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To Pascal, who inspired and encouraged the voyage,


with many thanks






















 







 







The sea with limits may be Greek or Roman;


The sea without end is Portuguese.


FERNANDO PESSOA
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PROLOGUE: The Prow of Europe
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On 20 September 1414 the first giraffe ever seen in China was approaching the imperial palace in Beijing. A watching crowd craned their heads to catch a glimpse of this curiosity ‘with the body of a deer and the tail of an ox, and a fleshy boneless horn, with luminous spots like a red cloud or a purple mist’, according to the enraptured court poet Shen Du. The animal was apparently harmless: ‘its hoofs do not tread on living creatures … its eyes rove incessantly. All are delighted with it.’ The giraffe was being led on a rein by its keeper, a Bengali; it was a present from the faraway sultan of Malindi on the coast of East Africa.


The dainty animal, captured in a contemporary painting, was the exotic trophy of one of the strangest and most spectacular expeditions in maritime history. For thirty years at the start of the fifteenth century the emperor of the recently established Ming dynasty, Yongle, despatched a series of armadas across the western seas as a demonstration of Chinese power.


The fleets were vast. The first, in 1405, consisted of some 250 ships carrying twenty-eight thousand men. At its centre were the treasure ships, multi-decked, nine-masted junks 440 feet long with innovative water-tight buoyancy compartments and immense rudders 450 feet square. They were accompanied by a retinue of support vessels – horse transports, supply ships, troop carriers, warships and water tankers – with which they communicated by a system of flags, lanterns and drums. As well as navigators, sailors, soldiers and ancillary workers, they took with them translators to communicate with the barbarian peoples of the West, and chroniclers to record the voyages. The fleets carried sufficient food for a year – the Chinese did not wish to be beholden to anyone – and navigated straight across the heart of the Indian Ocean from Malaysia to Sri Lanka with compasses and calibrated astronomical plates carved in ebony. The treasure ships were known as star rafts, powerful enough to voyage even to the Milky Way. ‘Our sails’, it was recorded, ‘loftily unfurled like clouds, day and night continued their course, rapid like that of a star, traversing the savage waves.’ Their admiral was a Muslim called Zheng He, whose grandfather had made the pilgrimage to Mecca, and who gloried in the title of the Three-Jewel Eunuch.


These expeditions – six during the life of Yongle, and a seventh in 1431–3 – were epics of navigation. Each lasted between two and three years and they ranged far and wide across the Indian Ocean from Borneo to Zanzibar. Although they had ample capacity to quell pirates and depose monarchs and also carried goods to trade, they were primarily neither military nor economic ventures, but carefully choreographed displays of soft power. The voyages of the star rafts were non-violent techniques for projecting the magnificence of China to the coastal states of India and East Africa. There was no attempt at military occupation, nor any hindrance to a free trade system. By a kind of reverse logic they had come to demonstrate that China wanted nothing by giving rather than taking: ‘to go to the [barbarians’] countries’, in the words of a contemporary inscription, ‘and confer presents on them so as to transform them by displaying our power’. Overawed ambassadors from the peripheral peoples of the Indian Ocean returned with the fleet to pay tribute to Yongle – to acknowledge and admire China as the centre of the world. The jewels, pearls, gold, ivory and exotic animals which they laid before the emperor were little more than a symbolic recognition of Chinese superiority. ‘The countries beyond the horizon and at the end of the earth have all become subjects,’ it was recorded. The Chinese were referring to the world of the Indian Ocean, though they had a good idea what lay further off. Whilst Europe was pondering horizons beyond the Mediterranean, how the oceans were connected and the possible shape of Africa, the Chinese seemed to know already. In the fourteenth century they had created a map showing the African continent as a sharp triangle, with a great lake at its heart and rivers flowing north.




*





The year after the giraffe arrived in Beijing and twenty-one thousand sea miles away, a different form of power was being projected onto the shores of Africa. In August 1415, a Portuguese fleet sailed across the Straits of Gibraltar and stormed the Muslim port of Ceuta in Morocco, one of the most heavily fortified and strategic strongholds in the whole Mediterranean. Its capture astonished Europe. At the start of the fifteenth century Portugal’s population numbered no more than a million. Its kings were too poor to mint their own gold coins. Fishing and subsistence farming were staples of the economy, but its poverty was matched only by aspiration. King João I, ‘John the Bastard’, founder of the ruling house of Aviz, had snatched the country’s crown in 1385 and asserted the country’s independence from neighbouring Castile. The assault on Ceuta was designed to soak up the restless energies of the noble class in a campaign that combined the spirit of medieval chivalry with the passions of crusade. The Portuguese had come to wash their hands in infidel blood. They fulfilled their contract to the letter. Three days of pillage and massacre had ransacked a place once described as ‘the flower of all other cities in Africa … [its] gateway and key’. This stunning coup served notice to European rivals that the small kingdom was self-confident, energetic – and on the move.


Three of João’s sons, Duarte, Pedro and Henrique, had earned their spurs at Ceuta during a day of fierce fighting. On 24 August, in the city’s mosque, ritually cleansed with salt and renamed Our Lady of Africa, they were knighted by their father. For the young princes it was a moment of destiny. In Ceuta the Portuguese had been afforded a first glimpse of the wealth of Africa and the Orient. The city was the road head for the caravans trafficking gold across the Sahara from the Senegal River, and the most westerly entrepot of the Islamic spice trade with the Indies. Here, wrote the Portuguese chronicler, came all the merchants of the world, from ‘Ethiopia, Alexandria, Syria, Barbary, Assyria … as well as those from the Orient who lived on the other side of the Euphrates River, and from the Indies … and from many other lands that are beyond the axis and that lie beyond our eyes’. The Christian conquerors had seen for themselves the stores of pepper, cloves and cinnamon, then wantonly destroyed them in a search for buried treasure. They had looted the booths of an apocryphal twenty-four thousand traders and smashed their way into ornately carpeted dwellings of rich merchants and beautifully vaulted and tiled underground cisterns. ‘Our poor houses looked like pigsties compared to those of Ceuta,’ wrote an eyewitness. It was here that Henrique particularly first perceived the wealth that might be reached ‘beyond the axis’ if the Islamic barrier could be outflanked down the coast of Africa. Ceuta marked the beginning of Portuguese expansion, the threshold of a new world.


It was Portugal’s fate and fortune to be locked out of the busy Mediterranean arena of trade and ideas. On the outer edge of Europe, peripheral to the Renaissance, the Portuguese could only look enviously at the wealth of cities such as Venice and Genoa which had cornered the market in the luxury goods of the Orient – spices, silks and pearls – traded through the Islamic cities of Alexandria and Damascus and sold on at monopoly prices. Instead they faced the ocean.


Twenty miles west of the sea port of Lagos, the coast of Portugal ends in a rocky headland looking out over the Atlantic, Cape St Vincent. This is the prow of Europe, the continent’s south-westernmost point. In the Middle Ages certainty about the world ended here. From the cliffs the eye takes in a vast sweep of water and feels the buffet of the wind. The horizon curves west to a vanishing point where the sun sinks into an unknown night. For thousands of years the inhabitants of the edge of the Iberian peninsula had looked out from this coastline into nothingness. In dirty weather the rollers pound the cliffs with a terrifying ferocity, and the tops of the waves rear and dip with the longrange rhythm of a vast sea. The Arabs, whose extensive knowledge of the world stopped a little beyond the Straits of Gibraltar, called this the Green Sea of Darkness: mysterious, terrifying and potentially infinite. Since ancient times it had been the source of endless speculation. The Romans knew of the Canary Islands, a smattering of rocks off the coast of Morocco, which they called the Fortunate Islands and from which they measured longitude – all points to the east. To the south Africa faded into legend, its bulk and point of termination unknown. In ancient and medieval maps painted on strips of papyrus or vellum, the world is usually a circular dish, surrounded by ocean; America is uninvented, the extremities of the earth separated by an unsurmountable barrier of dark water. The classical geographer Ptolemy, whose influence in the Middle Ages was profound, believed that the Indian Ocean was enclosed, unreachable by ship. Yet for the Portuguese the prospect from Cape St Vincent was their opportunity. It was along this coast, over a lengthy apprenticeship in fishing and voyaging, that they learned the arts of open sea navigation and the secrets of the Atlantic winds that were to give them unequalled mastery. In the wake of Ceuta they started to use this knowledge to make voyages down the African coast that would eventually crystallise in the attempt to reach the Indies by sea.


The crusading enterprises against Muslims in North Africa would be deeply intertwined with the Portuguese maritime adventure. In a symmetrical arc, the royal house of Aviz started its ascent at Ceuta in 1415 and was destroyed nearby 163 years later. In between, the Portuguese pushed faster and further across the world than any people in history. From a standing start they worked their way down the west coast of Africa, rounded the Cape and reached India in 1498, touched Brazil in 1500, China in 1514 and Japan in 1543. It was a Portuguese navigator, Fernão de Magalhães (Magellan), who enabled the Spanish to circumnavigate the earth in the years after 1518. The Ceuta campaign was the starting point for these projects; it was conceived in secret as an outlet for religious, commercial and nationalistic passions, fuelled by a background hatred of the Islamic world. In the ‘crusades’ to North Africa, several generations of Portuguese conquistadors were first blooded. Here they learned the martial appetite and reflex violence that would overawe the peoples of the Indian Ocean and allow small numbers of invaders enormous leverage. In the fifteenth century Portugal’s whole population was hardly more than that of the one Chinese city of Nanjing, yet its ships exercised a more frightening power than the armadas of Zheng He.




