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            Prologue

         

         During the 16th Century, exploration to the New World provided Spain with huge amounts of gold and silver. However, maintaining new colonies was costly, and had to be financed by this treasure, as well as funding Spain’s many conflicts between other countries. At this time Spain fought the Turks and the French, and from 1568 the Netherlands where, due to invasion, a rebellion began a long war of inde­pendence throughout that country. From 1587 to 1604 Spain also fought the English.

         Spain’s desire for exploration and thirst for world glory provided many politicians the opportunity to increase their wealth and status. One such person was Antonio de Mendoza, the Spanish viceroy who controlled the con­quered lands of New Spain (Mexico). He sent out explorers to scour the New World for Native American treasure. They had heard persistent tales of fantastic wealth and treasures, one of which was called the Seven Golden Cities of Cíbola. So, in 1540 Mendoza dispatched Francisco Vázquez de Coronado to follow up on these reports, where he encoun­tered many Zuni Pueblos from which the original legend was inspired. Eventually, the legend proved false, and the expedition turned out to be a ruinous misadventure for all those involved. However, many tales came back from those adventures, inspiring others to follow. Perhaps the following was just such a tale…

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            1540 – New Mexico

         

         Dense foliage of the tropical forest floor was being rapidly hacked away by sharp cutlasses and broadswords, wielded by panicking Spanish sailors and conquistadors. They pains­takingly cleared a rough path through the undergrowth, in a desperate attempt to flee the forest and get back to their ship. From a group of twelve expeditionary men, only ten remained. They were escaping from a mob of angry natives, following an unfortunate incident at their tribal camp, in what started out as a peaceful fact-finding mission. Although they had a few minutes head start, the Spaniards could hear screams of hate and revenge coming from the chasing war­riors. The natives seemed to be getting closer and closer, and the Spaniards faced certain torture and excruciating death should they be caught, like the two men who were last to leave the camp. They heard terrible cries of agony as the two men were captured, and that mental image spurred the flee­ing Spaniards on. Sweat and blood poured from faces, arms and bare legs as broken foliage lashed and tore at their flesh. The pain was relieved only by adrenaline soaring through their bodies as they used all of their natural instincts to sur­vive. In single file, the men raced on for what seemed an eter­nity, with no end to the forest undergrowth.

         Suddenly, an arrow flew through the forest and embedded itself into the last man’s leg. As he fell, he grabbed the man in front, and the two men crashed to the floor. A lone native appeared, took aim with another arrow, and was just about to let loose when… Bang! One of the sailors ahead of them fired a pistol, sending the native flying backwards into the undergrowth. The man with the pistol shouted at the two tangled men trying to recover.

         ‘Venga! Amigos, there is no time to waste… we must hurry or be captured’

         The wounded man was lifted by his shipmate, and the two men struggled on, following the path created by the leading group. Emile, the injured man, winced as he limped agonisingly onwards, but he summoned enough breath to thank his shipmate.

         ‘Gracias Miguel for stopping with me… I owe you my life my friend’

         ‘Forget it Emile, we do not have much time before they catch us and then we will both be sorry for stopping’

         The two men entwined their arms to ease the searing pain from the wound on Emile’s leg and managed to continue. A few hundred feet later a clearing appeared just before a wide river where their ship was anchored. However, they also knew it would be the place where the natives could get a clear shot at them.

         Dawn was rising fast and the group realised they would be easy targets for arrows and spears as daylight spread.

         ‘We have to run as fast as we can Emile, try to ignore the pain.’ As the two men staggered across the open ground, the chasing natives came to the edge of the clearing and quickly formed a line for a final salvo at the Spaniards. Emile looked over his shoulder and could see them taking aim. He real­ised it would only be seconds before they felt the arrows penetrate their bodies.

         There was a pause…

         Andalucía, Spain 1588

         ‘Que pasa? Que pasa?’ a boy’s voice bellowed as he urged his grandfather to continue the tale. The old man, Emile Rodriguez, paused during his storytelling and stared motionless into space, his mind reliving every moment of that dreadful day in 1540.

         He was a young crew member on one of the ships for explorer Francisco Vázquez de Coronado, whose mission was to discover new lands and riches in the Americas for Spain. Emile’s patrol had been sent out to explore the Gulf Coast Bay area of Ochuse, when they had stumbled across a Zuni Indian village. After several days at the Zuni camp trying to glean information out of the tribe, Coronado’s men noticed by accident, hordes of artefacts in a large tent on the edge of the camp. In the dead of night, they took several of the artefacts, including items of gold as potential evidence of Cibola. Just as the last of the men was leav­ing, one of the Zuni Indians saw them, and quickly raised the alarm. The Spaniards had to force their way out of the village, and two of the men formed a rear-guard to delay the Indians. Shots were fired by the Spaniards, killing three natives, which delayed them. However, it wasn’t long before the natives regrouped, and the two men were overpowered and savagely ripped apart.

