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INTRODUCTION

The urge to write a book can be prompted by a multitude of emotions, impulses, or moods, including excitement, enthusiasm, and gratitude – although bitterness, anger or annoyance can likewise ignite intellectual fervor. In some cases, intellectual curiosity is the prime motivation – the psychological desire to delve deeply, in writing and for one's own satisfaction, into what makes people, or events, tick.

But it's also true that less noble motives such as vanity, avarice, and narcissism all too often prompt authors to set pen to paper. 

And so, it seems to me that an author owes it to their readers, and themselves, to come clean about the mindset, the emotions, the impulses, and the specific personal needs that have led them to focus on his chosen subject.

As far as this present book is concerned, I know with absolute certainty that it sprang from a somewhat unusual, but powerful sentiment – that of shame. 

Here's how it happened.

Last year, for the first time, I had the opportunity to take a trip to South America, something I'd wanted to do for a very long time. Plus, I knew that in Brazil some of the most magnificent landscapes on earth awaited me, and that in Argentina communion with kindred spirits was likely to appear.

This excited anticipation went a long way toward making the trip a fantastic experience – plus, every aspect of the crossing itself was as pleasant as a person could have hoped for: calm seas, total relaxation on a swift and spacious ship, all ties with life on land severed, and the attendant cessation of the usual daily vexations.

And so, there I was reveling in the idyll of an ocean crossing – until, suddenly, on the seventh or eighth day, I began feeling impatient and irritated: seeing that deep azure sky over and over and over again, and that calm, blue sea, over and over and over again. This abrupt upswelling of emotion now made the journey seem unduly slow. I found myself longing to be there already; I rejoiced at the steady daily advance of the clock; and now I began finding this lukewarm, offhand enjoyment of the void oppressive. Seeing the same faces day after day became exhausting, and the monotony and the unchanging, pulsating calm of the daily onboard routine got on my nerves; onward, onward, faster, faster, sooner, sooner, became my inner mantra. For suddenly, the headway being made by this sumptuous, magnificent, comfortable ocean liner replete with all the modern conveniences, was too slow for me.

Maybe I just needed this one second to become aware of my impatience, and I was thoroughly ashamed. Here you are traveling, I thought to myself reproachfully, on the conceivably safest of all ships on the most beautiful voyage, with all the luxuries of life at your disposal. If you are cold in your cabin in the evening, you turn a knob and the warm air wafts through your roof. Does the noon sunshine at the equator seem too hot? Well, there’s a cooling fan in your cabin a stone’s throw away, or ten paces away there’s a swimming pool ready and waiting for you. At dinner you can have a choice of a seemingly infinite variety of food and drink; and in this most sumptuous of hotels, everything is brought to you as if by magic, and in abundance to boot. You can stay on your own and read or you can join in the games on deck, listen to good music or converse with your fellow passengers – all to your heart’s desire. Every possible convenience and safety precaution is at your fingertips. You know your destination, you know exactly when you will get there, and your coming is eagerly awaited. By the same token, in London, in Paris, in Buenos Aires, and in New York, they know your ship’s exact location at any given moment. If you mount the small staircase to the wireless room, an obedient spark will carry your question or greeting to any corner of the globe, and you’ll get a response in an hour’s time – no matter where it’s sent from. Remember, impatient and ungrateful as you are, what ocean voyages used to be like. Compare your present experiences to the first voyages of those reckless young men sailing across vast oceans – these men who discovered the world for us – and shame on you! Try to imagine, how they set sail for the unknown on ships little larger than fishing boats, without knowing their way, hopelessly lost, ceaselessly in peril, and exposed to all the vicissitudes of storms and the torture of deprivation. No light at night, nothing to drink but lukewarm brackish water from barrels and collected rainwater, nothing to eat but crusts of bread and rancid salted bacon fat; and oftentimes they didn’t even have that meager fare at their disposal. No beds, no lounge to relax in, and affected by stifling heat and merciless cold – plus, they were fully aware how hopelessly alone they were in a vast unending expanse of water. For months or years, nobody back home knew what had become of them – any more than they themselves knew where they were going. Misery and distress were their constant companions; death in myriad forms surrounded them at sea, and on land, their lives often hung by a thread – from hostile strangers who wanted them dead, or from the elements. Month in and month out, year in and year out – eternally on their inadequate little barque – they were surrounded by the most appalling loneliness. They knew there was no one to come to their aid, that they wouldn’t catch sight of a sail for months on end in those untraveled waters, that no one could save them from the hazards they had to encounter, and that there was no one to inform their loved ones back home if they had perished in a shipwreck or had been killed by hostile natives. 

Thus, I simply could not resist the temptation to begin imagining what the first expeditions of those conquistadors of the sea had been like and was deeply ashamed of my own impatience regarding this ocean odyssey and the taste of the pleasures of the harbor. 

Once this sense of shame had been aroused, it did not leave me for the remainder of the voyage, and I found myself thinking obsessively about those anonymous heroes. This in turn made me long to learn more about those who dared to struggle against the elements, and to read more about their first voyages over the unexplored oceans – stories that had fascinated me since childhood. I went to the ship’s library to get some books about ocean voyages. And of all the personalities and expeditions I read about, I came to admire most the deeds of one man, Ferdinand Magellan, who had accomplished the greatest feat in the entire history of exploration. Magellan: a man who set sail from Seville, Spain, with a fleet of five tiny vessels not much larger than fishing boats and proceeded to circumnavigate the globe. This was, it seemed to me, probably the most glorious odyssey in the history of mankind: the departure of 265 brave men – only 18 of whom made it back to Spain alive on a single rotting ship – but with the flag of the greatest victory of all time hoisted to the top of its mast. 

