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City of gold, city of water, city of faiths. Who has not seen Seville has not seen wonder.

––––––––
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THE SLEEPY HAMLET ON the Guadalquivir River, loved and abandoned by Caesar, has become a prosperous city once again, where everything is a necessity and everyone will part with it for a price.

100,000 souls; twice the size of London, and only Venice, Naples, and Paris are larger. People from every corner of Castille flock here for its bustling riverside docks, colourful gardens, expansive courtyards, and daily markets that overflow with exotic goods. Ships bring slaves, oil, soap, spices, tobacco, and gold from the New World, while outgoing vessels carry wine, flour, olives, and fabrics to distant shores. We’re the envy of the continent since Christopher Columbus provisioned here almost thirty years ago.

Clergy double as moneylenders, nobles pass themselves off as merchants, and kings are born every day in the shadow of the greatest church known to man, the Cathedral of St. Mary of the Sea. This is a town where a man’s standing is measured by the size of his holdings and the number of mistresses he keeps.

But with more to offer and protect, the city has become less tolerant. Since I was a child, Christians, Muslims, and Jews lived together harmoniously, sharing and celebrating their unique customs and beliefs. But now, with only one sanctioned faith, Torquemada and his band of inquisitors arrest those who oppose it.

I’ve carried the holy cross during Santa Semana, carried it enough times to slice up my knees and feet on the rough pavement. I've repented and asked God to forgive me, but it’s not enough; it’s never enough. Much to my dismay, I’m constantly hounded by debt collectors, former friends, suspicious neighbours, and jilted lovers, all eager to denounce me as a converso and hand me over for an infraction as innocent as picking my nose with the wrong finger.

I turned nineteen and need to fend for myself, to pay off my debts without fear that I’ll end up as fuel for the bonfires in the town square. Seville is where I was born and where I hope to die, but for the next year or so, I’m looking to trade in my broken-down boat and fishing gear for life on the open sea.

My older brother Matias returned from his deployment with captivating tales of foreign lands and enough money earned to build two houses; one for him and his wife, one for mother and father. Most of the men I grew up with have heeded the recruiter’s call and followed the river out into the Great Ocean Sea; bored, restless men, some of them following in the footsteps of their fathers and grandfathers, others too lazy, or too dull to learn a trade. More than a few signed on to avoid jail or a difficult spouse. A man I know living three towns away departed on an expedition to the coast of Africa in search of gold. A few brave souls have made it as far as the New World, where, it’s rumoured, they now live like royalty, draped in silk, native servants attending to every whim. With so many men shipping out, Seville has become a city of grieving widows and indolent prostitutes.

Sitting on a rock mending my nets, the river air filling my lungs, I tell myself that I’ve put it off long enough. An outgoing caravel is always short of crew members. Three masts or four, a lone vessel or part of a fleet, commanded by a foreigner or local; it makes no difference to me. Today is the day I go to the docks and sign on.

—-
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I SPENT THE MORNING at Millstone Docks observing the provisioning ships. The air buzzed with the sounds of seagulls, creaking wood, and unruly labourers. I assessed every ship, offered my services to several fleet commanders, and imposed myself on half a dozen recruiters. But because of my lack of experience, everyone rejected me.

Reaching the wharf's end, I spotted a lone ship, its hull, masts, and rigging coated in black pitch. Like most ocean-going vessels that ply the shallow Guadalquivir, it sat high in the water and featured a prominent castle deck at the stern and three masts with one lateen sail. It looked impressive.

The harbormaster assumed I was seeking employment as a dockworker. When I told him I was not, he offered to sell me a pair of rouge boxes. “They can double as containers for snuff or spice if you’re so inclined. I’ll sell them both for five maravedi.”

“I’m looking to sign on,” I informed him.

He changed his goods for a sack of black peppercorns.   “A pound of pepper. Just arrived from the Indies.”

“A pound of pepper?”

“More precious than gold, more prized than silk. Atilla the Hun was offered a ton, to stay out of Rome and go back home. Pay off court fines or give it to your ma to tenderize her meat or flavour her sauces.”

“I’m not here for my mother's pantry. I want to join an outbound ship.”

Resigned to no sale, the harbormaster closed shop and declared, “You’re in the right place.” He pointed to the black ship I was admiring. “This is the San Antonio; 120 tons, the largest of the five.”

“Five?”

“Part of the armada bound for the Spice Islands.”

“You mean the Moluccas?”

“The same, my young, enlightened friend.”

