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A Note on Money and Currencies



Europeans of this period utilized a bewildering array of coins and currencies. Gold, silver, and copper of various types and denominations all played roles in everyday economic activity, as did “units of account,” currencies that effectively existed only in accountants’ ledgers. In the short term, these currencies’ value fluctuated constantly, and playing the shifting exchange rates from place to place was one of the central activities of banking and finance. Over the period covered in this book, however, their value was stable enough to get a handle on their relative worth.


The (quite literal) gold standard for currency throughout the later Middle Ages and early modern period was the Venetian ducat. It weighed 3.56 grams and was nominally 24 carats fine. By the 1490s, it was the baseline for all the other major gold coinages of western Europe. The Florentine florin was essentially equivalent (3.54 grams), as were the fine gold cruzados of Portugal and the excelentes of Castile and Aragón (23.75 carats, but 3.74 grams), and the English half-noble and French gold écu (3.5 grams). The exception was the Rhine or Rhenish gulden, an alternative standard for much of northern and central Europe, which was 19 carats fine and a bit lighter. A ducat was worth about 1.82 Rhinegulden.


The ducat and florin equivalent are the major currencies this book employs, but several others warrant a mention. The first of these are maravedis, the silver coinage, or more often money of account, employed in Spain. One ducat was worth about 375 maravedis. Another is English shillings and pounds, a silver-based system; around the year 1500, one ducat was worth 4 shillings 7 pence (20 shillings to a pound, 12 pence to a shilling). The last is the Ottoman akçe (plural akça), also a silver coin, 60 of which were equal to a single ducat.1




1 ducat =


1 florin


1.82 Rhinegulden


375 maravedis


4 shillings 7 pence (4s/7d)


60 akça.






Relative Worth Around 1500


1. A master mason working in Bruges at this time made about 11 Flemish groten per day. At an exchange rate of 65–75 groten to the ducat, it took that mason six or seven days of work to make a single ducat.2


2. The average daily wage for an arquebusier serving in the standing forces of Spain between 1500 and 1530 was 40 maravedis. At 375 maravedis to the ducat, it would take about ten days of work to make a single ducat. For a pikeman, it was 30 maravedis, or two ducats for twenty-five days of work.3


3. At the siege of Vienna in 1529, Suleiman the Magnificent offered 1,000 akça per man to his Janissaries as an inducement to an assault on the city, almost 17 ducats. That sum was in addition to their regular wages.


4. Around 1500, an unskilled day laborer in Florence made 10 soldi per day. A florin—the equivalent of a ducat—was worth 140 soldi, so it took fourteen full workdays for a day laborer to make a florin or ducat.4


5. In 1505, English merchant John Heritage bought 42 tods of wool, a total weight of 1,176 pounds, for £23 2s. That came out to about 64 ducats.


6. In Venice in 1508, printer Aldus Manutius spent more than 200 ducats per month to keep his print shop—staffed by about fifteen employees—in operation.


7. Swabian mercenary Götz von Berlichingen and his brother were paid 2,000 Rhinegulden by Margrave Friedrich of Brandenburg for their military services as men-at-arms, with retainers serving under them, after a lengthy campaign. That is about 1,100 ducats.


8. In 1492, Christopher Columbus’s expedition cost 2 million maravedis in total. That comes out to about 5,300 ducats.


9. Jakob Fugger personally loaned Charles V 543,585 florins in 1519–20 to bribe his way to the throne of the Holy Roman Empire. The total cost, including loans from other parties, came to 850,000 florins.


















Deus enim et proficuum (For God and profit)


—A common phrase written in the accounts of medieval merchants
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May 6, 1527


A bell clanged in the distance, sending its mournful tones into the early morning gloom. No light came over the horizon to illuminate the distant hills through which the river Tiber snaked, down toward the ancient city of Rome. The bell tolled over and over, an incessant pealing coming from the heights of the Capitoline Hill.


It broke what should have been an otherwise still and silent dawn. That morning was anything but. The bell was just one source of noise shattering the peace. Inside the city, the sound of pounding feet was closely followed by carts rattling and scraping down the darkened streets, loaded with barrels of gunpowder, stacks of iron cannonballs, crossbow bolts, and bags of shot for matchlock arquebuses. The din echoed off the half-buried remnants of baths, temples, arenas, and circuses, the legacy of Rome’s long and illustrious past. Bleary-eyed and barely dressed, stumbling through the streets, thousands of Romans shaken out of bed and now hefting a variety of weapons made their way toward the walls.


Outside the walls, worn boots tramped over cropped pastures and the first green shoots of spring grain rising out of the fertile soil. Men stumbled in the murky dawn, the hilts of their swords scraping against steel breastplates, leather scabbards slapping against their thighs. The long wooden shafts of pikes cracked against one another, held upright as their wielders made their way into something resembling formation. Little flashes of flame appeared as arquebusiers struck flint into tinder to light match-cord, lengths of slow-burning fuse soaked with chemicals that would spark their firearms and send heavy lead balls toward their targets.


All of them were lean and dirty. Months of marching, covering hundreds of miles on the journey south from Lombardy, had hollowed out their cheeks. So too had gnawing hunger. Rain, mud, and pounding sunshine had taken its toll on their formerly flashy clothing, leaving the bright stripes of their shirts faded and copious holes amid the slashed hose.


Fear and excitement warred on their filthy, sunken faces. What kind of treasures waited for them in Rome? Gold, silver, precious gems—the assembled wealth of Christendom siphoned from all across Europe into the coffers of the pope, cardinals, and bishops: all of it theirs for the taking, if they could make it over the walls, past the defenders, and into the city; if no cannonball or lead shot tore through their fragile flesh; if no sword or pike or crossbow bolt ended their lives. So many great ifs, and to pass the time, to keep the bile down, the soldiers chattered in varied tongues. Castilian, Catalan, Swabian German, the Italian varieties of Milan and Genoa, and many more melded into a low buzz.


Hooves thudded onto the trampled ground. Up rode a man in a white coat over his suit of plate armor, bright and distinctive in the morning gloom. His face was lean and handsome, the chin under his helmet fringed with a neatly trimmed beard. The man shouted as he rode along the lines, calling out to men he recognized to encourage them. He had known some of the Spanish veterans for years, fought with them in the dreadful slaughter at Pavia two years before, and he reminded them of that towering victory. Most of the Germans were newer arrivals, Landsknecht mercenaries recruited in Swabia and the Tyrol, who had marched south over the Alps the past fall, but the man in white understood them just as well.


In theory, this army owed its loyalty to the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V. The man in white, however, was Charles, Duke of Bourbon, a French nobleman who had defected to the emperor’s service. He commanded this army—again, at least in theory.


The reality was different. Charles V had ordered the army’s recruitment, drawing on the fearsome Tercios—regular Spanish soldiers recruited, trained, and maintained—already stationed in Italy, along with an assortment of short-term but highly competent Germans and Italians. Practically all of them were professionals who fought for money, veterans of prior campaigns who knew very well the business of war. The problem was that none had been paid for months, if not years. Their loyalty to the emperor had frayed along with the lack of wages. So too had Bourbon’s control over them. The respected but aged Tyrolean nobleman who had recruited the Germans and brought them over the Alps, Georg von Frundsberg, had suffered an apoplectic fit when his Landsknechte mutinied for lack of pay. Only the promise of plundering Rome’s riches had kept the force of mercenaries together for this long.


The Duke of Bourbon had no illusions about any of this. The force gathered outside Rome’s imposing walls sat on the cutting edge of military technology and tactics, which they’d honed over decades of constant warfare. Gunpowder handguns, dense formations of pikemen, cannon, and hard-won, bloody experience had transformed the art of battle over the past decades, but nothing had shifted more than scale. This was a large army, roughly twenty-five thousand men, and it was far from the most imposing of the era. All had been recruited in a highly competitive and lucrative market for their services.


Assembling them was not the problem, however: Paying them was. Now tens of thousands of angry, hungry, and highly skilled soldiers waited, chomping at the bit, just outside the holiest city in western Christendom.


Bourbon came to a stop next to a German he recognized. The man was a follower of Martin Luther, he knew, and thus had little affection for Pope Clement VII, who was currently holed up inside Rome. The duke joked about the riches of priests and the rewards to come, and the Landsknecht laughed. Many of the Germans held Lutheran sympathies. They would relish the opportunity to separate the unworthy clergy from their ill-gotten fortunes, an added bonus on top of the necessities of plunder for their own survival. The makeshift ladders they carried, bobbing upward amid the pikes, would be their route to a righteous redistribution of wealth.


Spurring his horse onward, Bourbon raised his voice for all of his polyglot followers to hear. He would be the first man to scale the wall, he promised. Nobody in the army doubted him—the duke’s bravery was the only reason the army had even held together this long.


Gunfire crackled and cannons boomed, an eruption of noise coming down from the walls. A group of Spaniards were already beginning their assault some distance away, and soon Bourbon and the rest joined them. Three spots along the defenses looked particularly promising, and the attackers had enough troops to test all three. For the moment, however, the advantage lay with the citizens of Rome. White smoke billowed from cannon and arquebuses, drifting in great clouds along the parapets and hiding the flashes of flame that lit the morning gloom. The sulfurous odor permeating the battlefield reminded the more pious among them of the reek of Hell.1


Cannonballs and arquebus shot ripped through the milling attackers, littering the open fields and the base of the fortifications with corpses as the Spaniards and Germans tried to force their ladders up against the walls and climb into the city. The defenders, a motley assortment of Roman citizens and Swiss mercenaries, hurled rocks and gunfire down on them. “Jews, infidels, half-castes, Lutherans,” they called, adding their worst insults to the hail of shot.2


Thick banks of fog, rising from the marshes around the Tiber, rolled up to the walls. Rome’s gunners lost sight of the Landsknechte and Spanish regulars. Bourbon sensed that the moment had arrived. Conspicuous in his white coat, as he shouted and waved the Germans onward with one hand while holding the ladder with the other, an arquebus ball tore through his armor and lodged in his torso. The duke fell, his white coat turning a violent shade of red. His soldiers cried out, a collective howl of anguish. First one, then a whole crowd of Landsknechte began retreating from the city walls as cries of “Victory!” followed them from the battlements.