Those books didn’t have a whole lot to say about Magellan himself, and certainly not enough to satisfy me. And so, I continued reading and researching when I returned home, and I was amazed at how little reliable information there was concerning Magellan’s astounding exploit. As had happened to me several times before, I realized that telling the story to others would be the best and most productive way of explaining the inexplicable to myself. Such was the origin of this book, which, I can quite frankly say, has come into being to my own amazement. In the process of telling the story of this odyssey as realistically and accurately as possible, using all the available documents, I often had the odd feeling that I was relating either one of the greatest pipe dreams or one of the tallest tales of all time. Yet, what can be better than the truth, especially if it seems utterly improbable! The great heroic deeds of mankind always seem like impossible dreams because they completely transcend average human capabilities. But it is by performing the incredible that mankind regains faith in itself. 

The name of the man who achieved the first circumnavigation of the globe exists in at least four or five different forms. In Portuguese documents, the great mariner is sometimes called Fernao de Magalhais – sometimes Fernao de Magelhaes. He himself, when he started to serve Spain, signed documents sometimes with the name Maghallanes or Maghellanes and cartographers latinized this Spanish form of his name into Magellanus. Looking for a standardized form for this book, I decided to use the semi-latinized and internationally used form: Magellan, analogous to Columbus, whom we likewise refer to as Cristoforo Colombo or Cristobal Colon. 

By the same token I have used the more familiar name of Charles V for the Habsburg ruler who made Magellan’s voyage possible – although during the early years discussed in this book, he had not yet been crowned Holy Roman Emperor, and was known merely as King Charles I of Spain
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Chapter 1

Navigare necesse est

It all began with the quest for spices. Since the ancient Romans first encountered the burning, numbing, sharp or befuddling ingredients of the Orient and found them to their liking, the Western World didn’t want to do without those Indian spices in their kitchens and cellars. Lacking spices, the food of Northern Europe was inconceivably incredibly boring and insipid, and remained so far into the Middle Ages; and it would be a very long time until the modern world’s most common field crops – potatoes, corn and tomatoes – found their permanent home in Europe. There were no lemons to prepare acid drinks, there was no sugar to sweeten food or drink, and the restorative effects of tea and coffee had yet to be discovered. Even in the homes of the rich and powerful, blatant gluttony helped to camouflage the insipid monotony of mealtime. But miraculously, just one tiny grain of an Indian spice, a peppercorn, a piece of dried nutmeg, or a knife-tip of ginger or cinnamon immensely improved the most primitive food, and the delighted palate sat up and took notice at these strange, tasty and exciting culinary accoutrements. No matter whether sour or sweet, sapid or vapid, the still barbaric and medieval gustatory nerves soon found it impossible to live without these exotic flavorings, and demand for them mushroomed. A dish was not properly prepared unless so much pepper had been added to it that it practically burned a hole in the tongue. Even beer was strongly seasoned with ginger, and mulled wine was so laden with spices that it seared the throat like gunpowder.

The West, however, didn’t only need spices and kindred oriental products for the kitchen, for European women increasingly demanded the sweet-scented products of Arabia: wanton musk, fragrant ambergris, or sweet-smelling attar of roses. They asked weavers and dyers for Chinese silks and Indian damasks, as well as jewelers for lustrous pearls from Ceylon and glittering diamonds from Hindustan. Paradoxically enough, the spread of Catholicism promoted the use of oriental products, for not one of the myriad censers swung in the countless churches of Europe obtained its key ingredient from European soil; for each censer was provided with the materials for its fragrant smoke by land or sea from the Arabian Peninsula. Nor did apothecaries need to vaunt the benefits of Indian or Levantine products such as opium, camphor, or pricey gum resin, for experience had taught them that their consumers would not believe any balsam or drug to be truly efficacious unless upon the porcelain vessel which contained it there was to be read in blue letters the magic word Arabian or Indian. The rarity, the exotic character and no doubt the high price of any oriental medicament sufficed to enhance its potency, which was in turn synonymous with select, exquisite, distinguished, precious and costly in the Middle Ages (as was the attribute “French” outside of France during the 18th century). No other article of commerce was coveted as avidly as oriental spices – to the point where it seemed that the mysteriously foreign aroma of these products of the distant Orient must have magically inebriated the European mind.

For the very reason that they were so fashionable, Indian goods were expensive, and their prices kept going up. Nowadays, it’s difficult to calculate the febrile rise of their prices, for as is well known, historical accounts of such matters tend to be vague and exaggerated. Perhaps the best idea of the insanely high prices for spices can be gained by recalling that, in the 11th century, pepper, which today stands unguarded on every restaurant table and is scattered almost as freely as sand, was counted peppercorn by peppercorn, and was certainly worth its weight in gold. The spice had an absolutely stable value – many cities and towns kept their accounts in pepper as if it had been silver or gold. With pepper you could buy land, pay dowries, and purchase the freedom of a city. Many princes and cities assessed taxes in weights of peppercorn. When, in the Middle Ages, one wished to describe a man as stinking rich, one called him a pepper sack. But pepper was not the only spice that only the very wealthy could afford. Ginger, cinnamon, camphor and cinchona bark were weighed using gold or apothecary scales, and the windows were carefully closed during the weighing operation, lest a draft should blow away the minutest fragment of the costly dust. 

