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My name is Mark West, and I am an English historian specializing in the era of European voyages to India, the New World, and the Pacific, commonly referred to as the Age of Discovery or the Age of Exploration. I have a PhD in History from Kings College, Cambridge, an MA in Spanish from Salamanca University, with specialization in medieval Spanish literature, and post-doctoral experience of research in the Archivo General de Indias (Archives of the Indies) in Sevilla.

Two years ago, in the Archivo, I was researching the first circumnavigation of the world between 1519 and 1522, generally erroneously attributed to Fernando Magellan, but actually completed by Juan Sebastián Elcano after the death of Magellan in what is now the Philippines. The documents that relate to the life of this man are scarce although there are accounts of the voyage written by some of the survivors who arrived back in Sevilla in 1522. For example, the account of the voyage by the Italian Antonio Pigafetta fails to credit Elcano with command of the one ship that completed the voyage after the death of Magellan, probably because of his devotion to Magellan, and his inability to forgive Elcano for taking part in the mutiny against Magellan in the port of San Julián in Patagonia in 1519. However, in addition to having access to these accounts, I had the incredibly good fortune to stumble by chance on an account of the life of Elcano written by the scribe Andrés de Urdaneta, whose record of the death of Elcano and of his last will and testament can be found in the Archivo. For centuries, this document was previously unknown until I found it miscatalogued as an account of the life of Urdaneta. 

In fact, at the age of 17, Urdaneta accompanied Elcano as his personal servant on his second voyage to the Maluku islands (Moluccas or Spice islands in present day Indonesia). He wrote down the last will and testament dictated by Elcano in 1526 as he lay dying, and until my discovery, this was believed to be one of the few surviving documents relating to the life of Elcano.

However, my discovery opens up new avenues for historians to explore regarding the life of Elcano.

This is my translation from medieval Spanish to English, and my interpretation of that document which I have spent the last two years preparing for publication. For the benefit of my readers, I have taken the liberty of converting weights and distances from those used in the original to their modern equivalent. Therefore, although the use of kilos would not exist until after the French Revolution, it makes sense to use them to describe weights. However, I have not converted terms used for money as the value of monetary units does not remain constant, so any conversion I might make could soon be out of date. In addition, although Italy did not exist as a country at the time covered by this narrative, I have used the term to signify the territory now known as Italy.

The following is the translation of the introduction of the original document.

My name is Andrés de Urdaneta, and I swear on the Holy Bible, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and all the saints that this account of the life of the captain and navigator, Juan Sebastián Elcano, is a true account and record of the words he dictated to me during our voyage to the Maluku islands between 1525 and 1526.
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I was born in Getaria, a fishing village in Gipuzkoa, in 1487. Gipuzkoa is a province situated between Bizkaia and France on the Bay of Biscay in Euskal Herria or the Basque country (pais vasco) as it is known to outsiders. My parents were Domingo Sebastián de Elcano and Catalina del Puerto, and I was the fourth of the eight children they had. In addition, my father had a daughter out of wedlock. My native tongue is Euskara (Basque), but from an early age I learned to speak and understand Castilian as that was the language of the Kingdom of Castile which ruled my homeland. As well as Euskara and Castilian, by the time I was 20, I was able to communicate in Portuguese and I spoke Italian well and even some Arabic because of the voyages I was involved in as a young man.

My father was a wealthy man who made his fortune from trading and shipping. In fact, he was noted as the thirteenth highest taxpayer in Getaria in 1500. However, that was also the year that he died and left my mother, Catalina, to raise the children.

My early childhood was unremarkable, but, unlike many of my friends, because my father had money, I had been sent to school where I learned to read, write, and to communicate in Castilian. I also learned to read Latin. Then at the age of 13, my education at school ended abruptly after my father died as there was not enough money to pay the school fees of myself and my younger siblings. However, that was when my education as a mariner began. My father had owned a ship of 200 tons that he used for trading in the Mediterranean Sea, but neither my brothers nor I were old enough or with enough experience to take charge of her. Therefore, it was decided that we should all be apprenticed to master mariners in order to learn about the ways of the sea with the ultimate aim of taking charge of my father’s ship and carrying on the business of trading in the Mediterranean.

