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…la tragedia de las islas donde faltó Salamon: esto es, la prudencia. [The tragedy of the islands where no Solomon was found: that is to say, no wisdom…]


‘Varios diarios de Jos viajes à la mar
del Sur y descubrimientos de las Islas
de Salamon, las Marquesas, las de Santa Cruz, etc…. 1606.’
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MILITARY




Don Alvaro de Mendaña y Castro, General, Leader of the Expedition, on board the San Geronimo galleon
    Doña Ysabel Barreto, his wife


Don Lope de Vega, Admiral, his second-in-command, on board the Santa Ysabel galleon
    Doña Mariana Barreto de Castro, his wife, sister to Doña Ysabel


Colonel Don Pedro Merino de Manrique, commander of the military forces


Major Don Luis Moran, his second-in-command


Captain Don Felipe Corzo, owner and commander of the San Felipe galeot


Captain Don Alonzo de Leyva, commander of the Santa Catalina frigate


Captain Don Manuel Lopez, Captain of Artillery
    Doña Maria Ponce, his wife


Captain Don Lorenzo Barreto, Company-commander, eldest brother of Doña Ysabel


Captain Don Diego de Vera, Adjutant


Ensign-Royal Don Toribio de Bedeterra


Ensign Don Diego Barreto, second brother of Doña Ysabel


Ensign Don Juan de Buitrago
    Doña Luisa Geronimo, his wife


Ensign Don Tomás de Ampuero


Ensign Don Jacinto Merino, the Colonel’s nephew


Ensign Don Diego de Torres


Sergeant Jaime Gallardo


Sergeant Dimas


Sergeant Luis Andrada, Sergeant-major of settlers


Juan de la Roca, orderly to Captain Barreto


Raimundo, orderly to Ensign de Buitrago, soldier


Gil Mozo, orderly to Ensign de Ampuero, soldier


Salvador Aleman, soldier


Sebastian Lejia, soldier


Federico Salas, soldier


Miguel Geronimo, with wife and seven children, soldier-settler


Melchior Garcia, soldier-settler


Miguel Cierva, soldier-settler


Juarez Mendés, veteran of the previous expedition
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NAVAL




Captain Don Pedro Fernandez of Quiros, Chief Pilot and master of the San Geronimo


Don Marcos Marin, Boatswain of the San Geronimo


Damian of Valencia, Boatswain’s mate


Don Gaspar Iturbe, Purser


Jaume Bonet, Water-steward


Don Martin Groc, Pilot of the San Felipe


Don Francisco Frau, Pilot of the Santa Catalina
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RELIGIOUS




Father Juan de la Espinosa, Vicar


Father Antonio de Serpa, his Chaplain


Father Joaquin, priest in the Santa Ysabel


Juan Leal, lay-brother and sick-attendant
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OTHERS




Don Luis Barreto, Doña Ysabel’s youngest brother


Don Miguel Llano, the General’s secretary


Don Andrés Serrano, his assistant


Don Juan de la Isla, merchant-venturer, with his wife


Doña Maruja de la Isla, his daughter


Don Andrés Castillo, merchant-venturer


Don Mariano Castillo, merchant-venturer


Elvira Delcano, Doña Ysabel’s Spanish maids


Ysabelita of Jerez, Doña Ysabel’s Spanish maids


Pancha, her Indian under-maid


Pacito, the Colonel’s page


Leona Benitel, his washerwoman


Myn, the General’s negro, veteran of the previous expedition





Introduction



Most of my readers will be as surprised as I was to find Spaniards trying to discover Australia and settle the South Sea Islands a generation before the Pilgrim Fathers landed at Plymouth Rock. This expedition, though it failed in its main objects, deserves to be better known because the Marquesas Islands and the South Solomons were discovered in the course of it, and because on the death of the leader, General Alvaro de Mendaña, his young widow Doña Ysabel Barreto1 assumed command of the flotilla and exercized the absolute power he bequeathed to her—a unique episode in modern naval history. But what has interested me most in the story is its bearing on the history of Spanish colonization. When the missionary spirit predominated, as in the Philippines, the natives benefited in the long run, despite governmental corruption; when precious metals excited the greed of conquest, as in the New World, they suffered cruelly; but when there was an irreconcilable conflict of motive, as on this occasion, they were abandoned (in the Spanish phrase) ‘to the claws of him who held them first.’


The story also explains why England, with a far smaller fleet, managed to wrest the command of the sea from Spain: her forces were not so rigidly organized. An English galleon was not readily distinguishable from a Spaniard, and had much the same armament; but the Spanish seamen, though they knew their trade well, only worked a ship and did not fight her, while the soldiers, who were the best-disciplined in the world, fought, but disdained to work her. Their naval and military officers were almost always at loggerheads, and the larger the vessel, the worse the mistrust and confusion. In the English navy the arts of navigation and war were closely co-ordinated, to the especial improvement of gunnery; the same men would handle sail or repel boarders, and the only rivalry was between commanders of sister ships.


I have not had to rely on English translations of the relevant documents. The first account of the voyage appeared in 1616, when Suarez de Figeroa included a carefully excised version in his biography of the Marques de Cañete, who had sponsored the expedition; and it was not until 1876 that the original anonymous report, from which he borrowed, was published in Madrid by Don Justo Zaragoza. What seems to be the only English translation of Zaragoza’s text appeared in 1903, under the title Voyages of Pedro Fernandez de Quiros, 1595–1606. The translator and editor was the then president of the Hakluyt Society, Sir Clements Markham, who possessed a wide store of geographical and nautical knowledge, but so little Spanish that he guessed at the meaning of almost every other sentence, and usually mistook it. A typical instance occurs in the starvation passage at the close of the voyage: Todo el bien vino junto, ‘All the good wine appeared too,’ which is almost in a class with Le peuple ému répondit à Marat, ‘The purple emu laid Marat another egg.’ No wine was, in fact, served to the men dying of thirst and the sense of the passage, which literally means: ‘All that was well came together,’ is that the general situation suddenly improved when the San Geronimo approached Corregidor Island at the entrance to Manila Bay.


Yet even in accurate translation this original report, which was largely inspired by Pedro Fernandez of Quiros, the Chief Pilot, makes difficult reading. It demands for its understanding a fairly comprehensive knowledge of the contemporary Spanish and Spanish-American scene, of late sixteenth-century navigation, and of native Polynesian, Melanesian and Micronesian customs. Moreover, the author, not caring to enlarge on some of the more discreditable episodes, often falls back on this sort of reporting:




Nine men were sent ashore to buy food. The business reached a point when Don Diego ordered an arquebus to be fired at a sailor who went up the mizzen-mast. The Chief Pilot advised Doña Ysabel that it was greatly to her advantage to finish the voyage in peace. That was a foolish affair, and so I will say no more about it.





or:




This was not the only false testimony borne by the malcontents; for another lie was told of another person. A friend said to one of them…





What lie was told, and by whom, or who the friend was, we are left to guess from hints dropped elsewhere.


I have done my best to reconstruct the real story, inventing only as much as it needed for continuity; and though I am on dangerous ground in accounting for the tense relations between Doña Ysabel and the Chief Pilot, something very much like my version of events must have taken place. The Vicar’s religious anecdotes are genuine, though condensed; and I have not had to invent names even for Doña Ysabel’s maids or the settler Miguel Geronimo’s children, Dr. Otto Kübler having recently found the real ones in the archives at Seville.


I must here express my thanks to Dr. Kübler, who first called my attention to the story and has kindly checked the opening chapters; to Don Julio Caro for lending me a copy of Zaragoza’s now very rare book Historia del descubrimiento de las regiones Austriales, which escaped the destruction of his library during the Spanish Civil War; to Robert Pring-Mill for research at Oxford; to my neighbour Don Gaspar Sabater for placing his Spanish encyclopaedia at my disposal; to Gregory Robinson, a leading authority on Elizabethan seamanship, for correcting my nautical errors; to Kenneth Gay for constant help with the novel at every stage.




R.G.


Deyá,


Majorca, Spain.


1949.





