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Chapter 1 

 

Raymond Lully 
1235-1315 A.D., Spain 

 
In an age when Europe was in arms 

against the infidel, when the Fifth Crusade 
had just secured for pilgrims to Jerusalem 
freedom from persecution by the Turks, 
Raymond Lully was born at Palma, on the 
coast of Majorca in the Balearic Islands. 

While he was still a lad he was taken by 
his father Don Rodrigo to fight the Moors. 

Then he went to the Court of Aragon, 
where his handsome features and his char-
ming ways made him a favourite with the 
King. Raymond had leisure to write poems, 
and soon his fame as a poet and songwriter 
spread through Aragon and Castile. 

The King made him Seneschal and 
Majordomo; the men admired him for his 
courage and learning; and the fine voice in 
which he sang his own songs won all hearts. 
He married a cousin named Blanca Picany, 
but after the death of his infant son he left 
his wife in Majorca and spent his whole 
time at the Court.  

But the young hidalgos of Aragon were 
too full of energy to be satisfied with an idle 
existence. One day, celebrating the vic-

tories of the Cid at a banquet, they were wrought up to military enthusiasm and demanded an 
expedition against the Sultan of Granada. Raymond was as eager as any for the adventure, but a 
strange thing befell which changed his purpose.  

Dona Blanca, sad because Raymond seemed to have deserted her, made a secret pilgrimage to 
a convent in Palma to seek for comfort. She told her story to the Mother Superior, who suggested 
that she had more need to pray for her husband’s soul than for his love. About the same time 
Raymond, seeking a tune for a song he had written, found himself putting his words to an old song 

Portrait of Raymond Lully,  

Pius Rösel von Rosenlof 
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he had learned as a boy. The music haunted him and brought back memories of the chanting of the 
monks in the cathedral at Palma. Unable to sleep that night, he sat on his bed trying to think of 
other things to get the song out of his head, when (according to the traditional story) on the wall 
before him he saw appear the figure of Christ on Calvary. After a few moments it faded. Awestruck, 
then trying to persuade himself that he had imagined it, Raymond again tried to sleep, but when he 
opened his eyes the vision had reappeared. This time he answered the appealing eyes and decided 
to reform his life.  

He returned to Majorca, to the great joy of Dona Blanca, and on the way there came to him the 
idea which led to his great crusade. He reached Palma on the Feast of St. Francis and heard a friar 
telling how, not very long before, Francisco Bernadone had sought to conquer the Turks by love 
instead of by the sword. The story caught his imagination: would it not be a fine thing to convert 
the Moors to Christianity instead of slaying them?  

Raymond went to Rome to ask the Pope to establish monasteries where men might learn Arabic 
to preach to the Mohammedans, but he arrived just after the death of the Pope, Honorius IV, when 
no one would listen to him, and he returned to Majorca and began learning Arabic himself. For 
nine years he worked at it, translating Christian books and writing answers to Mohammedan phil-
osophers. Then from the King he obtained money and land for a monastery at Miramar in his native 
Majorca, where others, fired by his ideals, might work in the same way.  

Now that he had fulfilled his first intention, and had studied the religion of Mohammed so that 
he could, he thought, refute it at every point, Raymond decided to carry the war in person into the 
enemy’s camp. He declared that there was little merit in writing books to tell the Moslems about 
Christianity if one was not prepared to preach to them face to face. After lecturing at Naples and 
Genoa, where he pleaded for the teaching of Oriental languages at every Christian university, he 
arranged to sail from Genoa to Tunis.  

At the last moment the fear of torture held him back. Always sensitive to pain, he felt that 
under torture he would deny his Master and do harm instead of good. The boat sailed without him. 
Then a sense of cowardice overcame him, and though the nervous strain brought on a fever, he in-
sisted on going on the next boat.  

In Tunis he sent a challenge to the chief Mohammedans to meet him at a conference, and his 
reputation was so great that the challenge was accepted. But so convincing were his replies to all 
their arguments that the Mohammedans were afraid, and some took counsel to kill him.  

For two years, however, Raymond lived in Tunis, teaching by night. Then one day someone 
shouted “Unbeliever!” as he passed in the market-place, and the crowd took up the cry and threw 
stones at him. 

The Caliph’s Guard intervened, and Raymond was able to reach his lodging; but that night, 
instead of inquirers, soldiers came and took him to prison. They tried (first by the sufferings of prison 
life and then by luxury and respect in the house of one of the chiefs) to tempt this powerful speaker 
to accept the faith of Islam, and his continued refusal brought a sentence of death.  

One night the Caliph, seeking to save him, sent guards to put him on board an Italian ship, 
warning him never to return, but the warning was unheeded. A few hours after his Italian and 
Spanish friends on the ship had rejoiced to see him in safety Raymond Lully wrote a note for them 
and slipped back to the harbour. He continued his work in secret, but at last decided that he needed 
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help, and returned home to visit 
his college at Miramar. He was 
disappointed to find no one suffi-
ciently trained to be ready to 
accompany him, so he travelled 
round Europe giving lectures 
and arousing enthusiasm for his 
peaceful campaign. The whole 
world, he believed, could be won 
by love. “He that loves not lives 
not” was the burden of his mes-
sage. Love for his few converts 
and the many unconverted in 
Africa drew him back there very 
soon.  

He was discovered and im-
prisoned, and a second time he 
was deported and forbidden to 
return; but this time a young 
Moor accompanied him. Toge-
ther they went to Miramar, and 
Raymond was delighted to find 
that two of the students had 
gone out to work among the 
Moors of Granada. Satisfied that 
his crusade would be carried on, 
the Apostle of Africa went back 
into the lion’s den, and with him 
went the Moor.  

They worked together quiet-
ly until one day Raymond went out feeling that the martyrdom he had often expected was near at 
hand. In the market-place he cried out to the people to listen to his good news. The crowd, 
astonished at his boldness, grew angry and he was stoned and left on the seashore, whence he was 
rescued by a sea-captain, but died on board ship on the Feast of St. Peter and St. Paul.  

“Love bids you ever love—in buying and selling, in weeping and laughing, in speech and in 
silence, in gain and in loss, in whatsoever you do,” he had written in one of his books, and truly in 
living and dying he had loved.

Monastery of Miramar, restored in 1872 
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Chapter 2 

 

Thomas á Kempis 
1380-1471 A.D., Holland 

 
He taught the world as no other had taught to imitate Christ. From the cloister in Holland, 

where he was content to dwell obscure and remain unknown throughout his life of more than 90 
years, stole forth his book Of the Imitation of Christ to be a guide to men. 

It stands alone, the text book of the good life for wise and simple, ignorant and learned, rich 
and poor, Catholic and Protestant. Innumerable readers have found peace and consolation in the 
acceptance of its teaching. Urged by the love of his fellow-men, this recluse stretched out the hands 
of his pure spirit to lead them to follow in the footsteps he had trodden on the path of renunciation.  

Renunciation in many forms is the text of his preaching. On those who knew him in the mon-
astery near Zwolle where he wrote his 
thoughts, he left no deeper impres-
sion than that of a “little fresh-
complexioned man,” gentle in man-
ner, with a certain aloofness, happiest 
when sitting quiet with a book, and 
ever ready to draw into solitude in 
accordance with his own precept, 
“Avoid the acquaintance of men.” 
Never desire, he says elsewhere, to be 
singularly commended or beloved, for 
that appertaineth only unto God.  

If one had asked further about 
him from the Brothers, among whom 
he never rose higher than to be sub-
prior, they could have told little more 
of him than that he had spent nearly 
all his life in the Augustinian convent 
of Agnetenberg near Zwolle. There 
he went when he was 19; there took 
the vows when he was 26; was or-
dained priest when he was 33; and 
died at 91 as peacefully as he had 
lived.  Thomas á Kempis, source unknown 
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Seventy years he dwelt in the convent, living an inner life of his own, and writing down his 
thoughts, all unconscious that there were millions yet unborn who would take them to their hearts. 
In his humility he might well have believed that all he thought and felt in the inner life he led was 
less important than his continuous monastic task of copying manuscripts. He wrote out the Bible 
and many devotional books. His one concession to his own creative mind was that of writing out 
again at least one copy of the Imitation. That copy has been preserved in the Royal Library at 
Brussels and is one of the world’s rarest possessions.  

But if it pleased him to write out more than once the little book that has become so great a one, 
it was without any thought of earthly fame. Does he not say in it: “Desire to be unknown and to be 
little esteemed;” and again, “Be not careful for the shadow of a great name or for the familiar friend-
ship of many or for the particular and separate affection of men. For these things both distract the 
heart and greatly darken it.”  

His work was so successfully anonymous that the question of authorship of the Imitation, in 
common with some other of the world’s greatest literature, has been continually disputed. It has 
been attributed by some French writers to Charlier de Gerson, Chancellor of the Church of Paris in 
1392; Italian critics have claimed it for a Giovanni Gerson, abbot of Vercelli. There is but small 

Thomas á Kempis on Mount Agnes, unknown artist 
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substance in these claims. The tradi-
tional view, and we believe the right 
one, is that the author of the Imitation 
was Thomas Hamerken, known from 
his birthplace at Kempen near Dussel-
dorf as á Kempis. He was born of good 
peasant stock, and entered the school 
that Gerard Groot had founded at 
Deventer in Holland. It went by the 
name of the Brothers of the Common 
Life and was governed by Florentius 
Radewyn, whose influence decided 
the vocation of his young pupil.  

So much we know, added to that 
already he told, and no more. It is his 
book that tells us all we need know of 
him. It bespeaks the greatness of a 
soul, not too great for communion 
with the humblest of mankind. Next 
to the Bible it has been a greater 
source of consolation to Christians 
than any other book. It comes nearer 
than any other to the spirit of the 
teaching of Christ. If at times it seems 
too conventual for daily life in the 
world it remains appropriate to “every 
day’s most quiet need.”  

There have been many, even the 
young, who have learned from its 
pages that the idle pains and sorrows 

of young lives may have come from fixing the heart on its own pleasures, and who have learned 
therein for the first time the possibility of looking at their lives as an insignificant part of a divinely 
guided whole. Not a page in the Imitation but offers us the wisdom of the heart, offers it in words 
that are like those of a guide and friend with whom we quietly confer.  

All the great counsellors speak again in him. We may find the Vanity of vanities, all is vanity, 
of the Preacher. We read once more the unending lesson that those whom God loveth He chaste-
neth, for Thomas á Kempis tells us that, when we have thoroughly read and searched all, this must 
be the final conclusion: “that through much tribulation we must enter into the kingdom of God.” 
Here is the warning that “He is not truly patient who is willing to suffer only so much as he thinks 
good and from whom he pleases;” and here the appeal: “Whatever comes upon thee endure it for 
the glory of Jesus Christ, for after winter followeth summer, after night the day returneth, and after 
a tempest a great calm.”  

Monument to Thomas á Kempis,  

Bergklooster Cemetery, Zwolle, Overijssel, Netherlands 

Translation of inscription: “Here lived Thomas van Kempden in the 

service of the Lord and wrote in the imitation of Christ” 
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So spoke Thomas á Kempis, who lived in a dark world of doubt and violence and corruption 
and withdrew from it into the light of his own soul. And there, from that divinely bright seclusion, 
speaking with a still small voice, he sent forth a message to light the way of man’s pilgrimage on 
Earth. He gave peace and happiness; he found them himself, having the lesson taught in the words 
of St. Augustine: Unquiet is our heart within us, O Lord, till it rests in Thee.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Vasco de Balboa 
1475-1517 A.D., Spain 

 
He was born in Estremadura in Spain. 

The Turks had been less than a quarter of 
a century in Constantinople, but in that 
time the cloistered scholars of the old 
capital had fled across Europe, carrying 
their knowledge and their precious docu-
ments with them to all the outer world. 
When Vasco Nuñez de Balboa first 
opened his eyes Columbus was nearly thir-
ty, and no one knew of America. Not until 
he was 12 did a navigator sail round the 
Cape of Good Hope to find the seaway to 
India. 

The Spaniards were still fighting the 
Moors. They had been fighting them for 
eight centuries. Granada, the last of the 
invaders’ strongholds in Spanish territory, 
was still in Moorish hands. It fell to the 
Spanish soldiers in 1402, and not till then 
could Columbus find support for his voy-
age of discovery. He sailed out into the 
unknown that year, and after crossing the 
dreaded Atlantic reached the islands 
which he called the West Indies. For he 
sailed out to the West to find the East, and 
he thought he had found the western 
shores of India. His later voyages revealed 
the mainland, and he heard whispers of a 
great ocean which he could not find. His last disastrous voyage was in quest of it, but Balboa was 
the man destined to make the grand discovery. 

Every wealthy grandee kept great state and maintained a sort of military court, much as our old 
feudal barons did. Balboa was descended from one of the fine old Spanish families; but war had 

Vasco Núñez de Balboa, courtesy of Diario Mistral 
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made his home poor, so he fought under the banners of other men. When the chance came to 
transfer his energies from fighting the Moors to fighting the heathen he crossed the sea with swelling 
heart, resolved to make a name and a fortune with the best of them. Roderigo Bastides of Seville 
was his leader, and Balboa in his company made notable voyages of discovery to the American main-
land. Bastides, on sailing back from the mainland to Haiti (which Columbus had named Hispaniola, 
or Little Spain), fell into the clutches of the ruffian Bobadila, who clapped him into goal. This left 
Balboa impoverished, so that he was glad for the time being to convert his sword into a ploughshare 
and take to farming.  

A certain touch of splendour remained always undimmed in the broken man’s heart, and he 
thought much more of what he might attempt than of the things Fate bade him do. He sank into 
debt, and if he did not lose hope he certainly lost credit. There he was, mired up on his profitless 
farm, increasing the debts which in his careless earlier days he had made. But he had a noble 
imagination and a splendid, chivalrous resolution, and it was these qualities that sent him out to 
meet his destiny. Some of the most extraordinary characters who ever lived were at this time pouring 
out of Spain to seek their fortunes in the supposed India, this America which Columbus thought to 
be the Earthly Paradise of the ancients, and among them was Martin Fernandez Encisco, a Spanish 
lawyer. 

After long delay Encisco fitted out his ship and got his crew of adventurers together. Balboa 
sought to go, but he was in debt, and the Spanish usurers would not hear of his departure. The ship 
was well provisioned, and among the things on board were certain casks of foodstuffs brought down 
from Balboa’s farm and laboriously rolled on to the ship. When the vessel was well out to sea one 

Vasco Núñez de Balboa “carried on shipboard,” illustration from Vasco Nuñez de Balboa by Frederick Ober, 1906 
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of the casks seemed to come to life, and out stepped, to the amazement of all aboard, the runaway 
debtor, Balboa! Though none too pleased to see him, Encisco kept him alive and fed him; and it 
was well for him that he did. For disaster followed the expedition he had set his heart upon; they 
struck an unknown rock, the treasure and stores of the ship were lost, and all Encisco’s wealth disap-
peared before his eyes. They landed at San Sebastian, and found it a howling wilderness, infested 
with angry Indians, and yielding only a starvation diet of roots and an occasional wild pig or two. 
Then out spoke Balboa, when death was staring them all in the face: 

 
Several years ago (he said), when I sailed with Bastides, we explored the whole gulf of 
Uraba, and I well remember an Indian village, situated on the western bank of a river which 
the Indians call the Darien. The country round is fertile and abundant, and is said to possess 
gold; and the natives, though a war-like race, never make use of poisoned weapons. I can 
guide you to the place where we may get a supply of provisions and even found our colony. 
 
Encisco thankfully acted on his advice. They set out for the land of promise, took possession, 

and founded a town they called Darien. They had barely settled down when Encisco proved so ty-
rannical that the expedition deposed him. He was tried and condemned, and sent back to Spain, 
while Balboa was made head of the colony. A born governor, his first care was to extend his boun-
daries and get in touch with the Indians to secure food. He was induced to plan an attack on the 
powerful tribe. 

Careta, the chief, received him hospitably, but declared that he could not furnish food, so in the 
middle of the night Balboa surrounded the village and made prisoners of Careta’s wife and children. 

“What have I done,” said the despairing chief, “that you should treat me thus cruelly? Did I not 
set meat and drink before you and welcome you as a brother? Set me free, therefore, with my family 
and my people, and we will remain your friends. We will supply you with provisions, and reveal to 
you the riches of the land. 

“Do you doubt my faith?” asked Careta. Then he went on. “Behold my daughter! I give her to 
thee as a pledge of friendship. Take her for your wife, and be assured of the fidelity of her family and 
her people.” 

Balboa had gained his end. Treachery was foreign to him; he had been driven to this stratagem 
only to get food to keep his people alive. 

Balboa now entered into friendly relations with a neighbouring tribe, one of the sons of whose 
chief presented him with four hundred ounces of gold, over which the Spaniards quarrelled. The 
young savage was grieved at the dispute.  