         Returning to his grandson’s plea, Emile, with his lean weathered features and long swept back grey hair, turned and looked into the keen eyes of the fourteen-year-old boy. For sev­eral seconds he just stared at Juan Carlos Rodriguez, a small skinny lad looking much younger than his age. He had short black wavy hair, olive skin, and his bare legs and arms were covered in cuts and bruises from his antics on the family farm.

         ‘So, Juan Carlos, you want to know what happened next?’ Emile quizzed annoyingly.

         ‘Si, grandpapa! What happened next, were the men killed?’

         A wry smile appeared on Emile’s face and he grabbed the boy in his strong arms.

         ‘Well… the ship was alerted by the crew and the canons fired several times, which scared the chasing natives so much that they couldn’t release their arrows or spears… ha ha ha!’

         He laughed loudly, and playfully tickled and teased the boy.

         When they had both calmed down, Juan Carlos enquired.

         ‘Grandfather… is… is that how you hurt your leg?’

         Emile looked down at his withered leg, and grabbing his wooden crutch, eased himself from his chair.

         ‘Si, Juan Carlos… It was my leg the arrow hit, and it has never healed properly.’

         Seeing the worried look on Juan’s face, Emile span around on his good leg and hopped around the room.

         ‘But I still have my good leg and two strong arms my boy… and my share of the spoils we took from the natives helped me set up this farm, so all is well.’

         Juan Carlos sat at the table, his head cradled in his hands, as he beamed and admired the many stories his grandfather had told him.

         ‘How I wish I could be like you, grandpapa, the adven­tures you have been on, and the many places you have seen.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘I want to do that! I want to go to sea like you.’

         Juan Carlos then spent the rest of the day dreaming about life at sea and distant lands. Pretending to be a brave Spanish sailor, he attacked bushes and trees with a wooden sword, and chased the chickens in the yard.

         All this time, Juan’s mother Francesca listened, whilst preparing the late evening meal for the family in their small farm cottage. It was surrounded by a few acres of mixed olive, arable and goat grazing fields. They also cured their own ibérico ham in cool mountain caves from wild pigs that roamed the oak pastures. Francesca was in her early thirties, and she was a slim, beautiful Spanish woman with long wavy black hair tied back to make her many chores easier. She wore a simple, full-length dress and tunic, with an apron wrapped around her small waist. Her shoes were a simple ‘chopine’ style used as a patten, clog, or overshoe to protect the shoes and dress from mud and street soil. Looking at Emile, she sighed loudly and felt dismayed and disappointed with the old man.

         ‘You fill that boy’s head with too much rubbish, and no good will come of it.’

         Francesca and her husband wanted Juan Carlos to stay on the farm, and perhaps take it over one day. He was their only son, and together, with their daughter Maria aged five, she wanted to keep them at home where she knew they would be safe. Nevertheless, she was concerned that although isolated from large towns and cities, she knew that young men were being recruited by the military from all parts of Spain. She also knew of the dangers of such a life because of her father’s many tales since returning home. Young men dreamt of seeking fame and fortune in distant lands, fueled by stories of those who had returned with treasures and fas­cinating stories, and Juan Carlos was no different.

         The Granada province of Andalusia, where Juan’s family lived was particularly beautiful, where lush valleys con­trasted against dry, arid mountain ranges. Where seasonal rains captured by the mountains, provided water for rivers and lakes that made certain areas very fertile, and much sought after by wealthy landowners.

         Their farm house was a simple single-storey building of timber and stone with one main room for cooking and living. Bedrooms were added over the years as the family grew bigger, and animals were kept in a wooden barn or shack adjacent the house. During this period, peasant farm­ers could only become tenants on estates owned by wealthy landowners, although generations of the same family lived and worked on the same farms. Many of the long-estab­lished traditional farming techniques had been the main­stay of the local economy for centuries, but a large portion of their produce was exacted by landowners, and what little extra they produced was sold at local markets. Because of the hard lifestyle and rural poverty, many families were discouraged from farming, which provoked migration to Spain’s cities and colonies of the New World.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            1588 – Historical Note

         

         King Philip II of Spain was married to Mary, daughter of England’s Henry VIII and Spain’s Catherine of Aragon. Mary eventually became Queen of England in 1553 and as a devout Catholic, she was perfect for Philip’s world plans, in which he considered himself to be King of England as well as Spain. This was emphasised in 1555 when Pope Paul IV issued a papal bill recognising Philip and Mary as right­ful King and Queen of Ireland. However, Philip eventually deserted Mary, and in 1558 she became ill and died. This resulted in her half-sister Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, becoming Queen of England in 1558, and Elizabeth re-established the Protestant church set up by her father. This angered both Philip and the Catholic Church, so in 1587 Philip obtained backing from Pope Sixtus V to invade England and re-establish Catholicism. The invasion was proclaimed to be a Catholic crusade, and Philip ordered an “Invincible Armada” to conquer England.

