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To my parents
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CHAPTER 1

31 May 1498

Dear Sebastian,

Thank God I ams till alive to write these words. I have never seen such a storm, and I hope to never see its like again.

I wonder if Ludovico still lives. I fear for him, and for all those on the other ships. There is no sign of any of them on this rolling sea.

The sky is only now beginning to clear, after five days of hell, during which the only difference between night and day was that in the day you could see the angry gray-green waves a moment before they pounded the ship. Father has ordered sail rigged on our two remaining masts. The mainmast snapped like a toothpick on the third day of the storm.

You have never seen such waves, Sebastian. Walls of green water half the height of the mast that is now gone! Many of the men were praying. Others cursed Father for bringing them on this voyage. Never mind that they owe him their lives. For three days and nights he remained on deck, without food or sleep, keeping our stern to the tremendous seas. At the height of the tempest, he lashed himself to the tiller, and even as I huddled below, expecting each wave to crack our ship open like an egg, I could hear him shouting defiant curses into the wind. One man was lost, swept overboard with the mainmast and rigging while cutting it away. But it was Father, and only Father, who saved the rest of us. He is a great man, Sebastian.

We do not know where we are. Father thinks we must be closer to the New Found Land than to England, for the storm came out of the northeast, and we have been driven before it for many days. With only the two smaller masts remaining, there is little we can do but remain before the wind, which continues from the northeast, though it is diminishing. At midday the sun was but a bright fuzzy spot behind the gray, and Father said it would be impossible to take a sight. “Perhaps tonight we will see the Pole Star,” he said. “The sky is clearing in the west.”

I know you are angry, Sebastian, at being left behind. I know you resent me. It pains you that Ludovico stands third-in-command on Father’s old ship, and that I am crew on his new one, while you, the middle son, must remain behind and not see the New Found Land, nor, perhaps, the riches of Asia beyond. But I tell you honestly that we are lucky to have survived. During the storm, I would have traded places with you in a heartbeat.

And that is why I am writing this, though your eyes may never see it—because every day on this vast and uncharted ocean is a day spent face-to-face with Death. When we return, these letters will serve as a record of our voyage, and I will hand them to you when next we meet. It is a comfort to know that you and Mother are safe and well in England.

Your loving brother,

Sancio

4 June 1498

Dear Sebastian,

We continue to the west in rolling seas churned up by the storm. No sign of Ludovico and the Matthew, or the other ships. Of course, it is hard to see any distance, because when the mainmast was swept away we lost our crow’s nest and our highest vantage point. Father has sent me and some of the smaller men into the rigging on the forward mast, but there has been no sight of land, or any other vessel. Nothing but green waves.

Today we passed through a school of fish so thick that men were lowering baskets over the side and hauling them up full, one after the other. They are the same stockfish we see piled high on the docks in Bristol. Surely Bristol is home to the greatest and most daring sailors in the world. Father has done well to pick a crew from among such men. Most Englishmen think the bounty of fish from the Bristol fleet comes from Icelandic waters, and the fishermen have been happy to have them think so. But one of the older men told me that the Bristol fleet has been gathering its catch from waters to the south and west of Iceland, and that Father’s New Found Land has been known to them for some time.

The cow and the pigs and all but three of our chickens were lost to the storm, but our supply of dry food is intact. So long as the sea remains abundant with fish we will not starve. But we do need to make repairs. We must reach a shore soon. We cannot sail to Asia without our mainmast and its sails and rigging. Sails we can construct from canvas we carry on board, but we must find a landfall where there is timber.

Sebastian, our father knows he did not reach the tip of Asia last summer, in spite of all the speeches and prizes. But he knows also that Columbus has not seen Asia either, nor come near it. Father told King Henry exactly what he wanted to hear: that the New Found Land was the northeast promontory of the Asian mainland, and that to reach the riches of Cathay and the court of the Great Khan, his fleet need only follow the land as it falls away to the southwest. “Because I am sailing across the shoulder of the world, my route will be shorter than the route of Columbus, who is sailing across its belly,” he said.

My brother, I have tried to forget the look of bitterness on your face, or the last words you spoke to me. I knew you wished to be in my place. We must return, if for no other reason than for you and I to put things right between us.