 
Why should they quarrel for such a trifle? (he said to Balboa). If this gold is indeed so pre-
cious in your eyes that for it you abandon your homes, invade the peaceful lands of others, 
and expose yourselves to such sufferings and perils, I will tell you of a region where you may 
gratify your wishes to the utmost. Behold those lofty mountains (he went on, pointing to 
the South), beyond these lies a mighty sea. All the streams which flow down the southern 
side of those mountains into that sea abound in gold. Gold, in fact, is as plentiful and com-
mon among those people of the South as iron is among you Spaniards.  
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The mention of this mysterious sea impressed Balboa even more than the story of gold. He sent 
home a great store of gold as a present to the king, with a tale of the unknown sea and the treasures 
associated with it, and asked for a thousand men to win a way through.  

While he was awaiting a reply Balboa met with many adventures and underwent terrible pri-
vations. Once his life was saved by a beautiful Indian girl, who warned him of a conspiracy against 
him by a number of Indians whom some of his followers had ill-used.  

Worst of all, tidings came to him from Spain that Encisco had reached the Court and told such 
a tale against him that he was to be deposed and punished. Balboa therefore decided to find his 
ocean and so have a great prize to lay in the lap of the king when his time for sentence should come. 
Needing a thousand men, he set out with 190 to find the Pacific, to cross a continent in its most 
pestilent part, and to win an empire.  

It was a terrible journey, through barren lands, swamps, and tropical, fever-haunted jungle, 
through hostile country where savages barred the way. By the time the foot of the last mountain 
height was reached only 67 of his 190 followers were able to put forth the final effort. The leader 
was the sustaining spirit and inspiration of the party. 

At daybreak on September 26, 1513, the weary, wayworn adventurers struggled up the 
mountainside, and saw before them a bare peak out-topping all. Balboa bade his men remain where 
they were; then, with a palpitating heart, he walked alone up the crowning height. He looked down 
and saw before him rolling forests and green savannahs far outspread; and there, in the distance, 
rolled the great Pacific Ocean! Balboa sank upon his knees and poured out thanks to God; then he 
summoned his men and showed them the new ocean. It was the sublimest moment of Balboa’s life,  

 

when with eagle eyes  
He stared at the Pacific—and all his men  
Looked at each other with a wild surmise,  
Silent upon a peak in Darien.  

 

With extreme solemnity he took possession of the sea, its islands and surrounding lands, in the 
names of his sovereigns. A lawyer who was of the company wrote down the declaration, and the 67 
starving men with him all signed it. They cut down a tree and fashioned it as a cross, and set it up 
with a cairn of stones, and cut the names of the king and queen upon the trees near by. Then a 
party was sent to find a way to the coast, and one, Alonzo Martin, finding two empty canoes on the 
shore, entered one of them and proclaimed himself the first Christian to float upon this new South 
Sea, as indeed he was. Balboa, on reaching the shore, came to a bay and named it St. Michael’s Bay, 
after the saint whose anniversary it was. Then, with his country’s flag unfaded, with his shield on 
his shoulder and his drawn sword in his hand, he plunged into the sea, and in tones of thunder 
challenged the whole world in arms to wrest the ocean from his master.  

Meanwhile the dreaded sentence of the Court fell before the tidings of Balboa could reach 
Spain. Pedrarias Davila was appointed to succeed as Governor of Darien, and he arrived even while 
the second message of Balboa, telling of the finding of the Pacific Ocean, was speeding eastward to 
Madrid. 

The explorer sent to the king with his despatch a huge gift of gold and pearls, and the greedy 
heart of the king was touched. He sent forth new letters, appointing Balboa Admiral of the new 
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South Sea and investing him with powers 
making him the equal of Davila.  

When Davila, with a monstrous train 
of grandees, arrived in quest of the man 
who had wrought this wonder and se-
cured such wealth and dominion, he 
found him wearing a dress of common 
cotton and hempen sandals, quietly in-
structing Indians in the art of thatching 
the hut in which he lived, with nothing 
to eat but roots and fruits and maize and 
native bread. Such were the conditions in 
which the discoverer of the Pacific Ocean 
lived.  

Davila, as false as he was cruel, gained 
from the open-hearted Balboa all the 
details of his expedition, the route, the 
riches, and made him prisoner. It was 
then that the new decree of the king ar-
rived, and the upshot of many schemes 
was that Davila offered Balboa his daugh-
ter in marriage. She was in Spain, and was 
sent for. Before she could arrive Balboa 
planned to navigate the Pacific. By in-
credible labour he cut down trees and 
built his little ships, and away he went, 
the first white man who ever sailed that 
boundless sea.  

But new troubles came. A treacherous follower stirred up Davila’s anger against Balboa, who 
was lured back across the isthmus, and there, at a mock trial, was sentenced to death on the charge 
of making himself ruler of new domains and throwing off his allegiance to the king of Spain. It was 
a frightful miscarriage of justice, but Balboa was sent to the scaffold and beheaded on the public 
square of Acla.  

So passed, in his forty-second year, in the full splendour of his intellectual and physical vigour, 
this strange, tragic, and heroic soul who set out, hidden in a barrel, to one of the grandest discoveries 
in the history of the world, and had proved himself the possessor of brilliant qualities as an explorer, 
a statesman, and an administrator. 

Monument to Vasco Núñez de Balboa, Panama City, Panama 
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Chapter 4 

 

Ferdinand de Soto 
1496-1542 A.D., Spain 

 

Few men have been flung as deep as he in the trough or cast as high on the crest of Fortune’s 
wave. His was a life sketched in bold strokes across wide seas and strange continents. Travelling 
prodigiously, adventuring fearlessly, he achieved a tremendous success, and disappointment as 
great; yet neither the one nor the other gained mastery over him or deflected his destiny.  

He whose fabulous riches were to be the talk of all Spain began life in poverty in the Province 
of Estramadura. So hardup was his family that it seemed doubtful if Fernando could be given the 

education that his birth and ability war-
ranted. Then Pedrarias Davila, a well-
to-do, public-spirited friend, came for-
ward and offered the boy a scholarship 
so that he was able to finish his studies.  

When, later on, Davila was fitting 
out an expedition to Darien, De Soto 
was eager to join him; he wanted to 
find out for himself what this brave 
New World was like. It was a difficult 
test: tedious months in a sailing vessel, 
followed by the trying climate and un-
couth way of life of an unsettled region, 
show up a man’s character as nothing 
else can. But Fernando came through 
with flying colours; Davila found him 
able, independent, and fearless, and 
congratulated himself that the money 
he had spent on this young man’s edu-
cation had been by no means wasted.  

Fernando, we may well believe, was 
at some pains to win Davila’s good 
opinion, for he had long loved his 
daughter, but had little hope of being 
able to aspire to her hand. All he knew 
was that the world was wide and 

Engraving of Hernando De Soto, illustration from  

The life, travels and adventures of Ferdinand De Soto 

 by Lambert A. Wilmer, 1858  
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wonderful, and ever expanding.  
Each adventure he went on might prove to be the one that would wipe out his poverty and 

enable him to speak to his benefactor as to an equal. Therefore he did not despair.  
The sixteenth century had turned its first quarter when talk was bandied about concerning a 

strait between the two oceans through Central America. From what De Soto had learned of the 
coastline on his voyage to Darien he thought it quite likely that such a strait might exist. He set off 
to find it. That would be a gift to the world that would equal Davila’s riches. He explored 
Guatemala, Yucatan, and Nicaragua, seeking that hyphen of water that reason required between 
the two seas; but, alas for the dauntless explorer, it did not exist. Centuries had yet to pass and 
much to be learned of engineering and hygiene before man could create that missing passage, the 
Panama Canal.  

Disappointed, De Soto returned to Spain with a great deal of information about Central 
America but without the fame he had hoped for, and as penniless as before.  

There was trouble, he heard then, in Peru. Pizarro was in need of aid. Perhaps this was his 
chance? So, armed with his whole worldly estate, his sword and his target, he set sail for the fifth 
time across the Atlantic, this time in charge of 300 men.  

Fortune befriended him. Peru was a land of fabulous wealth, and De Soto served her well: de-
fending, exploring, giving wise counsel. In less than five years he was a man of substance, able to 
turn his face homeward with a hundred thousand ducats in his box. At last, as he said, he could 
maintain the Lady Davila “in all the state that the house of a nobleman requireth;” he sued for her 
hand as a gentleman should. After their years of waiting, the faithful lovers had their reward. They 
were wed with the pomp and ceremony that suited their station, and with joy in their hearts.  

But their happiness was not to last long.  
The eye of envy had fallen on De Soto’s fortune, and that eye belonged to the Emperor Charles 

the Fifth. So, when His Imperial Highness proposed that his loyal subject should make him a round, 
fat “loan,” and accept the Presidency of Florida in return, there was nothing for De Soto to do but 
accept. Charles’s idea seems to have been that Peru and Florida were all more or less the same thing, 
and De Soto had only to go there to gather precious jewels and nuggets of gold by the handful.  

The news of the explorer’s success in Peru had spread far and wide, and gained size in their 
travels; in Spain De Soto’s name had become one to conjure with. Moreover, adventure was in the 
air; no one knew what might not lie in that fabulous land to the West, and men’s imaginations ran 
high. The best of our Castles in Spain are hovels compared with the structures they built.  

When it was known that the new President of Florida was going out to the New World men 
hastened to sell all they had in order to join him. In late autumn, fifty years before the Armada, 600 
eager souls, their minds filled with fantastic imaginings, sailed with President De Soto; and with 
every third man went his horse.  

They were more than five winter months at sea. That in itself was enough to damp their ardour; 
and the coast of Florida, when at last they reached it, offered little to cheer them.  

They looked about for the fabled wealth of the New World, but finding none decided to push 
on toward the West, lured by a rumour of great riches farther on.  

No one knows the exact route they followed, but it was probably up the Savannah River to what 
is now Georgia, on through Alabama and into Mississippi. Here, while they were in winter quarters, 
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they suffered a savage attack by the natives in which nine of their men lost their lives and a whole 
drove of pigs and a hundred horses were driven off. This was the type of disaster to which they were 
constantly subject. In addition, disease ravaged their numbers. But however many died of fever or 
fell under the tomahawk, De Soto passed always unscathed, so that the legend sprang up among his 
enemies, fostered no doubt by his men for their own greater safety, that he was immortal. A white 
god, the Red Indians thought him.  

It was in May of 1541, 24 months after their landing, that this band of explorers found their way 
barred by a vast width of river—the Father of Waters, the Red Indians called it; for the first time 
white men looked on the Mississippi River.  

But these gallant Spaniards who had crossed an ocean in search of adventure were not to be 
stopped by a river. They felled trees and made barges to take them across. This kept them a month. 
Then, going aboard, they took count of the party. Of the 600 souls who had set out from Spain 
there were now but 250. Hardship and massacre had taken the rest.  

On the other side, in what is now Arkansas, they endured a winter of extraordinary severity. Ice 
and snow were everywhere, but no silver or gold.  

Then they came to the Arkansas Hot Springs, and took what comfort they could from the 
thought that this might prove to be the fabled Fountain of Youth.  

At length, after travelling thousands of miles and enduring unbelievable hardships, they were 
forced to conclude that this country was not endowed with wealth like Peru. So they turned back.  

No longer buoyed up by hope, De Soto’s “immortality” left him; he fell ill and died. Fearing that 
the Redskins would lead an attack if they learned that this god was gone, De Soto’s men stealthily 
wrapped his body in his long Spanish cloak, weighted it with sand, and, under cover of darkness, let 
it slide silently into the waters of the great river he had found. Without a murmur the black tide 
swept over its burden, and his men suddenly felt that a virtue had gone out of their world.  

Panic seized them. They had only one thought, to give up exploring and hasten back to 

Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto, William Henry Powell 
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civilisation. They could not return by the route they had come, for hostile tribes blocked the way. 
There was one thing to do—to trust themselves to the river, though they had but the vaguest idea 
where it went.  

Stopping only long enough to build themselves seven small boats, they abandoned all surplus 
baggage and set off down stream. For three weeks they floated, coming at last to the sea on the 
Mexican coast, as travel-worn, battle-scarred, mosquito-bitten, and fever-ridden a crew as had ever 
been seen. Here the party broke up, and each man made his way, as best he could, home.  

De Soto’s death, and the deaths of hundreds who were in his service, were part of the sacrifice 
a new continent demands of those who force it to yield up its secrets. De Soto’s task was unique in 
history. The knowledge of this must have strengthened his undaunted courage, his power to lead 
others through every hardship, danger, and misery, and enabled him to hew a straight line of ad-
vance where lesser men would undoubtedly have swerved.  

There is a strangely moving fitness about his mortal being mingling with the waters of the river 
he discovered. It is as if an Unseen Hand had put His signature to the mighty drama of the explorer’s 
life.

Burial of DeSoto, courtesy of Architect of the Capitol  
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Chapter 5 

 

Andreas Vesalius 
1514-1564 A.D., Belgium 

 
He is among the greatest bene-

factors  of the human family, foun-
der of the science of anatomy, one 
of the most neglected men to whom 
honour is overdue. He died prac-
tically a martyr for having taught 
the world to understand the mys-
teries of the human frame.  

Born in Brussels, he was liber-
ally educated in his native country, 
and from boyhood he studied ana-
tomy with passionate zeal. Pursuing 
his studies in Paris with a view to a 
medical career, he was able, by the 
time he was twenty, to teach his 
own professor, who lectured simply 
on the dissections his wonderful 
pupil had made.  

European medicine and surgery 
were still in the Dark Ages. Galen 
still ruled the professional mind 
from the grave that had closed over 
him 1300 years before. It was her-
esy, flagrant and dangerous to chal-
lenge his conclusions; it was dan-
gerous and criminal to dissect the 
human body, no matter how rev-
erent the purpose.  

Doubly handicapped by these prohibitions the Belgian genius went at 22 to Italy, where greater 
freedom and less peril to the inquirer were assured. There he flung himself unchecked into his study, 
and, while reverencing the great name of Galen, was compelled to show by discovery after discovery 
that the old master was hopelessly wrong. Andreas Vesalius was, indeed, the Copernicus of the 

Portrait of a Man Dressed in Black (Andreas Vesalius), Jan Van Calcar 
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human body.  
For seven years he studied and taught in Italy, holding professorships simultaneously at the 

Universities of Padua, Bologna, and Pisa, teaching a new and true anatomy. The human body was 
an unwrapped world of mystery till he explored and revealed to the world the secret of its structure 
and the functions of its bones, muscles, and nerves. All the world went to Italy for medical teaching 
during the next two centuries, and it was Vesalius who founded the magnificent schools of surgical 
knowledge which made the country incomparable at that time in service to humanity.  

He taught his generation to see and prove for itself, to discard legend and tradition sanctified 
by centuries of acceptance. Anatomy really came to life for the first time in the hands of Vesalius. 
At 25 he had begun a collection of illustrative objects such as no anatomist before had dreamed of.  

But he was suspect, a heretic of science, and the best part of his life was wasted in answering 
baseless charges made against his practice and opinions. At last they were able to pounce on him. 
He made a post-mortem examination of the body of a young nobleman, and during his investigation 
his knife touched the dead man’s heart. The relatives rushed out to declare that Vesalius had killed 
him!  

Lithograph of Andreas Vesalius by A. Mouilleron 
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Denounced to the Inquisition he would have been burned at the stake had not the king inter-
vened to save his life, and as an alternative to the stake he was ordered to make a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem.  

On the return his ship was wrecked off the island of Zante. He struggled ashore, dying, so poor 
that he had not money enough to leave to bury his body against the ravages of wild beasts. It was a 
benevolent goldsmith who paid for his grave. 

 

Statue of Andreas Vesalius, 

Natural History Museum, Vienna, Austria 
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Chapter 6 

 

William the S ilent 
1533-1584 A.D., Holland 

 
Two men of a hunting party found themselves riding side by side one day in the Forest of 

Vincennes. The older man was King Henry of France, the younger Prince William of Orange. 
France and Spain had been at war; William as servant of King Philip of Spain, who ruled over the 
Netherlands as well, was in France to settle the terms of peace.  

As they rode the king became jovial and expansive. He said that he desired peace as greatly as 
Spain desired it, as greatly as the 
Netherlands desired it, and for a 
holy purpose. He told the young 
man at his side the nature of his 
holy purpose. Like the King of 
Spain he was determined to stamp 
out the Protestants from his realms. 
A plot was afoot. Very shortly he 
would make such a bonfire of these 
“accursed vermin” as would warm 
the heart of Mother Church for all 
ages, and strike such universal ter-
ror into the soul of heresy that it 
would perish from the Earth. He 
desired to sheath the sword that he 
might grind to powder the hosts of 
Protestantism. 

Knowing the young man at his 
side to be a Catholic he spoke 
frankly and openly. So delighted 
was his imagination in his evil pur-
pose that he did not observe indig-
nation on his companion’s face nor 
the strange silence of that young 
man, henceforth to be known in 
history as William the Silent. 