         Work started on the Armada in 1587, and Alvaro de Bazan, Marquis of Santa Cruz, was the Spanish naval com­mander commissioned to plan the invasion. The Armada was to leave the port of Lisbon, and then collect an inva­sion army from the Spanish territory in the Netherlands. The combined force would then invade England’s southern coastline. The giant Spanish invasion fleet was completed by 1587 and was due originally to have sailed shortly after­wards, but the English captain Sir Francis Drake’s daring raid on the port of Cadiz earlier in the year delayed the Armada’s departure until May 1588. Apart from 130 ships, the Armada carried 2500 guns and 30,000 men, two-thirds of these men were soldiers.

         Although Santa Cruz was a very able commander was much admired by his staff, unfortunately, he died in February 1588. Philip then appointed the 7th Duke of Medina Sidonia as his replacement, even though he had no naval experience of any sort. Philip demanded total support for the invasion and he realised he would require divine favour from the church. So, Philip summoned all those taking part in the task force to confession and contrition before sailing, and several priests were to accompany the Armada. Further injunctions were made against swearing, blaspheming, whoring, brawling and gambling, although to enforce such rulings proved difficult.

         The winter passed, April came, and the preparation for the Great Armada had been going on in every port through­out Spain. Philip had to gather as many ships as possible to achieve a formidable invasion force, and many ships were req­uisitioned when they sailed into Spanish ports, regardless of their owners’ rights and wishes. However, before making the hazardous voyage to England, many ships required repairing or adapting to make them suitable for the voyage. Castles were added to merchant trading vessels, at the front and the rear (forecastle and aftercastle) and at the top of the mast. The Spanish fought with their fleets as if on land, discharg­ing arrows and hand cannons, while the crews grappled the enemy ships so that soldiers could board and try to cap­ture them by conducting hand to hand fighting. The main Spanish fighting vessels were galleons, sailing ships that rode high out of the water, although their height and broad beam made these ships awkward to sail. Other ships included gal­leys, galleasses, zebras, pataches, and caravels. Sturdy Baltic Urcas were used as supply ships, whilst others also used oars for added manoeuvrability. Caravels, for instance, were fast sailing vessels whose lateen (triangular) sails gave them speed and the capacity for sailing to windward.

         To make a ship seaworthy took many tradesmen, includ­ing carpenters, pitch-melters, blacksmiths, coopers and shipwrights. Ships were constructed of oak for the keel, pine for the masts and other timber for the hull and decking. As the building of the Armada gathered pace, ships con­gregated in major ports such as Cadiz and Lisbon, where final loading of provisions, weapons and men took place. The Armada consisted of several “squadrons” of ships, and each had its own commander with a single overall com­mander in charge of the Armada. One such squadron was the Andalucía squadron, whose commander was Don Pedro de Valdes. His flagship was the Nuestra Señora del Rosario, and his squadron consisted of 11 ships in total. The ships gathered in the port of Malaga in southern Spain, before moving onto Cadiz, and then Lisbon.

         In the 16th Century, Malaga was usually dominated by foreign merchants that attracted many trading ships. Wine and raisins became the main commodity of exports, although silk textiles were still important as it was linked closely to the Moorish part of the population. Trading encouraged new infrastructures to be built, including road­ways from nearby towns such as Antequera and Velez. These links proved invaluable as more and more ships arrived in Malaga, and for a few weeks, the port became a frenzy of activity. Merchants, tradesmen, soldiers, sailors and farmers mingled with each other in an effort to supply the warships with enough provisions, equipment and men to make the long voyage to England. So, let the story begin…

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Spain – Granada Province

         

         During the early summer of 1588, Juan Carlos’ father, Alfredo Rodriguez, and his sister Maria, arrived at the family farm on their open cart pulled by an ageing mule. Alfredo, in his late thirties, and of average height with dark, trimmed hair and beard. He was lean and strong from heavy manual work on the farm, which he managed with his father-in-law Emile. Peasant farmers such as these wore simple, loose cotton clothing due to heavy work and hot temperatures. They had just returned from the port of Malaga where they had sold their produce at the local mar­kets, bringing back much-needed money and provisions. Carrying some of the provisions into the cottage, Alfredo’s demeanour had an air of excitement, and his sweaty face beamed in unguarded pleasure. The rest of the household waited eagerly for the reason behind this great joy.