But however absurd this overvaluation of spices may seem to us today, it becomes self-evident if you take into account the difficulties and the risk of transporting peppercorn. Back then, the distance between the East and West was unimaginably vast. Considering the dangers and obstacles to ships, caravans and wagons had to overcome on the way. Every single grain and every single flower had to endure an endless odyssey before making its way from a green shrub on the Malay Archipelago to the European shopkeeper’s counter. But at its place of origin, not one of these spices was a rarity. On the other side of the earth, cinnamon-laurel grew in Ceylon, cloves abounded in Amboyna, nutmeg was rife in Banda, and pepper plants grew in Malabar as profusely as thistles do here at home. In Malaysia, a hundredweight of one of these products was worth no more than a pinch in the West. But trade goods passed from hand to hand; the owner of each pair of hands demanded their recompense and the goods in question had to pass through many hands and across whole deserts and oceans before reaching the consumer. The first link in this supply chain was normally the most poorly paid: the Malayan slave who plucked the fresh blossoms, carrying them to market upon their brown-skinned back and receiving little more than their own sweat by way of reward. It was their master who benefited and from whom a Mohammedan merchant bought the load, paddling in the blazing hot tropical sun for upwards of ten days in their flimsy prahu – from the Spice Islands to Malacca (not far from modern Singapore). Here sat the first of the blood sucking spiders, the lord of the harbor, the mighty Sultan, demanding tribute from every dealer who wanted to transship his goods. Not until the dues had been paid could the fragrant freight be transferred to another and larger vessel in which it moved slowly via broad oars or a rectangular sail from one Indian coastal locale to another. These transshipments often took months, as, in these latitudes, sailing ships were often becalmed for weeks on end beneath cloudless skies, or had to flee sudden typhoons or pirates. Not only toilsome but fearfully dangerous was the voyage across two or three tropical seas, where, as a rule, of one out of five ships went to the bottom of the sea in a storm or were plundered by pirates. God blessed the seafarer when he, at long last, made it cross the Gulf of Cambay and round the southern coast of Arabia, reaching Ormuz at the entrance to the Persian Gulf or Aden, if the destination was the Red Sea or Egypt. 

But the ensuing overland travel phase was no less arduous and dangerous. In these transshipment ports, thousands upon thousands of camels waiting in long rows would, at a sign from their master, kneel for the corded bales of pepper or nutmeg or whatever other product was being loaded – one bag at a time – on their patient backs. These four-legged ships of the desert would then slowly carry their precious cargo along the north-westward trail to the desert. By the more easterly caravan route, which was the commoner one, in journeys that lasted for months, Arab caravans conveyed Indian goods by way of Basra, Baghdad, and Damascus to Beirut or Trebizond – names reminiscent of The Thousand and One Nights – or, by the western route to Jidda and Cairo. These routes across the desert had existed for millennia and had been used by caravans since the times of the Pharaohs and the Bactrians. These routes were familiar not only to itinerant traders, but also to the pirates of the desert – the Bedouins – who, in a single daring raid, would often carry off the fruit of months of arduous labor. And whatever cargo managed to survive sandstorms and Bedouins could not escape other purloiners who regarded themselves as legitimate. The emirs of El Hejaz, the sultans of Egypt, and the rulers of Syria demanded no small tribute for every sack that passed through their territory. Egypt alone, it has been estimated, earned 100,000 ducats annually from the transit trade in spices. And, if by some miracle, a caravan arrived reasonably intact at the mouth of the Nile near Alexandria, the Venetian fleet, which also wanted its piece of the spice trade pie, it would be awaited and would prove to be neither the last nor the least of the lot. Ever since the perfidious overthrow of its Byzantine rival, the small maritime republic known as Venice had secured a monopoly on the transit trade in spices across the Mediterranean. Instead of being shipped directly to their destination, now, the goods had to be delivered to the Rialto, where German, Flemish, and British factors competed to purchase the wares at auction. Whereupon the broad-wheeled wagons would make their way through the snow and ice of the Alpine passes bearing cargo that had come into existence in the tropics at least two years previously. But now, at long last, they would reach the Western retailers who, having exacted a profit of their own, would sell the goods to their customers. 

Martin Behaim wrote on the famous Nuremberg globe he made in 1492 that Indian spices had to pass through at least twelve hands before reaching the consumer. And though so many had to share in the gains, each succeeded in extracting a sufficient amount of golden sap from the India trade – which, despite all its perils and hardships, was by far the most lucrative commercial activity in the Middle Ages, because the bulk of the commodity was minimal and the profit margin was so large. And notwithstanding that four out of five spice transport ships were lost (in the case of Magellan’s expedition, only one ship actually made it all the way around the globe, and of the 265 men who embarked on the original five ships, more than 200 never made it safely home), it was still only sailors and captains who lost their lives, whereas merchants earned their profits all the same. And even if only one out of five ships reached port after three years with a full load of spices, its cargo would bring in a handsome profit. In the 15th century, a sack of peppercorn was worth more than a human life; and since, in those times, as always, there was an ample supply of lives and lives were cheap and spices were not, we need not be surprised that the merchants usually did quite well for themselves, and that the palaces of Venice and those of the Fuggers and Welsers were robustly constructed from the profits of the Indian spice trade. 

