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Dedication

In memory of my brother and father





Epigraph

How a Ship having passed the Line was driven by storms to the cold Country towards the South Pole; and how from thence she made her course to the tropical Latitude of the Great Pacific Ocean; and of the strange things that befell; and in what manner the Ancyent Marinere came back to his own Country.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,

“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”
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A Note on Dates

Dates are given in the Julian calendar, in effect since the time of Julius Caesar. With modifications, this calendar was adopted by Christian churches around the world, including those in Spain.

Sixty years after the completion of Magellan’s voyage, in 1582, Spain, France, and other European countries migrated to the Gregorian calendar, decreed by Pope Gregory XIII and designed to correct incremental errors in the Julian system. It took more than two centuries to complete the transition to the new calendar throughout Europe, since Protestant nations resisted the change. To correct for accumulated errors, ten days were omitted, so that October 5, 1582, in the Julian calendar suddenly became October 15, 1582, in the Gregorian.

In addition to this calendar shift, Magellan’s voyage had its own record-keeping issues. The dates of various events recorded by the two official chroniclers of the expedition, Antonio Pigafetta and Francisco Albo, occasionally diverge by one day. The discrepancy may be due to human error, and it may also have been caused by the way each diarist reckoned the day. Albo, a pilot, followed the custom of ships’ logs, which began the day at noon rather than at midnight. In contrast, Pigafetta used a nonnautical frame of reference in his diary. Thus, an event occurring on a given morning might have been put down a day apart in the records maintained by the two.

Finally, the international date line did not exist before Magellan’s voyage. (It now extends west from the island of Guam, in the Pacific Ocean.) As Albo and Pigafetta neared the completion of their circumnavigation, they were astonished to note that their calculations were off, and their voyage around the world actually took one day longer than they had thought.





Measurements

 One fathom equals six feet.

One Spanish league (legua) equals approximately four miles.

One bahar (of cloves) equals 406 pounds.

One quintal equals 100 pounds.

One cati (a Chinese measurement) equals 1.75 pounds.

One braza (of cloth) equals about five and a half feet.

One maravedí equals approximately 12 modern cents.





Introduction to the Quincentenary Edition

It’s been five hundred years since the survivors of Magellan’s Armada de Molucca completed the first circumnavigation. Fifteen years ago, Over the Edge of the World, my account of this astonishing journey, was first published. Since then, the book has taken on a life of its own in ways I never imagined during my years of strenuous work on it.

For me, the narrative originated, strangely enough, at NASA in connection with my previous book, Voyage to Mars, about America’s efforts to explore “the red planet.” During the time I spent with NASA’s scientists and engineers observing how they designed and operated missions to Mars, I occasionally heard references to Magellan. It denoted both the name given to the Mars-bound spacecraft launched back in 1989 by NASA and the Renaissance explorer. When I asked how they made the connection across the centuries between a robotic spacecraft and the all-too-human voyager, they explained that Ferdinand Magellan, like a few other figures of his age, pursued “intelligent exploration,” meaning he set out with a specific purpose, using the best available maps and other aids. Similarly, NASA’s managers and scientists worked diligently to achieve specific scientific and strategic goals, including human space travel. Until that time, I hadn’t given much thought to Ferdinand Magellan as an inspiration for the exploration of space, let alone as the subject of a book. But sea stories had fascinated me since I was a boy. Something was so compelling about the misery the sailors had endured, the bizarre places they had visited, and their encounters with uncanny flora and fauna. Their sagas outdid fiction. During the intervals between writing and publishing books, I often wandered through the library stacks, looking for an exceptional sea story, but nothing sparked my imagination. I visited maritime museums, spent parts of twenty summers on the island of Nantucket, and went sailing with my son, who became an accomplished Laser Class racer.

Eventually my thoughts turned to Magellan. I began to consider the possibility that an unusual story was there to be recounted. He was possessed by a demonic personality: driven and visionary, yet highly knowledgeable. He was mysterious, opaque. Unfortunately, there was little to quote in his own words. His papers had sunk to the bottom of the sea. Contemporary psychological analysis didn’t apply. Unlike my previous subject, the ebullient Louis Armstrong—who seemed to sit at my elbow as I wrote about his life—I had no idea what Magellan was really like other than a few basic facts I knew about him. It was difficult to imagine him anywhere other than on the deck of his ship, but I gradually became enthralled by this mystical figure who made Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab seem like a well-adjusted extrovert in comparison.

I faced other hurdles. The limited supply of English-language accounts of Magellan overlooked many significant primary sources in Spanish, Italian, and French. Each of these manuscript traditions tended to ignore those in different languages. The solution was to embrace them all. I could handle French myself, and I arranged for the accounts in other languages to be translated into English. This allowed me to reconstruct a multidimensional account of the voyage.

Next, I traveled to see vital original documents not available online or in most libraries. That meant primarily the General Archive of the Indies in Seville, an immense collection of official documents relating to Spanish exploration housed in a former cigarette factory, which also happened to be where French composer Georges Bizet and his librettists set their opera Carmen. And closer to home, the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University, a bilingual library of exploration with an outstanding staff, proved enlightening each time I visited.

The single most significant moment in all of my archival research occurred when I visited the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University. I drove up from New York early on a snowy morning to consult one of the few extant copies of the famous journal kept by a young scholar and diplomat named Antonio Pigafetta. Among the handful of survivors, Pigafetta had wandered into this historical event by accident when he volunteered to serve Magellan and became the official chronicler of the voyage. Pilots and sailors compiled specialized accounts, but only Pigafetta, from the Republic of Venice, sought to describe the entire journey—the massacres and orgies; the botany and the weather; the terror, grief, and excitement of the circumnavigation.

The Yale librarian brought out a dusty volume larger than an unabridged dictionary and lowered it into a foam cradle. First Voyage Around the World by Antonio Pigafetta. I donned white gloves as I opened it and turned the parchment pages. The colors—the azures and gold and black—were so brilliant that it seemed as if the ink hadn’t yet dried on the page. The ornaments still glistened. Pigafetta had included his own childlike illustrations to help get his points across, and they evoked a strangely innocent lost world. As I turned the ageless pages, I felt as if five hundred intervening years had disappeared. I could practically hear the surf, as if holding a conch shell to my ear and concentrating on the roaring of the ocean within.

Until that moment, I had been bewildered by the challenges presented by fully describing Magellan’s voyage. The number of languages, the fantastical quality of the story, and the remoteness from contemporary life all stood in the way. But thanks to Pigafetta’s marvelous account, I was hooked. I became convinced that this was a story that I had to tell, and more than that, I knew I could tell it with reasonable accuracy. All I had to do was unearth it, dust it off, and reassemble the elements in the proper sequence as if they were dinosaur bones recovered from an archaeological site. Later, my visits to sites important to Magellan added to my understanding of his life and times.

