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Prologue

I first heard of Roger Dooley from his enemies. They told me he was a criminal, but no one could make clear the nature of his crime. That the self-described maritime archaeologist was, in fact, an avaricious treasure hunter went without saying for his detractors. Some tried to convince me that he was a grave robber. Others suggested he could be a drug trafficker, maybe even a human trafficker. “Roger Dooley,” they said, was likely not even his real name. One rival claimed that he was a thief, that he had stolen the coordinates of his greatest discovery. I was told Dooley was “a crackpot,” “a charlatan and a fake,” a “bullshitter.”

The tale of a supposed con man who had found a billion dollars in gold and silver on the seafloor sounded irresistible, but it didn’t escape my notice that the sources of those epithets included his competitors in the pursuit of one of the most coveted archaeological sites in history, often called the Holy Grail of shipwrecks. The wreck was said to contain what officials in Colombia referred to as “the biggest treasure in the history of humanity,” which would become the subject of a vicious custody battle between Spain, Colombia, titans of finance, and the Indigenous peoples from whose ancestral lands the ship’s gold and silver had been taken centuries before.

Since Dooley had never explained how he’d done it—in part because he was bound by secrecy imposed from on high—the mystery around him only deepened. He had said almost nothing publicly in response to the barrage of criticism and conspiracy theories. Dooley was untraceable. A ghost. The special-purpose company founded by his mysterious English investor had long since taken down its website, and calls to its listed number went unanswered. Dooley had no academic affiliation. He was not on social media. Nobody who knew him would give me his contact information. After months of trying to track him down, I gave up.

One morning, I got a call from an unfamiliar number with a 305 area code. Miami.

“Hello?”

An ancient-sounding voice answered: “It’s Roger Dooley.”

I ran upstairs, put the phone on speaker, and started typing.

After all the outlandish claims I’d heard about Dooley, I had to ask myself whether I could trust what he was saying. But the more immediate challenge was to understand what he was saying. Dooley was born in New Jersey in 1944 and raised largely in Brooklyn before emigrating to Cuba as a teenager. He spoke imperfect English at a frenetic pace, with a thick accent and a slight stammer, in a desiccated rasp that sounded like a cross between Don Corleone and Ricky Ricardo played at double speed. Certain syllables bore faint traces of a Brooklyn inflection. Consonants for him were notional, in a manner typical of Cubans, who enunciate, as others in the Spanish-speaking world describe it, as if they have a hot potato in the mouth. At first, I could make out only a few scattered words. My notes from our initial conversations were nearly useless, littered with frantic question marks.

Adding to my confusion were his odd verbal tics. Many of his frequent, meandering asides, for example, began with “I said,” regardless of who was speaking in the story, or whether he was even involved. (Those words could be hard to distinguish from the Spanish o sea—roughly, “I mean”—which he liberally peppered into his speech.) He often cut off sentences halfway through with “whatever” or “anyhow,” as if he were in a rush and details were unimportant. He had a confounding habit of not using people’s names, saying instead “that guy you talked to” or “the Spanish guy.” And when he cited a number or a date or a dollar amount, he often tacked on numerous alternatives: “Seventy, eighty, ninety million, a hundred million dollars maybe.” “In nineteen-eighty-two, three, five, something like that …” The overall effect was an illusion of specificity that made it difficult to pin him down on anything. I began to suspect that this was semi-intentional, that it sprang from a second nature to muddy the truth.

I doubted whether I would ever learn the real story.

A few months later, I received an email from Dooley:


You must plan a two-day visit to my house, to know me well if you want to know how exactly I found one of the most important shipwrecks in America.



Thus began an exchange that would last several years, yielding hundreds of hours of interviews, as Dooley unfolded his remarkable story.

■ ■ ■

Dooley’s quest, the one that would come to consume him and indeed to define his life, began in Seville, on a typically torrid day in July 1984. The thirty-nine-year-old archaeologist left his hotel after breakfast and made his way toward the Plaza del Triunfo, the city’s central square. He relished his morning walks through the Barrio Santa Cruz. Shops were closed, tourists were sleeping in, and the sun had not yet risen high enough to illuminate the narrow, labyrinthine streets. It would soon become too hot to remain outdoors for long. He checked his watch, a battered Rolex Sea-Dweller he never took off his wrist, not even when showering or when exploring shipwreck-strewn waters of the Caribbean. There was no time to dawdle: The doors of the archive would open soon.

Tall and wiry, with deep-set eyes and a conquistador beard, Dooley looked like a young Don Quixote and was imbued with a similar sense of purpose. He hurried through Seville’s medieval maze and found himself at the foot of the cathedral, one of the largest in Europe, where the weight of Spanish history was as oppressive as the sun. Before him on the cobblestoned Plaza del Triunfo, past a minefield of horse droppings and a perimeter of palm trees, his destination: the General Archive of the Indies. A stately, two-story, seventeenth-century edifice, the archive stood as a temple to Spanish bureaucracy, containing four centuries’ worth of records from the Americas—more than sixty million documents dating back to the time of Columbus, accounting for every conquest, every ounce of gold and silver stripped from the New World, every ship sent across the Atlantic, and every one that didn’t return.

Dooley entered the palatial building, his footsteps echoing between the marble floor and the arcaded ceiling. He flashed his researcher’s card to the guard on duty. Though he was born Roger Edward Dooley, in New Jersey, the document identified him under the more dashing alias of Roger Montañés Caballero, as he was known in Cuba. Caballero was his Cuban mother’s surname, Montañés his stepfather’s.

As it happened, Dooley was in Seville on Cuban government business. He was the chief archaeologist for a state entity called Carisub, newly formed on orders from President Fidel Castro in part to track down the many historic ships thought to have wrecked against the island’s treacherous shores over the centuries and to pry out their riches. To many archaeologists around the world, the organization’s emphasis on recovering treasure amounted to piracy, flouting international standards for the preservation of cultural heritage. Dooley himself had misgivings about the practice, which he feared would make him a pariah among legitimate archaeologists. But he felt he had little choice. He was raising two daughters in Cuba, where Castro ultimately controlled every sphere of human activity. The dictator had set his mind on claiming all the sunken treasure off his country’s coast and would brook no competition. For Dooley, who had dedicated his professional life to finding shipwrecks, Carisub was the only game in town.

When he joined the company, in 1983, Dooley insisted to his colleagues that they should focus their efforts on finding a lost treasure galleon that was rumored to have wrecked in the shallows east of Havana in the late seventeenth century, in the clear waters just off the postcard-perfect white sands of Guanabo Beach. There were two ways to hunt for a colonial Spanish shipwreck in the Americas. You could start in the water, blindly towing a magnetometer or a side-scan sonar and investigating every hit, or you could start here, at the General Archive of the Indies, where many historic wrecks were thoroughly documented. In theory, the research approach was more efficient. In practice, though, it could be just as difficult to find clues in the Byzantine archive as it was to find treasure on the seabed, especially for the uninitiated. The classification system had hardly been updated since the 1700s. There was no comprehensive catalog, no index. “It’s not like there’s a shipwreck section,” Dooley would later tell me. “You could spend twenty years there and not find what you’re looking for.”

