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The Voyages of the Age of Discovery

American Short Biography Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Age of Discovery

During the Age of Discovery many explorers voyaged from Europe in the quest for a shortcut to Asia. Christopher Columbus, the first of these men, thought he had accomplished the goal, little knowing he had encountered a new continent. His exploits launched the voyages of discoveries that featured men like John Cabot, Henry Hudson and John White. The New World Discoverers tells the stories of many of these explorers of the new world in what would become Colonial America. History remembers these men as they engaged in their quest of New World Exploration.
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Author Note:

The author strives for accuracy, however even he is capable of making mistakes. If the reader sees an error, contact the author and he will make corrections, if possible.
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Prince Henry the Navigator
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Infante Dom Henrique of Portugal, Duke of Viseu - (March 4, 1394 – November 13, 1460)

The son of Portuguese King John I and his wife Philippa of Lancaster, Henrique was probably native to Porto, Portugal. King John, Henrique and his brother laid the foundation for the Portuguese Empire in Africa when they captured the Moorish port of Ceuta, which is along the Moroccan Coast on the northwestern coast of Africa. The port had served as a base for pirates that raided Mediterranean Coast capturing people to sell in the African slave market. 

Further Explorations

Henrique used this success to undertake further explorations along the unknown African coast. He wanted to stop pirate incursions from other African ports and discover the source of gold on the continent. Portuguese ships at this time were heavy, slow and not very maneuverable. Henrique began the development of a smaller, more maneuverable ship called a caravel. 

Caravel

The Portuguese, probably influenced by the Arabic ship called the qarib and early Portuguese fishing boats, designed and built the first caravel in or about 1541. The earliest caravels had two or three masts that could support either square rigged or lateen sails. They also featured hulls using the carvel construction method, as opposed to the clinker type construction used on earlier vessels. In clinker construction, the boards used for hull construction overlapped, like shingles, and the builders used wooden pegs to fasten the boards to the hull frame. In carvel construction, the boards used to cover the hull were edge to edge with nails used to fasten them to the hull. Using carvel construction, ships could be built longer and were much sturdier than the older clinker type construction. This construction method was used in later ships, like the carrack, galleon and frigates. Navigators used the lateen sails to maneuver near the coast or up rivers. The square rigged ocean sails found use on the open Atlantic. The small, powerful ships also had shallow drafts which enabled them to navigate into shallower coastal waters and up rivers. Many of the early explorer, like Christopher Columbus, favored the vessels for their explorations. The limited cargo capacity eventually paved the way for their replacement by the larger carrack. 

Volta do Mar 

The caravel made it possible for Henrique's ships to range further from home. He sponsored explorations that hugged the West African coast, however some ventured further out to sea. The discovered the pattern of trade winds that they would call the North Atlantic Volta do Mar, or "Return of the Seas". This pattern was a dependable flow of winds that blew from the east African coast near the equator and the westerlies, that blew from west to east just north of the equator. It was knowledge that Christopher Columbus would use to his advantage almost a half century later. 

Prince Henry the Navigator

Before his death in 1460 Henrique sponsored voyages that reached far along the West African Coast as far as modern-day Sierra Leone. Though he was not a navigator, he has become known as the main instigator of the Age of Discovery. The Portuguese credit him as the father of their navigation efforts. Portuguese discovery of the equatorial trade winds and the development of the caravel played a huge role in Christopher Columbus' voyages three decades later. German historians Heinrich Schaefer and Gustave de Veer bestowed the nickname Prince Henry the Navigator in the 19th Century.
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Historians regard the era between the 15th and 17th Century as the Age of Discovery. Prince Henry the Navigator helped spur this flurry of exploration, however it was Christopher Columbus who used Prince Henry's discovery of the Equatorial Trade Winds and the development of the caravel to discover the New World and change the maps. Over the next two centuries European explorers from Spain, Portugal, France, England and Holland set out on voyages of discovery all over the world. These European powers built huge overseas empires in far reaching places, not just in the New World but in the Pacific Ocean, Asia and Africa.
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October 19, 1469 - Ferdinand and Isabella Marry, Uniting Aragon and Castile

The marriage of the two sovereigns that would set Spain off on its course of colonial empire and world dominance began in a swirl of political intrigue and a secret elopement.