For a moment, it seemed like the defenders were right. But the duke’s soldiers were professionals. And they were desperate. It would take more than the death of their beloved commander to stop them. One more push brought them forward to the walls, the light of dawn barely cutting through the fog that kept the city’s cannons from firing. The Germans and Spaniards absorbed the incoming gunfire, climbed their hastily constructed ladders, and surmounted the parapets. The defense collapsed. Within hours, Rome had fallen.


The carnage at the walls was fearful, but as morning gave way to afternoon, far more carnage would come. The invaders quickly overran the few pockets of Roman resistance and butchered the militia who stood and fought. The remaining Swiss made their last stand in the shadow of an ancient obelisk near the Vatican. All but a few perished. Their captain, Roïst, nearly died on the spot, but a few survivors carried him home. The attackers followed them, broke into Roïst’s house, and killed the captain in front of his wife.


Unlike the Swiss, most of the defenders did not linger, instead fleeing for the safety of Castel Sant’Angelo, Pope Clement VII among them. He had spent the morning of the assault praying in the Vatican and barely escaped via the covered bridge that connected his palace to the castle before the enemy soldiers broke in. Thousands of refugees pounded at the gate, begging to be admitted before the horror of the sack engulfed them. One elderly cardinal made it in through a window; another had himself hauled up over the walls in a basket suspended from cables. They were the lucky few. The portcullis dropped, leaving the rest outside the safety of the castle. Bourbon’s soldiers, less their leader, had the last holdouts surrounded.


Looking out from Sant’Angelo, Pope Clement could see the smoke rising over his city. Shattering glass, breaking wood, crackling flames, and sporadic gunfire—and above it all, the piercing screams of fleeing citizens—filled the streets and alleyways as evening descended on Rome.


The emperor’s army slaughtered indiscriminately while establishing control, killing the sick and infirm at the hospital of Santo Spirito along with a group of orphaned children. These were only a few among many hundreds of unarmed civilians. For many of the imperial soldiers now wandering the streets of Rome, it was not their first sack, and before long, murder gave way to something far more deliberate and systematic. After all, a dead prisoner was a dead end. A live captive had value. And they could always kill him later.


Come evening, flames illuminated the city, throwing light onto scenes of horrific violence. Mounds of corpses surrounded the high altar of St. Peter’s Basilica. One group of Spaniards captured a Venetian resident in the city and began pulling out his fingernails one by one to force him to divulge the location of his valuables. People threw themselves from open windows to get away from the attackers breaking into their homes. Another group of Spanish professionals refused to share the loot they had found in an abandoned shop with a coterie of Germans, who promptly locked the Spaniards inside and burned the shop to the ground. Blood and mud commingled in the gutters, the pillaging soldiers trampling dead bodies underfoot as they moved from one target to the next.


When the dawn finally came, it illuminated a city in the throes of convulsive, bloody brutality.


The Lutheran sympathizers among the German Landsknechte did not pass up the opportunity to carry out a bit of religious score-settling. One group slaughtered an elderly priest who refused to grant Communion to an ass. Another beat a pro-imperial cardinal as they dragged him through the streets, even though the clergyman was a supporter of the emperor—their nominal employer—in his ongoing quarrel with the pope. Others trampled Communion hosts underfoot. Lutheran arquebusiers used holy relics as targets, shooting lead balls into ornate reliquaries and the sacred heads of mummified saints. They stripped the city’s many churches of their riches and dumped piles of ancient bones into the streets. The papal tombs in St. Peter’s were ripped open, their decaying occupants thrown down among the more recently deceased, whose blood was still pouring out on the tiles of the holiest place in Christendom. The cavalry eventually used the basilica as a stable for their horses. The head of Saint Andrew and the veil of Saint Veronica, two of the holiest relics in Christendom, were thrown in the gutter. Landsknechte plundered the city’s many monasteries, which contained treasures accumulated over centuries of pious donations.


The Portuguese ambassador, sent by Clement to attempt the negotiation of a peaceful surrender, ended up stripped down to nothing but his breeches in the street outside his ransacked palace. Vowed nuns were sold for a coin apiece. The looters spared the bankers, particularly the Germans, who could arrange loans for prisoners to ransom themselves. Even amid the chaos of a sack, transfers and exchanges of money were still a necessity.


After three days of unhinged violence, the remaining imperial commanders began to reassert token control over their men. Thousands were dead; estimates range from four thousand to forty thousand, with the true number likely somewhere in the middle. Many more had been wounded. Sexual violence had touched practically every household in the city, even those of the Roman elite.


“Hell itself was a more beautiful sight to behold,” wrote one commentator. All the riches of Christendom were now in the hands of a powerful rabble of filthy, famished, still-unsated mercenaries. From his hiding place in Sant’Angelo, Pope Clement could only watch and lament his fall: no longer one of the most powerful men in Christendom, and soon to become a captive puppet of the emperor.3


How did this relentless deluge of horrors come to pass? What compelled thousands of soldiers to ransack churches, take and torture prisoners, loot homes and palaces, and commit rape, murder, and a hundred other crimes on a staggering scale, in order to bring about the downfall of the holiest and richest city in their world?


The Sack of Rome was a seemingly unimaginable event, a complete inversion of reality, the world turned upside down. Rome was the heart of western Christendom, the center of the European universe both culturally and religiously. Money flowed into the papal coffers from every corner of the continent. The tithes collected in the humble timber chapels of Scandinavia and the soaring Gothic cathedrals of France all eventually made their way to Rome. Now the pope had been brought low, his riches appropriated by humble soldiers, his city stripped of all its exalted grandeur, which was strewn helter-skelter with the dead.


It was the culmination of a tidal wave of upheaval, driven by the convergence of a multitude of profoundly disruptive processes. Exploratory voyages had made that Portuguese ambassador the representative of a wealthy king, and the revenues of the New World allowed Emperor Charles V to raise his army. The expansion of state capacity made warfare, itself transformed by the proliferation of money and gunpowder, vastly more devastating in potential, scale, and duration. The printing press upended the world of information, and not coincidentally spread the same Lutheran ideas that had inflamed so many German soldiers.


In just four decades—the blink of an eye, relatively speaking—Europe erupted. Around 1490, four decades before the Sack of Rome, Europe was a backwater. Paris, London, Barcelona, and Venice were all impressive enough locales by European standards, but an alien visitor looking for the high points of human achievement in that age would have much preferred to travel to Istanbul or Beijing; a contrarian might have chosen the charms of Tenochtitlan, Delhi, Cairo, or Samarkand.


Europe, meanwhile, sat apart, an outpost on the fringes of Eurasia. It was an economic and political periphery, an also-ran compared to the vibrant, expanding Ottoman Empire or the well-established Ming dynasty in China. No sane bettor would have placed their money on Europe as the genesis of globally vast colonial empires, much less the home of industrialization and the utter transformation of world economies several hundred years down the line. Yet by the dawn of the twentieth century, Europe and its direct descendant, the United States, dominated world affairs in a way that no other region had before. By 1527, as the imperial soldiers looted and pillaged their way through Rome, that future had started to take shape.4


The Great Divergence


This phenomenon, known as the Great Divergence, transformed western Europe from outpost to the absolute center of the world order. Starting with the Netherlands and Britain—the so-called Little Divergence that preceded the Great—Europe first slowly and painfully and then very suddenly leapfrogged over its most aggressive competitors in technological achievement, political power, and economic output. The growth and impact of Europe’s rise make up the dominant historical processes of the last half millennium. Any understanding of our world that does not take these processes into studied consideration is incomplete: The legacies of colonialism and European domination are visible in every aspect of twenty-first-century life, from patterns of trade and economic development to sports and entertainment.


Nobody looking at the world in 1490 would have thought that future likely. Consider Europe at that time: Christopher Columbus was an experienced sailor, but his years-long efforts to launch a voyage west into the Atlantic had come to naught. Martin Luther was seven years old, and the prospect of a fundamental rupture in Christendom was inconceivable. Professional scribes produced as many handwritten copies of books as the printing presses that had started to crop up across western Europe. Gunpowder had redefined the siege and rendered the thin-walled castles that had been favored for centuries increasingly anachronistic, but armored men-at-arms on horseback still dominated the battlefield. In size, the army King Charles VIII of France marched into Italy in 1494 would not have been out of place in the campaigns of the Hundred Years’ War a century prior.


The four decades preceding the Sack of Rome saw a dramatic rise in scale and intensity. The wars grew longer and more destructive; 1527, the year of the sack, was the thirty-third year of almost continuous warfare afflicting the Italian Peninsula and Europe beyond. The armies grew bigger, more sophisticated, and drastically more expensive. In response, the states employing them developed more complex and effective tools for marshaling resources. The first tentative voyages into the Atlantic—a few small ships cruising down the coast of West Africa in search of gold, ivory, and people to enslave—mutated into entire fleets bound for the Indian Ocean and armies bent on conquest in the recently encountered Americas. The printing press pioneered by Johannes Gutenberg seventy-five years before became ubiquitous, churning out enormous quantities of all kinds of material, but particularly religious propaganda.


By 1527, the path that led to the Great Divergence had become imaginable. Even if it was only a faint outline a long way down the road, the shape of that future world was coming into focus.


Why Europe? And when Europe? These two questions have occupied generations of history, political science, sociology, and economics scholars. The real transformation only came with the Industrial Revolution, some say, at the dawn of the nineteenth century; prior to that, China and Europe were neck-and-neck by every meaningful metric. Others argue that the exploitation of coal, which was readily available in western Europe, and rapacious pillaging overseas fueled the rapid growth of Europe at the expense of the rest of the world.


Others point further back to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, attributing Europe’s explosive rise to factors like military technology and European states’ economic ability to wage war. Other explanations include cultures of institutional, political, and technical innovation unique to western Europe, especially Britain and the Netherlands. For still other observers, the beginnings of the Great Divergence are to be found deep in the Middle Ages or even before, in amorphous European cultural characteristics, proto-capitalist stirrings, or the distribution of resources. A more convincing explanation in the “deep divergence” school of thought emphasizes a multipolar state system not found anywhere else in the world: a fragmented political landscape that created near-constant conflict within Europe, a continuous background hum of competition that set the tone for every other development in this period.5


All of these explanations and arguments have something to recommend them. Living standards and wages in Britain and comparably developed parts of India and China did not truly diverge until the dawn of the Industrial Revolution. But conversely, industrialization did not appear one day out of a clear blue sky; there had to be deeper roots to these developments, and the question is how deep into history those roots go.6


This book offers one answer to those two questions, or rather a slightly different way of framing and understanding them. Rather than focusing on a single variable, like a particular innovation or resource, it points to a particularly eventful period: the four decades between 1490 and 1530. In this brief span, less than a single human’s lifetime, western Europe’s future metamorphosis from backwater to superpower became possible thanks to a series of convulsive transformations.