But just as inevitably as iron will corrode, envy always rears its ugly head when sizeable profits are at stake. Every trading advantage and every monopoly is considered unjust by rivals, and when one little group gets excessively rich, a coalition of the disgruntled and disadvantaged inevitably forms. The Genoese, the French and the Spaniards looked askance at the success of the Venetians in diverting the golden Gulf Stream into the Grand Canal. With even more rancor contemplated these trade rivals Egypt and Syria, where Islam interposed an impenetrable barrier between India and Europe. No Christian ship was allowed to sail the Red Sea, nor was any Christian trader allowed to use the land routes to the Indies. The use of Turkish and Arabian intermediaries was inexorably forced upon the giaours (infidels). 

The upshot of this regulation was not only a needless increase in cost to European consumers, but also massive profit loss for Christian merchants. An additional consequence was a steady flow of precious metals to the Orient, given that European wares were not moving eastward to an extent that could even come close to making up for the exchange value of the precious Indian spices. Owing to this unfavorable balance of trade, the West grew increasingly eager to escape from this ruinous and degrading control, until at length, forcible measures were taken to bring it to an end. Without a doubt, the Crusades were not exclusively or mainly (as is often depicted in a romanticized way) a mystical religious endeavor to liberate the site of the holy grave from the grip of the unbelievers. The primary objective of the first military coalition of Christian Europe was to break through the Mohammedan barrier across the Red Sea and thus open up the trade routes to the East for Christianity. Since this attempt failed and Egypt could not be torn from the Moslem grasp and Islam continued to bar the way to the Indies, a necessarily arose of an urgent desire to discover another way – a free and independent new route to India – that was free from the menace of the followers of the Prophet.

The boldness that inspired Columbus’s voyages to the west, Bartholomew Dias’s and Vasco da Gama’s expeditions to the south, and John Cabot’s voyage from Bristol to Labrador was above all the outcome of long repressed yearnings to free the West from Mohammedan arrogance and to discover an unfettered route to the Indies, where Christian trade could eventually counter the humiliating supremacy of Islam. Whenever important discoveries are made, those who make them believe that they do so for moral and spiritual reasons, whereas often material gain is the main cause. Without a doubt, kings and their counselors would have been impressed by the bold ideas of Columbus and Magellan and would have been receptive to these explorers’ plans – for ideal reasons – but they would never have risked putting actual money into these projects; nor would princes and speculators have backed the risk by outfitting fleets had there not been a real possibility of discovering a new trade route to the Indies, which would have amortized the investment thousandfold. Throughout that age of amazing discoveries and explorations, the driving force was mercantilism. Behind the hero stood the trader. The impulse that initially gave rise to the European invasion of India in the Middle Ages was thoroughly mundane: it all started with the spices.

Wonderful things happen in history when the genius of a man coincides with the genius of his era and when one individual perceptively grasps the creative yearning of his age. Portugal had thrown off the Moorish yoke after prolonged and heroic struggles but had not yet been able to fulfill its part of Europe’s mission. Though Portugal’s victory had definitely established its independence, the grandiose power of a young and passionate nation lay fallow; thereafter, the natural will to expansion proper to every rising nation had failed to find an outlet. Possibilities of landward expansion were restricted by the Spaniards, friends and brothers of the Portuguese though they were. Thus, for a relatively small and impoverished nation such as Portugal, the sole path to territorial expansion via trading and colonization lay seaward.

At first glance, Portugal’s situation appeared to be the least favorable of all the seafaring nations of Europe. According to the ptolemaic system of geography (dominant throughout Europe from the end of the 2nd century until the close of the Middle Ages) the Atlantic Ocean, whose waves broke unceasingly on the Portuguese coast, was an endless, non-navigable expanse of water. No less unnavigable, declared Ptolemy on his map of the world, was the southern route along the African coast. According to this Alexandrian geographer, whose authority reigned supreme at all universities, it was impossible to live at or near the equator, for no plant or animal could possibly survive the vertical rays of the sun that prevailed there. Uninhabitable sandy deserts extended to the South Pole, and circumnavigation was not possible, because Africa extended as far as Terra Australis, thus creating a continuous land mass impenetrable for ships. In the view of medieval geographers, Portugal, lacking access as it did to the only navigable body of water (the Mediterranean), was in the worst possible position among the maritime nations of Europe. 

It became the life’s goal of a prince of Portugal to prove that what had been deemed impossible was in fact possible and to attempt, as the Bible says, to make the “last first.” What if Ptolemy, although a leading geographical authority and the “pope of geography” of his era, had been mistaken? What if this Atlantic Ocean – whose powerful waves and tides brought strange species of wood to Portugal’s coast that must have grown somewhere – was not endless after all but led to new and unknown lands? What if Africa actually was habitable south of the equator? What if the Greek sage had blundered and lied when he said there could be no seaward route to the south of this unknown continent and that no passage to the Indian Ocean existed? If Ptolemy had been wrong, Portugal, precisely because it was the westernmost nation in Europe, would become the jumping off point for all voyages of discovery and would control the shortest route to the Indies. Portugal was not excluded from the possibilities of successful navigation but was privileged in that respect above all nations of Europe.

