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Foreword by the Publisher

	In the summer of 1497, a fleet of four ships left the port of Lisbon. At its helm was Vasco da Gama, a Portuguese captain who had been tasked with accomplishing something no one had managed to do until then: connecting Europe to India by sea.

	What he did not know was that he would be away for two years—and that nearly half of his men would not survive the journey.

	This book is the account of that journey. It was written by Álvaro Velho, a soldier aboard the fleet, who recorded as a witness what he saw and experienced: the crossing of the Atlantic Ocean along a route that had never been sailed before, rounding the Cape of Good Hope, the dangerous encounters with peoples along the east coast of Africa, and finally the arrival in Calicut—the port city on the west coast of India that was the destination of the entire expedition.

	The Roteiro, as the original diary is known, is one of the most remarkable eyewitness accounts from the Age of Discovery. It is not a heroic epic. It is a sober, day-by-day travelogue of a man who wrote down what he saw: the drinking water rations restricted to a third of a liter per day, the scurvy that decimated the crew, the diplomatic misunderstandings that ended in violence, the navigation techniques by which a small ship made its way through completely unknown waters.

	At the same time, it is a window into a world on the eve of fundamental change. The trade routes Vasco da Gama opened would connect Europe and Asia for centuries—and usher in a colonial world order whose consequences are still felt to this day.

	This edition contains the complete diary in modern Dutch, made accessible to a broad audience without compromising historical accuracy. The appendices offer the interested reader further insight: into the ships and their equipment, the crew, the dangerous route, and the earliest maps on which this voyage was recorded.

	The story begins on July 8, 1497, on the banks of the Tagus.

	 


The diary of the first voyage

	In the name of God. Amen!

	In the year 1497, King Dom Manuel I of Portugal sent out four ships to discover new lands and search for spices. Vasco da Gama was the fleet’s commander-in-chief. His brother Paulo da Gama commanded one of the ships, and Nicolau Coelho commanded another.

	From Lisbon to the Cape Verde Islands

	We set sail from Restello on Saturday, July 8, 1497. May God, our Lord, grant us the grace to complete this voyage in His service. Amen!

	The following Saturday [July 15], we saw the Canary Islands. At night, we sailed along the leeward side of Lanzarote. At daybreak [July 16], we reached Terra Alta, where we fished for a few hours. In the evening, as dusk fell, we were anchored off the coast of Rio do Ouro.

	That night the fog grew so thick that Paulo da Gama lost sight of the captain-major. When day broke [July 17], no other ship was in sight. We then set course for the Cape Verde Islands, as we had been instructed to do should we become separated.

	The following Saturday [July 22], at daybreak, we saw Ilha do Sal. An hour later, we spotted three ships: the supply ship and the ships under the command of Nicolau Coelho and Bartholomeu Dias. Dias had accompanied us as far as the Mine. They, too, had lost sight of the captain-major. After we had joined them, we continued on our course, but the wind died down. We lay idle in the calm until Wednesday [July 26]. At ten o’clock we saw the captain-major, about five miles ahead of us. In the evening, we made contact via flags and expressed our joy by firing our cannons several times and sounding the trumpets.

	The next day, a Thursday [July 27], we arrived at the island of São Thiago. We joyfully dropped anchor in the bay of Santa Maria, took on board meat, water, and wood, and carried out the urgently needed repairs to the yards.

	Across the South Atlantic

	On Thursday, August 3, we set sail eastward. On August 18, when we were about 200 nautical miles from São Thiago and sailing southward, the captain-major’s mainmast broke. For two days and one night, we lay at a standstill under the jib and mainsail. On the 22nd of the same month, we saw many birds that resembled herons. As night fell, they flew vigorously toward the south-southeast, as if they were heading for land. On the same day, when we were already about 800 nautical miles out at sea (counting from São Thiago), we saw a whale.

	On Friday, October 27, the eve of the feast day of Saints Simon and Jude, we saw many whales, seals, and also quoquas (presumably porpoises or dolphins).

	On Wednesday, November 1, All Saints’ Day (November 1, a Roman Catholic feast day), we saw various signs that land was near, including seaweed growing along the coast.