Chapter 1



THE BLIND GIRL OF PANAMA


In the visible firmament which (according to my learned Sevillian friends) is but the eighth of a grand series—the other seven being designed only for the reception of saints, martyrs and their attendant angels—God has placed many thousands of stars. Some are great, some of middle size, some so small that only the keenest eye can distinguish them on the clearest of nights. Yet, as Fray Junipero of Cadiz who taught me Catholic doctrine in my childhood once assured me, every one of them is numbered and registered and twinkles with a certain divine destiny. ‘If even the least of them were to be quenched, my son,’ he said, ‘an equivalent loss on earth would soon be observed.’


From where I knelt on the cold sacristy floor, before the image of Saint Francis, I asked dutifully: ‘Father, what moral are we to deduce from this?’


‘Little Andrés, my son,’ he answered, ‘the moral is as plain as the nose on your face. Even the most minute event that may to all appearances be wholly finished and done with, whether proceeding from a good intention or from a bad one, must necessarily, in God’s good time, have its effect upon the people concerned in it: an effect consonant with the quality of the intention—as grapes are fruit of the useful vine, and thistle-down flies from the thistle, food of asses.’


Fray Junipero’s philosophic doctrine was as memorable as his discipline was severe, and with this particular conclusion I have always been in perfect accord. All the troubles, for example, that occurred during the famous and terrible voyage across the South Seas which is the subject of this history may be said to have sprung, and spread like thistle-down scattered by the wind, from the tale of the Blind Girl of Panama. This tale therefore, though raw and indelicate, I will quote in full as I heard it, not indeed for your amusement (the Saints forbid!) but—by one of those paradoxes beloved and exploited by the schoolmen—for your moral edification.


On the morning of the fourth day of April, in the year of our Lord 1595, at Callao, the port of Lima where the viceroys of Peru reside, I stood with two companions in the waist of our flagship, the San Geronimo, a fine galleon of one hundred and fifty tons; and from the mastheads above us two royal banners of Spain and the pendant of General Don Alvaro de Mendaña y Castro fluttered bravely in the land breeze. This celebrated explorer, a nobleman of Galicia and nephew of a former Lord President of Peru, had been appointed to command our expedition, by royal letters patent signed by King Philip II himself. Our destination was the Isles of Solomon, which Don Alvaro had himself discovered twenty-seven years before, but which no one had visited since; our purpose, to colonize them. My companions were the valiant Ensign Juan de Buitrago, a scarred and grizzled veteran of many wars, and tall, hook-nosed, mild-mannered old Marcos Marin, the Aragonese boatswain.


‘That is very true, Don Marcos,’ the Ensign was saying. ‘Some women will never be put off, try how you may. I remember when I was a young soldier at Panama, billeted in the house of an ebony-merchant from Santander, a very respectable man whose name I have now forgotten… Shortly after my arrival, as we sat drinking in doublet and shirt, he said to me earnestly: “Don Juan, may I ask you to do me a kindness?”


‘“I am entirely at your disposal, host,” I said.


‘“It is this. In a garret of this house lives a beautiful girl, an orphan, who spends her days carding and spinning wool. Very industrious she is, and proficient at her work; but can do no other, because, poor creature, she is blind. This girl greatly desires to handle your arms and speak to you, for her grandfather who brought her up once served under the great Pizarro, and though a model of piety, she is always curious to hear tales of soldiers and camp life.”


‘“To refuse a blind orphan a few minutes of my long day would be uncharitable indeed,” I said. “I am ready to humour her this very moment, if you please.” With that I rose, made an armful of my accoutrements and told him: “Lead on.”


‘We went upstairs to a garret room where the girl sat spinning at the open window; and beautiful she was, by the eleven thousand virgins of Saint Ursula, with her pale skin and broad brow like the Madonna’s, her glossy hair, slim waist and rounded bosom. My host made us acquainted, and a few compliments and nothings were exchanged, when presently he was called away on a matter of business and she and I were left alone.


‘Well, first she asked permission to examine my armour; and I handed her my headpiece, my corslet and my tassets, which she tapped with her nails and stroked with her fingers, greatly admiring their lightness and toughness. Next, she reached for my Venetian scabbard and fingered it thoughtfully from end to end; she cried out with delight at the silver chasing which, indeed, was curiously intricate and graceful—as you can see for yourselves, for here is the very scabbard. Next, she drew my sword out a hand’s breadth or two and tried its edge with her little thumb—“as keen as a razor!” she exclaimed—and her finger-tips traced the fine Toledo inlay on the flat of it. Next, my Mexican dagger and its copper scabbard with the turquoise studs. Next, my trusty arquebus, with its match; my powder-horn, my bag of bullets. Everything pleased this poor blind girl beyond expression. But then, then—’


Don Juan paused and his face, that had been serious, took on a droll expression between triumph and shame. ‘But then—?’ the Boatswain prompted him.


‘—But then: “Is that all, soldier?” she asked in tones of dissatisfaction.


‘“It is indeed all, daughter,” I replied. “Though I am heartily sorry to disappoint you, I have nothing else.” But some women will never be put off, try how you may. She came close up to me and her eager hands went all about me, deft as a Neapolitan pick-pocket’s, remorseless as a Venetian sea-captain’s when he searches his captive Turk for concealed jewels; and pretty soon she caught firm hold of a something. “Aha,” she cried, “my brave comrade, what concealed weapon is this?”


‘“Take your little hands out of the larder!” said I. “That is no weapon of offence: it is no more than a prime Bolognian sausage hanging from a hook against time of need.”


‘“Hanging?” she exclaimed with surprise. “But it hangs upside-down!” And then in a voice of deepest reproach: “Oh, noble Don Juan, would you tell lies to a poor blind girl, and an orphan too?”’


The intention of the tale cannot by any means be described as a good one, and its effect was altogether lamentable. At the very moment that the Ensign reached this climax, lowering his voice because Father Antonio de Serpa, the Vicar’s keen-eyed Chaplain was edging near, a boat drew alongside and the Colonel, Don Pedro Merino de Manrique climbed ponderously aboard. The Boatswain and I were so beguiled by the tale that we did not turn round, and what with the sailors’ singing and shouting, and a duet of carpenters’ hammers, it was excusable that the Colonel’s arrival should have escaped our attention; we supposed that a bum-boat had come with fruit, or perhaps the skiff that had been sent to fetch the laundry.


The Colonel staggered aboard, three parts drunk with chicha, the maize liquor of Peru—for this was the feast of Our Lady of Joy—slipped on a pool of oil, caught his scabbard between his legs and went flying, head first, into the scuppers; not a second before the Boatswain, though a most respectable old man, burst into a hoarse cackle of laughter at the Ensign’s tale. I laughed too, till the tears flowed, being young and gay and no longer so devout as when I was Fray Junipero’s acolyte.


‘God’s blood!’ cried the Colonel, hauling himself to his feet with the help of the bulwarks and a loaded stick he still grasped in his hand. ‘God’s blood and nails!’


The Boatswain gasped: ‘Upside-down, by the miraculous Virgin of Pilar, upside-down! That’s wonderful! Ho! ho! ho!’


I tried to move off quietly. To tell the truth, I had no right to be gossiping on deck on so busy a morning and only three days before we were to sail. My place was below, checking the stores as they were piled in the hold: this forenoon, five hundred tubs of salt beef and four tons of biscuit, together with a ton of chick-peas, fifty jars of vinegar and a ton and a half of dried beans were being fetched aboard. But the Colonel roared at me to come back. ‘You, sir, with the fat cheeks! You too laughed at me when I slipped and fell!’ he cried. ‘To sneak off and leave your companions to bear the brunt of my wrath is certainly the act of a coward. Are you a rat, sir, or are you a man?’


I swept off my plumed hat and made him a deep obeisance. ‘My lord,’ I said, ‘I am no rat: I am the General’s assistant secretary and your very humble servant. But I fear that you have caught the wrong bull by the horns. I was laughing at a droll tale told me by the Ensign, and since I did not observe your lordship’s fall, I had no occasion, as I should not have had the presumption, to laugh at your lordship.’


The Ensign supported me boldly: ‘What Andrés Serrano has told your lordship is the plain truth, and if it had been otherwise I should have at once defended your lordship’s honour.’