The dream and the determination to transform small, weak Portugal into a supreme sea power and to make the Atlantic Ocean (hitherto regarded as an impassable barrier) a new trade route became the leading idea of the Infante Enrique (Henry) whom history both rightly and wrongly has called Henry the Navigator. Wrongly because, apart from a short voyage on a warship to Ceuta, Henry of Portugal never set foot on a ship and no nautical treatise or map penned by him has come down to us. Yet the prince’s son is justly called the Navigator, for he devoted his entire life and all his wealth to furthering navigation. 

Having been initiated into the ways of war as a very young man during the siege of Ceuta (1412), as he was one of the richest men in Portugal, the son of John I of Portugal and the grandson of John of Gaunt, an English king, Henry could have indulged his ambitious striving for the most brilliant posts and would have been welcome at any of the courts of Europe. In fact, England offered him a high military command. However, being an eccentric dreamer and enthusiast, he preferred a life of creative solitude and retreated to Sagres. At one time, the holy promontories of the Elders, a small seaport at the south-western extremity of Portugal, Henry built an observatory there and directed thence his exploring expeditions. He devoted the remaining fifty years of his life (he died in 1460) to finding a passage to India, as well as to laying the groundwork for the conquest of the unknown seas.

We will never know what gave this bold, solitary dreamer the courage to defy the greatest geographical authorities of his time or to call into question the contention of Ptolemy and those who accepted Ptolemy's dictum as incontrovertible – that Africa was a continent extending to the South Pole. Still, we can guess why Prince Henry believed it would be possible to sail around Africa into the Indian Ocean. There had always been a rumor (reported by Herodotus and Strabo as well) that, in the time of the Pharaohs, a Phoenician fleet journeyed southward down the Red Sea and, two years later, those ships unexpectedly returned by way of the pillars of Hercules (the Strait of Gibraltar). It is possible, too, that Henry had learned from Moorish slave traders that beyond Libya Deserta, the sands of the Sahara, lay a “Land of Wealth” that the Moors called Bilat Ghana. What’s more, there exists a map made by an Arabian cosmographer in 1150 for Roger II, the Norman king of Sicily, on which the region we now call Guinea is correctly called Bilat Ghana. It is also likely that Prince Henry was better informed than the academic geographers of his day who swore by Ptolemy and thus regarded the writings of Marco Polo and Ibn Barutta, his Arabian contemporary, as “travelers’ tales” and tall tales.

The real moral greatness of Prince Henry is attributable to the fact that, knowing the vastness of his aims, he also knew the difficulties of attaining them. He was noble-mindedly resigned to the fact that it would be impossible for him to see his dream realized, since preparation for the fulfillment of such an enormous undertaking would extend over more than one generation. How would it be possible to undertake a voyage from Portugal to the Indies without knowledge of the seas that would have to be traversed and without ships for the voyage? When Prince Henry began working out the details of his plan, geographical and nautical knowledge in Europe were incredibly primitive. In the Dark Ages that followed the breakup of the Roman Empire, anything the Greeks, the Phoenicians, and the Romans had explored during their bold voyages was forgotten. It seemed like an incredible fairy tale that, during centuries of spatial self-limitation, Alexander had once reached the frontiers of Afghanistan and had advanced far into India. Lost were the excellent maps and charts of the Romans, as their military roads had been ruined, along with the milestones that extended far into Britain in the Northwest and Bithynia in the Southeast. Likewise lost was their exemplary political and geographical news service, along with the travel it facilitated. The desire for discovery had simply died out, and the art of navigation was only a shadow of its former self. Lacking a bold and long-term aim, without accurate compasses and charts, small ships anxiously hugged the coast from harbor to harbor, in perpetual terror of storms or dangerous pirates. Such was the wretched state of geography; so paltry were these ships that the conquest of the Earth’s oceans and of oversea realms seemed out of the question. All this throws into clearer perspective the greatness of Prince Henry, for it took a generation of labor and sacrifice to make up for the indifference of centuries. And Prince Henry was determined to devote his entire life to the task. 

Nothing more than a few crumbling walls remain of the former castle at Sagres built by Prince Henry and destroyed and looted by Francis Drake, the extremely ungrateful heir of his discoveries. Through the shadows and veils of legend it is difficult to discern how Prince Henry elaborated his plans of world conquest for Portugal. According to the perhaps romanticized accounts in Portuguese chronicles, Henry collected all the existing books and portfolios from all parts of the world, summoned Arabian and Jewish sages, and commanded them to manufacture better instruments and tabulators. Every time a ship’s captain returned home from a voyage, his brain was picked, and whatever information could be garnered was carefully recorded in a secret archive; whereupon ships for multiple expeditions were outfitted simultaneously. The craft of shipbuilding was greatly improved. Within a few years, the primitive barcas (small fishing boats lacking a deck, manned by a crew of 18) evolved into naos – broad-beamed cutters with a draught ranging from 80-100 tons and that could keep afloat on the open sea – even in inclement weather. As these new, more seaworthy vessels needed a new type of seafarer, helmsmen were now accompanied by a so-called master of astronomy, or a navigation expert, who was able to make sense of nautical charts and measure declinations to determine latitudes, and who knew how to draw in the degrees of latitude. Theory and practice intertwined, and gradually, those who had once been lowly fishermen were systematically transformed into navigators and discoverers who were devoted to the future. Even as King Philip of Macedonia bequeathed to his son Alexander a phalanx powerful enough to conquer the world, so did Prince Henry bequeath to Portugal the best and most modern ships of his time, as well as excellent sailors destined to conquer the oceans. 

