassador to Moscow. The search party, he wrote, ‘has
returned safe, bringing with them the two vessels of the first voyage, having found them on the
Muscovite coast with the men on board all frozen. And they [the rescuers] narrate strange things
about the mode in which they were frozen, pen still in hand, and the paper before them, others at
tables, platter in hand and spoon in mouth; others opening a locker, and others in various
postures, like statues, as if they had been adjusted and placed in those attitudes.’While
Willoughby and his men froze to death, Richard Chancellor had fared rather better. Relying on
the wit that had so enamoured him to his adoptive father, he quickly foresaw the danger of Arctic
pack-ice. Dropping anchor in the White Sea close to present-day Archangel, he abandoned ship
and trudged his way overland to Moscow. At first he was disappointed in what he found. The city,
he thought, was ‘very rude’ and the houses ‘all of timber’. Even the imperial palace was
disappointing – ‘rather low’ and with ‘small windows’ it was ‘much like the old buildings of
England’. But Chancellor soon changed his tune when confronted with the barbaric splendour of
Ivan the Terrible’s court. Ivan greeted him in ‘a long garment of beaten golde, with an imperial
crowne upon his head and staffe of cristall and golde in his right hand’. The emperor’s conduct
was as majestic as it was awe-inspiring: at a courtly banquet he ‘sent to every man a great sliver
of bread, and the bearer called the party so sent to by his name aloud, and said, Ivan Vasilivich,
Emperor of Russia and great Duke of Moscova doth reward thee with bread.’ Even the wine
goblets caught Chancellor’s eye – weighing the golden beakers in his hand he declared they
were ‘very massie’ and better than anything he had seen in England.The time spent in Moscow
was one of endless pleasure for Chancellor’s crew. Many had expected their journey to end in
disaster or death but instead they were living it up in the bejewelled pavilion of the Emperor of
Russia. Chancellor was no less impressed: ‘I have seen the King’s majesties of England and the
French King’s pavilion,’ he wrote, ‘but none are like this.’After lengthy negotiations, Ivan sent the
English commander back to England with a letter conferring trading privileges upon a group of
merchants in London. In doing so he had unwittingly laid the foundations of the Muscovy
Company, a precursor to the East India Company.Of the three ships that set sail for the Spice
Islands not one achieved its goal of locating the elusive North-East Passage. The men who
sailed north to escape the tropical diseases of the Indian Ocean little thought they would perish
in the sub-zero waters of the Arctic. It would take another four hundred years, and a nuclear-
powered submarine, before the northern route to the Pacific would finally be conquered.* *
*While London’s merchants anxiously awaited news of their historic first voyage to the Spice



Islands, many people in the country were left wondering what all the fuss was about. Nutmeg,
after all, made for an unpromising luxury. Dry, wrinkled and not much bigger than a garden pea it
scarcely had the same appeal as a golden ducat or finely hewn sapphire.Barents’ sailors faced
continual danger from polar bears. ‘We presently leaped forth to defend ourselves as well we
could.’The doubters were soon to learn that it was of potentially far greater value. London’s
leading doctors of physic made increasingly extravagant claims as to the efficacy of nutmeg,
holding it to cure everything from the plague to the ‘blody flux’, both of which were regular
visitors to the capital, sweeping through its insanitary back streets with devastating effect. One
leading authority pronounced that his sweet-smelling pomander, which contained a large
quantity of the spice, could even stave off the dreaded ‘sweating syckness’ that accompanied
the ‘pestiferous time of the pestilence’. Since this sickness – the plague – was said to kill in just
two hours the pomander had to be made with all possible haste. After all, the old patter ran:
‘mery at dinner, dead at supper.’It was not just life-threatening illnesses that nutmeg was said to
cure. A growing interest in the medicinal value of plants had led to an explosion in the number of
dietary books and herbals, all of which claimed that nutmeg and other spices were beneficial in
combating a host of minor ailments. For chesty coughs, doctors recommended mulled wine
suffused with nutmeg. Cloves were said to cure earache, pepper stifled colds, while those
embarrassed by trapped wind were recommended to take an extraordinary pot-pourri of fifteen
spices including cardamom, cinnamon and nutmeg – a recipe that would have been out of reach
of all but the flatulent rich. Spices were even held to revive those who had shuffled off this mortal
coil. Ten grams of saffron taken with sweet wine was enough (it was claimed) to bring back the
dead. There were not known to be any side-effects.One of the more popular books was Andrew
Borde’s Dyetary of Helth, a guide to good living which earned the author even more fame than
his seminal Treatyse upon Beardes. ‘Nutmeges,’ he wrote in his Dyetary, ‘be good for them
which have cold in their head and doth comforte the syght and the brain.’ His home-produced
nutmeg cocktail was said to be extremely efficacious; not only did it cleanse ‘the mouthe of the
stomacke and the spleen’, it was also ‘good against the blody flux’, a virulent and dangerous
strain of dysentery.Borde’s Dyetary is a curious mixture of herbal and lore. To any gentleman
wishing to live a long life he suggests wearing a red petticoat and avoiding ‘snaily rooms’, while
those able to ‘rise with mirth’ every morning were assured of good health. His suggestion that
nutmeg dampens sexual desire had signally failed to work on him, for this celibate former monk
died in disgrace. ‘Under the colour of virginitie and of wearing a shirt of hair [he kept] three
whores at once in his chamber … to serve not only himself but also help the virgin priests about
in the country.’ Borde of all people should have kept taking the nutmeg but as he wearily
admitted, ‘it is hard to get out of the flesh what is bred in the bone.’Other authorities, turning
Borde’s misfortune to good effect, began to claim that far from dampening sexual desire, nutmeg
was actually a powerful aphrodisiac. The licentious Charles Sackville, sixth Earl of Dorset, jested
that Julius Caesar’s libido was so low that even if Cleopatra had used ‘nutmeg, mace and ginger’
upon her ‘Roman swinger’ she would have failed to stir his loins. Such ingredients could scarcely