Isabella I of Castile (April 22, 1451 - November 26, 1504)

The daughter of John II of Castile and Isabella of Portugal, Isabella was native to the city of Madrigal de las Altas Torres, Ávila in west central Spain. She had a brother, Alfonso. This was a tumultuous era in Spain's history and resources were stretched thin, even for those of royal blood. Second in line to the throne to her half brother Henry after Alfonso, Isabella's living conditions as a child were frugal at best. At times, there was little food and sometimes the household struggled to find proper clothing. The royal household suffered an almost continuous shortage of money. Isabella received a good education in spite of the living conditions. Henry became King of Castile on July 21, 1454 three years before Isabella's birth. 

Political Marriages

Henry plotted advantageous marriages for his young sister at an early age, betrothing her to Ferdinand, son of John II of Navarre when she was six. This betrothal was short lived, but Henry continued to plot. Henry married Blanche II of Navarre in 1540, but the union produced no children, as Henry was unable to consummate the marriage. Henry blamed his condition on a curse, one that only affected his relations with his wife. Pope Nicholas V annulled the marriage, paving the way for Henry's eventual marriage to Joan of Portugal. The union produced a daughter, Joanna, in 1462. Political enemies of Henry continually questioned Joanna's parentage, claiming Henry did not sire her. After Joanna's birth, Henry summoned his eleven-year-old half sister to court, where her living conditions improved. 

Civil War

Henry named Joanna as his heir, but conflicts among the nobles concerning her paternity caused Henry to compromise, naming his half brother Alfonso as his heir. Civil war began when Henry reneged on this arrangement and began supporting his daughter again. The rebelling nobles conducted an insurrection during which they named Alfonso king. This dispute ended when Alfonso died suddenly of a disease, though many suspected poison. At his death, he left his throne to his sister, Isabella. Avoiding civil war, Isabella and Henry agreed that Isabella would be his official heir. She could marry only with his permission, but he could not force a marriage on her. 

Ferdinand II of Aragon (March 10, 1452 – January 23, 1516)

The son of John II of Aragon and Juana Enríquez, Ferdinand was native to Sada Palace, Sos del Rey Católico, Kingdom of Aragon. John saw to it that Ferdinand received an excellent education, well grounded in the humanities and government. Ferdinand was an ardent supporter of the arts and music. John named Ferdinand his heir in 1461. He would become King of Sicily, by virtue of his father's alliances, in 1468. 

Marriage to Isabella

Henry had continued to attempt to find a political union for Isabella that suited his needs. He betrothed her to Pedro Girón Acuña Pacheco, a union that repelled Isabella. Thankfully, for her, Pedro died while she was traveling to meet him. He attempted to marry her to Alfonso V of Portugal, a union she rebuffed. She made a secret promise during this time to marry the young, handsome Prince Ferdinand of Castile. He was seventeen, she eighteen. Isabella and Ferdinand were second cousins, by virtue of a common descent from John I of Castile, thus they would need a special papal dispensation. Ferdinand had his supporters prepare the document, which later turned out to be forged. Ferdinand crossed into Castile in disguise to meet Isabella, who had slipped away from her brother's court. They married on October 19, 1469 at the Palacio de los Vivero in the city of Valladolid. The union would last until Isabella's death in 1504 and produce five children. 

Union, Reconquista and Columbus' Voyages of Discovery

Isabella would succeed to the throne of Castile in 1474, Ferdinand to the throne of Aragon in 1479. Neither monarch had any political power in the other's realms, however they ran the kingdoms with united goals. Each kingdom retained its own laws, however their efforts led to the eventual conquest of the remainder of Spain when they drove out the Muslims, completing the Reconquista in 1492. Later that year they would authorize Columbus' first voyage, forever changing the course of history on three continents.

May 1, 1486 - Christopher Columbus' Initial Meeting With Queen Isabella

Months of lobbying the Spanish Court finally paid off for Christopher Columbus. His efforts finally convinced the Queen to meet with him. He wanted her to review his proposal to reach the East by sailing West over the vast Atlantic Ocean.

