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Clues in the 
Historical record

about the 
first Elizabethan colony 

at the Dee River
(Narragansett Bay)

[The following excerpts have been compiled by Jame A. Egan, 
curator of the Newport Tower Museum, for scholarly purposes, 
and are not intended for wide dissemination or reproduction.] 

[For quicker browsing, the manicule (fi nger symbol) 
indicates summarizing sentences and important points.]

This compilation includes primary source material from the Elizabethan State Papers, 
as well as commentary by local historians and experts on European exploration. 

Excerpts from various books and journals highlight John Dee’s spearheading
 role in starting the British Empire and reforming the English calendar. 

It concludes with astronomer William Penhallow’s groundbreaking article
 on the astronomical alignments he found in the windows of the Tower
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Scholars have known about the first Elizabethan colony
 at the Dee River (Narragansett Bay) for 75 years. 

In 1935, William Goodwin, an American insurance agent and amatuer historian,
 came across the first clue while researching the Elizabethan State Papers in London.

Goodwin, William B., “Dee River of 1583,” (R. I. Historical Society, Collections, April 1934, pp. 38-50)
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[The land deed continues for 4 more pages.]
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Several months later, historian Fulmer Mood responed apprivingly about Goodwin’s fi ndings. 
Mood got his Ph.D. in American History at Harvard and taught for 40 years 
at University of California at Berkeley and at University of Texas at Austin.
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The story even appeared in the Providence Journal. James Earl Clauson wrote
 a column called “These Plantations” in the Evening Bulletin of Providence.

 In 1937, his “tales, sketches and essays” were published as a book.
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The most noted authority on Elizabethan exploration, 
David Beers Quinn (1909-2002) wrote about the intended 

colony in a chapter titled “English Catholics and America, 1581-1633.”
Note his phrase in the subtitle, the 

“Trial-and-Error Colonization of North America by the English.”
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 In 1940, the Hakluyt Society of London published 142 documents pertaining to the
 “Voyages and Colonising Enterprises of Sir Humphrey Gilbert” (in two volumes).

 David Beers Quinn gathered these documents and provides
 an insightful synopsis in his 104-page “Introduction.”
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 In Volume 2, Quinn reproduces the full text of the land grant for the colony 
at the Dee River. And he draws a map to show the full extent of the grant: from the 
Dee River “not more than 60 miles west.”

 Quinn found that the Spanish Ambassador to Elizabethan London, Don Ber-
nadino deMendoza, had written a series of letters back to King Philip II of Spain. 
They reveal there was a “preliminary expedition” in 1582, under the leadership of 
Anthony Brigham. This was a top-secret mission, as Mendoza writes that if the 
Spanish found them they would slit all their throats.
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[In special pocket inside the back cover of Vol. 2 are two maps that can be unfolded.

One is an enlargement of the North Atlantic coast section of Dee’s 1580
 Map of North America. The second is Dee’s Circumpolar Map of the

 Northern Hemisphere, drawn for Sir Humphrey Gilbert in 1582.]  
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Samuel Eliot Morison (1887-1976), who taught history at 
Harvard for 25 years, also writes about the “Dee River,” 

in a chapter titled “Haklutyt and Gilbert 1578-1585.”
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[To make a long story short, Gilbet never made it o the Dee River. He drowned 
and the colonization effort to settle the Dee River eventually fizzled out .]
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 In 1976, a manuscript written by John Dee, titled Limits of the British
 Empire was discovered and acquired by the British Library. 

It shed a bright light on the key role John Dee had in the
 founding of the British Empire (a term which Dee coined).

Ken McMillan, associate professor of History at the University of
 Calgary in Canada, provides an in-depth analysis of Dee’s text, as 
well as a transcription done with the assistance of Jennifer Abeles.
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In 2006, Ken MacMillan published a 200-page book
 about the first 6 decades of English colonization. 

Dee takes center stage in MacMillan’s chapter titled,
 “Defining the Elizabethan Empire in America.”
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In a chapter titled, “Mapping the English empire in North America,”
 MacMillan writes that Dee’s maps were “considerably more accutate”

 than those of his English contemporaries.
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In his I995 scholarly book on Dee’s writng and use of marginalia, William S. 
Sherman weaves in  a chapter on “Dee and England’s Maritime Empire.
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[Sherman also writes about the importance of Dee’s maps, concluding with 
an emphatic sentence about Dee’s role in the birth of the Brisish Empire.]
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Mary E. Hazard analyzes Elizabethan protocol, ceremony, costume, architecture 
and art, finding there’s a lot more going on than what appears on the surface.
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In his 1998 book, Time’s Alteration, Dr. Robert Poole includes a chapter on “John Dee and
 the Elizabethan calendar” and the reform proposal Dee single-handedly spearheaded.

 Unfortunately, the Church of England rejected Dee’s sage advice and the English calendar
 was out-of-sync with the sun, and with European calendars, for the next 166 years.
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Poole see the connection between Dee’s Calendar reform and his involvement
 in English exploration. Both projects were on Dee’s desk at the same time,

 a time he envisioned as the beginning of a great new British Empire.
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Gerald Suster provides an overview of Dee’s life 
and excerpts from his most famous writings.
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The 2006 New England Antiquities Research Association monograph, 
The Newport Tower: Arnold to Zeno, is chock full of information about the Newport Tower. 

 William S. Penhallow, professor emeritus from the University of Rhode Island, has updated his 
1992 article on the astronomical alignments he found in the windows of the Tower. Though his 

presentation might at fi rst too scientifi c for a layman to grasp, it includes some amazing insights.
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