The Colonel glared at the two of us and fired a thunderous broadside at the Boatswain, whose face was still wreathed in smiles. ‘As for you, you Aragonese snail-guzzler, you tall, tottering, rotten ladder, will you also deny that it was at me you laughed? “Upside-down, by the Virgin of Pilar, upside-down!”—were not those your very words, you tarry-tailed dog, you Jew’s bastard?’


The Boatswain was not used to be treated with such contumely. His captains had always trusted him, his crews spoke well of him, and he had grown old in the King’s service. For the Colonel to revile him in the hearing of the sailors, indeed in the hearing of the whole port of Callao, because Don Pedro Merino had the most powerful parade-ground voice I ever heard in my life, was hard to bear in silence. He kept his temper but strode close up to the Colonel, who was a little turkey-cock of a man, and looked down on him with his head gravely bent. Then he said in his atrocious Castilian, his mother-tongue being a sort of Languedoc French: ‘With the greatest respect to your lordship, I was referring not to your unfortunate posture, but to that of a fine Bolognian sausage which figured in the Ensign’s tale; and I should be glad to think that I misheard your lordship a moment ago and that the evil names you pronounced were meant for the same sausage, not for the Boatswain of the San Geronimo.’


The Colonel, though he understood that he had made a fool of himself, was too far gone in drink to take the opportunity of honourable retreat which the Boatswain offered him. Standing on his yard and a half of dignity, he roared back: ‘The Devil fly off with your fine Bolognian sausage! Do you expect me to believe this trumpery lie? You laughed at me, you sweepings of an ass-stall, you scurfy-headed camelopard—instead of drumming me aboard with the respect due to my rank and honours, you laughed at me—at me, Don Pedro Merino de Manrique y Castellon, the Colonel appointed by the Viceroy himself to command the troops of this expedition! What is more, my fall, which might have broken both my legs, was caused by your unseamanlike slovenliness. My foot slid on oil slopped over the deck by your ruffianly sailors!’


‘Believe what you are in the humour to believe, but permit me to remind your lordship that it is not customary in any royal ship for a military officer, be he ever so exalted, to abuse a boatswain except with the permission, and in the presence, of the ship’s master; and even then not before the crew. I humbly beg pardon for not having drummed your lordship aboard, but arriving at an awkward moment as you did, unannounced by tuck of drum, you were on deck in an instant. Moreover, deeply though I regret your lordship’s fall, I cannot offer apologies as the person responsible, since my men have handled no oil-jars. If you seek satisfaction, your complaint had best be directed to Doña Ysabel, the General’s lady, whose servants have been carrying oil aft to her private larder.’


‘O sweet Saint Barbara and all the loud artillery of Heaven!’ burst out the Colonel. ‘If this is not insolence beyond any remedy but death!’ He clapped his hand to the pommel of his sword and would certainly have spitted the Boatswain like a sucking-pig had I not darted forward, with Miguel Llano the General’s secretary, and caught at his wrist, while Father Antonio and the Ensign between them hustled the Boatswain away.


We could not long restrain this raving officer, he struggled and swore so hard, spitting in our faces like a llama, but the Boatswain had escaped below deck before the Colonel could free his sword and go charging after him, hallooing as loudly as a Morisco on a feast day.


Doña Ysabel stood on the half-deck watching the scene below her with impassive face, but her blue eyes danced like stars under her crown of wheat-coloured hair. As I went off to the forecastle, giving her the respectful salute to which both beauty and rank entitled her, the Chief Pilot, Don Pedro Fernandez of Quiros, who stood by her side, gestured to me to wait; I suppose he wished to question me about the origin of the affray. I obeyed, and could not but overhear what Doña Ysabel said to him: ‘Our Colonel is a man of more than usual severity. If this is the way he means to assert his position throughout the voyage, he may, of course, come to a good end, but I think that most improbable.’


Pedro Fernandez shook his head glumly. ‘I am forced to agree with your ladyship,’ he said. ‘I only wish that he might be given a warning before it is too late.’


‘And why not?’ she answered lightly. ‘The sooner the better.’


The Colonel, finding that his quarry had gone to earth, sheathed his sword and marched towards the forecastle, still puffing fire and smoke. Doña Ysabel called down to him: ‘Why, Colonel, what has come over you this fine morning? What savage insect of the tropics has found its way into your peascod-bellied doublet? By the violent way you behave I can only conclude that something has bitten you where you are ashamed to scratch. But listen to me, my lord: if my husband comes to hear of this morning’s doings, I undertake that he will be little pleased to know that his ship’s officers are treated with contumely, and served with language that would better suit the mouth of a brothel-keeper than a Colonel with the King’s commission; especially when so slight an occasion for your outburst has been offered.’


The Colonel turned half about when Doña Ysabel began to address him. Now he grimaced like a schoolboy and, jerking his thumb over his shoulder, cried with great insolence to the sergeant who attended him: ‘Why, upon my word, what have we there on the poop?’


This lubberly retort brought the Chief Pilot into the quarrel. He grew indignant, and with good reason. ‘My lord,’ he said, ‘in the absence of the General it devolves on me to resent the gross insult that you have offered the virtuous and high-born Doña Ysabel. It were better for you to ask her pardon publicly; for every one of us respects her, not only as the General’s Lady, but as the flower and glory of the womanhood of His Most Christian Majesty’s possessions overseas.’


‘Hold your tongue, insolent Portuguee!’ the Colonel roared back. ‘I offered Doña Ysabel no insult. My remark was meant for that fabulous Bolognian sausage, hanging upside-down—though upon my honour, it would puzzle me to distinguish one end of a sausage from the other—not for any woman whatsoever, least of all the General’s distinguished Lady. But I do not hesitate to insult you, as suits your inferior rank and calling. Understand, numbskull, that I am the Colonel, and that if we sail together in this ship I command her in battle, and if it pleases me to order you to run her upon a rock, what then? Answer me, dog, what then? Will you obey my order?’


The Chief Pilot made a politic reply: ‘When that time comes, your lordship, I shall do whatever seems best, but the case is a hypothetic and dubious one. As things stand, I recognize no superior in naval affairs except his Excellency the General, to whose high-born Lady, though you protest that you intended no insult, you have at least failed to render the civilities due from every nobleman to every noblewoman. The General has appointed me to navigate this vessel, and to act as her master while he controls the movements of the flotilla as a whole; when he comes aboard, as I trust he soon will before this scandal grows worse, he must define my powers in so far as a conflict of authority may arise between your lordship and myself. But you may believe me when I tell you, without oaths and objurgations, that if it is your aim to become lord and master of all lands which we hope to discover, I will resign my appointment at once rather than come under the orders of an officer who takes so much upon himself and shows so little discretion.’


The Colonel gestured to the sergeant. ‘Up into the pulpit, fellow,’ he said, ‘and bring me down that gabbling Portuguese preacher. I mean to beat the Devil’s tattoo on his hide with this stick of mine!’


The sergeant saluted, shouldered his weapon and started reluctantly for the quarter-deck; but before he could execute his orders, two of Doña Ysabel’s brothers, Captain Don Lorenzo de Barreto and Ensign Don Diego de Barreto came rushing up with drawn swords, having been warned of what was afoot. Don Diego hauled the sergeant off the ladder by a leg, and Don Lorenzo kicked him across the deck, where he stumbled into the Colonel and sent him flying once more. Then they went up to their sister and each kissed one of her hands deferentially, before turning to the Chief Pilot and clapping him on the back. ‘Sir,’ Don Diego said, ‘you may be only a Portuguese, but for the bold and honourable way in which you championed our sister against the rudeness of that soused Bombastes yonder, you deserve to be a Spaniard. Our swords will always be at your disposal, should you ever have need of them in the course of this voyage.’


Pedro Fernandez thanked them gravely and declared that he valued their goodwill beyond measure. ‘Nevertheless, my lords, I could never consent to join a faction within an enterprise that will succeed only if perfect unanimity exists between all who serve in it.’