It was not one single process or variable that caused these intense bouts of disruption, but the meeting of several. Voyages of exploration, expanding states, gunpowder warfare, the proliferation of the printing press, the expansion of trade and finance, and their cumulative consequences—religious upheaval, widespread violence, and global expansion—collided, interacting with one another in complex and unpredictable ways. This was an explosive mixture of developments, each of which was deeply consequential in its own right. The brief, intense period of their combination and impact dramatically altered the course of world history, laying the groundwork for a future that bears a remarkable resemblance to our own.


Economic Institutions


What brought these disparate trends—things as varied as the spread of printing presses and the use of mercenary armies—together was a particular set of attitudes toward credit, debt, loans, and investment. These attitudes governed how Europeans employed capital, their assets. We can think of them as economic institutions.


“Institution” here refers, on the most basic level, to a shared understanding of the rules of a particular game. More broadly, an institution extends beyond the rules to the systems, beliefs, norms, and organizations that drive people to behave in a particular way. Institutions get people to obey the rules of the game, to perpetuate them, and to tweak them in ways beneficial to those who use them. Institutions can be good or bad, helpful or detrimental, depending on the circumstances. The expectation that political loyalty will be rewarded with patronage—an institutional framework if ever there was one—might produce both durable ties and feckless corruption. How people behave in markets, what assumptions they bring to the transactions they make, how business and family dynamics interact: Institutions shape all of these things.7


Western Europe was not an especially wealthy place by broader Eurasian standards at the beginning of this period. Populations had fallen by as much as half from their peak in the early fourteenth century thanks to the combined calamities of the Black Death (mid-fourteenth century, with the continued recurrence of plague afterward) and a colder, less predictable climate. Bullion was in short supply. Destructive conflicts ravaged the continent for decades at a time, the Hundred Years’ War between England and France being just one example. Internal strife racked practically every major kingdom in the second half of the fifteenth century. All of these factors contributed to a deep economic malaise that had lasted more than a hundred years.8


By the dawn of the sixteenth century, things had begun to turn around, but only just. Populations, the basis of all premodern economic growth, were beginning to rise across much of the continent. Trade was expanding once again. Still, none of this amounted to anything like an economic advantage, much less an indicator of future global dominance.


What Europe did have at this precise point in time was a set of economic institutions that were well suited to furthering each of those major processes that defined the coming era: exploration, state growth, gunpowder warfare, the printing press, and the consequences that went along with them. All of these things were expensive, capital-intensive processes and technologies. They depended on substantial amounts of money for initial financing, and even more to sustain them.


A ship or an entire fleet sailing off into the Atlantic required large up-front investments in the vessels, supplies, and labor to crew them. States of this period lacked the capacity to squeeze their subjects for all the cash necessary to fund their aspirations, so they needed loans and advances dependent on future revenues. The major purpose of those loans was to pay for gunpowder warfare on an increasingly enormous scale. War was a business, one with major up-front costs borne predominantly by private contractors who depended on credit to pay for recruitment and supplies. A printing press was a humble venture compared to a military campaign or a voyage to India, but it too necessitated a major outlay of capital for the type, press, paper, and expertise to operate it before a single penny of revenue appeared.


The same mechanisms and assumptions held sway everywhere, be it a prosperous Venetian merchant investing in a printing venture, an English trader buying a consignment of wool with only a token down payment, a Tyrolean nobleman mortgaging his lands to pay the signing bonuses of mercenary pikemen, a consortium of Spanish nobles and speculators pooling cash to pay an ambitious Genoese adventurer for a voyage into the unknown, or a king borrowing eye-watering sums of money from Augsburg bankers to buy his election as Holy Roman Emperor. Creditors gave out money in the expectation that they would get it back, either with return on the investment or with interest, depending on the type of transaction.


While this might sound obvious on its face, it actually requires a series of interlocking assumptions about the nature of money and credit, and an enormous amount of faith both in transactional parties and the broader framework that could sustain the terms of the deal. Trust between creditor and debtor or investor, trust between the parties and the authorities, both formal and informal, that could enforce a formal contract or an informal agreement: This trust in the reliability of the outcome was what allowed Europeans to pour increasing amounts of capital into these expensive processes. This was not the same as believing in guaranteed profits; loans by their nature imply risk, and speculative investments in new technologies and ventures can always fail. But in this case, enough people trusted in these shared assumptions, believed they would work, that they kept the spigot of capital flowing.


The economic institutions so central to this period were not the same as our present-day understandings. Credit was largely personal, relying far more heavily on reputation than on impersonal or mathematical measures of creditworthiness. Ties of kinship, marriage, ethnicity, and common origin, to name only a few, determined an individual’s access to credit. Formal institutions and public methods of enforcement were deeply entwined with a far more intimate and private measure of obligation, of which money was only one part; it was as much a moral judgment about the worth of an individual, a firm, or even an entire community. The reverse was also true, in that monetary solvency spoke to moral and social worth.9


Why Then?


These were not entirely novel innovations in Europe at the close of the fifteenth century; in fact, the more commercially advanced regions and cities—places like the great trading centers of northern Italy and the Low Countries—had employed a sophisticated understanding of credit and investment for centuries, built on precisely these foundations. Nor were Europeans the only people in the world to pool their capital, utilize complex organizational forms for doing business, or extend loans for a variety of purposes. All of these things had existed for centuries, even if they appeared, disappeared, and then popped up once again over the millennia. From Rome to China, from the first century BC to the end of the Middle Ages, people found ways to do business and direct capital in productive ways. In that sense, fifteenth-century Europeans were hardly unique.10


But several things were different. First, these economic institutions were practically everywhere in western Europe. Multiple well-traveled axes of communication, mobility, and trade bound the region together. Goods, people, and ideas—including economic institutions shaping the availability and use of credit—could and did travel along these extensive networks.


Whether these institutions actually diffused, moving from place to place, or conditions were simply similar enough to drive the invention of similar solutions to the same problem is hard to say. Terminology and details varied substantially from place to place and sector to sector. Some regions had larger quantities of low-value coinage in circulation than others, which meant less use of everyday credit between common folk for their daily needs. These differences extended up the social spectrum: The Medici bankers of Florence organized their firm, and thus its capital, quite differently than did the Hanseatic traders of the Baltic or the Fugger merchant-capitalists of Augsburg. A coterie of Genoese financiers lending money to the queen of Castile, using her crown jewels as a guarantee, were not operating on the same scale as a German nobleman raising a modest company of pikemen on credit.


But all of them—from humble peasants buying ale and bread to the bankers underwriting state finance—understood the principles involved in extending loans and investments. Their most fundamental assumptions about security, collateral, risk, and reward aligned. The institutional framework functioned similarly all over western Europe because it had been traveling these routes across regions and up and down the social scale, under the radar, for centuries.11


Second, there were good reasons why those institutions had diffused (or been invented separately) across Europe. The later fourteenth and the fifteenth century, the key period of their development prior to their explosion at the beginning of the sixteenth, saw a major shortage of coinage. Mints closed, money changers went out of business, and goods went unsold, simply for lack of coin.


This was not a brief interlude; the “Great Bullion Famine” was an acute period in the middle of the fifteenth century, but the shortage lasted for decades. Silver was the medium through which most European business was transacted, and it was particularly scarce thanks to the exhaustion of mines and the massive negative trade balance Europe ran with the East. Its exports—cloth, mainly—were far less valuable than its imports. Bullion, gold and silver, was the only thing that could purchase the spices, silks, and other luxuries that European elites demanded. In the short run, the lack of coinage sharply contracted access to credit, particularly at the higher levels of the economy. Without coin, nobody could be sure their investment would bear fruit, or that their loan would be repaid. As a result, a deep depression gripped the economy throughout the middle of the century.


In the long run, however, business managed to continue. The way Europeans thought of money and credit evolved in response to the shortage. People found ways of working with little to no coin, as they had already been doing to some extent for centuries and grew more comfortable doing. When more coin did become available in the later fifteenth century, those institutions did not disappear; instead, they multiplied the effect of the newly abundant silver and gold, creating still more credit to flow through the economies of western Europe.12


Third, timing mattered. It was not so much that these institutions were superior to how the Indian merchants of Gujarat pooled capital or how Chinese farmers in Fujian valued their land, for example, but that they were particularly well suited to that particular moment. They effectively directed funds into a whole range of capital-intensive processes. Each of those processes had existed for some time, but the amount of capital pumped into them grew by orders of magnitude in a very short period of time. Money followed money when investors thought there were profits to be made. When state finance proved to be lucrative for lenders, rulers could borrow more, which forced other rulers to do the same. When a voyage down the coast of West Africa brought back gold and enslaved people, other financiers, seeing that opportunity was there for the taking, poured money into still more ambitious ventures. When the printing press found a road to profitability, more funds found their way into that industry.


The Crunch


The forty-year period on which this book focuses, from 1490 to 1530, saw greater and greater influxes of capital through this framework of economic institutions. Any one of these processes was a major development in its own right: Scholars have spent decades, centuries even, writing and arguing about them. There are good reasons for this. The emergence of the printing press, for example, can best be understood as a full-blown revolution in information distribution. The cobbling together of a truly global world that for the first time in human history included the Americas was not a minor blip. All of these processes collided in the short decades on either side of 1500. That was not a coincidence; the availability of capital had supercharged all of them.