         ‘I have sold everything… all the livestock, olives, pre­serves, jamón ibérico… everything!’

         As he dashed about excitedly bringing in more of the pro­visions, he continued with his news.

         ‘I could have easily sold more… and I received a good price too.’

         Francesca wiped her hands on a cloth and began to load the provisions into household storage boxes and cupboards. She was keen to know more, but was always wary of disappointment.

         ‘Why is this Alfredo? The markets may have been good to us since the ships came, but we have always struggled to make a really good profit.’

         Without a further word, Alfredo placed a bag of coins onto the table, and then lifted Francesca up in his arms, spinning her around the room. Francesca was a little shocked and surprised at the sudden burst of energy during a very hot day, but soon became swamped with the euphoria and the pair danced and laughed around the house. They were quickly joined by Juan Carlos and Maria in a makeshift family dance, whilst Emile sat at the table clapping and stamping his good leg. After a few moments they stopped, as they were all out of breath, and the family slumped onto chairs around the old kitchen table. Once they had regained their breath, Alfredo began to explain.

         ‘Soldiers have now arrived at the port along with more ships, because they are preparing to leave very soon. They are stocking up with fresh food, and traders were struggling to find enough provisions for all the ships.’

         Juan Carlos was always fascinated with any news of war­ships and was very keen to know more.

         ‘How many more ships are there father? Did they have many cannons? How many soldiers are there? Can we go and see them?’

         Juan Carlos had been many times to the port with his father, and often watched the ships being repaired, but there were never any soldiers at the port, only crew and trades­men. Francesca scowled at the boy and was afraid of the consequences of the news, all because his grandfather had filled his head with so many stories.

         ‘Keep quiet Juan Carlos! We only need to know how much money we have made, and if our provisions will last for the next few weeks.’

         Ignoring his wife, Alfredo explained.

         ‘After many delays, the ships are finally ready to sail to England, and they will be leaving very soon.’

         The family conversations buzzed for the rest of the day and early evening, yet there was tension building in the Rodriguez family home. Francesca could sense that this latest news would excite the male members of the family, and she dreaded the two men filling Juan Carlos’s head with thoughts of excitement and adventure. She knew it would not take much to convince him to go and see the ships for himself, and she had to make him see the dangers in doing so. Over dinner that evening, Alfredo, Emile and Juan Carlos discussed in detail the events of the day, and when Maria had been taken to bed, Alfredo continued.

         ‘People were talking at the port today about the amount of timber needed to repair some of the ships for the long sea voyage. There have been many heavy carts loaded with oak beams brought into the city, and everywhere is full of workers and soldiers.’

         Emile realised the urgency of the work.

         ‘They have to sail now, during the summer, if they want to get to England, because the weather in those seas can become very bad in winter. All this work is good news for many farmers like us, because it will provide much needed money for their families Alfredo. We must take more pro­duce before they leave.’

         Francesca, who was busy clearing the dishes, looked up in dismay.

         ‘Yes, but for how long? Those ships will go soon and the workers will move away, and we will have to struggle again to make ends meet. It could also mean that many families will lose their loved ones when men are needed to sail those ships or become soldiers.’

         She paused and sighed before continuing.

         ‘Spain is always fighting with someone, and how many men will come back from this war? We all know families who have lost fathers or sons, and I don’t want it to happen to my family.’

         She stared angrily at Emile and pointed to his leg.

         ‘Papa… you of all people should know what dangers there are for young men… Just look how you ended up?’

         Emile flushed red in the face, but eased himself around on his chair to face her, and angrily replied.

         ‘But I survived, didn’t I? The trouble is Francesca, you don’t know the desire and passion young men have for adventure, and no matter what you women say, or how much you try to dissuade them, they will always find a way to satisfy their curiosity.’

         Francesca stood up abruptly and shouted selective Spanish obscenities at her father, and then hurriedly began clearing the table, whether they had finished eating or not. As she raced around the room, she snapped.

         ‘I will not have Juan Carlos have his head filled with stupid stories…he is only fourteen, it is too young. If he has to go… then he can wait until he is at least twenty.’

         Emile knew his daughter could be feisty and short-tem­pered, but he had always led a sailor’s life and did not like being tied down on a farm. He also found a release from telling his grandson about his adventures. Emile turned his back on Francesca, winked at Juan Carlos and whispered to him.

         ‘I was thirteen when I ran off to sea my boy, and I loved every minute.’

         Finally, Alfredo interrupted them, attempting to broker some peace.

         ‘Enough! Enough! Nobody is going anywhere! The ships will be gone in a few days, and by now they will have gath­ered all the men they need. We will probably not see another warship for a long time.’

         Alfredo stood up and placed a friendly arm around the waist of Francesca, and in a softer voice, he whispered.