Doña Ysabel smiled pleasantly at the Chief Pilot, who was a fine-looking man, above the usual height, slim but muscular, with clear grey eyes and a short, curly beard; he was then in the thirty-sixth year of his life. When he excused himself, pleading great press of business, and kissed her hand with ceremony, she said in a voice that had a keen edge to it: ‘As for what I told you a few minutes ago, my friend: I am now convinced that it is against God’s will and wholly impossible for the Colonel’s end to be in the least degree fortunate.’ Doña Ysabel was a Galician through and through, and having already had close dealings with that bold, tenacious, clannish, close-fisted, secretive people, who are three parts Suevian and one part aboriginal devil, I crossed myself involuntarily and thought: ‘That drunkard’s life is not worth a maravedi2 if he sails in Doña Ysabel’s company.’


The Chief Pilot came down from the quarter-deck and taking me affectionately by the arm, said in urgent tones: ‘Little Andrés, for the love of the Saints, help me to repair this mischief. Take the Colonel below to his quarters and sober him up by any means you please, but be careful to humour him as though he were a Duchess with the jaundice; and make sure that he is recovered before the General comes aboard.’


The Colonel had been struck insensible by his fall against the port bulwarks. The sergeant had now lifted him on to a coil of rope abaft the mainmast and was supporting his bruised and lolling head with both hands. Among the gaping crowd I saw our barber and called him to me; together we carried the Colonel below, where he vomited a good quart of drink. Then the barber bled him and gave him restoratives; so that he was soon sitting up in his bunk, sober enough, but weak and confused. Being well-intentioned at heart, he repeatedly exclaimed in our hearing: ‘Ai, ai! If only this had not happened!’ And once he groaned: ‘But in the name of God, what was I to do? Those swine would not allow me an honourable retreat from the position into which they had forced me. They should have seen that I had a skinful of fiery chicha and was not to be crossed; they should have treated me with greater regard. For the officers I do not care a fig, but that I should have failed in respect to a lady of high rank, who is also young and beautiful, and the wife of the leader of this expedition—man, that is a catastrophe!’ He felt the disgrace keenly in his chivalrous soul, and after repairing his bruises with a plaster and further sobering himself with cups of a hot Turkish drink, he dressed in his best clothes—those that he wore being stained with oil and tar from his tumbles—and went to the Great Cabin to offer his apologies to Doña Ysabel, but found her gone ashore.


Fate, like Love, the poets say, is blind; yet her fingers are all the defter for that, like those of the Blind Girl of Panama.





Chapter 2



AN AUDIENCE WITH THE VICEROY


The General had been detained in Lima by the Viceroy, Don Garcia Hurtado de Mendoza, Marquis of Cañete, to whom he had gone to kiss hands at a final leave-taking. The Marquis was never an early riser and today the General was kept cooling his heels in an ante-room until long past noon; but he remained patient, despite the thousand and one affairs that still remained to be settled, and improved the hours by telling his beads many times over. He was confident that he would never again need to wait upon the pleasure of a Viceroy. ‘Of patience,’ he had told me a week or two before, ‘I have a cellarful.’ Then he turned with a smile and took me by the ear: ‘I hear you are a rising poet, little Andrés: how does your inspired fancy picture a cellarful of patience?’


‘Your Excellency,’ I answered, ‘I see patience as a virtue compounded of faith, hope and resilience. Its emblem is cork, which when struck a heavy blow springs back undented into shape, though all but flattened, and is light enough to buoy up the heavy heart struggling in dark waters of despair. A cellarful of patience, you say? I see a huge mound of corks, cut to every size, enough to seal all the vials of wrath and indignation that the Devil ever blew in his infernal glass-house.’


‘And the cellar itself?’ he asked. ‘How do you picture the cellar?’


‘My fancy flags when it comes to that, your Excellency.’


‘Then permit me to tell you, my poet,’ he said with much feeling, ‘that the cellar of patience smells of mice and musty cloth and has no other way out than the way in. It is furnished like a viceregal ante-room with handsome but uncomfortable chairs, overrun with gorgeous but surly lackeys, and papered from floor to ceiling with innumerable unread despatches, applications and memorials, all signed with the name and embossed with the seal of General Don Alvaro de Mendaña y Castro, of Neira.’


When the Marquis, who was a veteran of the Dutch and Milanese wars, hut still in vigorous health and a great dandy, at last summoned the General to the audience chamber, he embraced him and offered many excuses for the delay. An important letter to the Indies Council at Madrid, he said, had called for immediate despatch by way of Panama; the Bishop had paid a visit to notify him that a relapsed heretic would be handed over to the secular authorities on the coming Sunday; and a horde of other matters had unexpectedly forced themselves upon him.


The General listened politely, though aware that the Bishop was down with fever, that arrangements for accepting the heretic from the hands of the Holy Office had been made on the previous afternoon; and that the Panama packet was not due to sail for another three days. He also knew from Doña Ysabel, who had once been a maid of honour at the Viceregal Court, that the Marquis’s Lady grudged him every minute devoted to business of state rather than to herself and had made him promise to take her off, that very afternoon, for a month’s holiday at Cuzco, high in the hills. This noblewoman was as prudent as she was beautiful and never interfered directly with her husband’s affairs; but when the royal order which forbade the use of carriages in the New World was relaxed in her favour, it became clear who wore the breeches. I happen to know that Doña Ysabel acted as her confidante in many delicate affairs, and that but for these services, which are of no concern to my story, our expedition would never have left Peru.


The Viceroy clapped his hands for wine and sweet biscuits, which a negro servant brought on a heavy Potosi salver, and proceeded briskly: ‘So you are leaving us at last, Don Alvaro, and upon my word, much as I esteem you and your charming Lady, I shall draw a sigh of relief when I see your pendant disappear over the western horizon.’


‘No deeper a sigh, your Excellency, than I shall heave to see the snowy peaks of the Andes bob like distant icebergs in our wake. Only consider my case: no less than twenty-one years have elapsed since His Majesty King Philip II signed these letters patent and wished me God-speed at a brilliant audience. Pray look at the parchment, how yellow it has grown, how faded the ink! And my black beard: streaked with veins of silver. I cannot sufficiently express the emotion with which I now kiss the generous hand that has annulled the animosity of Don Francisco de Toledo—for vipers sting, though dead—and has set my table upon four legs again.’


‘It is nothing, my friend,’ said the Viceroy, running a finger around his neck, which was adorned with the largest and laciest ruff in the entire Western hemisphere, and stroking his scented, yellow-dyed beard. ‘It is nothing, or no more than your due, though I agree that my predecessor’s report upon you, of which I have a copy in my archives, can hardly have influenced the Indies Council in your favour. It is based for the most part on the testimony of one Hernan Gallego, your chief pilot, who evidently bore you much ill-will and deposed that you had proved yourself in no way fit to lead another enterprise in those same Southern waters.’


‘So it was Gallego’s hand that guided Don Francisco’s pen! In my simplicity I had put it all down to the inveterate malice of Captain Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa, who caused me so much trouble and anxiety during the voyage and whom I finally degraded for his cruelties and insubordination. It was Gallego after all! By the Holy Mother of God, what foul ingratitude! My fellow-countryman, whose fortune and reputation I secured by making him my chief pilot when I might have chosen a score of more capable and deserving men!’


‘Of Gallego’s capacities I cannot judge. But he alleged that so far from conferring reputation on him, you robbed him of it: that he conceived and planned the expedition himself and made the preparations for it. And that it was only at the personal plea of your uncle, the illustrious Licentiate de Castro, that His Majesty conferred the command upon yourself—yourself who (if I may be permitted to quote his words) “neither before you sailed, nor after, knew stem from stern, tar from turpentine, or the Pole star from the planet Venus.” According to this same memorial you so grossly neglected your duties that—to mention only one instance of the many there adduced—on your precipitate return to California, your task only half accomplished, it was left to him to pay for the refitting of your two ships with fourteen hundred gold pesos out of his own pocket, and for their re-victualling with another four hundred—a sum for which he had not, at that date, received a maravedi of compensation, though his account had been a dozen times presented.’