have failed to work on his lordship, for he knew to his cost that a spoonful of nutmeg before
bedtime could cause no end of sweet but troublesome dreams:Dreaming last night on Mrs
Farley,My p – – – k was up this morning early,And I was fain without my gownTo rise in th’cold to
get him downHard shift, alas, but yet a sure,Although it be no pleasing cure.Sackville’s love of
nutmeg was to prove his downfall. His neighbour, Samuel Pepys, recorded how he was
imprisoned for indecent exposure ‘after running up and down all night almost naked through the
street’.Beneath all the quackery about nutmeg there lurked a grain of truth, particularly in the
claims that it was a powerful preservative. Perishables had traditionally been conserved by
salting, drying or smoking, none of which suppressed the foul taste of rank meat. A sprinkling of
nutmeg over the viands not only disguised the stench, it also helped stay the natural process of
rotting by dramatically slowing the rate of oxidation.The use of spices as preservatives and
flavourings was, in fact, nothing new. The ancient Egyptians had imported cumin, cinnamon and
cassia to embalm the bodies of their pharaohs whilst the apothecaries of the Old Testament
crushed spices into holy unguents for their temples. The Romans were more practical in their
use of such luxuries, using nutmeg and aniseed to preserve meat and flavour wine, adding
cumin to their pastries and using fennel as a flavouring for the city’s famed vinegar sauces.In
Chaucer’s day such spices had been a rare luxury. In the Canterbury Tales the doughty Sir
Topaz speaks longingly of gingerbread, licorice and ‘notemuge’-flavoured ale. By the time
Shakespeare was writing, less than twenty years before Nathaniel Courthope arrived at Run,
such luxuries were fast becoming commonplace. In The Winter’s Tale, the clown has a lengthy
list of ingredients needed for his dish of spiced pears, all of which were readily available in
London: ‘I must have saffron to colour the warden pies [pears]. Mace, dates, none; that’s out of
my note; nutmegs, seven, a race or two of ginger, but that I may beg; four pound of prunes, and
as many raisins o’the sun.’Throughout the Middle Ages, Venice had controlled the spice trade
with an iron fist. Nutmeg, cloves, pepper and cinnamon all travelled across Asia to the great
trading emporium of Constantinople where they were snapped up by Venetian merchants and
shipped westward across the Mediterranean. From here they were sold, at vastly inflated prices,
to traders from northern Europe. By the time Marco Polo made his 1271 voyage to China,
Venice’s monopoly on spices was complete, yet no one from the West had ever visited the
countries from which these spices originated. Polo was the first European to describe the clove
tree, ‘a little tree with leaves like laurel’, but his claim to have seen one in mainland China owes
more to his imagination than to reality for, unbeknown to the Venetian, the tree could only be
found on a handful of islands in the Indonesian archipelago.In the two centuries that followed
Polo’s return, spices had become so popular that demand had long since outstripped supply.
Venice’s merchants were sufficiently adept at the art of money-making to know that a shortage
of supply meant that prices could be kept high. So long as they controlled the trade routes and
kept a monopoly over the souks of the Middle East they could retain their stranglehold on trade.
But in the closing days of 1511 a startling and wholly unwelcome piece of news reached the
Venetian merchants. A small flotilla of Portuguese ships, they learned, had just arrived in the