Your loving brother,

Sancio

7 June 1498

Dear Sebastian,

Two nights ago the seas were finally calm enough and the sky clear enough for Father to take a fix on Polaris. He placed it forty-five degrees above the horizon, which means that we are already south of Bristol’s latitude, and south of last year’s landfall on the New Found Land.

From Dursey Head, Father set a course to the northwest, explaining to the crew that it would save both time and distance over the usual method of following the parallel. Farther north we were more likely to find easterly winds, he said—a prediction that came terribly true. By sailing first north and then south of true west, we would describe a course closer to a “great circle,” which is the shortest path across any section of the surface of a sphere. Many of the men looked at one another and frowned when Father said this, for surely such a concept is beyond the understanding of most seamen. I am not sure I understand it myself.

There is still a great abundance of fish, indicating, Father says, that we are near land. Yesterday, the lead line found bottom at just over sixty fathoms. This caused great excitement among the crew, and Father ordered me to the top of the foremast, but there was no land in sight. We stood off during the night, lest we come upon a shore in the dark, but in the morning there was still no land to be seen, and no bottom under the lead. Father seemed puzzled, saying we must have passed over some underwater bank, and he ordered a course set due west, and sent me into the rigging twice more, but there was still nothing to see but ocean.

No ship broke the horizon either. Father has not spoken Ludovico’s name. He is not a man to voice his troubles to others, as you well know, and his immediate attention is to this ship and her crew, but I can tell you that it is a comfort to him that you, at least, are on terra firma.

The abatement of the storm has returned things more or less to normal aboard ship; we are back on regular watches and regular meal times. Last night I had the evening watch and the morning dogwatch; the weather has been fair and movements of the ship steady and predictable, so as to lull one to sleep on the forward boards, with the sound of the sea on the other side of the hull. Tonight I must be on deck at midnight. The spirits of the men are much improved with hot stew in their bellies and the day’s ration of beer. Father Cartwright has resumed the morning and evening prayers and the recitation of psalms, and although Father has little use for these rituals, most of the men observe them. I have found most sailors to be religious men, though to me it seems their faith is as one with their superstition—that is, they do not want to risk offending anything, real or not, that might influence their safe return to port.

At fourteen, I am the youngest of the thirty-five (now thirty-four) men aboard, though Peter Firstbrook and William Hennessey are your age, Sebastian, and have become my best friends among the crew. I am often teased and made the butt of jokes for being the captain’s son. Some of the men look at me strangely when they see me writing these letters or reading from one of my books, for most of them have never learned to read or write. At times I read aloud to William and Peter from The Travels of Marco Polo, and we whisper among ourselves of what it will be like to arrive in Asia.

It is nearly time for my watch. I remain, as always,

Your loving brother,

Sancio

11 June 1498

Dear Sebastian,

These past three days and nights found us surrounded by a thick, moist fog. Father dares not simply plow westward, for fear of running into an unseen shore. So we jog on and off, throwing the lead, hour after hour. The men are in a sour mood. There is no horizon and no sky. It is like sailing on the surface of an immense bowl of broth with the steam rising off of it, only this steam is cold and clammy and offers no comfort.

Father said the fog was a sure indication that land was close, for such fogs do not form in mid-ocean. And still the lead came back without finding bottom, and the men grumbled all the more.

We are now thirty-one days out of Bristol—nearly the time it took Father to reach the New Found Land last summer. He thinks we have sailed a greater distance, for the storm pushed us south of our intended path, and the land tends to the southwest. Soon, God and wind willing, we will stand upon it.

Your loving brother,

Sancio

12 June 1498

Dear Sebastian,

Land! Glorious, solid, unmoving land! We have done it, Sebastian. Battered, dismasted, separated from the other ships in the fleet—we have nonetheless crossed the Western Ocean and come to safe harbor.

William saw it first, near the end of the morning watch. Within minutes the green outline of the hills was visible to every man on deck, and a great cheer went up. Father ordered sail shortened, and we began a series of tacks, for the wind, what there was of it, came very nearly from the direction of the land, and we were many hours working toward it. As we approached we could see that we had closed with a rocky shore, replete with small islands and half-submerged ledges. Father proceeded with caution, standing off and ordering frequent soundings, so that it was nearly dusk when the anchor was cast over the side for the first time since we left Bristol.