He was a handsome, dignified Portrait of William of Orange, Michiel Jansz. van Mierevelt 
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figure. Possessed of great wealth, he lived with all the riotous glory of a royal prince in a land of mer-
chants overflowing with prosperity. He was disposed, says Motley, for an easy, joyous, luxurious, 
princely life. His palace was like a king’s. 

The great historian says of him that never did an arrogant or indiscreet word fall from his lips. 
“He had a gentle and agreeable tongue. He was beloved and honoured by the whole community.” 
And he adds that he “had the good breeding which comes from the heart, refined into an inex-
pressible charm from his constant intercourse, almost from his cradle, with mankind of all ranks.” 

Such was the man destined to save Europe from tyranny, a man of everlasting glory and im-
mortal honour, the man destined to stand alone and forsaken against the furious hate and world-
wide power of one of the greatest monsters that ever lived. 

When he got back from France, he resumed his princely life, but watched and waited for events 
to shape themselves. It was not long before Philip showed his hand. Orders were issued for the 
execution of heretics. William, who had no taste for murder, though at that time he remained a 
Catholic, warned his Protestant friends to escape. When the atrocities increased in violence he pro-
tested openly against the Government. In common with the noblemen, he withdrew from all share 
in State business and addressed a letter of rebuke to Philip in Spain. For a time, there was peace. 
Then the spirit of evil entered into Philip, and he sent the Inquisition, and later the Duke of Alva 
with a great army, into the Netherlands; and from that moment, it was as if all the powers of dark-
ness had descended upon the Earth. 

The scenes of outrage, the frantic persecutions, says Motley, in his Rise of the Dutch Republic, 
were fast becoming too horrible to be looked upon by Catholic or Calvinist. The prisons swarmed 
with victims, the streets were thronged with processions to the stake. At last, thanks to William of 
Orange, the land rebelled. 

Then came the terrible Duke of Alva to crush the nation which had dared to question the right 
of Spain to rack, strangle, and burn human bodies for the welfare of immortal souls. “I have tamed 
people of iron,” said the duke; “shall I not easily crush these men of butter?” 

He began by arresting the leaders of the revolution. Then he set up a secret tribunal known as 
the Council of Blood. 

The whole country, says Motley, became a charnel-house. “The death-bell tolled hourly in every 
village; not a family but was called to mourn for its dearest relatives, while the survivors stalked list-
lessly about, the ghosts of their former selves, among the wrecks of their former homes.” The spirit 
of the nation seemed to be broken. 

But one man was stirring—no man of butter, but a man of steel—the noble Orange. Cited to 
appear before the Council of Blood he contemptuously replied that he did not recognise its rights; 
and then proceeded to lift up the broken spirit of the Hollanders. Courage came back to them. 
Cities determined to stand firm. A wave of hope passed over the beaten fields of the Netherlands. 
It was the first movement of almost the smallest nation in the world to withstand the tyrant of 
Europe.  

Then followed a thing unparalleled in the history of the world. Philip of Spain issued a sentence 
of death against all the inhabitants of the Netherlands! The Duke of Alva announced that his Most 
Catholic Majesty would rather the whole land became an annihilated wilderness than that a single 
Protestant should exist within its territory. The entire nation was to be crushed out of existence. 
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Orange, still a Catholic, rose 
up against this monstrous sen-
tence of death pronounced by 
one man against a whole nation. 
He sold almost all he possessed, 
raised an army, and took the 
field against the duke. 

His brothers joined him. As 
for the other Protestant nations 
of Europe, they hung back; they 
did nothing to help this cham-
pion of liberty, but for whom 
they would assuredly have per-
ished under Philips heel of 
blood. Orange alone confronted 
the military pomp of Spain and 
the spiritual power of Rome 
with only a few angry burghers 
at his back. 

From the moment he took 
the field his life was to be one of 
suffering and grief.  

His brothers were defeated 
and slain, the people for whom 
he had drawn the sword, refused 
to rise, his mercenary troops de-
serted, and a price was set upon 
his head by Philip of Spain 
which drew around him a net-
work of spies and assassins.  

He gained victories, brilliant 
victories, and at times the cour-

age of the burghers rose almost to a fighting enthusiasm, but at the first shadow of defeat those who 
had promised to be faithful crept to their shops and whispered together of making peace with Spain. 
He was deserted. 

And now a great change took place in his heart. Hitherto he had been a Catholic. But a Catholic 
without enthusiasm, taking his religion as he took the fashions or the cookery of the day—as things 
merely to be accepted, not bothered about. But now, solitary, and compassed about by the powers 
of darkness, this man turned his thoughts to God, and sought for strength and guidance. The light 
came. He abandoned the Roman Church and became a Protestant. From that hour he stood for the 
holiest thing in the affairs of men—freedom of conscience. 

There were Protestants ready and eager to persecute Papists. Some of the tortures and excesses 

Philip II of Spain berating William the Silent Prince of Orange, 

 Cornelis Kruseman 
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of Protestants were as terrible as those of the Papists. But William the Silent stood for Liberty. He 
said all men must be free to worship God as they would. He taught them to let the Papist do what 
he chose, so long as he did not interfere with the liberty of other men. And gradually there spread 
from his pure soul into the awful darkness that was then over the whole of Europe the knowledge 
that Error dies when Truth is free. 

The Netherlands began to trust him. He was accepted as their head, and gathered a new army 
to fight against Spain. The unequal conflict raged for years, and did not end with his death.  

William’s one hope was to make an ally of France. Led to trust in France he marched his army 
to the frontier, where he looked to effect a juncture with French troops. But scarcely had he arrived 
when news reached him of an event which has ever since earned the universal execration of men. 
The French king had gathered a vast body of Protestants into Paris for a conference. A royal wed-
ding was to take place. All around was an atmosphere of happiness, confidence, and joy. 

On the Eve of St. Bartholomew, when the hopes of an understanding were strong in the hearts 
of the Protestants, the king gave the signal for a massacre of these heretics. Thousands were slain. 
Soldiers rushed into houses, butchering men, women, and children, and then plunged into the 
streets to slay any Protestant they encountered. The Queen of England put on mourning weeds, but 
did nothing to help. It is said that one hundred thousand Huguenots were massacred that terrible 
day.  

William retired to Holland. The tide of victory swept the Spaniards forward. They sacked cities 
in the Netherlands with all the malignant fury of evil spirits. Women and children were put to the 
sword. Men were tortured and burned at the stake. Shops, houses, banks, markets, and halls were 
first plundered of their wealth and then given to the flames. The whole country was strewn with the 
ashes of the world’s most beautiful and prosperous cities. It looked as if the Low Countries were to 
be burned off the face of the Earth. 

The proud city of Antwerp stood firm against the baseness of Spain. The burghers were deter-
mined to die rather than open the gates to the enemy. But the city was entered, and the streets ran 
with blood. Eight thousand people were murdered. The plundering soldiers blew in the doors of pri-
vate houses with gunpowder; hanged, tortured, and mutilated their victims till the air rang screams 
of terror. Such a sight had never been seen before: it was known as the Spanish Fury, a name which 
exists to this day to express the utmost of barbarity, cruelty, and evil passion. 

But the spirit of the Hollanders refused to be intimidated. Led by William, they fortified their 
little cities, armed their women and children, and determined to cut their dykes and admit the 
threatening sea to overwhelm their fatherland rather than fall into the hands of Spain. The cities 
of the Netherlands, perceiving that it was useless to hope for any justice or look for any honesty 
from Philip, afraid of the Spanish soldiers, and unable to prosecute their trade, at last realised the 
justice of everything William had ever said to them, and renewed the conflict. Philip in his royal 
palace became furious. The vermin refused to be stamped out! He gave orders for new methods and 
fresh diplomacy. From that moment he sheathed the sword and possessed himself of the assassin’s 
dagger. But William resisted every overture for peace which did not grant absolute liberty for the 
conscience in religious matters. This was the one thing Philip would not grant. Anything else, but 
not that. He was pledged to God that no Protestant school should live in his realm. Let the Dutch 
become humble and obedient Catholics, let them renounce wicked Protestantism, and he was ready, 
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like a tender father, to forgive them all their sins in the past. 
To destroy their brave leader became the whole object of Spain’s policy. Spain was the greatest 

power in the world; the little country of Holland had defied it. The strength of the defiance was the 
courage, valour, and nobility of one man. 

Spain could do nothing till he was out of her path. She declared him an outlaw. Criminals were 
tempted to murder him. The sum of 25,000 crowns in gold was put on his head. His murderer was 
to be rewarded by a dukedom; and the edict pro-
mised that if he had committed “any crime, how-
ever heinous,” he would be pardoned. 

William’s answer to this document is too long 
to quote, but we give the final passage addressed 
to his countrymen: 

 
What reward can I hope (he wrote) after 
my long services, and the almost total 
wreck of my earthly fortunes, if not the 
prize of having acquired, perhaps at the 
expense of my life, your liberty? If, then, 
my masters, you judge that my absence or 
my death can serve you, behold me ready 
to obey. Command me—send me to the 
ends of the Earth—I will obey. Here is my 
head, over which no prince, no monarch, 
has power but yourselves. Dispose of it for 
your good, for the preservation of your 
republic, but if you judge that the mod-
erate amount of experience and industry 
which is in me, if you judge that the re-
mainder of my property and of my life can 
yet be a service to you, I dedicate them 
afresh to you and to the country.  
 
In the same year the United Provinces pub-

licly renounced their allegiance to Spain, de-
clared themselves absolutely independent, and, 
after the most pressing persuasion, succeeded in 
getting William of Orange to take the countship 
of their threatened country. Such was the Dutch 
answer to the ban of Philip. William became the 
Father of his People, adored from end to end of 
the Netherlands.  

Not long afterwards a youth presented a 
Monument to William of Orange, 

The Square, The Hague, Netherlands 
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petition to William, and, as the prince was reading it, fired a pistol at his head. The bullet entered 
his neck. Falling to the ground William exclaimed, “Do not kill him; I forgive him my death.” Hap-
pily, he recovered, and was able to work and fight for his country a little longer; he was able to 
consolidate the union of the States, and influence them with a common patriotism. The whole 
country recognised in the prince a man from God, one raised up for the salvation of a stricken 
people. His popularity has never been equalled; his power became absolute.  

But ten years after, as he was passing one night from dinner to his study, a Catholic fanatic 
stepped out from a dark arch on the stairs and fired three poisoned bullets into his body, one of 
which pierced his heart.  

He fell, exclaiming, “Oh, my God, have mercy upon my soul! Oh, my God, have mercy upon 
this poor people!”  

The great work of William the Silent was done. All the power of Spain, all the power of Rome, 
could not quench the torch that William had kindled at the flame of Liberty. Helped at last by a 
too tardy England, the resolution and courage of little Holland succeeded in breaking the proud 
armaments of Spain, and the conscience of Europe was free. 
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Chapter 7 

 

S ir Richard Grenville 
1541-1591 A.D., England 

 
He was born of an ancient Cornish family and a cousin of Sir Walter Raleigh, and was, like him 

and other figures of that marvellous age, distinguished by vigour of mind as well as power of arm, 
and by a love of his country that amounted almost to a religion. Indeed country and religion were 

one to him, for the preservation of 
England against Spain meant the sal-
vation of the Protestant faith at a time 
when Spain sought to reimpose 
Roman Catholicism upon us.  

After fighting against the Turks in 
Hungary as a youth, and serving at 
home as a member of Parliament and 
as a military engineer, fortifying Dover 
and other parts of the coast, Grenville 
was sent out by Raleigh to found our 
first colony in Virginia. On the way 
home his ship was attacked by a great 
Spanish war vessel, but the English-
man mastered his would-be captor. 
Having no boat in which to board his 
prize he built a rude raft of chests, and 
on this made his way, the raft falling to 
pieces just as the side of the Spanish 
vessel was reached. 

In 1591, when the Spanish trea-
sure galleons were expected to sail 
from South America for Europe, a 
little English fleet, consisting of only 
six fighting ships, was sent out to 
waylay it. Raleigh had intended to 
share the venture, but was unable to 
do so; so a gallant sailor, Lord Thomas 
Howard, commanded, with Grenville 
as vice-admiral, sailing in the Revenge, Sir Richard Grenville, anonymous painter 



SIR RICHARD GRENVILLE 

27 

Drake’s favourite ship, the ship in which he had helped to defeat the Armada three years before.  
Although the Armada had been defeated, Spain had built a new fleet of bigger and more power-

ful ships, and when the time came for her treasure ships to sail, she sent out a fleet to bring them 
home. A swift English pinnace kept them in sight for three days, then, convinced of the Spaniards’ 
intention, sped away to the Azores, where Howard and Grenville lay waiting for the foe. Our ships 
had now been six months at sea. Their hulls were foul, they were short of water and ballast, and, 
worse still, half the men were dead or sick of scurvy and fever. When news of the coming of the new 
armada arrived, sick men were ashore, and there was only just time to get all aboard and set sail 
before the enemy hove in sight. Against our six ships the enemy ships numbered 53, of which 15 
were great battleships, swarming with soldiers in addition to the crews. 

Howard could but flee, bidding Grenville follow with all speed. But Grenville had ninety men 
sick ashore, and he would not leave them. He had them all brought aboard and laid on the ballast 
down below. There was still time for him to escape, but valour was the better part of discretion to 
this fiery patriot. Although he had only a hundred men to work and fight the ship, he declared to 
them that he would rather die than dishonour himself, his country, and the Queen’s ship; he would, 
he said, fight his way through the Spanish fleet as he had done before! 

His sailors roared a hurrah, and the Revenge was headed straight for the foe. But the unforeseen 
happened. The great San Phillip, towering above the Revenge, took the breath from her sails, so 
that she lay, becalmed and helpless. The San Philip, three times the size of the Revenge, and carry-
ing tier upon tier of guns, grappled her. Four other great ships drew up and enclosed her, and the 
thunder of artillery broke from them all. 

The battle opened at three o’clock in the afternoon, and lasted 15 hours, such a sea battle as 
was never fought before nor since. But the Spaniards, with their thousands of soldiers and seamen 
against our poor hundred, found they had caught a veritable fury, and soon the mighty San Philip 
was so damaged by the Revenge that she had to haul out of the fight, and another ship took her 
place. All the ships that could bring their guns to bear poured shot into the Revenge, and again and 
again the Spaniards sought to board her. 

The Englishmen, animated by the cry of Grenville to “Fight on! Fight on!” beat the foe down 
with their pikes, fought them back to their ships, or hurled them headlong into the sea. Ship after 
ship of the Spaniards drew back with her dead, defeated; but ship after ship came up fresh to battle 
with the wearied but unflagging English few. Spanish ships were sunk, Spanish sailors and soldiers 
were slain in heaps by the terrible fire of Grenville’s men. 

The Sun went down and the stars came out, but still the battle had no abatement. Near mid-
night Grenville was wounded, and the surgeon who was attending him was slain at his side. Twice 
more Grenville was shot, but he still cried, “Fight on!” 

Throughout the night the dreadful conflict raged, and when dawn broke over the summer sea 
the Spanish fleet lay in a ring with broken sides; but the Revenge was in a more terrible plight. 

Sails and masts and upper works were gone; her deck was practically level with the sea, and she 
moved only as the waves stirred her. All her powder and shot were exhausted, her weapons broken 
and bent. She had received 800 Spanish cannon balls, and there was six feet of water in the hold 
where Grenville had laid his ninety fever-stricken comrades at the beginning of the fight. But his 
spirit was still unquenched. Unable to walk, he called to him a man of courage like his own, the 
master gunner, and bade him sink the ship, so that they might “fall into the hands of God, not into 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

28 

the hands of Spain.” The gunner answered “Aye, aye,” and prepared to do his leader’s bidding. 
There remained only twenty men alive in the Revenge, and they were all wounded. They pleaded 
with Grenville. 

 

We have children, we have wives, 
And the Lord hath spared our lives, 
We will make the Spaniards promise, if we yield, to let us go; 
We shall live to fight again and to strike another blow. 

 

Grenville would not consent, so some of the crew went aboard a Spanish ship and made peace 
for the rest. 

The Spaniards were nothing loth to agree to terms. They had had a thousand men killed in the 
battle, many of their ships were shattered, and they wished to see and to save this marvellous 
Englishman who had dared so much, and whose unparalleled courage moved them to chivalrous 
sympathy. So they went aboard the Revenge, to find him dying and so incapable of realizing their 
fears that he would, after all, still blow up the ship with them and himself on it. 

Gently they bore him out of the ship. He swooned as they carried him to their flagship. They 
laid him down by the mast, “And they praised him to his face with their courtly foreign grace.” But 
his last fight was fought, his last brave words were spoken, and he died where they had placed him. 
They stood looking upon him with wonder and awe, for never in the history of the world had a man 
made such an effort against such odds, one little ship against 53! 

