E N D I N G THE SEARCH
FOR THE MYTHICAL PASSAGE
OF ADMIRAL FONTE:
The 1J92 Voyage ofJacinto Caamano1

FREEMAN M. TOVELL

T

he existence of a navigable passage across North America
had long been conjectured by cartographers and geographers.
T h e oldest theory was that there existed a Strait of Anian ?
which was believed to traverse the top of the continent. In time,
accounts of other navigable routes attracted the attention of geographers and mariners alike, and all were of particular interest to
Spain, as their Pacific openings lay in waters Spain historically considered belonged to it. These were the Strait of Juan de Fuca in latitude 48°N, the passage of Admiral Bartholomew Fonte in latitude
53°N (the Dixon E n t r a n c e ) , and the Strait of L o r e n z o Ferrer
Maldonaldo in latitude 59°N (just south of Prince William Sound). 2
Recent scholarship on the Spanish contribution to the search for
these apocryphal passages has focused almost exclusively on the Strait
of Juan de Fuca and the Passage of Lorenzo Ferrer Maldonaldo, 3
whereas Jacinto Caamano's destruction of the myth of the Strait of
Admiral Fonte has been virtually ignored. 4 This essay evaluates
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A revision of a paper read at the annual meeting of the Society for the H i s t o r y of Discoveries,
Arlington, Texas, N o v e m b e r 1995. Research has been assisted by a grant from t h e Social
Sciences and H u m a n i t i e s C o u n c i l of C a n a d a , which is gratefully acknowledged. I should
also like to thank D r Christon I. Archer and D r W . Michael M a t h e s for their careful readings
of versions of the manuscript.
T h e r e is an extensive b o d y of w o r k on these mythical passages. See especially H e n r y R.
Wagner, Apocryphal Voyages to the Northwest Coast of America, Proceedings of the A m e r i c a n
A n t i q u a r i a n Society, no. 41, 1931 (hereafter cited as Wagner, Apocryphal Voyages).
For example, Donald C. Cutter, Malaspina and Galiano: Spanish Voyages to the Northwest Coast, iyçi
and iyç2 (Vancouver: Douglas & M c I n t y r e and Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1991)
(hereafter cited as Cutter, Malaspina and Galiano); John Kendrick, The Voyage of the Sutil and
Mexicana: The Last Spanish Exploration of the Northwest Coast of America (Spokane, W A : Arthur
H . Clark, 1991) (hereafter cited as Kendrick, Sutil and Mexicana); and Freeman M . Tovell, "Manuel
Quimper and the Exploration of the Strait of Juan de Fuca," Resolution 14 (May 1990): 14-21.
T h e only detailed study of Caamano's voyage was made over sixty years ago by H e n r y R.
W a g n e r and W . A . N e w c o m b e , w h o edited a translation of Caamano's journal by C a p t a i n
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Caamano's explorations from Nootka, 13 June - 7 September 1992.
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The 1792 Voyage of Jacinto

Caamano

Caamano's voyage, places it in its political and strategic context, and
examines its consequences for Spanish policy in the Pacific Northwest.
The question of a passage across North America actively interested
the Spanish almost immediately after Cortes's conquest of Mexico
in 1521, but early tentative efforts to sail north up the Pacific coast
were brought to a halt when further exploration was first discouraged
and then prohibited on the grounds that it would be impossible to
keep knowledge of any find from Spain's rivals, especially England.5
Reports from the Spanish minister in Saint Petersburg of Russian
activity in Alaskan waters prompted a renewal of exploration north
of Mexico and the then-viceroy was ordered to investigate. The Perez
expedition of 1774 and the Hezeta-Bodega y Quadra expedition the
following year, though important, were inconclusive in their results.
However, the news that in 1776 James Cook would be setting out in
search of the Northwest Passage and, if successful, stood to win the
£20,000 prize offered by the British Parliament, acted as a wake-up
call, alerting the Spanish to the danger their California settlements
would face should Cook succeed.
The Spanish government responded promptly with an order to
Viceroy Bucareli to despatch the Arteaga-Bodega y Quadra expedition
of 1779, but, delayed by chronic lack of shipping in the Pacific, it did
not leave San Bias until almost the day Cook was killed in Hawaii.
Unaware that they were following a good part of Cook's route of the
year before, the expedition's two ships skirted the entrance to Prince
William Sound and proceeded along the Alaskan coast as far as
Afognak Island, just north of Kodiak Island. As the coast was trending