We lie in a small bay with trees all around and low hills behind. There is protection from every wind direction but southeast. The trees are tall and straight, and one among them is sure to be perfect for fashioning a new mainmast. The shoreline is rock, with the exception of a flat landing area near the innermost part of the bay. As it was nearly dark, only Father and the priest and two of the sailors went ashore, the sailors armed with crossbows. Father planted the flags and erected a cross and claimed the land in the name of King Henry VII of England, and then, as dark was drawing on, the men returned to the ship. They saw no natives. Tomorrow we shall all go ashore and scout the area.

Tonight, pairs of guards will watch the shore for fires or other signs of human company. It looks like a good land, and Father cannot imagine its being uninhabited. It is possible, he said, that this is an extension of the New Found Land he coasted last summer.

Father ordered an extra ration of beer, and there is much merriment. We must make repairs, and the fleet is scattered, our older brother out there somewhere, if he is not at the bottom of the sea. Tomorrow we will face these things. But tonight, all that matters is that we are here.

Your loving brother,

Sancio


CHAPTER 2

“YOU WANT TO TAKE HER IN, SEBASTIAN?” Sebastian Cabot snapped out of his daydream and looked at the longboat’s owner and helmsman. Richard Ryerson was his father’s friend, and in the days since the departure of the fleet, Sebastian had taken to riding out to King’s Road and back with him almost daily, just to get a glimpse of the sea. Ryerson never charged him.

“Sure. Yes,” the boy said, and moved toward the stern to take the tiller.

“The current’s easing a bit,” Ryerson said, trading seats with Sebastian. “That’s the beauty of Bristol, this current. No other place like it.”

Sebastian settled in at the tiller and steered the boat around a bend, and the city of Bristol came into view. The four oarsmen, not many years older than he, pulled the boat through the water with strong, smooth strokes.

Indeed, the tides made Bristol what it was. You could drift out on the ebb and run back on the flood, and you could do this daily, no matter what the wind or weather. Seven miles up a river, protected by a steep gorge through which the tidal waters surged twice daily, Bristol was the best port in the British Isles.

But if the concept was beautiful, Sebastian thought, the city itself was not. The English lacked the Mediterranean sense of style. Bristol was stolidly utilitarian. The docks were built out onto the mudflats, where ships sat uselessly eight hours out of every twelve, while most of the city’s ten thousand or so people lived crammed together along narrow streets that climbed the steep hillside. Dominating the approach was the old castle and fort, which had guarded the city for some six hundred years. Sebastian knew from his lessons and his father’s tales that Bristol had twice been sacked by Vikings, despite the protection of both the difficult approach and its man-made fortifications.

This afternoon the boat had only three passengers besides himself: a young couple and an old sailor off a Basque fishing ship. Sebastian liked taking the boat down to King’s Road, where he could look out the channel toward the open sea and watch for ships returning from trading missions to the Mediterranean, or from the fishing grounds, far to the west, where his father and his two brothers had gone.

Sometimes large merchant ships would be waiting at King’s Road to be guided up the river, as it was a treacherous passage for a captain who had never visited Bristol before, between the rushing tides and the numerous shoals they covered. For nearly four years Sebastian had watched the great ships make their way through the gorge and round the twists and turns in the river, dependent upon pilot boats a fraction of their size.

Sebastian recalled last year’s triumphant return of the Matthew. Crowds had gathered around the docks as his father’s ship was led in, news of the discovery of the New Found Land having already traveled upriver to the city. Within weeks his father had returned from an audience with the king himself, in possession of a contract to outfit a new expedition—five ships, to sail the following spring. He remembered the months of preparation, the shuffling of favored positions within the harbor so his father’s ships could enjoy the most convenient moorings, the constant stream of visitors, the knots of men who moved with him around the docks, consulting over ship specifications and crew and provisions. And he remembered most keenly his own bitter disappointment that he, his father’s second son and next in line to assume a position of responsibility on the deck of one of his father’s ships, or so he supposed, would instead remain behind in Bristol while his two brothers went along to share in their father’s glory. His father had explained his reasons, and Sebastian had argued, right up until the day the fleet floated down the channel. But who was he, a boy of fifteen, to argue with the great John Cabot, whom the entire city of Bristol treated as if he had walked, Christ-like, rather than sailed, to the New Found Land?