For most of its existence, the archive had been a resource for scholars of Spanish colonialism. But recently, a more swashbuckling caste had begun to infiltrate its stacks. American treasure hunters—and Spanish researchers in their employ—had increasingly come seeking information that might lead to multimillion-dollar troves.

Dooley did not fit neatly into either camp. He had been tasked with locating a valuable wreck, but even if he found chests full of gold, he stood to gain nothing himself. All treasure would go to Carisub, and ultimately into state coffers. What Dooley dreamed of instead was the chance to excavate a galleon, a type of warship that for almost three centuries traversed the ocean, carrying men and merchandise to the New World and Asia and bringing unfathomable wealth back to Europe, forever altering the course of civilization on several continents. With their imposing bulk, elegant curves, colorfully painted sterns, and ornate decorations, the vessels were among the most distinctive and beautiful ships on the seas. Of the many galleons believed to have sunk in the Caribbean, only three had ever been found and identified, all of them ransacked by treasure hunters before they could be properly studied. Dooley had been calling himself a maritime archaeologist for more than a decade but had yet to conduct a by-the-book excavation of any kind. If he could lead the first thorough study of a Spanish galleon, it could help fill in an all-important missing chapter in world history. More importantly, it would make Dooley’s name, a prize more precious to him than gold.

Dooley climbed the archive’s grand staircase to the second floor and walked through a curtain to an area where desks were arranged under the high vaulted ceiling. He requested a file from the archivist and took his seat. Over the course of several years, the archaeologist had begun to understand the archive’s chaotic ways. He was less intimidated by its befuddling organization and had grown accustomed to the antiquated spellings and the nearly illegible, unpunctuated scribblings of harried seventeenth-century officials. He came to recognize their various handwritings. “The king’s scribe’s was always beautiful, perfect,” he said. “But most wrote like drunken doctors filling out prescriptions.”

Since he’d begun delving into the archive the previous year, Dooley had confirmed that the galleon he was after was no fiction. Its name was Nuestra Señora de las Mercedes, the vice-flagship of the Caribbean treasure fleet, known as the Tierra Firme Armada. On the moonless night of March 13, 1698, its hold abounding with silver, the Mercedes struck a reef east of Havana and sank, according to records, “in four fathoms of water, a musket’s shot from land.”

The demise of the Mercedes and the investigations that followed generated reams of paperwork, which now told Dooley the rest of the story. He learned that all crew and passengers made it safely ashore, that much of the galleon’s treasure was salvaged over several years, and that the unsubmerged top of the wreck was deliberately torched to prevent pirates from finding and looting it. Dooley believed there was little silver left. He also suspected that three centuries’ worth of storms had fragmented the hull and dispersed its remaining contents over a large area.

He nevertheless resolved to learn everything he could about the ship, its history, and its afterlife in order to inform a possible excavation. To that end, he searched for references to the Mercedes stretching from ten years before its sinking to ten following the tragedy, beyond which point the collective memory of the event would have begun to fade.

The archivist handed him a heavy file—or legajo—labeled 377, from a section dealing with Caribbean affairs. Dooley untied the cord that held the bundle together like a Christmas present. He opened the hard, threadbare cover and was immediately transported to the early 1700s. Under the watchful eye of the archivist, he began to read.

The documents that Dooley was now handling were barely yellowed, their edges lightly frayed, the oak gall ink ranging from brown to black. With their high linen content, the sheets exuded no mustiness, only the faint sweet smell of aged paper. Summer temperatures in Andalusia routinely exceeded one hundred degrees, and though the underbudgeted archive lacked air conditioning, the dryness of the air in Seville had a preservative effect. (“It’s why restaurants can leave a pata negra ham out in the open for days and it won’t rot,” Dooley hypothesized.)

For hours, in the suffocating heat, Dooley sifted through endless accounts of mundane colonial matters—church records, itemizations, legal disputes, petty complaints. His eyes strained to decipher the hurriedly ornate calligraphy, which often bled to the other side of the sheet, making the documents even harder to read.

Midway through the legajo, by which point the dullness of the pages would have discouraged all but the most obsessive of researchers, he discovered a packet of letters that would change his life. He noticed that they had been sewn together in a kind of booklet, an odd detail he would never forget. Reading through them, he understood that they had been sent to Havana from Santiago de Cuba, a city on the southeastern tip of the island. The missives dated back to 1708, the last year of Dooley’s search. He expected to sort through it quickly, since little relevant information about the Mercedes was likely to have been withheld that long. But as he scanned the papers, words and phrases called out like siren song from the deep: “galleons,” “battle,” “English warships,” “gold,” “silver,” “His Majesty’s treasure,” “everybody drowned” …

These letters were indeed about a shipwreck. But as he read deeper, he realized that it couldn’t have been the Mercedes. The letters had been dispatched from Cartagena de Indias, the rich port city on the coast of what is now Colombia, just days after what appeared to have been a horrific tragedy. Dooley was perplexed: How, then, had the documents wound up in the records of Havana? At the risk of getting sidetracked, Dooley couldn’t resist reading on. The story the letters told was more dramatic than any adventure novel he’d ever read. The reports, he learned, had been smuggled past an English blockade of Cartagena in a small, inconspicuous sloop with the instructions that the governor of Havana should immediately send them across the Atlantic ocean to Spain’s Felipe V, to inform him of the loss of three of his ships and a literal king’s ransom in gold and silver. Well versed in the period, as well as in the literature of treasure hunting, Dooley realized then that he had stumbled upon critical clues to the whereabouts of the most valuable shipwreck in history: the mythical San José.




Part I



THE LAST DAYS OF THE SAN JOSÉ


I and my companions suffer from a disease of the heart which can only be cured with gold.

—Hernan Cortés to Moctezuma’s messenger






CHAPTER 1

The Graveyard of the Spanish

In surviving accounts, he is known only as the Frenchman. He was a prisoner aboard an English warship lurking off the coast of the Kingdom of New Granada—the imperial Spanish territory corresponding largely to today’s Colombia—in search of vessels to plunder. For weeks the three-masted ship, part of a squadron of four, had been prowling the area, sailing far from shore to avoid detection. But in early May of 1708, the ship strayed close enough to land for the Frenchman to attempt an escape. When he sensed the opportunity, he climbed atop the bulwarks and threw himself overboard into the turbid, brackish waters where the Magdalena River spilled into the Caribbean Sea. It is unknown whether he jumped by daylight or under the cover of night. But had the English seen him, they would surely have done all they could to prevent him from reaching the shore alive.