Spice Islands and acquired a full lading of spices. After more than four centuries the Venetian
monopoly had been broken.The spice race could now begin.* * *The Portuguese had made
spectacular progress in their quest to find a sea route to the East. Just forty years after their first
tentative crossing of the equator in 1471, they had successfully sailed to the Spice Islands of the
East Indies and returned with their ships crammed with pepper, nutmeg and cloves. These
islands, known as the ‘spiceries’ or Moluccas, were scattered over an area of ocean more than
half the size of Europe. Although these days they form a single province of Indonesia, called
Maluku, the hundred or so islands in fact fall into three distinct groups. To the north lie the
volcanic islands of Tidore and Ternate, powerful sultanates which spent much of the sixteenth
century fighting a desperate battle to retain their independence. Some four hundred miles to the
south of here are the islands of Amboyna and Ceram, rugged places whose sweet-smelling
cloves would eventually spark a terrible and infamous massacre. The southernmost group, the
Banda Islands, were the richest and least accessible of them all, requiring bravado and a deft
hand to steer a vessel safely through the archipelago’s treacherous waters.The Portuguese
touched at all of these islands and, before long, were consolidating their position by force of
arms. The important spice port of Malacca fell under their control in 1511 and, just months later,
the remote Banda Islands were first visited by a Portuguese carrack. Next, they seized the spice
ports on India’s west coast, wresting control from the Muslim middlemen, before returning to the
outlying and far-flung ‘spiceries’. Here they built a series of heavily guarded forts and bastions
and, within a few years, the islands of Ternate and Tidore, Amboyna and Ceram, had all fallen
into their grasp.The other countries of Europe had got off to a faltering start in the spice race.
Columbus had sailed westwards across the Atlantic in 1492 convinced that he could detect the
whiff of spice in the air. Although he went to great lengths to persuade the King and Queen of
Spain that he had found the East Indies, he had of course discovered America. The Venetian
explorer John Cabot also believed that the quickest way to the East Indies was to sail west and
he visited Arabia at a very early age in order to quiz the local merchants about ‘whither spices
are brought by caravans from distant countries’. These merchants were understandably reticent
to part with such priceless information and spoke vaguely of spices coming from the
easternmost reaches of the world. It was exactly what Cabot had hoped to hear and he
concluded that ‘presupposing the rotundity of the earth’ – not a foregone conclusion even in
those days – the merchants must have bought the spices ‘at the north towards the west’.Cabot
was unable to interest any Venetian sponsors in a westerly voyage across the Atlantic so he
travelled to England and persuaded King Henry VII to commission his search for the ‘spiceries’.
Setting sail across the Atlantic in 1497 he landed at Cape Breton Island which he confidently
declared to be an uninhabited part of China. Although spices were distinctly thin on the ground
Cabot returned to an England fascinated by his supposed discovery. ‘Great honour is paid him,’
wrote a Venetian merchant living in London, ‘and he dresses in silk; and these English run after
him like mad people.’ So, indeed, did the King who promptly provided the finances for a second
expedition.On this new voyage Cabot decided to follow the coast of ‘China’ until he reached



Japan where ‘all the spices of the world originate’. Certain he would return with his ships filled
with nutmeg, his confidence only faltered when the mercury slumped below zero and the
icebergs grew ever more threatening.Despite his failure to bring home a single nutmeg, Cabot’s
voyages aroused considerable interest in the ports of Spain and Portugal. One man in particular
was keen to know more about his discoveries: Ferdinand Magellan, a ‘gentleman of great spirit’,
had long believed there was a far quicker route to the Spice Islands than the lengthy voyage
around the Cape of Good Hope and was sure that Cabot had been right to sail westwards
across the Atlantic.Magellan had sailed to the East Indies in his youth and would certainly have
returned had circumstances allowed. But after taking part in a military campaign in Morocco, he
was accused of treachery and informed by the Portuguese king that his services were no longer
required. King Manuel had made a grave error in dismissing Magellan for he was an expert
navigator who had read widely the geographical theories of his day. He argued that the only
reason that Columbus and Cabot had failed to find the Spice Islands was that they had not found
a passage through the American continent.Magellan travelled to the court of King Charles V of
Spain in 1518 and ‘acquainted the Emperour that the islands of Banda and of the Molucca’s
[were] the only one store-house of nature for nutmegs and mace’. The King immediately realised
that Magellan offered him the best chance of challenging the seemingly indomitable position of
the Portuguese, and placed him in charge of a fleet of ships which were to sail southwards down
the coast of Brazil, find a passage through to the Pacific Ocean, then sail west until they reached
the ‘islands of Banda’. It is fortunate that Magellan took with him a scholar by the name of
Antonio Pigafetta, for Pigafetta faithfully recorded everything that happened on that historic first
Spanish voyage to the Spice Islands. His journal, in turn, found its way into the hands of the
learned English vicar Samuel Purchas whose monumental anthology of exploration, Purchas
His Pilgrimes, was to inspire London’s merchant adventurers.Magellan’s voyage began well: he
revictualled in the Canary Islands, crossed the equator, and reached the South American
coastline three months later. Here, simmering resentment between the Spanish crew and their
Portuguese captain exploded into mutiny and Magellan was forced to hang the troublemakers
from a hastily constructed gibbet. At that point the mutiny died down.The remaining mutineers
soon found their attentions diverted by the extraordinary behaviour of the natives; not least the
giant-like menfolk of Patagonia who, noted Pigafetta, ‘when they are sicke at the stomache they
put an arrow half a yard downe the throat which makes them vomit greene choler and blood.’
Their cure for headaches was no less dramatic; they gashed their heads open and purged the
blood. And as soon as they detected the first chill of winter, ‘they would truss up themselves so
the genitall member is hidden in the body’.A year after leaving Tenerife, Magellan’s ship nudged
through the straits that now bear his name and entered the warm waters of the Pacific. ‘He was
so glad thereof,’ records his diarist, ‘that for joy the teares fell from his eyes.’ Magellan had been
right all along: it was now simply a question of following the spice-filled breezes all the way to the
East Indies.Unfortunately it was not so simple. Magellan, like most explorers of his day, had no
idea of the massive distances involved and after more than three months at sea with no sight of