Each process was intensely disruptive. The quick-as-lightning spread of Martin Luther’s ideas, carrying the Reformation to the fringes of Europe within a few years, owed much to the new popularity of the printing press. War was ubiquitous: No fewer than thirty-two large-scale massacres of Italian civilians, some of which involved many thousands of victims, took place between the beginning of the Italian Wars in 1494 and the year 1528, just after the Sack of Rome. And Italy was only one theater of conflict—the New World empires of the Aztec and Inca fell within a generation of Columbus’s departure in 1492, pouring the treasures of the Americas into European circulation and murdering vast numbers of people in the process.13


Any one of these developments was enough to upend the established order of the world, and they were all happening simultaneously, within a very concentrated period. They were not separate phenomena, but mutually reinforcing processes driven by the same underlying mechanisms. These processes then collided with a series of contingent, unforeseen events—accidents of birth and death, the timing of a decision, and so on—to produce an unprecedented global reaction.


That reaction was an age of transition, a time of extraordinary shifts in European life and society with far-reaching implications for the future of the world. We can call it a critical juncture, a decades-long crisis in which those various shifts converged to fundamentally alter the subsequent course of events. This critical juncture created path dependence: The future in which Europe came to dominate the world, while still a long way off, became imaginable only after this period of intense change. Increasing returns accompanied the enormous increase in scale that defined this forty-year period. Of course, there were plenty of critical junctures in the following three centuries that would eventually lead to the Industrial Revolution, but all of them depended on this first, foundational series of contemporaneous shifts.14


That is why this forty-year period matters in the grand scheme of history. But it is only half of the story. The other half is what a bewildering, unsettling, and eventful era this was to live through. Real people felt the Atlantic wind howling in their faces, heard the raucous chaos of a bustling port, and smelled the odor of burning gunpowder amid the madness of the battlefield. They fought, suffered, loved, bought, sold, plowed, spun, succeeded, and failed as the world around them changed irrevocably.


Momentous, world-altering events such as these can seem impersonal if not woven into the fabric of everyday life. To that end, I’ve selected nine individuals to serve as windows into this story, real people who embodied the major themes of capital, state, warfare, and print in their daily lives, who both actively drove and passively experienced them. Some, such as Christopher Columbus, Queen Isabella of Castile, and the Ottoman sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, are well-known figures. Others, like the one-armed German nobleman Götz von Berlichingen or the hard-nosed English wool trader John Heritage, are less so. All of them help us better understand this era—what was at stake, what was lost, and what was gained.


It is easy to cast these changes as positive ones, as momentous climaxes in a larger heroic narrative. After all, they led directly to the Industrial Revolution and therefore our own, present world. It is always tempting to believe that we live in the best of all possible worlds, or at least a pretty good one, but grounding these shifts in the lives of real people, great and small, makes it clear that they were not necessarily—or even mostly—beneficial, at least not for the moment. Voyages of exploration led to mass enslavement, genocidal conquests, and the pillaging of entire continents. Rising states squeezed their subjects for taxes to pay for longer and more destructive wars, which in turn immiserated countless others. Printing fomented an information revolution, but the Reformation it helped create led to generations of vicious religious conflict and untold numbers of deaths as a result. Even if we accept that some degree of creative destruction is necessary for innovation and progress, it is destruction nonetheless.


Those costs cannot be forgotten. Balance sheets include both assets and liabilities. So too should the reckoning of this essential period of world history, which laid the groundwork in so many ways, both positive and negative, for where we find ourselves at present.
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Christopher Columbus and Exploration


March 4, 1493


A knife-edged gust sliced through the rigging of the tiny ship. Wind from the south-southeast filled its triangular sail, driving the battered hull onward through the heaving waves of the eastern Atlantic. Early March was no time to be out on the open ocean, especially not at the end of the harshest and most dangerous winter sailors could remember. Ship after ship had gone down in the raging seas around the Iberian Peninsula. But after weeks of battling that fierce wind, the Niña was finally on the cusp of home.


A bustling port lay just ahead, tantalizingly close. The exhausted, sunken eyes of the ship’s captain drank in the sight of the approaching city from the aft deck. He was perhaps forty years old or thereabouts. Decades spent exposed to the burning sun and salt spray of countless seas, from the burning equatorial coastline of West Africa to the icy environs of Iceland and the North Atlantic, had lined and creased his face into leathery folds. The man’s name depended on precisely where he found himself at the moment: Cristoforo Colombo or Christoffa Corombo in his native Genoa, Cristóbal Colón in Spain and Portugal. In the Latin favored by the educated, he was known as Christophorus Columbus.


Seven long, challenging months had passed since Columbus set out with three ships from the tiny port of Palos, on the coast of Spanish Andalusia. They had first traveled south along the coast of Africa to the Canary Islands, through waters Columbus knew quite well. He had made the trip south at least once before, which meant he was familiar with the winds and currents of the area. And these sea lanes were becoming increasingly well traveled as Spanish and Portuguese ships brought back precious—and human—cargo from the Canaries and the great rivers of West Africa.


This familiarity was the source of Columbus’s breakthrough revelation, one born of substantial practical navigational skill: To go west across the Atlantic, it was necessary to find westerly winds. Those winds, which Columbus was sure would take him on a shortcut to the riches of Asia, blew most reliably around the Canaries.


Working off of this fragile theory, Columbus and his crew went beyond the limits of European seafaring knowledge and sailed west into the unknown. Six weeks later, on October 12, 1492, they sighted land. They made landfall somewhere in the Bahamas or Turks and Caicos Islands of the Caribbean, where for the next three months Columbus cruised along the shores of this New World, marking the coastline of Cuba and Hispaniola before turning east for home across the Atlantic, confident that he had indeed reached the coast of Asia.


He was dead wrong, of course, but that voyage had nonetheless changed the course of history. Within decades, Old World diseases would ravage New World populations. Spanish conquistadors would topple the empires of the Inca and the Mexica. Treasure would flow into the coffers of Spanish kings, funding imperial projects on four continents.


All of that lay in the unknowable future as the Niña limped into Restelo’s harbor, just outside Lisbon proper. A storm had separated it from the other remaining ship, the Pinta, a month before near the Azores. Still another terrible storm, one so vicious that it had “seemed to lift the caravel in the air,” according to Columbus’s diary, had forced the Niña into port here. Here happened to be the mouth of the river Tagus, the gateway to Portuguese Lisbon, instead of a city belonging to the Spanish monarchs Isabella and Ferdinand. Even more than Seville or Barcelona, however, the Portuguese port lay at the heart of a Europe that was rapidly expanding outwards.1


Whoever their current employers happened to be, Columbus and his crew were the quintessential representatives of the ever-growing world Lisbon represented. As with their Portuguese compatriots, it was not a feeling of visionary adventurism that drove the Genoese sailor out into the treacherous winds and complex currents of the Atlantic; rather, it was an insatiable hunger for profit that put him on the path to eternal infamy.


It was merchant-investors working in tandem with state-building monarchs who made the voyages of Columbus and his compatriots possible. Ships like the Niña did not appear out of thin air. Neither did the wages of their expert crews, or the expensive cannon that lined their decks. All of that cost money, which came from an alliance of financiers and royal interests. Only merchant-investors had the ready capital to fund these voyages, and only royal authorities could offer the umbrella of state authority for the protection and guaranteed monopoly rights that financiers required.


This era, a period two centuries in the making, marked the first true beginning of a global world in human history. The story of that shift is less famous explorers gazing heroically into the unknown and more the scratching of quill pens in account ledgers, conversations between powerful royal officials and serious Italian financiers, and letters of credit and commercial contracts. The 1490s saw a massive influx of new investment, transforming tentative voyages into global business overnight.


The Roots of Atlantic Expansion


The briny reek of the sea, melding with the late medieval city stench of human and animal ordure, washed over the new arrivals as they pulled into port. Church bells tolling mingled with the hammering and sawing of timber in the port’s busy shipyards competed for space on the wind with the cries of vendors hawking malagueta peppers and fresh-caught fish. Specialist German metallurgists, experts in the casting of cannon barrels, shivered in the late winter wind next to enslaved Africans taken from the Guinea coast and Florentine moneymen with ink-stained fingers. All had been pulled to Lisbon, voluntarily or otherwise, by the gravity of profit-oriented financial networks.


For more than 150 years, the city had served as the primary point of departure for expeditions traveling south for lands either little-known or unknown. Slowly but surely, ships crewed by Catalan, Genoese, and Portuguese mariners had crept their way down Morocco’s prosperous coastline. Some twelve hundred miles southwest of Iberia lay the Canary Islands. The Romans had known about them, but their medieval successors were unaware of their existence. To the Genoese-led expedition that found them in the 1330s and the Europe that shortly learned of the discovery, they were something new and exciting. This revelation kicked off a flood of new undertakings, most of them operating out of the island of Majorca and directed south along the coast of Africa and into the unknown. Expert Catalan mapmakers and skilled Mediterranean sailors carefully plotted new routes, marked dangerous shoals, and charted winds and currents. After a caesura in the middle of the fourteenth century, business picked back up again soon after 1400, when the first successful attempt to conquer the Canaries came by way of a French expedition operating under the license of the king of Castile.2


The Portuguese were the most active explorers of the fifteenth century. Prince Henry “the Navigator” (1394–1460) has since received an undue amount of attention in popular narratives about the Age of Discovery. Henry was not a forward-thinking figure pulling a backwards Europe into global proto-modernity. In the fifteenth-century reality, Portuguese interest in Atlantic ventures long preceded Henry’s time in the limelight. Portuguese sailors and ships were already a common sight in the teeming ports of western and northern Europe. Nevertheless, Henry’s extensive activities in the realm of Atlantic exploration were in fact representative of the broader trends that formed the basis for the world of maritime activity that would produce Columbus a few decades later.


One thing stands out about this milieu: a distinct orientation toward profit-seeking, combined with a willingness to inflict violence. Strong religious sentiments, namely the concept of crusading, and the ideals of knightly chivalry wove themselves into a tapestry of lucrative bloodshed. Early Atlantic adventurers like those operating under the auspices of Prince Henry, and later Columbus, were hardly bold, altruistic explorers seeking out new knowledge in distant and uncharted waters. They were operating within a world of violence and commercial enterprise, where religious war and profit-hunting went hand in hand.