Allowing his clothes little time to dry after the exhausting swim, he journeyed along the coast until he arrived at the port city of Cartagena de Indias and beheld its massive fortifications. Cartagena’s defenses were among the most imposing in the Caribbean, designed to protect the formidable wealth within. Most of the riches taken from South America passed through Cartagena on their way back to Spain, and most of the African men and women forcibly shipped in to extract those riches passed through the city’s slave market—one of the largest in the world.

The Frenchman walked beyond the ramparts into the city’s bustling streets. Not long before, a French traveler wandering through Cartagena would have drawn sidelong looks, or worse. Decades of war between France and Spain had nurtured a profound mutual loathing. Just a decade earlier, the city had been ruthlessly sacked and set aflame by marauders under the orders of the French corsair Jean-Baptiste Ducasse. But in 1700, upon the death of Spain’s heirless King Carlos II, France’s Louis XIV installed his own grandson, Philippe, on the throne in Madrid, citing a circuitous line of succession. In the time it took for the news to spread across the oceans, the French and the Spanish had become allies in what would later be called the War of the Spanish Succession, perhaps the first truly global conflict. Bad blood was washed away. Once the butcher of Cartagena, Ducasse was suddenly recast as a heroic naval commander, entrusted to defend Spain’s cities and ships against the English and the Dutch. The latter two countries were supporters of the Habsburg claimant to the throne, Charles of Austria. Having until then been allied with Spain, they were now the nation’s enemies.

The English threat was precisely what the Frenchman was anxious to warn the Spanish authorities about. (One witness described him as a “deserter,” which suggests he might have expected leniency in exchange for his information.) He was brought before Cartagena’s governor-general, José de Zúñiga, who heard his declaration. “There are along these coasts four English ships,” the Frenchman was reported to have said. “Two of seventy cannon, one of fifty, and one … which they call a fireship.”

The escaped prisoner’s report had a chilling effect on Governor Zúñiga. He had heard whispers of an English presence in the area, but none so specific. The danger could no longer be attributed to hearsay. The enemy ships’ objective was all too obvious: to intercept the Spanish treasure fleet on its return from the fair in Portobelo, a harbor on the Isthmus of Darién (in what is now Panama), where galleons were currently filling their hulls with gold and silver.

For nearly a century and a half, the Tierra Firme fleet had sailed between Spain and the Caribbean every two years on average. The Spanish Crown relied on the regular influx of precious metals stripped from the New World to pay its troops and its many creditors, to sustain its empire, and to gild its palaces, churches, and wealthy men and women. Yet by 1708 it had been more than a decade since the last treasure fleet had come and gone. The convoy system had begun to collapse at the end of the seventeenth century as Spain’s debts piled up, inflation spiraled, and the economy devolved into perpetual crisis. The war of succession delayed the dispatching of the galleons and merchant ships from Spain until 1706, and the constant threat of ambush in the Caribbean further prolonged their homeward voyage. Back in Madrid, Philippe, now King Felipe V, had grown desperate for the return of the galleons, which he expected would carry twelve years’ worth of accumulated treasure. The English raiders, of course, would have had the same expectation.

It was clear to Zúñiga that the outcome of the war—the very survival of the Crown—could depend on the safe passage of the fleet. He ordered a scribe to make a copy of the Frenchman’s declaration and entrusted it, along with corroborating accounts, to his thirty-year-old adjutant, Pedro de Fuentes, with instructions that he board a French sloop bound for Portobelo and hand the documents without delay to the captain general of the galleons, the Count of Casa Alegre.

Fuentes’s westward journey took several days. While the bureaucrat did his best to avoid paying tribute to Neptune, sailors kept watch from the crow’s nest, scanning the horizon for the English squadron. Only near the end of their voyage, in the Gulf of Darién, did they report anything unusual.

“Land!” bellowed a lookout, pointing off the port bow.

The sloop’s captain, who knew the coast so well he could draw a map of it by memory, was taken aback. He was aware of no landmass at that latitude, at that bearing.

“Have a better look,” he shouted, but the sailor could not make out the indistinct shapes in the distance. The captain sent another man to the top of the mast, yet the nature of the objects was no clearer to him—perhaps they were uncharted islands, perhaps they were foreign sails. The captain eyed the horizon. There was no time to investigate. Zúñiga’s orders had been clear: The message he carried could not wait. They sailed on.

As the sloop approached Portobelo, Fuentes gazed at the crenellated bastions that guarded the town and still bore the scars of multiple raids over the previous century. The English buccaneer Bartholomew Sharp had attacked the town in 1680, when it was still recovering from the vicious assault led by his infamous compatriot the pirate Henry Morgan twelve years earlier. Somewhere in these waters, the body of Francis Drake lay in a lead-lined coffin, dressed in a full suit of armor.

For pirates and privateers, there was no more tempting target in all of Spanish America than Portobelo during the fair: It was here that galleons and merchant ships discharged goods from Europe (olive oil, wine, iron, textiles, clothing, books, armaments, etc.) and filled their emptied hulls with riches from all across the Viceroyalty of Peru, which covered most of South America.

Christopher Columbus had given this place its idyllic name: Porto Bello, beautiful harbor. This appellation would turn out to be grimly ironic. The picturesque setting that had so charmed the explorer from a distance—a placid haven nestled at the foot of misty emerald hills—turned out to be a pestilential swamp, known among colonists as “the graveyard of the Spanish,” an inherently cursed place. “It destroys the vigour of nature, and often untimely cuts the thread of life,” wrote one eighteenth-century traveler, the scientist Antonio de Ulloa. In his description, the town’s infestations of jungle creatures rivaled the biblical plagues: “Serpents are here … numerous and deadly and toads innumerable, swarming not only in the damp and marshy places, as in other countries, but even in the streets, courts of great houses, and all open places in general.”

The sloop weaved among the galleons and merchant ships that cluttered the bay and sidled up to the Tierra Firme fleet’s magnificent flagship, the galleon San José. Fuentes was helped aboard the San José and led to the Count of Casa Alegre, Don José Fernández de Santillán. He delivered Zúñiga’s message along with a report of the possible ships the sailors on his sloop had seen in the Gulf of Darién.

Casa Alegre’s ornately appointed quarters occupied the stern of the vessel, their size and gilded splendor reflecting his rank. As captain general of the galleons, the count was at the top of the viceroyalty’s hierarchy, superseding the viceroy of Peru himself. He was here not only as the commander of the fleet but as a proxy for the king.