land his men began to starve. ‘Having consumed all their biskits and other victuals, they fell into
such necessitie that they were enforced to eate the powder that remained thereof, being now full
of wormes and stinking like pisse by reason of the salt water. Their fresh water was also putrified
and became yellow.’ Soon even the worm-ridden powder ran out, forcing them ‘to eate pieces of
leather which were folded about certain great ropes of the shippes; but these skinnes being very
hard, by reason of the sunne, raine and winde, they hung them by a cord in the sea for the space
of four or five days to mollifie them’. It was no diet for sick men and it soon took its toll: ‘By reason
of this famine, and unclean feeding, some of their gummes grew so over their teeth that they
died miserably for hunger.’Despite the terrible hardship, the ships limped on until they reached
the Philippines where the men learned that they were nearing their goal. But Magellan was
destined not to see the Spice Islands for he made the mistake of involving himself in a local
power struggle and, during the fighting, was struck down and killed. It was a devastating blow to
all those left alive and Pigafetta, shocked by the news, struggled to express their loss. ‘There
perished our guide, our light, and our support.’So many men had died that a decision was taken
to abandon one of the ships. The remaining vessels then sailed for the most northerly of the
Spice Islands, sighting the clove-covered cone of Tidore’s volcano in the first week of November
1521. Suddenly, the lurid descriptions that characterise Pigafetta’s journal acquire a more
practical tone. Magellan’s men had sailed half-way around the world to make money and, for the
next few pages, Pigafetta records every conceivable weight and measure in use on the
island.Laden with twenty-six tons of cloves, a cargo of nutmeg, and sackloads of cinnamon and
mace, the expedition’s remaining two ships finally left the Spice Islands in the winter of 1521.
The Trinidad got no farther than the harbour: rotten, leaking and hopelessly overloaded, she
needed extensive repairs before making the return journey. With a tearful farewell, the crew of
the Victoria set sail alone. The men faced an appalling homeward journey and more than half of
them died of dysentery. Pigafetta, diligent as ever, noted every sickness and death and even
found significance in the way the corpses floated. ‘The corpses of the Christians floated with the
face towards heaven,’ he wrote, ‘but those of the Indians with the face downwards.’Nine months
after leaving the Spice Islands the Victoria at last reached Seville and, anchoring off the mole,
‘discharged all her ordinance for joy’. Although her crew were half dead and Magellan was long-
since buried, King Charles V was overjoyed and one of his first actions was to honour the
captain, Sebastian del Cano, with a coat of arms. Its design included three nutmegs, two sticks
of cinnamon and twelve cloves.* * *Portugal’s merchants were livid at losing their short-lived
monopoly and protested in the strongest terms to King Charles. They argued that the Spice
Islands belonged to Portugal, not Spain, citing the infamous Treaty of Tordesillas. But their case
was not as straightforward as they claimed. The Treaty of Tordesillas, signed some two decades
previously, was based on a papal bull which had divided the world into two parts. Pope
Alexander VI had drawn a line down the middle of the Atlantic which stretched ‘from Pole Artike
to the Pole Antartike’ some hundred leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands. Any land
discovered west of this line, declared the Pope, belonged to Spain. Everything east of the line



belonged to Portugal. By the time the treaty had been signed, the Portuguese had successfully
managed to shift the line westwards by several hundred miles allowing them to argue that Brazil,
whose coastline was cut by the line, rightly belonged to them.The treaty was easy enough to
uphold with discoveries close to home but it was more complicated when dealing with distant
and little-known islands. When continued on the far side of the world the Pontiff’s line placed the
Spice Islands unquestionably within the Portuguese sphere, but sixteenth-century maps were
extremely inaccurate and the Spanish argued that these islands fell into their half of the globe
and that their riches belonged to the king of Spain.Unfortunately, no one could be sure who was
right. In 1524, representatives from both sides submitted themselves to a board of inquiry but
although they examined countless maps and charts no agreement was reached. It took a further
five years of squabbling before King Charles of Spain sold his claims to the Spice Islands for the
massive sum of 350,000 gold ducats.This deal would have solved the problem had it been only
the Spanish and Portuguese who were interested in the Spice Islands. But other powers were
beginning to turn their attentions to the East: England, in particular, was developing an
attachment to the sweet smell of spice. It could only be a matter of time before an English
adventurer would once again attempt the journey.* * *Although the failure of Sir Hugh
Willoughby’s Arctic expedition brought to an abrupt end England’s search for a North-East
Passage, it did little to dampen the enthusiasm for sailing to the Spice Islands. Yet more than two
decades were to pass before London’s merchants contemplated financing a new expedition,
and it was not until 1577 – some twenty-four years after Willoughby’s voyage – that a flotilla of
ships finally set sail under the command of Sir Francis Drake.Drake’s expedition was backed by
Queen Elizabeth I and its ostensible object was to conclude trade treaties with the people of the
South Pacific and to explore an unknown continent rumoured to exist in the southern
hemisphere. But the Queen also gave Drake full licence to plunder Spanish ships and ports and
to carry off as much treasure as his vessel could hold for, she told him, ‘I would gladly be
revenged on the King of Spain for divers injuries that I have received.’ Since it was imperative
that none of this information should fall into Spanish hands, the expedition was shrouded in
secrecy from the very outset and the crew had no idea of their destination until the English
coastline had receded into the distance.The five ships under Drake’s command, none of which
exceeded the length of two London buses, used Magellan’s route as their blueprint and
revictualled in many of the same bays and harbours. These stops did not always go according to
plan: dropping anchor in Patagonia the crew had fully expected to be entertained by giants
vomiting ‘green choler’ and trussing up their genitals. Instead, they walked straight into an
ambush and were only saved by swift intervention from Drake who picked up a musket, fired at a
native, and, ‘tore out his bellie and guts with greate torment, as it seemed by his crye, which was
so hideous and horrible a roare, as if ten bulls had joined together in roaring’.A few days later it
was time to turn his fire on a fellow Englishman. One of Drake’s subordinates, a ‘gentelman’ by
the name of Thomas Doughty, was rumoured to be threatening mutiny. These rumours
eventually reached the captain who promptly confronted Doughty with the allegations. What