	On Saturday, November 4, a few hours before sunrise, we measured a depth of 110 fathoms (approx. 200 meters). At nine o’clock, we saw land. We sailed closer together, put on our festive attire, and greeted the Captain-Major with a salute from the cannons. We decorated the ships with flags and banners. Throughout the day, we tried to get closer to land while tacking, but since we could not identify the coast, we sailed back out to sea.

	The Bay of Saint Helena

	On Tuesday [November 7], we returned to land. We saw a low-lying coastal area with a wide bay. The captain-major sent Pero d'Alenquer in a boat to sound the depth and find a good anchorage. The bay proved to be calm and well protected from all winds except those from the northwest. It stretched from east to west. We named it Santa Helena.

	On Wednesday [November 8], we dropped anchor in this bay. We stayed there for eight days to clean the ships, repair the sails, and stock up on wood.

	The São Thiago River flows into the bay four miles southeast of the anchorage. It originates inland, is about a stone’s throw wide at its mouth, and is two to three fathoms (approx. 3.5 to 5.5 meters) deep at all tides.

	The inhabitants of this land have brown skin. They eat only the meat of seals, whales, and gazelles, and the roots of herbs. They are clothed in skins and wear coverings over their genitals. They are armed with olive-wood sticks to which a horn hardened in fire is attached. Their dogs resemble those of Portugal and bark in the same way. The birds of the country are also the same as in Portugal: cormorants, seagulls, turtle doves, crested larks, and many others. The climate is healthy and temperate and produces good grass.

	The day after we dropped anchor, on Thursday [November 9], we went ashore with the captain-major and captured one of the inhabitants. He was a small man, just as small as Sancho Mexia. He was gathering honey in the sandy plain, for in this country the bees store their honey at the foot of the hills, in the bushes. He was brought to the captain-major’s ship and seated at the table. He ate everything we ate. The next day, the captain-major gave him fine clothes and had him sent back ashore.

	The next day [November 10], fourteen or fifteen locals came to the spot where our ships were anchored. The captain-major went ashore and showed them various trade goods to see if those items were available in their country. The trade goods included cinnamon, cloves, seed pearls, gold, and much more. However, they had no knowledge whatsoever of those items. Therefore, they were given small round beads and tin rings. The same thing happened on Saturday.

	On Sunday [November 12], about forty or fifty locals came to the ship. After dinner, we went ashore. In exchange for the çeitils (small Portuguese copper coins) we had with us, we received shells that they wore as jewelry and that looked gilded. We also received fox tails attached to a handle, which they used to fan themselves. I bought one of the coverings they wore over their genitals for one çeitil. This seemed to indicate that they highly valued copper; for they wore small beads of that metal in their ears.

	That day, Fernão Velloso, who was with the captain-major, expressed his ardent desire to accompany the inhabitants to their homes so that he could see how they lived and what they ate. The captain-major agreed to this. When we returned to the captain-major’s ship to eat, Fernão Velloso left with the inhabitants. Shortly after they had left us, they caught a seal. At the foot of a hill, they roasted it and gave Fernão Velloso a portion of it, along with some carrots they were eating. After this meal, they made it clear to him that he was not to come any further, but had to return to the ships. When Fernão Velloso reached the ships, he began to shout, while the natives hid in the bushes.

	We were still having dinner, but as soon as his cries rang out, the captain-major immediately stood up, and so did we. We got into a sailboat. The natives began running along the beach and reached Fernão Velloso just as quickly as we did. When we tried to pull him into the boat, they threw their spears and wounded the captain-major and three or four others. This happened because we had considered these people to be of little danger and completely incapable of violence. That is why we had gone ashore unarmed. We returned to the ships.