Although I was relatively young, I was strong, so my mother arranged with the captain of one of the ships that my father had often dealt with to take me as an apprentice and to teach me about the marine life. As Getaria is a fishing and trading port, it was normal for young boys to become mariners. Indeed, my three younger brothers, Martín Pérez, Antón Martín and Ochoa Martín, also followed my example and became skilled mariners. They are present on this expedition to the Maluku islands.

The captain who agreed to take me as his apprentice was a man of about 50 years of age. He was a typical Basque in both speech and appearance. His language was laced with curses and foul language in his native Euskara and Castilian, and he had the typical Basque facial feature of a large, hooked nose and square jaw. His name was Juan and because of his temperament no one dared ask for his family name, so he was known as Juan de Hondarribia because he was originally from the town of Hondarribia, situated on the river Bidasoa which forms the border between France and Spain. But now he was based in Getaria, and his ship was a fishing vessel of about 10 tons weight called the Santa Maria. This type of vessel was built especially for fishing in the waters of the North Sea where there were exceptionally good fishing grounds because fishing in the Bay of Biscay was becoming harder as the catches were smaller with every passing year. The older fishermen often talked about how they were able to return home with holds full of fish after only 2 or 3 days away from port. When I joined the crew of the Santa Maria at the age of 13 as a general helper, it had become necessary to seek fish much further north. Fortunately, we had heard of a fishing ground to the north and west which some called the Grand Banks.

The first European to sail to the Grand Banks and return with the news that the fish were so abundant there that they could be scooped from the water in baskets was Giovanni Caboto whose voyage in 1497 was financed by King Henry VII of England. Although Caboto was from Venice, he was financed by the English who called him John Cabot and gave him resources to try to find a sea route from England to China known as the North-West Passage. The voyage of Columbus in 1492 that discovered the existence of a New World had alerted the English to the possibility of finding new trade routes. However, the agreement between Spain and Portugal to control the seas meant that England was unable to benefit from the newly discovered lands, so King Henry was advised that it should be possible to reach China by sailing north. However, because of the sea ice that blocked the way, Cabot failed to find this route that would have allowed England to trade directly with China without having to depend on trading with intermediaries in the Ottoman Empire or sailing around the coasts of Africa until reaching India, but he reported the existence of large quantities of fish in the Grand Banks, which started a rush to the area in search of fish. The area he described was rich in all kinds of fish, but especially in a large fish called bacalao or cod in English. This fishing ground was where boats from my homeland, from Portugal, from Baiona in Galicia, from Bretonia in the land of the French, and from England all spent weeks and usually months fishing for bacalao which we dried, salted and packed in barrels in order to preserve it.

However, the weather in the North Sea was often very rough and storms were frequent in winter, so only the bravest or, as some said, the most foolish or most desperate spent the winter attempting to catch fish in that area. Many fishing boats left their home ports, but never returned, and the families of the crew were left to manage their lives in whatever way they could. Nevertheless, the catches of bacalao made many men rich, so merchants were willing to finance expeditions in search of bacalao.

Juan de Hondarribia had experience of how hard the winters could be in the North Sea, so in that season he did not risk fishing in the Grand Banks. Instead, the main use of the Santa Maria was to sail to Bordeaux in the land of the French and take on board an untaxed strong liquor called eau de vie in the French language. This was similar to the liquor made in the Rio Oja area in the Kingdom of Navarre from the grapes that they grow there, but the eau de vie was highly valued by rich people in my town. This liquor was probably not better than what was produced in Rio Oja, but because it came from the Kingdom of the French, it appealed to the vanity of people who wanted to let everyone know how rich they were.

So, my apprenticeship gave me experience of fishing in far distant seas and also of trading. I learned quickly and by the age of 15 I had graduated from general helper and was already an experienced mariner and fisherman. This promotion to mariner meant that I earned more than when I first joined the crew of the Santa Maria, so I was able to give my mother money to support her and my brothers and sisters at the end of each voyage.