Christopher Columbus (October 1450/1451 - May 20, 1506)

Many things about the early life of history's most renowned explorer are still a mystery to historians. They have not been able to pin down the exact date of his birth or the location. Most believe he entered the world in the Republic of Genoa in modern Italy. We have anglicized his name to Christopher Columbus. However, in his native Genovese his name was Cristoforo Colombo. The Spanish call him Cristóbal Colón. His father, Domenico Colombo, worked as a wool weaver in both Genoa and Savona. He also owned a cheese stand at which young Christopher worked while a boy. Most believe that his mother was Susanna of Fontanarossa (1435-1489). She also bore four other children, Bartolomeo, Giovanni, Giacomo, and a daughter named Bianchinetta. Columbus claimed he first went to sea at the age of ten in one of his letters. 

Early Life

By 1473, Columbus had begun his seafaring career. Between the years 1473 and 1477 he apparently traveled to the Aegean island Chios. He also sailed with an armed convoy to England and Ireland. There is also a possibility that he visited the Norse colony on Iceland. In 1479, he married the daughter of a Portuguese Knight of Santiago, Filipa Moniz Perestrelo. She bore Christopher his son, Diego Columbus, in 1479 or 1480. Columbus had one other illegitimate son, Ferdinand Columbus, by Beatriz Enriquez de Arana. The fate of Columbus's wife, Filipa Moniz, remains a mystery. Some accounts say she died in 1485, others say Columbus walked out on her. Regardless, by 1485 she was out of his life when he began his quest to find a sponsor for his proposed explorations. 

Self Taught Education

Columbus learned to speak and read three languages, Latin, Portuguese, and Castilian. He also studied astronomy, geography, and history. Somehow, he learned about the trade winds that rode through the equatorial regions. Whether he learned by personal experience or by conversations with sailors, no one really knows. 

He also read the works of Claudius Ptolemy. Cardinal Pierre d'Ailly's Im ago Mundi and the travels of Marco Polo also met his eyes. He studied Sir John Mandeville and Pliny's Natural History. Pope Pius II's Historia Rerum Ubique Gestarum rounded out his reading fare. Through these works, he arrived at his theory of reaching the East by sailing west.

It Was All About Trade

Until 1453, the land trade route over the Silk Road to Asia had been reasonably safe. When the Ottoman Turks conquered the last stanchion of the Roman Empire, Constantinople, in 1453 the route became more dangerous. The lucrative trade with China and India cut off, European kings and merchants sought a safer, faster route to the Orient. They desperately wanted the silk, spices and other exotic wares of those lands. Christopher Columbus thought he had the answer.

Competing Theories

Washington Irving's biography of Columbus in 1828 planted the idea that Fifteenth Century scholars thought the Earth was flat. Though many people at the time believed this was so, most scholars believed that the Earth was spherical in shape. The biggest debates came over the size of the Earth. Using geography, Greek astronomer Eratosthenes (276 BC - 194 BC), had calculated the Earth's circumference. Claudius Ptolemy (AD 90 – c.?)168) also calculated the circumference of the Earth during Roman times. An Arab astronomer had also calculated the Earth's circumference. This Arab, Alfraganus (Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Kathir al-Farghani) lived during the Ninth Century. He wrote a textbook, A Compendium of the Science of the Stars, around 833. Columbus, and many other scholars, based their belief on the earth's size on the writings of Alfraganus. His calculations led Columbus to believe that the earth was 18,765 miles in circumference at the equator. Eratosthenes' calculations indicated a circumference of 24,854. Both men were very close to being correct, but the confusion came in because Alfraganus used the Arabic mile in his calculations. This mile is longer than the standard European mile in use at the time. If you apply the Arabic mile to Alfraganus calculations, his numbers closely match Eratosthenes. Columbus, and many others of that age, did not realize this. This is important because Columbus used the smaller number to prove that a voyage across the Atlantic was possible. 

Columbus Travels to Portugal

In 1485, Columbus tried to sell his idea to King John II of Portugal, who was interested. He consulted with his geographers about it. They, believing Ptolemy's numbers, felt that the distance was too far. A Fifteenth Century ship simply could not carry enough supplies to make the voyage. King John II rejected him twice.

Travel to Spain

After the second rejection in 1488, Columbus traveled to Spain to consult with Queen Isabella. He gained his first audience with the Queen on May 1, 1486. After consulting with her science experts, she rejected the proposal for the same reasons of her Portuguese counterpart. She did grant him a living allowance to keep him in Spain and prevent his entering service with any other European monarch. The Muslims still occupied the Iberian Peninsula. The monarchs had most of their resources devoted to the Reconquista of Al-Andalus. Columbus would have to wait for six long years for this war to end and allow him another chance to present his proposal to the Queen again. It was during his period that he became involved with Beatriz Enriquez de Arana and had his second son, Ferdinand, in August 1488. During Columbus's first voyage in 1492 she cared for both her son and Columbus' other son, Diego.