As I conducted research for the book, the world around me was changing on both a micro and macro scale. My brother died early in 2001 of Hodgkin’s disease. My father unexpectedly died six months later. And my long marriage was in the process of unraveling. My literary agent, Suzanne Gluck, remarked that I, too, was going over the edge of the world. When it seemed that things couldn’t get any worse, the 9/11 attacks occurred a few months later; ground zero was a couple of miles from my home in New York. The event radically changed geopolitics overnight. Contemporary life became destabilized in a way that Magellan might have recognized. It was a strange time. People stopped going out. Traffic disappeared. The world paused to catch its breath. Working on the book became a consolation and an escape rather than a chore.

During this period, my ever-helpful friend Daniel Dolgin inveigled me into a seminar on historiography taught by the distinguished classicist Peter Pouncey of Columbia University. Reading masses of material by Livy, Tacitus, Herodotus, and others who were familiar with historical convulsions took me back to the ordeal of learning Latin, which remained stamped into my cerebral cortex after all these years, and I began to apply some of the lessons of these masters to my own efforts regarding Magellan. I tried at times to emulate the accuracy and compression they brought to their sweeping descriptions, the sense of impartiality and serenity they conveyed, and the absence of ideology.

When I began my own journey to the strait in January 2002, international travel had shrunk to a bare minimum. (I’d planned to go on to the Philippines, where Magellan died, but that leg of the trip no longer seemed wise. The world’s attention was still focused on the implications of 9/11.) With an intrepid companion I flew from New York to Punta Arenas, one of the southernmost cities in the world, and boarded a small cruise ship. We sailed through this astonishing part of the world, traveling from one end of the strait to the other and back again. Along the way I took detailed notes and many photographs, and compared my contemporary documentation to the accounts and illustrations recorded by Magellan and his crew half a millennium before. Nothing had changed—nothing significant, anyway. Natural surroundings had never seemed more powerful, protective, and destructive at the same time. I could see the vistas and inhale the scents that Magellan had experienced. When the time came to write, I combined my observations with those of Magellan’s men to form a palimpsest of the strait.

The influence of the NASA scientists with whom I’d spent time also affected my understanding of this environment. They were trained to describe natural phenomena with a technical precision beyond that normally found in journalism or in popular history. Since Magellan’s voyage was as much an exploration of nature as it was of human conflict and aspiration, this scientific approach prompted me to include features of geology, botany, and meteorology as I observed the gloomy fjords, robin’s-egg blue glaciers, and chattering penguins that imparted a distinctive character to this very special part of the world.

Magellan and his men often didn’t understand what they experienced. When he began the voyage, he had no idea of the extent of the Pacific Ocean, the largest body of water on the planet, nor did he know where the strait could be found until he stumbled across it. And that is one definition of discovery: finding something you didn’t know existed. I remember attending a NASA press conference concerning Mars, and the journalists present were peppering the scientists with questions about what they planned to discover. Finally one of the scientists declared that if the people at NASA knew in advance what they were going to discover, it wouldn’t be a discovery, would it?

Reeling from discoveries of his own, Magellan evolved during the arduous voyage from a conventionally unyielding captain with specific commercial goals—bring back cloves to the king of Spain or else!—to a seeker engaged in a spiritual quest. Thousands of miles from home, things looked different. Government, marriage customs, and language all varied greatly from the European and Mediterranean societies he’d known. The greatest dangers he faced came not from the anticipated calamities of storms or starvation or sickness, which he managed to survive with a combination of skill and luck, but from his own traitorous men, several of whom believed they were more entitled to lead the expedition. When they mutinied and returned to Spain, they spread stories of Magellan’s perfidy and incompetence, partly to explain away their own actions, and partly to make sure Magellan would be imprisoned, tried, and executed if he ever returned. As he circled the world, Magellan became a man without a country, rebuffed by his native Portugal and mistrusted by Spain, the kingdom that had sponsored the voyage.

Still, his knowledge of the cosmos—the oceans, the landmasses, and the heavens—expanded. For instance, Magellan first noted the phenomenon now called the Magellanic Clouds. The faint smudge he observed in the night sky was actually a pair of dwarf galaxies attached to the Milky Way, all of it visible to the naked eye, at least in the southern hemisphere. If the size of the Pacific was past envisioning for Magellan, the size and scope of the Magellanic Clouds would have short-circuited his imagination. These celestial blotches consisted of countless suns and universes that people of Magellan’s time could not have conceived because it was still believed that all heavenly bodies revolved around the earth. Magellan and his men could not accept that the earth was, in Carl Sagan’s phrase, just a “pale blue dot” lost in a cosmos of incomprehensible dimensions.

As Magellan sailed across the earth’s surface, he was also journeying into time and space, into a multidimensional voyage of cosmology that baffled him even as it added greatly to our understanding of the nature of the planet where we live. It should be mentioned that by Magellan’s day almost no one thought it was flat. Any sailor who observed a departing ship gradually sink below the horizon could tell you it was curved. Nor did it trail off into mists, as fanciful maps depicted. Nor did islands float, or mermaids enchant gullible mariners, or powerful submerged magnets pull nails from the hulls of ships—to list common superstitions disproved by Magellan for all time. His voyage showed, in case there was any doubt, that the world was round, and mostly covered with water. It was possible to reach the East by sailing west, and connect with almost any coastline. All of these revelations were disconcerting to Magellan, who’d seen more of the world than he ever thought he would. 

The challenge I faced, half a millennium later, was squeezing the world as it was circa 1520 into a book. I wrote and wrote, trying to encompass the world. And then, at last, the work was done. There was only one problem. I had written nearly twice as much as I should have. My editor, Henry Ferris—courteous, skillful, no-nonsense, and passionate about the book—put the manuscript on a strict diet. Eventually, a more manageable version of the story emerged, stronger, perhaps, because extraneous material had been excised.

When the book was published in October 2003 (and months and years later in other lands and languages), I was taken aback by the response from all over the globe. This was my seventh book, and I thought I knew more or less who my readers were, but in this case, it reached audiences I could not have imagined across the United States, in Sweden, the Philippines, Portugal, Spain, Greece, Brazil, and even ships at sea. Sailors responded with enthusiasm, as did insomniacs. My mother noted typos and posed questions in the marginal notes she made in her copy. I met with the prime minister of Portugal, who asked for my recommendations concerning the Portuguese economy. (I didn’t have any.)

The book is still appearing in various countries. China is coming up, as is Turkey. I’ve heard rumors of an Indonesian edition, but I never saw it, not even in the age of the Internet. A version for younger readers, skillfully abridged by my daughter, Sara, appeared. I’m glad the book has taken on a life of its own and has become part of the quincentenary observance of Magellan’s circumnavigation. A global Magellan network will look back on this extraordinary voyage and reflect on what it has meant for global commerce, culture, and history. 