In 1502, when I was 15 years old, and already an experienced sailor, we spent the summer months from the beginning of the season in April fishing and catching bacalao using our baited fishing lines in the Grand Banks. On arrival at the place of fishing within sight of the shore, the carpenter demonstrated his value by constructing a wooden platform fixed firmly over the ocean on the starboard side of the ship. Then he anchored several half-hogshead sized barrels with double bottoms to the platform. These were our stations from which we caught cod.

Then the ship was anchored and held in position with the barrels on the side of the ship facing away from the prevailing wind, so that the fishing lines would not become entangled under the hull of the ship. Depending on the strength of the wind, the ship might be turned so that the fishing took place from the sheltered side of the boat. Finally, the crew were divided into three groups. The three groups rotated tasks daily so that the arduous work was shared equally by all including the captain, the pilot, the carpenter and the boatswain or ship’s mate. Even the cook had to take a turn on one of the teams, apart from the actual task of catching the fish.

The fishing lasted from dawn to dusk. Those men assigned to catch the fish were dressed in a leather covering that protected them from neck to knees, so that water falling from the cod they caught, or the sea spray would not penetrate their clothes. They climbed into their allotted barrels and stayed there hour after hour enduring the cold and only leaving their posts to snatch a quick meal when the captain relieved them from their work himself.

The fish were caught using tarred lines about 80 fathoms long (160 metres). These lines were weighted by a lead of about 5 kilos. At the end of the line, a finer line was attached, and the hooks were attached to this finer line. The hooks were baited with small fish, or the heads or innards of cod they had already caught. As cod are predators and eat other fish, it was not difficult to entice them onto the hooks by moving the lines around in the water. After more than one cod was hooked, the line was hauled up and the fishermen killed them by piercing the back of their necks with a spike. Then their stomach was opened if the fisherman needed more bait. Finally, the tongue was cut out and the fish was thrown into a communal bin on the deck. The tongues were considered a delicacy, and they were salted for sale ashore, but more importantly, they served as a means of counting how many fish each man had caught that day. At the end of the day, the captain made a record of each man’s catch which would determine his pay at the end of the voyage.

On deck there was a strong bench with a two-man team who cut off the heads of the cod, which was later used to make stew for the meals of the crew or as bait, and split the cod to remove their entrails and backbone which were thrown overboard to attract more cod to the ship. The cod were washed in a bucket of sea water to remove blood and were then thrown into the hold where another crew member rubbed salt into them and then piled them up with a layer of salt between them.

The work of baiting the lines with small fish and hauling the tarred lines aboard when we felt they had caught fish was hard. Our hands were cut and scarred by the lines that were heavy with fish since each cod could weigh at least 12 kilos, and a good catch was a line with 5 or 6 fish, meaning we had to haul in anything up to 70 kilos. Naturally, our hands got cut from pulling on the heavy lines, and the salt from the water made them sting the first few times, but after so many years of fishing like this, my hands were toughened, and I hardly felt any pain each time I hauled a line into the ship.

This year the weather was good, and the seas were mainly calm, so we continued fishing in August past the time when we would normally have begun our voyage home. Perhaps the captain was becoming old, or he was thinking of the extra money that he would earn when he sold his catch, but whatever his reason, we were still fishing as the light was fading one day in late September when we were suddenly caught in a fierce storm that seemed to spring from nowhere without warning.

The winds were stronger than any I had ever experienced, and the waves crashing over the deck of our vessel made me fear that I was destined to become yet another lost mariner whose family would never know what had happened. The sails were furled already as we had been fishing, so we had no way to escape the fury of the winds and waves that battered our vessel. Instead, the only way that the captain could try to escape was to turn the prow of the vessel towards the nearby shore and hope that the wind would blow us towards some safe haven.