I recalled a maritime chart my brother keeps hidden in his copy of The Travels of Marco Polo. “But that’s on the far side of the world. It’ll have to sail around Africa and through Portuguese waters.”

“Not this vessel,” the harbormaster offered, stroking his beard. “It’s headed into the setting sun, not the rising.”

“West... to the New World?”

“And beyond. Well beyond. Still interested?”

“Go on.”

The harbormaster pitched the fleet as if it were his own. “Like I said, San Antonio is the largest at 120 tons. The remaining four ships are in dry dock for repairs. The Trinidad is the flagship at 100 tons. The Concepcion weighs 90, Victoria 85, and the Santiago is the smallest and most manoeuvrable at 75. Take your pick. I’d choose any but the Santiago. She's the only true caravel among the five, but if you ask me, it’s too fragile for where they’re going. Too easy to be swamped by a rogue wave. Stick with the larger vessels. The San Antonio here will handle the roughest of seas.”

“It looks impressive.”

“From afar.”

Whether he was singing its praises or condemning it remained unclear until he took my arm and whispered, “Don't look too close, son. The ribs are soft as butter. It’ll never make it further than the Canary Islands. But you didn’t hear that from me.” He drew a jar of olives from his pocket. “From the islands of Greece. Six maravedi.”

“No, thank you.”

His unbuttoned tunic revealed an impressive collection of fishing lines and hooks. “You look like a fisherman by trade.”

“I am.”

“Half a dozen hooks, finest available, fashioned by German hands. I'll throw in a case of hardtack.”

“Aren’t these supplies meant for the fleet?”

“Surplus. Excess cargo,” he explained quickly, buttoning up. “You signing or not? I’ve plenty to do, and you’re keeping me from it.”

“Will they take me?”

“Who?”

“The San Antonio... for the Moluccas.”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“I’ve no experience, no papers. I’ve never been to sea. None of the other...”

“No matter. They’re desperate for local men... I mean to say they prefer local men. They’ll take a strapping young lad like you, no questions asked. If you want, I can put in a good word for ten maravedi.”

As I pondered my maritime future, a recruiter suddenly appeared. His hair knotted at the back, holding a wooden staff in one hand and a wooden box in the other, he lubricated his lungs with wine, stood on the crate, unfurled a scroll, and addressed the usual collection of dock loafers scrounging for food and eager for any distraction:

"Hear ye, Bishop Fonseca and the House of Commerce in accordance with your sovereign, Charles the First, King of Castille, Aragon, and Leon, seeks crew members for a voyage of discovery to the Spice Islands of the Moluccas set to sail in two weeks. Sailors, cabin boys, caulkers, carpenters, pilots and officers who wish to join the armada, come forward and make yourselves known to myself or commander of the fleet, Ferdinand Magellan."

After a reassuring nod from the harbormaster, he descended from his pulpit and came toward me. “I see a man thirsting for adventure.”

“What are the salaries?” I asked.

He studied me as if considering how much I was worth. “Yet to be finalized, but as of this morning, sailors are to receive 1,100 maravedi a month, cabin boys 700 maravedi, pages 500. Carpenters and caulkers receive five ducats. You might consider apprentice seaman. What do you say, son? You’d pocket 700 a month, same as a cabin boy and 200 more than a page. I’m betting that’s more than you’ve ever earned.”

“I’ve never been to sea,” I informed him.

“600 a month. Still a generous amount.”

My excitement about signing turned to doubt and apprehension. Rejected by every recruiter on the docks, I was happy to finally be pursued by someone interested in me, but the recruiter’s bloodshot eyes and haggard appearance spoke of desperation. Leaving Seville might be more challenging than I expected. Perhaps today wasn’t the day for abandoning my worn-out nets and leaky boat.

“Where are you headed?” shouted the recruiter as I turned to leave.

“I need to consult.”

“With who? Your ma?”

“My brother. He’s been to sea.”

“Don’t wait too long,” the recruiter shouted with one eye on a bundle of bright red cloth the harbormaster pulled from an inner pocket. “The armada departs in two weeks.”

I plan on consulting my brother, but I know his response. He deems me unfit for sea travel and will urge me to repair my boat and nets and stay in Seville. Fortunately, I have other advisors that I depend on.

—-
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I CROSSED THE RIVER to the sailor’s district in Triana. Its narrow lanes and narrower alleyways are home to a mix of seamen, gypsies, minstrels, beggars, palm readers, unemployed soldiers, and defrocked priests. I went to the Hispaniola, a run-down inn where the food appeals to unsophisticated palates and the second floor attracts a diverse and mostly foreign clientele. I myself have climbed those stairs occasionally, enticed by the lure of a soft bed, fragrant pillow, and a porcelain tub.