The response to my account surprised me. All I’d set out to do was write a rattling good story that would keep people up late, turning the pages to find out what happens next. I also wanted to convey a sense of amazement at the world we inhabit as it was experienced by some impossibly brave, foolhardy, and vainglorious explorers who lived and died five hundred years ago. These days, Magellan’s circumnavigation is often considered the greatest single sea voyage ever undertaken. And as NASA’s missions demonstrate, it still inspires today’s explorers.





Prologue

A Ghostly Apparition

Oh! dream of joy! is this indeed

The light-house top I see?

Is this the hill? is this the kirk?

Is this mine own countree?

On September 6, 1522, a battered ship appeared on the horizon near the port of Sanlúcar de Barrameda, Spain.

As the ship came closer, those who gathered onshore noticed that her tattered sails flailed in the breeze, her rigging had rotted away, the sun had bleached her colors, and storms had gouged her sides. A small pilot boat was dispatched to lead the strange ship over the reefs to the harbor. Those aboard the pilot boat found themselves looking into the face of every sailor’s nightmare. The vessel they were guiding into the harbor was manned by a skeleton crew of just eighteen sailors and three captives, all of them severely malnourished. Most lacked the strength to walk or even to speak. Their tongues were swollen, and their bodies were covered with painful boils. Their captain was dead, as were the officers, the boatswains, and the pilots; in fact, nearly the entire crew had perished.

The pilot boat gradually coaxed the battered vessel past the natural hazards guarding the harbor, and the ship, Victoria, slowly began to make her way along the gently winding Guadalquivir River to Seville, the city from which she had departed three years earlier. No one knew what had become of her since then, and her appearance came as a surprise to those who watched the horizon for sails. Victoria was a ship of mystery, and every gaunt face on her deck was filled with the dark secrets of a prolonged voyage to unknown lands. Despite the journey’s hardships, Victoria and her diminished crew accomplished what no other ship had ever done before. By sailing west until they reached the East, and then sailing on in the same direction, they had fulfilled an ambition as old as the human imagination, the first circumnavigation of the globe.

Three years earlier, Victoria had belonged to a fleet of five vessels with about 260 sailors, all under the command of Fernão de Magalhães, whom we know as Ferdinand Magellan. A Portuguese nobleman and navigator, he had left his homeland to sail for Spain with a charter to explore undiscovered parts of the world and claim them for the Spanish crown. The expedition he led was among the largest and best equipped in the Age of Discovery. Now Victoria and her ravaged little crew were all that was left, a ghost ship haunted by the memory of more than two hundred absent sailors. Many had died an excruciating death, some from scurvy, others by torture, and a few by drowning. Worse, Magellan, the Captain General, had been brutally killed. Despite her brave name, Victoria was not a ship of triumph, she was a vessel of desolation and anguish.

And yet, what a story those few survivors had to tell—a tale of mutiny, of orgies on distant shores, and of the exploration of the entire globe. A story that changed the course of history and the way we look at the world. In the Age of Discovery, many expeditions ended in disaster and were quickly forgotten, yet this one, despite the misfortunes that befell it, became the most important maritime voyage ever undertaken.

This circumnavigation forever altered the Western world’s ideas about cosmology—the study of the universe and our place in it—as well as geography. It demonstrated, among other things, that the earth was round, that the Americas were not part of India but were actually a separate continent, and that oceans covered most of the earth’s surface. The voyage conclusively demonstrated that the earth is, after all, one world. But it also demonstrated that it was a world of unceasing conflict, both natural and human. The cost of these discoveries in terms of loss of life and suffering was greater than anyone could have anticipated at the start of the expedition. They had survived an expedition to the ends of the earth, but more than that, they had endured a voyage into the darkest recesses of the human soul.





Book One

In Search of Empire





Chapter I

The Quest

He holds him with his skinny hand,

“There was a ship,” quoth he.

“Hold off! unhand me, grey-beard loon!”

Eftsoons his hand dropt he.

On June 7, 1494, Pope Alexander VI divided the world in half, bestowing the western portion on Spain, and the eastern on Portugal.

Matters might have turned out differently if the pontiff had not been a Spaniard—Rodrigo de Borja, born near Valencia—but he was. A lawyer by training, he assumed the Borgia name when his maternal uncle, Alfonso Borgia, began his brief reign as Pope Callistus III. As his lineage suggests, Alexander VI was a rather secular pope, among the wealthiest and most ambitious men in Europe, fond of his many mistresses and his illegitimate offspring, and endowed with sufficient energy and ability to indulge his worldly passions.

He brought the full weight of his authority to bear on the appeals of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, the “Catholic Monarchs” of Spain who had instituted the Inquisition in 1492 to purge Spain of Jews and Moors. They exerted considerable influence over the papacy, and they had every reason to expect a sympathetic hear ing in Rome. Ferdinand and Isabella wanted the pope’s blessing to protect the recent discoveries made by Christopher Columbus, the Genoese navigator who claimed a new world for Spain. Portugal, Spain’s chief rival for control of world trade, threatened to assert its own claim to the newly discovered lands, as did England and France.

Ferdinand and Isabella implored Pope Alexander VI to support Spain’s title to the New World. He responded by issuing papal bulls—solemn edicts—establishing a line of demarcation between Spanish and Portuguese territories around the globe. The line extended from the North Pole to the South Pole. It was located one hundred leagues (about four hundred miles) west of an obscure archipelago known as the Cape Verde Islands, located in the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of North Africa. Antonio and Bartolomeo da Noli, Genoese navigators sailing for Portugal, had discovered them in 1460, and ever since, the islands had served as an outpost in the Portuguese slave trade.

The papal bulls granted Spain exclusive rights to those parts of the globe that lay to the west of the line; the Portuguese, naturally, were supposed to keep to the east. And if either kingdom happened to discover a land ruled by a Christian ruler, neither would be able to claim it. Rather than settling disputes between Portugal and Spain, this arrangement touched off a furious race between the nations to claim new lands and to control the world’s trade routes even as they attempted to shift the line of demarcation to favor one side or the other. The bickering over the line’s location continued as diplomats from both countries convened in the little town of Tordesillas, in northwestern Spain, to work out a compromise.