We were a crew of 12 including the captain, a pilot or navigator, a boatswain or second-in-command, and a carpenter and cook. However, all hands were expected to work at the jobs required to catch and preserve the fish when we reached our desired fishing grounds at the Grand Banks. We were 8 from the port of Getaria, 1 from Portugal, 1 from Baiona and 1 from Vigo, both of these towns are in Galicia in the North-West of Spain, and 1 from Bermeo in Gipuzkoa. We sailors from Gipuzkoa spoke Euskara, also called the Basque language by others, to each other, and the men from Portugal and Galicia could understand each other because their languages were similar, but they could not understand Euskara, so the common language that we used was Castilian. However, as the wind and the waves battered our vessel, we all prayed in our native languages to Jesus, the Virgin Maria and Saint Cristobal to save us while we drifted helplessly, fearing that we would be driven onto rocks and drowned. Our prayers were answered, however. Although we were driven ashore, instead of being dashed on the many jagged rocks close to the land, our vessel was flung onto a sandy beach and was firmly anchored by the sand, and thereby preserved from being sunk by the storm, although it suffered damage to the hull.

We had all clung desperately to whatever rope or spar we could grasp as the storm battered our vessel, and although we were no longer in mortal danger, we were reluctant to release our hold in case the storm intensified.

However, after a few hours the wind dropped, the fury of the storm abated and, as daylight broke, we were able to look around and assess the situation.

I saw that we were in a small cove with low hills surrounding it. There was no sign of human habitation, although there were many small trees and plants growing nearby.

We were all wet, cold and exhausted after our ordeal, but we somehow managed to agree on what we should do next. The captain took charge and split us into 3 groups. He, the carpenter, the boatswain and the 2 most experienced crew from Getaria had the task of examining the damage done to the vessel by the storm; the remaining 2 from Getaria with the men from Baiona and Bermeo were ordered to look for driftwood to start a fire so that we could dry our clothes which were soaked by the waves and rain; and I went with the men from Portugal and Vigo to see if there was any sign of life beyond the hills.

As this was my third year of working on this vessel, I had already become familiar with working with men who spoke different languages. Although the captain was a Basque from Hondarribia and the majority of the crew were Basques from Getaria, and the man from Bermeo was also Basque, we often had mariners who spoke Portuguese or Galego or Castilian and even sometimes men who spoke Arabic. Those were Moors who had decided to convert to Christianity in 1492 after the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand and Isabella, gave the Moors and the Jews the choice of leaving their homes and going into exile or converting to the true faith. They were known as Mozarabs, and often the people of their native lands did not want to work with them because they did not believe that they had truly converted to Christianity, so many of them came north to find work on the many fishing fleets which were always eager to employ new mariners. With such a mixed group, the common language we used was Castilian because the men who spoke Portuguese or Galego and the Mozarabs could all understand this language, and the Basque language was so different that only the people who had been born in Euskal Herria could understand it. However, when two people with the same language spoke privately, they used their native tongue. I had a good ear for languages and that is why I was able to understand Portuguese (and Galego is similar to Portuguese) and also some Arabic.

We split into our assigned groups and went to carry out our tasks. The low hills surrounding the cove were not steep, but our wet clothes made the climb difficult, and the rain from the storm had turned the sides of the hills muddy, so we slipped and slid as we painfully and slowly climbed upward, hauling our tired bodies up by grasping at clumps of wet grass. However, finally we reached the top, and we could see that there was a thick forest of small trees nearby. Cautiously, we made our way to the trees, while listening for any strange sound and keeping our eyes open in case there were people hiding in the trees. But we saw and heard no one apart from the sounds of birds calling from the forest, so we ventured a little way into the trees. It was late summer and, apart from the storm we had survived, the weather had been fine, so the ground underfoot was mostly dry. This meant that the branches that had broken off from the trees during the storm were also dry. So, by mutual consent, the three of us started to pick up dry branches to take back to the beach because we were sure that any wood that might be found there would be wet or at least damp.

