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Jot & Tittle 

WHO DISCOVERED AMERICA?1 

Although Columbus gets all the publicity for his 1492 arrival at San 
Salvador in the Bahamas, he died still insisting it was part of Asia, hence 
the names “West Indies” and “Red Indians”. Even if Columbus had been 

right, he would have still been sailing to what would have been the east side of 
the East indies, and therefore would have had to be the East East Indies, so no 
points all round for him. 

It is generally accepted that the first westerners to arrive in North America were 
Norse (Vikings). Eirik The Red had been banished for three years from Rogaland 
in southern Norway, for a murder. He travelled to Iceland and then set sail for 
Greenland (incidentally named by him). When his exile was over in 986 he 
returned to Greenland with a fleet of 25 ships and formed two settlements. At 
that time a trader named Bjarni Herjolfsson arrived in Iceland to see his father 
only to find he had gone on to Greenland. Bjarni followed the same route but was 
blown off course and arrived at Newfoundland. He sailed up the coast of 
Newfoundland and Labrador, then turned eastwards and landed at his father’s 
settlement in Greenland. 

There must have been sailings between Greenland and Labrador for building 
materials as Greenland is treeless whilst Labrador, known as Markland, was 
particularly well-forested. Leif (The Lucky) Erikson (above2) then followed 
Bjarni’s route and formed a settlement at the northern tip of Newfoundland 
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which he called Vinland. It appears that there may be a translation error here and that vin did 
not necessarily refer to vines but more likely to hay. 

In the 6th century, Irish monks, notably St Brendan (or Brandon) and St. Malo (although he 
was Welsh), had a habit of casting themselves adrift from the west coast of Ireland and 
allowing the current to take them on holy adventures. Even though the recorded voyages are 
probably folklore, we know that monks did manage to reach Iceland but they could easily have 
drifted on to Greenland and North America. At the time of Columbus, maps often included an 
island in the western Atlantic labelled as Saint Brendan’s Isle.  

In 1976, the British explorer, historian, and writer, Tim Severin followed in St Brendan’s 
footsteps, not without difficulty, in a skin boat and managed to make it to Newfoundland. 
Then of course there is the other re-enactment specialist Thor Heyerdahl from Norway, who 
sailed a replica of an ancient Egyptian boat, called Ra II, made out of papyrus. He set sail from 
Morocco in 1970 and got lost in the Atlantic riding the Canary Current. After an international 
search and rescue operation, involving the UN, he managed to reach Barbados. His earlier Kon 
Tiki expedition had shown the possibility of contact from the Pacific side. This theory has 
been given a boost by recent DNA studies that show Polynesian genes in some South 
American groups. 

In the 2002 book 1421: The Year China Discovered the World, the story tells how Chinese Admiral 
Zheng He gets to America 17 years ahead of Columbus. It’s a compelling tale, but 
unfortunately based on little evidence, to the point where respected historians have labelled it 
pseudo-history and its author either a charlatan or a cretin. Harsh. 

But really, the most interesting theories to me, concern the father and son, John and Sebastian 
Cabot. Backed by Bristol merchants 
and commissioned by Henry VII of 
England, they are believed by many to 
have discovered North America in 
1497. John (right3), who was a 
Venetian (although like Columbus, 
born in Genoa) and more properly 
should be called Giovanni Caboto, 
reached Newfoundland (or possibly 
Nova Scotia) on his second attempt 
across the Atlantic. He reportedly 
landed and claimed the land for the 
English crown but did not advance 
“beyond the shooting distance of a 
crossbow”. There was a second 
expedition a year later, during which 
John appears to have died. One report 
says that he made it to Newfoundland 
and chose not to return. His son 
Sebastian (Sebastiano) published a 
map in 1544 called Cartografía Marítima 
Hispana which included text claiming 
that he had discovered North America 
with his father in 1494, three years 
before John’s voyage. 

Sebastian is credited with sailing as far 
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north as Hudson Bay or “the high latitudes”, where he was forced to turn back because of 
icebergs, and as far south as Chesapeake Bay or “almost on the latitude of Gibraltar”. 

The earliest appearance of the 
name America was in 1507, 
on a map made by the 
German cartographer Martin 
Waldseemüller. The word 
(left) appears to denote the 
southern part of the 
continent and is understood 
to be the feminine form of 
the Christian name of the 
explorer Amerigo Vespucci, 
who sailed to the New World 
in 1497 and 1504. A theory is 
that Vespucci was the main 
explorer that the map maker 

had heard of and so he felt comfortable naming the new land after him in this fashion, rather 
than the more conventional Vespuccia. Another theory involves tracing back to Amerrique—a pre-
Columbian term from the Chorotega people of present-day Nicaragua and Honduras. 
Incidentally, Waldseemüller eventually realised that Vespucci was highly unreliable and on his 
next map both Amerigo and the word America do not appear. 