happened next is difficult to determine for Doughty had many enemies and each account tells a
different story. But all follow a similar line: that Doughty admitted his guilt to an astonished Drake
and was given three choices – to be executed, set on land, or return to England to answer the
charges before a full council. Doughty showed not a moment’s hesitation: ‘He professed that
with all his heart he did embrace the first branch of the general’s proffer … and without any
dallying or delaying the time he came forth and kneeled downe, preparing at once his necke for
the axe and his spirit for heaven.’With this unpleasant episode over the ships continued on their
way, successfully crossing from the Atlantic into the Pacific through the notoriously tempestuous
straits. Drake’s smaller vessels had already been abandoned. Now, sailing into a storm, he lost
sight of the second ship in his fleet (it had, in fact, headed back towards England) leaving his
flagship alone and in a perilous state. Tossed about ‘like a ball in a racket’ Drake raced up the
South American coastline plundering wherever he could before steering his vessel westwards in
the direction of the Spice Islands, a desolate journey for there was ‘nothing in our view but aire
and sea [for] the space of full sixty-eight dayes together’. At last – more than a generation after
the Portuguese had first sailed to the East Indies – the English vessel sighted the luxuriant
shores of the Spice Islands.Drake had intended to drop anchor at the volcanic island of Tidore
but as he edged his ship through the treacherous shallows a canoe drew alongside carrying a
viceroy from the neighbouring island of Ternate. Arguing that Tidore was all but controlled by the
hated Portuguese, he begged the English commander to change his course. Drake consented
and, selecting a fine velvet cloak from his cabin, asked that it might be presented to the King
with the message that he had come to buy spices. The messenger promptly returned with the
news that the King ‘would sequester the commodities and traffique of his whole island [and]
reserve it to the intercourse of our nation’.Drake and his men were treated to a fabulous display
of Oriental politesse when the King at last visited their ship. His courtiers, all in white linen,
rowed round and round the vessel and ‘as they passed by us, did us a kind of homage with great
solemnity, the greatest personages beginning first, with reverend countenance and behaviour, to
bow their bodies right to the ground’. The King was not far behind. ‘He also with six grave and
ancient fathers in his canoe approaching, did at once, together with them, yield us a reverend
kind of obeisance, in far more humble manner than was to be expected.’ Drake found him ‘of tall
stature, very corpulent and well set together, of a very princely and gracious countenance; his
respect amongst his own was such that neither his viceroy nor any other counsellors dared
speak to him unless they were upon their knees’.The English were at first unsure how to react to
the affected manners of the East but they eventually commemorated the occasion in time-
honoured fashion. They primed their cannon and listened with delight as ‘our ordinance
thundered, which we mixed with great store of small shot, among which sounding our trumpets
and other instruments of music.’ The King was dazzled by the fireworks and ‘so much delighted
that, requesting our music to come unto the boat, he joyned his canoe to the same, and was
towed at least a whole hour together, with the boat at the stern of our ship’.After a further blitz of
cannon fire the King made his excuses and left, but not before he had sanctioned the English to