	Around the Cape

	At daybreak on Thursday, November 16, after we had righted the ships and stocked up on wood, we set sail. We did not know at that moment how far we were past the Cape of Good Hope. Pero d’Alenquer estimated the distance to be about thirty miles, but he was not certain. On his earlier return voyage with Bartholomeu Dias, he had left the Cape in the morning and sailed along this bay with the wind at his back. On the outward voyage, he had remained at sea and could not recognize the spot. We therefore sailed in a south-southwesterly direction, and late on Saturday [November 18] we sighted the Cape. That day we sailed out to sea and returned to land at night. On Sunday morning, November 19, we set course for the Cape again, but were unable to round it because the wind was blowing from the south-southwest, while the Cape juts out to the southwest. We headed out to sea again and returned on Monday evening. Finally, on Wednesday [November 22] at 12:00 noon, with the wind from the south-southwest at our backs, we managed to round the Cape and continued along the coast.

	South of the Cape of Good Hope lies a vast bay, which is six miles wide at its mouth and extends about six miles inland.

	The Bay of São Braz

	Late on Saturday, November 25, the feast day of Saint Catherine, we sailed into the Bay of São Braz. We stayed there for thirteen days. During that time, we dismantled our supply ship and transferred the cargo to the other ships.

	On Friday [December 1], while we were still in the bay, about ninety men appeared who resembled those we had encountered at the Bay of Saint Helena. Some walked along the beach, others remained on the hills. At that moment, we were mostly aboard the captain-major’s ship. As soon as we saw them, we launched the boats, armed them, and sailed toward the shore. When we were close, the captain-major threw small round bells toward them. They picked them up and even dared to come closer. They even took bells from the captain-major’s hand. This surprised us greatly, for when Bartholomeu Dias had been here, the inhabitants always fled whenever he offered them something. On one occasion, when Dias was drawing water near the beach, they tried to stop him. When they pelted him with stones from a hill, he killed one of them with a crossbow bolt. We thought they weren’t fleeing now because they had heard from the inhabitants of St. Helena Bay (only sixty nautical miles away) that we meant no harm and were even giving things away.

	The captain-major did not go ashore at that spot because of the dense thicket. He walked to an open section of the beach and gestured for the inhabitants to come closer. They did so. The captain-major and the other captains went ashore, accompanied by armed men, some of whom carried crossbows. Using gestures, he made it clear to the inhabitants that they were to spread out and approach him only in pairs or alone. To those who came closer, he gave small bells and red caps. In exchange, the inhabitants gave him ivory bracelets, for there are apparently many elephants in this country. We even found elephant droppings near a watering hole in the vicinity.

	On Saturday [December 2], about two hundred inhabitants, young and old, came. They brought about a dozen oxen and cows, and four or five sheep. As soon as we saw them, we went ashore. They immediately began playing four or five flutes, some of which produced high notes and others low. This created a beautiful harmony. They danced to the music in their own way. The captain-major ordered the trumpets to be sounded, and we too danced in the boats. The captain-major did the same when he returned to us. After this celebration, we went ashore at the spot where we had previously arrived and bought a black ox for three bracelets. We ate it on Sunday. It was very fatty, and its meat was just as tasty as the beef from Portugal.

	On Sunday [December 3], many visitors came, bringing their wives and small children. The women stayed on top of a hill by the sea. The visitors had many oxen and cows with them. After gathering in two spots on the beach, they played and danced as they had done on Saturday. It is the custom among this people for the young men to remain in the thicket with their weapons, while the older men speak with us. They carried a short stick in their hands to which a foxtail was attached— —with which they fanned themselves for coolness. While we communicated with them through gestures, we saw the young men crouching in the thicket with their weapons in hand.

	The captain-major ordered Martin Affonso, who had previously been in Manicongo [Congo], to go forward and buy an ox. The inhabitants who had accepted the bracelets took him by the hand and led him to the watering hole. They asked why we were taking their water away and at the same time driving their cattle into the bushes. When the captain-major saw this, he ordered us to assemble and called Martin Affonso back, for he suspected treachery. After we had assembled, we sailed in our boats to the place where we had been earlier. The inhabitants followed us. The captain-major ordered us to go ashore, armed with spears, assegais (African throwing spears), and cocked crossbows, and wearing breastplates. He wanted to show that we had the means to harm them, even though we had no intention of doing so. When they saw this, they ran away. The captain-major, concerned that no one might be killed by accident, ordered the boats to stay together. But to prove that we could harm them, even if we did not want to, he ordered two cannon shots to be fired from the stern of the dinghy. The natives were sitting close to the thicket at that moment, near the beach. The first shot caused them to retreat so hastily that, in their flight, they dropped the skins covering them and their weapons. Once in the thicket, two of them returned to pick up the fallen objects. Then they fled to the top of a hill, with their cattle ahead of them.

