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			Vasco da Gama


			Key information


			

					
Born: 1460 or 1469 in Sines, Portugal.


					
Died: 1524 in Cochin, India.


					
Aim of the expedition: to discover a maritime route to India and find spices.


					
Regions of the world explored:
	First voyage (1497-1499): South Africa, Mozambique, Kenya, Somalia and India.


	Second voyage (1502-1503): Mozambique, Kenya and India.


	Third voyage (1524): India.







					
Main achievement: the establishment of a direct maritime route from Europe to India and Asia by sailing around Africa.


			


			Introduction


			Along with Christopher Columbus (Genoese navigator, 1451-1506) and Ferdinand Magellan (Portuguese navigator, 1480-1521), Vasco da Gama is one of the most famous European explorers of his time. This Portuguese navigator was born in the 1460s and was the first person to open up a direct maritime route connecting Europe and Asia. After sailing around Africa, he reached the Western coast of India in the late 15th century, which had major consequences for the spice trade. Indeed, until the Fall of Constantinople in 1453, exotic goods, such as silk and some food products, had been transported to Europe by the Italian maritime republics which traded with Arab merchants. However, the growth of the Ottoman Empire and the rise in taxes on exchanges gradually jeopardised this trade, which drove the European nations to obtain spice supplies directly from their source.


			This was the context in which Vasco da Gama embarked on his three maritime voyages to Asia and India. He had a diverse range of motivations, including in particular exploration, the defence of Portuguese interests and the administration of Portuguese India. Although he faced some obstacles on the way, he managed to lay the foundations of the Portuguese Empire by establishing several trading posts.


		




		

			Biography
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			Portrait of Vasco da Gama by Antoine Maurin, c. 1835.


			In service of the Portuguese Crown


			Vasco da Gama was born in either 1460 or 1469 in the small coastal village of Sines, south-west Portugal. His parents, Estêvão da Gama and Isabel Sodré, came from families of the lower Portuguese nobility and had three sons and a daughter.


			When it was time to begin his studies, da Gama left his hometown for Évora in the south of Portugal. As a young man, he served the interests of the Portuguese Crown and took part in a series of conflicts in North Africa. In 1492, he led a small naval expedition, and five years later he was chosen to establish the first trade route to the Indies. It is difficult to determine precisely why he was chosen for this position, as only a small amount of information about his youth has survived.


			En route to Asia


			In 1497, da Gama left Lisbon to establish a route to the Indies. It would take him 11 months to sail around Africa and arrive, in May 1498, at the south of the Indian peninsula. In Calicut, he met the Zamorin (local Hindu ruler and the man in charge of the spice trade), with whom he had a somewhat antagonistic relationship. In spite of these tensions, da Gama was able to load a large quantity of spices and precious stones into the holds of his ships, and returned to Lisbon in 1499, thus becoming the first navigator to travel between Europe and the Indian subcontinent by sea. As a result of this success, da Gama was awarded the title Admiral of the Seas of Arabia, Persia, India and all the Orient.
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			Vasco da Gama before the Zamorin of Calicut, painting by Veloso Salgado, 1898.


			In 1502, the king of Portugal, Manuel I (1469-1521), entrusted da Gama with a new mission: to remove the competition represented by Muslim merchants, to make the Zamorin of Calicut yield to the Portuguese, and to form alliances with rival cities. The explorer was therefore essentially setting out on a conquest. To achieve this, da Gama had no qualms about using force, which would damage his career and reputation. He fell into disgrace and retired with his family to the northern part of Portugal’s Alentejo region.
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