No images of Don José are known to exist, but if he looked anything like his beloved older brother—a fellow high-ranking official whose portrait has survived—he might have had a sharp, aquiline nose; long, straight white hair; and calculating eyes.fn1 At seventy-one, he had reached the culmination of a social ascent that had begun several generations earlier with his Sevillian ancestors, wealthy landowners and producers of wine, wheat, and olive oil in Andalusia since at least the fifteenth century. His own climb up Spain’s aristocratic ladder had been secured with chests full of silver. Shrewd and stubborn, Don José had leveraged the family fortune to loan money to the chronically cash-strapped Crown, which rewarded his generosity with a succession of increasingly prestigious and lucrative colonial appointments.fn2 And up until then, Don José had largely proven worthy of his purchased positions. He had acquitted himself well as governor of the Maracaibo district, in modern-day Venezuela, and had earned the title of Count of Casa Alegre five years earlier in recognition of his heroic role in fending off an English assault on the vital Spanish port of Cádiz, from aboard the galleon San José.

Yet he had never before helmed Spain’s all-important Tierra Firme treasure fleet, and he now felt the weight of an empire bearing down on his shoulders. Reading the Frenchman’s warning as Fuentes looked on, he faced perhaps the most consequential decision of his life. The planned itinerary for the fleet’s return, as it had been for Spanish treasure convoys for more than a century, was to sail from Portobelo to Cartagena, then to Havana, where it would unite with the New Spain treasure fleet sailing in from Mexico, then join forces with the French raider-turned-ally Ducasse, who would escort the ships on the dangerous homeward journey across the Atlantic to Cádiz, in southern Spain. It was not obvious to Casa Alegre how to react to the news that the English squadron was planning to ambush him somewhere between Portobelo and Cartagena. To set sail for Cartagena in hopes that the fleet could either evade, outmaneuver, or outgun the squadron was risky, but so was waiting out the threat in a disease-infested swamp, one that—history had shown—was not invulnerable to attack. And if he were to wait, then for how long? In a few months, hurricanes would begin ripping across the Caribbean. In the previous hundred years, such storms had destroyed far more ships, killed far more people, and taken far more treasure than had been lost to pirates and privateers.

Casa Alegre considered his duty to the king, who would have been growing more impatient for his treasure by the day, but also his own fate. At his age, death was a constant companion.

Despite Casa Alegre’s absolute authority in Portobelo, this was not a decision he felt capable of making on his own. As with nearly every important matter, he sought the counsel of the fleet’s intimidatingly self-confident second-in-command, Don Miguel Agustin de Villanueva. The sixty-one-year-old admiral was commander of the San Joaquín, the San José’s nearly identical sister galleon, completed the same year, 1698, by the same shipwright in the Basque country of Spain. Of noble origin, Villanueva held extraordinary sway over Casa Alegre. He had begun his military career as a soldier at fifteen and had steadily risen through the ranks of royal service. He had served in multiple Tierra Firme campaigns and had even fought in this very harbor when Spanish forces routed a French assault on Portobelo in 1684. If anyone knew how to respond to the English threat, it would be Villanueva.

The admiral largely dismissed Fuentes’s report, saying it was “nothing to worry about.” Was it truly news that raiders were intent on ambushing the Spanish fleet to steal its treasure? The possibility of attack was a perennial menace, and yet, over the previous two centuries, most Spanish treasure had safely arrived to the Royal Hacienda. Besides, with nearly four times as many ships, almost half of them armed, the Spanish convoy had little to fear from a four-ship squadron. The real danger, Villanueva argued, would be to postpone the galleons’ departure and allow a greater English force to besiege the fleet in Portobelo, where its ships were sitting ducks.

Casa Alegre was reassured by his admiral’s logic and his air of conviction. Yet, unwilling to have the consequences of the decision fall entirely on his and Villanueva’s shoulders, he nonetheless convened a war council, a junta of naval and civil officials, who met at the Casa de la Contaduría, a grand building by the town’s humble standards. Among them were colonial administrators, delegates from the merchant community, and the highest-ranking officers from the fleet’s galleons and other warships. Once everyone had gathered in the room, Casa Alegre shared Zúñiga’s letter and the Frenchman’s alarming report.

IN THE SWELTERING STREETS OF PORTOBELO, meanwhile, the fair went on: Merchants, sailors, slaves, and soldiers engaged in a boisterous choreography of commerce that hadn’t been seen there in twelve years. To anyone who had visited in the interim, Portobelo would now have been unrecognizable. During the tiempo de galeones, when the fleet was anchored in the bay, the sleepy, desolate jungle outpost was transformed as if by sorcery into one of the world’s most vibrant marketplaces. Tents made of ships’ sails were erected in the main square to house the exchange, where traders from Lima haggled with their European counterparts. The smells of Peruvian products like cacao, vicuña wool, fermented indigo, and Jesuit’s bark swirled through the humid air, competing for attention with the grassy stench of manure. Droves of mules—convoys several miles long, containing hundreds of animals—had crossed over from Panama, on the Pacific side of the isthmus, carrying more than one hundred tons of gold and silver coins through tropical forests and mosquito-ridden marshlands. So much precious metal had been brought in that, as Ulloa notes of a typical fair, “the streets [were] encumbered with bales and chests of gold and silver of all kinds.”

Before Casa Alegre had left Spain, in 1706, the king had sent him an unambiguous order: Once in Portobelo, Felipe had written, the captain general was to embark “all my gold and silver … without losing time” and “without allowing anyone to meddle.” Corruption, smuggling, and tax evasion had become rampant within the colonies, threatening the health of the empire like a gangrenous limb. From an ocean away, the Crown struggled to stop their spread.

As the king’s representative on the ground, Casa Alegre would ensure that his sovereign would receive every last peso he was owed in taxes and fees—and then some. In his zeal, the count had turned tyrannical. He was “inflexible in applying pressure,” reported one observer at the fair, a prominent judge named Francisco de Medina, who had run afoul of Casa Alegre for having the temerity to confront him about his strict approach. In an effort to root out fraud, the captain general had “visited the merchants’ houses and took from them, without discrimination, quantities of crates and [gold and silver] bars,” Medina reported. Some traders stashed their wealth in the mountains and other hiding places to evade his grasp. When two Lima tax collectors failed to provide the money he expected, Casa Alegre had them locked up in dark, dank cells in the belly of one of the fortresses surrounding the town.

The captain general’s strong-arm ways had helped him secure more than a million pesos for the royal coffers. Following a long-standing tradition, half of the king’s treasure would be carried in the capitana, or flagship (in this case the San José), and half in the almiranta, or vice-flagship (the San Joaquín). This was a fraction of the merchants’ earnings from the fair, most of which would likewise be entrusted in equal proportion to the two galleons, the largest and most heavily armed ships in the fleet. In addition, the two vessels had already embarked a substantial amount of treasure at an earlier fair in Cartagena. Along with the silver and gold were cases of pearls and uncut emeralds, as well as jewelry and luxury objects.

All of it was now at risk of ending up in English hands.

