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Objective: To provide a very general overview of European (and Asian) contact with the area that is now modern Canada during the SCA’s period of study and the first decades of the 17th Century.

While Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492 and American history traditionally starts in 1607 with the Jamestown settlement (although the Spanish and Portuguese were exploring the Gulf Coast and southern Eastern Seaboard a hundred years before that), Canada has a history with the Old World that goes back far earlier.

According to Irish legend, St Brendan the Navigator and several monks sailed in a leather and wooden ship across the North Atlantic in the 6th Century, along a course later used by the Norse, and are believed to have landed in what is now Canada or the United States. While it has been proven that a vessel of that design could have made the trip, there is no archeological evidence to confirm the legend. The earliest proven contact between Europeans and Canada happened in the late 10th and early 11th Centuries.

The Norse
In 985, Bjarni Herjolfsson was blown off course while sailing to Greenland. Upon reaching Greenland, he told of seeing lands to the west. 15 years latter, Leif Ericsson, son of Greenland founder, Eric the Red, set out to investigate these reported lands.

Sailing west across the Davis Strait, Ericsson encountered Baffin Island, which he named Helluland (Flagstone Land). Heading south, he found the forested coast of Labrador, which he named Markland (Forest Land). The Greenlanders likely used this area as a source for desperately needed lumber until the colony died out in the 1400’s. After going further south, Ericsson landed and wintered in Vinland (Wineland). There is a great deal of debate on the location of Vinland. The time it took to get to Vinland from Markland suggests Newfoundland, but wild grapes don’t grow north of the Gulf of St Lawrence

Upon Leif the Lucky’s return to Greenland with a shipload of timber (and thus making his fortune) and word of this fertile land to the west, other Norse headed to Canada. They established a colony at L’Anse aux Meadows, at the northern tip of the island of Newfoundland. They also discovered that the land was populated. The Norse named the Natives Skraelings, after trolls in Norse mythology. 

The Norse remained in Newfoundland for about 20 years. Conflicts with the Natives and the great distance from their homelands forced them out. The colony did witness the birth of the first European in the New World, a boy named Snorri. There is evidence that the Norse did continue to trade with the Natives after the colony was abandoned. 

John Cabot

In the 15th Century, there was a race to find a water route to the Far East that could be used to bring the riches of the Orient to Europe. Portugal focused on finding a way south around Africa. Spain and other nations looked west across the Atlantic. Forgotten were the legends for St. Brendan and the sagas of Leif the Lucky, which would have told them that was something in the way to Asia.

In the years before Columbus’ famous voyage in 1492, cod fisherman had likely found the Grand Banks fishing grounds. They may have even landed in what in eastern Canada and New England to tend to their nets or to dry their fish, but no one made much note of these lands (and likely wanted to protect a trade secret). The Italian Zeno brothers may have voyaged near Canada and Greenland between 1380-1400.

In May 1497, an Italian named Giovanni Caboto, known to his English backers as John Cabot and his crew of 18, sailed from Bristol, England, aboard the Matthew. A month later, a “New Found Land” was spotted in the fog (many historians think Cabot in fact found Cape Breton and not Newfoundland). He landed on the island, erected a cross and claimed the land for England. He spent a few hours looking around, saw some abandoned camps, and went home. While he had not found a way to China, he had found the fish rich Grand Banks, where all one needed to do was lower a basket into the water and it would fill in no time.

Cabot received backing for a second voyage in 1498, this time with 5 ships. None were heard from again after they left Bristol.

The French

By the early 1500’s, it was realized that there was massive landmass between Europe and Asia. The Spanish and Portuguese had found southern passages around South America and Africa. The English and French focused on finding a “Northwest Passage” around North America.

In 1534, Francis I of France commissioned Jacques Cartier to find a passage and lands with “great quantities of gold and other valuable things.” Cartier proved that Newfoundland was in fact an island and discovered the Gulf of St Lawrence. From there, he found what he thought was the Northwest Passage, which turned out to be the St Lawrence River.  He erected a cross and claimed the land for France. The local Iroquois chief, Donnacona, was not pleased with this. Cartier told him that the cross was simply a navigational aid, and gave Donnacona gifts to mollify him. Then Cartier kidnapped two of his sons and sailed back to France. The sons wanted to be returned to their village, or kanata. Cartier took this to mean the whole area of the St Lawrence and added the name to his maps. He spelled it “Canada”.