After the dead and dying had been removed from the Revenge a fierce tempest arose, and, with 
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nearly a score of the ships with which she had fought, she “went down by the island crags, to be lost 
evermore in the main.” 

It is Sir Walter Raleigh to whom posterity owes its story of Grenville and the Revenge, for in a 
priceless chapter of prose he embalmed the memory of his cousin and the culminating triumph of 
his life. Very beautifully he pictures the obsequies of the little ship, the sinking of the wrecked 
Spanish ships with her: “So it pleased them to honour the burial of that renowned ship the Revenge, 
not suffering her to perish alone, for the great honour she achieved in her lifetime.”  

The effect of that battle was more profound and terrifying to Spain, historians tell us, than the 
defeat of her Armada. If one little English ship could wreak such havoc on 53 Spanish ships, they 
said, what naval power in the world could survive the fury of 53 such ships? Flores in the Azores 
was to England what Thermopylae was to ancient Sparta, when Leonidas and his immortal three 
hundred held at bay the army of an empire till the three hundred were all slain. As every Spartan 
felt that he shared the glory of that immortal day, so every Englishman felt that by the incomparable 
valour of Sir Richard Grenville his own stature was heightened and his reputation ennobled.  

The event has passed into history and has given us a literature. It was a glorious folly, an 
avoidable tragedy, but Raleigh made of it a prose epic, and Tennyson, turning the grand narrative 
into poetry, made of it the greatest battle-song in our language. His poem has been set to music, 
and the hero lives enshrined in the admiration of his nation for ever.
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Chapter 8 

 

Cervantes 
1547-1616 A.D., Spain 

 
He wrote Don Quixote, one of the 

few books that will never die. 
It is the story of the Knight of the 

Rueful countenance, whose head has 
been turned by reading stupid old books 
of false romance and chivalry, not the 
true chivalry of the heroic knight but 
the nonsense that foolish writers of the 
Middle Ages mistook for it.   

Don Quixote read these stories until 
his kindly heart was on fire and his weak 
brain whirling; and, long after the last of 
the old knights had laid his lance to rest 
and passed peacefully to the tomb, he 
found a suit of ancient armour and set 
out on a raw-boned steed, with a coun-
try clod as squire, to seek knightly ad-
ventures in a world which knew not 
knights. The story of his adventures, his 
tilting at the windmills he mistook for 
giants, his thrashing of, and getting 
thrashed by, the indignant citizens he 
mistook for cruel warriors, is one of the 
world’s most mirthful books.  

This merry book was written by a man whose life was as full of grief as a man could bear. He 
lived at the same time as Shakespeare. He took part in the Spanish armada. He, the man the English 
love better than any other foreign writer, was in the ranks of our enemies, travelling about Spain 
getting money and corn and oil for the ships which lie to this day at the bottom of our British seas.  

We all know his name, or the name by which he is made immortal. He was christened as Miguel 
de Cervantes Saavedra; but to all the world he is plain Cervantes.  

There seemed small chance of greatness for Cervantes. He was a member of a good old Spanish 
family, but his father and mother were poor, living on a farm, where Cervantes and his brother 
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passed the days of their youth. There is no doubt Cervantes was sent to a university, probably under 
a scheme which made it possible for the sons of poor people to go. There is no doubt he was fond of 
reading as a boy, for we know he would pick up torn pieces of newspaper to gratify his thirst for 
knowledge. But it is not till Cervantes is 20 that he becomes really a living figure to us; up to then 
we cannot clearly trace him. Nobody dreamed he was to be famous, and he passed on his way 
unnoticed. But at 23 he was helping in the making of a glorious chapter of history. In 1570 Spain 
joined forces with the Pope and Venice to fight the Turks. The brave heart of Cervantes leaped at 
the thought of war with such a foe, and he joined the army. The rival forces met at sea, off the little 
town of Lepanto, a place famous in history, lying on the north side of the Gulf of Corinth. Here 
took place, on October 7, 1571, one of the greatest naval battles that were ever fought, and 
Cervantes was in it. Here he met face to face the Turkish enemies of Christendom. 

The great day found him ill with fever, and he was told he would not be able to fight. “I would 
rather die fighting for God and the king,” he cried, “than think of my own safety!”  

There was no withstanding his courage and zeal, and he was allowed to have his way. As a 
reward for his valiant spirit, though only a private soldier, he was put in the post of honour, on the 
side of the galley which was likely to see most fighting. There was terrible fighting here, and 
Cervantes fought like a lion, performing wonders, and feeling that every blow he struck dashed the 
fetters from some poor 
slave chained in the 
Turkish galleys before 
him. He was badly woun-
ded but fought on brave-
ly, though one gunshot 
shattered his left hand 
and arm and two others 
struck him in the chest. 
Here are his own brave 
words:  

 
“I held my sword in 
one hand; from the 
other flowed waves 
of blood. My bosom 
was struck with a 
deep wound, my 
left hand broken 
and crushed; but 
such was the sover-
eign joy that filled 
my soul that I was 
unconscious of my 
wounds... I lost the 
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use and movement of the left for the glory of the right.”  
 
He did not strike in vain. The seapower of the Turks was crushed that day. Eighty of their ships 

were sunk, nearly a hundred were abandoned or destroyed, while nearly a hundred more fell to the 
victors. Best of all, after the battle the chains were dashed from the limbs of the 12,000 galley-slaves 
whose lot it had been to row the Turks to their defeat.  

The fighting died down, and poor Cervantes, maimed for life, turned homeward, sad at heart. 
His brilliant services were not forgotten, and his commander gave him a fine letter of recommend-
ation to the Spanish King, asking that the valiant soldier might be made a captain. Another noble 
gave him a similar letter and, thus equipped, Cervantes set out for Spain, taking with him his brother 
Rodrigo, who had been with him in the battle but of whom we hear little up to this point. And now 
a strange thing happened.  

The little galley by which Cervantes sailed homeward was captured by Algerian pirates. The 
man who had fought so gallantly to free the galley-slaves of the Turks became a galley-slave himself. 
Fortunately his captors found the letters Cervantes carried in his pocket to the King Spain and, 
supposing him from these to be a man of great importance, they gave him special treatment, in the 
hope of getting ransom from his friends.  

Though he was indeed a slave Cervantes was only chained, and not set to labour. He was even 
allowed to go about in Algiers. He became the moving spirit of the captive colony. Nothing could 
destroy his gallantry and daring. Out of his tiny capital he fed the hungry; out of his boundless store 
of courage he protected the weak and cheered the faltering, sustaining them in their faith in God 
and buoying up their hope of freedom. But he was not a peaceful prisoner: he was always planning 
to escape. He had not been there long before he tried to escape with a number of other captives. 
The attempt failed, and Cervantes boldly led his companions back and confessed to the pirates that 
the fault was his. He was much ill-used for this, but remained undaunted.   

Meanwhile another captive from his ship had been ransomed and sent home, and through him 
the story of the slavery Cervantes and his brother was made known to his friends. The poor folk 
scraped together every farthing they could get and sent it to Algiers for ransom; but the pirate who 
owned Cervantes laughed at so small a sum for such a man. He had great idea of the value of 
Cervantes. He saw what a man of spirit he was, and was wont to say that if he had his Spaniard in 
safe keeping he would reckon as secure his Christians, his ships, and his city.  

It was in vain that the father and mother of Cervantes sold all their little property and beggared 
themselves, in vain that his unmarried sisters gave up their wedding dowries: the total was not nearly 
enough to buy the freedom of the two brothers.  

So, with a generosity that does not surprise us of him, Cervantes offered the money for the re-
lease of his brother, and Rodrigo was set free. That was like Cervantes.  

Although this seemed like chaining himself forever, Cervantes did not rest. He planned a num-
ber of other escapes and failed, but he was not discouraged.  

Once he managed to get a message to his brother telling him to fetch the captives home. At last 
a ship was secured and sent to Algiers. Meanwhile Cervantes had hidden himself with 15 others in 
a cave by the seashore. There they lay for months, though all Algiers was searching for the missing 
men.  
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At last the our of deliverance drew near, but at the last moment a sentry saw the approaching 
vessel and raised the alarm. The ship turned and rowed away, and Cervantes was a prisoner once 
more.   

Nothing could terrify this bold-hearted man; though he twice had the noose round his neck and 
was threatened with torture, he lived unharmed.  

His chains were strengthened, but his master thought that such a man must really be worth a 
fortune in ransom, and his greed kept the prisoner alive. Cervantes wrote to the King of Spain, 
showing how, at a single blow, he could capture Algiers, which was quite unprepared for defence, 
and save the lives of 25,000 men, women, and children in slavery there. But such things did not 
appeal to the Court of Spain.  

Then Cervantes wrote to the Governor of Oran, a Spanish colony, saying that if the Governor 
would lead a force against Algiers he would raise a force within the city and make the capture cer-
tain. Here, again, a fearful mischance befell Cervantes, for the messenger who carried this letter was 
captured and the letter was read by the master of Cervantes. 

No wonder he thought his captive the only man he had to fear, but his hope of ransom saved 
the prisoner’s life. Once more Cervantes was detected in a plot to escape by ship, and for this he 
was kept heavily chained in prison for five months. 

At last the great deliverance came. His proud old father, already beggared, appealed to the chief 
magistrate at Madrid and told in the public court the whole story of his son’s captivity. The Court 
was moved, and eventually a sum of money was raised as a ransom. It was not enough, however, 
being only 300 gold ducats, whereas the pirate demanded 500. Now, it happened that the pirate 
was on his way to Constantinople, and when the messenger arrived to ransom him, Cervantes was 
actually in the galley which was to take him with his master to the capital of the hated Turk.  

When the messenger found that the ransom was too small his heart was so touched by the noble 
aspect of the gallant prisoner that he went to the merchants in the port and begged and borrowed 
until he made up the sum demanded. The 500 ducats were paid, and Cervantes, after five years of 
slavery, was once more free. He returned to Spain, and was so glad to see his native land that as he 
stepped on shore he fell on his face and kissed the earth.  

He hoped that his fortune would now be made; that his sufferings and heroism would be 
remembered, and that he would be adequately rewarded. Most of all, he hoped that on hearing his 
story King Philip would fly to stamp out this foul nest of pirates and release the 25,000 suffering 
captives there. But there was no fortune for Cervantes; there was no expedition to Algiers. 
Cervantes was free, but he was doomed to live in poverty.  

He wrote books and plays without success; he married a lady with a tiny dowry, he gained a poor 
appointment under the Government, his work being to collect taxes and stores to provision the 
ships the Invincible Armada which Philip was then preparing against England. Having married one 
English queen and been refused by a second, the King now sought to overwhelm our island kingdom. 
The Armada was vanquished, and Philip’s ships were sent to the bottom of the sea; but Cervantes 
continued in his post, a poor tax-gatherer. But he became so discontented that he sought a situation 
in Spain’s West Indian colonies, as Robert Burns was to do long afterwards.  

Happily, both these great men applied in vain for the post that would have taken them from 
their real work in the world. In the days of his poverty Cervantes was thrown into prison, and it was 
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there he wrote the first part of his immortal romance of Don Quixote.  
So that perhaps it was good for the world that Cervantes remained poor. Had he been rich we 

should not have had his immortal book, and the world would have lost the joy which has gladdened 
its heart for 300 years.  

The name of Cervantes is one of the glories of Spain; the memory of the king who ignored him 
remains as a reproach and a warning to rulers. Philip sowed the seeds of a nation’s ruin, but the poor 
captive, with his heart of gold and his mind sunny fancies, made Spain and all humanity richer by 
his work. In spite of his misfortunes he went through life with a smile: hero, humorist, philosopher, 
and friend and all the world loves the book he left behind him. Nobody cares a penny for Philip, but 
the memory of Cervantes is one of the precious possessions of mankind.

Statues of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza 

(Monument to Miguel de Cervantes), Madrid, Spain 
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Chapter 9 

 

William Brewster 
1560-1644 A.D., Holland 

 
He led the Pilgrim Fathers, founders of that great Republic of the West which has been in so 

many ways the wonder of the Earth. 
No one in England seemed, in his youth and early manhood, less likely than he to venture across 

the broad ocean to live in the wilderness among wild beasts and wilder men, for Brewster appeared 
destined to be a courtier. A scholar of Cambridge, he passed the first 37 years of his life under Queen 
Elizabeth, whom no Protestant had cause to fear. He was assistant to her Secretary, and William 
Davison, his chief, was the instrument of the Privy Council in getting Elizabeth to sign the execution 
warrant of Mary Queen of Scots. Brewster was behind the scenes of that frightful drama when 
Davison was set to write to Mary’s gaolers suggesting that, to avoid scandal and danger, they should 
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have her privately put away.   
Brewster had travelled on diplomatic missions with William Davison, had had some share in 

treaty-making with the Netherlands, had been growing in favour and influence, and seemed likely 
to reach eminence in statecraft and personal service under the Crown. With the fall of the hapless 
secretary he, too, might have been involved, but he quitted the Court with the reputation of being 
the most discreet and faithful of all the fallen official’s associates, the man in whom he most trusted.  

He retired to the country, and while the Spanish Armada was preparing and sailing to its doom 
he was quietly sheltering religion in and about his native Scrooby. While with Davison, he had 
become intimately acquainted with Sir Edwin Sandys, future Governor of Virginia, and had formed 
views which eventually led him to associate himself with the first Nonconformist body in the coun-
try.  

But in the meantime, this diplomat whose Court career had been cut short found another source 
of income under the Government. With all his skill, with his Latin and Greek scholarship and know-
ledge of the secret ways of nations, they gave him a postmastership at Scrooby. In this capacity he 
had to provide for the delivery of letters, to see that horses were ready for travellers, and that 
travellers themselves were entertained when they broke their journey at this Nottinghamshire 
village.  

His salary was one and eightpence a day, but he gained promotion in his office with an extra 
fourpence. He had come to his office through the fall of one statesman; he lived where a greater 
one had sheltered, for Wolsey in his ruin had found sanctuary for a while in Scrooby manor house, 
which Brewster occupied as master of the posts.  

All went well in Elizabeth’s days, and Brewster, this man of high social and intellectual status, 
saw to his letters, his horses, and his wayfarers, and joyfully helped and entertained the humble 
followers of the creed to which he had attached himself. With the advent of James, however, his 
sky darkened, and his life was imperilled owing to his religious views.  

Men were being burned at the stake for their faith even in James’s reign, and torture to make 
men confess and the punishment of pressing to death to make them plead were still in vogue. Before 
the bolt could fall on them, Brewster and a number of the friends of his faith decided to creep away 
to Holland, but the captain of the ship by which they were to have sailed from Boston basely 
betrayed them, and Brewster was flung into prison, haled before an assize judge, and bound over 
like a felon.  

But in 1608 the little company escaped from Hull to Amsterdam, and Brewster, reduced to pov-
erty, made a living by teaching English to the students of many nationalities who attended the 
University at Leyden. He followed this by turning publisher and printing a number of religious books 
that were forbidden in England. In 1619, urged by the English ambassador, the Leyden authorities 
swooped down on his press, imprisoned Brewster again, and destroyed all his type and machinery. 
He succeeded in escaping from gaol, and, aided by his friend Sandys, secured a grant of land from 
the colony Sir Walter Raleigh had founded— the colony of Virginia.  

The Puritans were not the only sect persecuted in that England which knew no toleration. The 
Anglicans fled to the Continent; the Roman Catholics fled or hid in priest-holes in old houses. But 
the Puritans tore themselves up by the roots and went into the wilderness for an ideal; they sacrificed 
home, comfort, riches, and the land they loved as fervently as their persecutors loved it.  
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With Brewster as the animating spirit, two little ships were prepared, but one turned back; and 
so it was that the Mayflower, a barque of 180 tons, with 41 emigrants and their families, set sail in 
1620 for freedom bought at great price. The last place they touched here was Plymouth; the first 
place they touched in America they named after it: New Plymouth.  

There has been no more heroic venture. The Pilgrim Fathers were poor men; the thousands 
who followed them had often great substance. Brewster’s little company had to face winter and fam-
ine in new and terrifying conditions, to build log homes in a strange land, to cultivate crops for their 
daily needs, to clothe themselves as best they could, and at night to wonder, as they said, where a 
mouthful of food was to come from in the morning.  

Brewster was about 60 when he landed in the New World, with the wreck of three careers be-
hind him. His was the bravest heart in all the little colony. He had to earn his bread by manual toil; 
as their chosen elder he had to give the community social laws; he had to give them spiritual comfort 
as their pastor. His third function caused him some uneasiness, for he felt it a serious fact that he 
had not been ordained a minister, and it seemed unlawful to him that he should preach without 
authority. Yet there was no other minister with them, and the old courtier from Elizabeth’s Court 
was for the first nine years the preacher and teacher of this colony of New Plymouth.  