buy whatever spices they needed from his island. By the time Drake was ready to leave Ternate
his ship was so weighed down with goods – and so low in the water – that she was ‘laid up fast
upon a desperate shoal’. To lighten her, eight of the cannon were cast into the water, followed by
much of the meal and pulse, and finally three tons of the precious cloves that he had bought. As
the tide turned the ship was slowly lifted off the shoal and started on the long voyage back to
England.Drake arrived to a hero’s welcome. Not only was his vessel, renamed the Golden Hind,
laden with fragrant spices, she was also ‘very richly fraught with gold, silver, pearls and precious
stones’, most of which had been pillaged from Spanish and Portuguese vessels. Men and
women turned out in force to watch the arrival of the ship in Plymouth, and Queen Elizabeth
herself came aboard the vessel at Deptford and conferred a knighthood on her gallant
commander. Within days of his return, songs, sonnets, odes and poems were being composed
in honour of his historic voyage.Drake’s astonishing feat of seamanship fired the imagination of
Elizabethan England and fuelled the belief that the East was a land of fabulous potentates. But
Drake had sailed as a freebooter, not a trader, and although he had successfully bought large
quantities of spices in Ternate, their value was nothing compared to the gold and silver he had
stolen from Spanish galleons. Worse still, he brought back little practical information about the
market-places of the East. The records of his voyage include no details of prices, no mention of
weights and measures, no clues as to the goods most sought after for barter. Yet his triumphant
return caused great excitement among the merchants of London and they began to cast around
for a suitable candidate to open trading links with the East Indies. Drake himself was the obvious
choice but he had set his sights on some old-fashioned piracy and the merchants were forced to
look elsewhere for a commander. Showing the singular lack of foresight that they had
manifested when choosing Sir Hugh Willoughby for their Arctic adventure, they now entrusted
command to a Nottinghamshire landowner called Edward Fenton, a headstrong man with little
experience of seamanship.Fenton came from a prosperous family and, had he so desired, could
have lived a life of ignominious ease. Instead he chose a different path: eschewing the comforts
of his stately home he sold his patrimony and embarked on a swashbuckling career as a soldier
of fortune, allowing himself to be carried to wherever there was the chance for adventure. His
first major expedition saw him travelling in the company of Martin Frobisher in search of the
fabled North-West Passage and it was while on this expedition that Fenton first learned that
orders given in London could be safely ignored once at sea. Landing on Baffin Island and finding
what appeared to be large deposits of gold ore, Fenton abandoned his search for the North-
West Passage and set up an impromptu mining venture with the aim of getting rich quick.Fenton
was a strange choice to lead a voyage to the East Indies: an incurable romantic, he had only a
slim understanding of the responsibilities that befell a commander. His eccentricities had raised
many an eyebrow before he even left England and there was considerable opposition to his
appointment, but as the Earl of Leicester’s preferred man he was duly entrusted with the post.
When the merchants came to choose Fenton’s second-in-command they plumped for a solidly
dependable captain named William Hawkins, a relative of his more famous namesake, who had



served in Drake’s voyage to the South Seas. But they continued to harbour doubts about the
whimsical Fenton and set down in great detail their plans for the voyage, including the exact
route that he was to follow. ‘You shall go on your course by the Cape of Good Hope,’ they wrote,
‘not passing the Strait of Magellan either going or returning … you shall not pass to the north-
eastward of the 40 degree of latitude at the most, but shall take your right course to the Isles of
Moluccas.’Such instructions fell on deaf ears for hardly had Fenton set sail than he cooled on the
idea of sailing to the East Indies, a hazardous and tiresome voyage that would profit the
merchants far more than him. As his ship plied its way southwards down the Atlantic, the
‘gentelman’ commander spent the long hours at the helm indulging his dream of a nobler and
more glorious profession. It is unfortunate that the records of the expedition fall silent just at the
point when it slides into farce. The most interesting account of the voyage – the journal
belonging to William Hawkins – was partially destroyed by fire in the last century. But its
disintegrating pages are sufficiently legible to allow for a reconstruction of the tumultuous events
on board the Bear. Fenton, it seems, had long realised that the quickest way to riches was to
plunder and ransack the Portuguese carracks that made their way up and down the African
coastline. But as his ship drifted listlessly in the mid-Atlantic he was struck by an altogether more
fantastic idea. On 25 September 1582, he summoned his lieutenants to a meeting in his cabin
and told them of his plan to seize the island of St Helena ‘and theire to be proclaimed kyng’.They
could scarcely believe their ears. They were only too aware of Fenton’s propensity for
disregarding orders but this was an entirely unforeseen turn of events. Attempting to talk him out
of this lunatic scheme only fuelled his desire and when the practical Hawkins became too
vociferous in his arguments against the plan Fenton promised him 10,000 pounds of silver if he
would change his mind, as well as great riches to ‘all the well willers.’ When news reached the
on-board preacher he was horrified and ‘fell down upon his knees and besought [Hawkins] that
for God’s sake he would not give his consent to this determination’. The crew had a similar
reaction; they had no wish to spend the rest of their lives on the remote Atlantic islet that, two
centuries later, would prove such an effective prison for Napoleon. Several pointed out the
impracticalities of Fenton’s plan, arguing that it would be almost impossible for them to defend
the island against foreign vessels. Without mastery of the sea, King Edward of St Helena would
be deposed before the year was out.Hawkins agreed and, deciding to ‘tell [Fenton] my mind’,
stormed back to the commander’s cabin. Unfortunately the next few lines of his journal are
illegible but he must have eloquently argued his case for Fenton abandoned his mad scheme
with as much haste as it had originally been conceived. Perhaps he realised that without
Hawkins’s help, he would not even have been able to locate the island. His romantic dream in
tatters, Fenton locked himself in his cabin in a mood of black despair. ‘He saide then he would
go back agayne to the islands of Cape de Verde to fetch some wine,’ which, noted Hawkins,
‘was only a desire to pick and steale’.As his ship headed back towards England, Fenton awoke
to the fact that he had done little to endear himself to London’s merchants. He tried to silence
Hawkins by clapping him in irons and threatening to kill him if he breathed a word about the