Three weeks had passed since the fleet had sailed. His father had suggested that Sebastian accompany him on the Pandora as far as King’s Road and ride back with Richard Ryerson, but so sharp was Sebastian’s disappointment that he had refused to take part in the departure, or even wish his father and brothers Godspeed. Instead, he had turned from the docks and walked high into the hills behind the city, where he could look down at the river from afar and watch the ships work toward the sea.

It had been his turn—that was the plain and simple truth of it, and he hadn’t wanted to listen to his father’s reasons for leaving him behind: that seafaring in unknown waters is a dangerous undertaking from which men sometimes do not return, and that Sebastian’s mother might bear the loss of a husband and one or two sons but not the entire family. Why could Ludovico not have stayed, then? Barely twenty, Ludovico had shipped out on the Matthew the previous summer and now strode her decks as second officer of the second boat in the fleet. The Bristol men called him “Lewis,” and they obeyed him, for his authority came directly from his father, and his father’s authority came directly from the king. Ludovico cut an impressive figure on ship. Taller than their father, darkly complected in the way of southern Europeans, Sebastian’s older brother commanded respect by his mere appearance, and the Cabot name only added to his reputation with the sailors. He would make a fine captain one day. Sebastian knew that his father envisioned his oldest son as commander of a fleet of trading ships along the western route to Asia that they would pioneer. He had heard his father boast that someday the Cabots would live among the wealthy merchant families along Redcliffe Street, overlooking the harbor and its mighty fleet of ships. Sebastian would also sail to foreign ports, and bring home his share of wealth to the family empire. All this his father dreamed of, and spoke of around the dinner table when he was home, and Sebastian believed it would happen.

No, he did not begrudge Ludovico his standing, for oldest sons were expected to follow fathers in their businesses—and their father’s was exploration and trade. That was why the family had come to Bristol. What Sebastian could not forgive was his father’s decision to take his younger brother Sancio, a child of fourteen, as a ship’s boy on board the newly constructed flagship, the Pandora. Why Sancio, who regularly ditched his lessons to explore the waterfront and backwaters of Bristol, yet could always seem to talk his way out of trouble?

Perhaps it was trouble their father had on his mind, and he had taken young Sancio along on the voyage to keep him out of it. Only last year, the boy had loosed a tender from one of the great trading ships and floated clear out to Hung Road on the ebbing tide. There he ran the boat up on some rocks, cracking two of the planks, and had been rescued by a fishing boat. The fishermen had made much of Sancio and given him huge quantities of fish to take home to his family. Their father, then preparing for the sailing of the Matthew, had been more curious about Sancio’s adventure and its unexpected ending than angry at the theft, although he had to pay for the damage. Ludovico had fearlessness, but Sancio had something else, Sebastian thought, something like a cat’s innate ability to land on its feet.

And what did that leave him? Sebastian would never be as tall or strong as Ludovico nor as lucky as Sancio. He had no special qualities, although he applied himself to his lessons and was useful around a boat. He could do his geometry problems, but they bored him; he could speak English but thought it a crude language, full of harsh sounds, lacking the poetry of Castilian or his native Genoese. Sancio faked his way through Euclid, and the English he had picked up came more from his prowlings about the harbor than any concentrated effort to learn; you could pick up bits and pieces of several languages just by hanging around the Bristol waterfront. Sancio still had a child’s ear for language, Sebastian reasoned—which explained why he could assimilate new words and phrases so quickly and seemingly without effort. As for Ludovico, he was such a strong physical presence he barely had to speak at all.

Sebastian knew the truth of it—that his father considered him the dullest of his three sons. “I must rely on you to look after your mother and our house in my absence,” he had said, days before the fleet’s departure. But was not “reliable” another word for “predictable”? He could just as easily be a reliable hand aboard ship, while Sancio looked after things. But he knew what his father would say to that objection. Sancio was a boy still, unsuited by years or temperament to doing a man’s work or taking on a man’s responsibilities. But that was only his father’s spoken reason. How many times had he heard his father laugh when Sancio brought back some colorful bit of conversation from the docks to the dinner table? Sancio was his father’s favorite. That was the real reason he was out on the Western Ocean aboard the Pandora while Sebastian remained in Bristol.