However, it tends to be the tragic fate of trailblazers that they rarely live to see more than a distant glimpse of the Promised Land. And so, it was with Prince Henry, who did not live to see any of the great discoveries that were to enshrine Portugal in the annals of geographical discovery. When he died at Sagres on November 13, 1460, little of geographical importance had been achieved. The widely touted discovery of the Azores and of Madeira was only a rediscovery, for a cartographer named Laurentino already knew of the existence of these islands back in 1351. The new naos had timorously sailed down the west coast of Africa, but in the course of half a century had yet to reach the Equator. Small-scale trade had begun, partly in white ivory and still more in what was called black ivory – the latter term meaning that raids were made on the coast of Senegal to abduct Africans who could be sold in the Lisbon slave-market. A little gold dust was brought back from Africa, too. Such were the inglorious results of Henry’s glorious dreams.

Nevertheless, a decisive success was achieved. The immense gain to Portuguese navigation lay not in the distance covered, but in the moral sphere – in the growth of the entrepreneurial spirit and in the destruction of a paralyzing legend. For centuries, mariners had told each other that there was a place on the West African coast beyond which it was impossible to sail. On the farther side of this place began Cape Non (the Cape Not Further On), where a green sea of darkness and destruction awaited any vessel that dared venture into these dangerous waters.

What would happen there? In those latitudes, the glowing sun would make the water boil, the sea would be scalding, planks and sails would catch fire in the scorching sun, and any Christian who dared enter the so-called Land of Satan, which was as hot as the crater of a volcano, would be burned as black as a Negro. Because of this legend, so overwhelming was the dread of any voyage along the African coast that the Pope, in order to enable Prince Henry to muster a crew for his first expedition, had to give every man preliminary absolution. Therefore, it become possible to secure a few brave souls for the initial voyages of discovery. What a triumph it was when Gil Yanez first passed the reputedly impassable Cape Non in 1434, and came back to report – about Guinea – that the illustrious Ptolemy had been proven wrong: “for it is as easy to sail on this coast as on our own, while the country is extraordinarily rich and beautiful.” The purported point of no return had been passed. Portugal no longer needed to search for men for crews, because wannabe adventurers flocked to Portugal from all across Europe. Every new successful voyage made the sailors bolder – suddenly, a whole generation of youngsters was eager to embark and were no longer inclined to calculate the risks – or the cost for that matter. “Navigare necesse est, vivere no est necesse” (Navigation is necessary, but it’s not absolutely necessary in order to live). And as always, when a new generation is inspired with zeal for new work, the world is transformed.

The death of Prince Henry meant no more than a brief hiatus – time enough to take a deep breath before the next great leap into the unknown. But hardly had vibrant King John II ascended the throne in 1481 than an upswing exceeding all expectations began. What had once proceeded at a snail’s pace began moving at the speed of a charging lion. Whereas it had once been a magnificent achievement to cover the few hundred miles between Cape Bojador and Lisbon within twelve years, and twelve years later to have reached Cape Verde by hugging the coast, now, advancements were being made with giant strides, and exploring up to 100 or even 500 miles a year was no longer unusual. Perhaps only our own generation – witnessing the conquest of the air – rejoiced in the beginning at the sight of an airplane that was able to stay aloft for five or ten kilometers beyond its starting point at the Champ-de-Mar; and then, only ten years later, planes were already crossing continents and oceans. We are perhaps the only ones in a position to understand the excitement that coursed through Europe, when in the late 15th century, people heard of Portugal’s sudden advance into the unknown. In 1471, the equator was reached; in 1483, Diego Cam reached the mouth of the Congo River; and in 1486, Prince Henry’s prophetic dream was fulfilled. A Portuguese navigator, Bartholomeu Dias, rounded the southern tip of Africa, now known as the Cape of Good Hope, but initially called Cabo Tormentoso by him – the Cape of Storms – on account of the storms he encountered there. Though violent storms tore his sails to shreds and his ship was partly dismasted, the bold adventurer kept on his course to where the East coast of Africa began. Here, Mohammedian pilots could have been taken on board to guide him with ease across the Indian Ocean, but his men mutinied, refusing to go any further. For at that moment, he had done all that he could. Sad at heart, he returned, deprived by the cowardice of his crew of the fame of being the first European to reach the Indies by sea. It was left to another Portuguese man, Vasco da Gama, to perform this heroic deed that was memorialized in Camoes’s famous poem; for, as so often the novice achieves something, the tragic initiator is almost forgotten amidst the glories of the successful finisher. No matter – the decisive deed had been done. For the first time the geographical shape of Africa had been determined, and in defiance of Ptolemy’s authority, it had been proven that an unencumbered sea route to the Indies existed. The disciple and heirs of Prince Henry had fulfilled their master’s cherished dream a generation after his death. 