In Tordesillas, the Spanish and Portuguese representatives agreed to abide by the idea of a papal division, which seemed to protect the interests of both parties. At the same time, the Portuguese prevailed on the Spanish representatives to move the line 270 leagues west; now it lay 370 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands, at approxi mately 46° 30' W, according to modern calculations. This change placed the boundary in the middle of the Atlantic, roughly halfway between the Cape Verde Islands and the Caribbean island of Hispaniola. The new boundary gave the Portuguese ample access to the African continent by water and, even more important, allowed the Portuguese to claim the newly discovered land of Brazil. But the debate over the line—and the claims for empire that depended on its placement—dragged on for years. Pope Alexander VI died in 1503, and he was succeeded by Pope Julius II, who in 1506 agreed to the changes, and the Treaty of Tordesillas achieved its final form.

The result of endless compromises, the treaty created more problems than it solved. It was impossible to fix the line’s location because cosmologists did not yet know how to determine longitude—nor would they for another two hundred years. To further complicate matters, the treaty failed to specify whether the line of demarcation extended all the way around the globe or bisected just the Western Hemisphere. Finally, not much was known about the location of oceans and continents. Even if the world was round, and men of science and learning agreed that it was, the maps of 1494 depicted a very different planet from the one we know today. They mixed geography with mythology, adding phantom continents while neglecting real ones, and the result was an image of a world that never was. Until Copernicus, it was generally assumed that the earth was at the absolute center of the universe, with the perfectly circular planets—including the sun—revolving around it in perfectly circular, fixed orbits; it is best to conceive of the earth as nested in the center of all these orbits.

Even the most sophisticated maps revealed the limitations of the era’s cosmology. In the Age of Discovery, cosmology was a specialized, academic field that concerned itself with describing the image of the world, including the study of oceans and land, as well as the world’s place in the cosmos. Cosmologists occupied prestigious chairs at universities, and were held in high regard by the thrones of Europe. Although many were skilled mathematicians, they often  concerned themselves with astrology, believed to be a legitimate branch of astronomy, a practice that endeared them to insecure rulers in search of reassurance in an uncertain world. And it was changing faster than cosmologists realized. Throughout the sixteenth century, the calculations and theories of the ancient Greek and Egyptian mathematicians and astronomers served as the basis of cosmology, even as new discoveries undermined time-honored assumptions. Rather than acknowledge that a true scientific revolution was at hand, cosmologists responded to the challenge by trying to modify or bend classical schemes, especially the system codified by Claudius Ptolemy, the Greco-Egyptian astronomer and mathematician who lived in the second century A.D.

Ptolemy’s massive compendium of mathematical and astronomical calculations had been rediscovered in 1410, after centuries of neglect. The revival of classical learning pushed aside medieval notions of the world based on a literal—yet magical—interpretation of the Bible, but even though Ptolemy’s rigorous approach to mathematics was more sophisticated than monkish fantasies of the cosmos, his depiction of the globe contained significant gaps and errors. Following Ptolemy’s example, European cosmologists disregarded the Pacific Ocean, which covers a third of the world’s surface, from their maps, and they presented incomplete renditions of the American continent based on reports and rumors rather than direct observations. Ptolemy’s omissions inadvertently encouraged exploration because he made the world seem smaller and more navigable than it really was. If he had correctly estimated the size of the world, the Age of Discovery might never have occurred.

Amid the confusion, two kinds of maps evolved: simple but accurate “portolan” charts based on the actual observations of pilots, and far more elaborate concoctions of cosmographers. The charts simply showed how to sail from point to point; the cosmographers tried to include the entire cosmos in their schemes. The cosmographers relied primarily on mathematics for their depictions, but the pilots relied on experience and observation. The pilots’ charts covered harbors and  shorelines; the cosmographers’ maps of the world, filled with beguiling speculation, were often useless for actual navigation. Neither approach successfully applied the terms of the Treaty of Tordesillas to the real world.

Although it might be expected that pilots worked closely with cosmologists, that was far from the case. Pilots were hired hands who occupied a lower social stratum. Many of them were illiterate and relied on simple charts that delineated familiar coastlines and harbors, as well as on their own instincts regarding wind and water. The cosmologists looked down on pilots as “coarse men” who possessed “little understanding.” The pilots, who risked their lives at sea, were inclined to regard cosmologists as impractical dreamers. Explorers setting out on ocean voyages to distant lands needed the skills of both; they took their inspiration from cosmologists, but they relied on pilots for execution.

Although the Treaty of Tordesillas was destined to collapse under the weight of its faulty assumptions, it challenged the old cosmological ways. On the basis of this fiction, based on a profound misunderstanding of the world, Spain and Portugal competed to establish their global empires. The Treaty of Tordesillas was not even a line drawn in the sand; it was written in water.

Emboldened by the Treaty of Tordesillas, Ferdinand and Isabella looked for ways to exploit the portion of the globe granted to Spain. Success proved elusive: Christopher Columbus’s voyages to the New World all failed to find a water route to the Indies. A generation after Columbus, King Charles I resumed the quest to establish a global Spanish empire. He, or his advisers, recognized that the Indies could provide priceless merchandise, and the most precious commodity of all was spices.

Spices have played an essential economic role in civilizations since antiquity. Like oil today, the European quest for spices drove the world’s economy and influenced global politics, and like oil today, spices became inextricably intertwined with exploration, conquest, imperialism. But spices evoked a glamour and aura all their own. The mere mention of their names—white and black pepper, myrrh, frankincense, nutmeg, cinnamon, cassia, mace, and cloves, to name a few—evoked the wonders of the Orient and the mysterious East.

Arab merchants traded in spices across land routes reaching across Asia and became adept at boosting prices by concealing the origins of the cinnamon, pepper, cloves, and nutmeg with which they enriched themselves. The merchants maintained a virtual monopoly by insisting these precious items came from Africa, when in fact they grew in various places in India, and China, and especially throughout Southeast Asia. Europeans came to believe that spices came from Africa, when in fact they only changed hands there. To protect their monopoly, Arab spice merchants invented all sorts of monsters and myths to conceal the ordinary process of harvesting spices, making it sound impossibly dangerous to acquire them.

The spice trade was central to the Arab way of life. Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, belonged to a family of prominent merchants, and for many years traded in myrrh and frankincense, among other spices, in Mecca. Arabs developed sophisticated methods of extracting essential oils from aromatic spices used for medical and other therapeutic purposes. They formulated elixirs and syrups derived from spices, including julāb, from which the word “julep” derives. During the Middle Ages, Arab knowledge of spices spread across western Europe, where apothecaries developed a brisk trade in concoctions made from cloves, pepper, nutmeg, and mace. In a Europe starved for gold (much of it controlled by the Arabs), spices became more valuable than ever, a major component of European economies.

Despite the overwhelming importance of spices to their economy, Europeans remained dependent on Arab merchants for their supply. They knew the European climate could not sustain these exotic spices. In the sixteenth century, the Iberian peninsula was far too cold—colder than it is now, in the grip of the Little Ice  Age—and too dry to cultivate cinnamon, cloves, and pepper. An Indonesian ruler was said to have boasted to a trader who wanted to grow spices in Europe, “You may be able to take our plants, but you will never be able to take our rain.”