The Viceroy paused to watch the effect of this revelation, but Don Alvaro never moved an eyelash. (I heard the tale from my godfather, the Marquis’s secretary, who was present.) ‘I knew well, your Excellency,’ he answered with a sad shake of his head, ‘that Gallego was an unlucky choice for chief pilot: that he was jealous, treacherous tale-bearing and devoid of even a spark of Christian charity. I must admit, alas, that our Galicia breeds the worst of men as well as the best. Gallego was raised among the mists of Cebrero, whose rude inhabitants have a thousand times more respect for a witch than for a priest, and are so avaricious that when a stranger stops to water his mare at one of their streams they will detain him by force and seize his boots or cloak, if he refuses to pay in coin. But I had no notion that even Gallego would tell such shameless lies and, disregarding all obligations of loyalty, embody them in a secret report to Don Francisco. But enough of Gallego: he had his just deserts five years ago, when the Devil claimed him in a shipwreck at the mouth of the River Saña.’


‘And how did you happen to fall foul of Don Francisco? He was a stiff-backed man, but neither unreasonable nor quarrelsome. I see that he accuses you of returning from the Isles of Solomon with forty thousand pesos of gold, and failing to declare them in your report to His Majesty. On this point, by the way, neither Gallego nor Sarmiento was his informant.’


Here Don Alvaro was on safer ground: ‘No, indeed! Sarmiento’s complaint was that I had not remained long enough in the islands to conduct mining operations, but hurried home empty-handed. As for Gallego (who hated Sarmiento as one snake hates another): if I had found even one-tenth of the amount you mention, would he have dared to claim that I was so ungenerous that the refitting of my storm-tossed vessels was left for him to pay? But what care I who told lies to Don Francisco? Your Excellency must have heard of the deep grudge which this thief—for I can call him thief since the King’s justices consigned him to the prison of Seville, there to repent his huge misappropriations of government funds—the deep grudge, I say, which this thief bore my sainted uncle, his predecessor. His spite was directed against me only as my uncle’s nephew. When six years later I returned to this country from Spain, with the letters patent in my pocket, he pretended the most loyal obedience to His Majesty’s wishes, but declared that the country had been so sadly impoverished under my uncle’s misrule that for the time being it was out of the question to equip and man a flotilla of the authorized strength. Yet all these were lies.’


‘Don Alvaro,’ said the Viceroy, ‘try to be just to the man, however bitter your feelings may be. There is a saying: “Of the dead, speak nothing but good”; and though much of the gold and silver that passed through my predecessor’s hands stuck to his palms, yet never a day passes but I feel grateful to him for the vigour with which he consolidated the conquests and gains of the heroic Pizarro, of my sainted father, and of your sainted uncle. It was Don Francisco who established the magnificent constitution under which Peru is still governed. And it was he who, with the help of your enemy Sarmiento, took care that the loyalty of its people should be secured for all time to the crown of Castile, by extinguishing the ancient, absurd dynasty of the Incas. If he could not furnish you with ships, why, neither can I, for all the good will I bear you; the silver mines of Potosi and Huancavelica are no longer what they were and the increased demands for treasure made by the King force me to be thrifty in the extreme. The ships and stores you have, I suppose, purchased yourself. All that I have done is to lend you arms from the royal arsenal, detail capable soldiers to serve under your pendant, and permit you to recruit sailors and settlers on your own initiative. And apropos of that: I have at last found you the very man you need for Colonel, and this morning, if one of his famous celebrations has not prevented him, he has already gone aboard your flagship. He is a brave and pious soul who has fought on a hundred fields of battle; you must know him at least by reputation—I refer to Don Pedro Merino de Manrique.’


‘Merino!’ echoed the General faintly, gripping the back of a chair. ‘Alas, your Excellency, if only you had told me sooner. I would rather the Devil himself commanded my troops. He was once a close friend of this same Sarmiento, and a week ago in a wine-shop at Callao he fell out with one of my officers, Don Felipe Corzo, who captains our galeot. It was only the quick-wittedness of a pretty girl who was the subject of the dispute, that prevented this fire-eater from running my Captain through. She tossed a cupful of wine in Merino’s face, pushed Don Felipe into the street, bolted the door and herself took refuge in a certain slight out-building at the back, where the Colonel’s delicacy forbade him to pursue her. When the two men meet again, as in the end they must meet, though they sail in different ships, they will recognize each other at once, the quarrel will flare up again and murder be done.’


‘Here in Peru,’ said the Viceroy authoritatively, drawing himself up in his chair. ‘Here in Peru, Don Alvaro, you are a private person and have no right to quell even a wine-shop dispute without reference to myself or my officers. But it behoves you to remember that, once your flotilla is under way, you are the trusty and beloved deputy of His Most Christian Majesty and exercise absolute power under him. If any of your subordinates dare to fall out and commit a breach of the peace, it is your duty to investigate the matter at once, fall upon the culprits like a sledge-hammer and flatten them on the anvil of discipline. “Let him who rules, rule!” This lesson I was taught by my sainted father who restored order in this country by knocking head against head, without respect for rank or fear of retaliation; and during my governorship in Chile I proved myself—if I may make the boast—a true son of his begetting… But tell me, my friend, what truth is there in the rumour that you found much gold and many large pearls in the Isles of Solomon?’


‘As for gold,’ the General replied with a disarming smile, ‘we found it and we did not find it. The natives who came aboard my flagship from the great islands of Santa Ysabel and Guadalcanal all venerated the golden cross and chain around my neck, and when I showed them some nuggets that I had with me, they nodded and pointed towards the mountains, saying “Yaro bocru!”, bocru signifying “much” in their language. And when I asked their word for gold, they told me areque and made signs that it was found near running water. However, being unable, because of the fewness of our soldiers and the scarcity of ammunition, to carry war into the hills, we did not, in the event, handle any gold at all; the yellow ore we found on Guadalcanal was what our miners called “fool’s gold.” I sent one Andrés Nuñez with thirty soldiers to see what the land produced, and to search for true ore in cracks or broken ground, because a couple of miners who understood the business said that it seemed a land for precious metals. But while they were washing for gold in a river of the interior, so many natives crowded around them with threatening gestures that they had to abandon the project; besides, the stream was running too swiftly for their pans. Yet the sand, they reported, glinted bright. Moreover, the women of Aytoro are said to wear necklaces, which they call aburu…’


‘And the pearls?’ asked the Viceroy, drumming impatiently on the table.


‘As for the pearls—now there I can speak with perfect certainty. On the island of Veru I both saw and handled many small pearls of a good colour. The natives thought nothing of them, not understanding the use of the drill. Again at Estrella Bay I found very large pearls with which the children were playing at marbles; but these were scorched and discoloured because their parents, who value only the meat of the oyster, had placed the shells on red-hot stones to roast. In the other islands, too, we found abundance of pearl shells of enormous size, and if the pearls were of the same proportion they would be jewels fit for a crown. But, unlike gold, pearls are a luxury—and if there is no gold in the islands that God has granted me to discover, then you may write me down as a dunce. Here, at least, I am at one with Sarmiento: it is my opinion that they teem with precious metals.’


‘In that case, Don Alvaro,’ said the Viceroy, ‘you were far from wise to proclaim their riches to the world by naming them the Isles of Solomon, as though you had re-discovered the Land of Ophir from which King Solomon brought prodigious quantities of gold for the beautifying of his Temple.’


‘Your Excellency will pardon me. The name was not my invention, but issued from Sarmiento’s rash brain and gained such currency among the crew that I could not persuade them to call the group by any other. Yet I own that I was much surprised by the Jewish cast of features in a great number of the islanders—descendants, as Sarmiento would have it, of Solomon’s mariners—and by the practice of circumcision which is widespread. The name, at all events, proved my undoing. Don Francisco, jealous of my success, placed frivolous obstacles in my path and delayed me here for six years, though I sent memorial after memorial to the Indies Council and others directly to the King—he even threw me into prison when once, by great mischance, one of these letters fell into his hands—’


‘I seem to remember that in it you not only reflected sharply upon the Viceroy’s treatment of yourself, but accused him of having sent unauthorized expeditions to the South Seas for his own profit, and of planning to send yet another to your islands—if I may call them so—in search of contraband treasure.’


