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In the 1553 English Voyage to Muscovy
and the Origins of the Muscovy Copany:
England’s First Northern Enterprise
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Abstract

This study examines the first English voyage to Muscovy in 1553, led by Sir Hugh
Willoughby and Richard Chancellor, within the broader context of mid-sixteenth-cen-
tury English expansion. While the expedition failed to discover a north-eastern pas-
sage to Asia, it succeeded in establishing direct diplomatic and commercial contacts
with Ivan IV’s court. The voyage also laid the foundation for the Muscovy Company,
the first English joint-stock trading company, which became a model for later overseas
enterprises. The article explores the motivations, events, and outcomes of the expedi-
tion, and its significance for Anglo-Russian relations.

Keywords: Muscovy Company; Richard Chancellor; Anglo-Russian relations;
Tudor exploration; joint-stock companies

Introduction

The mid-sixteenth century marked a decisive turning point in England’s
search for a place within the rapidly globalizing world. While Spain and Por-
tugal had already established vast overseas empires, England remained on
the margins, its merchants struggling with declining exports and its Crown
with chronic financial difficulties. It was in this context of economic crisis and
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geopolitical isolation that the 1553 expedition, led by Sir Hugh Willoughby
and Richard Chancellor, was conceived.

This was not England’s first voyage of discovery. The Cabot expeditions
of 1497-98 had already led the English across the North Atlantic to the shores
of North America, and further ventures followed in the early sixteenth cen-
tury. Yet the 1553 undertaking was unique in its purpose and its outcome. It
represented England’s first major attempt to open a new northern route to
Asia and to establish lasting diplomatic and commercial ties with a non-West-
ern European power —Muscovy under Tsar Ivan IV. In this sense, it was not
merely a geographical journey but a political and economic break-through.!

Equally significant was the institutional innovation that followed. The
group of investors who financed the voyage laid the foundations for the Mus-
covy Company, chartered in 1555 by Queen Mary. As the first English joint-
stock trading company, it pioneered a model of commercial organization that
would later be emulated on a far grander scale by the East India Company,
the Levant Company, and others. The Muscovy Company thus provided a
practical and legal framework for collective investment, risk-sharing, and
overseas trade that proved essential to England’s transformation into a global
maritime power.

England’s Motivations for the 1553 Expedition

Robert Thorne, a Bristol-born merchant residing in Spain, was the first to
draw Henry VIII's attention to the need for a northern voyage of discovery.
In 1527 he set out his ideas in a letter? to the king. In this letter, Thorne enu-
merated at length the successes of the Spanish and Portuguese, and the im-
mense wealth that their discoveries of new lands had brought them.? He ar-
gued that the English were almost duty-bound to explore the northern seas,
since England possessed the most favourable geographical position to do so.*
He recommended attempting to reach the East by a northwestern route.
Above all, he emphasized that the northern regions were the only direction

1 WILLAN 1968, 2-3.

2 Robert Thorne’s 1527 letter to Henry VIII (via Doctor Edward Lee) was published in
Richard Hakluyt: Divers voyages touching the discouerie of America (Hakluyt 1850, 161-178.)
3 By 1527 the Portuguese already had a strong presence in South America, on the west
coast of Africa, and in India, while the Spanish were firmly established in the Carib-
bean, South America, and Central America. From these regions they obtained large
quantities of gold, spices, and slaves.

4 WILLAN 1968, 2.
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where neither the Spanish nor the Portuguese were present, so the English
could sail without rivals and conflicts.5

Thorne’s was not the only letter Henry received encouraging him to sup-
port a northern venture. Thirteen years later, in 1540, one of Thorne’s business
associates, Robert Barlow, also addressed the king. Barlow now suggested a
northeastern route to reach Southeast Asia, and to support his proposal he
sent the king maps and geographical descriptions based on his own earlier
expeditions.® Yet Barlow was disappointed, for Henry showed little interest
in financing such a distant and uncertain undertaking, being preoccupied
with his own pressing domestic problems.” Although the king himself did not
support the idea of a northern voyage, others —especially merchants and in-
vestors —showed considerable interest. The prospect of opening new markets
through discoveries was highly attractive to English merchants who had
found themselves in difficult circumstances.®