Under the traditional system, spices, along with damasks, diamonds, opiates, pearls, and other goods from Asia, reached Europe by slow, costly, and indirect routes over land and sea, across China and the Indian Ocean, through the Middle East and Persian Gulf. Merchants received them in Europe, usually in Italy or the south of France, and shipped them overland to their final destination. Along the way, spices went through as many as twelve different hands, and every time they did, their prices shot up. Spices were the ultimate cash crop.

The global spice trade underwent an upheaval in 1453, when Constantinople fell to the Turks, and the time-honored overland spice routes between Asia and Europe were severed. The prospect of establishing a spice trade via an ocean route opened up new economic possibilities for any European nation able to master the seas. For those willing to assume the risks, the rewards of an oceanic spice trade, combined with control over the world’s economy, were irresistible.

The lure of spices impelled sober, cautious financiers to back highly risky expeditions to unknown parts of the globe, and enticed young men to risk their lives. In Spain, the best and perhaps the only reason to risk going to sea was the prospect of getting rich in the Spice Islands, wherever they were. If a sailor devoted years of his life to getting there and back, and if he managed to bring home a small sack stuffed with spices such as cloves or nutmeg, legitimately or not, he could sell it for enough to buy a small house; he could live off the proceeds for the rest of his life. An ordinary seaman might attain a modest degree of wealth, but a captain had a right to expect much more than that in the Age of Discovery—not only vast riches and fame, but titles to pass on to his heirs and foreign lands to rule.

Portugal was the first European nation to exploit the sea for spices and the global empire that went along with them. The quest began as early as 1419, when Prince Henry, the third son of João I and his English wife, Philippa, established his court at Sagres, a stark outcropping of rock at the southernmost edge of Portugal. Known as Prince Henry the Navigator, he rarely went to sea himself; instead, he inspired others to conquer the ocean. Portuguese ships faced obstacles so overwhelming, so shrouded in ignorance and superstition, that only extraordinarily confident and accomplished mariners dared to venture into the Ocean Sea, as the Atlantic Ocean was then known.

As a young soldier, Prince Henry had fought against Arabs, and he was determined to drive them from the Iberian peninsula and from North Africa. At the same time, he learned much from his avowed enemy: their trade routes, their science and mapmaking, and most of all, their navigational techniques. When Prince Henry came to Sagres, Europeans knew little about the ocean beyond latitude 27°N, marked by Cape Bojador in West Africa. It was believed that the waters south of this point teemed with monsters, that their storms made them too violent to navigate, and that inescapable fogs would envelop wayward ships. In the face of all these dangers, Prince Henry offered a bold reply, “You cannot find a peril so great that the hope of reward will not be greater.”

In pursuit of his goal, he attracted navigators, shipwrights, astronomers, pilots, cosmographers, and cartographers, both Christians and Jews, to the academy at Sagres, where they cooperated in the enterprise of exploring the world, under Henry’s direction. They designed a new type of ship, the small, maneuverable caravel, distinguished by her triangular lateen sail (the name lateen came from the word “Latin”), borrowed from Arab vessels. Until this time, European vessels such as galleys relied on oarsmen or fixed sails for power. With their shallow draught and movable sails, Henry’s caravels could set a course close to the wind, and they  could tack, that is, shift their course to take advantage of the wind from one direction and then from another, zigzagging against the wind toward a fixed point. With their maneuverable sails and impressive seaworthiness, caravels became the vessels of choice for exploration.

Even so, the ocean proved extremely hazardous. Prince Henry sent no less than fourteen expeditions to Cape Bojador within twelve years, and they all failed. He convinced Gil Eannes, a Portuguese explorer, to try once more, and in 1434, Eannes finally accomplished what so many had said was impossible: He sailed safely past Cape Bojador. The following year Eannes, together with Alfonso Gonçalves Baldaya, returned to Cape Bojador; fifty leagues past the cape, they explored a large bay and came upon a caravan of men and camels. Baldaya sailed farther south and collected thousands of sealskins; this was the first commercial cargo brought back to Europe from that part of Africa. On subsequent voyages, Portuguese ships brought gold, animal hides, elephant tusks—and slaves.

Every captain sponsored by Prince Henry was under orders to record the tides, the currents, and the winds, and to compile accurate charts of the coastlines. Voyage by voyage, these charts added to the Portuguese knowledge of the oceans and of the world beyond the Iberian peninsula.

Although Portugal was celebrated for leading Europe into the Age of Discovery, Portuguese kings often frustrated their heroic mariners. In 1488, during the reign of João II, Bartolomeu Dias reached the southernmost point of Africa and rounded what is now known as the Cape of Good Hope; his voyage opened new possibilities for Portuguese trade and conquest. On his return, Dias attempted to claim a reward for his feat, but received practically none. Ten years later, when King Manuel I had succeeded to the throne, Vasco da Gama retraced Dias’s route around the tip of Africa and reached Mozambique on the southeastern coast; there  he replenished his supplies and sailed farther east to establish an ocean route to India. Da Gama received a royal appointment as viceroy of India, and King Manuel anointed himself “Lord of Guinea and of the navigation and commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia, Persia, and India”—all of it thanks to Vasco da Gama. Across Europe, other monarchs disparaged Manuel as “The Grocer King,” and Vasco da Gama came to believe that he had been inadequately rewarded for his service to the crown. In time he joined the ranks of explorers who became estranged from this vain ruler.

King Manuel’s indifference to those who had risked their lives to advance the cause of the Portuguese empire had much to do with his ingrained fear of rivals within Portugal. Ever since the start of his reign in 1495, he had enjoyed great commercial success as the wealth of the Indies flowed into the royal coffers, thanks to the exploits of da Gama and other Portuguese explorers, all of which the king took as his due. But King Manuel was no adventurer, and he lacked an appreciation beyond the strictly commercial aspects of what his explorers had done for the Portuguese empire. Rather than doing battle himself, he preferred to remain in his palace, faithful to his wife and to the Church, and tending to Portugal’s domestic issues.

Manuel’s harshest policies concerned the Jews of Portugal, who distinguished themselves as scientists, artisans, merchants, scholars, doctors, and cosmographers. In 1496, when King Manuel wished to take the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella as his wife, he was told that he could do so only on condition that he “purify” Portugal by expelling the Jews, as Spain had done four years earlier. Rather than lose this valuable segment of the population, Manuel encouraged conversions to Christianity—forced conversions, in many cases. As “new Christians” (the title fooled no one), Portuguese Jews continued to occupy high positions in the government, and received royal trading concessions, in Brazil especially. Despite these accommodations, anti-Semitism in Portugal led to a massacre of Jews in Lisbon in 1506. Manuel punished those responsible, but the legacy of bitterness lingered, and many Jews left the country for the Netherlands.