	The oxen of this region are as large as those of the Alentejo, well-fed, and very docile. They are castrated animals without horns. On the fattest oxen, the locals place a pack saddle made of reeds, as is done in Castile. On that saddle, they place a sort of litter made of branches, on which they ride. When they want to sell an ox, they stick a stick through its nostrils and lead it along that way.

	In the bay lies an island a short distance from the mainland, where there are many seals. Some are as big as bears: dangerous and with large tusks. They attack people, and no spear, no matter how hard it is thrown, can wound them. Others are much smaller, and still others very small. The large ones roar like lions; the small ones bleat like goats. One day, when we approached the island for fun, we counted three thousand seals, large and small. We fired at them from the sea with our cannons. On the same island live birds as big as ducks, but they cannot fly because they have no feathers on their wings. These birds are called Fotylicayos (penguins) and they bray like donkeys. We killed as many as we wanted.

	On a Wednesday, while we were taking on water in the bay of São Braz, we erected a cross and a pillar. The cross was made from the mainmast and was very tall. The following Thursday [December 7], as we were about to depart, we saw ten or twelve locals who destroyed both the cross and the pillar before we had set sail.

	From São Braz to Natal

	After we had everything we needed on board, we set sail. But because the wind died down, we dropped anchor again that same day, after having traveled only two miles.

	On Friday morning, the day of the Immaculate Conception (Roman Catholic holiday, December 8), we set sail again. On Tuesday [December 12], the eve of Saint Lucia’s Day, we encountered a severe storm and sailed with the jib tightly furled into the wind. That day we lost sight of Nicolau Coelho. At sunset, we saw him four or five miles behind us. It seemed as though he had seen us as well. We displayed signal lights and anchored. By the end of the first watch, he had caught up with us, not because he had seen us during the day, but because the wind was light and he had no choice but to sail into our waters.

	On the morning of Friday [December 15], we saw land near the Ilhéos Chãos (Flat Islands). These lie five miles past Ilhéo da Cruz (Cross Island). It is sixty miles from the Bay of São Braz to Cross Island, and the same distance from the Cape of Good Hope to the Bay of São Braz. It is five miles from the Flat Islands to the last pillar erected by Bartholomeu Dias. From that pillar to the Rio do Infante, it is fifteen miles.

	On Saturday [December 16], we passed the last pillar. As we sailed along the coast, we saw two men running across the beach in the opposite direction from us. The landscape here was very beautiful and densely vegetated. We saw a lot of livestock, and the farther we went, the more beautiful the landscape became and the larger the trees grew.

	The following night we remained at anchor. By then we had already passed the furthest point explored by Bartholomeu Dias. The next day [December 17] we sailed along the coast with a tailwind until evening. Then the wind shifted to the east, and we headed out to sea. We continued to change course like this until sunset on Tuesday [December 19], when the wind shifted back to the west. We remained at anchor for the night so that the next day we could explore the coast and determine our location.

	In the morning [December 20], we set a direct course for the mainland. At ten o’clock, we arrived back at Kruiseiland, sixty nautical miles behind our navigation calculations! This was due to the strong currents in these waters.

	That same day, we continued along the route we had tried earlier. Thanks to a strong tailwind for three or four days, we were able to overcome the currents we had been so afraid of. From then on, it was a pleasure for God in His mercy to let us make progress! We were no longer driven back. May He always grant us that!

	Natal

	By Christmas, on December 25, we had discovered seventy nautical miles of coastline beyond the point Dias had ever reached. That day, after dinner, while hoisting an extra sail panel, we discovered that the mast had broken. We secured it with ropes below the top. The crack opened and closed. We patched it up with the aft rigging, hoping to repair it thoroughly as soon as we reached a sheltered harbor.