5

Harold Grenfell, RN, published in the British Columbia Historical Quarterly 2 (1938): 189222, 265-301 (hereafter cited as Wagner, Introduction). It should be noted, however, that
Wagner was mainly interested in the cartographical results of the voyage and that
Newcombe's footnotes related almost exclusively to Caamano's ethnographic observations.
The original of the journal is in the Archivo General de la Nacion, Mexico (hereafter cited
as AGN), Historia 71, ff303~92. The AGN; the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and the
Museo Naval, Madrid, possess extensive extracts catalogued as Provincias Internas 134,
MS 10 and MS 2193, respectively. The latter was published in 1975 by the Instituto Historico
de la Marina, Madrid, as number 7 in its series, Coleccion de Diarios y Relaciones de losViajes
y DescubrimientoSy edited by Roberto Barreiro-Meiro. Unless otherwise indicated, all
quotations are taken from the Grenfell translation.
The eminent Spanish maritime historian, Martin Fernandez de Navarrete, stated that the
purpose of his lengthy introduction to the 1802 publication of the Alcalâ Galiano-Valdés
expedition, summarizing all the Spanish voyages up the Pacific coast from 1532 to 1792, was
"to inform on the expeditions previously carried out in the search for the Northwest
Passage." For these early voyages, see Henry R. Wagner, Spanish Voyages to the Northwest
Coast of America in the Sixteenth Century (San Francisco: California Historical Society,
1929), See also Warren L. Cook, Flood Tide ofEmpire: Spain and the Pacific Northwest^ 1543i8iç (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973).
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southwest and the northern horizon showed nothing but a solid range
of snow-capped mountains, Arteaga, the expedition's commander,
concluded that there could be no passage to the north or northeast
in those waters.
Spain's involvement in the war against England, in support of the
American colonies, precluded any further voyages north. However,
exploration was resumed in 1788 when, in response to more insistent
reports of Russian penetration into Alaska, Esteban José Martinez
and Lôpez de Haro, in a remarkable voyage, sailed north to encounter
fur traders at Three Saints Bay on Kodiak Island. They understood
from the Russian factor at today's Dutch Harbour on Unalaska Island
that the Russians intended to occupy Nootka Sound the following
year.
Unaware that English and American fur traders had already been
active in the area and had even established a temporary post in
Friendly Cove, and without waiting for approval from the home
government, Viceroy Manuel Antonio Flores immediately ordered
Martinez to occupy Nootka. The inevitable clash occurred the
following year, 1789, when Martinez seized three fur-trading vessels
belonging to the fur-trading syndicate of John Meares. War was
averted at the last moment, with the signing in October 1790 of the
Nootka Convention.
As a diplomatic document, the Nootka Convention was seriously
flawed. It had been negotiated on the basis of inaccurate and incomplete information and under threat of war, and the ambiguous
wording of the key articles reflected the need to satisfy both Spanish
pride and Prime Minister Pitt's eagerness to establish an English
foothold on the north Pacific coast and to break Spain's long-outdated
claim to a monopoly of the trans-Pacific trade routes. Of particular
concern to Spain were the ambiguities of the articles that granted
England the right to establish trading posts on unsettled portions of
the American coast.
Tlçit Nootka Convention represented a major shift in the strategic
baMnce of power in the Pacific. Spain's virtually undefended missions
and presidios of Alta California, the modern State of California, could
no longer remain secure in their isolation. Realization of this harsh
truth provided the impetus to search aggressively for a navigable
passage across the continent, not so much to find one as to make
certain none existed. It was important to Spain that the California
missions and presidios not be easily approached from the north.