This was one of the defining features of the Atlantic adventuring world that eventually gave rise to Columbus: Prince Henry saw himself as a chivalrous knight, fighting Muslims with a crusader’s zeal. At the same time, he was a keen investor with every finger in a different and potentially profitable pie. His intense interest in Atlantic maritime ventures fit neatly with his lust for profit. Henry’s personal household—a wide-ranging organization of subordinates bound to the prince by personal ties, not his immediate family—was a beehive of this kind of intertwined activity. The household lay at the center of a web of profit-oriented investment that reached outward to merchants, ship owners, financiers, and nobles.3


Piracy, nominally directed at Muslim targets, was one such profitable activity. It was a violent outlet for the knights of Henry’s household and the Portuguese nobility more broadly, while also proving quite lucrative. This business, known as “corsairing,” was a constant source of low-level warfare in the western Mediterranean. Corsairs were not picky about their targets: Christian vessels were fair game if it could be argued that they were trading with Muslims.


That distinction could prove quite flexible. In 1426, for example, a ship Prince Henry owned, captained by a certain Fray Gonçalo Velho, tried to attack a very Christian merchantman. Gonçalo Velho was himself not only Christian but a member of a military-religious organization called the Order of Christ. Velho’s attack failed, and he and his crew were captured and hauled into the port of Valencia. Velho and Prince Henry got off with an angry, chastising letter from the king of Aragon. This easy willingness to engage in any sort of high-seas violence if it promised profit crops up again and again in early Atlantic maritime history. It was an essential component of this volatile world.4


In the same vein, language of chivalry and crusading honed in encounters with Muslims served to justify the attempt to take the Canary Islands: A heavily armed expedition led by members of Henry’s household would “convert” the pagan Canarians to Christianity. “In Henryspeak,” writes his biographer Peter Russell, “conversion and enslavement were interchangeable terms.” The ability to simultaneously treat newly encountered non-Christians as both objects of religious conversion and potential profit centers would have a long and tragic afterlife in the emerging Atlantic world, appearing again in Columbus’s early assessment of the natives of the New World seventy years later.5


As Henry’s sponsored efforts to conquer the Canaries were failing miserably, his corsairing activities continued, and other voyages operating under his banner were making their way south along the West African coast. The seemingly endless Saharan coast of northwest Africa was a formidable barrier. The occasional clusters of houses and craggy inlets in southern Morocco disappeared into nothingness. Waves of Saharan dunes extended all the way to the coastline. Strong, unpredictable gusts of fiery wind threatened to pull tiny caravels into rocky outcroppings and jagged reefs, ripping hulls open from stem to stern and leaving men for dead a thousand miles from home.


Further voyages in 1435 and 1436, directly sponsored by Henry and led by members of his household, had the dual mission of seeking profit and mapping this desolate coastline. There was little immediate profit in these journeys aside from enslaved people purchased from Muslim middlemen. What kept them going was the ever-present hope for gold.


Europeans of this time had a vague but basically correct understanding that gold came from farther south in Africa: vague, because they had no idea what Africa looked like, and basically correct, because the gold that reached Europe did overwhelmingly come across the Sahara from West Africa. Gold was valuable in any era, but it was particularly so in the first half of the fifteenth century. Europe had been in the midst of a prolonged bullion famine, with distinct shortages in both silver and gold, for some time. The exhaustion of European mines and a consistently high trade deficit with the East had created a drastic shortfall in precious metals.6


Western Europe was a backwater in the long-distance trade networks that connected it to Africa, the Indian Ocean, and East Asia via the exchange routes that passed through Central Asia and the Middle East. It had no precious metals or valuable spices for export; its mass-produced cloth goods were not in demand on the other side of the world; London and Paris were not teeming with merchants from Calicut and Samarkand. This, more than anything else, was why European caravels were heading out into uncharted (for them) waters and not the equally—if not more—capable Chinese junks or Indian dhows.


The search for gold, and immediate wealth, was one of the driving forces behind the southward explorations of the Portuguese under Henry’s aegis. As they inched down the coastline, the Portuguese were entering a sophisticated and complex commercial world that was already deeply tied to the Mediterranean, particularly the Muslim states of the Maghreb and Egypt. Local traders protected their access to the valuable metal, one of a variety of goods—including cloth, iron, copper, and cowrie shells—traded along routes that spanned from Mali to Morocco to Cairo and beyond. Enslaved people were prominent among them and had been for centuries, and the Portuguese quickly realized that human beings, not gold, were the most immediately available commodity.7


The profits from these early years of the slave trade sustained consistent investment throughout the 1440s and beyond, when Henry received a commercial monopoly on trading south of Cape Bojador, a famous headland on the Saharan coast. A raiding expedition to capture and enslave Africans led by a member of Henry’s household ran across the mouth of the Senegal River. Further expeditions in the 1450s, farmed out to mostly Venetian and Genoese merchant-adventurers, continued to head south, reaching as far as present-day Guinea-Bissau.8


Henry’s great press over the succeeding centuries is largely the result of a nearly hagiographic chronicle he commissioned in the 1450s: “O thou prince, little less than divine! I beseech thy sacred virtues to bear with all patience the shortcomings of my too daring pen, that would attempt so lofty a subject as is the recounting of thy virtuous deeds, worthy of so much glory,” reads the author’s invocation, which sets the general tone of the piece. Ironically, the scope and ambition of Portuguese voyages grew most notably in the wake of Henry’s death in 1460.9


Fernão Gomes and the Merchant-Investors of the Early Atlantic


In 1469, the royal monopoly Henry had held was leased to a well-connected Lisbon merchant named Fernão Gomes. Gomes ruthlessly exploited this monopoly. His combination of political ties and access to capital set the tone for this early Atlantic world.


Despite his importance at a key stage in early Atlantic expansion, Gomes is something of a shadowy figure. Few records relating to his trade survive. Those that do are fragmentary. Nevertheless, he speaks directly to the profit orientation of the Atlantic world that produced Columbus and how the financial networks of the late fifteenth century funded and incentivized profit-seeking voyages.


Gomes was Portuguese, with close ties to the household of King Afonso V. The African trade was not a free market; Gomes was a minor nobleman, a gentleman-merchant, explicitly using his royal connections to buy a monopoly, which represented a source of ready cash to a constantly cash-strapped king. He paid only 200,000 reis for this, roughly the price of twenty-five slaves, and despite tax breaks was often behind on those payments; even so, the Portuguese crown leased him another monopoly—this one on the trade in malagueta peppers—in 1473 for another relative pittance. Gomes’s connections also went beyond the royal household. Within the diverse and wealthy mercantile community of Lisbon, Gomes was prominent. He was married to the daughter of an important Flemish expatriate merchant named Martin Lem (or Leme) and seems to have had financial ties throughout Lisbon’s merchant community.10


Like Gomes, some of those Lisbon merchants and financiers were Portuguese. Others came from elsewhere, like Gomes’s Flemish father-in-law. The major Italian cities all had outposts there: Florentines, Venetians, and Genoese were all represented. Each of these clans of merchant expatriates did business among themselves, as a unit tightly bound by family and civic loyalties, and retained their connections to their distant home cities. But they also did business with each other, pooling capital from their extended networks to use in a variety of profit-seeking ventures. Their assumptions about credit, investment, and risk were similar enough that there was no real barrier to cooperation, and all parties trusted in the institutional frameworks that allowed them to operate. The Fleming Lem, Gomes’s father-in-law, had sought a monopoly on the cork trade in 1456, working in tandem with a Portuguese merchant and a number of Genoese.11


These resident merchants were mostly sedentary financiers, not merchant-adventurers. They had money to invest, and did so regularly, always with an eye toward maximizing their profits. They pooled their capital and cooperated on increasingly large-scale projects. Gomes’s voyages to West Africa were a prime example: As many as twenty ships set out from Lisbon’s harbor at a time to trade for ivory, gold, and slaves. Others continued farther down the coast, mapping as they went, always searching for new commercial opportunities in accordance with their contract. Gomes’s ships reached deep into the Gulf of Guinea and then south past the equator, adding more than two thousand miles of detailed navigational knowledge. Over the six years he held the monopoly, from 1469 to 1475, ships under contract with Gomes accumulated new knowledge at a far faster rate than they ever had under Henry the Navigator.


Voyages of this kind were incredibly expensive propositions. Outfitting one ship for a months-long, six-thousand-mile round-trip voyage from Lisbon to the Gulf of Guinea, let alone an entire fleet, cost a king’s ransom. Financial networks with deep international ties were a necessary prerequisite for this kind of activity. And backers expected profits. Gomes and his associates in Lisbon were hardly exceptional in this regard; the same mercantile and financial webs existed in every major maritime center of the western Mediterranean and the Atlantic, from London to Seville.


Italian and specifically Genoese expatriates were particularly prominent in these networks of financiers. They were the cornerstones of the partnerships that provided the capital for Gomes’s and many other ventures, including that of Columbus. Genoa itself, located in the peninsular armpit where Italy meets the bulk of continental Europe in the west, was one of the major mercantile and financial hubs of the Mediterranean. Genoese ships traveled the connected seas, showing up everywhere from the edge of the Black Sea steppe to the Levant, London, and Bruges. Wealth flowed into the city from the twelfth century onward, the product of an increasingly lucrative long-distance trade powered by a complex set of financial tools and institutions. Ironclad commercial contracts, bills of exchange, and insurance agreements all helped to create a decentralized network of savvy and wealthy mercantile Genoese across Europe.12


But where Venice built an overseas and eventually an Italian empire, Florence dominated its Tuscan hinterland, and Milan acquired territorial hegemony in northern Italy, Genoa was not much of a political force by the second half of the fifteenth century. Its internal politics were too anarchic and violent, its oligarchs too competitive and disagreeable. Genoa’s last great war with Venice, between 1378 and 1381, had seen the near conquest of the latter; within fifteen years, however, Venice recovered its maritime dominance while Genoa handed itself over to the French monarchs to acquire some semblance of political stability. The powerful Visconti dukes of Milan took over after that, and Genoa’s colonial possessions fell to a variety of competing powers.13


Even while Genoa failed as a major Mediterranean political player, the Genoese themselves became even more important within the region’s commercial and financial networks. They had already fanned out widely in both the eastern and western Mediterranean, forming both self-ruled colonies and resident communities inside other polities. Every major city in the western Mediterranean, from Tunis to Lisbon, had its resident Genoese merchants. The Genoese settled in Iberia took up residence in Castile, Aragon, and Portugal, and were particularly prominent in the Andalusian port city of Seville. They were chameleons who intermarried with the native elite and took pains to blend in. Early Atlantic voyages needed financiers, and these expatriate Genoese were moneymen par excellence. Aside from the Venetians, who were largely focused on the eastern Mediterranean rather than the west and the Atlantic, nobody in Europe had a deeper understanding of maritime trade and how to pay for it. Their financial activities were one of the keys that would unlock the Age of Exploration.14


The Rise of Christopher Columbus


Risk-taking merchants and financiers were not Genoa’s only export; the city’s deep, protected harbor also produced some of the most technically skilled sailors and navigators of the age. One of those men was born in the city sometime in the early 1450s, the son and grandson of poor weavers in Genoa’s thriving cloth industry. His name was Cristoforo Colombo, and he would spend the rest of his eventful life fleeing from his origins.