By the early 1550s England’s economic situation had become critical, and
future prospects seemed bleak. Alongside a continent-wide inflation, the Eng-
lish crown had debased the coinage in the 1540s to finance state expenditure,
effectively ”counterfeiting” its own money by reducing the precious metal
content of the coins. This caused severe economic disruption. An attempt to
restore the coinage in 1551 only led to drastic fluctuations in prices. While a
strong rise in exports might have stabilized the economy, English overseas
sales also declined, deepening the crisis. The cloth trade — England’s most im-
portant export sector, accounting for over 85% of total exports —had flour-
ished in the first half of the sixteenth century, expanding significantly in line
with rising demand. Yet by 1549-50 this growth had peaked and then entered
a steep decline. The stagnation of the early 1550s signalled a reduced demand
for English cloth both domestically and abroad, forcing manufacturers to cut
back production. This resulted in widespread job losses and hardship among
workers. The combined effects of rapid inflation and the contraction of the
cloth industry dealt a heavy blow to all levels of society, but particularly to
the poor.?

Several factors contributed to the decline of the cloth trade. Chief among
them was the oversupply that developed in the markets of Antwerp, which
reduced demand for English cloth. At the time, Antwerp was one of Europe’s
most important commercial centres, especially for the west European cloth

5 HAKLUYT 1850, 49-52.

6 Robert Barlow’s geographical descriptions and maps were later published under the
title A Brief Summe of Geographie.

7In 1534 Henry VIII broke with the Roman Catholic Church. One of his chief aims
thereafter was to diminish the old ecclesiastical order and to minimize foreign influence.
8 APPLEBY 1998, 60.

9 MAYERS 2005, 18.
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trade. A large portion of English wool and cloth exports reached continental
markets — particularly the Low Countries, Germany, and northern Italy —
through this city. Thus, any oversupply or price drop in Antwerp immedi-
ately reverberated through English production.’® The debasement and later
revaluation of the English currency further undermined confidence in foreign
trade. Moreover, England’s wars against both Scotland and France in the
1540s imposed heavy financial burdens, fuelling inflation and social misery.
The situation was worsened by a series of poor harvests: 1549, 1550, and 1551
all produced disappointing yields, followed by further bad crops in 1555-56.
As a result, grain prices more than doubled compared to normal levels, inten-
sifying hardship for the population.’

By the early 1550s England’s economy had fallen into such a severe crisis
that the political and commercial elites were compelled to seek new remedies
for their trade and financial problems. At the same time, it became increas-
ingly clear to English policymakers that other continental powers— particu-
larly Portugal and Spain— were actively searching for markets outside the tra-
ditional trade routes in order to expand their influence and profits. In this
context, the earlier proposals of Robert Thorne and Robert Barlow gained re-
newed attention: the idea of discovering a northeastern passage to Cathay
(China)'? and the Far East, via the Arctic Ocean and along the Siberian coast.
What had once seemed an audacious and impracticable idea at last entered
the stage of realization in 1553. That year, some 240 men—including mer-
chants, state officials, investors, and other interested parties—gathered in
London to organize and launch an expedition. The venture was fraught with
both financial and technical risks, but it inspired high hopes, particularly for
reviving trade. According to Clement Adams,!? a contemporary chronicler of
the voyage, the enterprise was financed by 240 shareholders, each contrib-
uting £25, raising a total of £6,000 to purchase and outfit three ships —a very
substantial sum for the period.’* From its inception the enterprise was organ-
ised on a joint-stock basis. Unlike regulated companies, the Muscovy Com-
pany’s capital remained permanent for at least two decades and was aug-
mented by calls —£175 per share by 1564, a further £50 in 1570, and £200 in
1572, bringing the par value to £450.15

10 MUNRO 1966, 1142-1144.

1 stout 2015, 36-38.

12 In contemporary texts and common speech, China was referred to as “Cathay”.

13 Clement Adams wrote his account of the 1553 expedition based on Richard Chan-
cellor’s recollections. His work did not appear independently, but as part of Richard
Hakluyt’s The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the Eng-
lish Nation.