I met Samuel and Oscar there. The three of us have spent our lives on the streets; watching out for the King’s Guard and one step ahead of the Holy Brotherhood. Oscar is a year older, and I’m three years younger than Samuel. I rely on them for sound advice in all matters concerning my unsettled youth. They taught me how to drink.

“The Moluccas! You’ll be shitting yourself all the way there and back. That’s if you make it out of port.” Samuel was never one to hold back.

“I’ll make it,” I said in my defence.

“You don’t know your clove hitch from your cleat hitch.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to learn. The recruiter and the harbormaster are both eager for me to sign on.”

“Of course they are. They’re running out of time. Two weeks before departure, and they’ve still not found a crew.”

Sam finished his wine, poured a cup of ale into a bowl of rice, and stirred it with his finger. “A two-year voyage into uncharted waters. Why risk it? Better start with a short expedition close to home. There are plenty of fleets heading to the Canaries.” He eyed Isabella coming down the stairs with a satisfied customer. “Or if it’s exotic women you’re after, then join a fleet bound for the New World. That’s the reason most men put out to sea these days.”

“I tried to join. They all turned me away. And so I ended up at the armada for the Moluccas.”

“Don’t be an imbecile. That fleet is sailing to its doom. Old Clubfoot will make sure of that.”

“Old Clubfoot?”

“Magellan. Because of his limp,” Oscar explained in a measured tone that contrasted with Sam's aggressiveness.

“I’ve seen him; he’s no spring chicken,” Sam added. “A cripple from Lisbon heading a Spanish fleet! There’s good men right here in Seville who are capable. Why use him?”

“I’ve asked around and heard good things,” I said. I was lying; my brother was the only person I had asked. He told me everything he knew about the Portuguese commander and much of it was based on hearsay. “He’s got years of experience on the open seas.”

“Not for Spain,” Sam declared.

“Sailed around the boot of Africa and spent eight years in the Indies fighting the heathen,” I said. This, according to my brother.

“Not for Spain,” Sam repeated. “For Portugal. The enemy.”

“He’s captained plenty of ships,” I continued undeterred. “Word is he’s a master navigator and well regarded by the men under him.”

“What about the limp?” Sam asked. “I’ve been told it isn’t real. Uses it to gain sympathy.”

“I was told he caught a spear in battle.” I was getting drunk and defending a man I had never even met.  

Sam chuckled. “You can’t believe what you hear on the streets of Triana. Rumours in this city are more frequent than the sirocco. Besides, if he’s so great, why is he in Seville? Seems a man with that much experience should be heading an expedition under his own flag.”

“His king doesn’t like him,” Oscar chimed in.

“King Charles?” Sam blurted out.

“No, Manuel of Portugal.”

I could see that Oscar was supporting my cause. He always sided with the underdog. Perhaps the two of us could sign on to the expedition together.

“The king he served for eight years turned him down,” Oscar continued. “Magellan asked for his own fleet three times, and each time Manuel refused him. The king grew tired of him, called him a nuisance, and threw him out of court. Magellan became a laughingstock. He asked if he could leave Lisbon and seek employment elsewhere. Manuel told him, 'I don’t care what you do or where you go.' So he came here.”

Oscar's extensive knowledge of Magellan surprised me. He appeared to know more than my brother.

“A laughingstock. That’s what you’ll be if you join that fleet,” Sam said, jabbing my ribs for fun.

Years of betting on card games had taught me to hold my ground. “Five ships. I know the names: the San Antonio, a hundred tons, the Victoria at... and then there’s the... ah..”

“Five ships without a crew.” Sam didn't relent. “Nobody wants to sign on. They’re holding out for a better fleet, a proven route, faster turnaround, and, most important, a Spanish commander.”

“Spanish, Portuguese, what does it matter?” I asked both of them. “What does it matter?”

“A Spanish commander for a Spanish fleet, a Portuguese commander for a Portuguese fleet, an Arab commander for an Arab fleet. That’s how it’s done.” Sam narrowed his eyes and dared me to argue otherwise. “Far as I’m concerned, Magellan’s an outsider and I don’t trust him. He’ll hand all five ships over to the Portuguese first chance he gets. Besides, he’ll never find a western passage to the Indies. Columbus couldn’t, and he tried four times.”

Contrary to Sam's reasoning, listening to him only served to solidify my decision to choose Magellan's Armada. I was suddenly grateful that all the other fleets at Millstone had turned me down.