*





The astonishing tribute fleets of the Ming were comparatively as advanced and as expensive as moon shots – each one cost half the country’s annual tax revenue – and they left as little behind as footprints in the lunar dust. In 1433, during the seventh expedition, Zheng He died, possibly at Calicut on the Indian coast. He was most likely buried at sea. After him, the star rafts never sailed again. The political current in China had changed: the emperors strengthened the Great Wall and shut themselves in. Ocean-going voyages were banned, all the records destroyed. In 1500 it became a capital offence to build a ship with more than two masts; fifty years later it was a crime even to put to sea in one. The technology of the star rafts vanished with Zheng He’s body into the waters of the Indian Ocean; they left behind a power vacuum waiting to be filled. When Vasco da Gama reached the coast of India in 1498, the local people were only able to give garbled accounts of mysterious visitors with strange beards and incredible ships who had once come to their shores. Zheng He left just one significant monument to his voyages: a commemorative tablet written in Chinese, Tamil and Arabic, offering thanks and praises to Buddha, Shiva and Allah respectively: ‘Of late we have despatched missions to announce our mandates to foreign nations, and during their journey over the ocean they have been favoured with the blessing of your beneficent protection. They escaped disaster or misfortune, and journeyed in safety to and fro.’ It was an open-palmed gesture of religious tolerance, set up at Galle near the south-western tip of Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), where the fleets made their turn up the west coast of India into the Arabian Sea.


The Portuguese came with no such blessings or magnificence. Gama’s tiny ships, with some 150 men, could all have fitted inside one of Zheng He’s junks. The gifts they offered to a Hindu king were so pitiful that he refused to inspect them, but they announced their intentions with red crosses painted on their sails and bronze cannon. Unlike the Chinese they shot first and never went away; conquest was a rolling national project, year after year deepening their position until they became impossible to dislodge.


The Galle monument still exists. It is crested by two Chinese dragons contesting the world, but it was Portuguese seamen from primitive Europe who first linked the oceans together and laid the foundations for a world economy. Their achievement has largely been overlooked. It is a long-range epic of navigation, trade and technology, money and crusade, political diplomacy and espionage, sea battles and shipwrecks, endurance, reckless courage and extreme violence. At its heart was an astonishing burst of some thirty years that forms the subject of this book, when these few Portuguese, led by a handful of extraordinary empire builders, attempted to destroy Islam and control the whole of the Indian Ocean and the world’s trade. In the process they launched a maritime empire with planetary reach and the great age of European discoveries. The Vasco da Gama era of history set in motion five hundred years of western expansion and the forces of globalisation that now shape the world.
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PART I


Reconnaissance: The Route to the Indies


1483–1499
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The India Plan
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1483–1486





13° 25' 7" S, 12° 32' 0" E



In the August of 1483 a group of weather-beaten sailors was hauling a stone pillar into an upright position on a headland on the coast of what is now Angola. It was five and a half feet tall and surmounted by an iron cross, fixed into a socket with molten lead. Its cylindrical shaft was fashioned at the top into a cube, whose facets were carved with a coat of arms and an inscription in Portuguese:




In the era of 6681 years from the creation of the world, 1482 years since the birth of Our Lord Jesus, the most High and Excellent and Mighty Prince, King D. João II of Portugal, sent Diogo Cão squire of his House to discover this land and plant these pillars.





This monument, a minute pinprick on the enormous bulk of Africa, marked the most southern point of European exploration beyond the shores of the Mediterranean. It was both an immodest act of possession and a baton being carried south, headland by headland, down the west coast of Africa in search of a seaway to India. It proclaimed its own mythologies about time, identity and religious mission. Cão planted a succession of these stone memorials as he sailed south at his king’s command. Carved probably a year earlier, hence the mismatch with the dates, in the green hills of Sintra near Lisbon and carried four thousand sea miles in a pitching caravel, they were acts of profound intention, like an American flag packed in a spacecraft in anticipation of a lunar landing. As Cão looked south from this pillar, the coast appeared to curve away east. He seems to have thought he was close to the end of Africa. The way to India was in sight.
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This pillar marked the terminal points of Diogo Cão’s voyages down the coast of West Africa. It was erected at Cape Cross in Namibia in January 1486 and subsequently removed to Berlin in 1893.








Like an Apollo space mission this moment represented decades of effort. In the aftermath of Ceuta, Prince Henrique, who has passed into the bloodstream of history as Henry the Navigator, began to sponsor expeditions down the coast of Africa in search of slaves, gold and spices. Year by year, headland by headland, Portuguese ships worked their way down the south-westward-sloping bulge of West Africa, cautiously sounding with plumb lines as they went, forever wary of shoals and reefs over which the sea broke in pounding surf. In the process they began to delineate the shape of a continent: the desert coasts of Mauretania, the lush tropical shores of the region they called Guinea, the ‘Land of the Blacks’, and the great rivers of equatorial Africa: the Senegal and the Gambia. Under Henrique’s direction exploration, raiding and trading went hand in hand with ethnographical curiosity and mapping. Each successive cape and bay was pinned to a chart with the name of a Christian saint or a visible feature or an event.


These expeditions were modest affairs; two or three vessels, under the direction of a squire of Henrique’s household, though the navigation and ship management were the responsibility of an experienced and, usually, anonymous pilot. Each carried a few soldiers, crossbows at the ready as they approached an unknown shore. The ships themselves, caravels, were a Portuguese development possibly of Arab origin. Their triangular lateen sails allowed them to sail close to the wind, invaluable for battling back from the Guinea coast, and their shallow draught made them ideal for nosing up estuaries. They were well suited for exploration, even if their small size, hardly eighty feet long, twenty wide, limited their space for supplies and rendered long sea voyages a trial.


Henrique’s motivations were mixed. Portugal was small and impoverished, marginal to European affairs and hemmed in by its powerful neighbour Castile. At Ceuta the Portuguese had glimpsed another world. Henrique and his successors hoped to access the sources of African gold, to snatch slaves and spices. He was influenced by medieval maps produced in Majorca by Jewish cartographers that showed glittering rivers leading to the kingdom of the legendary Mansa Musa, ‘king of kings’ who had ruled the kingdom of Mali early in the fourteenth century and controlled the fabled gold mines of the Senegal River. The maps suggested that some rivers crossed the whole continent and linked into the Nile. They nourished the hope that Africa might be traversed via internal waterways.


The royal household projected these voyages to the pope as crusades – continuations of war with Islam. The Portuguese had expelled the Arabs from their territory far earlier than their neighbours in Castile and established a precocious sense of national identity, but the appetite for holy war remained undimmed. As Catholic monarchs the royal house of Aviz sought legitimacy and parity on the European stage as warriors for Christ. In a Europe that felt itself increasingly threatened by militant Islam, particularly after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, they obtained from the papacy spiritual and financial concessions and territorial rights over explored lands in the name of Christ. The crusading remit from Rome was ‘to invade, search out, capture, vanquish and subdue all Saracens and pagans whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ … and to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery’.


They were impelled too by a desire to do great deeds. Henrique and his brothers were half English – their mother was Philippa of Lancaster, granddaughter of Edward III; their cousin was Henry V, the victor at Agincourt. An atmosphere of knightly chivalry, fuelled by their Anglo-Norman ancestry and medieval romances, hung heavily around the royal court and infused its restless nobility with a high-octane mixture of prickly pride, reckless courage and a desire for glory, linked to crusading fever. This noble group, in Portuguese the fidalgos, literally ‘The Sons of Someone’, lived, fought and died by an honour code that would accompany the Portuguese across the world.
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Detail from the Catalan Atlas of 1375, produced in Majorca, showing Mansa Musa holding up a gold nugget. To the north the mythical River of Gold, the coast of North Africa and southern Spain.








Behind the Africa initiative lay a very old dream of militant Christendom: that of outflanking Islam, which blocked the way to Jerusalem and the wealth of the East. Some of the maps portrayed a regal figure dressed in a red robe with a bishop’s mitre on his head, his throne glowing with burnished gold. This was the legendary Christian king Prester John – John the Priest. The myth of Prester John reached far back into the Middle Ages. It constituted a belief in the existence of a mighty Christian monarch who resided somewhere beyond the barrier of the Islamic world, and with whom western Christendom might link up to destroy the infidel. It had been conjured out of travellers’ tales, literary forgery – in the shape of a famous letter purporting to come from the great king himself in the twelfth century – and a blurred knowledge that there were actual Christian communities beyond Europe: Nestorians in Central Asia, followers of St Thomas in the Indies, and an ancient Christian kingdom in the highlands of Ethiopia. Prester was held to command vast armies, and he was immensely wealthy, ‘more powerful than any other man in the world and richer than any in gold, and in silver and in precious stones’, according to a fourteenth-century account. The roofs and interiors of the houses in his country were said to be tiled with gold, and the weapons of his army were forged in it. By the fifteenth century the Prester figure had been superimposed onto the actual Christian kings of Ethiopia, and the maps suggested that his kingdom could be reached by river through the heart of Africa. For more than a century this dazzling mirage would maintain a powerful hold over the imagination and strategies of the Portuguese.