Above the busy waterfront Bristol presented layers of stone upon stone, row houses crammed together along narrow streets that wound up the steep banks of two converging rivers, the Avon and the Frome. The most notable buildings, aside from the castle itself, were the churches. Sebastian picked out the simple but elegant spire of St. Nicholas, where he and his mother attended services, just down the street from their rented house. Off to starboard stood the magnificent St. Mary’s of Redcliffe Cathedral, with its square bell tower and quadruple spires. Nearby, spread out along Redcliffe Hill, were the grand houses of Bristol’s wealthy merchants, the owners of the great trading vessels—and of three of the five ships in his father’s fleet. Sebastian had been in a few of those houses. Such meals they enjoyed! Venison stew with red currant jelly, pheasant, boar’s head! And all served on fine china and flavored with spices from Asia, purchased, Sebastian knew, at a high price from Arab middlemen. When he looked around in those houses, Sebastian saw colorful tapestries imported from who knew where, fine tables of dark, polished wood, figurines carved out of walrus tusks. He had never seen such wealth, not even in Venice. He found it a bit appalling, considering how the majority of Bristol’s people lived.

The waterfront stank. It wasn’t so bad at high tide, when the mudflats were covered, but exposed, they reeked with the excrement of ten thousand people. Everything ran into the channel, including spillage from barges, the remains of fish, animal carcasses, sometimes even human bodies. The waterfront was long, and divided into two sections: the key, along the bank of the smaller Frome and closer to the channel, and the back, around another bend in the Avon, with Redcliffe Hill on one side and St. Nicholas Bank on the other.

Here Sebastian steered the longboat, as the starboard rowers held their oars and the two men on the port side pulled the boat around the bend in the river. The tide was nearly slack now, the water flat, and the boat glided swiftly through it. Then another bend, in the other direction, and they were underneath Redcliffe Gate and the great cathedral, then past it. Sebastian called out directions to the oarsmen and steered the boat to a smooth landing at the dock on St. Nicholas Bank.

“Well done, lad,” Ryerson said as Sebastian and the bow man secured the lines. “My offer is still open, you know.”

“Yes, sir, and thank you,” Sebastian said. “I will discuss it with my mother.”

Though it was late afternoon and the dockside markets were closed for the day, the waterfront was still busy, as several boats had come in on the high tide for outfitting or to off-load cargo. Sebastian walked along the river toward his mother’s church and the bridge, which was the farthest oceangoing ships could go. He and his family had crossed that bridge to attend dinners on Redcliffe Hill, and Sebastian’s father had remarked afterward that the bridge was the only link between Bristol’s social classes.

At the church Sebastian turned left and headed up St. Nicholas Street toward his house. The smell of cooking meat from several of the tightly bunched houses reached his nostrils as he made his way with long strides up the hill. The Cabots lived well, in a two-story dwelling they rented from one of the Redcliffe Hill merchants. Farther back from the waterfront, poorer families sometimes lived in one cramped story of a five-story building, but Sebastian and his mother had all the room they needed. The house, in fact, felt empty with the absence of his brothers. He did not mind his father’s absence so much, for it was nothing unusual. His father had been leaving on and returning from trips ever since Sebastian could remember.

His mother greeted him as he walked in the door. “Sit down and I’ll serve you some stew,” she said. “Mutton and vegetables.” There were farms on the land behind Bristol, but most of the city’s goods came by river, for transport by water was easier than travel over England’s primitive roads. When his father had gone to see the king after last summer’s journey to the New Found Land, he had been absent from Bristol for more than a week, even though the distance between Bristol and London was less than that between the mouth of the River Avon and Dursey Head in Ireland, which could be reached in two days with a fair wind.

The long wooden table, made of the same Wye Forest oak that had gone into the construction of the Matthew and the Pandora, had always seemed large even with a full family around it. Sebastian’s mother took a seat opposite him, and said, “We could have a seven-course meal, you and I, like the rich do, and still not fill this table.”

“Perhaps we should cut it in half, and make two tables,” Sebastian said as he began to eat.