‘I stand by all I wrote, your Excellency. And since I was not the only witness against him, was he not recalled? However, I had no better fortune with his successor, Don Martin Enriquez….’


The Viceroy leaned back in his great carved ebony chair, and cooled himself with a light fan of lace and tortoise-shell. His eyes roamed idly among the gold traceries of the ceiling. ‘Oh, by all the sores of Lazarus!’ my godfather sighed to himself, ‘is Don Alvaro going to recapitulate the history of his grievances chapter by chapter?’ My godfather had been secretary to each of these Viceroys in turn and had heard it fifty times, if he had heard it once, always with new additions and embroideries. ‘I wonder that the Marquis has not cut him short already.’


‘…Don Martin, as I was saying, must have read the adverse report upon me, bequeathed him by Don Francisco. Taking no pity on the poor wretches whom I had brought from Spain to colonize my islands and who were now reduced to the utmost misery—one half of the women had been forced to walk the streets, which caused me infinite shame…. Taking no pity on them, he told me that enough lands had already been discovered, and that what mattered now was to settle and people these rather than squander the King’s resources in search of new countries, especially in regions so distant that even when they were pacified they would still be a great and useless burden to maintain. He even dared to question the authenticity of my letters patent, saying that when next he had occasion to write to his friends of the Indies Council he would ask for more information about me. Don Martin died in the following year, and the old Count of Villardompardo, your Excellency’s immediate predecessor could hardly, I admit, have helped me, even if he had wished, because of the earthquakes, followed by pestilence and famine, which made his term so ill-fated. Also, by that time the news of our discovery had spread far and wide—a Genoese sailor is to be blamed for that—and the report reached England that the Isles of Solomon were the eighth wonder of the world. That lure drew Francis Drake into the South Seas, where he began to prey on our shipping. Drake’s name cast a black shadow over my life, because his piracies were everywhere pleaded as an argument against my project. “It would be folly to colonize these islands and set the natives to work in the mines,” I was told, “when Drake and his captains are bound to reap where you have sown!” Such talk I hold to be both cowardly and unpatriotic. Only last year your Excellency proved that resolute Spanish hearts and well-aimed Spanish guns can subdue Englishmen even more daring than Drake—’


The Marquis smiled complacently. ‘It is indeed cause for great satisfaction to have the gallant Richard Hawkins safely confined in our City jail. You should see him tramp up and down in his cell, Don Alvaro, even in this pestilential heat, up and down, up and down, like a lion in a cage! Blessed be the Virgin, we heard of his arrival sooner than he expected! When our men-of-war surprised his Dainty in the Bay of San Mateo, and denied her sea-room for manoeuvre, he fought his guns to the last, and would not yield even when he was dismasted and sinking, having lost half his crew. Our targeteers poured aboard from both sides and the scrimmage washed clean over him. My brother, Don Beltran Hurtado, who commanded that day, declares that he fought superbly.’


‘That is high praise indeed, your Excellency. But, if I may be permitted to continue my dismal tale: the Indies Council then advised His Majesty that the Isles of Solomon should not be colonized for the time being, in order, they said, to prevent English freebooters who might sail through the Straits of Magellan, in back-door raids on the spice islands of Molucca, from refitting or revictualling at our expense on the way. And this policy was followed for many years until now, at last, when my hopes were nearly extinguished, your Excellency’s generous intervention—in gratitude for which I propose to honour the first new land of importance that I may discover by giving it your Excellency’s own name—’


‘Of course, of course, it stands to reason. If this piracy continues, what greater advantage could His Majesty possess than a well-found base in the South Seas, midway between Peru and the long-established colony of the Philippines, from which our ships could actively deny the privateers that assistance in water and victuals which the Indians might otherwise give them? Last year your charming Lady presented this argument to me with such eloquence that I had no word left in contradiction; and that very day, as you know, I wrote to the King on my own responsibility. She also made a certain proposal about gold and pearls, doubtless with your approval…. Your Galician women of every rank and station show remarkable independence and fortitude: while passing through the province on a journey to Corunna I was astonished to see them guiding the plough, sowing, harrowing, felling trees, in short, doing all the work of men, yet keeping their modesty and piety in a way that would shame many women of the South.’


‘Ah, piety!’ exclaimed the General, catching gratefully at the word, his eyes aglow with religious fervour. ‘By Heaven, that is a subject which should have been earlier on my lips. Though discovery is glorious, trade necessary, gold desirable and courage the justification of manhood, yet is not piety a jewel worth a thousand times more than all the rest? The first object of our enterprise is not to discover in order to conquer, to conquer in order to find gold, to find gold in order to enrich ourselves, to enrich ourselves in order to lead lives of sloth and luxury! It is a nobler and more glorious object by far: to perform the solemn duty which Our Saviour has laid upon us; to bring those benighted, cannibalistic heathen the inexpressible joy of the Faith; to baptize them with the holy ritual of our Mother the Church, to teach them that they have immortal souls, to warn them of the horrid nature of sin, to guide them along the narrow path that leads to redemption…’


But the Marquis was no longer listening. ‘Tell me, Don Alvaro,’ he said, stroking his beard thoughtfully. ‘If you should find gold in plenty, whether in the rivers or the rocks, or large and well-shaped pearls, would it be possible, as your Lady so generously suggested…? Do you think…?’


He hesitated, searching for the word, but at this delicate moment a door behind the General slowly opened, a plump white hand glittering with rings slid into view, a dainty finger beckoned.


The Viceroy stopped, sighed deeply, and did not complete his question. ‘In a minute, in a minute, my Lady,’ he pleaded to the owner of the hand. ‘I have not yet done.’ Then he snatched a scroll from the table, opened it, cleared his throat and, in a firm, if hurried voice, began at once to read out a speech which my godfather had composed at his direction:


‘Don Garcia Hurtado de Mendoza, Marquis of Cañete, Viceroy of Peru, to the intrepid General Alvaro de Mendaña y Castro of Neira, in the presence of the chief officers of the Church and State here assembled in our Viceregal audience-chamber at Lima, the City of Kings, in the year of our redemption, 1595—greeting:


‘My Lord the General, I may well wish you God-speed as you embark upon this enterprise with as vigorous a company of men as can be found anywhere in the world. Prodigious indeed have been the deeds of Spaniards at various times and in different places, especially when led by valorous Generals who know how to face and overcome adversity; who have met danger with prudence; who have kept a cheerful countenance despite the frowns of Fortune, and maintained the spirits of their followers with high promises and encouraging words; who have rewarded them, cherished them, succoured them; and who, ruling by kindness, have taken wise advantage of every opportunity that offered. There are so many glorious leaders of our nation who have acted thus in times past, that I should undoubtedly weary brain and tongue if I attempted to bring them all to mind. Yet I must not omit to praise their valiant followers, who always, on every occasion, showed themselves loyal and obedient, overflowing in courtesy and virtue, in word as well as in deed. If in respect of the present age my praises must be qualified in part, that is no fault of the men. Some years yield better harvests than others. Latterly, our bold husbandmen have garnered scanty sheaves and their overseers have earned little praise—especially those going in search of adventure on the high seas, where dangers and difficulties abound but remedies are few.


‘Old sailors may decry the men of today as being inferior to our ancestors who drove their deep furrows through the eastern seas. Those were bold fellows, I grant you, but how little they achieved in the Western hemisphere, an almost limitless field of conquest and exploration, and what a galaxy of brilliant navigators we can here display! In the front rank of these stands Christopher Columbus who, despised and rejected by many crowned heads, set sail at last under the patronage of the Catholic Sovereigns Isabella and Ferdinand, and revealed this continent of America, the firm foundation upon which so many important edifices, alike spiritual as temporal, have since been raised. He was succeeded by Hernan Cortez, the conqueror of Mexico, famed for his huge extensions of Empire and his prodigious deeds. Here, to Peru, came Francisco Pizarro and his glorious little band that was to conquer such rich and populous provinces. Next, Ferdinand Magellan, a loyal servant of Spain, though a Portuguese, who would have sailed completely around the world, had he not met an untimely and less fortunate end than his brave spirit deserved. Next, Vasco da Gama sought remote regions and opened up to his nation, and so to ours, the commerce of the East. Audacious, it need not be denied, have been the feats of the Englishmen Drake, Candish and our prisoner Hawkins who, envious of Magellan’s fame, traversed the straits called after him and disturbed the seas which for many years had been secure and peaceful under our sway and trident.