The maps; the travellers’ tales; confused images of great rivers that could penetrate to the heart of Africa; fabulous rumours of gold; word of mighty Christian rulers with whom an alliance might be forged against the Islamic world: this swirl of half truths, wishful thinking and mistaken geography leached into the world view of the Portuguese. It was what lured them ever further south down the African coast, hunting for the River of Gold or the river that would take them to Prester John. Each gulf, each river mouth seemed promising to their inquisitive ships, but the push down the coast was hard won. The pounding surf made landings treacherous; the reception from the local people was always edgy. They encountered vast lagoons and tortuous mangrove swamps at the mouths of the rivers, dense fogs and calms and violent equatorial rain storms. The fever zone struck the sailors heavily. Within the Gulf of Guinea, the contradictory local winds and a strong current from east to west hampered forward progress, but they were for a long time spurred on by the eastward trend of the coast. Slowly they evolved a belief that they were inching towards the southern tip of Africa and that the riches of India might be reached by sea rather than by river, but the shape and sheer size of the continent, fifty times as big as the Iberian peninsula, would baffle and confound their preconceptions for almost eighty years.


The idea of outflanking Islam’s grip on Europe was both economic and ideological. To trade directly with the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa, to source gold and possibly spices – the image of the gold nugget in the hand of the Malian king – was an enormously powerful attraction; to link up with Prester John and his mythical army and attack Islam from the rear was equally persuasive. When Henrique died the initiative faltered for a while, until pushed forward again in the 1470s by his great-nephew, Prince João. It was when João became king in 1481 that the Africa project received a whole new impetus.


Black-bearded and long-faced, well-built, and somewhat melancholy in expression, with ‘an air of such gravity and authority that everyone recognised him as king’, João was ‘a man who commanded others and who was commanded by no one’. He was perhaps the most remarkable European monarch of the early modern age. To the Portuguese people he would pass into history as the Perfect Prince. His rival Isabella, queen of Castile and then the unified kingdom of Spain, gave him the ultimate accolade. She simply referred to him as ‘The Man’. João was preoccupied with ‘the deep desire to do great things’, and the first of the great things to which he stretched out his hand was the exploration of Africa. On his accession he embarked on an intense five-year period of state-funded exploration in which he hoped to fulfil two objectives: find a route to the Indies and reach the fabled kingdom of Prester John. It was Diogo Cão, erecting pillars along the west coast of Africa, to whom he had entrusted this task.
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João II: ‘The Perfect Prince’








However by the 1480s other theories about a possible route to the Indies were circulating along the Lisbon waterfront. The city was the frontier of exploration, a laboratory for testing ideas about the world. Across Europe, astronomers, scientists, mapmakers and merchants looked to Portugal for the latest information about the shape of Africa. Jewish mathematicians, Genoese merchants and German cartographers were being attracted to the hubbub of its streets, its vistas of boundless ocean beyond the mouth of the River Tejo (or Tagus), from where Portuguese caravels returned with black slaves, brilliantly coloured parrots, pepper and handmade maps. João’s interest in navigation led to the formation of a scientific committee drawing on these intellectual resources. This included José Vizinho, pupil of the great Jewish astronomer and mathematician of the age, Abraham Zacuto, and the German Martin Behaim, later the creator of a prototype terrestrial globe. In the interests of scientific enquiry both men made voyages on Portuguese ships to undertake solar observations.


While Cão was inching down the coast in the summer of 1483, the Genoese adventurer Cristoforo Colombo – known to the Spanish as Cristóbal Colón and in English as Christopher Columbus – was at the royal court in Lisbon proposing a counter strategy for reaching the Indies. It was one that João already knew. A decade earlier he had prompted a letter and a map on the subject from the famed Florentine mathematician and cosmographer Paolo Toscanelli. Toscanelli had proposed ‘a sea route from here to India, the land of spices; a route which is shorter than that via Guinea’. His reasoning was that because the world was spherical, it was possible to reach the Indies by sailing in either direction, and that it was a shorter voyage to sail west. Apart from the as yet invisible barrier of the Americas, Toscanelli had made a fundamental error: he had undercalculated the circumference of the earth. But the letter and the map were destined to become a potent ingredient in the accelerating race for the world that gripped the Iberian peninsula in the final decades of the century. Columbus knew, or had a copy of, Toscanelli’s letter and he now boldly approached João for the resources to make the attempt. The king was prepared to keep an open mind. He turned the formidably self-confident Columbus’s proposition over to his committee of savants and mathematicians for consideration, and waited for Cão’s return.


Cão was back in Lisbon by early April the following year, 1484, with his reports of the eastward-inclining coast. João closely questioned his explorer and was sufficiently pleased with the results to award him a large annual pension and elevation to the nobility with his own coat of arms. Cão chose the emblem of two pillars crested by crosses for his device. For João, the Indies were just around the corner. It seemed that one more expedition must decide it.


Cão’s report was the immediate end of Columbus’s hopes. Both the manner and the mathematics of the Genoese were considered faulty. João’s committee judged that Columbus had compounded Toscanelli’s error about the size of the world: he had shrunk the globe by twenty-five per cent in his estimation of the distance to the Indies, and his certainty was found insufferable, as probably were his demands for recompense. ‘The king, because he saw this Cristóvão Colombo to be boastful and pushy in talking up his abilities, and deluded and fanciful about the [position of] the island of Japan, gave him little credence’, recorded the Portuguese historian João de Barros, ‘and with this disappointment he left the king and took himself off to Spain, where he also went hawking his petition.’ Columbus set to work there lobbying Isabella and Ferdinand, taking advantage of the rivalry between the two kingdoms to leverage his project.


Meanwhile João was confident of success. In May or June 1485 Cão, accompanied by Martin Behaim, was sent out again with more pillars to plant on the extremity of Africa. A few months later, the Portuguese king was trumpeting to the world that his seamen were close to the final breakthrough. In November, his orator, Vasco Fernandes de Lucena, was making the king’s submission to the new pope, Innocent VIII, in a ringing statement of nationalist PR and holy crusade. He spoke of Prester John and:




the well-founded hope of exploring the Arabian Sea where the kingdoms and nations of those who inhabit Asia, only obscurely known to us, practise with great devotion the holy faith of the saviour, in relation to whom, if it’s true what the most learned geographers propound, Portuguese navigation is within a few days’ reach. In fact, having explored the greater part of the African coast, our men came close to the Prassus Promontory [the end of Africa] only last year, where the Arabian sea begins; having explored all the rivers, coasts and ports for a distance of more than 4500 miles from Lisbon, from the most rigorous observation of the sea, the land and the stars. Once this region is explored, we will see an enormous accumulation of wealth and honour for all the Christian people and especially you, most Holy Father.





Lucena went on to quote Psalm 72: ‘He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the earth.’ The river was the Jordan; it might just as well have stood for the Tejo in João’s increasingly global vision.


However, even as Lucena was speaking, the king’s hopes were again being baffled. Thousands of miles away, Cão discovered that the eastward trend of the land was illusory, just a large bay that quickly turned south yet again in an apparently unending coastline. That autumn he placed a further pillar on a headland 160 miles south; the coast gradually shifted from equatorial forest to low-lying barren sand hills, sparse vegetation and semi-desert. Cão reached the furthest limit of endurance in January 1486 at a place he called Cape Cross, in modern Namibia, where he planted his last pillar, amongst a colony of seals basking on the black rocks. It seemed that Africa would continue forever, and Cão himself slips through the cracks of history at this point and vanishes. Either he died on the return journey, or he made it back to Lisbon, and João, furious and embarrassed by the failure of this publicly touted mission, condemned him to disgrace and obscurity.


Whatever his fate, Cão had added another 1450 miles of coast to the mapmakers’ lexicon. The Portuguese seemed indefatigable in their endurance and their willingness to push themselves over the edge of the known world, riding the rough seas in their agile caravels, or probing the enormous rivers of West Africa in pursuit of the elusive kingdom of Prester John and an inland route to the Nile. Many perished in the attempt. They died in foundering ships, of malaria and poisoned arrows and isolation, leaving their small markers as talismans against oblivion.
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The main inscription carved on the rocks at the Yellala Falls








No more poignant memorial to Cão’s attempts exists than that at the Yellala Falls up the River Congo. Whoever came here sailed or rowed a hundred miles upstream from the sea past mangrove swamps and densely forested river banks. As they progressed, the current increased in ferocity until they reached a rocky gorge and thunderous waterfalls, a colossal torrent of water pouring out of the heart of Africa. When they could sail no further, they abandoned their ships and scrambled ten miles over the rocks in the hope of finding navigable water upstream, but the succession of rapids defeated them. On the face of an overhanging cliff high above the crashing torrent, they left a carving, a monument of a different sort. The arms of King João, a cross and some words: ‘Here arrived the ships of the illustrious monarch Dom João the Second of Portugal, Diogo Cão, Pedro Anes, Pedro da Costa, Álvaro Pyris, Pêro Escolar A …’ To the lower right and carved by a different hand, other names: ‘João de Samtyago, Diogo Pinheiro, Gonçalo Alvares, of sickness João Alvares …’; elsewhere, just a Christian name: ‘Antam’ (Anthony).