Columbus was defined by a sense of burning ambition at every stage of his life. Like every son of Genoa, Columbus knew that the sea offered a well-worn path to wealth and advancement. He was deeply ashamed of his humble background and actively obscured it whenever possible, creating the space for contrarian or conspiracy-minded modern commentators to cast him as Castilian, Portuguese, or Jewish. He was none of those things, only someone determined to leave his origins far behind.


Columbus’s overwhelming drive for success often bled over into self-aggrandizement. He could be insufferable, boastful, and boorish, with precious little awareness of his many faults and weaknesses. More worrisome still was a tendency to violently overcompensate when he actually was aware of them, something that would play out tragically during his time as governor-general of the new Spanish territories in the Caribbean.


At the same time, however, Columbus was a highly skilled sailor and possessed at least some measure of real charisma. He had raw mental gifts: His friend and chronicler Andrés Bernáldez described him as a man of “great intellect but little education.” Columbus’s ambition could express itself in arrogant and ill-planned soliloquies about his greatness—he treated the king of Portugal to a particularly needling one upon his return in 1493—but also in the tireless pursuit of his goals, whatever those happened to be.15


Precisely when he took to the life of a Mediterranean sailor is, like so much else about Columbus’s early life, unclear. His later habit of creating a glorious record of past accomplishments for himself obscures much about this period. One of the rare Genoese documents that refers to him states that he was still working in the wool business with his father to some extent in 1472, but he may have gone to sea for the first time before that, as a teenager in the 1460s. By the mid-1470s, he seems to have become a full-time sailor, and a well-traveled one at that. It is not easy to reconstruct the exact pattern or chronology of his journeys, especially given his tendency to lie and exaggerate. Over the next decade, however, they seem to have taken him to the farthest limits of the Mediterranean and the Atlantic.


He endured the heaving, driving seas of the northern Atlantic on trips to England and Ireland, and perhaps even beyond them to Iceland. A course due west took him to the Azores, recently discovered islands that were becoming sources of great wealth as a center of sugar production. The trade in alum, a salt necessary for the big business of the textile industry, brought him to the Aegean island of Chios in the distant east. He felt the harsh, biting desert winds coming off the Sahara on a trip south to the sweltering Gulf of Guinea, then the very limit of the known world.


By the middle of the 1480s, the Genoese sailor had acquired a breadth of experience that very few of his contemporaries could match. No single one of Columbus’s voyages was extraordinary for a Genoese sailor: Genoese ships and foreign ships crewed by expert sailors from the city regularly plied the busy Atlantic sea lanes leading to northern Europe, the Atlantic islands, and south to West Africa. But for one man to go to all of those places, from Iceland to Chios to Guinea, was unparalleled. Even allowing some space for his customary self-regard, Columbus’s assessment of himself stands: “Every sea so far traversed have I sailed,” he wrote later, and God “endowed me abundantly in seamanship.” In the course of these journeys, he accumulated a formidable practical knowledge of Atlantic currents and winds. He also learned how these long-distance voyages—routine, but fiendishly complicated in both financing and logistics—were paid for and organized.16


At some point, likely in the late 1470s, Columbus moved to Portugal permanently. From his new home in Lisbon, the Genoese sailor stood on the cutting edge of an expanding world, and one that was becoming increasingly complicated.


In 1475, the Portuguese crown took back its trading monopoly from the Lisbon merchant Fernão Gomes. It is almost certain that the reason for this was the outbreak of civil war within Iberia, specifically over the plum prize of the throne of Castile, one of the peninsula’s major kingdoms. We will return to this subject in more detail in the next chapter, but for now suffice it to say that Queen Isabella’s accession to the throne was far from seamless. King Afonso V of Portugal was married to his niece Juana, another potential claimant to the Castilian crown. War broke out between the two sides in 1475, with Isabella emerging victorious with the help of her husband, Ferdinand, the soon-to-be king of Aragon.17


Isabella’s victory (and Afonso V’s defeat) kick-started the process of Spanish state-building, but it also had major effects on the early Atlantic that Columbus inhabited. The Portuguese had never enjoyed a total monopoly on African trade; French, Flemish, and especially Castilian operators had repeatedly challenged their hegemony, most successfully in the Canary Islands. The Portuguese had no problem with these speculative voyages so long as they paid the required licensing fees. The war over the Castilian throne turned this entire Atlantic rim into a full-blown war zone. Between 1475 and 1478, Castilian ships made slaving and trading journeys to West Africa and occupied several of the Cape Verde Islands. On the whole, however, the war at sea went the way of the Portuguese. A major naval battle just off the coast of Guinea in 1478 was a total Portuguese victory. The settlement of the 1479 Treaty of Alcáçovas ceded the Canaries to Castile and the other Atlantic islands to Portugal. West African trade would belong to the Portuguese, and so would anything beyond what was presently known.18


Two notable facets of the maritime aspects of this conflict deserve attention. The first is the extent of royal involvement of both the Castilians and the Portuguese. The kings of Portugal had previously been happy to take their cut of profits from licensed voyages or monopoly payments. Afonso V, however, saw control of African trade as an essential royal project and source of revenue that needed to be protected. Conversely, the crown of Castile was less involved than the Portuguese. It wanted its financial cut—20 percent—from licensed expeditions during the war, and it wanted all of the Atlantic islands: the Azores, Madeira, the Canaries, and the Cape Verdes. While Isabella only acquired the Canaries, this desire still marked a greater direct interest in Atlantic ventures than before.


The second aspect is scale. The Castilian fleet the Portuguese defeated in 1478 consisted of thirty-five vessels, all of which were loaded down with valuable ivory, gold, and human cargo at the time. Those thirty-five ships represented a massive financial stake on the part of the investors, of whom the Castilian crown was just one, and the return on investment would have been shockingly high had the ships made it home. First Gomes, then the Portuguese crown, and now the Castilians were seeing just how much money there was to be made from these ventures. Thanks to those profits, Columbus was the direct beneficiary of this conflict.19


Columbus’s Plan


Columbus rode the wave of increasing interest in these kinds of voyages well into the 1480s. He traveled into the sharp winds east to Madeira in 1478 as the agent for a substantial Genoese sugar-buying consortium, the Centurione. This immensely lucrative (and growing) sugar business also explains his contemporaneous trips to the Azores and the Canaries. Columbus went further still, too: He felt the oppressive, humid heat of the Guinea coast on a journey to the brand-new Portuguese trading base of São Jorge da Mina sometime between 1482 and 1484, presumably trading in ivory, gold, and enslaved people. Year by year, the volume of this traffic increased, as did the returns to the merchant-financiers and the Portuguese crown. As the Atlantic opened and the money flowed, Columbus forged his way from irrelevance to power. He married an impoverished Portuguese noblewoman, Filipa Moniz Perestrelo, and with her had a son, Diego, who would become the focus of his dynastic ambitions.


By the middle of the 1480s, Columbus was beginning to formulate the plan for which he would eventually become famous. Experience had made him an expert on the Atlantic. Practical, hard-won knowledge went a long way, and to that base Columbus began to add a more theoretical supply of geography and cartography. The new technology of printing was fundamental to his education, and its spread made it possible for an autodidact without much in the way of formal schooling to acquire more elite learning. The works he read over and over were all printed, rather than the prior standard handwritten manuscripts; copies made their way to Columbus’s little library from Louvain, Antwerp, Seville, and Venice.


Geography, both practical and theoretical, was a much-discussed and written-about topic in Columbus’s early Atlantic world. As we shall see shortly, King João II of Portugal maintained a coterie of learned advisors around him at all times. The ancient geographical texts of men like Ptolemy were necessary to possess a fundamental understanding of the subject, and Columbus was plenty familiar with them. He also read more recent works, especially the early fifteenth-century Imago Mundi of the French cardinal Pierre d’Ailly. He read voraciously and actively, annotating his texts like a proper student. His edition of Marco Polo features some 366 notes on everything from the spices of Java and the pearls of Japan to the Mongol khan’s facility for training hunting eagles. Columbus’s readings were not especially critical, but they gave him a stock of learned information to buttress his practical skills.20


The aforementioned cardinal Pierre d’Ailly was the author who had by far the greatest impact on Columbus’s education. He was also directly responsible for Columbus’s catastrophically mistaken belief that the planet was much smaller than it actually is. This foundational “insight” was fortified by the then-current musings of Florentine cosmographer Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli, who went a step further by arguing not only for a smaller globe, but a narrower Atlantic. Columbus was familiar with Toscanelli, namely with a letter Toscanelli had sent to the king of Portugal in 1474 outlining his views. It is important to note that despite his particularly uncritical readings, Columbus was not the only one who believed this. Some of the most important geographers and cartographers of the age were just as wrong. None, however, fought as hard for that mistaken cause as he did.21


At some point in the 1480s, Columbus began lobbying to voyage west into the Atlantic. The story he told later was one of uninterrupted and unbroken confidence, a detailed plan hatched fully formed from his brilliant mind. Naturally, this was far from the truth. The target of his voyage may have been the Indies, as he later claimed, but there were other, equally plausible destinations: the Antipodes, the long-hypothesized but unknown continent that many thought existed opposite Eurasia; or more Atlantic islands like Madeira or the Azores, whose exploitation had already proven lucrative for the Portuguese crown and the Genoese sugar merchants for whom Columbus had been an agent.