At the junta, Casa Alegre listened as the men proposed various plans. Some suggested that the fleet bypass Cartagena—and thus avoid the squadron that was awaiting them—by sailing straight to Havana. There was just one problem: After several years at sea, the storm-battered, worm-eaten hull of the San José, like that of several other ships, was beginning to leak and urgently needed to be careened in Cartagena before the long and dangerous journey to Cuba began. Others proposed that the fleet remain in place through the winter and that a heavy chain be drawn across the mouth of the harbor to prevent enemy ships from entering. But nobody was eager to spend more time in Portobelo, and the king could not afford to wait another year for his treasure.

A group led by Judge Medina, whom Casa Alegre considered an insufferable nuisance, floated the idea of sending a sloop—the same one that had brought Fuentes and Zúñiga’s missive—ahead of the fleet to look out for English warships along the path from Portobelo to Cartagena. Of most pressing concern to the gathering were the shapes that the sloop’s lookout had spotted in the Gulf of Darién. The small and nimble vessel could inspect the waters quickly, without attracting attention. If it found them to be clear, the fleet could set sail.

A consensus emerged and Casa Alegre appeared to agree to the plan. Yet several days passed and the sloop had still not left Portobelo, for reasons that have not been recorded. In the meantime, two French frigates had entered the harbor with more unnerving reports from Cartagena: English prisoners had confessed that squadrons of their nation’s warships had been making regular trips between Jamaica—the seat of English power in the Caribbean—and the Gulf of Darién in order to keep watch on the comings and goings in Portobelo. The men of the fleet could practically hear the English shanties floating in from the east.

Casa Alegre convened a second junta, and once again the proposal to send a sloop ahead to reconnoiter the area was put to a vote. This time, however, there was one dissenter: Admiral Villanueva, who from the start had downplayed the English menace. His long, decorated career lent him an outsize charisma, which he now wielded to advocate once again for immediate departure.

The sooner the fleet could leave Portobelo, Villanueva argued, the higher its chances of safely reaching Cartagena. Every hour of delay brought greater risk of catastrophe. If indeed their movements were being watched, to send a scout would only warn the enemy of the fleet’s intention to set sail and give the English squadron more time to prepare an assault.

The gathering struggled to understand Villanueva’s reasoning: If the English were indeed around the corner, then they would be alerted to the fleet’s movement no matter what. To leave Portobelo without first surveying the area would be lunacy.

But the admiral would not budge. “The force of four ships,” he insisted, “[is] not sufficient to prevent the departure of the Armada.”

Villanueva was overwhelmingly outnumbered. But though the matter had been voted on, the junta was not a democracy. Only one man needed to be convinced, and Casa Alegre, despite his higher position and greater age, deferred—as he had so often—to Villanueva’s superior experience.

As it became clear that Casa Alegre was leaning toward Villanueva’s position, Judge Medina, who had previously butted heads with the count over his draconian methods, could not contain his rage. His voice shaking with fury, he told the general that he was risking not just the ships and lives under his command but the very survival of the Spanish Empire.

“I was so upset that I warned him how that resolution of his departure would cause the loss of the army, and with it the total devastation of the monarchy,” Medina wrote. “He was going to give himself up to the enemy.”

Several men echoed Medina’s outburst, including the captains of sea and war on each of the fleet’s three galleons, who knew all too well the carnage that a confrontation with a well-armed enemy ship could wreak. Among the loudest voices was the fleet’s third-in-command, Nicolás de la Rosa y Suárez, the captain of the Santa Cruz, known for his quick temper and propensity for dueling. But Villanueva and Casa Alegre were unmoved, believing it possible to chart a course to Cartagena that would elude the English.

Villanueva shut down the debate with a grandiose pronouncement: “The sea is broad and her paths are many.”

The captain general’s decision was final. “With no agreement other than his own,” one member of the junta recalled, Casa Alegre “resolved to set the departure of said galleons for the day of May 28,” without an advance sloop. Protestations died down in resignation and disbelief, and the council disbanded. While he convinced himself that he could lead the fleet to Cartagena without firing a shot, Casa Alegre returned to his quarters aboard the San José and drafted a battle plan in preparation for a clash with the English, should one become unavoidable.

If the Frenchman’s report was to be believed, two of the four English ships had seventy cannons, eight more than the San José and San Joaquín’s sixty-two each. Casa Alegre knew well that battles at sea tended to be coldly arithmetical affairs: Enemy ships would glide slowly past each other in a dance of death, firing broadsides at close range, and whichever had the greater firepower usually won. But the captain general had confidence in the solidity of the twin galleons to withstand the barrage. Built a decade earlier in northern Spain, largely from lumber cut under the waning moon when it was believed the sap was closest to the root and the wood was sturdiest, the three-masted vessels, each around 135 feet long, with a capacity of about 1,070 metric tons, were the largest and strongest ever to lead the Tierra Firme fleet. And while some of the English ships might have had more guns, Casa Alegre reassured himself that he had more armed ships in total: In addition to the San José and the San Joaquín were the Santa Cruz, also known as the gobierno, with fifty guns; a French frigate named the Sancti Espiritu, with thirty-two; an urca, or hulk, known as “Nieto’s ship,” with thirty-four; and two smaller merchant ships with a dozen guns on each side. Casa Alegre believed the total firepower under his command gave him the advantage in the grim calculus of naval warfare.

On the nearly windless morning of May 28, sailors on all sixteen of the fleet’s ships—including the eleven merchant vessels—scaled the rigging to vertiginous heights, resembling the monkeys that abounded in the trees around Portobelo, and lowered the sails for departure. Aboard his lavishly upholstered skiff, Casa Alegre was rowed from ship to ship, making his final inspections and rushing the proceedings along. When he passed by the urca, the captain of the infantry company aboard the ship, Don José Canis de Alzamora, called out to him and expressed his concern that he lacked munitions and that his gunners were in no condition to fight: Of the thirty-eight troops in his company, half were sick or convalescing. Casa Alegre responded coldly that he had no more men to spare. When Canis repeated his desperate plea for reinforcements, Casa Alegre, unmoving, told him to speed up the departure, unmoored his boat from the urca, and rowed away.

As he gained distance, Casa Alegre could hear Canis continuing to protest in anger and asking sailors to bear witness to his outrage. But if he had any doubts about his fleet’s preparedness, the count kept them to himself. Now was not the time for indecision. As long as the winds were in his favor, he might have told himself, there would be no need to put his weakened men to the test.

At last, the ships sailed slowly out of the safety of the port in a long, majestic parade. After exiting the mouth of the harbor, the convoy tacked eastward toward the Gulf of Darién, keeping the coastline to starboard. After weeks of inhaling the stale vapors of Portobelo, the hundreds of voyagers—crew, soldiers, officials seeking passage to Cartagena and beyond—were glad at long last to be at sea. But the relief was tainted with fear. The beginning of the return trip to Spain should have been a cause for celebration. Instead, the likelihood of bloodshed gave the convoy the air of a funeral procession.