more ludicrous episodes of the voyage. In the event, Hawkins survived but this final act
completed Fenton’s fall from grace and his name was conspicuously absent from any future
expedition to the East. The detailed plans and orders laid down by the expedition’s financiers
proved to be entirely in vain: the 1582 expedition to the Spice Islands never even left the
Atlantic.The merchants of London now realised that the best way forward was for one of their
own – a sober and hard-nosed businessman – to travel east to investigate the practicalities of
trade. The man they chose to conduct this research was Ralph Fitch, a practically minded
merchant of the Levant Company who left London in 1583 accompanied by four partners. The
journal he compiled while travelling was filled with facts and figures about the ports and cities of
the Indies and although it is not the most exciting of reads, its importance lies in the fact that it
marked England’s entry as a serious player in the spice race.Fitch tells how he set off with four
companions-in-trade – Messrs Newberry, Eldred, Leedes and Story – in the winter of 1583. After
travelling by ship to Tripolis in Syria the small party teamed up with a caravan as far as Aleppo,
then continued to the Euphrates on camel-back. Here they pooled their resources, bought a
boat, and floated downstream to the Persian Gulf. Newberry had travelled this way once before
and returned with stories about huge-breasted ladies with ‘great rings in their noses and about
their legs, arms and necks iron hoops’. Suffering from the stinking heat of midday, he had
watched in amazement as they unblushingly ‘threw their dugs over their shoulders’. Such a
colourful tale would never have found its way into Fitch’s journal; as Newberry eyed up the local
ladies, his colleague was busy noting how their boat was constructed, the exact cost of the
journey, and the weights and measures in use.No sooner had the party of Englishmen arrived in
Hormuz than the town’s Portuguese authorities grew suspicious. Arrested and clapped in jail,
they were eventually shipped to Goa to be dealt with by the Portuguese viceroy. Here, the men
had a stroke of luck. One of the Jesuit fathers in the town was an Oxfordshire man named
Thomas Steven who had arrived in Goa four years previously, earning himself the distinction of
being the first Englishman ever to visit India. Hearing that a group of his compatriots were
incarcerated in the town’s ‘fair stronge prison’, Steven immediately provided sureties for them
and the men were allowed to go free.
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T. Graczewski, “"Tough Nuts". You should be aware of a couple of things before reading
“Nathaniel’s Nutmeg: Or, The True and Incredible Adventures of the Spice Trader Who Changed
the Course of History.” First, despite the title, this book has little to do with Nathaniel Courthope
and his reputed adventures. In fact, Courthope doesn’t even appear in the narrative until page
202 in chapter 7, and then only as a peripheral character. Chapter 10 concentrates on his four-
year ordeal from December 1616 to October 1620 fending off Dutch attempts to physically wrest
control of the tiny but valuable nutmeg-producing island Run from the British. Second,
Courthope’s purported role in changing the course of history is rather circuitous and certainly
debatable. In short, in 1667, the British and Dutch signed the Treaty of Breda, “one of the most
significant documents in history,” according to author Giles Milton, which swapped British claims
upon Run for the future rights to Manhattan. “In exchanging a tiny island in the East Indies for a
much larger one on America’s eastern seaboard, England and Holland had sealed the destiny of
New York.”Perhaps a more accurate title for this book would be “Tough Nuts: The East India
Companies and the Anglo-Dutch Rivalry for Control of the Spice Trade.” It is difficult to
exaggerate the value and influence of the spice trade to Western Europe in the early
seventeenth century. Clove, mace and especially nutmeg are finicky plants. They grow naturally
in only a few places on earth. Four hundred years ago nutmeg was only found on a few tiny
islands between present-day Indonesia and Australia, an archipelago so minuscule that they
don’t appear on large modern maps of the region. The most bountiful natural forest of nutmeg
plants grew on Run, an island just two-miles long and half-a-mile wide. It was once, yard-for-
yard, the most valuable piece of real estate in the world. “Run was the most talked about island
in the world,” according to Miles, “a place of such fabulous wealth that Eldorado’s gilded riches
seemed tawdry by comparison.”Why? Because all sorts of fabulous (and clearly fraudulent)
attributes had been ascribed to the nut, including the ability to ward off the dreaded plague.
“Nutmeg … was the most coveted luxury in seventeenth-century Europe, a spice held to have
such powerful medicinal properties that men would risk their lives to acquire it.” Indeed, in the
early 1600s nutmegs were rarer and more valuable than gold or diamonds. A spirited and
violent contest erupted between the Dutch and the British for access to – and ultimately
unabridged control over – the islands that produced this invaluable commodity.Milton tells the
story of this rivalry almost exclusively from the British perspective. Both nations chartered an
“East India Company” (London in 1600, Amsterdam in 1602) possessing the exclusive right to
trade with the Spice Islands. Each regarded the claims of the other as invalid. Swashbuckling
merchant captains – British and Dutch alike – raided native villages, burned down rival
warehouses, bribed local chieftains, plundered spice-laden cargo ships, and unilaterally claimed
sovereignty over nutmeg-producing islands. It was all quite a messy business, to say the least.
Trade missions to the East Indies were known for their squalor and mortal danger. It was fully
expected that half of the crew would be killed during the expedition, while the other half could