With arms full of dry wood, we made our way back to the beach and reported what we had seen – basically nothing strange to report. However, the wood we had brought back was welcomed by the rest of the group, and it did not take long for a fire to be started using flint and steel to make a spark to ignite some small, dried leaves and twigs as kindling. Then using some larger branches, we constructed a few drying racks, and we all stripped off our wet outerwear and boots, remaining only in our long linen or woollen shirts which covered our bodies to our knees. We had all lived together for so long on such a small fishing boat that the concept of modesty no longer existed. It is difficult to be modest when basic bodily functions such as pissing or shitting have to be performed over the side of the boat in full view of the rest of the crew.

As we stood around the blazing fire, warming ourselves and trying to dry our shirts, the captain reported on the damage to our boat. The main information that could be gathered from his stream of foul language was that the hull had been holed in three places and the boat was in no fit state to take to sea again without major repairs. In addition, one of the two masts had been weakened and should be replaced if we hoped ever to return to Getaria. The good news was that many of the barrels of salted bacalao and also a number of the iron cooking pots and other implements we used to prepare our food onboard had survived, so we would have food to be able to sustain us for several weeks to come. In addition, the carpenter’s tools had been found, so we would be able to repair the ship when we were able to obtain seasoned wood from the forest.
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The day passed quickly as we were all busy with our various tasks. We had to collect more dry wood to keep the fire alive, as without fire we would not be able to cook or to keep ourselves warm. We also had to salvage as much as possible from the ship, dry our clothes, and decide how we were going to repair the ship. Finally, we had to look for water to drink. With all that, it was a long day, and when night fell, we made ourselves as comfortable as possible on the sand above the high-water mark, and fell asleep, exhausted, but lulled by the sound of the waves crashing on the shore.

The light of dawn, the calling of seabirds, and the chill in the air of late September soon had us awake and starting to come to terms with the fact that we might not be able to return to our homes until the next year. This was the opinion of our captain, and with solemn faces, we all had to agree with him that even if we were able to repair the ship quickly, the weather would probably be too stormy for us to make the crossing home safely. We were all experienced sailors, so we knew how dangerous the seas between the Grand Banks and the north coast of our homeland could be at that time of year.

In other words, we would be forced to spend the winter in this new and uncharted land.

Before we could become too despondent, the captain called us all together and told us what he had decided we needed to do.

The first task was to make the ship secure, so that even if the waves from the winter storms were strong and high, our ship would be safe from further damage because without the ship, we would have no hope of ever being able to return home. So, we needed to move the ship further up the beach and past the high-water mark. To complete this, we would have to put logs under the keel to act as rollers and then push and pull the ship into its final resting place. Luckily, the beach was flat where we had been driven ashore, so that would make the task much easier.

We all donned our clothes that we had left to dry overnight. Some were still wet, but we were accustomed to wearing wet clothes when we were fishing. Next, we searched among the carpenter’s tools that had been removed from the ship the day before to find any tool we could use to cut trees. Finally, leaving the beach, we walked as a group towards where the trees that had supplied us with our firewood lay.

As we approached the trees, what we could not help but be amazed at was the blaze of red, gold, yellow and brown of the leaves about to fall from the branches as the trees prepared to hibernate for the coming winter. In some way, this display of nature lifted our spirits and made us thankful to have survived the shipwreck. To me it felt as if God was sending us a message that all would be well, and that we would return safely to our families.

Entering the wood, the captain quickly found the trees that he felt would make good rollers to help us to move our ship. These he marked with his knife by slashing the bark. Then he instructed the four men who were armed with two axes, a saw and some sharp knives that we used to gut and clean the cod we caught before salting them to start chopping down the trees he had marked. He then instructed the rest of us to search for a sheltered clearing where we would be able to make a camp because the beach was not a suitable place to make a permanent place to survive the winter. The place we had to look for needed to be near a source of water and also already clear of trees as we could not afford to spend a lot of time going in search of water every day, and we did not have the resources to make a clearing by chopping down trees and pulling up the tree stumps.

These requirements made the task difficult because we found a few clearings, but there was no water nearby. However, finally, after searching for more than an hour, we came across a small stream that had a flat area of grass on one of its banks. The stream was shallow, but with some deeper pools, so we knew that we would not be in danger of flooding and that it should be possible to construct fish traps as well as have a plentiful supply of water for cooking and drinking.