His mother laughed easily. Mattea Cabot was a handsome woman, dark-haired and dark-eyed, shorter than her husband and three sons, sturdy yet small, not round in the way of so many older women. She was forty-five; the years had etched lines around her eyes and the corners of her mouth, and there were strands of white in her dark hair, which she wore in a bun at the nape of her neck. She had set up house in Venice, Valencia, and now Bristol, and in every house she had endured her husband’s long absences. As her sons grew older she turned to them increasingly for conversation, so that by Sebastian’s fifteenth birthday they had fallen into something that resembled friendship, and Sebastian found that he could talk to his mother easily about all matter of things. With his father it was different. Sebastian’s father had crossed the ocean; now the king of England had placed him in command of five commissioned vessels. He was becoming a legend. But John Cabot had always been something of a stranger in his own house. Sebastian often thought he knew the legend better than the man.

“Mr. Ryerson has said I can have a job if I want it,” he told his mother, wiping up the remains of his stew with a thick piece of bread. “As helmsman on one of his river boats.”

“There is plenty of money, Sebastian,” his mother said.

“Father’s money” Sebastian replied. “Meant to pay for this house and our food in his absence. I’m old enough to earn my own. Mr. Ryerson says I know the river and the currents as well as anyone. And I have taken some turns at the helm already.”

Mattea sighed. “You are your father’s son,” she said. “Always wanting to be going somewhere. I’m sure you know the river—you are on it often enough.”

“Mother, I can’t just do nothing.”

“There are your lessons.”

Sebastian pushed his empty bowl away. “Lessons! Euclid and his angles! What difference do they make while I am stuck here in Bristol?” He rose from the table and walked over to a small stand, on top of which stood his father’s homemade globes, one the sise of a grapefruit, the other larger than a man’s head. He picked up the larger one and pretended to study it. “The only way to learn those things,” he said, “is out there, in practice, not in theory. The way Sancio is.”

His mother fell silent, anticipating that Sebastian was trying to start an argument, which he was. He disliked his twice-weekly math and Latin lessons almost as much as the Sunday Mass his mother forced him to attend. His teacher was a small, wizened old man from Marseilles named Frederick Vigneron, who seemed to think that the theorems and formulae were beautiful things in and of themselves, and saw no reason to sully them by association with the physical world. He did not care to discuss the dimensions of the world or the extent of the Western Ocean or the latitude of the island of Cipangu and the kingdoms of China, his father’s destinations. Sebastian found the lessons boring and often let his mind wander.

A job would not get him out of going to church on Sunday with his mother, but it might discourage Mr. Vigneron, for if he was never home during the day, when would the old teacher find time to come to the house? His father had no doubt paid the man to keep up with the lessons, but his father was somewhere across the sea.

Sebastian turned the globe in his hand. His father had constructed it using layers of paper and glue, one hemisphere at a time, and then glued the two hemispheres together, so that it was lightweight and hollow, with only a slight bulge at the equator. Then he had painted on the lands and ocean. The familiar lands of Europe and the Near East were rendered with fair accuracy, as was India and the outline of Africa, which the Portuguese had shown could be rounded to the south, well below the equator. Much of the southern hemisphere had been hastily painted, for it held little interest for Sebastian’s father and even less for the English king. He had placed a large white landmass at the southern pole and drawn fanciful pictures of sea serpents all around it, but in truth no one knew what lay in the far south, because no one had ever been there. The bulk of his father’s artistic efforts had been devoted to the north, especially to those reaches of the Western Ocean into which the men of Bristol had been sailing for generations. Iceland was there, and Greenland too, a thumb sticking down from the frozen wastes of the north, also painted white. The great mass of Asia extended halfway around the globe, and off its far coast his father had placed scattered islands, dotting that part of the Western Ocean into which Columbus had sailed. But Sebastian’s father had drawn an even greater extension of Asia in its northern reaches, so that it nearly touched the large islands he had placed to the south and west of Greenland, at a distance comparable to that between Lisbon and the Azores. Find a way beyond those islands, he had told Henry VII, and you will have your western route to Asia.

“Guesswork,” Sebastian said. He scowled down at the globe in his hand, turning it until the uncharted but much speculated-upon islands in the Western Ocean were in front of his face.

His mother came up beside him and laid a hand lightly on his shoulder. “When you are old, Sebastian, it will be guesswork no longer,” she told him. “Yours will be the generation to map the world. How lucky you are.”