They had their own pastor sent out in 1629 and others followed at intervals, but the Puritans 
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were as peculiar and difficult as they were brave and good; and only self-sacrificing William Brewster 
satisfied them. They appointed their own magistrates, but it was to him that they turned for guid-
ance in difficulty and dispute. He toiled on the land like the veriest serf, but he would leave his 
spade and fork to conduct his services. The opening years were a troubled time, but this rare old 
man was the lion of them all, never despondent, never at a loss, always seeing the best and labouring 
blithely to bring it about.  

So the years went on, matters improving little by little, the wilderness being won piecemeal to 
cultivation, the houses made a little warmer in winter, a little more weatherproof in storm and tem-
pest. All the colonists remained poor, for they sought neither gold nor silver, nor wealth from the 
furs of slain animals; the return the land made them for incessant toil was all they asked.  

Brewster had the solace, not only of his faith but of scholarship, for among his only possessions, 
his three hundred books, were forty or fifty masterpieces, classical authors dear to his learned heart. 
He left those at his death to the colony, and they were needed, for so poor were they that when 
Harvard University was founded, a few years before his death, the students had no money for fees, 
but paid their way with cows, sheep, gifts of Indian corn, potatoes, sugar and salt, wool and sacking, 
and joints of beef, pork, and bacon. Not for three-quarters of a century had the University money 
enough to buy a knife and fork for the table.  

Plain living and high thinking formed the character of the tiny colony of which Brewster was 
the heart and the mainspring. That liberty of conscience for which the Pilgrims had crossed the 

Pilgrim Monument, Provincetown, Massachusetts 



WILLIAM BREWSTER 

39 

Atlantic they did not accord to those who thought one hairs breadth differently from themselves, 
and this it was that led to new sorrows; but that is another story, and its issue could not possibly 
have been foreseen by Brewster and his friends.  

Here was the beginning of one of the most astounding adventures in the history of mankind, 
and William Brewster was one of its prime movers, a noble figure, like one transported through time 
and space from the era and region of legend. He lived and toiled rejoicing, and went to his New 
England grave full of years and modest honours while the Civil War was raging in his native land. 
His colony of New Plymouth was well established, and on the highway leading to nationhood. 

With him we pass through three epochs: the glorious days of Shakespeare’s England; the narrow-
ing superstitions of the England James misruled and doomed to civil war; and those days across the 
wide sea where a handful of devoted men faced the perils and privations of a land unknown to 
create a civilisation round a little tabernacle set up in the wilderness.  

Brave hearts, devoted minds, and lofty spirits they had, these men of the New England overseas, 
and the noblest of all, the all-in-all, was William Brewster of Scrooby manor house and the enchant-
ing Court of Queen Elizabeth.



 

40 

 
 

Chapter 10 

 

Lope de Vega 
1562-1635 A.D., Spain 

 
He was founder of the Spanish 

drama, standing incomparable for pro-
lific genius. He wrote more plays than 
all our Elizabethan dramatists put to-
gether; more than twenty million lines 
are said to have flowed from his un-
wearying pen. 

Soldier, priest, and officer of the 
Inquisition, he created over 1800 full-
length dramas, with four hundred 
lesser works, and an immense number 
of poems, epics, pastorals, sonnets, 
satires, essays, and stories. Before he 
could write he dictated poems; at 
school he was unmatched for ready 
learning, for music, for dancing, for 
swordsmanship; and at 12 he had 
produced a play in which the best 
actors in Spain delighted to appear.  

Proud blood flowed in his veins, 
and with it the spirit of adventure. As 
a schoolboy he ran away to conquer 
the world, but, being caught and car-
ried home, he fought against Portugal 
at 20, was exiled to Valencia, and he 
makes it appear that he escaped from 
gaol to join the Invincible Armada; 

Cervantes helped to provision those ships and Lope de Vega to fight them.  
He served as a private soldier on the San Juan, and in the course of the battle up the Channel, 

his brother, a lieutenant, died in his arms. Never were his genius and concentration more signally 
displayed than on that doomed expedition. In the intervals between battles, storms, and flight he 
immersed himself in work and wrote an epic of 11,000 verses in continuation of the Orlando Furioso 
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of Ariosto.  
Returning to Madrid, he lapsed into the wild life common to the age in his own land and in 

ours; but he repented, showered all his wealth on good deeds, and died a poor ascetic, whose cell 
was red with blood from his self-inflicted scourgings. Almost to the end his pen was active, for hund-
reds of his dramas were written while he was a priest. 

 If we think of his productivity, he is unique in the whole history of art. He would evolve and 
complete a play in a day; five of his comedies were done and a sixth sketched in a fortnight. Like 
Shakespeare, he wrote for the theatre and not for the reader, and he did not bother to print. The 
first effort he did think worthy of publication has a special interest for us, for it was called forth by 
the death of Drake. It is his Dragontea, an epic in ten cantos on the last cruise of our national hero, 
who to the Spaniard is a Babylonian Dragon, a son of Satan, whose acts had for thirty years ter-
rorised Spain.  

He typifies his nation at the height of its grandeur and power and he left it a drama second only 
to Shakespeare’s. At his death all the Latin countries mourned. The ceremonies attending his fun-
eral, in which the whole populace took part, extended over nine days, and two hundred authors 
wrote elegies lamenting his passing. 
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Chapter 11 

 

Hugo Grotius 
1583-1645 A.D., Holland 

 
He was an extraordinarily 

brilliant boy. As Shakespeare 
was born into an age of great 
literature in England, so 
Grotius was born into an age 
rich with learning in Holland. 

Leyden University, to 
which he went as a boy, was 
the foremost seat of learning 
in Europe. The Dutch people, 
living in their hollow land 
embanked against the sea and 
armed against foreign foes, 
became one of the wonder 
nations of the human family. 
They were magnificent sail-
ors, and fighters; they pro-
duced the greatest scholars, 
the greatest lawyers, the best 
historians, the most accomp-
lished doctors, the most skil-
ful artists of the day. They 
had the finest cattle in the 
world; they were the foremost 
agriculturists; they led the 
world’s commerce. They 
taught us scientific farming, 
handicrafts, and the conduct 
of commercial enterprise all over the world.  

Our population was doubled by the adoption of Dutch methods of creating new food supplies 
for ourselves and the cattle in our fields.  

And there was greatness in the soul of the people as well as in their works. It began to stir early 
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in Grotius, for as a boy he was able to accompany a diplomatic mission to France, and not merely 
to dazzle the King by his learning but to meet, on terms of friendly equality, the great scholars at 
the French Court. He returned home, this boy of 16, with a gold chain from the King and the degree 
of doctor of laws from the University of Orleans.  

He became a lawyer at The Hague, but did not love his work, which, he said, was an ungracious 
business and of little honour compared with philosophy. But he was a student and creator as well as 
a lawyer. His knowledge was gigantic; he read pretty well everything worth reading, both ancient 
and modern, poets, philosophers, lawyers. He wrote on science and religion and on law—not the 
law by which a pettifogging solicitor can get the better of an honest man, but the law of the world, 
especially the law which, as he thought, should govern the sea. The Dutch were trading to the East 
Indies, and Portugal sought to prevent their doing so. “But (asked Grotius) can any nation have the 
right to prevent other nations selling to one another or communicating with one another? It never 
owned or discovered what already belonged to someone else?”  

It was the freedom of the seas he was discussing. Grotius, whose life was one great whirl of intel-
lectual and religious activity, poured forth a host of literary masterpieces. He rose to eminence in 
Holland; he came to England 
on an embassy, and the mind 
leaps at the thought of the 
meetings he had with Bacon 
and other great men. But we 
must hasten to a tragic chap-
ter in his life, a tragedy bright-
ened by the love and wit of a 
woman into one of the great 
tales of history.  

The Reformation brought 
wars all over Europe, and left 
conflicting schools of thought. 
Grotius, by his religious con-
victions as an Arminian, came 
into conflict with the wretch-
ed Prince Maurice of Orange, 
who wished to be king, and 
took advantage of the oppor-
tunity to make the quarrel 
political. The prince seized a 
friend of Grotius, a true pat-
riot named Barneveldt, and 
had him executed. He would 
have executed Grotius too, 
but the reputation of this man 
was too great in Europe to Allegory of Hugo Grotius and the Peace of Westphalia, Gerard ter Borch 
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make such a crime possible, and so the blameless philosopher was merely sentenced to imprisonment 
for life. It was in 1619 that Grotius was imprisoned in the castle of Louvestein, near Gorkum. Grotius 
was happily married to a splendid woman, Marie de Reigersberg, and she begged to be allowed to 
share his prison. The devoted couple passed their time with great bravery of spirit, and as Marie was 
permitted to go to and from the gaol she was able to bring him books and clothes. He occupied his 
days by writing on Christianity, breathing a fine spirit of tolerance.  

Then a great idea seized the daring mind of his wife. She worked out a plan for the escape of 
Grotius. The books she brought in singly used to be collected and sent back together in a trunk, 
with his linen, which was washed at Gorkum. Month after month this went on, and as the trunk 
went to and fro it was examined by the guards. After many examinations they became a little less 
rigid in their search, and sometimes the trunk would slip in or out unexamined. The keen woman, 
noticing this, informed her captive husband, and they began a series of experiments. Marie packed 
her husband into the trunk.  

The whole box was only just over three feet long, and none too high, but Grotius, though sturdy, 
was short and managed to curl up. Marie bored holes in the trunk to give him air; and to see if he 
could survive confinement she locked him in for as long as it would take to convey the trunk to 
Gorkum. This she repeated several times, until the philosopher could bear the confinement; and 
then they waited.  

At length the governor was about to leave for a holiday. Marie hastened to him, told him that 
her husband was ill and quite unfit for study, and begged that she might send away all his books in 
the trunk, to remove temptation from him. The governor gave permission for a trunkful of books to 
go out. Packing him up, the faithful wife then called in two soldiers to carry the trunk away. One of 
them, struck by the weight, said jocularly, “There must be an Arminian inside.” “In truth, there are 
some Arminian books,” replied Marie unflinchingly, meaning that there were many books of Armin-
ian theology in the head of the prisoner.  

The soldier wished to open the box, but Marie’s cool courage enabled her to play her part to the 
end. The chest was lowered to a boat and conveyed to Gorkum, where a faithful servant met it and 
carried it to the house of a friend. There the philosopher donned the dress of a mason, and drove 
fast and far to safety.  

After a time, his prison guards went to look for him; but Marie would at first say nothing. She 
carefully calculated the time necessary to enable her husband to get clear away from Gorkum, and 
then boldly admitted what had happened. There was a furious outcry, and she was told that she 
must serve the life sentence of her husband; but softer counsels prevailed, and after a while the 
heroic Marie was set at liberty and allowed to rejoin her husband, who had now made his home in 
France. He settled at Balagni, near Senlis, and there his wife came back to him. There he wrote his 
great Law of War and Peace.  

It was an extraordinary book, for in an age of horrible war it proposed rules and regulations for 
the government of nations and armies which were a good forerunner for a League of Nations. 
Grotius wanted to make the world safe for all mankind. He attacked the horrors of war and the 
hideous duplicity and dishonour which governed relations between nations. He based everything 
on the sole consideration of justice. He demanded that justice should be done within each State, 
and by each State to its neighbours.  
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He could not hope for any im-
mediate stopping of war, but he 
tried to mitigate its horrors. He 
saw wars “begun on trifling pre-
texts or on none at all, and car-
ried on without reverence for any 
divine or human law, as if the 
declaration of war let loose every 
crime.” He brought together all 
the precepts and examples he 
could gather from his great know-
ledge of books and men, and tried 
to build up from them a code of 
laws. He appealed to history, he 
appealed to the noblest instincts 
of men, he appealed to the shin-
ing example of nations that had 
been just and merciful and hon-
ourable, He insisted that a flag of 
truce should be honoured; he 
demanded that wells should not 
be poisoned; he thundered 
against violence to women; he 
called for clemency to a fallen foe; 
he claimed respect for the private 
property of the people of invaded 
lands.  

There is no nobler book in the 
world than that of this cour-
ageous, high-souled Dutchman 

who wrote in an age of barbarous warfare.  
He was the father of International Law, and he laid down his code for the regeneration of 

Europe. He put it all into his book, and the book has gone all over the world. It has been printed in 
every language. It is read and respected by all who love law and order and freedom. It is a flaming 
indictment of tyranny everywhere. It is a summons to the nations to rule rightly and abandon war, 
but, if war be inevitable, then to let it be governed by mercy and justice and honesty. All attempts 
at international peace spring from this book. 

Grotius returned to his native land after many years, but he was driven forth afresh, and, re-
turning to France, became French ambassador to Sweden. In his old age he went to the Swedish 
capital, resigned his post, and set out once more for Holland. A great storm overtook the ship and 
he was compelled to land at Danzig. He never reached his native land. A few days after landing he 
died at Rostock, without having recovered from the exhaustion caused by the tempest. His end 

Monument to Hugo Grotius, Nieuwe Kerk, Amsterdam, Netherlands 
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came on August 28, 1645, and his body was carried back to his birthplace. There, in the great 
square, we see his statue, and in the quaint old church his body lies. 

Nearly three centuries have passed since the grave closed over him, but his message to mankind 
lives on.
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Chapter 12 

 

Miles S tandish 
1584-1656 A.D., Colonies 

 
There is no trace of his name on the family register at Duxbury Hall, but when Miles Standish 

from Lancashire founded his home in the New World, he named the place Duxbury. This has led 
some to suppose that his name was erased from that register to deprive him of his inheritance. We 
doubt if he cared; he had carved out a new one by then. 

Miles was off, as a youth, to join the army and serve on the Continent. Here he fell in with the 
little group of voluntary exiles at Leyden, and joined the band which set sail from Plymouth on 
September 16, 1620, and was destined to found New England. 

Halfway across the Atlantic (a voyage of 65 days) some of the extras picked up in England as 
servants showed signs of mutiny, and the shipload of pilgrims suddenly realised that here they were 
in mid-ocean, a community without any laws. They thereupon sat down and drew up a covenant, 
agreeing to submit to such government as should be decided on by common consent. By this act 
they steered their course between the Scylla and Charybdis of anarchy and despotism and laid the 
foundations of government for the New World. 

Under the rules they laid down Miles Standish, a stout, quick-tempered man, called Shrimp by 

The March of Miles Standish, Joseph E. Baker 
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his enemies, was made Captain, and the band was divided into four military companies with regular 
turns for guard-duty and fixed times for drill and muster. 

When the weary seafarers anchored, late in November, in Cape Cod Bay it was Miles Standish 
who went ashore in charge of 15 armed men to explore. The country they passed through was so 
covered with underbrush that their armour was torn off them; but they made four explorations 
before they encountered human resistance. On their fifth expedition they were shot at by Red 
Indians, but luckily no harm came about. The region, they afterwards learned, was so sparsely settled 
because some plague had killed the natives by thousands a few years before. The Hand of God pre-
paring the way for the white man, some thought. The Indians felt differently about it. 

Sickness stalked among the little band of settlers, and Miles Standish had been less than ten 
weeks in the New World when he lost his wife Rose. Longfellow gives us a somewhat imaginary 
account of how this steel-willed warrior, too shy to seek a new wife for himself, sent John Alden as 
emissary to Priscilla Mulbus. Priscilla enjoyed the courtship; she liked the emissary more. She mar-
ried him, leaving the good Captain to propose in his own name to Rose’s sister Barbara. The two 
families, as the poet fails to tell us, remained friends all their lives, and their descendants inter-
married.  

Although Standish was not a member of the Plymouth community, this was not held against 
him, and he was made Treasurer of the colony. His fellows knew and respected him for the resolute, 

Illustration from Indian history for young folks by Francis Drake and Francis Joseph Dowd, 1919 
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bold man of incorruptible integrity 
that he was, and described him as 
“an iron-nerved Puritan who can 
hew down forests and live on 
crumbs.” It is well that he could; 
he had to do both.  

The answer he sent to the 
Narragansett Indians, a tribe some 
30,000 strong, is typical of the 
spirit of the man. These Indians 
did not appreciate the white man 
trampling their grain-fields and 
shooting their game, and they 
were ready to argue the matter 
with bows and arrows.  

By way of announcing this fact 
they sent a sheaf of arrows tied 
with the skin of a rattlesnake. 
Standish consulted his native 
guide, to be sure that he under-
stood their meaning; then he filled 
the snakeskin with powder and 
shot and returned it. The Indians 
may have smiled at the Captain of 
so small a band sending so fiery an 
answer, but they respected him 
and left him alone.  