April 17, 1492 Christopher Columbus Signs Contract With Spain to Find the Indies 

After two years of patient waiting and lobbying, Christopher Columbus finally achieved his goal. The King and Queen of Spain finally relented in January 1492. They granted his request for a formal audience and scheduled it for April 17, 1492. 

Expulsion of the Muslims

The Muslim invasion of the Iberian Peninsula in 711 resulted in the complete its complete conquest in 788. The Christians began a 781-year war of liberation that bears the name of Reconquista. Most historians begin this battle for re-conquest at the Battle of Covadonga. This battle probably occurred in 722 and marked the first important Christian victory in its battles with the Muslims. King Ferdinand II of Aragorn's marriage to Queen Isabella I of Castile on October 19, 1469 united their kingdoms. The monarchs together began their twenty-year struggle to expel the Muslims from Europe. Muslim occupancy ended at the city of Grenada after the Siege of Grenada. The Siege began on April 1491 and ended on January 2, 1492 with the capitulation of the Muslim rulers. The monarchs had finally successfully ended the Reconquista of Al-Andalus. With this conquest complete, they were ready to compete with the other European powers in their trade with China. They were receptive to Columbus' ideas of a direct route across the Atlantic Ocean. The current route around the Horn of Africa was a perilously long trip. 

The Agreement

Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand met Columbus at their Alcázar in the southern Spanish city of Cordova. After listening to his plan, Queen Isabella initially turned him down on the advice of her confessor. After Columbus left the court, he gathered his possessions and started to depart Cordova on a mule. King Ferdinand intervened, sent a royal messenger after Columbus, and brought him back to the Court. 

After many negotiations, they signed a document entitled the Capitulations of Santa Fe. They promised to give him the titles Admiral of the Ocean Sea, Viceroy, and Governor-General. They also promised to make him an honorific Don. They also granted him a ten percent share in any riches the voyage produced. Columbus next began preparations for his historic voyage.

August 3, 1492 - Christopher Columbus Sets Sail On His First Voyage 

On August 3, 1492, he set out with three ships from Palos os de la Frontera, Spain on his first voyage of exploration. 

A New Trade Route

Columbus and the monarchs had signed the contract promising support for Columbus' voyage on April 17, 1492. The thrust of the voyage was to find a sea route to the spices and silks of the East Indies and China. All the nations of Europe coveted this trade, which the Muslims had interrupted with their conquests in Asia Minor. These disruptions had made the old Silk Road route dangerous and unstable. The route around the Horn of Africa was long and tedious. Columbus believed that a route straight across the ocean would lead to Asia. He was right, but never dreamed there was a continent in the way. Once they signed the contract, Columbus bent to the task of organizing his voyage. The Spanish town of Palos os de la Frontera would serve as the springboard for Columbus' historic voyage.

Palos os de la Frontera 

King Alfonso XI of Castile granted Alonso Carro and his wife Berenguela Gómez the land Palos would occupy in 1322. That year is the town's official founding year. Paleolithic, Tartessian, Roman, Visigothic, and Muslim peoples may have occupied the site previously. The inhabitants of the town were mostly fishermen. Queen Isabella required the inhabitants to contribute to Columbus' effort.

The Men Involved

Martín Alonso Pinzón and his younger brother Vicente Yáñez Pinzón assisted Columbus. Martin would command the Pinta and Viceente would command the Nina. Columbus would captain the Santa Maria. Juan Niño of Moguer owned the Nina, while Juan de la Cosa owned the Santa Maria. Cristobal Quintero owned the Pinta that was nicknamed "The Pint", "The Look", or "The Spotted One." Many members of the crews of the ships came from Palos and the surrounding area. The combined crews of the ships numbered eighty-seven. Masters and pilots were paid 2000 maravedis per month. Able seamen received 1000 maravedis per month. Ordinary seamen and ship's boys were paid 666 maravedis per month. At the time of Columbus' voyage gold was worth 3000 maravedis per ounce and silver 100 maravedis per ounce.
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