The king was so impressed with Cartier’s discoveries that he commissioned a second voyage in 1535. Donnacona’s sons had mastered the French language and returned with Cartier to act as interrupters. Cartier sailed up river to find the passage to China. They found Donnacona’s village, Stadacona, where his sons were returned. He found an even larger village called Hochelaga, where the natives thought Cartier was a god. He climbed a large hill, which he named Mount Royal (later to become Montreal). From there, he could see the Lachine rapids and knew that he had not found the fabled passage.  His three ships sailed down river, but the Canadian winter trapped them in ice near Stadacona. The winter was harsh and scurvy plagued the crew, killing 25 of the 110 men aboard. Donnacona’s people came to their aid by introducing them to a boiled cedar tea. Cartier returned the favor by kidnapping Donnacona and 10 other Natives in hopes that they could convince the king to back a third voyage. 

Donnacona and 9 of the natives died in France before Cartier’s next voyage in 1541. Cartier tried to establish a colony, but the Stadacona Iroquois waged war on the colony, killing 35 colonists. Cartier tried to salvage some success from the third voyage by returning to France with 12 barrels of what he thought were gemstones. They turned out to be quartz. Thus was born the expression un diamante du Canada (a Canadian diamond) to describe anything worthless.

Until the 1600’s, France’s interest in Canada was strictly commercial. The English were beginning to establish permanent colonies in North America and the French were worried that they might lose New France. The French king granted Pierre du Guo de Monts a fur trade monopoly in New France if he would underwrite the establishment of a French colony. De Monts invited a solider and surveyor named Samuel de Champlain to join his party. In 1604, they established a colony on St Croix Island (now Dochet Island, on the Maine/New Brunswick border). However the soil was poor and the St Croix River froze during the winter. Scurvy killed half of the colonists. The following year, de Monts and Champlain moved the colony to Port Royal, in southern Nova Scotia. This marked the beginning of French Acadia. 

In 1608, worried that Port Royal could be attacked by the English (which it was in 1610), Champlain suggested that a colony be established at a more defensible location on the St Lawrence at a place the Natives called kebek (Quebec), near Stadacona. In the 70 years between Cartier and Champlain, intertribal warfare and European diseases had wiped out Stadacona and Hochelaga.

The English

In 1576, Queen Elizabeth I commissioned Martin Frobisher to find the Northwest Passage. He rediscovered Baffin Island and sailed up what he thought was the passage. It turned out to be the fjord-like Frobisher Bay. He lost 5 men in a fight with the local Inuit. He did return with several items, including a sea unicorn horn (a narwhal tusk) and a small rock sample that he thought was perhaps coal. One metal assayer said that it contained gold. This sparked the first gold rush in English history. Elizabeth I dubbed the territory Meta Incognita  “the Unknown Limits.” Frobisher launched two more expeditions in 1577 and 1578, returning with over a thousand tons of ore. It was discovered to be nothing more than iron pyrite (fool’s gold), which ended up being used to fill potholes in Kent. Frobisher’s reputation and fortune was ruined and he returned to piracy. His service against the Spanish Armada restored his name and earned him a knighthood.

John Davis resumed the search for the Northwest Passage from 1585 to 1587, rediscovering Greenland and finding the strait that bears his name.

While Cabot had claimed Newfoundland for England, the area of the Grand Banks was an international free-for-all, with ships from England, France, Spain, Portugal, and the Basques. They established small, seasonal outports along the coastline, but no year round colonies. 

England wanted control Newfoundland and the Grand Banks. They sent Humphrey Gilbert (who was on his way to establish a colony elsewhere), to lay claim to the Avalon Peninsula. On August 5, 1583, Gilbert sailed into St John’s Harbor, waived a royal charter in the air and claimed the land and sea for Queen Elizabeth, despite the fact that there where 36 ships from four different countries there. Thus the British Empire began. 

It would not be until 1610 that the first “permanent” settlement on Newfoundland would be established. A trade company appointed John Guy to be governor of a colony at Cuper’s Cove. 39 men cleared the land, built homes, planted crops and raised livestock. In 1612, 16 women joined them. Things were not easy for the colony. The weather and soil were poor for farming. The seasonal fisherman didn’t want England to have a firm claim on Newfoundland. While the local Indians (the Red Indians or Beothuks) avoided European contact and did not bother the colony, the colony did have to deal with pirates.