14 HAKLUYT 2009, 4.

15 WILLAN 1953, 6-8.
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It is important to note that the association formed in 1553 did not yet con-
stitute an official trading company but rather a loose coalition'®—an interest
group whose aim was to prepare and conduct the maritime venture. Its mem-
bers hoped to discover a route faster and more efficient than those used by
their rivals for acquiring luxury goods such as spices, silks, and other rarities
from the East, as well as to open new profitable markets for English cloth,
which by then was in serious crisis.’” Thus the expedition was driven by a
combination of economic necessity, competitive spirit, and strategic thinking.
Unlike the Portuguese and Spanish, whose voyages were state-sponsored and
often aimed at spreading Christianity and conquering new territories, the
English organized a private expedition with purely commercial objectives.18

The 1553 Voyage

The expedition of 1553 set out with three ships —the Bona Esperanza, the Bona
Confidentia, and the Edward Bonaventure —carrying together around 120
men. The crews reflected the dual commercial and exploratory nature of the
enterprise. Alongside professional sailors and pilots were merchants, crafts-
men, gunners, and even a minister, whose presence, even though his fate is
unknown, underscored the expectation that this was not merely a voyage of
reconnaissance but one that might establish lasting commercial relations.’® At
the head of the fleet stood Sir Hugh Willoughby, a soldier of distinguished
reputation but with little naval experience, appointed admiral largely for his
social standing. The practical navigation of the voyage, however, was en-
trusted to Richard Chancellor, the chief pilot, supported by Stephen Borough,
whose skill and later surveys would prove essential for English knowledge of
northern waters. This division of roles captures well the experimental charac-
ter of the venture: aristocratic prestige lent authority, while the new profes-
sional navigator class provided expertise.?0

The fleet departed London in May 1553 and sailed north along the coast of
Norway. Soon after, however, they were struck by violent storms in the seas
around Senja. The ships lost sight of each other, and Chancellor, aboard the
Edward Bonaventure, was left alone. According to the prearranged instruc-
tions, the fleet was to regroup at Wardhouse, Denmark’s remote outpost in

16 The official name of the association was the Company of Merchant Adventurers to
New Lands.

17 HAKLUYT 2009, 2.

18 MAYERS 2005, 19.

19 MAYERS 2005, 25.

20 MAYERS 2005, 33-35.
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the far north, but Willoughby and his companions never arrived.?! Chancel-
lor, judging it futile to wait indefinitely, pressed eastward into unfamiliar
seas. His decision, born of necessity, brought him into the White Sea — the first
recorded English ship to enter those waters.?

While Willoughby’s two vessels attempted to find safe harbour but eventu-
ally succumbed to the Arctic winter, Chancellor made landfall near the Dvina
estuary. From there he was guided by locals inland, eventually reaching Mos-
cow. His reception by Ivan IV was unexpectedly cordial: the tsar, keen to cul-
tivate new allies and markets, welcomed the English visitor and permitted
him to present Edward VI's letters. In the process, Chancellor transformed a
voyage that had apparently failed in its original objective —the search for a
north-eastern passage to Asia—into a diplomatic breakthrough of lasting sig-
nificance.?

The loss of Sir Hugh Willoughby and his crews demonstrated the consid-
erable dangers inherent in Arctic navigation. By contrast, the survival of Rich-
ard Chancellor’s vessel and his successful return to England with information
about Muscovy and the Russian court had immediate consequences. Alt-
hough the expedition failed to reach Asia, it succeeded in establishing a direct
northern maritime access to Russia, a region previously difficult for Western
Europeans to approach because of geography and political barriers. The priv-
ileges granted by Ivan IV offered the prospect of sustained commerce, and
this, in turn, persuaded the investors to pursue regular trade. The outcome of
the 1553 venture thus laid the groundwork for enduring Anglo-Russian rela-
tions and for the subsequent foundation of the Muscovy Company.

The Muscovy Company and Early Russian encounters

In 1555 the original investors established the Muscovy Company, which re-
ceived a royal charter from Mary I in the same year. This became the first
English joint-stock trading company. Chartered on 26 February 1555, the com-
pany received a monopoly not only over Russia but over all lands “lying
northwards, northeastwards, or northwestwards” not commonly frequented
by English merchants. It was granted perpetual succession, a common seal,
and a corporate structure led by one or two governors, four consuls, and
twenty-four assistants. Sebastian Cabot was appointed governor for life; only

21 Sir Hugh Willoughby’s notes, like those of Clement Adams, did not appear inde-
pendently, but as part of Hakluyt's The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques
and Discoveries of the English Nation.