	On Thursday [December 28], we anchored off the coast and caught a lot of fish. At sunset, we set sail and continued on. At that spot, the mooring rope broke and we lost an anchor.

	By then, we had been at sea for so long without calling at a port that we were running out of drinking water. We had to cook our food with salt water. Our daily water ration was reduced to a quartilho (about a third of a liter). It was clear that we had to find a port.

	Terra da boa Gente and Rio do Cobre

	On Thursday, January 11 [1498], we discovered a small river and dropped anchor off the coast. The next day, we sailed the boats close to the shore and saw a large group of inhabitants, men and women. They were tall people. Among them was a leader, a “Señor.” The captain-major ordered Martin Affonso, who had lived in Manicongo for a long time, and another man to go ashore. They were received kindly. The captain-major sent the leader a jacket, red trousers, a Moorish cap, and a bracelet. The leader indicated that we were welcome in his country for whatever we needed—at least that is how Martin Affonso understood him. That night, Martin Affonso and his traveling companion accompanied the leader to his village, while we returned to the ships.

	On the way, the leader put on the clothes that had been given to him. To those who came to meet him, he said with visible pleasure: “Look what I’ve been given!” The people then clapped their hands as a sign of respect, and this happened three or four times before he reached his village. After parading through the entire village dressed in this manner, the chief retired to his house. He ordered his two guests to be lodged in a dwelling, where they were given millet, which is plentiful in this country, and a chicken like those found in Portugal. Throughout the night, countless men and women came to look at them. 

	The next morning, the chief paid them a visit and asked them to return to the ships. He had two men escort them and gave them chickens as a gift for the captain-major. At the same time, he announced that he would present the gifts he had received to a great chief, who was apparently the king of that country. When our men reached the landing place where our boats were waiting for them, they were followed by nearly two hundred men who had come to see them.

	This country seemed densely populated to us. There are many chiefs, and it appears there are more women than men: among the people who came to look at us, there were forty women for every twenty men. The houses are built of straw. The people use long bows, arrows, and spears with iron points as weapons. Copper seems to be in abundance, for the people wore jewelry made of it on their legs, arms, and in their braided hair. Tin can also be found there: it is on the handles of their daggers, whose sheaths are made of ivory. Linen cloth is highly sought after; the people were always willing to give large quantities of copper in exchange for shirts. They have large gourds with which they transport seawater inland, then pour it into pits to extract the salt through evaporation.

	 

	We stayed at this spot for five days to stock up on water. The locals brought the water to our boats themselves. Still, our stay was too short to collect enough water, because the wind was favorable and we had to move on.

	 

	We anchored here near the coast, exposed to the waves of the sea. We named the land Terra da Boa Gente (Land of Good People) and the river Rio do Cobre (Copper River).

	Rio dos Bons Signaes

	On Monday, January 22, we discovered a low-lying coast densely forested with tall trees. We sailed on and saw the wide mouth of a river. Since we wanted to figure out where we were, we dropped anchor. On Thursday, January 25, at night, we sailed into the river. The Berrio was already there—it had sailed into the river the night before, on January 24.

	 

	The land is low-lying and marshy, overgrown with tall trees bearing all kinds of fruits that the inhabitants eat.

	 

	The people here have dark skin and are strongly built. They walk around naked, wearing only a piece of cotton around their waists—larger for women than for men. The young women are attractive. Their lips are pierced in three places, with small pieces of twisted tin inserted. They were happy to see us. They brought us what they had in their canoes, while we went into their village to fetch water.

	 

	Two or three days later, two gentlemen (senhores) from the countryside came to visit us. They were very haughty and showed little interest in what we gave them. One wore a touca (headscarf) with an embroidered silk fringe, the other a green satin cap. A young man in their company had—as we understood from their gestures—seen large ships like ours before and had come from far away. This news gave us hope, for it seemed we were approaching our destination. These gentlemen had a few huts built on the riverbank, close to our ships, where they stayed for seven days. Every day they sent messengers with fabrics marked with red ochre to trade. When they had enough, they set off up the river in their canoes.
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