It did not happen in this col-
ony, as it did in another, that any 
man was obliged to make away 
with his wife and salt her for food, nevertheless, the starving time was severe. Matters were worse 
still at Wessagussett, where a new band of irreligious, undisciplined settlers were driven by dire 
necessity to unspeakable deeds. These whites the Indians decided to massacre, and, to make a good 
job of it, they planned to include the Plymouth colony in the massacre too. Massasoit, the chief of 
the neighbouring Wampanoags, hastened to warn his white friends of what was afoot. They had 
thousands against them and only one chance of success. They must cut off the leaders of the warrior 
band; once their chiefs were gone the Redskins would vanish. This warning sent Miles Standish out 
on one of the most disagreeable and dangerous tasks of his life and one that brought him most dis-
repute. Yet it was his duty to protect the colony. There could be no holding back.  

Not wishing to arouse the enemy’s suspicions he set out, as if for a hunting expedition, with only 
a few men. They made their way to the wretched colony at Wessagussett, whose misdeeds had en-
dangered them all.  

Captain Myles Standish’s grave,  

Myles Standish Burial Ground, Duxbury, Massachusetts 
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By strategy and skill Standish contrived to follow Massasoit’s advice. He got the three Indian 
Chiefs, Wituwamat, and his half-brother, and Pecksuot, into a room, engaged them in a desperate 
struggle and finally killed them. A general battle raged in the open, but when the Indians found 
themselves leaderless they became terror-stricken and melted away. Standish took Wituwamat’s 
head home to Plymouth. On a pole above their palisade it served as a warning to massacre-mongers. 

This unhappy event caused a sensation in Leyden, where, of course, it was impossible for people 
to understand all the circumstances. Pastor Robinson wrote to the Governor advising him to “con-
sider the disposition of his Captain.” 

The basis of the colony was a bad one from the start. Property and proceeds were pooled, and 
each of the Merchant Adventurers in England who had put up £10 to finance the venture was en-
titled to the same profit as a man who put his life and back into it in Massachusetts. The enterprise 
had not been going five years when serious difficulties arose, and Miles Standish was sent to England 
to seek relief. He found plague abroad in the land, and no one willing to give ear to overseas woes; 
they had plenty at home. The best he could do was to return with some welcome supplies. 

It was not until three more years had passed that it seemed reasonably certain this colony could 
succeed, and not until the system of joint ownership was abandoned, and each man allotted a piece 
of ground to cultivate for himself, and the community given the chance to buy itself free from its 
partnership with the Adventurers, that prosperity descended upon it. 

After eleven years of service with the colony, Miles Standish felt that the critical era was past, 
and he went off to found a place of his own, Duxbury. The spot where he built his house is still 
known as Captain’s Hill. There he led a busy if more peaceful life, with his growing family of four 
sons and a daughter; and there he peacefully died.  

It is supposed that he lies on Captain’s  Hill, but it is not known for certain. His physical being 
has gone into the mystery it came from, leaving only the memory of the great strength and force of 
the man whose arm stood between the little band of settlers in the New World and the instant anni-
hilation that awaited them every hour of their existence there. 
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Chapter 13 

 

Edward Winslow 
1595-1655 A.D., Colonies 

 
He was the diplomat among the 102 Pilgrims who sailed in the Mayflower. He was the diplomat, 

but his was no drawing-room job, with odd calls at the Foreign Office while a fine car waits outside. 
His career involved sea-trips in sailing vessels, prison in the Old World, and unknown trails into 
the wilderness in the New. It was no task for Mr. Faint Heart.  

To people in comfortable England who professed to dislike the idea of the colonies because of 
the risk of mosquito bites Governor Bradford, Winslow’s friend, answered: “They are too delicate 
and unfitted to begin new plantations that cannot endure the biting of a mosquito; we would wish 

such to keep at home till at least they 
are mosquito-proof.” Winslow was 
“mosquito-proof”; he was also hunger-
proof, cold proof, fatigue and 
fearproof. He needed to be.  

Winslow, a young man of 22 from 
Droitwich, near Worcester, was com-
pleting his education by Continental 
travel when he ran into the serious-
minded group of English Dissenters 
who had settled at Leyden. Their 
staunchness and simplicity so ap-
pealed to him that he resolved to join 
them, and the next year he married 
Elizabeth Baker. 

Here the young couple were “well 
weaned,” as Pastor John Robinson put 
it, “from the delicate milk of their 
mother countrie, and enured to the 
difficulties of a strange and hard land;” 
so that they became as those “whom 
small things cannot discourage or 
small discontentments cause to wish 
themselves home again.” 

Nevertheless Holland, strange and Governor Edward Winslow, School of Robert Walker 
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hard land though it seemed, had houses and water and food, whereas when, on November 11, 1620, 
Captain Jones anchored the Mayflower, 900 miles out of the course he had been bidden to steer, on 
New England’s “stern and rock-bound coast,” they had none of those things. There was not even a 
landing-place. Everyone had to wade ashore, and their wet clothes froze to them.  

In the men’s idea this was no place for the women to land, but the women insisted. The laundry 
simply had to be done after 65 days aboard ship. They found water for this, but there was none fit 
to drink for ten miles. It was evidently no place in which to settle.  

Winslow was one of the party that put off in the shallop to seek something better. These ex-
plorers, encased with ice from the spray and shot at by Indians, made their way along a savage coast 
by an unknown sea until they found a spot less unsatisfactory than others. They then went back to 
the Mayflower, guided her thither, and landed the party at Patuxet, henceforward called Plymouth. 

Then they set to work like beavers, felling trees to build a storehouse 20 feet square for their 
goods. This was ready by the middle of January, and a street was laid out in which each man under-
took to erect his own dwelling. 

But the building went slowly. Intense cold delayed it; sickness broke out; food was short. At 

The Historic Winslow House, Marshfield, Massachusetts 
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times only six or seven of the 
whole party were able to be 
up to chop wood, tend the 
fires, hunt the food, cook it, 
and care for the others. Half 
the colony died that first 
winter; among them was 
Elizabeth Winslow. This was 
no time to mourn the dead, 
except in the heart. Suzanna 
White, who became mother 
of the colony’s first baby, 
was also alone in the world. 
Edward Winslow made her 
the first bride. 

In March the last of the 
Pilgrims was able to move 
from the cramped ship’s 
quarters on to dry land, and 
the Mayflower came back to 
England. The Company of 
Merchant Adventurers who 
had financed her voyage 
complained that she re-
turned without cargo; they 
wanted lumber and furs! To 
this Governor Bradford an-
swered with a pitiful dignity 
in these moving words: “It 
pleased God to visit us with 
death daily, and with so gen-
eral a disease that the living 
were scarce able to bury the 
dead, and the well not in any measure sufficient to tend the sick.” 

At the end of that winter seven dwellings were sufficient to house all who were left of the hopeful 
band that had set out from England six months before. 

Into this scene came the Indian envoy, Samoset, to open negotiations on behalf of Chief 
Massasoit; this marked the opening of Winslow’s diplomatic career. With one other white man and 
an Indian guide he went into the woods to explore the interior and visit the chieftain. He did more. 
Thanks to medical studies made in his youth he saved his life. It was due to this act of mercy and 
the treaty which Winslow helped to negotiate between Massasoit’s tribe and the Plymouth Com-
munity that the chief later on warned them of danger from hostile tribes and so saved all their lives. 

Statue of Edward Winslow, St Andrew's Square, Droitwich, England 
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The new colony was two and a half years old when Edward Winslow was sent on a diplomatic 
mission in the other direction—to England, to tell the truth there about the situation at Plymouth 
and to try to still the slanders that the tongues of self-interest had started. He returned in six 
months, bringing with him three cows and a bull, the first cattle to come to New England. He was 
now made Assistant Governor, a post he held until he became Governor twenty years later. During 
part of this time he was Chief Magistrate also, and worked out a code of laws that gave the Govern-
ment a sound foundation. 

On his second mission to England, in 1635, this Dissenter was cast into prison on a frivolous 
charge which had been trumped up by Archbishop Laud. Here he was chafed for four months until 
he was set free by order of the Privy Council. 

Ten more years in the New World, and Winslow was back in England again to defend the name 
of the colony against the charge of intolerance and to plead the cause of his friends the Indians, 
who, he thought, ought to be civilised and converted. When he was not addressing Parliament on 
this subject, or working to found the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in New England, he 
was concerned with England’s disputes with the Dutch and the French on colonial questions. 

There was also trouble in the West Indies with Spain. Cromwell named Winslow High Com-
missioner of an ill-starred expedition against the Spaniards, under General Venables and Admiral 
Penn. But Winslow’s heart was not in this military venture. The issues of right and wrong, of justice 
and tolerance, were not sufficiently clear; it was not his work. He took sick of a fever, died, and was 
buried at sea. 

Josiah, his son, remained to carry on for him in New England, and was Governor after him. The 
memory of the great Pilgrim diplomat lives as that of one whose faith, courage, endurance, and 
sound good sense may be said to have been built like corner-stones into the foundations of the New 
World.
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Chapter 14 

 

Rembrandt 
1606-1669 A.D., Holland 

 
This is the story of one of 

the greatest painters who ever 
lived—Rembrandt, an immor-
tal son of the gallant Dutch 
race. He was a freedom-loving 
son of freedom-loving Holland, 
the country which was in his 
lifetime fighting an eighty-years’ 
war for the right of a little 
nation to be free to rule itself 
and worship God according to 
its conscience. And Rembrandt 
was the product of his age, 
himself battling against conven-
tion and popular prejudice for 
the right to express his art in the 
way he thought best. 

Holland rose from the mis-
ery in which Spain had plunged 
her to the absolute leadership of 
Europe in matters of inter-
national law, in science, art, 
commerce, and agriculture. 
Though we had to fight against 
her, and had to drive her im-
mense fleets from the seas, 
Holland afforded the most won-
derful example in modern his-
tory of the power of a small people to defend its national existence and then to grow to exceeding 
greatness; and Rembrandt was truly the son of times like those.  

He was born near Leyden, the son of a miller who married the daughter of a baker. The 
Rembrandt home was on one side of the road and the mill on the other, and the presence of that 

Rembrandt self-portrait at the age of 34 
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mill was to have important effects on the life of the boy and on the art of Europe. When Rembrandt 
was three a Dutch truce with Spain was declared, and there surged through the land a mighty uplift 
in all the arts of civilisation. National prosperity increased enormously. The splendid forces of the 
nation which had been braced to the chariots of war changed over to the work of peace. 

The Rembrandt family prospered with the rest of the community, and the head of the house 
attained comfortable prosperity; and as Rembrandt, the darling of the family, showed some talent, 
they thought the best thing to do with him was to give him his chance of learning Latin as a prep-
aration for Leyden University, where he could become a lawyer. But the boy had no heart for the 
law, and at 15 he was allowed to be apprenticed to a painter. In those days in the Low Countries 
painting pictures was a trade like painting houses and whitewashing ceilings. The young artist lived 
in his master’s house, like an apprentice in any other trade, and when he left his master he had to 
be admitted to the guild of painters, which was as close a body as the strongest trade union today. 
Unless he were a member of it, he could not get patrons, and if he did, he was not allowed to sell 
his pictures. 

So Rembrandt turned away from the university of great romance to enter a stuffy Dutch house-
hold. For there was romance in Leyden University. It was incomparably the most famous school of 
learning of its age. Rembrandt would not go, but our immortal Sir Thomas Browne went, as did 
John Evelyn, Oliver Goldsmith, and scholars from every part of Europe. Rembrandt passed it by; it 
is said he possessed only half a dozen books and read three, of which one—his constant companion 
—was the Bible. 

It was a stirring time. The Dutch Pilgrim Fathers were just setting forth to the New World to 
found their New Amsterdam, which a generation later we were to take from them and name New 
York. The greatest printing presses in the world were roaring in Holland, providing books for all 
men; for Holland was long the unchallenged centre for the distribution of knowledge in this way. 
But Rembrandt’s heart was in the studio of Meinheer Jacob van Swaneburgh, and he worked with 
furious energy there, letting the world go by. Swaneburgh had studied in Italy, but he had found 
there his best treasure in a good Italian wife. He was not a great artist, but he was a judge of artists; 
he realised that in the miller’s son he had a pupil greater than himself, and he was frank enough to 
tell Rembrandt that there was little he could teach him. Rembrandt appears to have finished his 
three years of apprenticeship with him, and then gone on to Amsterdam to study under Pieter 
Lastman. Here, too, he found a master little qualified to guide his art, unless in etching; and in the 
end, at 18, Rembrandt returned to Leyden to establish his own studio and begin his real career. 

An old story has it that Rembrandt was so oppressed at home that he had secretly to study art 
among his father’s cornsacks; but that is wrong. He did study art among the cornsacks, however. 
The little mill had only one window, and he sat among the corn with the sun coming in a straight 
beam through the dusty window, lighting little patches of the darkness. He had often seen that 
effect of light and shade in the old mill, and the spectacle meant much to him. In that mill dawned 
upon his mind his conception of the way the lighting of a picture should be shown—not in equal 
brightness, but bright where light fell naturally, and merging into shadow in places where the light 
could not reach. 

Holland was breaking away from the old conventions. She had overthrown the priesthood and 
its art, she, the most doughty of all Protestant countries; and she was making a clean break with the 



REMBRANDT 

57 

old-time regime. Rembrandt was heart and soul in sympathy with the movement, and his grand 
development of light and shade up on the canvas fitted in perfectly with his desire to body forth the 
national spirit.  

He did not at once succeed in introducing into his pictures the marvellous blending of mellow 
shades with brilliant focused golden lights and luminous shadows. He knew he would succeed with 
practice, and so he worked for seven years with the ardour of a zealot with brush and etching 
instruments. He painted his parents; he painted beggars and cripples, of whom the war had left 
many in the land; he painted wayside subjects; he painted himself. No other painter ever put so 
many likenesses of himself on canvas. He painted himself in every mood, in every costume, at every 
stage of his career, from smiling careless youth on to the days when he could command a suit of 
steel armour; he painted himself as a young man single, as a happy man in his own home, as a man 
of middle life in rich attire, as a man growing old, careworn and stricken with adversity, and  finally 
as an old man, enfeebled but triumphant, quietly defying adversity. We can see from his early work 
that, though the fire of genius was in him, it did not burst forth into rioting splendour, but he 

produced pictures during his early 
twenties which hang today among 
the masterpieces in the chief 
galleries of Europe. His first impor-
tant picture was The Presentation 
of Christ in the Temple; which, 
although not one of his greatest, 
definitely marks his separation from 
the teaching of his masters and his 
predecessors. The concentration of 
light; the tone of colour, and the 
fidelity to Nature proclaimed to 
those who had eyes to see that 
something new had risen in the 
world of art.  

When he was midway through 
his twenties Rembrandt found 
Leyden too small for his ambitions, 
and went to Amsterdam, a city rich 
and populous and eager for art. His 
sister Elizabeth went to keep house 
for him, and served often as his 
model. Commissions flowed in rap-
idly and they were exactly of the 
kind he desired. The war had been 
resumed, but it was fought far from 
Holland now, and he painted no 
battle scenes. Portraits, scenes of Rembrandt self-portrait at the age of 53 
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daily life, members of the merchant companies, these were his delight; but, above all, he had the 
Bible upon which to draw as his source of inspiration. He imagined no visions of angels, but depicted 
scenes in which the Bible declared them to have appeared. 

He painted Mary and her Child as if they were a young Dutch mother and a sweet Dutch baby. 
That is what Holland, with her stern Puritan Church, desired. He painted hardly any classical 
subjects or allegories from mythical gods and goddesses, for practical, earnest Dutchmen could not 
tolerate them, nor could he. 

Amsterdam, the most prosperous and important city in Europe at the time, afforded him endless 
opportunity. He rarely left it, but all civilised people had representatives there. Strange animals 
came from India and Africa, and he studied and painted them. 

It seems as though Rembrandt was able to understand the hearts and minds of men as 
Shakespeare did. We must remember that he had had but scanty education outside the studio; he 
was shy and awkward in company; he shunned the presence of cultured people, and consorted 
generally with humbler folk. 

Amsterdam quickly realised the quality of the newcomer, and, though there were at least two 
artists only slightly his inferior at the time, he became the favourite portrait painter in the wealthy 
city. So, in 1634, with every prospect pleasing, he married Saskia van Ulenburg, an orphan with 
something of a fortune. The match was uncloudedly happy, but the death of their first three children 
was a fearful blow. However, a little son, Titus, survived to cheer them. 

They had a splendid house, which the artist, peasant at heart though he was, loved to adorn. 
With an apparently unlimited income he would pour out money on pictures, statuary, Oriental 
objects, strange costumes, armour, and stuffed beasts. When he went to an auction to buy a picture 
he would start bidding so high that no one competed with him. It was for the dignity of art that such 
a high standard should be set, he said. He dressed his wife in fine apparel and rich jewels, and her 
relatives complained that he had wasted her dowry to do so. He may have done so, for his money 
went as fast as it was earned. 

He bought his house, but paid only half the purchase price down, with the result that the debt 
was a millstone about his neck. He was never able to pay off the remainder, and was finally unable 
to pay the interest on the mortgage. He had pupils at high fees, but the money all went, for so kind 
was his peasant’s heart that he would give to anyone, friend or beggar. But his pupils did not suffer; 
they got full value for their money. He gave them the top floor of his house for their work, but 
arranged the floor like the stalls of a stable, each student being partitioned off in a sort of box so 
that he should not copy from anyone else. 