The eyes of the western world were now riveted with astonishment and envy on this small and obscure nation of sailors tucked away in the southwestern corner of Europe. While the most powerful nations – France, Germany, and Italy – were wasting their resources (human and otherwise) on senseless wars, Portugal, regarded as the Cinderella of Europe, had exponentially enlarged its territory, so that it seemed as if no limits could be imposed upon its ambition. Overnight, it had become the world’s leading seafaring nation, gaining, due to its efficiency, not only new provinces, but entire worlds. Within a decade, the least among the European nations would be claiming the ownership of an immense territory, larger than the Roman Empire in the days of its greatest expansion. 

But unfortunately, the attempt to enforce such extravagant imperialist claims resulted long before in the exhaustion of Portugal’s energies. Any child might have foreseen that such a small country with a population of around half a million would not be able, over a long time period and on its own, to occupy, colonize, administer, or merely monopolize all mercantile activities in Africa, India and Brazil – not to mention defend these vast possessions against the envy of other nations. A single drop of oil cannot calm the waters of a stormy sea, nor could Portugal, a country the size of a pinhead, hope to permanently subjugate enormous territories a hundred-thousand-fold larger than itself. Thus, from a reasonable point of view, the boundless expansion of Portugal was an absurdity – a dangerous insanity. But it is part of the irrational nature of heroism that, whenever a man or a people dares to undertake a task that exceeds the bounds of possibility, their energies grow to an unexpected degree. But heroic deeds always fly in the face of reason. Whenever a man or an entire nation dares to embark on a difficult task of unusual scope, its forces increase unexpectedly. Perhaps never in the history of Western civilization did any nation concentrate its forces more splendidly than Portugal did in the late 15th century. For Portugal was able to conjure up its very own Alexander and Argonauts in Albuquerque – Vasco da Gama and Magellan – plus its Homer in Camoes and its Livy in Barros. Scholars, architects and notable merchants seemed to crop up everywhere. As in Greece under Pericles, in England under Elizabeth, and in France under Napoleon, during this period, Portugal realized its innermost ideal and made it materially manifest before the world. For a brief time, Portugal was the leading nation of Europe, the advance guard of mankind. 

And yet, there’s no getting around the fact that whenever a great deed is done by one nation it is done for the entire community of nations – which will inevitably feel that a bold thrust forward into the unknown has put an end to hitherto prevailing measures, concepts, and distances. Thus, with extreme impatience, at all of Europe’s universities and royal courts, people awaited the latest tidings from Lisbon. With remarkable clarity, Europe recognized that navigation and discovery were about to bring about more radical changes in the world than all the wars and heavy artillery that had gone before; it saw that the thousand years of the Middle Ages had drawn decisively to a close; finally, it understood that a new age had begun – the modern age – which would think and act upon an entirely new scale. With fine historical foresight, the Florentine humanist and apostle of peaceful reason, Poliziano, celebrated the glories of Portugal and the thankfulness of all of Europe with these fervent words:

“Not only has this country left behind the Pillars of Hercules and tamed a raging ocean, but it has also reestablished the hitherto fractured geographical continuity of the habitable world. What new possibilities and economic advances, what an expansion of knowledge, what confirmation of old science hitherto rejected as incredible can now be expected! New countries, new seas, and new worlds (alii mundi) have emerged from the darkness of the centuries. Portugal has become the guardian of a second world.”

But an amazing incident was to interrupt the glorious advance towards the East. This “second world” seemed already won in the East, and the crowns and the treasures of India had been secured for King John II. It seemed that, after passage around of the Cape of Good Hope, no other country could surpass Portugal or do more than limp painfully behind her. Prince Henry had been careful to secure a charter from the Pope stating that all the territories, seas, and islands that lay beyond Cape Bojador on the West African coast, three hundred leagues from Cape St. Vincent, should belong exclusively to Portugal. Three other Popes had confirmed this remarkable “donation” which, with a stroke of the pen, made the entire unknown East with its millions of inhabitants the lawful property of the Portuguese crown.

Those who have indisputable security in their hands are not much inclined to further speculation. Hence it is not surprising, as historians have aptly noted, that King John II should show little interest in the vague schemes of an obscure Genoese who demanded that his sovereign provide an entire fleet “wherewith it may be found possible to reach India from the West.” Christopher Columbus was indeed granted a congenial audience in Lisbon and was not rudely rebuffed. But the court remembered very well that all the previous expeditions for the discovery of the fabled island Antilia, which was said to lie to the west between Europe and India, had lamentably failed. Furthermore, why risk good Portuguese ducats for an uncertain western route to India, when, after years of arduous labor, the right path had so recently been discovered, and, in the shipyards on the Tagus, men were already working night and day to build a great fleet which, within the next few years, was to sail round the Cape of Good Hope to India?

Thus, Lisbon was in a state of shock to learn that this boastful Genoese adventurer had, under the Spanish flag, actually crossed the Oceano tenebroso and, in scarcely five weeks, had discovered land in the west. A miracle had occurred! The mystical prophecy of Seneca’s tragedy Medea, which had fascinated sailors for generations, had finally come true:

Venient annis

Saecula seris, quibus Oceanus

Vicula rerum laxet et ingens

Pateat tellus, Typhisque novos

Detegat orbes, nec sit terris

Ultima Thula.