Sebastian turned the globe again, pretending to study it, hiding his irritation. He loved his mother and believed she would do anything for him, but sometimes she said the most incredibly annoying things. Everyone knew Sancio was the lucky one.

They had come to Bristol by sea, of course, nearly four years before, passengers on a Genoese merchant ship captained by a man who had known his father, and his father’s father. Sebastian was continually surprised at the number of men his father knew from ports all over Europe. In Valencia there had been a steady stream of visitors. In Bristol, too, though it was a new country for Sebastian and his brothers, Giovanni Caboto—or John Cabot, as they called him here—enjoyed the company of other seafaring men. Sebastian had often heard his father regale visitors with tales of his travels to Arabia and the ports of the eastern Mediterranean; the Bristol sailors reciprocated by telling of their own adventures in Scandinavia and out on the Great Western Ocean. Sebastian had heard and seen more of the world than most boys his age. But he had heard enough and wanted to see more.

Sebastian remembered the journey from Valencia to Bristol, and their father’s unwavering certainty that the family’s future lay in England and not Spain. Sebastian had stood on the foredeck in the rain as the ship passed through the Strait of Gibraltar. He had felt the long, undulating swells of the open sea for the first time. At Lisbon he had observed the rise and fall of the tide, more pronounced than in the Mediterranean, though nothing like the spectacular tides of Bristol. Across the mouth of the Bay of Biscay, the ship had steered out of sight of land completely, and for the first time in his life Sebastian had been surrounded by an expanse of moving blue water. He had watched with awe as the captain brought them upon Land’s End in Britain using nothing more than the sun and a magnetized needle floating on a card in water. His father told him later that with more reliable timepieces one could, in theory at least, circle the world with nothing but an astrolabe and a compass.

The house in Bristol had been waiting for them, for his father had not come here as a stranger, and was held in some regard by the men who owned the merchant ships and who, through their control of goods and money, effectively owned the town. Sebastian and his mother and his brothers had been the strangers, and four years had not eased that feeling.

In those four years, Sebastian’s father had put to sea three times, while Sebastian had not been farther than the mouth of the River Severn, which emptied into the Bristol Channel, which led to the open sea. He had learned to speak and read English reasonably well, and how to handle a small boat on the River Avon’s tricky currents; he had studied his father’s charts and learned the constellations. He was ready for adventure. One day, he promised himself, he, too, would sail over the western horizon.

Sebastian set down the globe and turned to his mother. “I’m going to take the job,” he said to her. “I like being on the river, and the money will help too.”

His mother’s expression did not change. “Your father would say that your lessons are more important,” she said. “And his pension is quite adequate.”

“My father would not be opposed to the making of money,” Sebastian said. “He has chased after money all his life.”

“That is true enough,” his mother acknowledged.

“Besides,” Sebastian added, “I cannot live in my father’s shadow forever.”


CHAPTER 3

GIOVANNI CABOTO WAS BORN IN GENOA, in what would eventually become the country of Italy, in 1450. His father, Egidius, was a trader in imported goods and the owner of two shops in the busy port city. Young Giovanni would often pass time with other boys around the docks, watching the ships sail in and out, listening to the talk of the sailors. Among the crowd was a tall, red-haired boy a year younger than Giovanni named Cristoforo Colombo, who would become known to the world as Christopher Columbus.

Once, in the centuries before the Black Death, Genoa had ruled the Mediterranean. Its ships had carried the soldiers of the Crusades to the Holy Land and returned laden with silks and spices from the mysterious Far East. By the time of Giovanni’s birth, however, Genoa had been supplanted by Venice, on the opposite side of the Italian peninsula, as the world’s preeminent naval power.

As a child, Giovanni saw that many of the stylish hillside houses stood empty, the families of their owners having either died in the plague or moved on in the face of hard times. Giovanni’s family struggled too, although he and his brother and three sisters never went hungry or without new clothes. But a shadow hung over the family, as it hung over the whole city, and that shadow only deepened with the news that Constantinople had fallen to the Ottoman Turks—news that sent shock waves through Europe in 1453, when Giovanni was three years old.

At first, daily life changed little. But fear hung in the air, in the shops, on the docks where the ships came in. The Turks were said to be barbarians intent on subjugating all of Europe to the sword of Islam. They would not be satisfied until there were mosques in every city around the Mediterranean and the Papacy itself surrendered.
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