Throughout all the turmoil, Portugal retained its ambition to wrest control of the spice trade from the Arabs, and to reach the Spice Islands. In pursuit of this goal, daring, even reckless mariners presented themselves to the king to seek backing for their journeys of exploration to these exotic and dangerous new worlds. Most met with frustration, for the Portuguese court was a place of intrigue, suspicion, double-dealing, and envy.

Among the most persistent supplicants was a minor nobleman with a long and checkered history in the service of the Portuguese empire in Africa: Fernão de Magalhães, or Ferdinand Magellan. According to most accounts, he was born in 1480, in the remote mountain parish of Sabrosa, the seat of the family homestead. He spent his childhood in northwestern Portugal, within sight of the pounding surf of the Atlantic. His father, Rodrigo de Magalhães, traced his lineage back to an eleventh-century French crusader, De Magalhãis, who distinguished himself sufficiently to be rewarded with a grant of land from the duke of Burgundy. Rodrigo himself qualified as minor Portuguese nobility, and served as a sheriff of the port of Aveiro.

Less is known about Magellan’s mother, Alda de Mesquita, and there is room for intriguing speculation. The name Mesquita, meaning mosque, was a common name among Portuguese conversos who sought to disguise their Jewish origins. It is possible that she had Jewish ancestry, and if she did, Ferdinand was also Jewish, according to Jewish law. Nevertheless, the family considered itself Christian, and Ferdinand Magellan never thought of himself as anything other than a devout Catholic.

Even these basic outlines about Magellan’s ancestry are in doubt. In 1567, his heirs began squabbling over his estate, and questions arose over his exact place in the Magalhães family tree. The difficulties in tracing Magellan’s ancestry arise from the idiosyncrasies of Portuguese genealogy. For example, until the eighteenth century, males usually assumed their father’s last name, but the females often  chose other surnames for themselves. They took on their father’s name, or their mother’s, or even a saint’s name. And some children assumed a grandfather’s name, or their mother’s last name, or still other family names. Ferdinand Magellan’s brother Diogo took on the name de Sousa, from his paternal grandmother’s family. The irregularities make it difficult to determine even today exactly which branch of the Magalhães family tree can rightfully claim the explorer.

At twelve years of age, Ferdinand Magellan and his brother Diogo moved to Lisbon, where they became pages at the royal court; there Ferdinand took advantage of the most advanced education in Portugal, and he was exposed to topics as varied as religion, writing, mathematics, music and dance, horsemanship, martial arts, and, thanks to the legacy of Prince Henry the Navigator, algebra, geometry, astronomy, and navigation. Through his privileged position at court, Ferdinand came of age hearing about Portuguese and Spanish discoveries in the Indies, and he was privy to the secrets of the Portuguese exploration of the ocean. He even assisted with preparing fleets leaving for India, familiarizing himself with provisions, rigging, and arms.

Magellan seemed destined to become a captain himself, but in 1495, his patron, King João, the leader of a faction with only tenuous claims to the throne, suddenly died. João’s successor, Manuel I, mistrusted young Magellan, who had, after all, been allied with the opposition. As a result, the fast-rising courtier found his career stymied. Although he retained his modest position at court, the prospect of leading a major expedition for Portugal seemed to vanish.

Finally, in 1505, after a decade of anonymous service at the palace, Ferdinand and Diogo Magellan received dual assignments aboard a mammoth fleet consisting of twenty-two ships bound for India, all of them under the command of Francisco de Almeida. Ferdinand Magellan spent the next eight years trying to establish a permanent Por tuguese presence in India, dashing from one trading post to another, and from one battle to the next; he survived multiple wounds and, if nothing else, learned to stay alive in a hostile environment.

In this, the first phase of his career abroad, Magellan had displayed remarkable bravery and toughness, but in the end his foreign service proved a mixed adventure. He invested most of his fortune with a merchant who soon died; in the ensuing confusion, Magellan lost most of his assets. He petitioned King Manuel for restitution, but the king refused the request. After all those years of service abroad to the crown, all the dangers he had experienced, and the wounds he had received, his relationship to the court was no better than it had been when he left home years before.

Returning to Lisbon, Magellan, still bristling with ambition, commenced a new phase in his career. Seeking to make himself useful to the crown, he involved himself with the Portuguese struggle to dominate North Africa. In 1513, he seemed to find an ideal opportunity to demonstrate his loyalty and usefulness to the crown when the city of Azamor, in Morocco, suddenly refused to pay its annual tribute to Portugal. The Moroccan governor, Muley Zayam, ringed the city with a powerful, well-equipped army. King Manuel responded to the challenge by sending the largest seaborne force ever to sail for his kingdom: five hundred ships, fifteen thousand soldiers, the entire military might of this small nation.

Among the hordes of soldiers sent to defend the honor of Portugal was Ferdinand Magellan, along with an aging steed, the only mount he could afford on his drastically reduced budget. He rode courageously into battle, only to lose his horse to the Arabs. What started so bravely for Magellan turned into a near disaster, as he barely escaped from the siege with his life. The larger picture was more favorable, as Portugal reclaimed the city, but Magellan remained indignant. He had lost his horse in the service of his country and king! And the Portuguese army was offering him only a fraction of what he considered to be his mount’s true value as compensation.

Displaying a hotheadedness and tactlessness that bedeviled his entire career, Magellan wrote directly to King Manuel, insulting numerous ministers by circumventing their jealously guarded authority, and insisted on receiving full compensation for the horse. Manuel proved no more generous than he had been on the occasion of Magellan’s previous demand for compensation of his lost investment. The new request was swiftly dismissed as a minor nuisance.

Magellan’s reaction was telling; rather than quitting the field of battle in disgust, he stubbornly remained at his post, somehow acquired a new horse, and participated in skirmishes with the Arabs who swooped out of the desert wastes to harass Portuguese soldiers guarding Azamor. Magellan showed himself to be a fearless warrior, engaging in hand-to-hand combat with the enemy on a daily basis. In one confrontation, he received a serious wound from an Arab lance, which left him with a shattered knee and a lifelong limp; it also ended his career as a soldier. With his irrational idealism and loyalty, his wounds, and his unquenchable thirst for battle and righting perceived wrongs, Magellan came to seem like a real-life Don Quixote.

At last, he received a taste of recognition he craved when his service in battle and war wounds earned him a promotion to the rank of quartermaster. The position entitled him to a share of the spoils of war, which proved to be his undoing. In a subsequent battle, Arabs surrendered a immense herd of livestock, over 200,000 goats, camels, and horses. Magellan was among the officers responsible for distributing the spoils in an equitable fashion, and he decided to pay off tribal allies with some of the captured animals. As a result of this transaction, Magellan and another officer were indicted for selling four hundred goats to the enemy and keeping the proceeds for personal gain.