All these inscriptions are broken off, their circumstances as ambiguous as a last entry in the diary of a polar explorer. They give us the names of the men who captained the ships – Diogo Cão and the others carved by the cross – but the commanders were probably not present. It is likely that Cão ordered a side trip to probe the navigability of the Congo; it is these men who form the second group of names. Both sets of inscriptions are incomplete, as if interrupted at the same moment. Evidently men were ill or dead – probably of malaria. Were they too weak to continue? Were they surprised or attacked as they scratched away at the rock? Unusually there is no date, nor is there any contemporary record of this exploit, which was unknown until European explorers stumbled on the inscription in 1911.




*





The Portuguese notion of a river or land route across Africa, fuelled by the suppositions of ancient geographers and the enticing gold-leaved pages of medieval cartographers, died hard. The belief that the great rivers of West Africa linked to the Nile, that the kingdom of Prester John was just out of reach across a continent whose width they had miscalculated, doomed the Portuguese to decades of enduring, baffled effort. João despatched multiple overland missions for information, gold and prestige. The probe up the Congo was mirrored repeatedly. Caravels sailed five hundred miles up the Senegal River but were halted by the Felu rapids; when a similar expedition was thwarted at the Barrakunda Falls on the Gambia, João sent engineers to break up the rocks on the river bed, but the scale of the task defeated them. At the same time servants and squires of the royal household set off into the interior on foot. Small teams of men crossed the Mauretanian desert to Wadan and to Timbuktu; to the realms of Jolof and Tokolor; to the Mandinka king they knew as Mandi Mansa, on the upper Niger. Some returned with reports of kingdoms and trade routes, others vanished.


But João was undeterred neither by the obdurate rapids of the Gambia and the Congo nor by the ever receding coastline of Africa nor the uncertain location of a semi-mythical Christian king. The scope, coherence and persistence of his India project were astonishing. In 1486, with his committee of geographers in Lisbon poring ever more intently over misshapen maps of the world and Columbus now lobbying the monarchs of Spain for his western route, the king simply intensified his efforts. The same year the noun descobrimento, ‘discovery’, is recorded in written Portuguese for the first time.
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The Race
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1486–1495





The castle of St George in Lisbon, situated on a rocky promontory with far-reaching views over the River Tejo, contained amongst its treasures a sumptuous world map. It had been commissioned thirty years earlier by King João’s father, Afonso, from a cartographer monk in Venice with the brief to summarise the best geographical knowledge of the day.


Fra Mauro produced an extraordinary work of art, microscopically detailed and brilliant with gold leaf, wavy seas of vivid blue and the images of castellated cities. Like an enormous circular shield, ten feet across and oriented to the south in the Arab tradition, it showed something that no European map had before: it portrayed Africa as a free-standing continent with a southern cape, which he called Cape Diab. Although Africa is seriously distorted and many details outdated by Portuguese discoveries in João’s time, Fra Mauro had attempted to apply an evidence-based approach. Venice, with its deep trading contacts with the Orient, was the clearing house for information and travellers’ tales about the world beyond Europe.


The picture is peppered with hundreds of textual commentaries in red and blue ink, drawn principally from the eyewitness accounts of Marco Polo and a fifteenth-century traveller called Niccolò de’ Conti, as well as ‘information of all new discoveries made or projected by the Portuguese’. ‘Many have thought, and many have written, that the sea does not encompass our habitable and temperate zone on the south,’ Mauro notes on his map, ‘but there is much evidence to support a contrary opinion, and particularly that of the Portuguese, whom the king of Portugal has sent on board his caravels to verify the fact by ocular inspection.’ Special attention is drawn to the spice islands and ports of the Indian Ocean – of particular interest to the Portuguese – and he tackles head-on a key assertion of Ptolemaic geography: that the Indian Ocean was a closed sea. The particular evidence he produces for an all-water route to the Indies includes the ancient geographer Strabo’s account of such a voyage, and a tale, probably from Conti, of the journey of a Chinese junk that was said to have sailed round Africa.


Fra Mauro’s map crystallised, in visual form, the Portuguese ambition to find a sea route to the Indies. It also highlighted how little Europeans knew. Never had the world been more divided. The Europeans of the Middle Ages had less contact with the Orient than had the Roman empire. Marco Polo had walked and ridden there down silk roads controlled by the Mongols and returned across the Indian Ocean in a Chinese junk. His account remained hugely influential because by the fifteenth century almost all direct links with the East had been severed. The Mongol empire had collapsed, destroying the long-range land routes; in China, its successor, the Ming dynasty, after the spectacular voyages of the star rafts, had been seized by xenophobia and closed its frontiers. With the exception of Conti’s reports, almost all European knowledge was nearly two hundred years old. Islam hemmed Christian Europe in. The Ottomans had crossed into Europe and barricaded the land routes. The Mamluk dynasty in Cairo controlled the desirable wealth of the East and traded it through Alexandria and Damascus at monopoly prices. Of the exact sources of the spices, silks and pearls sold to the Venetians and Genoese there were only muffled rumours.


Undeterred by Cão’s failure to round Africa, João persisted. The scope of his enquiry became increasingly wide-ranging. Nothing was ruled out. At his command two monks set out across the Mediterranean to seek information about Prester John in the East. About Columbus’s proposed western route João hedged his bets. He licensed a Flemish adventurer called Fernão de Ulmo with the concession to sail west for forty days with two caravels at his own expense and the right to whatever land he discovered, at a ten per cent payment of all revenues to the crown. The king effectively leased out to private enterprise a venture that he deemed speculative but could not definitively dismiss. Nothing came of these initiatives. It seems Ulmo was unable to raise the funds; the monks were turned back at Jerusalem by their inability to speak Arabic. Nothing daunted, João tried again.


The king had gathered around him a loyal generation of highly talented pilots, seamen and adventurers, chosen for their talents rather than their social status, on whom he now called for a final push. In 1486 he energetically planned a triple-pronged approach to solving the India problem and locating Prester John. He would tackle the problem at both ends. A more focused expedition would sail on past Cão’s pillars and attempt to round Africa; along the way it would drop Portuguese-speaking native Africans to seek information about the legendary Christian king in the interior of the continent; he would rectify the failure of his overland initiative to the East by recruiting Arabic speakers who could penetrate the heartlands of the Indies to learn about spices, Christian kings and the possibility of sailing routes to the Indian Ocean.


In October 1486, soon after Cão’s return – or the return of his ships – João appointed a knight of his household, Bartolomeu Dias, to command the next expedition down the African coast. At about the same time he chose replacements for an overland expedition to the Indian Ocean.


The man whom he recruited for this task was Pêro da Covilhã. He was about forty years old; a quick-witted, multi-talented adventurer of lowly birth, an adept swordsman, a loyal servant of the Portuguese kings, and a spy. As well as Portuguese he spoke Castilian fluently, and, more valuably, Arabic, which he had probably learned from the Arab population of Spain. He had performed undercover operations for João there, and undertaken secret negotiations in Morocco with the king of Fez. It was Covilhã and another Arabic speaker, Afonso de Paiva, to whom the king now entrusted a daring operation.


In the spring of 1487, whilst Dias was preparing his ships, the two men were being briefed by the bishop of Tangier and two Jewish mathematicians, members of the commission that had turned down Columbus. The adventurers were presented with a navigational map of the Middle East and the Indian Ocean, presumably the best guess available within Europe as to the world beyond the Mediterranean, probably drawing heavily on Fra Mauro’s work. On 7 May they had a last secret audience with the king at his palace at Santarém, outside Lisbon, where they were given letters of credit to pay their way on the sea voyage to Alexandria. Among those privy to this audience was the eighteen-year-old duke of Beja, Dom Manuel, the king’s cousin, for whom the memory of this expedition was to have a special importance. Over the summer they took a ship from Barcelona to the Christian island of Rhodes, where they acquired a stock of honey to enable them to pass themselves off in the Arab world as merchants. From there they caught another vessel to Alexandria, portal to the Islamic world.