expect to return barely clinging to life. But for many, it was all worth the risk. The riches to be
had in the event of a successful trip were incredible. The markup on nutmeg prices between
Run and London could be over 60,000%. An illiterate sailor could return with a small pouch of
nuts and literally retire on the proceeds.The war for control over the Spice Islands raged for
decades, with the Dutch emerging more-or-less victorious. From their regional headquarters at
Bantam, a port city 50 miles west of modern-day Jakarta, the Dutch East India Company
dominated the major plantations in the region, including the nutmeg-producing Banda Islands,
having ambushed and killed the heroic Nathaniel Courthope to take control of Run in 1620.The
aggressiveness of the Dutch would prove to be, in the end, a little too aggressive. In 1623, on
the clove-producing island of Amboyna, the Dutch commander reacted violently to a rumor
(false, as it turned out) that the small cadre of English traders on the island were plotting to seize
the local stronghold of the Dutch East India Company, Fort Victoria. All eighteen Englishmen on
the island were arrested, tortured and eventually executed, some by having their arms and legs
blown off with gunpowder. Understandably, this caused an uproar in England. “There was only
one possible way for the Dutch to atone for the Amboyna Massacre,” Milton writes, “and that was
to hand back the tiny island of Run.” (It seems to me there were many other ways for the Dutch
to atone for the incident!)The British and Dutch East India Companies eventually learned to “play
nice” with one another. By the end of the seventeenth century, the Spice Islands had lost much
of their value after the British had successfully developed spice farms on Sri Lanka and
Singapore. The wooded island at New York would prove to be a much better long-term
investment than Run.”

stevek, “Surprise - nutmeg is not just another spice!. A fascinating tale, showing how the history
of nutmeg connects East Asia, Europe, North America, and Africa. I had read other books about
the history of spices, including an excellent one by Mark Kurlansky, so I figured that nutmeg
couldn’t be all that special - it’s just another spice, right? I was very wrong - as this book
demonstrates, the nutmeg trade is as important in history as gold, salt, silver, and even land. If
you’re at all interested in world history, you’ll enjoy reading this book.”

S. G. Fortosis, “Milton Tells the Nutmeg Story Well. Milton definitely did his homework and
researched the book very well. It is quite interesting in places and there are even some tense
moments that keep you reading. However, it does get a little redundant here and there as
innumerable ships go back and forth between Europe and these particular "spice islands," in
this case mostly in a mad, violent dash for mastery over an area that yielded primarily nutmeg,
cloves and such. I think we probably raise the bar too high these days, demanding from writers
only the most tense, intriguing, and mystifying history tomes. So I'm probably expecting too
much from Milton by my mild dissatisfaction. For what it is, the book is quite interesting and well
researched.”



M. Dog, “The sweet scent of riches. This book gives an excellent, albeit summary, account of the
incredible spice trade that existed in the 16th and 17th century. At the heart of the conflict were
two major combatants, England and Holland. At stake was the richest trade in the world, the
exotic spices that came from the tiny, primal islands below China and India - the "spiceries" as
they were called.This tiny collection of exotic islands, inhabited by stone-age cultures and lush
forests, became the grand prize of the day, offering nearly unbelievable riches and a horrifying
catalogue of dangers. Nearly all the grand exploration of the time had as its primary goal the
discovery of faster routes to these islands, and countries seemed in a nearly constant state of
war over them.The author does a good job of describing this long-ago world. He also is good at
describing the kind of near hysteria that gripped kings and queens of the day. Literally, the
control of these islands, and the trade routes, could bring a country to global dominance.
Countries and men leapt at the chance to go there, despite the fact that life expectancy for
European's established in these outposts was short (most died very quickly of dysentery or
malaria), and the chances of surviving the ocean voyage in the first place was not
good.Eventually, Holland won the contest. Brutal ruthlessness was the key to success. While no
country proved deficient in these qualities, Holland, through the Dutch East Indian Spice
Company, relentlessly and without a trace of mercy showed the severest hand. They were no
slouches in the slave trade, either.A very engaging account - brief but very well researched. I
recommend it.”

Richard Bloor, “Interesting piece of mostly forgotten history.. The book starts with the
adventurous tales from the age of exploration and the search for new ways to the spice Islands.
It goes onto to tell some of the early history of the East India Company and their confrontation
with the Dutch in the East Indies. It finally details the violent history of the Banda Islands ending
in how claims to Run a tiny islet in Banda over which much blood has been spilt is exchanged for
Manhatten in a peace treaty between the English and Dutch.”

Dr. Peter decalmer, “Anyone who wants to understand the value of spices this is worth exploring
this book. A wonderful book which explores the history of spices and the risks in buying them”

jit, “Fantastic, for history lovers.. Probably the best book I have read for years. Full of historical
facts and information.”

Sphinx, “When documentary history reds like the most passionately interesting novel. Our
generation's leading historian:THE BEGINNING!When documentary history reds like the most
passionately interesting novel, somebody has decoded the way to capture readers' attention!!!”

Paul McGuire, “Very enjoyable read. Love reading history and found this book fascinating in its
detail and the way Milton wove his story to end with Nathaniel becoming an unknown historical
figure”
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