         ‘As for making ‘ends meet,’ we have always managed to survive, and we will continue to do so, even when the work goes quiet my love.’

         Francesca shrugged her shoulders and poured water from a wooden bucket into a bowl, ensuring to splash her hus­band. Alfredo realised that it would be quite dark before she would calm down.

         That night as he lay in bed, Juan Carlos could not sleep for thinking about the ships and what his father had said. He had little time to decide if he was going to see them, and worried that he might not get another chance. Eventually, he made up his mind to go and see the ships before they leave, and he spent most of the night thinking of a plan to get to the port on his own. He realised that the next day would be Sunday, the day his family went to church in the village, and afterwards they nearly always had lunch with relatives, as it was a traditional pastime in many parts of Spain. He decided that in the morning, he would pretend to be ill, and by the time his family returned home, he would be long gone. Juan Carlos also decided that if the ships had already sailed, then he would return home and accept his punishment, but at least he would have tried.

         The morning light came slowly for Juan Carlos, who was eager to start his adventure, and he could not wait for his family to go to church. As a teenager, this was to be the first time he had ever seriously disobeyed his parents. There have always been arguments and tantrums, especially where his grandfather was concerned, but this decision could possibly tear his family apart. He could not face telling his parents, as he knew they would not approve, and they would prevent him from going. His passions and desires were raised now, and he knew the time was right.

         With the onset of summer, the sun rose quickly, spread­ing its warm fingers of light throughout the farm house, and the family was beginning to stir. The first to rise was Maria, who shared the bedroom with Juan Carlos, and she burst out of bed and rushed into her parent’s room, which was the signal for Francesca to get up and start breakfast. In order for his plan to work, Juan Carlos had to stay in bed and make an effort to feign illness. A little later, his mother poked her head through his bedroom door.

         ‘Juan Carlos! Get up or we will be late for church’

         He pretends to be asleep, and attempts a moan of dis­comfort in an effort to appear convincing. Noticing this, Francesca walks over to his bed, touches his forehead to see if there was any sign of fever.

         ‘You do not have a fever Juan Carlos, so what is the matter? Perhaps you have eaten something bad.’

         Francesca knew her family well, and it was not like any of them to become ill in this way. She was always careful with the food they ate, and water came from a small, but clear mountain stream that very rarely ran dry. She decided to leave him in bed until he felt better, and returned to the kitchen where she spoke to Alfredo.

         ‘Juan Carlos is feeling a little unwell. There is no fever, but I think he should remain in bed, and my father should stay with him today. If he is no better tonight, I will gather herbs to ease his stomach.’

         For the next hour or so the family prepared for the jour­ney into the village, Francesca took some food to add to the lunch with their relatives, and Alfredo harnessed the mule to the cart. When everything was ready, they washed and put on their Sunday best clothes for church. Emile was pleased that he was asked to stay, as he was never keen on the long church services, although he did like the opportu­nity to tell his stories at lunch with relatives and friends in the village.

         Juan Carlos watched his family leave, eager for them to go, and once they had drifted from view, he quickly got dressed. He then took out a small travel pack from under his bed, and climbed out of a window, hoping his grand­father would not see him. As he cleared the corner of the house, a strong hand grabbed his arm.

         ‘Ouch!’

         He stopped suddenly, and Juan Carlos looked up into the face of his grandfather.

         ‘Grandpapa, please, please let me go…You know I have to see the ships before they sail.’

         Emile held Juan Carlos firm by the arm and looked sternly at him.

         ‘And you know your mother will be worried and heart­broken if you go to the port.’

         Emile paused…

         ‘Are you sure this is what you want?’

         Juan Carlos winced in the tight grip of his grandfather, but he was determined to go and he twisted and turned as he tried to get free.

         ‘I know they will be hurt, but I will regret not trying grandpapa. This might be my only chance, and anyway… father said they have all the men they need, and I will prob­ably not go with them… It’s just…I have to see them… I have to go now.’

         Reluctantly, Emile released his grip on Juan Carlos, and the boy ran off.

         ‘Thank you! Thank you, grandpapa…I will be back I promise.’

         Juan Carlos ran across familiar fields and rugged coun­tryside, towards the port of Malaga. After a short while, he stopped to catch his breath, before walking along rough tracks leading to El Chorro Gorge. It was a spectacularly long canyon in an area surrounded by forests, lakes and limestone cliffs. The Gorge was carved out by the River Guadalhorce, before reaching the Mediterranean Sea west of Malaga City. He followed the river on a well-worn track, not suitable for carts, but popular with villagers travelling to and from the city. As he walked along the undulating track, Juan Carlos wondered about the sights he would see at the port. Later he stopped for a break at a mountain stream as it cascaded into the main river, and he gulped at the cool water to quench his thirst. It was about midday and the sun was getting hotter, he knew there were another three or four hours before he would reach the port. He slowed to a walk and thought about what he had done, but was pleased with himself that his plan had worked. He’d taken with him a small travel bundle which included some clothes, coins he’d been collecting, a small knife, bread, cheese and a few of his mother’s preserved olives, although they always made him thirsty.