Coincidentally, John Cabot’s main sponsor was a man called Richard Amerike, who was High 
Sheriff of Bristol. So, could John have named America for him? Who’s to say. 

Postscript: There are stories of the Cabots or other Bristol merchants exploring the east coast of 
the US as far as the Caribbean in the late 15th century. A Spanish map was discovered dated 1500 
that showed the coast marked with English names and a note saying ‘discovered by the English’. 
Finally, the Spanish explorer Alonso de Hojeda reports coming across English whilst sailing 
eastwards along the top of South America. As he was a homicidal maniac, it is quite likely that he 
killed the English sailors that were on Spanish territory and so the evidence failed to reach 
England. It appears that all the protagonists were not only secretive but not averse to 
exaggerating and lying so it is almost impossible to get at the truth. 

BONING-UP7 

The world’s first purpose-built prisoner-of-war camp can be found at Norman Cross, 
outside the city of Peterborough in the UK. Built in 1796 and later demolished in 1816, it 
was constructed during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars to house 7,000 captured 

French, Dutch and German prisoners of war. What survives of the camp today is a well-preserved 
group of earthworks and buried remains, which have been largely undisturbed since the camp’s 
closure. 

The site was purchased in 2025 by a local trust in order to 
preserve the site for the nation. However, in addition to 
being the first camp of its kind, what truly marks Norman 
Cross out as a site of significant historical interest is the 
remarkable surviving craftwork produced by the prisoners, 
who created intricate items to sell at the camp market. 
Over 800 of these items, (considered the largest and finest 
collection of prisoner-of-war craftwork in the world), can 
be found at Peterborough Museum & Art Gallery. Some 
prisoners demonstrated considerable skill and artistry, 
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making toys, model ships and dominoes sets from straw, carved wood or animal bone. Some 
made extraordinary moving mechanical models like this French Palace dolls house (page 3). 

The site is also home to the remains of 1,770 prisoners who died during their time at the 
camp(mostly from diseases like typhus), and who are memorialised at the Norman Cross Eagle 
Monument. This project ensures that these former soldiers and sailors remain at peace and that 
their stories can be told today and in the future. Currently, there is no public access to the site. 
Nene Park Trust are developing plans to enable visitors to explore the area while ensuring that 
the land is farmed sympathetically to preserve the archaeological remains beneath. 

The camp functioned as a self-contained town with barracks, offices, a school, a marketplace, a 
banking system and a hospital employing two French navy surgeons and 24 orderlies. Even 
though Norman Cross was a prison, some of the more highly skilled prisoners became very rich 
selling their products to visitors and passers by. Prices were strictly regulated so as not to 
undercut local businesses, but even so, when the war ended in 1815 and the prisoners were 
permitted to leave, the Transport Board noted that some prisoners has earned as much as 100 
guineas. 

My Mother dealt in antiques and realised 
early on the value of scrimshaw work (bone 
carving), in her case from the Portsmouth 
harbour hulks that used to house Napoleonic 
prisoners. She was always coming home with 
small pieces of their work. One day she came 
home looking somewhat guilty as she had 
spent £100 on something very like this ship 
(left), only in not such good condition. She 
found an ‘old salt’ in Portsmouth who re-
rigged it for her and it was then valued at 
£1,000. I think that this must have been 

about 1960. A similar model sold at auction in 1988 for £43,400. 

SIZE COUNTS4 

Looking at the J&T library the other day, I could not but help wondering why there were so 
many different book sizes - so  I consulted Wikipedia:  
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The size of a book is generally 
measured by the height against 
the width of a leaf. The leaf 
refers to a single piece of paper 
whereas a page is one side of a 
leaf. In the hand press period 
(up to about 1820) books were 
manufactured by printing text 
on both sides of a full sheet of 
paper and then folding the 
paper one or more times into a 
group of leaves or gathering. The 
binder would sew the 
gatherings (sometimes also 
called signatures) through their 
inner hinges and attached to 
cords in the spine to form the 
book block. Before the covers 
were bound to the book, the 
block of text pages was 
sometimes trimmed along the three unbound edges to open the folds of the paper and to 
produce smooth edges for the book. When the leaves were not trimmed, the reader would have 
to cut open the leaf edges using a knife. 

Traditional book  formats were based on the 19-by-24-inch printing paper size. Books made by 
printing two pages of text on each side of a sheet of paper, which is then folded once to form 
two leaves or four pages, are referred to as folios. Those made by printing four text pages on 
each side of a sheet of paper and folding the paper twice to form a gathering containing four 
leaves or eight pages are called quartos. Similarly, books made by printing eight pages of text on 
each side of a sheet, which was then folded three times to form gatherings of eight leaves or 
sixteen pages each, are called octavos. 