*





Back in Lisbon Dias was putting the finishing touches to his matching expedition down the west coast of Africa. He was given two caravels belonging to the crown, and also, because of the long-range nature of the voyage and the limited hold size of the caravels, a square-rigged store ship, ‘to carry extra provisions, because on many occasions the [lack of them] weakened the ships that were exploring on their return journey’. Following Cão’s expedition the ships also carried a number of carved stone pillars, to mark the stages of the voyage. Dias himself was a highly experienced seaman and he took with him the best pilots of the day, amongst them Pêro d’Alenquer, destined to play a key role in the India ventures. Alenquer was evidently highly regarded by King João, who called him ‘a man who by his experience and navigating skill deserved to be honoured, favoured and well rewarded’. The supply ship’s pilot was João de Santiago, recorded on the inscription at the Yellala Falls, and who would be invaluable in retracing Cão’s voyage back to its terminal point.


This little flotilla sailed out of the Tejo some time in late July or early August 1487. It was to prove one of the most significant expeditions in the history of exploration, but also one of the most mysterious. It went almost unnoticed in contemporary records, as if Portuguese chroniclers were looking the other way. There is just a scattering of marginal notes on maps and books and casual mentions in the chronicles. Otherwise its details, its scope and its achievement would wait sixty years to be recorded by the sixteenth-century historian João de Barros. If the exact details of Dias’s sailing instructions are lost, their substance can be reconstructed: firstly to push south beyond Cão’s last marker in pursuit of the elusive Prassus Promontory, the definitive end of Africa. Secondly, to land people along the coast to seek further information about an inland or river route to the kingdom of Prester John. This, in conjunction with the journeys of Paiva and Covilhã, constituted a determined and coherent strategy for solving the mystery of Asia.


To this end, Dias carried with him six Africans, two men and four women, who had been kidnapped by Cão on one of his journeys and taught Portuguese, because, according to João de Barros, ‘the king ordered that they were to be dropped all the way down this coast, finely dressed and supplied with displays of silver, gold and spices’. The intention was ‘that going into the villages, they would be able to tell the people about the grandeur of his kingdom, and the wealth that he had there, and how his ships were sailing all along this coast, and that he sought the discovery of India, and especially of a king called Prester John’. Women were particularly chosen as they would not be killed in tribal disputes.




*





In Alexandria, the two spies, Covilhã and Paiva, were dying of fever.




*





Dias sailed down the west coast of Africa, past Cão’s last pillar, naming the capes and bays after the saints’ days as he went, from which the expedition’s progress can be dated: successively the Gulf of St Marta (8 December), St Tomé (21 December) and St Victoria (23 December); by Christmas Day they had reached a bay they called the Gulf of St Christopher. They had been at sea for four months, zig-zagging against a south-west wind blowing along the shore, with a current setting to the north. At various places along the way they must have landed their unfortunate ambassadors, though one had already died on the voyage; of the others nothing further is recorded. It was at this point that they decided to leave their supply ship with nine men on board, to be collected on their return, on the shores of Namibia.


For several more days the two caravels plugged past a desolate coast of low hills. Then the pilots took a startling decision. At about twenty-nine degrees south, they gave up the attritional battle with the adverse winds and currents. Instead they turned their ships away from the shore, lowered their sails to half-mast and flung themselves out into the void of the westerly ocean with the counter-intuitive aim of sailing east. No one knows exactly why this happened; it may have been a preplanned manoeuvre worked out in advance or it may have been a moment of genius, an intuition about the Atlantic winds based on previous experience of sailing home from the Guinea coast. This involved a tack to the west away from the African coast, taking the ships out in a wide loop into the central Atlantic, where they picked up westerly winds that carried them east back to Portugal. Maybe, they reasoned, the same rhythm applied in the southern Atlantic. Whatever the logic, this was a decisive moment in the history of the world.
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The caravel: ideal for exploration but cramped for long voyages








For thirteen days, and nearly a thousand miles, the half-masted caravels ploughed out into nothingness. As they entered the Antarctic latitudes it became very cold. Men died. At about thirty-eight degrees south, the intuition paid off. The winds became more variable. They turned their ships to the east with the hope and expectation of hitting an infinitely elongated African coast they imagined to still run north–south. They sailed on for several days. No land blurred the horizon. It was decided to turn the ships north again in the hope of finding land. Some time towards the end of January they spied high mountains; on 3 February 1488 they came ashore at a point they christened the Bay of the Cowherds. They had been on the open sea for nearly four weeks; their great loop had carried them past both the Cape of Good Hope and Cape Agulhas – the Cape of the Needles – Africa’s southernmost point, where the Atlantic and the Indian Oceans meet.


Landfall was fraught. They saw a large herd of cows guarded by people ‘with woolly hair, like those of Guinea’. They were unable to communicate with these pastoralists. Nine years later the pilot Pêro d’Alenquer was there again and remembered what happened. When the Portuguese placed gifts on the beach the natives just ran away. The place was evidently provided with a spring but ‘when Dias was taking in water, close to the beach, they sought to prevent him, and when they pelted him with stones from a hill, he killed one of them with the arrow of a cross-bow’.


After this skirmish they sailed on another two hundred miles, and the coast unmistakeably turned to the north-east. It was now apparent for the first time that they must have rounded the tip of Africa; the water was getting warmer but the battering of the seas had taken its toll. On 12 March they reached a bay where they planted their last pillar; at this moment the exhausted crews ‘with one voice began to murmur, and asked that they should not proceed further, saying that the supplies were being exhausted [and] that they needed to get back to the store ship, which they left behind with provisions, which was now so distant they would all be dead by the time they got there’. Dias wanted to go on but was bound by his sailing instructions to consult with the other officers on matters of importance. They agreed to continue for just three more days; when they came to a river, which they christened the Rio Infante, they turned about. It seems clear that Dias was disappointed, but abided by the democratic decision. The historian João de Barros, writing sixty years later, accords Dias a backward glance as he retraced his steps: ‘When [he] departed from the pillar which he had erected there, he was overcome by great sadness and deep emotion, as if he was saying goodbye to a son banished forever; he remembered the great danger faced by him and all his men, how long they had journeyed to come only to this point, then that God had not granted him the main prize.’ ‘He saw the land of India,’ said another chronicler, ‘but could not enter it, like Moses in the Promised Land.’ But these were retrospective imaginings.




*





Back in Lisbon King João, whilst waiting for news from Dias or Covilhã, was still hedging his bets. He could not definitively rule out the advantages of the westerly route and he was acutely aware of growing rivalry with Spain. On 20 March he granted Columbus a safe conduct to return to Lisbon, where he was subject to a warrant for debt. Meanwhile Covilhã and Paiva had made a miraculous recovery from the fever that had struck them down in Alexandria. They took a boat down the Nile to Cairo, a caravan across the desert to the Red Sea, and then sailed to Aden, at its mouth. Here the two men parted, Paiva to make his way to Ethiopia, to what he believed to be the kingdom of Prester John, Covilhã to voyage on to India.


Turning his ships east now to sail home, Dias caught sight of the Cape of Good Hope for the first time. It was a historic moment: this definitive proof of the end of Africa demolished forever a tenet of Ptolemy’s geography. According to Barros, Dias and his companions named it the Stormy Cape, which King João changed to the Cape of Good Hope, ‘because it promised the discovery of India, so long desired and sought for over so many years’. He left the Cape with a good stern wind.


The men on the supply ship had been marooned on the desert shores of Namibia for nine months, waiting forlornly for a sight of the caravels that might never return. By the time these arrived on 24 July 1488, of the nine men, only three were still alive. The others had been killed by the local people in a squabble over the trading of goods. Among the dead may well have been Bartolomeu’s own brother, Pêro. For one of the survivors, Fernão Colaço, the ship’s clerk, weak with illness, the sight of the caravels proved too much. He is said to have died ‘from the joy of seeing his companions’. The supply ship was rotten with worm; after transferring its contents, they burned it on the beach and headed for home. The battered caravels re-entered the Tejo in December 1488. Dias had been away sixteen months, discovered 1260 miles of new coast and rounded Africa for the first time.


We know of his return only because of a famous marginal note written in a book by Christopher Columbus, still in Lisbon under safe conduct. He was evidently a witness to the complete debriefing Dias gave to the king:




Note, that in December of this year, 1488, there landed at Lisbon Bartolomeu Didacus [Dias], the commander of three [sic] caravels, whom the King of Portugal had sent to Guinea to seek out the land, and who reported that he had sailed 600 leagues beyond the furthest reached hitherto, that is, 450 leagues to the south and then 150 leagues to the north, as far as a cape named by him the Cape of Good Hope, which cape we judge to be in Agisimba, its latitude, as determined by the astrolabe, being 45° S., and its distance from Lisbon 3100 leagues. This voyage he [Dias] had depicted and described from league to league upon a chart, so that he might show it to the king; at all of which I was present.