         By mid-afternoon, the clear blue skies began to quickly cloud over, as rain clouds began to form. Juan Carlos knew he had to shelter, although he didn’t want to go to any­one’s house or farm, as the news would soon get back to his family. So, he sheltered in one of the many small caves carved out of weathered limestone along the river bank, often used by goat herders. As the storm arrived, heavy rain formed a curtain at the entrance to the cave, and he watched as a sudden deluge caused the river level to rise almost immediately. Parts of the bank were swept into the river, and he became a little anxious that the water would enter the cave. He crouched into the highest corner of the cave, and clutched at his belongings, he then watched and waited as the storm raged on for the rest of the day. As the last of the daylight faded, Juan Carlos realised he would have to spend the night there, and he hoped that the storm would have also delayed the ships from sailing. As the storm began to ease, summer temperatures returned, the cave became warmer and Juan Carlos began to relax. He drifted off to sleep to the sound of insects and frogs buzzing, which was a pleasant and reassuringly familiar sound.

         Back at the farm:

         Alfredo, Francesca and daughter Maria returned late from their day at the local village. It was mid-afternoon, the prevailing wind had begun to blow, and Alfredo sensed a storm was coming. As soon as they were inside the farm­house, Francesca asked Emile how Juan Carlos was, and if his stomach pains had eased a little. Emile instantly looked pained and dreaded the moment.

         ‘I am afraid he was not ill, and he has gone to see the ships.’

         Emile said in a forceful but reticent voice.

         ‘I tried to stop him, but he was too quick, and I cannot run with this leg’

         He gesticulated towards his damaged leg, which they all knew was troublesome for him, yet that did not prevent Francesca from scowling at him. Although she was angry towards her father, she knew it was useless to prevent a very agile boy from doing whatever he wanted. Alfredo was silent but very angry, and he looked outside to see if it was too late to go after him.

         ‘There is a storm coming, it looks bad, and it would be too dangerous to chase after him now.’

         Alfredo and daughter Maria consoled Francesca, and Alfredo reassured her.

         ‘Juan Carlos would probably be close to the city by now, and he knows many families where he could shelter with for the night.’

         He added reassuringly.

         ‘I will go and find him first light Francesca, he has proba­bly followed the river track, and he will be severely punished when I find him.’

         Alfredo walked across the room and took Emile to one side away from Francesca.

         ‘Emile, did you know about this? Juan Carlos tells you everything.’

         Emile looked sheepishly at Alfredo.

         ‘No Alfredo! I did not know he would run away like this. He knew how much it would hurt his mother, but I do understand why he did it.’

         Alfredo was not sure about his reply and turned to thoughtfully stare out of the window, but the storm was now upon them and he knew it would be useless to go and look for him. He then went over to Francesca and com­forted her as she wept and cradled Maria to her bosom.

         ‘Francesca, it’s too dangerous to go now, but I will take the mule and with luck, I will stop him from doing any­thing stupid. Please have faith that all will be well.’

         Francesca started to cry, turned her back on Alfredo, and whisked Maria off to her bedroom.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Spain – Port of Malaga

         

         The next day, Juan Carlos was pleased to see that the storm had passed, with the sun was shining in a clear blue sky. After eating some of the food from his pack, he set off along the track. He could not believe how much damage the storm had done, as the rising waters had washed large sections of the bank and track away. With the water in the gorge remaining high, he struggled at first to get back on solid ground, and several times he slipped and almost fell into the rushing water. He could see that there was a lot of broken branches and tree roots bobbing in and out of the strong currents, and for two hours he painstakingly picked his way through the gorge. Eventually, he came through the gorge safely and joined the coast road leading down the hill to the sea, it was a magical sight. In the distance he could clearly see the whole of the coast, and he could make out at least eight large ships anchored in the bay. If the journey had made him tired, then this spectacle of timber and sail had re-energised him, and he ran off down the road leading into the city.