“What are you posting for?” Oscar asked.

“Apprentice seaman.”

“Apprentices, pages, cabin boys; they’re all treated like scum,” Sam sneered. “Everyone knows that.”

“The position of captain was taken,” I said, watching Oscar suppress a smile. “At least as an apprentice, there’s a chance I can move up.”

“What about salaries?” Oscar’s sympathetic tone made me want to sign as soon as possible.

“Pittance,” Sam said once he heard the amount. “On those ships, where they’re going, you’d be mad to settle for so little.”

“What does your brother say?” Oscar inquired, knowing the answer.

“He said there wasn’t a better fleet, and I’d be smart to sign.” Another lie.

Sam studied a fragment of gristle he had retrieved from between his teeth. “I’m bettin’ your brother told you to look elsewhere. 'Catch a ship bound for the New World the day before it leaves; they’ll take you on. They’ll take anyone because they’re always short of crew on departure day.' I'm betting that's what he told you, and that's what you should do. Isn’t that how he signed onto his expedition?”

—-
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THE NEXT DAY I RETURNED to the armada preparing for the Spice Islands of the Moluccas. Having left dry-dock, the four remaining ships—Victoria, Trinidad, Concepcion, and Santiago—were now with the San Antonio.  Sails were being painted, provisions loaded, and supplies checked and re-checked. Carpenters, caulkers, and blacksmiths worked alongside dockworkers hauling crates up long gangways. The excitement enthralled me and I yearned to join in.

The recruiter spotted me. “You’re back. Leaning but not willing to commit,” he said with a knowing smile. “How about I sweeten the pot?”

“What are you offering?” I asked.

He opened his wineskin and drank, watching me the whole time. I expected to see signs of intoxication, but he appeared sober. “A chance at fame and fortune,” he said after corking the wine. “Mostly fortune.”

Wealth and renown! I felt intrigued.

“In two years, every member of this fleet will return with plenty of stories to tell, sacks of rubies and emeralds, and smelling of exotic women. You’ll be sorry for not having signed.”

Not the incentive I had expected, but maybe he was right. Would I be sorry for not having signed?

Just then, a man in high black boots and a blue vest emerged from the crowd of onlookers. He used a crate as a makeshift podium. “Anyone seeking fame and fortune?” he shouted.

Was the man working for the recruiter?

“I said, is there anyone among you who seeks...?”

“Me,” a lone voice responded.

“Bring that man forward so I can send him elsewhere.”

Clearly, he wasn’t in bed with the recruiter.

“Everyone knows who’s set to command these five vessels,” hollered the man. “Old Clubfoot, the traitor from Lisbon.”

Sam made a similar claim last night at the inn.

The recruiter attempted to intervene. “Magellan's an honourable man. Don’t listen to this malcontent.”

“Magellan’s the malcontent.” Blue Vest spat. “Magellan is the disgruntled enemy. Who in their right mind would sail under him?”

The recruiter sighed, wiped his sweaty brow with a red cloth acquired from the harbormaster the day before, and then waved it in the air. He sat down with his wine just as a pair of King’s Guards materialized. Blue Vest jumped off his box and fled the scene, pursued by the two soldiers.

I had seen and heard enough and needed a bowl of beef, a glass of wine, and a consultation with my two advisors.

“Every crew member gets a portion of the spoils,” shouted the recruiter before I could make my escape.

“Not interested,” I declared.

“Enough to purchase a house.”

“Still not interested.”

“Two houses. One in the city; the other in the country. Consider that before going home to your ma.”

I ignored his jeers. “What of that man’s accusations?” I asked.

“He's nothing more than an inciter, a spreader of lies.”

“I’ve heard plenty of arguments against Magellan.”

“What did you hear?” the recruiter chortled. “That he has a tail and hides a pair of horns under his hat?”

I laughed.

“That his limp is a ruse, that he has the strength of ten men. That he stole charts from the royal map room in Lisbon?”

I stopped laughing. “Is it true?”

“All you need to know is that Commander Magellan will lead the finest fleet ever to cross the Great Ocean Sea. Five ships, 250 men.”

“The vessels...”

“What of them?”

“They appear weak. Their ribs... soft as butter.”

“Where'd you hear such nonsense?”

“Harbormaster.”

The recruiter hadn’t expected that. “I’ll need to have a word with him.” He quenched his thirst. “Let me assure you, the ships are in excellent condition. The sterns and keels have been strengthened, rotten timbers replaced, and new masts erected. What do you say to that?”
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