The latitudes that Columbus mentioned have been the subject of heated historical debate but there seems no doubt that he was present as the king and his cosmographers pored over the details of the voyage, whose features would quickly seep into contemporary maps. Dias had achieved two major breakthroughs. He had shown definitively that Africa was a continent with a seaway to India, abolishing some of the precepts of Ptolemy’s geography; and by his inspirational swing out to sea he had unlocked the final part of the riddle of the winds and suggested the way to get there – not by slogging down the African coast but by arcing out into the empty Atlantic in a widening loop and trusting to the reliable westerlies to carry ships round the continent’s tip. It was the culmination of sixty years of effort by Portuguese sailors, but it is not clear that the achievement was apparent to the men to whom Dias told his tale. After so many false dawns they were perhaps more cautious. There were no meritorious honours for Dias, no public pronouncements that the promised land had been glimpsed, as if they couldn’t quite believe the revealed evidence: the warmer seas, the curve of the coast. Still holding to the shreds of classical geography, the consensus seems to have been that there might still be a further point to be passed. The following year in another speech, which was almost a repeat of the earlier one made to the pope, it was claimed that ‘every day we are trying to reach those headlands … and also the sands of the Nile, by which one reaches the Indian Ocean and from there the Barbarian gulf, source of infinite riches.’ It would be another nine years before the value of Dias’s voyage would become manifest. As for Columbus, he sensed that João’s interest had died. He returned to lobbying the Spanish court.




*





Far away in the Indian Ocean itself, Covilhã was still travelling. In the autumn of that year, he caught a trading dhow across the Indian Ocean to Calicut (now Kozhikode), the hub of the spice trade and the terminus for much of the long-distance commerce from further East. By early 1488 he was probably in Goa, then sailed north to Ormuz at the mouth of the Persian Gulf, another hub of the Indian Ocean. Criss-crossing the ocean, collecting and secretly recording information about sailing routes, winds, currents, ports and politics, he picked up a ship going from the east coast of Africa to Sofala, far to the south, opposite Madagascar, the furthest point of Arab navigation in the southern Indian Ocean. He was attempting to find out about the feasibility of rounding Africa by sea, and navigation along its east coast. By the time he returned to Cairo in 1490 or early 1491 he had been travelling for almost four years; he had scouted the major trade routes of the Indian Ocean and was in a position to provide the king with a detailed account.


Back in Cairo he learned that Paiva had died, somewhere on the way to Ethiopia. Meanwhile João had sent out two Jews, a rabbi and a shoemaker, to look for his lost spies. Mysteriously, they somehow found and recognised Covilhã in the hubbub of Cairo and brought him letters from the king. The order was to return to Lisbon, but not before ‘he had seen and found out about the great king Prester John’. Covilhã wrote the king a long letter, sent back with the shoemaker, detailing everything that he had seen and knew – about the trade and navigation of the Indian Ocean, and that ‘his caravels that frequent Guinea, by sailing from place to place and seeking the coast of the isle of Madagascar and Sofala, could easily enter these eastern seas and reach the shore of Calicut, because there is sea all the way’.


By this time Covilhã seems to have been bitten by incurable wanderlust. He decided to finish off Paiva’s business but interpreted João’s orders freely. Accompanying the rabbi to Aden and Ormuz, he then made his own heavily disguised tour of the holy places of Islam – Mecca and Medina – before striking out for the Ethiopian highlands. Here he became the first Portuguese to meet the man they knew as Prester John, the Christian emperor of Ethiopia. The current ruler, Eskender, received him honourably but refused to let him leave. He was discovered in the country thirty years later by a Portuguese expedition, to whom he would tell his story. He remained in Ethiopia until the day he died.




*





Dias and Covilhã between them had effectively joined up the dots on a possible sea route to the Indies. The India plan was complete, though it is not clear when or even if Covilhã’s report reached the king, nor what the silence surrounding Dias’s achievement meant in court circles. However, in the interim, by coincidence, an Ethiopian priest came to Lisbon, forwarded by the pope. João returned him with a letter addressed to Prester John, stating ‘the desire he had for his friendship and of how he had explored the whole coast of Africa and Ethiopia’. This wording might suggest that he had received news from Covilhã. By the early 1490s João probably had all the necessary information to make the final push to the Orient and link up the world.


Instead nothing happened. There would be a pause of eight years before the Portuguese followed up their decades of patient investigation. In the years after Dias’s return, João was beset by problems. He was involved in bitter campaigns in Morocco towards the end of the 1480s – always a religious duty for crusading Portuguese kings; he was starting to be afflicted by the kidney disease that would finally kill him, and he was hard hit by unexpected turns of fortune. In 1491 his only son and heir, Afonso, died in a riding accident. In 1492, when the Jews were expelled from Spain, they fled in large numbers to Portugal, which, despite the benefit of a large number of industrious and educated people, involved careful attention.


The following year came another heavy blow: on 3 March 1493 one battered ship struggled into the harbour at Restelo near Lisbon, the traditional anchorage for returning vessels, but it was not Portuguese. It was Columbus returning with news of a voyage to the ‘Indies’ in the Santa Maria – in fact the modern-day Bahamas, Cuba, Haiti and the Dominican Republic – made under the patronage of rival Spain. It is unclear if Columbus, an unreliable fabulist who reinvented his own past, was blown accidentally into the Tejo by a violent storm, or if this visit was intended as a calculated snub to the king who had refused him. The man waiting to interview him was Bartolomeu Dias, whose voyage had scuppered his chances of Portuguese patronage. According to Columbus, who claimed to have reached islands close to Japan, he was then royally received by the king. The Portuguese account was more muted. Columbus was insufferably condescending. The royal court found him ‘puffed up in manner, and continuously exceeding the bounds of truth in his account, and making the expedition much more significant in terms of gold, silver and riches than it actually was’ and upbraiding the king for lack of belief. João was shaken by the apparent proof of the native hostages he produced – in appearance they were not African; they seemed more like what he imagined the people of the Indies to be, but no one could be certain exactly what the self-promoting Genoese had found. The king’s advisers had a simple solution: kill him discreetly and the Spanish discoveries would die. João ruled it out; it was both morally wrong and bad diplomacy, at a time when relations between the two monarchies were already strained.


What he did do was send a severe and rapid letter to Ferdinand and Isabella in Seville to the effect that Columbus had encroached on Portuguese territory. In 1479, to end an earlier war, the two monarchies had agreed to draw a horizontal frontier through the Atlantic Ocean, ratified by the pope, that defined areas of exclusive exploration. João believed Columbus had discovered land within his domain and prepared to send his own expedition. The Spanish appealed to Alexander VI, the Spanish Borgia pope, who found in their favour, cutting Portugal out of huge swathes of the Atlantic Ocean which they believed they had carved out for themselves. Suddenly Portuguese Atlantic hegemony was threatened and they were not about to have their decades of investment snatched away. João threatened war. The two sides agreed to face-to-face negotiations, bypassing the pope, to defuse a major diplomatic row.


At the small and ancient town of Tordesillas on the plains of central Spain, a delegation from each side met to bargain for the world. Here they simply cut the globe in two with a vertical line through the Atlantic Ocean ‘from the Arctic to the Antarctic pole’; to the east of this line was to be Portuguese; to the west Spanish. João and his team of astronomers and mathematicians, probably more experienced and skilful, forced their opponents to have this line moved from its original position, proposed by the pope, over a thousand miles to the west – midway between the Portuguese Cape Verde islands and the Caribbean islands, discovered by Columbus, which he believed to be part of the coast of Asia. Conveniently this alteration was to bring the coast of Brazil, as yet apparently undiscovered, within the Portuguese ambit. Since there was no way of accurately fixing the longitude of the Tordesillas meridian, the exact position of the line continued to be fiercely disputed. It would remain so until 1777.
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DIVIDING UP THE WORLD: the fierce Portuguese/Spanish rivalry for discoveries beyond the Atlantic Ocean led to a series of running disputes. King João was correct in his belief that Columbus had encroached on Portuguese territory south of the 1479 line. The pope’s solution was highly favourable to Spain. In a series of bulls in 1493 he decreed that the space was to be divided by a vertical line running from pole to pole fixed 100 leagues west of the Azores and Cape Verde Islands. This gave the Spanish the right to all discoveries west of the line, even as far as India, and seemed to give Portugal no matching rights to any lands discovered by sailing east. Potential exclusion from India was unacceptable to João. At Tordesillas the line was moved 270 leagues west to include the apparently as-yet undiscovered coast of Brazil. It also gave Portugal back rights to undiscovered land east of the line. The Tordesillas settlement led to further disputes on the far side of the world when the Spanish reached the Moluccas in 1521 by sailing west, which the Portuguese had reached by sailing east in 1512.





Like 1492 itself the treaty marked a decisive moment in the end of the Middle Ages. Although what was agreed at Tordesillas was later ratified by Pope Pius III, rights to the world had effectively been removed from the hegemony of the papacy. They had been calculated by scientists and carved up according to secularised national interests. In effect the two Iberian powers at the cutting edge of exploration had turned everywhere beyond Europe into a privatised political space, to the bemusement of other monarchs. ‘Show me the clause in Adam’s will,’ snorted Francis I of France derisively some time later. Yet no one else at 1500 had the Atlantic access or the experience to challenge the Iberian pioneers. And Columbus had unknowingly sailed into a cul-de-sac, barred by the Americas, in his race for the Indies. Only the Portuguese knew enough to find a sea route there and to link up the world. They had a window of opportunity denied to their Spanish competitors.