         Juan Carlos had been to Malaga and the port before, but always with his father or relatives, as he was never allowed to go anywhere on his own. The busy city seemed a little daunt­ing without adults, so he quickly raced around people and obstacles until he came to the port. Upon arrival, he imme­diately noticed a change in the air, which was far different from that of the countryside. He could smell the sea, fresh fish and treated timbers of the ships moored in the harbour, with their oiled canvasses, ropes and fresh pitch between weathered timber joints. There were so many people, and quite a few different accents and dialects he had never heard before. Juan Carlos had never seen the port as busy as this, and he was amazed at the sight of so many huge ships. As he wandered along the quayside, he tried to pluck up the cour­age to talk to a boy of his own age, who was loading supplies onto one of the larger ships. A pile of cargo was stacked on the wooden quayside before being manhandled onto each of the docked ships via narrow gangplanks. He noted the skills required carrying each package, whilst maintaining a balance along a steep narrow track of wood, and it was impressive to watch. Juan Carlos was about to approach the boy but stopped, because a cargo net was being raised across the quayside high above the boy’s head. Suddenly, a small wooden crate, precariously nestled on the edge of the net, came loose and hurtled to the quayside heading straight for the youth. Without any thought for himself, Juan Carlos lunged at the boy and bowled him out of the way, just as the crate crashed to the floor. From the splintered remains, its cargo of cannonballs rolled off the quayside and into the dock.

         As the two boys came to a halt, Juan Carlos helped the confused lad to his feet, pleased neither of them was hurt. Neither realised it, but they could have easily fallen in the space between the ship and the quayside. The dazed young man was trying to come to terms with the incident, and as he checked himself for any injury, he looked at the shat­tered crate, and then at Juan Carlos. His bemused face then turned into a huge sharp grin.

         ‘Gracias señor that was a very good thing you have done.’

         ‘No problem,’ Juan Carlos replied, trying not to show any fear. ‘I was only passing by and saw the crate falling…there was no time to say anything… Are you alright?’

         ‘I am thanks to you my friend.’

         Juan Carlos brushed himself down and saw this as a great opportunity.

         ‘Do you work on these ships?’

         The boy, who was possibly one or two years older than Juan Carlos, wiped his brow with a grubby rag, smiled, then turned to Juan Carlos. Realising he was being addressed by a youth of similar age, he placed one hand on Juan Carlos’s shoulder and pointed towards the large ship he was loading supplies on to.

         ‘See this ship, señor?’

         Juan Carlos had never been close to such a large ship before, and he gulped in admiration at the magnificence of it.

         ‘Yes, I do… it is wonderful’

         ‘Well, this is my ship, and I am one of the crew… She is called Barca de Amburgo and we will soon be sailing to England.’

         Juan Carlos turned to his new friend, and with growing confidence enquired.

         ‘Can we be friends? Can I join your ship? My name is Juan Carlos, and I come from the hills over there.’ He pointed behind him.

         The young man followed Juan Carlos’s directions to the hills beyond the docks and replied assuredly.

         ‘Of course, we can be friends Juan Carlos, my name is Paulo Mauritio and the captain is Diego Mauritio, my uncle. He is taking me to England, we will unload the supplies and then he will take me back to my family in Hamburg. Unfortunately, he is not here at the moment, although I am sure he will take another crew member on the journey, as we have lots of soldiers and animals to look after.’

         Juan Carlos looked puzzled and didn’t really understand everything he said.

         ‘Animals? What kind of animals?’

         ‘Oh! We have to carry horses and mules for the soldiers…but of course they all smell really bad. Ha! Ha! Ha!’

         Paulo pinched his nose with his fingers, pulled a twisted expression, and the boys laughed hysterically for several minutes. Eventually, they shook hands, smiled at each other, and were really pleased to have become instant friends. As they sat on bales of sailcloth, Juan Carlos’s curiosity rose.

         ‘Can you tell me more about the ships Paulo?’

         Paulo was only too pleased to impart some of his knowl­edge onto Juan Carlos.

         ‘Si, Juan Carlos… to begin with the Barca de Amburgo is part of many supply ships belonging to Admiral Juan Gómez de Medina, and we will soon sail to England with his flagship El Gran Grifon.’

         ‘What is a flagship?’ Juan Carlos quizzed

         ‘Ah! It is the boss ship of all the other supply ships…we have to take our orders from the boss, to make sure all the Spanish warships has all it needs to battle with the English.’

         Juan Carlos looked up and down at the large ship, and noticed the fine display of cannons along the vessel, and he queried.

         ‘But this looks like a warship? It has so many cannons.’

         ‘Si!’ replied Paulo proudly ‘She has 23 cannons, and we can take care of ourselves because we carry a lot more equip­ment and supplies than the warships… no one will attack us.’ He said fearlessly. The two boys gazed up at the huge ship, and revelled in how busy the ship was with all the cargo being stowed away. Teams of crewmen were scam­pering up and down the rigging, checking ropes and sails.

         ‘What about all those other ships? Do you know their names too?

         ‘But of course, I do, I watched them all come into port and I have spoken to some of the crew when they came ashore.’

         Paulo paused and whispered to Juan Carlos.

         ‘Do you see that warehouse over there?’ Paulo pointed behind Juan Carlos to a tall wooden building on the edge of the harbour quayside.