Now that paper is printed in rolls the above system does not apply though the book trade still 
like to use the old terms. Nowadays book size is determined by its use. Hence the famous 
Penguin paperback being designed to fit into a pocket and text 
books need to be able to stay open at a page and large enough to 
include diagrams and references. The book size also needs to divide 
into the paper width to avoid wastage. Some book sizes designated 
A, B and C are now industry standards. All rather boring compared 
to the ‘good old days’. 

THE MISSING TUDOR5 

Henry VIII so dominates the Tudor story that it is easy to 
forget his older sister, Margaret (1489 - 1541). She was 
married to James IV of Scotland as part of the Treaty of 

Perpetual Peace which aimed to bring to an end 200 years of conflict. 
It perhaps did not achieve the harmony hoped for between the two 
nations but a century later, her great grandson, James VI of Scotland 
became James I of England, uniting the two crowns in 1603. The 
two countries did not form a full union though until 1707. She 
reigned as queen for ten years then acted as regent to her only 
surviving son James V when her husband died at the battle of 
Flodden in 1513.  
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1. Taken initially from Ian Wilson’s The Columbus Myth (Simon & Schuster 1991) with additions from Wikipedia etc. 
2. Leif Eriksson Discovers America, oil on canvas by Christian Krohg, 1892. Courtesy of Britannica. 
3. John Cabot in traditional Venetian garb by Giustino Menescardi (1762). A mural painting in the 'Sala dello Scudo' in the Palazzo 

Ducale. Taken from a reproduction in "History of Maritime maps", Donald Wigal. 
4. Binding photo courtesy of Hemptique. Bookbinding tools 1875 courtesy of Mary Evans Picture Library. 
5. Information courtesy of The Concise Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press 1995). Portrait by Daniel Mytens, 

courtesy of the Royal Collection. 
6. Taken from POSH by Michael Qinion (Penguin 2004) and Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase & Fable 17th edition (Weidenfeld & 

Nicolson 2005). 
7. Bone palace and painting of Norman Cross courtesy Peterborough Archaeology. Bone ship courtesy of Diana H. Bittel Arts & 

Antiques.

Leading magnates tried to 
manoeuvre themselves into the 
powerful position of regent so 
Margaret had to fight to keep her 
position which mean’t that she 
changed sides and husbands in 
order to retain control. She was 
buried in the Royal Vault in the 
Carthusian Abbey or 
Charterhouse of St John in Perth 
(visualisation above). 
Unfortunately the abbey was 
sacked during the Reformation - for which you can blame John Knox. There are recent moves to 
try and locate her burial. 

THINKING TWICE6 

Charles Perrault’s Tales of Mother Goose was translated into English in 1729 by Robert 
Samber. Many authorities have had difficulty accepting that Cinderella would have worn 
glass slippers. So, nearly everyone agreed with Honoré de Balzac’s explanation that it was 

a miss-translation of the French verre (glass) for vair (miniver) which is a type of fur, common in 
heraldry. However it now turns out that Perrault really did mean glass. These stories were part 
of an oral tradition but Perrault added the fairy godmother and the glass slippers. The Brothers 
Grimm version is much more, well…grim. Academics also believe it was a tongue-in-cheek 
reference to Louis XIV’s love of extravagant and often quixotic French fashion. 

Great Scott is a well-known expression, often followed by who’d have thought it. This was 
widely thought to have come from the German Grüss Gott but again that is not correct. It 
is difficult to pin down exactly but the most likely origin is from the American Civil War 

and very probably refers to General Winfield Scott, known to his troops as Old Fuss and Feathers. 
He was a hero of the Mexican war and was commander-in-chief at the start of the civil war. At 
21 stone he most certainly was a great Scott. 

Our Australia cousins still call us Poms and this word has had various origins attached to it 
from Port of Melbourne and Permit of Migration to Prisoner of Her Majesty. Actually, the true 
origin comes from the convicts red faces (until their blood thinned) so they were called 

pomegranates which also rhymed with immigrants. Children also called them Jimmy Grants for the 
same rhyming which then morphed into Pommy Grant. 

The Americanism OK probably has more origin stories than any other phrase. Suggested 
languages it came from are Choctaw, Greek, Finnish, French, German and African. Then 
there is the freight agent, Obadiah Kelly who stamped bills of lading with his initials. 

Now however it has been traced to Boston where in 1838 there developed a fashion for 
abbreviations such as RTBS (it remains to be seen). A second fashion was for humorous mis-
spellings; so for all correct we get - oll korrect. 