*





Although João had been badly shaken by Columbus’s claims he revived his India plan and prepared a new expedition. But for him it was too late. ‘The Man is dead,’ Isabella of Spain was said to have murmured when she heard the news in 1495. She had hoped to marry her daughter to João’s son, Afonso, but he had already died. The throne passed to the young Dom Manuel, duke of Beja, who had witnessed the final briefing of Paiva and Covilhã. Manuel fortuitously inherited a crown, eighty years of accumulated exploration experience and the launch pad for the final push to India. He had even been gifted the wood to build the ships. If João passed into Portuguese history as the Perfect Prince, Manuel was destined to be the Fortunate King.
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Vasco da Gama
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OCTOBER 1495–MARCH 1498





The new king had inherited a streak of messianic destiny that ran deep in the Portuguese royal house of Aviz. Born on the feast day of Corpus Christi and christened with the luminous name Emmanuel, ‘God is with us’, he read mystical significance into his coronation. He was twenty-six years old, round-faced and possessed of disproportionately long arms, which hung down to his knees, giving him an apelike appearance. It had taken extraordinary circumstances to place him on the throne: the death or exile of six people, including the mysterious riding accident that killed João’s son, Afonso, and the murder of his brother Diogo at João’s own hands. He saw his kingship as a sign that he had been chosen by God.


In the dying years of the century with the nearing of the fifteen hundredth anniversary of Christ’s birth, apocalyptic tendencies swept Europe, particularly the Iberian peninsula, where the expulsion of both the Muslims and the Jews from Spain was taken as a sign. In this atmosphere Manuel believed, and was encouraged to believe, that he was predestined for extraordinary things: the extermination of Islam and the worldwide spread of Christianity under a universal monarch. ‘Among all the western princes of Europe’, wrote the mariner Duarte Pacheco Pereira, ‘God only wanted to choose Your Highness.’ The possibility that great deeds might be accomplished by tiny Portugal could itself be justified by biblical quotation: ‘the first shall be last; and the last shall be first’.
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King Manuel I as the universal monarch with the motto ‘[we turn] to God in heaven but to You on earth’. He is flanked by the royal coat of arms with its five escutcheons and the armillary sphere, the mystical symbol of the Portuguese exploration of the world.








The India plan, which had faltered in the later troubled years of João’s reign, became the primary outlet for these dreams. Manuel believed he had inherited the mantle of his great-uncle Henrique, ‘the Navigator’. Since the fall of Constantinople Christian Europe had felt itself increasingly hemmed in. To outflank Islam, link up with Prester John and the rumoured Christian communities of India, seize control of the spice trade and destroy the wealth that empowered the Mamluk sultans in Cairo: from the first months of his reign a geo-strategic vision of vast ambition was already in embryo that would, in time, sweep the Portuguese around the world. If it was forged in the spirit of crusade, it also had a material dimension: not only to wrest trade from the Mamluks but also to replace the Venetians as the mart for the luxury goods of the Orient. The project was at the same time imperial, religious and economic. It was in this spirit that Manuel started to assemble the expedition to reach the Indies, a vaguely defined space, given the lack of detailed knowledge, which in the European imagination probably encompassed the whole of the Indian Ocean and wherever spices might grow.


The idea was not wholeheartedly endorsed. When Manuel called a general council in December 1495, a few weeks after his coronation, there was fierce opposition from a noble class that had been bullied by King João and saw no glory and much risk in such a long-range venture, compared to the easy rewards from crusading in Morocco. During his reign Manuel would prove at times to be vacillating and indecisive but he could also be authoritarian. He claimed an inherited obligation to pursue the discoveries and drew on his sense of divine mission to overrule all objections.




And giving as an overriding reason, to those who cited the difficulties if India were discovered, that God, in whose hands he put this matter, would provide the means for the wellbeing of the kingdom [of Portugal], finally the king decided to proceed with this discovery, and when he was later in Estremoz, he appointed Vasco da Gama, fidalgo of his household, as captain-major [the commander’s title] of the ships he would send there.





It seems that Vasco da Gama was initially only the second choice for this venture. Manuel first requisitioned his older brother Paulo, who pleaded ill-health but agreed to come on the voyage anyway under Vasco’s command. Gama, ‘an unmarried man and of the age to be able to weather the trials of such a voyage’, was then in his thirties. His early career and experience and the reasons for his choice remain somewhat mysterious. He appears in few records prior to 1496; his seafaring knowledge is largely unknown. He came from minor nobility in the seaport of Sines, south of Lisbon, and probably had a background in corsairing along the Moroccan coast. Whatever he was or had been subsequently became, like the life of Columbus, enshrouded in myth. He was apparently short-tempered. At the time of his appointment he had an outstanding charge of violent affray against his name. The obdurate nature of his personality would unfold in the voyage ahead: implacably steeped in the crusading tradition of hatred of Islam, enduring before the hard life of the sea, but crucially impatient of diplomatic niceties, he came to be described as ‘bold in action, severe in his orders and very formidable in his anger’. Gama had probably been chosen more to command men and negotiate with the unknown kings of the Orient than to sail ships.
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Vasco da Gama








By the 1490s, the exploration along the African coast had transformed Lisbon into a city buzzing with activity and expectation. The unloading of exotic produce on the gently sloping banks of the Tejo – spices, slaves, parrots, sugar – conjured up the expectation of new worlds beyond the breakwater. By 1500 probably fifteen per cent of the population were Guinea blacks – there were more slaves in the city than anywhere else in Europe. Lisbon was exotic, dynamic, colourful and purposeful, ‘bigger than Nuremberg and much more populous’, said the German polymath Hieronymus Münzer, who came here in 1494. The city was the cutting edge of new ideas about cosmography and navigation, the shape of the world and how it might be imaged on maps. After their expulsion from Spain in 1492, a wave of Jewish immigrants, many of them learned or entrepreneurial, further enriched the city’s dynamism. Although their welcome did not last long, it brought a remarkable fund of knowledge. The refugees included the Jewish astronomer and mathematician Abraham Zacuto, whose creation of a maritime astrolabe and book of tables for charting the position of celestial bodies would in time revolutionise navigation at sea.


For Münzer Lisbon was a city of marvels. Here he could see an impressive synagogue with ten great chandeliers holding fifty or sixty candles each; the body of a crocodile hanging as a trophy in the choir of a church; the beak of a pelican and the enormous serrated saw of a swordfish; mysterious outsized canes gathered on the shores of the Canary Islands (which Columbus had also inspected and taken as proof of lands in the far west). He also got to see ‘an enormous and extraordinarily well-made golden map, fourteen palms in diameter’ – it was Fra Mauro’s map of 1459, displayed in the city’s castle. He could meet seamen who could tell hair-raising tales of survival and escape, and talk with a contingent of German cannon founders and artillery men, held in great esteem with the king.


The wealth of produce for sale in the port startled him: great piles of oats, walnuts, lemons and almonds, enormous quantities of sardines and tuna for export across the Mediterranean world. He visited the offices that controlled the import of goods from this new world, where he saw the merchandise of Africa: dyed cloth from Tunis, carpets, metal basins, copper cauldrons, beads of coloured glass, and from the Guinea coast big bunches of fiery pepper ‘of which they gave us a lot’, the tusks of elephants, and black slaves.


What Münzer witnessed was not just a glimpse of an exotic world beyond the earth’s curve, but the industrial infrastructure of shipbuilding, seafaring provision and arsenal facilities that gave Portugal its maritime punch. He saw:




an enormous workshop with many furnaces where they make anchors, colubrinas [cannon] and so on, and everything necessary for the sea. There were so many blackened workers around the furnaces that we thought ourselves to be among the Cyclops in the cave of Vulcan. Afterwards we saw in four other buildings innumerable very large and superb colubrinas, and also throwing weapons, javelins, shields, breastplates, mortars, hand guns, bows, lances – all very well made and in great abundance … and what enormous quantities of lead, copper, saltpetre and sulphur!





The ability to produce high-quality bronze cannon and techniques for deploying them effectively at sea had probably been developed by the energetic King João, whose inquisitive mind and wide-ranging interests included practical experiments in shipborne artillery. He had developed the use of large bombards on caravels and carried out test firings to determine their most effective use on the decks of pitching ships. The solution was to fire the guns horizontally at water level; any higher then the likelihood was that the shots would whistle overhead. In some cases, if the guns were positioned sufficiently low down in the bows, the cannon balls could be made to ricochet off the surface of the water, thus increasing their range. The Portuguese also developed berços, lightweight breech-loaded bronze swivel guns, which could be carried by ship’s boats and had the advantage over the conventional muzzle-loaders in their rate of fire – up to twenty shots an hour. The superiority of their artillery, which was augmented by recruitment of German and Flemish cannon founders and gunners, was to prove a telling advantage in the events about to unfold.


The expedition in prospect was modest in scale but carefully prepared. It was based on decades of incremental learning. All the skill and knowledge acquired over many years in ship design, navigation and provision for Atlantic voyages went into building two stout ships, and Manuel drew on a talented generation of practical experience in their construction. The caravel had been the agent and instrument of all this exploration, ideal for nosing up tropical rivers and battling back up the African coast against the wind, but horribly uncomfortable on long voyages across huge seas. Dias’s rounding of the Cape had exposed their operational limits: the crews would go no further.