22 GERSON 1912, 9-10.

23 GERSON 1912, 13-14.
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after his death in 1557 did the office become elective on an annual basis.?* One
of the most important privileges for the English, however, was Ivan IV’s per-
mission to conduct trade with Persia via Russian territory. This was crucial
for England, since although the Portuguese controlled the Persian Gulf, the
English could still reach the Persian markets along this new overland route.?
The charter list contained 201 names, headed — quite unusually —by leading
nobles and crown officers before descending to the long roll of London mer-
chants. This top-heavy structure probably eased Privy Council business but
left day-to-day trading in the hands of the mercantile elite. A significant pro-
portion of these merchants were also cloth exporters and members of the Mer-
chant Adventurers, reflecting the desire to reduce dependence on Antwerp
by opening ”a vent some other ways” for English cloth.26

At the same time, many of these investors were also active in southern and
Atlantic ventures. From the early 1550s they supported Barbary voyages to
North Africa (from 1552 onward), successive Guinea expeditions to West Af-
rica in the 1550s, and later even John Hawkins's slave-trading voyages, one of
which in 1564 was reported to yield profits of about 60 percent. The pattern is
clear: the Muscovy adventurers were part of the same circle of London capi-
talists who financed enterprises on multiple frontiers —whether in the north-
east towards Russia, the south across the Mediterranean and West Africa, or
the Atlantic world.?”

The English voyage and the establishment of contact with Muscovy was of
considerable significance for Russia’s development. Since the fall of the
Kievan Rus (1240) and the Mongol conquest, Russia had maintained only lim-
ited relations with Western Europe. Novgorod had been the sole city to sus-
tain contacts, primarily with the towns of the Hanseatic League. German mer-
chants reached Novgorod through the Gulf of Finland, but the route was un-
safe due to constant Swedish attacks. These contacts weakened further when
Novgorod was brought under Muscovite control in the fifteenth century. The
rulers of Moscow could not establish similar ties with Europe because their
hostile neighbours — Lithuania, the Livonian towns, and Sweden — effectively
cut them off from the West. Chancellor’s arrival opened a new route into Rus-
sia which, though long, bypassed these obstructive states.?8

Ivan IV quickly recognized the potential of this new route and of coopera-
tion with the English. He granted the English merchants” permission to trade
within his dominions and bestowed on them a range of privileges. The im-
portance of these connections for both sides is shown by the fact that already

24 WILLAN 1968, 8-11.

25 Y AKOBSON 1935, 603.
26 WILLAN 1953, 12-15.
27 WILLAN 1953, 24-27.
28 LUBIMENKO 1927, 106.
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in 1556 Ivan sent Osip Grigorievich Nepeya to London as the first Russian
envoy to England. Nepeya was warmly received by Mary I and Philip II, who
granted permission for English craftsmen to travel to and work in Russia. In-
viting foreign artisans to Moscow was not only a key aim of Ivan himself but
also of his successors, as it was the most effective way to acquire Western
technologies.?

From this point onward, Russia and England maintained friendly rela-
tions. Envoys were dispatched almost every year, though they were not resi-
dent ambassadors in the later sense; rather, they stayed only as long as was
necessary to carry out their missions.®Y English goods became widespread in
Russia, and although certain negative attitudes towards foreigners per-
sisted — for instance, the Orthodox Church regarded the Protestant English as
heretics —merchants were generally able to trade without major difficulties.
They established trading posts and houses within the country, and Anglo-
Russian relations continued to prosper until the onset of the Time of Troubles
(1598-1613),%! when dynastic disputes, instability, and social unrest gravely
weakened the Russian state and the position of the English in Russia.3?

Conclusion

The 1553 voyage to Muscovy and the subsequent foundation of the Muscovy
Company marked a decisive shift in England’s outlook. Though the original
aim of finding a north-eastern passage to Asia was not achieved, the expedi-
tion created lasting channels of commerce and diplomacy with Russia. The
institutional form of the Muscovy Company provided a template for later
joint-stock companies, while the experience gained in northern exploration
prepared English merchants and seamen for greater ventures ahead. What
began as a response to economic crisis and geopolitical marginalization thus
became a key step in England’s transformation into a global maritime power.

29 KISELEV 2021, 138, 142.

30 Permanent resident ambassadors only became common in Russian diplomacy under
Peter the Great.

31 The Russian ”Time of Troubles” (CmyTHOe Bpewmsi) refers to the period between 1598
and 1613, marked by dynastic struggles, instability, and social upheavals following the
extinction of the Rurik dynasty.

32 LUBIMENKO 1927, 107.
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