He worked with great success during the next few years. His wife was devoted to him, as he to 
her; she acted as his model. But he was destined to lose her in the year in which he gave the world 
one of his abiding masterpieces, the so-called Night Watch. 

His wife lived long enough to see its completion, though she could scarcely have realised what 
a vast influence on the fortune of art it was to have. The picture is wrongly known by its title. As 
the great painting darkened with age the shadow from which the leading figures emerge into the 
light streaming through an open doorway was supposed to represent night; but what the picture 
really shows is the rapid muster of armed men about to pour into the street in broad sunlight. It is 
sunlight that enters the doorway of the gloomy hall, not torchlight. 
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The artist had reached his full powers when he had painted this, just as his faithful Saskia was 
taken from him. No man was more dependent on his wife than he. He was helpless in the house 
and needed sympathy and support in his strenuous life. In his bitter loss Rembrandt eventually 
found strange consolation in his own household in the person of Hendrickje Stoffels, a country girl 
of little or no education, but of kindly heart and good household qualities. She became his friend 
and close companion, his housekeeper, and eventually his wife.  

But, although his talent still ripened and his pictures grew even more splendid, his tide had 
turned. He never recovered from the extravagance of the early years. Unable to pay interest on the 
mortgage on his house he was declared bankrupt, and his house, with all his property and pictures, 
all the treasures which he had painted or collected, was taken from him. The peasant painter went 
forth from his fine house to a humble peasant’s dwelling.  

But if his head was bowed his spirit was dauntless. Titus, like a good son, went from place to 
place selling the work of his immortal father. The war ended, but it seems very slightly to have 
affected Rembrandt. A great picture that he designed came to nothing; he went on with his Bible 

Night Watch, Rembrandt  
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pieces, his landscapes, and with those wonderfully tender portraits of old people in whose eyes was 
reflected the sorrow of their hearts. Holland, redeemed and rejoicing, teemed with sufferers from 
the long war, and Rembrandt pictured them with a skill and sympathy and insight such as no man 
ever excelled. 

But his popularity waned. His defiance of the old schools of painting had been triumphant for a 
season, but a generation hostile to his style had grown up. In many of his works he forces situations 
to show his powers of light and shade. But who, today, would not sell half that he has to possess one 
of his pictures? His second wife died, his only son died, and Rembrandt was left sad and solitary in 
that most terrible place on Earth, an empty house. And yet he could find courage, even there, to 
paint himself, old but unbroken, smiling at the grief that life had brought him.  

The Raising of Lazarus, Rembrandt  
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There came the terrible sea-war with England, which by 1653 finally annihilated the navies of 
Holland, yet Rembrandt passed it by in his art. Is it not curious that Shakespeare makes no reference 
to the defeat of the Spanish Armada, which occurred when he was 24? That Cervantes, who helped 
to provision that Armada to fight us, has no reference to it in his writings? And that Rembrandt, 
the contemporary of both, passes by unnoted his country’s victory over Spain, and then the conquest 
of the fleets which had given his country an almost unchallenged supremacy? Yet so it was.  

Perhaps in future ages people will wonder when they find writings of today making no reference 
to our world-war.  

Rembrandt died in poverty and obscurity in the little home to which he had moved from his 
palace of art. His death came when he was 63. He passed from public notice like a withered leaf on 
the swollen tide of an autumn river, and was forgotten. For a hundred years he was forgotten in 
Holland, as Shakespeare was forgotten here. Then, like the bursting of a chrysalis, his fame sprang 
from oblivion, and it has grown and grown until the name of Rembrandt stirs the soul of artists 
everywhere, and stands apart for all time.
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Chapter 15 

 

William Penn 
1644-1718 A.D., Colonies 

 
Several of the States in the American Union were named after kings or queens; Louisiana, 

Maryland, Virginia, Carolina, Georgia. One bears the name of the great George Washington. One 
only is called after a man of lesser degree. Pennsylvania keeps alive the memory of its founder 
William Penn. 

He was a Quaker at a time when Quakers were condemned, in the words of Macaulay, as a gang 
of crazy heretics. And it was not because he had been brought up among them that he followed the 

Quaker’s principles and practice. He 
joined them as a young man because he 
believed they were right. He was sent 
down from Oxford for his beliefs, and his 
father sent him abroad, hoping new 
scenes would distract his mind. 

His father was an admiral and a friend 
of the Duke of York who became James 
the Second. William Penn inherited this 
friendship, and was one of the King’s 
close advisors during his short and troub-
led reign. Penn was then able to secure 
certain privileges for Quakers, and he was 
credited with so much influence at Court 
that he was “surrounded by flatterers and 
suppliants. His house was sometimes 
thronged at his hour of rising by more 
than 200 visitors.” This brought him into 
disrepute among all who regarded James 
as a danger to religious liberty. Even 
Quakers suspected Penn’s intimacy with 
the Sovereign whose avowed aim was to 
make England a Roman Catholic coun-
try. But it seems likely enough that he 
had a genuine liking and regard for King 
James, and that this personal feeling 

Illustration from The Life of William Penn, 
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accounted also for his treasonable letters to James after he had been deprived of the Crown and 
when he was plotting in France to recover it. 

These are undoubted blemishes on William Penn’s character, but he had another side to his 
nature, one that gave him a title to enduring fame. He showed such wisdom and tolerance in 
planning the government of the colony he founded, at a time when in other American colonies 
bigotry and foolishness were rampant, that the American historian Bancroft declared his fame to be 
worldwide and his glory abiding. He was, in fact, one of the pioneers of self-government, of the 
sovereignty of the people; and he was also one of the earliest advocates of the rights of the native 
races. Not a tenant of an Indian wigwam from the sea to the Susquehanna doubted his integrity, 
Bancroft testified. 

The cruel and treacherous treatment of the North American Indians by British colonists fills a 
page of history almost as black as that which records the Spanish oppression. To the eternal honour 
of Penn and Pennsylvania, that colony established and maintained friendly relations with the 
owners of the soil. Penn laid it down from the beginning that all land occupied by the settlers was 
to be bought from the Indians. “It would be an ill argument to convert to Christianity (he said) if 
we were to steal their property instead of purchasing it.’’ This gave the Red Indians confidence in 

William Penn's treaty with the Indians, illustration from The story of our nation,  

from the earliest discoveries to the present time... by Ella Stratton, 1902 
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the settlers, with whom they continued to live on terms of mutual respect. Penn very sensibly set 
his face against letting them have spirits, the consumption of which in other colonies demoralised 
them and caused hideous trouble. In every way he so arranged matters that the Red Indians should 
be treated fairly and given no cause to resent the coming of white men among them. 

It may seem strange that Penn did not seem to take the same view of the rights of black people. 
A great many Africans had already been taken to North America as slaves. Penn, like most people 
of his age, accepted slavery in principle; he had slaves of his own; but he not only did a great deal 
for them during his lifetime by introducing legislation for the betterment of their conditions, he 
freed them by his will at his death. 

Even in the early nineteenth century the Africans were described in a pamphlet opposing the 
efforts of Wilberforce as “ferocious and in no respect superior to rapacious beasts in intellectual 
advancement.” Penn can hardly be blamed for not rising superior to this prejudice as he rose superior 
to many others. To the belief in witchcraft, for instance. That was a curse to New England, but in 
Pennsylvania only one charge against a woman for being a witch ever came before a court of justice, 
and that was dismissed. 

Penn was fortunate in that his colonists were nearly all Quakers. It was for their benefit that he 
founded the settlement. They were persecuted in England. He had had several tastes of that per-
secution himself. He was imprisoned in the Tower of London and in Newgate for preaching Quaker 
doctrine. He felt that the best thing for him and his fellow-believers would be to go to a new country. 
And he was able to provide them with a new country to go to.  

The Crown owed him a large sum of money. His father had lent some of it; the rest represented 
the admiral’s arrears of pay. Penn offered to take, instead of coin (which the Crown did not possess) 
a tract of land in the New World. Very little of America had then been colonised. Very little was 
known about it. But Penn and those who were ready to follow him considered that they would be 
safer and better off out of England, no matter what their conditions of life might be. So Penn, having 
received his grant, set to work to get his settlers together and to draw up a plan based on free citizen-
ship, representative institutions, and religious toleration. 

All these were new ideas in that age, and ideas which were regarded by a great many people 
either as lunatic or criminal. Not only exceptional good sense, but exceptional courage was required 
to assert them in such circumstances.  

Penn went far in upholding the right of all men to worship as they pleased—too far, most people 
considered. He even stood up for giving Roman Catholics the chance of a liberal education at the 
time when (mainly through their own fault) they were hated, feared, and despised. He was ready to 
concede to others all that he claimed for himself, and that was an attitude of mind exceedingly rare 
in those days. His colony was, as a result of this, free from many of the evils which raised their heads 
in neighbouring settlements and many of the disasters which justly befell them. Pennsylvania in its 
early days remains one of the best examples ever given to the world of a society founded on justice 
and generosity, on belief in the finer qualities of human nature and the desire to deal fairly with 
everyone. That is the enduring glory of William Penn.
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Chapter 16 

 

James Oglethorpe 
1696-1785 A.D., Colonies 

 
If we were asked why it is that a little island in the North Sea has built up the greatest empire 

the world has seen we should say that the answer lies in a few great names, such names as Lawrence, 
Livingstone, and Oglethorpe. The characters of these three men alone have been worth more to 
mankind than all the gold ever found. Lawrence and Livingstone and Oglethorpe, to take only three 
men where we might take thirty 
or three hundred, have been 
worth more to us than all the 
slaveworked emerald quarries 
and gold mines of Peru were 
worth to Spain; more than all 
the spacious territories of Russia 
to the Tsars; more than all the 
armies of Napoleon to France. 

Doctor Johnson once urged 
General Oglethorpe to write his 
story, saying he knew one whose 
life would be more interesting, 
and he would gladly write it him-
self if Oglethorpe would supply 
him with materials. But the old 
general shrank from the idea, 
and as a result we know so little 
of his private life that the very 
date of his birth is disputed.  

James had two elder bro-
thers, and all three entered on 
military careers. But James soon 
grew tired of idling in the Life 
Guards and went abroad to serve 
in several campaigns in Germany 
and Holland. In 1718, when 
peace was declared between James Edward Oglethorpe, Alfred Edmund Dyer 
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Austria and the Turks, Oglethorpe returned. His elder brothers had died in early manhood, and he 
was now the owner of a pleasant manor house set among beautiful woods and meadows. He had a 
comfortable fortune. He loved reading, and subscribed toward the publication of many admirable 
books. He took an interest in his tenants, whom he treated generously. He was tall, handsome, and 
had winning manners. A life of private pleasure lay before him.  

But Oglethorpe was public-spirited, and in 1722 he was one of the two members elected to 
represent Haslemere, a seat he held for 32 years. His parliamentary career was independent, active, 
and honourable. Justice and mercy were the two things he chiefly strove to promote. He was often 
the champion of the oppressed, and did not fear to offend the bitter prejudices of his day. He was 
in his thirties when his attention was first drawn to the misery of a debtor’s life in prison. One of his 
friends, an architect called Castell, fell into debt and was sent to the Fleet Prison. As long as he 
could bribe his gaolers he was not ill-used, but when all his money was gone a threat was executed; 
he was put among prisoners who had smallpox, and soon died of the terrible disease, with his last 
breath accusing gaoler Bambridge of murder. 

When Oglethorpe learned of Castell’s sufferings he roused every influential man he knew, and 
brought the matter up in the House of Commons. A Prison Visiting Committee was formed, with 
Oglethorpe as chairman. Their investigations proved that these prisons were farmed out to men 
who extorted money from their captives and tortured those who could or would not pay what was 

James Oglethorpe presenting the Yamacraw Indians to the Georgia Trustees, William Verelst 
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demanded of them. 
Even for lying on the floor with smallpox, patients as prisoners were forced to pay rent. Although 

it was against the law, prisoners were loaded with chains; occasionally the thumbscrew was used, 
and a collar which made blood rush from the ears. 

The keeper of Marshalsea Prison would lock up a dead and living victim together for days. 
Deaths from starvation were frequent. Food brought by friends was often confiscated, and the Beg-
ging Boxes, in which charitable people put money for the prisoners, were emptied by the monsters 
who kept the gaols. The Warden of the Fleet made £5000 a year out of it all. 

As a result of Oglethorpe’s action, measures were taken to end these abuses, and the gaolers 
were brought to trial. Three were accused of murder, but were acquitted; perhaps the jurymen were 
bribed, for those were corrupt days. 

Oglethorpe longed to find a way not only to prevent debtors from being ill-used in prisons, but 
to save them from the poverty which brought them there. He had the idea of founding a colony 
where the poor men might have land, implements, stores, and a year’s help to set them up as farmers. 
Between the English colony of Carolina and the Spanish colony of Florida lay a fruitful region teem-
ing with every kind of game, and Oglethorpe and his friends obtained a charter for the establishment 
of a colony there, to be called Georgia, after the King. 

Oglethorpe had 20 associates who were the trustees of the new colony, and who remained in 
England. None of them received the least profit from the undertaking. Oglethorpe travelled and 
lived at his own expense during the whole of his stay in the colony. All contributed generously to-
ward the scheme, canvassed their friends for subscriptions, and obtained a grant of ten thousand 
pounds from Parliament. A ship called the Anne was laden with stores, tools, and household stuff, 
and 35 poor families were taken on board. The emigrants were overjoyed when they heard that 
Oglethorpe was commanding the expedition; he had given them confidence from the first. On 
November 15, 1732, the Anne left Gravesend for America. 

Their first settlement was made on the banks of the Savannah, and christened after that river. 
All about them stretched a great forest, where peach, myrtle, and orange trees grew wild and game 
abounded. 

One of the first things Oglethorpe did—and it was the most important—was to seek out the 
Red Indians of the district and win their friendship. The new colony was at first like a village in 
Eden. All the settlers were happy, industrious, and eager to obey Oglethorpe, whom they very soon 
came to call their father. 

The Spaniards of Florida were continually trying to pick quarrels by insisting that the tribes with 
which we were allied had attacked the Florida Indians at our instigation. Oglethorpe managed to 
keep peace between the malicious Spaniards and his warlike Red Men, but he saw that war must 
come. He ordered that the settlements should be protected by earthworks, that forts should be built 
commanding important points between Florida and Savannah, and that when a road was cut 
through the dense forest it should be wide enough for only two men to walk abreast. He himself 
undertook long and dangerous explorations. He slept by the camp fire with only a saddle for a pillow, 
and even at Savannah he had no better home than a tent till, after a year, he hired a room from a 
poor emigrant. 

Twice Oglethorpe returned to England to raise money and to take out more families; once he 
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brought home some Indian chiefs to show them our civilisation. They were received by the Royal 
Family and the Archbishop of Canterbury, and went to Eton and visited many English institutions. 
Everywhere they were treated with such civility that when they got home they longed to write a 
letter of thanks. One day they brought their missive to Oglethorpe; it was a buffalo skin, on which 
picture-words had been painted in red and black! Oglethorpe was anxious that they should become 
Christians. He persuaded John Wesley and his brother Charles to go out as missionaries. John 
Wesley was not then the great man he was to become, but a narrow-minded young clergyman, who 
stirred up strife in the settlement, drove the colonists from church by abusing individuals in his 
sermons, and did not even trouble to learn the native language. Oglethorpe was bitterly disap-
pointed in him, and the Wesleys went home; but later they were all reconciled. 

Unhappily quarrels crept into the little colony, and idleness and dishonesty followed. Many 
grumbled at the law Oglethorpe had made forbidding slavery and the traffic in spirits. He had much 

to trouble him in the civil admin-
istration of the settlement when 
he was suddenly plunged into war 
with Georgia’s military neigh-
bours, the rich and well gar-
risoned Spanish colony of Florida. 

For a long time Spain had 
been seizing our ships and impris-
oning our sailors, who often died 
of hardships endured in the 
Spanish gaols. Protests were in 
vain, and at last, in 1739, Sir 
Robert Walpole declared war. 
Spanish troops poured into the 
border fort of Saint Augustine, 
and fifty menof-war came up. 
Oglethorpe had only a handful of 
men, insufficient arms, and no 
money; but he had the Red Men’s 
devotion. The Spaniards were al-
ways offering them bribes for 
English scalps, and asking why 
they followed a poor man like 
Oglethorpe who could give them 
nothing. One replied, “No, he 
cannot give us silver, but he 
would give us all he has if we 
needed it—the coat from his back 
and the blanket from under him.” 
One of these men was caught by Statue of James Oglethorpe, Augusta, Georgia 
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the Spaniards and handed over to the Florida Indians to be burned; and Oglethorpe saved him by 
sending a message to the Spanish Commander to say that if it was done, he would burn a Spaniard.  