‘All this notwithstanding, I behold in you a discoverer neither less distinguished nor less famous than any I have named. In every country, throughout history, the leadership of great expeditions is entrusted to men who, by reason either of their genius, the dignity of their bearing, the purity of their lives, or their authority and tact, have acquired universal fame as just arbiters of peace and war; the prosperous conclusion of the tasks in which they were engaged depending upon their exercise of consummate wisdom. All these qualities, I am assured, are combined in your person. Your actions confirm the choice made by His Majesty for so great a service to God and to him: namely, the pacification and conversion of the infidels who inhabit the distant Isles of Solomon, hidden in the great gulf that divides the coasts of New Spain and Peru from those of the Philippines and Japan. In my own mind there is not the least doubt that the government which you are about to establish will be glorious and triumphant, and that the people under your sway will remain faithful; so that great praise may already be awarded you in anticipation of your signal industry, prudence and valour.’


***


His speech concluded, the Viceroy tossed the scroll aside, offered his hand to be kissed and then said in brisk tones: ‘My friend, I have two more things to add. First, let me repeat that your flotilla will clear the port of Callao by Friday, three days hence. The second: that I shall hold you to the undertaking made by your Lady. Now goodbye and God-speed! The Admiral-General of the South Seas will deputize for me at the port, and the day of your departure will be proclaimed a public holiday.’


He rose and disappeared quickly through the small door. Don Alvaro, on the point of delivering a prepared speech of gratitude, was taken aback. He blinked, stared, then slowly replaced his plumed hat and was about to retire, when my godfather politely detained him with the warning that he must expect to stay a little while yet.


‘Why, man, the audience is at an end!’


‘That is so, Don Alvaro, but the Viceroy’s court-painter has been ordered to depict you standing there against the open window with these letters patent under your arm, modestly listening to the Viceroy’s speech. Your flotilla, by a pictorial licence, will be shown riding at anchor behind you. The canvas is somewhat spacious.’


‘But the work will take months to complete,’ the General gasped, ‘with the Marquis so overwhelmed by business.’


‘No, no,’ said my godfather soothingly. ‘You misunderstand me. The audience-chamber is already fixed on the canvas, and so are the figures of most of the lords spiritual and temporal who, as you learned from his Excellency’s gracious speech, were present in spirit on this auspicious occasion, though unfortunately not in person. The picture will be completed, as a witness to posterity of the great honour conferred on you, when his Grace the Bishop and his Excellency himself can spare the time to pose; and I promise you it will be a very fine and life-like work.’


‘Alas, I have a thousand matters of the greatest urgency to settle before nightfall. Why could not the painter have begun during my long wait in the ante-room?’


‘Come, Don Alvaro,’ said my godfather politely, ‘if you go to him at once, it will soon be done. His Excellency’s orders are precise and not to be flouted. But perhaps you would prefer first to eat something a little more substantial than these thin, sweet biscuits?’


‘O blessed Saint Lorenzo on your red-hot griddle!’ groaned the General, ‘teach me to suffer in silence for just a few hours longer!’





Chapter 3



THE VICAR’S BAGGAGE


Father Antonio, our Chaplain, went below to examine the quarters which the Vicar, Father Juan de la Espinosa, was to share with him. Though one who cared little for bodily comforts, he found the cabin so cramped, dark and stifling, that he recoiled in dismay. It seemed to him a studied affront to the Church that this kennel should have been allotted to a frail old man, who had given his life to good works and dangerous missions among the Indians of the interior. Indeed, it bordered upon sacrilege: was this place fit to house the sacred accessories of religion, blessed by the Bishop of Lima, that were to be conveyed to the Isles of Solomon—the chalice, the pyx, the vestments, the Holy Scriptures, and the elements of the Blessed Sacrament?


In a royal ship, as he remembered from his voyage to Peru many years before, there were two secular services: the naval and the military. Here in the San Geronimo the Chief Pilot, as master, commanded the crew, the Colonel commanded the troops. The General controlled both services and, once the flotilla was on the high seas, his powers equalled those of the Viceroy of Peru, to whom he then ceased to owe allegiance; being answerable only to the Indies Council at Madrid, presided over by the King. Yet in matters spiritual not only the Chief Pilot and all his sailors, the Colonel and all his troops, but even the General must defer to the Vicar, or suffer the consequences. King Philip himself, the mightiest and most absolute monarch that the world had ever known, owed spiritual vassalage to the Pope, who held the keys of Heaven and Hell in direct succession from Saint Peter, who received them from Our Saviour. The honour of the Church demanded that the Vicar should be as well lodged as any man on board.


The good Father told the slaves who followed him with the ecclesiastical baggage to carry it back to the upper deck while he went to lodge a complaint with the Purser, in the hope of securing an exchange for his superior with some naval or military officer who had been better served.


Coming to the master’s cabin (which Don Alvaro, in expectation of huge discoveries, grandiloquently styled ‘the Chart-room’), he asked a page: ‘Whose fine quarters are these, my child?’


‘That’s where the Chief Pilot lives, if it please your Reverence.’


‘It pleases me very well,’ said Father Antonio, and muttered to himself: ‘Perhaps he will agree to an exchange; he has a name for piety unusual in a man of his calling.’


Pedro Fernandez had unpacked his sea-chest, and was now stowing his nautical instruments in racks built for them by the carpenter. He made his obeisance to the Chaplain and kissed the silver cross he wore.


‘My son,’ said Father Antonio, ‘I bring you a message from my superior, the Vicar. It is this. Two rich merchants of Lima have lately been tried by the Supreme Court of the Holy Inquisition, and found guilty of a relapse into the damnable Lutheran heresy—dogs returned to their vomit…’


‘Alas, reverend Father,’ cried the Chief Pilot, drawing him into the Chart-room, closing the door and falling on his knees. ‘Have you come to reproach me? How did you learn that I was implicated in their wickedness?’


‘Your conscience accuses you, not I; but let me hear your confession, my son.’


‘Bless me, Father, I have sinned. I confess that I have had an understanding with a customs clerk in this port, and have smuggled in small quantities of goods at the request of friends, and for a fee this clerk passes them. That is common practice here, and since he is paid very little and cannot support his family without taking bribes, it has never troubled my conscience to do what others do. But the fault of which I accuse myself was that I agreed to bring in a weighty parcel for these Lutherans, whom I knew to have been already once convicted of heresy; it was said to contain ledgers and bills of account and, though I knew that these are not contraband, I smothered my suspicions and did what they asked of me. Afterwards, when I learned that I had been instrumental in smuggling copies of the Holy Scriptures printed at Amsterdam in the vulgar tongue, I felt as though a shot had furrowed my scalp and carried away my bonnet. What if the Inspector of Customs had caught me with the books? God was very merciful; indeed, I might well have burned in these heretics’ place. Absolve me, Father.’


‘My son, what have you done with the gains of this abominable traffic?’


‘I have made restitution to God, reverend Father. I dropped every maravedi of it into the alms-box of the Clarissas.’


‘You are absolved,’ said Father Antonio. ‘For a penance you shall repeat five Paternosters with five Ave Marias, and pray for my intention. Now make a good act of contrition…. As I was about to tell you: of these two heretics, one has confessed and repented under torture; he is to be granted his life, though forfeiting his whole fortune. The other remains obstinate in error, averring that since die he must, he will die in the Lutheran faith; and since his body must burn he will not be strangled first, but will wear the beard of furze.’


‘How did you say, reverend Father?’