CHAPTER 2

Galleon Life

To anyone spying the fleet from afar, the two galleons would have been easy to distinguish by their size and defiant silhouettes. With their high stern castles, they were pitched ever so slightly forward, like charging bulls. They each had two gun decks, and ten gunports on the quarterdeck. The ships were square rigged, their sails stretched across horizontal spars that extended to each side of the ship. Each vessel had three masts, honed from the straight, soaring trunks of pine trees from eastern European forests. Each hull’s planks were pine above the waterline and sturdier oak below, the lower portion sheathed in a thin layer of lead to guard against shipworms. A carving of a rampant lion served as the figurehead.

Like living beings, the San José and the San Joaquín had changed continually since their birth in the small Basque town of Mápil. Countless adjustments, enhancements, and repairs made the twin ships look increasingly distinct over time. Both had reached their full splendor shortly before crossing the Atlantic. Their most intricate decorations were reserved for their sterns, bedecked with gilded balustrades featuring scenes from Greek mythology and three copper lanterns framing colorfully painted carvings of each galleon’s patron saint—Saint Joseph cradling an infant Jesus in the case of the flagship San José. When the work was done, one observer marveled, “Such is the elegance and perfection of the new stern that it places the ship above those of other nations.”

The San José and the San Joaquín were about twice the size of the average galleon in use from the late sixteenth century to the early seventeenth, the golden age of the Spanish Empire, when the traffic of treasure fleets across the Atlantic was at its apex, with some convoys containing more than one hundred ships. The archetypal oceanic war galleon originated in Spanish shipyards in the 1590s, having evolved from the carrack, a short-keeled, high-sided, and altogether unwieldy oceangoing craft of which Columbus’s Santa María was a notable example. A lower forecastle reduced wind resistance, and a greater length-to-beam ratio (typically 3:1) improved maneuverability. Crucially, the stabler, less top-heavy galleon could support far more guns, which had become a necessity after Sir Francis Drake’s surprise attack on Spanish America in 1578 proved that Europe’s wars would not be contained to Europe. In the following decades, shipwrights across the Old World adopted the designs. None did so with more enthusiasm than the Spanish, whose economy had come to depend on regular infusions of treasure and raw material from across the Atlantic, and who needed ships with the capacity to carry it and the cannons to defend it.

Over time, shipbuilders in other seafaring nations, especially England and Holland, innovated further, developing the more hydrodynamic craft known as the ship of the line. The vessel, referred to in the Royal Navy as a man-of-war, was conceived for a new kind of naval warfare—broadside to broadside—in which speed, agility, and firepower made all the difference. Hulls were narrowed and cargo capacity was sacrificed to accommodate even more gunports. The seas had never seen more efficient engines of death.

Spain, meanwhile, remained committed to the obsolescent galleon, addicted as the nation had become to shipments of riches from the New World. As hulls elsewhere were being streamlined, Spanish galleons grew bulkier, more gluttonous, becoming the very embodiment of the empire’s decadence. A dramatic rise in smuggling and tax evasion further stretched the dimensions of galleons as shipbuilders routinely flouted royally mandated proportions in order to accommodate more contraband. These changes had a direct effect on the ships’ seaworthiness, compromising their ability to handle strong winds or agitated waters.

English and Spanish warships had diverged over the second half of the seventeenth century, the former evolving into nimble predators, the latter into lumbering prey.

THE SIX-HUNDRED-ODD PEOPLE aboard the San José—we’ll never know exactly how many—were well aware of the deadly peril they faced. But the crew had little choice, and the passengers had decided it was worth the risk: The ships of the Tierra Firme fleet would be the first to return to Spain in twelve years, and with war raging on both sides of the ocean, there was no guessing when they would have another chance to go home with their newfound riches.

The poor and the wealthy aboard the ship shared a common destiny. The San José was a civilization at sea, a cross section of Spanish colonial society,fn1 bringing together boys and men of every station, from twelve-year-old orphans brought on as apprentices, to bureaucrats and officers of noble birth, to sailors pressed into service against their will.

“It is an elongated town,” wrote a royal official named Eugenio de Salazar, in a colorful letter about life on a galleon more than a hundred years before the San José. “It has its streets, squares, and apartments, walled in by bulwarks.” He described a claustrophobic, distorted world “with doors in its floors.”

Save for Casa Alegre, who lodged in an opulent and capacious cabin at the stern, and a scant few officers and dignitaries who likely had their own bed, nobody on board enjoyed anything so luxurious as personal space. Mariners, soldiers, musketeers, artillerymen, carpenters, caulkers, divers, gunners, and others ate and slept cheek by jowl in the dark wooden realm belowdecks, where anyone taller than five feet seven inches had to stoop and where lanterns bathed everything in a dim, flickering glow and the stench of tallow.

A blindfolded sailor, swaying with the motion of the waves, could orient himself on board the San José by smell alone. As soon as he descended through the topmost hatch, the briny caress of sea air would give way to the stagnant reek of hundreds of infrequently washed men. “There are rooms so closed, dark, and smelly,” Salazar reported, “that they seem like vaults of the dead.” A sulfurous top note hung in the atmosphere on the gun decks, in the powder magazine, and in the quarters of the artillery men, known as the Rancho de Santa Barbara, after their patron saint. The deeper a mariner sank into the bowels of the ship, the more the effluvia of the bilge overpowered other odors. Salazar described these putrid pools as “rivers … of especial filth, not filled with grains of gold … but with the all-too-common pearls that are lice, so big that some vomit out chunks of cabin-boy meat.”

Even the drinking water aboard could be nauseating, becoming cloudy and rancid after a long time at sea. This sludge, Salazar wrote, “neither the tongue nor the palate would want to taste, nor the nose to smell, nor even the eyes to see, because it comes out foaming like hell and stinking like the devil.”

Two spaces offered an olfactory reprieve. One was the tiny chapel at the base of the mizzenmast, in which incense burning in silver censers suffused the walls and fabrics of a space barely large enough to perform communion. Another was the galley—redolent of garlic, salt cod, salt pork, and olive oil—where cooks sweating over copper cauldrons slopped worm-ridden mush onto wooden plates.

On long journeys, livestock was brought aboard to provide eggs, milk, and fresh meat to high-ranking officers and sick crew members, contributing their own barnyard pungency. And as on any large vessel at the time, other creatures had made themselves at home, such as fleas, rats, cockroaches, scorpions, centipedes, and whatever other vermin had scuttled, crawled, or slithered aboard in Portobelo.