It was Dias who was charged with designing and overseeing the construction of two stout carracks, the sailing ships the Portuguese called naus, to lead the voyage. The brief was clear; they had to be durable enough to withstand the pounding seas of the southern Atlantic; roomy enough to accommodate and provision the crews better than the rolling decks of a caravel; small enough to manoeuvre in shallows and harbours. The ships under construction on the banks, their frameworks chocked up by wooden scaffolding, had tubby rounded hulls, high sides, a tall after-castle and three masts; they were nevertheless of shallow draught, and not outsized. They were about eighty feet long, and each probably weighed about 100 to 120 tons. Their square sails made them less manoeuvrable in a contrary wind; the compensation was their sturdiness against the unpredictable battering of unknown seas. A supply ship, intended to be broken up near the Cape, was also constructed.
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Building carracks in the Lisbon shipyard. A caravel is beached in the centre right of the picture.








It seems that no expense was spared in the construction or provisioning of these ships, or the recruitment and payment of the crews. ‘They were built by excellent masters and workmen, with strong nails and wood,’ remembered the mariner Duarte Pacheco Pereira:




… each ship had three sets of sails and anchors and three or four times as much other tackle and rigging as was usual. The cooperage of the casks, pipes and barrels for wine, water, vinegar and oil was strengthened with many hoops of iron. The provisions of bread, wine, flour, meat, vegetables, medicines, and likewise of arms and ammunition, were also in excess of what was needed for such a voyage. The best and most skilful pilots and mariners in Portugal were sent on this voyage, and they received, besides other favours, salaries higher than those of any seamen of other countries. The money spent on the few ships of this expedition was so great that I will not go into detail for fear of not being believed.





The barrels rolled up the gangplanks on the shores of the dockyard contained sufficient food for three years. Gama received two thousand gold cruzados for the venture, a huge sum; his brother Paulo the same. The seamen’s wages were raised, and some of the money paid in advance to support their families. It was perhaps a recognition that many of them would not be coming back. No detail was omitted. The ships carried the best navigational aids available: as well as sounding leads and hourglasses, astrolabes and the most up-to-date maps – and possibly copies of Abraham Zacuto’s recently printed tables for determining latitudes from the height of the sun. Twenty cannon were hoisted aboard, both large bombards and the smaller breech-loaded berços, along with plentiful supplies of gunpowder tightly sealed against the sea air and quantities of cannon balls. The skilled craftsmen – carpenters, caulkers, forgers of iron and barrel makers – who would ensure the security of the ships were recruited in pairs, in case death thinned out their ranks. There were interpreters to speak Bantu and Arabic; musicians to lead sea shanties and blow ceremonial fanfares; gunners and men at arms and skilled seamen, supported by an underclass of ‘deck fodder’. These comprised African slaves, orphans, converted Jews and convicted men, enrolled for the menial heavy work: hauling on ropes, raising anchors and sails, pumping out the bilges. The convicts were particularly expendable; they had been released from prison specifically to be put ashore to make first enquiries on uncharted and potentially hostile coasts; priests also went to lead the prayers and consign the souls of the dead to the sea with a Christian burial.


There were four ships in all: the two carracks, christened São Gabriel and São Rafael after the archangels, according to a vow made by King João before his death; with them went a caravel, the Bérrio, and the two-hundred-ton supply ship. Gama called on seamen whom he knew and relatives he could trust, to lessen the possibility of dissent in a tightly knit expedition. These included his brother Paulo, commander of the Rafael, and two Gama cousins. His pilots and leading seamen were the most experienced of the age. They included Pêro de Alenquer and Nicholas Coelho, who had rounded the cape with Bartolomeu Dias, and Dias’s own brother Diogo. Another pilot, Pêro Escobar, whose name was carved at the Yellala Falls, had been a navigator with Diogo Cão. Bartolomeu Dias was also scheduled to accompany the expedition on the first leg of the voyage in a ship bound for the Guinea coast.


The expense of this modest, speculative but high-cost probe into the unknown was met from gold from the Guinea coast – and a windfall: in 1496 the reluctant expulsion of the Jews who would not convert to Christianity had been the bride price of Manuel’s marriage to Princess Isabella of Spain. Their goods and property provided unexpected resources.




*





It was midsummer 1497 by the time the expedition was ready; the sails emblazoned with the red cross of the crusading Order of Christ, the barrels rolled aboard, the heavy cannon winched into position, the crews assembled. The small flotilla was floated out from the shipyards and anchored off the beach at Restelo, a fishing village downstream from Lisbon. In the stifling heat, Manuel had retreated to his hilltop castle at Montemor-o-Novo some sixty miles inland, and it was here that Vasco da Gama and his captains made their way to receive their sailing instructions and a ritual blessing from the king. On bended knees Gama was solemnly invested with the command of the expedition and a silk banner also emblazoned with the cross of the Order of Christ. He was given his instructions – to seek out Christian kings in India at a city called Calicut, to whom he was to hand a letter written in Arabic and Portuguese, and to establish a trade in spices and ‘the oriental riches so celebrated by ancient writers, but which have made such great powers as Venice, Genoa and Florence’. Another letter was addressed to Prester John. The mission was both sacred and secular, overtones of crusade mixed with commercial rivalry.


Restelo, on the banks of the Tejo outside the city walls, had been the traditional point of departure for Portuguese voyagers since the time of Henrique, the Navigator; its gently shelving beach provided a wide stage for the religious ceremonies and emotional rituals of departure: ‘a place of tears for those going, of joy for those who return’. On the hill above, surveying the wide sweep of the Tejo that led west to the open sea, was Henrique’s chapel, dedicated to Santa Maria de Belém, ‘Our Lady of Bethlehem’, for the purpose of bestowing the sacraments on departing mariners. The whole crew, something between 148 and 166 men, spent the hot summer night there before departure in prayer and vigil.




*





8 July 1497. A Saturday. The mission to rediscover India, ‘for so many centuries hidden’. The day, consecrated to the Virgin Mary, had been chosen by court astrologers as auspicious for departure. A month earlier the pope had granted Manuel perpetual ownership of lands conquered from the infidel on which other Christian kings did not already have claims. People came flocking out of Lisbon to send off their friends and relatives. Gama led his men in a devotional procession from the chapel down to the beach, organised by the priests and the monks of the Order of Christ. The navigators wore sleeveless tunics and carried lighted candles. The priests walked behind, chanting the litany, and the people called in response. When they reached the water’s edge, silence fell on the crowd. Everyone knelt to make a general confession and to receive absolution according to the papal bull that Henrique had obtained for those who died ‘in this discovery and conquest’. ‘In this ceremony everyone wept,’ according to João de Barros.


Then the men were ferried out to the ships in small boats. The sails were hoisted to the rhythmic clashing of cymbals, the vessels cast off and the royal standard run up on Gama’s flagship, the Gabriel; with the sailors raising their fists to the sky and chanting the traditional cries – ‘Safe voyage!’ – and the blowing of whistles the flotilla caught the wind, led by the two carracks, with the beautifully painted wooden figureheads of the archangels Gabriel and Raphael at their prows. People waded into the water to catch a last glimpse of their loved ones across the widening gap. ‘And with one party looking back at the land, the others to the sea, but all equally absorbed by their tears and the thought of the long voyage, they remained like this until the ships were far from port.’ The ships slid away down the Tejo until they passed the mouth and felt the first sting of the ocean.


And on the Rafael one man, whose identity has never been conclusively established, was preparing to take notes. The anonymous writer starts his terse journal, the only eyewitness account of everything that followed, with an abrupt lurch:
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Artist’s reconstruction of the São Gabriel













In the name of God. Amen!


In the year 1497, King Dom Manuel, the first of that name in Portugal, despatched four ships to discover and go in search of spices.


We left Restelo on Saturday July 8, 1497. May God our Lord permit us to accomplish this voyage in his service. Amen!





If one goal – the search for spices – was clear, the curiously intransitive verb descobrir, ‘to discover’, undefined by objective, hints at the extent to which this was a leap into the unknown.


Catching the favourable winds down the African coast they sighted the Canary Islands within a week. Aware of likely weather conditions, Gama had given orders that if the ships became separated they should rendezvous at the Cape Verde islands a thousand miles further south. By the following night, the Rafael had become lost in fog; when the fog cleared next day the others had vanished. It sailed on. By 22 July, when the Rafael sighted the scattered outer islands of Cape Verde and the other ships came into view, it was the Gabriel, with their commander, that was now missing. Frustrated, they sat there becalmed for four days on a flat sea. When the Gabriel was sighted on 26 July, something like relief broke out amongst the fleet. ‘And having got speech with him in the evening we gave expression to our joy by many times firing our bombards and sounding our trumpets.’ An edginess marks the early days of the expedition. A week was spent on the Cape Verde island of Santiago, making repairs to masts and taking on board meat, wood and as much water as they could store in their barrels for the ocean sailing ahead.
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