‘The customs of your country are what they may be, but in Peru, as in Spain, before we light the fire at an Act of Faith, the cry goes up: “Let the dog’s beard be made!”, which is then done by thrusting flaming furze against the heretic’s chin, until it is charred to a coal. That is indeed a cruel sight, and a fearful reminder of what lies in store for those who live scandalously and die unconfessed. The flames of Purgatory are a thousand times hotter than any that can be lighted on this earth, and they burn without respite until Judgement Day. As an act of mortification, the Vicar has vowed to stand beside the pyre this coming Sunday, and greatly desires the ship’s company to march to Lima behind him. Such a spectacle would strangle at birth many an infant sin born of wantonness, which otherwise might grow to manhood and deliver a soul to torment. Therefore, my son, he asks you to do all you can to postpone our sailing until the Monday, and God will reward you.’


‘Ah, but reverend Father,’ said the Chief Pilot, ‘I am under orders from the General to make ready for our departure on Friday with all possible speed. Last night he was fuming at the negligence of the contractors who have so far delivered only one-half of the provisions needed; and censured me because the spare sails and cordage—paid for out of my own purse—which were to have been brought ten days ago, are not here either. For my sick wife’s sake I would willingly give a hundred pesos to delay another week, until the crisis of her fever has been passed. However, he is right to make haste; the south-easterly winds may fail us if we wait even a little longer. Submit your superior’s plea to the General, if you will, but pray do not add my name to it, lest he suspect me of hidden motives; I dare not forfeit his trust.’


Father Antonio frowned, and said: ‘There is another small matter in which you can show your gratitude to God.’ He spoke sorrowfully of the little dark glory-hole that was to serve the Vicar both as oratory and living quarters.


‘But, reverend Father, what can I do? The distribution of quarters is the Purser’s business. He has nearly lost his wits trying to find decent accommodation for every person of importance in this ship, so crammed with soldiers, seamen, passengers, goods and livestock. Until it pleases God to bring us safely to the Isles, everyone must expect more than usual discomfort. The enlarging of the General’s own store-room has eaten into the living quarters; that’s where the trouble lies.’


‘I do not notice, my son, that you are likely to suffer discomfort yourself. Would it not be a pious and charitable act to exchange this airy cabin of yours with the Vicar—an old man, who coughs all night like a cat with a fish-bone in his throat, and is so saintly that he never asks for anything better than is given him?’


‘I would willingly yield my quarters,’ said the Chief Pilot, ‘and live with the common sailors in the forecastle, though they lie as close as salted sardines in a tub. I have not forgotten that I served six years before the mast until I rose to supercargo and assistant pilot. But now that I am both Master and Chief Pilot, my post is in the Master’s cabin where these nautical instruments belong, and where I have a table to spread my charts; and my room must communicate with the Great Cabin so that the General can summon me on the instant, and must also be within a hop and a jump of the quarter-deck. Yet because all the cabins are crowded, and indeed overcrowded, I have agreed to share my quarters with the General’s secretaries. More lodgers I cannot entertain. If your cabin will not hold the two of you, may I suggest in all humility that you ask permission to sail in the galeot, where they have no priest at all?’


‘The Vicar cannot do without me, my son, and upon my word, your excuses show little devotion. Are the instruments of navigation to be accorded more honour than the instruments of religion?’


‘I make no excuses, reverend Father; I only explain circumstances. Go to the General, by all means, and ask for the exchange to be made; if he consents, I shall obey.’


The good Father went away, very discontented, and meeting with the Purser’s negro, asked to be taken the round of the cabins and other living quarters. But it was as Pedro Fernandez had said: the ship was overcrowded, and even the berth which the Colonel was to share with his nephew and four other military officers seemed as dark and airless as a dungeon. However, when the negro told him that the best cabin of all, after the Barretos’, had been allotted to a mere merchant-venturer, Don Juan de la Isla, he at once took his protest to Doña Ysabel.


Doña Ysabel showed him every respect, but little sympathy. She explained that Don Juan, an old friend of the General’s and a veteran of the Philippine wars, had a larger investment in the enterprise than anyone else in the flotilla, with the exception of her husband; and that he was to share that cabin with his wife and daughter who, being women of rank, could not be accommodated elsewhere. As for the other two merchants who were installed in a smaller cabin alongside, they had been persuaded only with the greatest difficulty to embark on the expedition. ‘Should the least mark of discourtesy be shown them now,’ she said, ‘they might change their minds and go ashore again.’


‘If they have come unwillingly, that would do little harm, my daughter; and if this cabin were freed it would serve for the Vicar, who is old and has a bad cough.’


Smiling a little grimly, Doña Ysabel said: ‘The merchants’ room would be bought at a heavy price, reverend Father. All the pork and biscuit on board is their venture, and half the wine too. Why do you complain of your quarters? Not on your own account, I warrant; your Bishop tells me that you are used to poverty and hardship. Is it on your superior’s account? That would do him little honour, since he is said to be a pious man, and a Franciscan in all but his habit. Is it on account of the sacramental plate, the vestments and such like? Yet did not Our Saviour Himself in His infinite mercy consent to hold court in a stable, lodged in an ass’s manger, and our Blessed Lady with Him?’


This, though unanswerable, did not satisfy Father Antonio, as; coming from a woman, and he determined to carry the matter to the General. Nor was he the only one who had complaints to make about his accommodation, and the Purser, run after by a swarm of angry people, went into hiding below, where the bilge-water stank so foully that he was safe from pursuit. When I saw him again he looked pretty sick, but told me philosophically: ‘A stinking bilge, a sound hull.’


At last the General was drummed aboard, suspecting no trouble, like a man who looks cheerfully up at the sky and steps into a wasp’s nest. The Chief Pilot was the first to salute him and, as they mounted to the quarter-deck where Doña Ysabel was waiting, contrived to explain what had passed between the Colonel and himself, adding that he had no wish to sail with a madman, but would far rather remain in Peru, even if this meant forfeiting the thousand pesos which he had invested in the enterprise. Doña Ysabel’s brothers took his part against the Colonel, and protested that Pedro Fernandez could not be spared: of capable military officers we had no lack, they said, but here was the best navigator in Peru, or out of it. Let the Colonel hang or drown, it was all one to them; but it was not consonant with their honour to sail with the soldier who had insulted their sister, while parting with the sailor who had championed her at the risk of his life.


The General groaned and wrung his hands. ‘Brothers,’ he said, ‘you do not know what you are asking. The Colonel has been appointed by the Viceroy, and I can no more dismiss him than I could tear up my letters patent. If we take any action against him, his cousin the Warden of Callao will hear of it at once and order the dock-masters to delay our taking in of stores; and even if we were foolish enough to leave without these, we might find on our arrival at Paita that the news had outrun us and that we were denied the eighty arquebuses which the Lieutenant of the port is to supply. Calm yourselves, I implore you! Pedro Fernandez, my friend, you are a reasonable man and must be aware that it is I, not the Colonel, who commands this expedition. I pledge you my word of honour that if you consent to stay, suitable remedies will be applied.’


But Father Antonio was still waiting with his complaint about the cabin, joined with a request for a postponement of the sailing. The General commiserated with him and said that, though he could neither enlarge the ship nor redistribute the quarters, yet when the Isles were reached, he would give the Vicar every facility for the erection of a splendid church and vicarage, which should take precedence of all other building whatsoever. He even agreed to send a messenger to the Viceroy asking leave to postpone the departure, though he held out no hope of a favourable reply.


That night Juarez Mendés and Matia Pineto, two gaunt old soldiers, were on guard outside the Great Cabin, and keeping them company was Jaume Bonet, the water-steward. These three formed a close junta, since they were the only men in the ship—except for the General and his negro Myn—who had been on the previous voyage when the Isles of Solomon were discovered. They sat cross-legged in the alley-way, playing a desultory game of cards, and drinking chicha; but most of the time they were recalling events in which they had taken part and commenting on their new ship-mates. The General and Doña Ysabel slept ashore, and the Chief Pilot was also away, attending to his sick wife; whether the junta were unaware that I lay close by in the Chart-room, hearing every word they said, or whether they knew and did not care, I cannot tell. I strained my ears to listen, because they were men who knew much but were not free with their opinions except when in drink.


I heard Juarez ask: ‘What is your venture, Matia?’


‘Chisels, knives, razors, needles and suchlike; fifteen pesos’ worth: a pedlar’s stock that I bought up-country a month ago.’


‘Bought!’ exclaimed Juarez, in tones of disbelief.
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