But for his plan to move forward, Columbus needed a royal license. The Iberian monarchs—João II of Portugal and the dual monarchy of Isabella and Ferdinand in Castile and Aragon—were the most promising means of achieving it.


The Portuguese Atlantic


The year of Columbus’s first approach to King João II was likely 1484. This was a propitious time to be pitching a long-distance, exploratory voyage to the Portuguese monarch: João II was a classic state-builder in the late medieval mold who explicitly set out to strengthen the power and financial security of central institutions in Portugal. This is a process to which we will return in depth in the next chapter. What is notable here is how for João II, the state-building process manifested itself in a specific royal interest in and control over overseas commerce and voyages of exploration. Where his predecessors had simply wanted a cut of the proceeds, João II wanted to direct all commercial activity in Africa through the royal household. The foundation of the trading port at São Jorge da Mina on the Gold Coast, which Columbus presumably visited on his trip to the Gulf of Guinea, had been an explicitly royal project.22


While profits rolled in from African ventures, João furthered the southerly exploratory voyages that the merchant Gomes had begun down the coastline. Two—or more likely three—expeditions under the command of Diogo Cão between 1482 and 1486 pushed past the equator, to and then up the Congo River, and south to the coasts of what are now Angola and Namibia. The profitability of the ongoing trade setup in Africa was an easy justification for further explorations; if gold, ivory, and people to enslave were present in such quantities in Guinea, what might they find farther south?23


Trading opportunities were one reason for funding expensive exploratory voyages, but there were other components at play as well. Another was the ongoing war against the western outposts of the Islamic world in North Africa. Legend held for centuries that a Christian king of great wealth and power, Prester John, lurked somewhere on the other side of Muslim territories. If they could link up with this mythical monarch, perhaps Islam could be defeated once and for all, and the Holy Land might return to Christian ownership. This spoke to a vein of messianic destiny running through the Portuguese royal family, particularly João’s successor, Manuel I. The second reason was more straightforwardly commercial: The Indies were the source of exceptionally valuable trade goods. Spices were always in high demand, and every competent merchant knew that the Muslim states of Egypt and the Ottoman Empire blocked direct access to these goods and charged enormous fees as middlemen. Getting around them and straight to the source presented a commercial opportunity of incalculable value.24


Heading south to find the end of Africa would eventually take the voyagers to the Indies, but Columbus had another option: If he was right that the Atlantic was narrow and the world was small, a westward voyage would be not only viable but preferable. There was no need to brave the long and punishing southward journey before nearing the source of those spices. The Indies were lurking just over the horizon, in the direction of the setting sun.


This, as best we can tell, was Columbus’s pitch to João II. The Portuguese king did not bite. There were two reasons for this. First, João’s team of navigational and geographic experts found his project implausible. Second, João found Columbus himself presumptuous and off-putting, particularly his exorbitant demands for rewards. João preferred to use members of his household for these kinds of voyages, like Diogo Cão, but he was also not averse to handing out contracts. In fact, he licensed a Flemish navigator named Ferdinand van Olmen to undertake a westward voyage very similar to Columbus’s proposed project several years later, though he did not fund him. On balance, it seems most likely that the success of Cão’s voyages combined with João’s dislike of Columbus scuttled any hopes of Portuguese backing for the Genoese adventurer. At any rate, João soon launched another, even more ambitious effort than what Columbus had proposed. Under the command of Bartholomeu Dias, this expedition succeeded in rounding the Cape of Good Hope and entering the southernmost reaches of the Indian Ocean in 1487 and 1488. The riches of the East were within reach.25


Finding Patronage


Columbus had other options, though. The Catholic monarchs of Spain, Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon, were similarly in the market looking to finance overseas ventures. They had given licenses to numerous expeditions during the civil war of 1475–79, and even in the late 1480s were backing the final attempts to conquer the Canary Islands. Columbus made himself at home at court and set about building support for himself and his project. This was a slow process beset by frustrations, but Columbus never doubted that he would prevail. His bullheadedness eventually gave him access to both patronage and capital, the two most essential components that would put him on the sea lanes to the discovery of the Americas. In the end, it was political and financial backing—not his exhaustive and well-respected geographic knowledge—that made his voyage a reality.26


The story of Columbus’s project can be told, and has been many times, as a series of heroic scenes: Columbus’s humiliating rejection at the hands of João II’s panel of experts; his audiences with the Catholic monarchs of Spain, the humble Genoese weaver’s son rising to the occasion to convince some of the greatest and bluest-blooded personages in Europe of his personal brilliance and the rightness of his cause; those forward-thinking royals, perceiving the possibilities and backing a venture that would change the shape of the world forever; his dejection at Isabella’s final dismissal in the exotic, newly conquered Moorish city of Granada, departing the city for France or Genoa, only to be overtaken on the road outside the city by a royal messenger who told him the queen had changed her mind.


Those tableaux are far more narratively pleasing but less accurate than the reality of a dogged, motor-mouthed social climber pulling every political and financial string he could find over a period of six or seven years, while rulers busy with far more important ventures spared a few moments here and there to hear the pitch.


Columbus’s time at court was a gradual process of inserting himself into overlapping networks of officials, important nobles, and financiers who already had interests in numerous Atlantic ventures. Some of those interests were rooted in messianic or apocalyptic trends looking for the ultimate defeat of Islam and the reclamation of Jerusalem. The forcible conversion of pagans went along with this. Others, more of them, were simply looking for new venues for the pursuit of honor and chivalry. We should not discount the importance of these lines of thinking; Columbus himself believed in them wholeheartedly, and he knew well their ability to persuade others. The last interest group was purely commercial: merchant-investors of various stripes looking for return on their capital. These were not mutually exclusive, as we shall see, nor were they limited to the court of Ferdinand and Isabella. In fact, they cooperated more or less seamlessly to push forward the overall project of Atlantic expansion in both Portugal and Spain.


It took the combined efforts of several groups, among which all of the above interests were represented, to put Columbus over the top and out to sea with the Niña, Pinta, and Santa Maria in 1492. He grew close to the court of Isabella and Ferdinand’s heir, their somewhat dull and less-than-impressive son Don Juan, Prince of Asturias. This gave Columbus a series of back channels to the royal court, strings he could pull to build support for his venture. The most important of these connections was to Fray Diego Deza, then the prince’s tutor and later a bishop, head of the Spanish Inquisition, and archbishop of Seville. The prince’s court was full of such rising stars, nobles and ecclesiastics alike, who would go on to occupy powerful and influential positions. Columbus’s own burning ambition to achieve some degree of noble status had only strengthened over the years—he was determined to ride those coattails as far as they could take him.


Another group was centered around the small seaport of Palos, also in Andalusia. Palos has been a backwater for most of its history, overshadowed by nearby Seville, but for a brief moment in the last quarter of the fifteenth century it was a key hub in the emerging Atlantic. Ships and sailors from this small port had been deeply involved in the ill-fated Castilian trading, slaving, and corsairing expeditions during the War of the Castilian Succession between 1475 and 1479. Despite their lack of success in those ventures, Palos was home to a vast wealth of seafaring expertise. For this reason, it was the home port for Columbus’s first, fateful voyage.


The final key group to back Columbus was the consortium of financiers and nobles who had overseen the final conquest of the Canary Islands in 1480. This was a clique that already possessed a substantial stake in Atlantic ventures, with Castilian financial official Alonso de Quintanilla at its center. Quintanilla had brought together a syndicate that included two Genoese merchants, Francesco Pinelli and Francesco da Rivarolo, the Florentine Gianotto Berardi, and the Andalusian Duke of Medina Sidonia. All operated in or near Seville, the jumping-off point for the Canary adventures. This was where the money was, and all were experienced investors. The Genoese formed a tight-knit and wealthy group, well connected to each other, to other Genoese merchants scattered throughout the Mediterranean, and to the royal court. Berardi had worked as a local agent for the Seville branch of the Medici Bank in addition to his own entrepreneurial activities, importing human cargo from West Africa to Lisbon and then reselling them. Quintanilla had found this group and brought them together for the Canary conquest. He would do the same, with much the same group, for Columbus.


Another key contributor, one unconnected to the previous Canary venture, was the Aragonese treasury official and financial wizard Luis de Santángel. In the final accounting, it was Santángel who brought all the different sources of funding together to pay for Columbus’s expedition.27


The amount of money required—2 million maravedis, roughly the annual income of a mid-level provincial aristocrat—was substantial, but not mind-blowing. For comparison, Santángel had loaned the Spanish crown 10 million maravedis in 1491 to cover a variety of expenses. The ongoing military campaign against the Moors in Granada had required a loan roughly sixteen times that size. It certainly did not require Queen Isabella to pawn her precious jewels for ready cash, as the old story goes. Even in the context of maritime expeditions, the outlay was minor compared to the twenty-ship fleets of the Lisbon merchant Fernão Gomes, or the Castilian expeditions to West Africa during the late 1470s. Still, sums of that scale did not magically appear out of thin air. The Catholic monarchs were tied up with other financially draining projects, namely the final conquest of Granada. They could not simply snap their fingers and make the money appear, even if that had been the nature of their involvement with Columbus’s expedition, which was not the case.28


How the funding came together provides a window onto an entire world of mercantile investment and the attitudes that underpinned it. Columbus was to front a quarter, 500,000 maravedis. He obviously did not have the cash on hand, so Quintanilla’s syndicate in Seville provided it. Another quarter of the capital came from Palos, which also provided two ships for the voyage. The fishermen and merchants of Palos had been dodging their taxes for some time, and the two tiny caravels—the Pinta and the Niña—represented a payment in kind. Ferdinand and Isabella were to provide half the total, 1 million maravedis, plus Columbus’s wages of 140,000 maravedis. The Crown did not have this kind of liquid capital sitting around, so Luis de Santángel turned to the very same network of Genoese moneymen in Seville, who backed Quintanilla for a short-term loan. Francesco Pinelli was the key figure there. To pay back that loan, Santángel authorized in the region of Extremadura a campaign of indulgence sales. These involved a payment in return for a remission of the buyer’s sins, which was confirmed by a printed document. The proceeds of these sales, minus the printer’s fee, went to the Crown, and from there to the Genoese financiers. It was a nifty little piece of work by Santángel, and Columbus was the beneficiary of these existing relationships and networks of state and mercantile financing.29


Columbus was not some doe-eyed naïf when it came to this aspect of planning, his nose too buried in books and maps and idealistic dreams to comprehend the monetary realities of his plan. He was a Genoese sailor born to a world of merchant ventures paid for by exactly this kind of investment cartel. His entire adult life had taken place in an Atlantic context where voyages like this were the norm. He had participated in many of them, including the Centurione sugar venture to Madeira and the other Atlantic isles, along with the trip to the Guinea coast. In fact, it is tempting to see that background as the precise reason why investors would be willing to stake their money on him. He understood how much capital would be necessary and what the return on that investment would look like for the various backers. Columbus understood the rules of this particular game.