         ‘You must go there, climb up the stairs and wait for me, I have to finish this work here, but I will meet you in a short while, you can see all the ships from there.’

         The two boys quickly parted and Juan Carlos headed for the warehouse. Paulo meanwhile, returned to his duties loading the supplies onto the ship, he was pleased to have found a new friend the same age, and he was determined to convince his uncle to take him on board.

         An hour later, Paulo met Juan Carlos inside the ware­house on one of the upper levels, and Juan Carlos had found a very good viewing point overlooking the harbour. Paulo smiled as he approached Juan Carlos.

         ‘Excellent Juan Carlos, this is the place I would have chosen to view the ships… You can see all of them from here.’

         Juan Carlos was still awestruck at the number of ships gathered in the bay, he had only ever seen one or two smaller merchant ships, but now there were ten or more ships of all sizes.

         ‘Tell me, Paulo, do you really know all of their names?’

         ‘Maybe not all of them mi amigo, but I know the main ones… we shall start with the furthest over there.’

         Paulo pointed out across the bay to a magnificently large ship with four masts as it anchored at the western entrance, it was surrounded by slightly smaller, but equally impressive ships, providing an overall collection of sailing vessels that filled the whole bay.

         ‘That one is called Nuestra Señora del Rosario, with 46 cannons, it is the flagship of Don Pedro de Valdés, who is the commander of the Andalusia Squadron. This port of Malaga is their home.’

         Juan Carlos interrupted.

         ‘What is a squadron?’

         At first, Paulo did not like being interrupted, but under­stood that there was much that his new friend did not know.

         ‘There will be many ships going to England, and I am told that to control them they have been placed into groups called squadrons. Most of the supply ships are in the same squadron just like the ships from Andalusia.’

         Juan Carlos, again looked puzzled.

         ‘But why is your ship not part of the Andalusia Squadron?’

         Paulo, looked a little exasperated.

         ‘No, my friend, our squadron will meet after we have picked up supplies from every port in Spain.’

         Juan Carlos did not really understand, but he smiled at Paulo and continued to stare in amazement at the ships in the bay. Paulo leaned further out of the window and resumed his explanation of the ships.

         ‘Some of the ships are too far away, but I know there is San Francisco with 21 cannons and San Juan Bautista with 31 cannons.

         Paulo paused as he could see the information was impress­ing Juan Carlos very much, and he allowed the youngster to dwell on each ship he pointed it out before continuing.

         ‘The nearest ships I think, are the Santa Catalina with 23 cannons, and one of the smallest ships is La Trinidad with 13 cannons. Then there is Santa Maria de Juncal with 20 cannons, and San Barolome has 27 cannons.’

         Paulo edged nearer to the window and pointed towards the three ships moored along the quayside.

         ‘The largest one is a ship called El Espiritu Santo, it has 32 cannons, and the next one to it is one of the Urca ships like ours, Duquesa Santa Ana with 32 cannons.’

         Juan Carlos quizzed.

         ‘What is an Urca?’

         Paulo instantly replied.

         ‘My ship, Barco de Amburgo is an Urca. It is a very heavy supply ship from the Baltic Sea that can carry a lot more supplies than the others, which are mostly galleons, but some are merchant ships being made to look like galleons or warships.’

         Juan Carlos nodded, pretending to understand.

         ‘So how many ships are in your squadron?

         ‘We have 23 ships in our squadron, Andalusia might have larger warships, but there are only 11 of them.’

         Juan Carlos looked quizzically again.

         ‘But where is your squadron now?’

         Paulo laughed at the amount of questions Juan Carlos asked, and then composed himself to explain.

         ‘Well, my friend, our squadron is now at Cadiz, and we will meet them very soon. But we have sailed to Malaga from Amburgo, Alemania [Hamburg, Germany], which is our home, because we had to collect supplies, men and equipment for the invasion from here first.’

         The boys spent some time watching the impressive dis­play of ships with their crew ferrying equipment, and sol­diers onto the vessels. The silence was disturbed only when Paulo’s name came bellowing up from the dock below.

         ‘Paulo? Where are you?’

         Paulo peered over the edge of the window to see a rough looking crewman with an expression of disgust in trying to locate him. As he ran to the stairs he explained.

         ‘I had better get back to my duties Juan Carlos, but I shall meet you tomorrow when I shall take you to see the captain.’

         Although disappointed, Juan Carlos understood.

         ‘Alright Paulo, and thank you once again for showing me everything.’

         As he ran down the stairs to greet the crewman, Paulo shouted back to Juan Carlos.

         ‘No, it is I who should be thanking you for saving my life…we meet again tomorrow my good friend Juan Carlos, goodbye.’
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