The most powerful one was the “Pirate Admiral” Peter Easton, who made his base in Harbour Grace, which was not far from Cuper’s Cove. He would raid ships in the Grand Banks, stealing supplies, ships and pressing crews. His operations ranged from the Caribbean to the Azores. France sent a squadron against Easton. It was destroyed. In time, Easton came to be viewed as a sort of Robin Hood figure (getting a share of Spanish gold can buy a lot of forgiveness for pressed crewmen). 

While Easton treated the Cuper’s Cove colony well, Guy viewed pirates as a bane to his existence. Between the pirates and other difficulties, John Guy left in 1615. By 1631, the colony “officially” collapsed. But many of the original settlers and their children remained and were later joined by others.

In 1610, the famed navigator, Henry Hudson, began searching for the Northwest Passage aboard the Discovery, with a crew of 22, including his young son. They made it through dangerous Hudson Strait, between Baffin Island and Quebec. Once through, a large body of water was before them. Hudson was sure that this was the passage and sailed south.  What he had found was a large bay that bears his name. They discovered a dead end in James Bay. The Canadian winter froze them in. The following spring, Hudson was determined to resume searching for the passage. The crew mutinied and put Hudson, his son, the sick, and the loyal in a skiff and sailed away. The fate of Hudson and his crew is unknown. What Hudson did do was provide England with a water route into the heart of North America, just as St Lawrence and Great Lakes provided a route for the French. The race for control of North America was joined and would play out for the next two centuries.

The Portuguese and Basque

In 1494, Spain and Portugal agreed to a demarcation line in the Treaty of Tordesillas, halfway between Cape Verde, claimed by Portugal, and Hispaniola, claimed for Spain by Columbus. Non-Christian lands east of the line could be claimed by Portugal, while lands to west fell on Spain’s dominion. The Portuguese mistakenly believed that Cabot’s new found land was east of the line and launched expeditions.

In 1498, João Fernandes Lavrador and Pêro de Barcelos were among the first Europeans to see Labrador since the Norse and the land was named for Lavrador. 

In 1499, Gaspar Corte-Real charted the Greenland and Newfoundland. In 1500, he returned in 1501 with 3 ships and his brother Miguel. They captured 57 natives, that Miquel returned to Portugal with, to sell as slaves, while Gaspar went to explore the mainland, never to be seen from again. Miguel sailed in 1501 to search for Gaspar, only to disappear at sea. Their father, João Vaz Corte-Real, is rumored to have possibly reached Newfoundland in 1473 during a joint Danish-Portuguese venture to Greenland. 

João Álvares Fagundes explored the islands of the Gulf of St Lawrence in 1520-21 and established a fishing colony in Cape Brenton Island in 1522, lasting until 1524.

The Basque of northern Spain and southern France joined the cod “gold rush”  to Newfoundland. They established  whaling station at Red Bay, Labrador in 1530 (a recent UNESCO World Heritage site). Around 1590, they established the first major trading post on the St. Lawrence at Tadoussac.

Contact along the Pacific Coast

The Chinese

While European contact with Canada is very well known, less well known is what, if any, contact Asians had with Canada, beyond the ancestors of the First Nations and Inuit journeying from Asia to the Americas. It is known that Chinese had maps of the Aleutian Islands. It is quite possible that they island hopped across to the west coast of North America, just as the Norse had done across the North Atlantic. The hats worn by several tribes in the Pacific Northwest are similar in style to those worn in China and it has been suggested that Chinese explorers may have introduced them to the style.

Gavin Menzies wrote the book 1421- The year China Discovered the World, which reports that Emperor Zhu Di’s Star Fleet successfully circumnavigated the world a century before Magellan and Drake, and charted both coasts of the Americas. The book’s conclusions are currently being debated. 

The English

During Sir Francis Drake’s famous circumnavigation of the globe, there is a gap of seven months between Drake being sited in April 1579, off the west coast of Mexico and the Golden Hind being spotted by the Portuguese in November 1579, in the Philippines, when no European knew where he was. Popular history states that Drake sailed as far north as northern California to repair and restocked the ship before setting sail across the Pacific.

Samuel Bawlf, in his book, The Secret Voyage of Sir Francis Drake, argues that the English censored Drake’s logs to cover-up that Drake was also on mission to discover the Pacific end of the Northwest Passage and that he had journey as far north as British Columbia and southern Alaska. Bawlf passed his findings on a number of contemporary Dutch maps, passed on Drake’s. While the written reports suggest that these are the maps of California, Brawlf argues that they more closely resemble Vancouver Island and the Inside Passage of British Columbia.  
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