Mariners chanted to set a rhythm to their tasks. The San José added its own music: the snapping of halyards, the fluttering of banners in the wind, the deep moans and unnerving creaks of its weary timbers. Seabirds gliding above the convoy squawked along. With steady good weather, there was little to mark the days but the sequence of watches, morning prayers, and the rise and fall of the sun.

Most witnesses had nothing to report during the fleet’s crossing of the Gulf of Darién, aside from calm seas and fair winds. Only one, Pedro García de Asarta, the captain of sea and war aboard the San Joaquín, mentioned a detail that would prove ominous in retrospect. As dawn broke on May 29, the second day of the journey to Cartagena, the fleet found itself two leagues—about seven miles—to the northwest of the Bastimentos Keys. A lookout on the wide circular platform of the crow’s nest at midmast spotted “two small ships to windward, making full force of sail” before disappearing into the keys. They were too far off to identify, but even at that distance it was clear they were not warships.

Villanueva, the cocksure commander of the San Joaquín, remained untroubled: The sighting only vindicated his audacious plan to depart Portobelo without warning. Even if the spotted crafts had been English scouts, they were now receding in the wake of the Spanish fleet, as well as in the minds of its leaders. What threat they might have represented had been averted, and it suddenly seemed possible, even likely, that the galleons’ treasure would reach safe harbor. But as long as the galleons held something men were willing to kill for, death would fly alongside the fleet. In fact, it had hovered over the treasure from the beginning.




CHAPTER 3

Tears of Dead Suns

The Inca, who populated the Andes before the arrival of the Spanish, believed that gold fell to earth as the tears of the sun god, and silver as tears of the moon goddess. It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that astronomers discovered how close they had gotten to the truth: Spectroscopy revealed that our sun contains an abundance of gold in gaseous form, as well as silver and all of the heavier elements of the periodic table. And while these never escape the sun’s core, the Inca were right about the celestial origins of the noble metals. The notion that gold and silver are born of grief—in the form of tears—is also remarkably apt. Astrophysicists have long hypothesized that heavy metals are the by-products of the death of massive stars, forged in the extreme heat and chaos of supernovas and blasted across the universe. More recently, it’s been suggested that the conditions for the birth of the heaviest elements, including gold, are more likely to result from distinct but no less violent cosmic events: the collision of two neutron stars, the ultradense cores of collapsed supergiants, whose strong gravitational pulls draw them closer and closer in a swirling danse macabre until they crash into one another in a cataclysmic explosion releasing more energy in a few seconds than our sun has in its entire lifetime, as well as a smattering of gold.

However they were launched into space, the gold and silver atoms that would end up—billions of years later—constituting the coins and bars packed into the hold of the San José eventually found themselves suspended in a cloud of dust and gas circling the sun. Gold- and silver-flecked clumps began to form and accrete into pebbles, their increasing gravity attracting ever more matter until they condensed into a planet. Throughout the earth’s infancy, meteors encrusted with gold and other precious metals—the tears of dead suns millions of light-years away—also rained down, splashing into oceans of fire.

The metals’ heaviness caused them to sink toward Earth’s molten core and settle into layers deep in the crust as it cooled. In periods of intense tectonic convulsion, such as the formation of mountain ranges, magma was forced through cracks in the crust. Different elements hardened at different temperatures, and gold and silver poured into fissures of subsurface rocks, becoming veins of ore. When the Andes burst into existence, about fourteen million years ago, gold and silver were thrust toward the surface in relatively high concentrations.

The Indigenous societies who exploited gold and silver in the Americas before the arrival of the conquistadors valued the precious metals for the same fundamental reasons that other people around the world had fallen under their spell. Too soft for many practical purposes, the elements derived their worth instead from their scarcity and their luster. Gold, especially, seemed impervious to the decay that affected all natural things and thus became associated with immortality. Neither air nor water nor the passage of time dimmed its sheen, which reflected the sun as if the metal were indeed a piece of it. It became, particularly for the Inca in Peru and the Aztec in Mexico, a means of communing with the gods. Gold and silver were not used as standard currency in the ancient Americas. Rather, they served decorative or ceremonial purposes, worked into beautiful and often spectacularly intricate objects that conferred not just status and prestige on the owner but something of the divine.

In Eurasia, where gold and silver coins had circulated for nearly two thousand years, the metals were venerated for their profane powers as stores of value and markers of wealth. Their pursuit drove the exploration and conquest of the Americas from the beginning. It was, in a sense, gold that called Columbus to the continent. In sailing west across the uncharted ocean, the Genovese explorer had hoped to reach the island of Japan, or Chipangu, which Marco Polo had fancifully described two hundred years earlier as a land where “gold is abundant beyond measure.”fn1

Columbus believed he had discovered it upon reaching the coast of Cuba but was soon disillusioned when he failed to find the slightest glint of gold. His spirits rose when he arrived on the neighboring island he would call Hispaniola, where Taino chieftains adorned in golden jewelry greeted his ships on the shore. While there were no signs in the Caribbean of the rivers and palaces of gold promised in Marco Polo’s travelogue, Columbus nevertheless returned from his first voyage with a few handfuls of golden objects, enough to avoid embarrassment. The modest amount he brought back to Spain’s King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella—along with several hundred captured and enslaved Taino natives—whetted the rulers’ appetites and set in motion a colonial mechanism that would lead to the death and subjugation of millions and upend the equilibrium of civilization.

“Get gold,” Ferdinand would instruct a New World–bound Spanish master miner. “Humanely if possible, but at all costs get gold.” In the centuries that followed, successive generations of Spanish colonists followed the king’s central command, conveniently ignoring its optional plea for restraint. The gold that flowed back to Spain was acquired at the expense of countless Indigenous lives. The sixteenth-century Spanish clergyman Bartolomé de Las Casas, a ferocious critic of Spain’s treatment of America’s Indigenous peoples, estimated that between twelve and fifteen million native people were killed in the decades following Columbus’s arrival. While the true extent of the genocide is difficult to determine five centuries hence, it is certain that those slaughtered by the better-armed Spanish were greatly outnumbered by those who succumbed to infectious diseases imported from Europe, against which they were virtually defenseless.

Indigenous inhabitants were forced to extract the wealth of their own people’s land on behalf of their oppressors, toiling in deadly gold and silver mines. Starting with Columbus in Hispaniola, governors throughout Spanish America had established a system of encomienda, which required Arawak natives to pay tribute to their Spanish conquerors in exchange for protection. Though Isabella had nominally outlawed slavery for natives, whom she declared subjects of the Crown in 1500, the tribute system effectively instituted a form of serfdom. The tax was initially to be paid in gold—at first a hawk bell full of gold dust every three months, per person—no matter how scarce the metal. Failure to deliver was punishable by death.

The Spanish obsession with precious metal reached an idolatrous intensity. “Gold is most excellent,” Columbus wrote. “From gold treasure is made, and whosoever possesses it does all that he desires in the world, and is able to send souls into Paradise” (through the purchase of indulgences). It was not the golden calf the conquistadors worshipped—in fact, they melted down almost every shimmering object they encountered into bullion—but gold itself.