It really did seem that the days had come “when, after centuries, the ocean will disclose its secrets, an unknown land will appear for the pilots of the Argonauts to discover new worlds, and Thule will no longer be the most distant country on earth.” Columbus hadn’t the slightest inkling that he had discovered a new part of the world. Until the day of his death he insisted that he had reached the continent of Asia, and that, by steering westward from his “Hispaniola,” he would be able to reach the mouth of the Ganges within a few days. It was precisely for this reason that Portugal was leery of embarking on further such (ad)ventures. What good is a papal charter conferring a right to all countries reached from the East if Spain gets there first on the shorter westward route by reaching India at the last minute before Portugal? The labors of Prince Henry for fifty years, and the labors of his successors during the forty years since his death, would be rendered futile. India would be lost for Portugal through the foolhardy venture of this ill-fated Genoese. If Portugal wished to retain her advantages and her privileges in the Indies, her only chance was to take up arms against these unexpectedly successful rivals. 

Luckily, the Pope averted the threatening danger. Portugal and Spain were his favorite children, because their monarchs never tried to resist his will. They had fought the Moors and expelled the infidels. With fire and sword, they had rooted out heresy. No other governments were as ready as the Portuguese and the Spanish to help the Holy Inquisition deal roundly with Moors, Jews and baptized Jews. His beloved children were not to quarrel. Therefore, his Holiness decided to divide all as yet unknown parts of the world between Spain and Portugal – not in the hypocritical terminology of modern diplomacy as spheres of influence, but instead, by bestowing upon them, fairly and squarely, tribes, countries, islands, and seas by virtue of his authority as Christ’s vicar. Like an apple, the Pope divided the globe into two parts – not with a knife but with the Bull of May 4, 1493. The line of demarcation began 100 leagues from the Cape Verde Islands. All undiscovered countries west of this line were to belong to his beloved child Spain, and all that lay eastward to his dear child Portugal. At first, the Pope’s two offspring expressed gratitude for this gift. But before long, Portugal began to feel uneasy and asked the Pope to shift the boundary slightly to the west. This arrangement was formalized on June 7, 1494, via the Treaty of Tordesillas, which stipulated that the line of demarcation was to be shifted 270 leagues to the west. Thanks to this readjustment, Portugal would be granted the as yet undiscovered land of Brazil. 

As aberrant as such largesse may seem at first sight – a largesse that ceded almost the entire known world to a mere two nations, regardless of the claims of the others – one cannot help but be awed by such a peaceful solution, for it represents one of the rare occasions in history that a conflict of this nature was resolved without a single shot being fired. Indeed, the Treaty of Tordesillas would end up averting any armed conflict over colonial territories between Spain and Portugal for many years – although this arrangement was doomed to impermanence from the start. For when you bisect an apple with a knife, the repercussions of this act are conveyed to the other side of the spherical fruit. And thus, the Treaty of Tordesillas left the crucial issue of the avidly sought-after and precious-beyond-words Spice Islands unresolved. Were they located to the east or west of the bisection? On the Portuguese side or the Spanish side? Neither the Pope, nor any monarch or scholar could say, for the exact circumference of the earth had yet to be quantified. Plus, the Church was loathe to admit that the earth was indeed round, not flat. But even before the ramifications of this geographical conundrum were determined once and for all, Spain and Portugal had their work cut out for them when it came to absorbing the two land masses that fate had dropped in their respective geopolitical laps: for relatively small Spain, it was the vastness of North America; and for diminutive Portugal, the Indies and the entire continent of Africa.

Columbus’s astonishing feat gave rise to boundless astonishment in Europe. Lust for adventure and discovery – the likes of which the world had never seen – took possession of people’s hearts and minds. For is it not inevitable that a courageous individual heroically scoring a success of such mammoth proportions will arouse the hero’s contemporaries to commit acts of valor and bravery in turn? And especially all those who are unhappy with their position in life? All those who feel that their merits and qualities are not adequately appreciated by their fellow men? And those who are straining at the bit to remedy this situation? Not to mention the youngest sons in any given gaggle of siblings, as well as decommissioned military officers, the illegitimate offspring of noblemen, and shadowy fugitives from justice: one and all, their sole desire became to set sail for the New World. Princes, merchants, and speculators fitted out every vessel they could lay their hands on; knife fights had to be broken up between adventurers and mercenaries contending over who would be first to board a ship bound for the purported Land of Milk and Honey. Prince Henry had, at one time, needed to obtain absolution from the Pope for prospective crew members in order to muster the absolute minimum number of sailors for his ships. But now, the populations of entire villages were descending on the docks in droves, and merchant captains and the owners of merchant vessels could barely handle the onslaught. No sooner did one expedition depart than another set sail – practically in its wake; and new islands and lands materialized as if by magic to the north, south, east and west. Some of these lands were ice-bound, while others abounded with palm trees. Over the course of a mere two or three decades, the several hundred small vessels that set sail from Cadiz, Palos and Lisbon discovered more continents than had come to light since humans first walked the earth. 
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