Carefully marking our trail by slashing the bark of some trees, we returned to where the sound of the axes, the saw and the knives let us know that our compatriots were making good progress on the first steps of making our ship safe.

When we arrived at the site of the tree felling, we could see that they had already managed to cut down six medium sized trees and lopped off all the branches, so now we had the first logs that should help us to move our ship out of danger from any high tide or storm surge. Under the guidance of the captain, my group spent an hour or more dragging the tree trunks to the beach. By the time we returned, the logging group had already felled and trimmed another two trees, so these were also dragged to the shore.

The captain had instructed us all to return to the shore and to begin the work of using the logs as rollers to move the ship. The work was time consuming, but the sand was hard packed by the waves that had brought us to shore, so it was possible to excavate enough sand to insert the logs under the ship. The logs were first wrapped in seaweed to make them slippery, which we hoped would make the task of moving the ship easier.

Finally, we had the rollers in place and then the hard work of moving the ship began. Fortunately, the ship had a broad beam, so it was mainly flat on the bottom. That made the task of pushing it from the stern and pulling it with ropes attached to the prow without it toppling over possible. Possible, but difficult, although the wet seaweed helped to make the work succeed.

The job was made easier by first unloading everything that was not part of the ship. So, all barrels of fish, all fishing gear, all personal belongings, and all loose items were carefully removed and stored safely at some distance from where we were working.

At last, after several hours of pushing, pulling, adding more seaweed, and moving the rollers, the ship was safe from any possibility of being swept out to sea by the tide.

By then, it was growing dark, and we were all exhausted, so the only thought we had was to sleep and try to recover our strength. So, for the second night, we slept on the beach, and luckily the weather stayed fair although the night was chilly.

In the morning, we were woken again by the chill and the sound of birds. By now, we had been on land for 2 days and we had been involved in very strenuous work without much rest or food. Therefore, our first priority was to find something to eat because although we had several barrels of cod, it was salted and needed to be steeped in fresh water before it could be cooked and eaten.

We split into three groups and began scouring the beach for shellfish and any small crabs that we could cook. It took about an hour before we were able to gather enough shellfish and crabs, which, along with some brown and green seaweed, and a few pieces of salt cod, were boiled in seawater over an open fire in one of the iron pots that we normally cooked our food in on the ship. The result was a salty soup that we devoured using the few wooden bowls and spoons that had survived the shipwreck. In normal times none of us would have even considered tasting it, but that morning we all agreed that the soup that filled our stomachs could have been served at a king’s banquet. More importantly, it gave us strength to face the new day.

That day and the next two weeks passed quickly as near the stream we began to construct a simple cabin of logs which we chinked with mud to keep out the cold winds that we were sure would soon sweep in from the sea or the land. The floor of the cabin was earth which we tamped down hard, then upright logs were sunk in pairs into the ground, with other logs slotted between them to make walls. The roof was more difficult to make, but we managed to construct a sloping roof that was supported by central pillars and beams and double covered by smaller branches, and finally covered with sod we dug when we made the floor to help the rain to run off and keep the cabin dry. We did not make any opening for a window, but we left one entrance where we managed to fashion a crude door with leather hinges that we could cover on the inside with a sail from the ship to protect us from the chill winds of winter during the night. Although we were fishermen and sailors, we had a carpenter as a crew member, and we also worked on repairing our ships when necessary, so the carpentry skills needed to construct the cabin existed in the group. What we did not make was a fireplace and chimney because we did not have the right materials to make cement to bind stones together. However, we made a rough cooking area by laying some flat stones to make a raised square at one end of the cabin. That meant that we would try to cook outside when possible and put up with the smoke from an indoor fire when it wasn’t possible to cook outside. Finally, when the cabin had been made as weatherproof as possible, we moved all our belongings from the beach and began the long wait until Spring when we hoped to be able to repair the ship and set sail once more for home.
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