No amount of gold seemed to sate the Spaniards’ hunger or temper their cruelty. The Aztec ruler Moctezuma’s gifts of gold to conquistador Hernan Cortés were not sufficient to save his empire when the Spanish closed in on its glimmering capital city, Tenochtitlan, in 1519. Nor, fourteen years later in Peru, was the Inca emperor Atahualpa able to secure his own freedom, even after his people had delivered the riches that his captor, Francisco Pizarro, had required in exchange for the emperor’s life: a small room filled with gold piled as high as Atahualpa could reach. Once Atahualpa’s loyal subjects had hauled in the promised treasure, Pizarro went back on his word. He sentenced the Inca ruler to be executed for a variety of fabricated offenses, including idolatry. His execution triggered the rapid collapse of the Inca Empire, which at its height stretched as far as ancient Rome once had.

But if gold captured the conquistadors’ imaginations like no other element, a chance discovery in 1545 turned Spain’s attention to its more plentiful sister metal—and shaped the future of the empire.

There are many versions of the tale. They all begin the same way, with an Andean native, named Diego Gualpa in most tellings, trekking up a sharp reddish peak in the frigid highlands of southern Bolivia, almost sixteen thousand feet above sea level, known to the Indigenous Quechua people as Sumaq Urqu, or “Beautiful Mountain.” According to one account, he was a simple hunter chasing a llama. Per another, attributed to Gualpa himself, he had climbed the slope with the intention of stealing from the gods. He had been sent by his European employer to a local shrine, where he snatched offerings—likely of gold or silver—that had been left to its resident spirit. On his descent, a sudden blast of wind knocked him off his feet, as if punishing him for his crime, and sent him tumbling down the scree. In one variant, Gualpa caught himself on a bush, tearing it out of the earth as he fell. When he arose and brushed himself off, he looked at his hands and found them scintillating. In the hole left by the uprooted bush he saw more of the silver dirt, along with several larger chunks of metal.fn2

To believe one version, Gualpa wrapped a few pounds of this pay dirt in a blanket and immediately showed it to his employer. In another, he at first kept his discovery a secret, mining it himself until another native Andean noticed he was suddenly dressed in finer clothes and forced him to share his find. Perhaps because they were taken down by Spanish officials, all variants of the story have overtones of biblical revelation, the gust of wind either punishing the benighted Gualpa for his crime or guiding him to untold riches, as God led Moses to the burning bush.

All versions of the story end the same way too—the only way it could—with the Spanish taking possession of Gualpa’s discovery and establishing a mine that would yield riches the early conquistadors had only dreamed of. The Beautiful Mountain was renamed Cerro Rico de Potosí, or the Rich Hill of Potosí.

By the close of the sixteenth century, the mountain’s apparently inexhaustible deposits of ore had become the lifeblood of the Spanish Empire. The small mining outpost had burgeoned into a frenzied boomtown with a population larger than London’s. European fortune seekers and Indigenous laborers—most of them forcibly drafted—flocked to the Imperial City of Potosí. Where the guanaco had roamed in peace and solitude not long before now sprawled the region’s largest slave market. A poisonous cloud hovered over the valley. Dozens of refineries, churning out more than half the world’s circulating silver, spewed toxic mercury—a key ingredient of the refinement process—into the once-crystalline Andean air and waterways.

In his million-word history of the city, written in the early eighteenth century, the creole chronicler and lifelong potosino Bartolomé Arzáns de Orsúa y Vela painted Potosí alternately as a mountaintop miracle and an alpine inferno rife with sin and misery. His darkest descriptions, rivaling Dante in their evocative power, were reserved for the depths of the mines themselves, in which native workers and African slaves fueled on coca leaves performed the deadliest tasks.

“Innumerable are those who have perished in its bowels: With each step they take in one of its mines they reach the threshold of death,” Arzáns wrote. “Sometimes the light [they carry before them] goes out and there they perish; others are swallowed by the very ground where they step, because ignorant of the holes that pass below, they open up and bury them; others are buried from the loose debris that falls on them; others fall into those very deep wells and lagoons that are in there and drown …. Sometimes you will see them, by losing control of one foot, go down that ladder until they reach death. You will also see them sometimes resembling beasts walking on all fours with the load on their backs, and other times crawling like worms.”

Arzáns was especially horrified by the mistreatment of Indigenous workers, whose land, he argued, had been “ill-acquired” by the Spanish. “But in the end,” he wrote, “perhaps when they die they will be crowned with glory as a reward for their terrible labors, and many Spaniards who oppress them will be slaves in hell.”

From the beginning, certain men of the cloth decried the moral cost of Potosí silver. As early as the 1550s, friar Domingo de Santo Tomás described the mine as “a hell-mouth that swallowed thousands of innocent and peaceful Indians each year.” One Jesuit priest, Padre Pedro de Oñate, believed that the riches of the Indies were cursed, arguing that the use of forced labor, particularly of Indigenous miners, undermined the Christian faith that Spanish missionaries were attempting to teach.

Back in Spain, the discovery of America’s seemingly endless supply of precious metals had indeed unleashed a kind of curse, not cosmic but economic: The overflowing amount of silver and gold that flooded into the country triggered two centuries of spiraling inflation that, in a vicious cycle, required the extraction of yet more treasure and made the empire yet more dependent on mining at the expense of other, more sustainable industries. Meanwhile, the cost of nearly constant warfare in Europe under the Habsburg kings had led to a series of debt crises that pushed the Crown into chronic bankruptcy. Little of the gold and silver that sailed across the Atlantic and up the Guadalquivir River to be disembarked in Seville remained in Spain. Most of it merely transited through the country as it flowed straight to the king’s creditors across Europe. In the meantime, the Crown’s debts kept growing and ever more gold and silver was needed to repay them.

More than a million silver coins—most of them pieces of eight, the basis of the modern dollar—are estimated to have been on board the San José on its journey to Cartagena, enough to fill a small room from floor to ceiling. Most of them had been cut and stamped in the Royal Mint of Potosí, brought by ship to Panama, and taken by mule from there through fifty miles of jungle to Portobelo, where they were loaded onto the galleons, packed in wooden boxes that contained about three thousand coins each and were nailed shut. In addition to the official cargo, a large but unknowable proportion of precious metal on the galleon was contraband, carried aboard in secret by private individuals seeking to avoid the royal fifth, the 20 percent tax that the king took from returning riches. Coins and finger-sized bars were hidden in trunks, stashed into false compartments, stuffed into boots, sewn into clothes, or worn as jewelry, which was not subject to taxation. A few Spain-bound travelers on other ships sometimes exploited this loophole by wrapping long gold or silver chains around
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