The ultimate fate of Columbus’s expedition was decided not so much by Columbus himself, but by a series of less exalted protagonists: the septuagenarian Quintanilla, the master of political wheeling and dealing, who bridged the gap between the royal court and the merchant-investors of Seville; Santángel, the financial genius who found creative ways of generating revenue to pay back investors’ short-term loans; and numerous sober Italian moneymen with their fingers in a wide variety of lucrative pies. In the end, the success of Columbus’s expedition came down to pens scratching figures in account books and shouted orders to clerks in cramped countinghouses. Commercial contracts and loan papers, handwritten bills of credit and indulgence letters rolling off printing presses by the thousands, conversations between powerful and wealthy people in the back rooms of palaces and richly appointed merchants’ houses: These were the things that made Columbus’s voyage possible.


Columbus’s Voyages


Columbus’s first voyage was a relatively brief affair. Seven months passed between his departure from Palos and his arrival in Lisbon, a walk in the park compared to the brutally demanding journeys of the Portuguese explorers Diogo Cão and Bartholomeu Dias in the 1480s. But what happened upon Columbus’s arrival was as important as the journey itself: He crowed about his discoveries to King João II, who was miffed enough to nearly detain him and refused to let him return to his home port at Palos. It is not difficult to imagine how the intensely self-satisfied and not especially self-aware Columbus would have presented his discoveries, which he was convinced were around the rim of the Indian Ocean in the east. Far more important was the letter Columbus wrote and dispatched to Spain. He had first composed it while at sea, on February 15, and added a postscript upon arriving in Lisbon on March 4, 1493.


It was this letter, which he sent to both Isabella and Ferdinand and the arch-financier Luis de Santángel, that made Columbus and his discoveries famous, launching the myth that still resonates today. The letter quickly circulated and was printed numerous times, forever shaping the perception of both Columbus himself and the lands to which he had traveled: “And so it is that our Redeemer has granted to our most illustrious King and Queen, and to their famous kingdoms the achievement of so lofty a matter, at which all Christendom must rejoice and celebrate great festivities and give solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity, with many solemn prayers, for the exaltation that shall be derived from the conversion of so many peoples to our holy faith and, secondly, for the material benefits which will bring refreshment and profit.”30


There could hardly be a better encapsulation of the forces and dynamics that drove the emerging exploration of the Atlantic. Royals took the credit, and vaguely plausible ideas about Christian conversion justified the expeditions. Lurking on the edges while driving both the goals and the mechanics of these expeditions was the expectation of return on investment. In fact, the initial contracts that had been drawn up between Columbus and the Crown dealt only with trade rights and control of territory, not a mission of religious conversion.31


Seeing the modest quantities of gold and other valuable goods that had returned with Columbus, money poured in for a follow-up expedition: seventeen ships, which were outfitted over the summer and departed for the Americas soon thereafter.


It was on this voyage that Columbus first floated the idea of enslaving people at a massive scale as a way of making this new expedition pay out, just as the Portuguese had done in West Africa. The brutal tactics Columbus and his subordinates employed on this voyage, including the mass exploitation of the native population, set the tone for all future Spanish endeavors in the Americas.


The Portuguese Break Through to India


By Columbus’s third voyage in 1498, the Portuguese were finally sailing past the discoveries of Cão and Dias a decade prior. Whatever Columbus had found was obviously not the Indies, and for the Portuguese, the immense profits of the real India were just around the corner. It is not entirely clear why they waited so long to follow up on Dias’s rounding of Africa in 1488; the most plausible theories revolve around King João II’s many other pressing concerns, namely those of succession, tensions with Castile and Aragon, and his rocky relationship with the Portuguese nobility. Some in Portugal resented the increasing strength of the monarchy and sought to curb it. Overseas expansion, the profits from which funded the Crown’s expansive ambitions, was a point of disagreement and conflict about that larger issue.32


At the same time, King João II’s existing interest in Africa was immensely profitable. The Portuguese crown brought in 8,000 ounces of gold per year between 1487 and 1489, enough to mint nearly 64,000 Venetian ducats’ worth of gold currency. That was already a substantial amount, which rose further to 22,500 ounces (roughly 180,000 ducats’ worth) between 1494 and 1496. Those amounts did not count the massive revenues from other sources, such as the 1.1 million reis the Florentine merchant Marchionni paid for a monopoly on trading in Benin in 1487. That 1.1 million reis was five times what Fernão Gomes had paid in 1469 for his monopoly on African trade. The numbers themselves are less important than the picture they paint of the drastic increase in Portuguese activity in these years.33


João II died in 1495. Without a direct heir, he was succeeded by his cousin, Manuel I. More than any other Portuguese monarch of this period, Manuel found appealing the apocalyptic, messianic idea of outflanking Islam and defeating it once and for all. Voyages to the Indies would open up a new front in this war and perhaps find allies, like the hitherto hypothetical Christian king Prester John. To Manuel and his immediate circle, these ideas were hardly flights of fancy—they were a powerful reason to return to long-range exploration after 1495. However, the Portuguese nobility put up strong resistance to such a risky venture, and one whose proceeds would presumably strengthen the royal party at their expense.34


The result of this infighting and bickering was a small expedition, comprising four ships and between 148 and 170 men, led by a compromise candidate named Vasco da Gama, a man with ties to both the powerful noble faction and Manuel’s household. An expedition of this modest size was the most that could be managed given the ongoing conflict within the ranks of the Portuguese elite. Those four ships were full of men with experience in Atlantic voyaging and trading. The pilot of one ship, for example, had served on Fernão Gomes’s voyages in the early 1470s. As was the norm for these ventures, it was partially financed by Italian mercantile interests. The same Marchionni who had bought a monopoly on trading in Benin in 1487 paid outright for one of the caravels, the Berrio. Whatever Manuel and his advisors were thinking about outflanking Islam, commercial incentives played a major role in funding and equipping the expedition.


On July 8, 1497, da Gama’s tiny fleet set out from Lisbon and the mouth of the Tagus. It was gone for more than two years, finally limping home in September 1499 after a round-trip journey of more than twenty thousand miles. What da Gama and his compatriots found on the course of this epic passage was every bit as earth-shattering as Columbus’s expeditions, and substantially more so in the short term. Da Gama had opened a direct route to India, an entry point into the richest trading system in the world.


The Indian Ocean trade networks formed a rough triangle linking the East African coast in the west, India in the middle, and the Malay Peninsula in the east. From there, its tendrils reached even farther into the Gulf of Thailand, the South China Sea, the Red Sea, and deep into the interior of Africa and Asia. Cloves, cinnamon, ginger, pepper, gold, pearls, silk: The Indian Ocean provided luxury goods in enormous quantities, all of which were in exceptionally high demand in a relatively impoverished Europe. That impoverishment was notable in the poor quality of trade goods da Gama tried to exchange for luxuries in Calicut: wool cloth, a dozen coats, six hats, a bale of sugar, six basins, two barrels of rancid butter, two of honey, and some coral. It was the rough equivalent of walking into an Apple Store with a bag of russet potatoes and a pocketful of pennies. Nevertheless, da Gama managed to acquire enough spices to make for a profitable voyage: According to one estimate, it repaid the initial investment sixty times over.35


Marchionni had backed this venture and presumably saw a handsome return on his speculative investment. Other investors immediately jumped in, which helps to explain why the expedition that followed da Gama’s was so much larger. It departed Lisbon in March 1500, just six months after da Gama had returned, and included thirteen ships and more than fifteen hundred men. Marchionni’s syndicate financed one of the largest and best-equipped vessels on this voyage, which returned home in 1501 groaning under the weight of pepper, cinnamon, and other spices. This syndicate immediately backed another venture that same year, this one an entirely private expedition of four ships led by João de Nova. It too returned home loaded down with spices, and once again produced a sizable profit for the investors.36


The Portuguese crown sent out fleets of ever-increasing size on an annual basis like clockwork. Marchionni continued to invest in these voyages, and so did others: The extremely wealthy and well-connected Lisbon merchant woman Catarina Dias de Aguiar was a heavy investor in multiple India fleets, including that of 1503. So were various members of the Portuguese high nobility. Marriages and long-term commercial associations bound the merchant-investors and nobility together, particularly in Lisbon. The landed wealth of the nobility easily translated into investment capital for overseas voyages, and it did so regularly as the sixteenth century dawned. Further voyages took in financing from even more distant sources. Everybody wanted in on the action: The Fugger family of Augsburg, Europe’s wealthiest and most powerful bankers, were heavily involved in the 1505 voyage. Additional consortia of German merchant-investors also provided large sums that same year.


Despite the wealth of money made from such ventures, commerce was only part of the rationale behind these clockwork expeditions. Manuel I had not forgotten the long-term goal of completely defeating Islam. The nobles who led and participated in these voyages were more interested in corsairing—piracy sanctified with a sprinkle of holy war—against the predominantly Muslim merchants and trading cities of the Indian Ocean than they were in peaceful commerce. In one particularly brutal incident that set the tone for future engagements, da Gama set fire to a helpless Muslim merchant ship he captured at sea: “With great cruelty and without any pity the admiral [da Gama] burned the ship and all who were in it,” wrote an eyewitness. The reek of roasting flesh and ash were an ominous sign of Portuguese arrival. By 1511, Portuguese ships had engaged in barbaric acts from the Red Sea in the west to Malacca in the east. Beheadings, mutilations, hangings, and the omnipresent booming of cannon marked the Portuguese entry into this trading world from Mozambique in Africa to Ormuz on the Persian Gulf.37
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