He dreaded lest the Spaniards should know the weakness of the British forces, and determined 
to make a show of strength by being the first to attack. He accordingly besieged the great bomb-
proof fort of Saint Augustine, with its garrison of five or six thousand. Oglethorpe had about eight 
hundred armed whites and a thousand Indians, but some of the soldiers were from Carolina, and 
they deserted in large bodies. At night Oglethorpe would have fires lighted two or three miles apart, 
so that it should appear that he had numerous camps.  

In spite of all his courage and ingenuity, however, it was found impossible to reduce the fort, 
and presently it was Oglethorpe’s task to hold the forest against the overwhelming forces of the 
Spanish army. 

He felt that the Spaniards must prevail, but he and his men prepared to die hard. Nevertheless, 
because of his foresight and generalship, and because of the Red Men’s fidelity, he held the forest 
and succeeded in saving two provinces.  

In 1743 he returned to England. He had spent all he had in defending Georgia, and came home 
to encumber his estate. There is no trace of his ever having been repaid by the Government.  

He never lived at his old home again, but he married Elizabeth Wright, an heiress and owner of 
Cranham Hall in Essex. She was a kind, sensible woman, and made him very happy.  

Oglethorpe was an active member of the House of Commons till 1754, when he lost his seat, 
and after that he spent his time at Cranham and in London, meeting such delightful friends as 
Goldsmith, Burke, Hannah More, Horace Walpole, Boswell, and Johnson, who loved to make the 
old general fight his battles over again with crusts and forks to represent troops and batteries.  

To the end of his life he was vigorous and keen-sighted, a great walker and reader. He died of a 
violent attack of fever and was buried in Cranham Church.
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Chapter 17 

 

Toussaint L ’Ouverture 
1746-1803 A.D., Spanish Main 

 
To Wordsworth he was a hero. 

To Napoleon he was one more crea-
ture to destroy. To the Future he is 
one of the immortals, perhaps the 
most heroic figure in the 18th-
century story of the Negro race.  

Of all the treacheries and cruel-
ties which stained the career of 
Napoleon none was more revolting 
than his betrayal and murder of this 
brave man whose shoes he was not 
worthy to unloose.  

The Island of Hayti in the West 
Indies belonged at the time of the 
Revolution to the French. Many 
planters from France had made for-
tunes out of its cotton, sugar, coffee, 
rice, and maize; and many of them 
went home to Paris, there to live in 
splendour on their ill-gotten gains. 
For the men and women who worked 
on the plantations were mostly slaves 
brought from Africa. After the Revo-
lution they demanded that its prin-
ciples should be extended to their 
island, and the demand was well 
received in Paris; but the planters in 
Hayti were of a different mind. They 
told the Negroes that all their talk of 
liberty must cease, and they took 
their leader and killed him. At once 
the island was the scene of savage 

Engraving of Toussaint L’Ouverture from An Historical Account of the 

Black Empire of Hayti by Marcus Rainsford, 1805 
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warfare.  
Out of all this turmoil rose up the hope of Hayti. He was Toussaint, a man of 50 who was a 

Negro coachman to a wealthy French colonist. His father had been chief of an African tribe but 
was captured and carried across the Atlantic to be sold into slavery. He served his master, a French 
Count, faithfully, became a Christian, married, and had eight children, of whom the eldest was 
Toussaint.  

He was a wonderful boy. So weak and fragile that he was called Little Lathe, he could yet do 
amazing things. He was the best swimmer and the swiftest hunter and the cleverest rider anywhere. 
But this strong and terrible man grew up among the despised gangs pining away in the plantations. 
He saw all the horrors of slavery, the low, narrow, foul huts in which the life of his race was slowly 
ebbing out; and the cruelty of it scarred his life deep. But he endured it all and, marrying a good 
woman, lived as happily as he could. He learned French and paid a soldier to teach him to read and 
write.  

At first he shrank from the horrors of the revolting slaves. He protected his master’s property 
and guarded his master’s wife. Again and again he intervened for mercy’s sake, saving white men’s 
lives from the vengeance of those who for so long had been so cruelly oppressed. But he could not 
long hold aloof from his own people. He became their leader, and to his christened name (meaning 
All Saints) was soon added the title L’Ouverture (the Opening) because by his marvellous strategy 
and his wonderful courage he could always break through the ranks of the enemy.  

When the planters were finally disowned by the Government in Paris, slavery abolished, and a 
new Governor sent out, Toussaint was made his assistant. He got the plantations going again and 
the island seemed to be settling down under his scheme of the blacks serving a sort of apprenticeship. 
But the French Governor became jealous of his coloured colleague, perhaps because of the devotion 
of the Negroes toward him, and when recalled to France he left behind him a treacherous document 
which brought about civil war between the Negroes and the mixed population by praising their 
leader Rigaud.  

Again Toussaint was victorious, forcing strongholds and capturing towns. He was merciful, too, 
to the ignorant followers of Rigaud, calling them into the churches when they thought their doom 
had come, pardoning them from the pulpit, giving them clothes and money, and promising them 
protection. Little wonder that Toussaint won the day. Napoleon at the height of his power in Paris 
dismissed Rigaud and upheld Toussaint. But Napoleon ordered him to inscribe in letters of gold on 
the flags of Hayti: Brave blacks, remember that the French Republic has given you liberty.  

To the proud, truth-loving mind of Toussaint these golden letters spelled a lie and he refused 
to inscribe this falsehood on his people’s flag. Instead he issued a proclamation of his own in which 
all wrongs were forgotten and forgiven. Thereupon Napoleon’s Commissioner set to work to break 
down Toussaint’s authority.  

Afraid of nobody and only seeking the good of Hayti, Toussaint arrested him and sent him back 
to France, and proved himself a ruler of courage and ideas. He took over the Spanish territories and 
raised the French flag over them amid peals of bells and the acclamations of the people. He proposed 
a broad Constitution for the island in which all honest men should be equal and free, marriage sac-
red, and the natural development of the island the common interest of all. He was the first states-
man in the world to proclaim free trade, fifty years before Sir Robert Peel.  
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He sent his scheme to Paris for 
the approval of Napoleon. Twenty 
times he had written to Napoleon, 
and never had Napoleon an-
swered him. By this time men of 
Hayti were coming to the Parlia-
ment in Paris, the colony was 
prospering and its revenue was 
growing; the blacks were stirring 
with the sense of their new-found 
liberty, and Napoleon was not 
quite sure of all these things. 
What did this Constitution mean? 
He alone should frame constitu-
tions, constitutions in which he, 
Napoleon, should have a high 
standing. And there arose in his 
breast a bitter anger against this 
man in power across the seas. So 
he treated Toussaint’s proposals as 
the threat of some revolted slave. 
His reply to the Hayti Consti-
tution of freedom and justice was 
a decree putting the West Indian 
colonies back into the servitude in 
which they were before the 
French Revolution.  

The jealous despot used the 
very confidence Toussaint had 
placed in French honour to his 
undoing. Toussaint’s sons were at 

school in Paris. He summoned them before him, praised their father, and sent them off home to 
Hayti with assurances to Toussaint of his friendship and protection. But as escort he sent an ex-
pedition of 35,000 men in 60 warships, under the command of General Leclerc, his sister’s husband.  

Toussaint was amazed when he saw the armada approaching his island. “All France is coming 
to Hayti. We have been deceived; they come to enslave the blacks!” he cried; and he sent a defiant 
message to the French leader.  

Leclerc sent ashore Toussaint’s sons with Napoleon’s letter, but the proud ruler sent them back. 
Again they landed with promises of high honour, declaring that if he bowed to Napoleon’s decree 
he should be the first Captain General of Hayti, but if not he would be declared an outlaw. Sadly 
but proudly, he refused all offers, and an outlaw he became.  

But he was an outlaw the French found it impossible to subdue, although they sent ships and 

Toussaint presenting papers to the English,  

Courtesy of the Library of Congress 



TOUSSAINT L’OUVERTURE 

73 

men in large numbers. The fighting was bitter and terrible. Toussaint inspired his followers to amaz-
ing feats of heroism. In the end the French had to give in. They promised to leave Toussaint alone, 
and to respect his liberty. Toussaint welcomed the reconciliation.  

“Where would you have obtained your arms to carry on the war?” Leclerc asked; and Toussaint 
said: “I would have taken yours.”  

But Nature brought about what Napoleon’s armed might failed to accomplish.  
Plague broke out, slaying blacks and whites indifferently, with the result that Toussaint gave a 

free hand to Leclerc in the ordering of the colony. This gave Napoleon another chance and he took 
it treacherously. He sent orders for Toussaint to be arrested and sent to France.  

Toussaint was trapped by a trick. As soon as he and his family arrived in Paris he was put in pri-
son, and there he was kept in spite of such appeals as this to the Emperor to do him justice:  

 

I was one of your soldiers and the first servant of the Republic in Hayti, but now I am 
wretched, ruined, dishonoured. I am a victim to all my services, sunk in grief, and I ask you 
for freedom that I may labour to support my unhappy family.  
 

Napoleon paid no heed except to write to the commander of the prison reducing Toussaint’s 

Bronze bust of Toussaint L’Ouverture, Bordeaux, France 



MY WORLD STORY BOOK 

74 

allowance, and one day Toussaint was found lying dead in his cell, with rats around him.  
His fate stirred men to pity and indignation in all lands. Wordsworth, while Toussaint was in 

prison, wrote one of his most famous sonnets, bidding him take comfort, for  
 

Thou hast left behind 
Powers that will work for thee; air, earth, and skies; 
There’s not a breathing of the common wind 
That will forget thee; thou hast great allies; 
Thy friends are exultations, agonies, 
And love, and man’s unconquerable mind.  

 

So Toussaint’s fame lives on, but it was small consolation to the poor captive to know that his 
name would be honoured in years to come. He died miserably, a victim of one of the most despicable 
tyrants who ever afflicted mankind. 



 

75 

 
 

Chapter 18 

 

Michel Goffin 
Around 1812 A.D., Belgium 

 
At Beaujonc, a suburb of Liege in Belgium, they still remember how two children saved the lives 

of 150 men, though it happened as long ago as 1812.  
Hubert Goffin was a foreman in the Beaujonc mine, and when his son Michel was 15, the boy 

became a miner too.  
On the first day on which he went down into the pit he was set to work at the place where the 

coal was loaded into baskets and hauled to the surface.  
By and by he went to look for his father, and drew his attention to water that was gathering 

round his feet.  
“That is nothing,” said his father, as another man had said to the boy before.  
But Michel would not be put off. He watched and soon was convinced that the water was rising.  
At last the foreman was convinced also. The boy was right. It was a flood.  
Panic seized the min-

ers; some crowded into 
the coal baskets, and, in 
gratitude to the boy who 
had warned them, they 
made room for him.  

But Michel would not 
go without his father; and 
how could the foreman 
go, leaving 150 men be-
low?  

Up went the baskets, 
never to return. The 
frightened men jammed 
the gear, and before it 
could be got into working 
order again the water had 
driven the trapped men 
farther away.  

The foreman led them 
to the highest point in the Hubert Goffin and his son in a coal mine, source unknown 
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workings, where the water did not 
reach them. There they remained, 
packed together without food or fresh 
air, 500 feet under the ground, while 
day after day crept by.  

Goffin kept them from despair by 
insisting that a rescue party was 
working for their relief, and made 
them dig a trench toward the dir-
ection from which he believed they 
would come. So the men took heart; 
and little Michel cleared away the 
material as it was hewn out.  

At last a duller sound came from 
the blow of the picks. Surely they were 
coming to space. Hope and joy filled 
the hearts of the starving men. An-
other blow of the pick and then—not 
light or sweet, cool air came to them, 
but a terrible hissing. Too well they 
knew what it meant, the presence of 
the deadly carburetted hydrogen gas. 
They had worked all these days only to 
be killed by fire-damp!  

Such horror fell upon them that 
they stood like stone.  

It was Hubert Goffin and his son 
who sprang to block up the opening, 
and so saved them from immediate 
death.  

But surely the end was only post-
poned, and they would all die of hunger or suffocation.  

The foreman said, “We must dig a trench in the other direction.”  
The men did not stir; they were exhausted and had lost hope. It was little Michel who stepped 

forward and struck the first blow.  
“The rescuers shall find us with our picks in our hands!” he cried. “We will die fighting!”  
The men followed the boy’s example. More than a week had passed since the flood when one 

day the trapped men heard the welcome blows of picks coming to their rescue. Little Michel had 
helped to save them below—and it was his sister Odette who had helped them above.  

She was only 14, but in the confusion and misery that followed the disaster she alone thought 
of the best thing to do.  

She remembered that her father had talked of a learned man who had lately come to see the 

Statue of Hubert and Michel Goffin, Nicolaï Square, Ans, Belgium 
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mine, and she remembered also that the man was staying with the Prefect of Liege.  
After a good deal of difficulty, the child got someone to drive her to Liege, and she forced her 

way into the Prefecture. There she told her tale, and begged that the learned man who knew all 
about mines should go back with her and direct the rescue work at Beaujonc.  

She did not beg in vain; for a week he did not leave the scene, and thanks to him there were no 
landslides, and no time was lost. The men were saved.  

Napoleon awarded Hubert Goffin the cross of the Legion of Honour, and undertook to pay for 
Michel’s education, for these two were surely as brave as the bravest man in his army.
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Chapter 19 

 

Victor Rojaz 
Born 1832 A.D., Spanish Main 

 
When rain and hurricane swept the streets of Arecibo clean of every human being, the townfolk, 

looking from their seaward windows, used to see a man sitting on a rock in the midst of the boiling 
surf. Their hearts would lighten at the sight, and they would say, “No lives will be lost tonight: the 
Providence of the Shipwrecked is watching.” 

The solitary man who gave the townsfolk this wonderful feeling of trust was Victor Rojaz, a 
Negro, born in the West Indian island of Porto Rico in 1832. He got a poor living as a fisherman 
but his chief business, his overwhelming passion, was always the saving of life. 

Arecibo has an open roadstead and treacherous rocks; nothing breaks the storm, and when hur-
ricanes come hurling from the north and north-west the anchors of ships are torn up and ships are 
smashed to pieces like egg shells. 

When Victor Rojaz saw a ship breaking up he would run to the nearest part of the shore and 
drive a heavy iron bar into the sand. A long rope was attached to it and the other end made fast to 

Hallows Beach in Arecibo, Puerto Rico 
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his belt. Then he would wade into the breakers and swim vigorously to where no men could hope 
to row a boat. 

He was not a tall man, but his powers must have been astonishing. He had to contend with seas 
that cracked wood and steel as a stone cracks glass and china; he had to bear the long drag of the 
rope. People watching from deck and shore would lose sight of him again and again; but at last he 
would clamber on to the wreck, make the rope fast, and then urge the sailors to escape that way. 

But no sailor would trust himself, even with the rope, in those mountainous waves; and then 
Rojaz would grip one man in his strong arms and drop into the sea. The sailor, in his terror, would 
cling to him, and Rojaz would pull himself in to shore hand over hand along the rope. A giant of 
strength, he would return again and again till every man from the wreck was saved. He was poor, 
and went about in a coarse calico shirt and shorts. Once a year, however at religious processions, 
he would appear in his best clothes. Rojaz, who never practised even the most innocent self-
indulgence and was a very pious Roman Catholic took great pride in being one of the four fishermen 
who carried the statue of the Virgin through the streets. On this great occasion he would wear shoes 
and a sailor’s trousers and jacket, his breast glittering with medals. 

One day, in the midst of the procession, a drunken policeman stopped Rojaz and tore the medals 
from his breast, crying that “no n*** ought to wear them.” Rojaz was stunned, and there was such 
indignation that the policeman was dismissed. The medals were restored, and Rojaz was thankful; 

The wreck of the H.M.S. Deal Castle off Puerto Rico, in the hurricane of 1780 with the crew escaping on a raft,  

John Thomas Serres   
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but he never wore his medals again. 
Some time later he caught two fishes and sold them in the market, forgetting that he should 

first have paid a small fee to the Custom House. The police had an opportunity for revenge; they 
arrested him, and this stainless, selfless hero was sent to prison for two months. That experience 
with its bitter shame cost Rojaz the loss of his reason; he left the prison infirmary for an asylum, 
where he died. 

The whole town followed him to his grave, and it was decided to erect a monument to his 
memory. So widespread was the veneration felt for him that except for the cost of the bronze the 
work cost nothing. It was sculptured by an American artist cast by a firm in Barcelona, transported 
by the Transatlantic Line, and erected on its marble base—all free of charge. The memorial shows 
the bronze bust of a Negro whose face, despite its heavy features expresses noble endurance and 
suffering. Our portrait is from it. It is inscribed: 

 
Victor Rojaz. Saver of 200 Lives.

Bronze bust of Victor Rojaz 
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