The charges were, on their face, preposterous. Magellan, as a quartermaster, was entitled to his spoils of war, and it was not clear  that he received any. He failed to respond to the charges, and without authorization, left Morocco for Lisbon, where he appeared before King Manuel. Magellan did not apologize for his conduct in Morocco, but demanded an increase in the allowance he received as a member of the royal household, his moradia. Making a bad situation even worse, he lectured the king, reminding him that he, Ferdinand Magellan, was a nobleman, and had rendered lifelong service to the crown, and had the wounds to show for it. Nothing but a more generous moradia would suffice to acknowledge his stature, his sense of honor, and his idealism. Jealous rivals whispered behind Magellan’s back that his limp was merely an act designed to elicit sympathy.

King Manuel’s judgment, when it came, was swift and sure: The insolent and foolish Magellan was to return to Morocco immediately to face charges for treason, corruption, and leaving the army without authorization. This he did. After investigating the evidence, a tribunal in Morocco dismissed all charges against him, and he returned to Lisbon clutching a letter of recommendation from his commanding officer. Displaying superhuman stubbornness, Magellan went back to his sovereign king to demand the increased moradia with more vehemence than ever.

Once more, the king refused.

Magellan was entering middle age, with a bad leg and an unfairly tarnished reputation. Short and dark, and teetering on the brink of poverty, he looked nothing like the aristocrat he thought himself to be. And he still yearned to distinguish himself in the service of Portugal, to make a name for himself that would rank with the important figures of the day, the explorers who opened new trade routes for Portugal in the Indies, and in the process became rich themselves. It seemed that Magellan was merely compounding his folly by asking the king who had refused to increase his moradia to back an entire expedition, but the would-be explorer saw matters  differently. He was offering the king a scheme, admittedly a bit vague and risky, to fill the royal coffers with the wealth of the Indies.

Acknowledging that he needed help to persuade King Manuel, Magellan brought a prominent personage with him: Ruy Faleiro, a mathematician, astronomer, and nautical scholar. He was, in short, that quintessential Renaissance man, a cosmologist. Documents of the era always refer to Faleiro as a bachiller, in other words, a student (and perhaps also a teacher) at a university. Born in Covilhã, a town in mountainous eastern Portugal, Faleiro was a brilliant but unstable man who impressed his colleagues with his demonic personality; like many scholars of the day, he may have been a converso. He often worked closely with his brother Francisco, an influential scholar in his own right and the author of a well-regarded study of navigation, and it was likely that each Faleiro brother planned to play a major role in the expedition.

Despite the impressive credentials he brought to the venture, Ruy Faleiro had his own troubled history with King Manuel. The king had refused Faleiro’s application to become a “Judiciary Astronomer,” and worse, had appointed a rival to a new chair in astronomy at the University of Coimbra. So when Magellan and Faleiro presented themselves at court with their plan, the king was already prejudiced against both men, the stubborn, defiant Magellan and the mercurial Faleiro, men whose requests he had refused in the past.

By the time Magellan made his case for a voyage, King Manuel, then fifty-one years old, had entered the throes of a personal crisis. He believed that his long reign was coming to an end; his adored wife had recently died in childbirth, and he decided to abdicate in favor of his son. But when the young man proved ungrateful, Manuel abruptly changed his mind, decided to remain on the throne, and arranged to marry his son’s fiancée, Leonor, the twenty-year-old sister of King Charles of Spain. All the while, it was rumored, she continued to have relations with the boy, Prince João, a situation that caused no end of scandal and derision at court. So the Portuguese sovereign whom Magellan petitioned with his ambitious plan was a deeply suspicious, unhappy, and conflicted man—a man determined to keep others from attaining fame and power.

Three times, Magellan asked for royal authorization for a voyage to the Indies to discover a water route to the fabled but little known Spice Islands. Three times, the king, who had disliked and mistrusted Magellan for more than twenty years, refused.

Finally, in September of 1517, Magellan asked if he could offer his services elsewhere, and, to his astonishment, the king replied that Magellan was free to do as he pleased. And when Magellan knelt to kiss the king’s hands, as custom dictated, King Manuel concealed them behind his cloak and turned his back on his petitioner.

The humiliating rejection proved to be the making of Ferdinand Magellan.

After he received the final rebuff from the Portuguese king, he suddenly found direction in his life, and he moved quickly, carried along by his own ambitions and by the tides of history. By October 20, 1517, he had arrived in Seville, the largest city in Andalusia, in southwestern Spain. Ruy Faleiro, and possibly Francisco, joined him there in December, the three of them forming a close-knit team of Portuguese expatriates seeking their fortune in a rowdy and energetic new land. Within days of his arrival, Magellan signed documents formally making him a subject of Castile and its young king, Charles I. No longer was he Fernão de Magalhães; in Spain, he became known as Hernando de Magallanes.

There was ample precedent for Magellan’s emigration to Spain. His boyhood hero, Christopher Columbus, had come to Spain from  Genoa to seek backing for the discovery of a route to the Indies, and, after years of delay and frustration, had finally won it from King Charles’s grandparents, Ferdinand and Isabella. Magellan believed that he could do what the Genoese navigator had claimed to do but had never actually accomplished: reach the fabulous Indies by sailing westward across the ocean.

Tensions ran so high between Spain and Portugal that an international incident could result from an expedition following this route. Portugal had long been notoriously secretive about its empire, almost as secretive as the Arabs had been. By an edict of the Portuguese king, announced on November 13, 1504, anyone revealing discoveries or plans for missions of exploration could be executed. From 1500 to about 1550, not one book concerning Portuguese discoveries was published, at least in Portugal itself. Private individuals, during most of the sixteenth century, were not allowed to possess materials pertaining to the India trade and related subjects. Portuguese charts and maps were regarded as classified information and treated as state secrets. Had Magellan sailed on behalf of his homeland, his voyage around the world might have been lost to history.

Fortunately, the Spanish developed a different approach to empire building. Obsessive record keepers, given to documenting everything—laws, lineage, finances—they applied the same scrutiny to Magellan’s voyage. Unlike the Portuguese or the Arabs, the Spanish proclaimed their exploits to stake their claim to various parts of the world. Furthermore, the Age of Discovery coincided with the discovery of movable type and the spread of printed books and pamphlets across Europe, supplemented by influential handwritten presentation copies compiled by professional scribes for the libraries of nobility. All of these accounts helped to spread the news of the discovery of the New World, and to reshape maps and popular conceptions of the globe.

Magellan brought with him many of Portugal’s most precious and sensitive secrets: information about secret expeditions, a familiarity with Portuguese activity in the Indies, and an acquaintance with Portuguese navigational knowledge of the world beyond Europe. He was a rare breed, an explorer, schooled in the royal tradition established by Prince Henry the Navigator. But he needed a sponsor.

At eighteen, Charles I, king of Castile, Aragon, and Leon, was keenly aware of his august antecedents. He had preceded Magellan to Spain by only a year, and was as much of a stranger, or more. A Hapsburg, he had come of age in Flanders, drinking beer and speaking Flemish. He was now trying to learn the Spanish language and Spanish customs as quickly as he could. Endowed with a classic Hapsburg physique—tall, fair, with a hugely prominent chin—he towered above most of his subjects. He was trying to grow a beard to cover the broad expanse of his chin, and was on his way to becoming an accomplished horseman. It was said that he even participated in bullfights to display his valor.

His thirst for fame and glory had become apparent as soon as he arrived in Spain, and it was encouraged by his advisers, most of them highly placed officials of the Church who had been in power since the days of Ferdinand and Isabella and who saw in the young king the perfect vehicle for advancing their own ambitions. Less than a year after coming to Spain, Charles was elected king of the Romans, thanks to a great deal of string-pulling by the members of his family. The appointment meant that he would eventually become crowned King Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, but to receive the title he would have to pay vast sums of money, essentially bribes, to the electors, who were based in Germany, and he looked to the Indies and the New World as a source of revenue to advance his personal ambitions. Explorers such as Magellan could be very useful to a young king in search of glory and in need of money.

The timing of Magellan’s arrival in Spain was auspicious, but his overall prospects were decidedly mixed. Although he possessed specialized knowledge and experience of the vast yet secret Portuguese empire, he was an unknown quantity to the Spanish court and ministers. He spoke Spanish haltingly, and relied on scribes for written communication in that language. He had renounced his loyalty to Portugal, but he remained an outsider in Spain, on probation and under suspicion. In these difficult circumstances, getting the financial backing for his proposed voyage would require a superhuman expenditure of effort and cunning, as well as a generous amount of luck. Spain, in this era, remained a feudal society ruled by a powerful, feared, and corrupt clergy. Bishops’ illegitimate children, often referred to as “nephews” and “nieces,” played prominent roles in public life. Cruelty, hypocrisy, and tyranny imbued the social order in which Magellan now found himself, but for the moment, he prospered by appealing to the Spanish court’s longing to dominate world trade, and by insinuating himself into the country’s power structure.

Soon after arriving in Seville, Magellan became acquainted with Diogo Barbosa, another Portuguese expatriate who had settled in this city fourteen years earlier and was now Knight Commander of the Order of Santiago, among his other distinctions. Diogo’s nephew, Duarte, had sailed for Portugal, and Magellan was probably influenced by Duarte’s accounts of his journey. At the same time, Magellan began to woo Diogo’s daughter Beatriz; the relationship developed very quickly, and they married before the year was out. Suddenly, Magellan had an important sponsor in Seville, as well as a financial stake, because Beatriz brought with her a dowry of 600,000 maravedís. She might have been pregnant at the time of their marriage; the child, named Rodrigo, was born the following year.

Guided by the Barbosa family, Ferdinand Magellan prepared to persuade the powerful Casa de Contratación, or House of Com merce, to allow him to undertake his audacious voyage. Founded in Seville on January 20, 1503, by Queen Isabella, the Casa managed expeditions to the New World on behalf of the crown, and carried out its administrative chores with the bureaucratic zeal for which the Spanish were famous. At the time of its founding, the Casa de Contratación was housed near the Seville shipyards, in the Atarazanas, or arsenal, but to emphasize its authority, Queen Isabella moved it to the royal palace itself, the Alcázar Real. The Casa’s role quickly expanded from collecting taxes and duties to administering all aspects of exploration, including registering cargoes and proclaiming rules for the outfitting of ships and their weapons. Within a few years of its founding, the Casa began giving instructions to captains, and imposing punishments for smuggling, which was ever present. Soon the Casa functioned as a maritime court, adjudicating contract disputes and insurance claims for all voyages to the New World. The Casa even administered cosmography, maintaining and updating the padrón real, or royal chart, which served as a master copy for charts distributed to all ships leaving Spain. By 1508, the Casa acquired a piloto mayor, pilot major or chief pilot, who administered a school of navigation to train navigators and sailors who wished to advance themselves. (The very first piloto mayor was Amerigo Vespucci, who gave his name to the Americas.)

The Casa de Contratación was controlled by one man, who was neither a navigator nor an explorer. Juan Rodríguez de Fonseca, the bishop of Burgos, had served as Queen Isabella’s chaplain and had managed Columbus’s expeditions even before the Casa came into existence. A cold, manipulative bureaucrat who jealously guarded his power, Fonseca made himself essential to all Spanish expeditions to the New World. Anyone wishing Spain’s backing would have to obtain Fonseca’s blessing—which, as legions of explorers would testify, was also a curse.

Columbus and Fonseca despised one another and fought bitterly. Fonseca was forever trying to get Ferdinand and Isabella and their successors to ignore the claims of independent entrepreneurs such  as Columbus and to exert complete control over the expeditions that Spain sent to the New World. This meant, of course, that Fonseca would control the expeditions, and reap the full benefits from their trading. In the midst of the dispute, Columbus physically attacked Fonseca’s accountant, kicking and assaulting him as a proxy for Fonseca himself. Nevertheless, Fonseca gradually exerted his will over Columbus, and by the time Magellan appeared on the scene, the balance of power over trading privileges had shifted decisively from the explorer to the crown. Magellan, and others in his position, would have to settle for what the crown granted them—still a fortune beyond imagining—rather than establishing their own foreign trading empires. There could be no expedition to the Spice Islands without the backing of Fonseca and his Casa de Contratación.

When Magellan approached representatives of the Casa de Contratación and declared that he believed that the Spice Islands were located within the Spanish hemisphere, he was telling them exactly what they wanted, indeed, needed to hear. Peter Martyr, a chronicler with access to the highest circles of the Casa, could barely conceal their gloating. “If the affair has a favorable outcome, we will seize from the Orientals and the King of Portugal the trade in spices and precious stones.”

Still, the provisions of the Treaty of Tordesillas posed serious obstacles for the proposed expedition. Members of the Casa failed to see how Magellan could avoid trespassing on Portuguese interests by sailing west until he reached the East. Anticipating this objection, Magellan referred the distinguished members of the Casa to a clause in the Treaty of Tordesillas that allowed Spain or Portugal the freedom of the seas to reach lands belonging to one empire or the other. Such a clause was open to many interpretations, and Magellan might sail into conflict with Portugal if he attempted to take advantage of it.

Then there was the question
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