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			Vasco da Gama

			Key information

			
					Born: 1460 or 1469 in Sines, Portugal.

					Died: 1524 in Cochin, India.

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

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

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

	Third voyage (1524): India.




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

			

			Introduction

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

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

		


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

			In service of the Portuguese Crown

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

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

			En route to Asia

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

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

			The last expedition

			Da Gama did not lead another expedition to India until 1524. Having been restored to favour with the King of Portugal, he was appointed as the Portuguese Viceroy of India, where he was tasked with restoring the interests of the Crown, eradicating corruption and protecting the trading posts there. However, he died three months later, while the reforms in Portuguese India were underway, in this way preventing his enemies from stirring up any reversal of the situation.

			Shortly after his death, he became a key historical figure in Portugal, thanks in particular to the many authors who praised his exploits, such as the poet Luís de Camões (1525-1580).

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			Europe’s conquest of the world

			The second half of the 15th century was a period of considerable change in Europe. Geopolitical changes and economic needs led several European countries to take to the Atlantic in search of new maritime routes and the abundant wealth of other nations. However, the element which triggered this European expansion was the Fall of Constantinople in 1453. In that year, Mehmed the Conqueror (Ottoman sultan, 1432-1481) conquered Constantinople and in this way precipitated the fall of the Byzantine Empire, a descendent of the Western Roman Empire. Although the consequences of the fall of the city could not be seen directly in the rest of Europe, that did not make them any less significant. Exotic goods (silk, dyes, spices, etc.) coming from the Indian Ocean were exported by Arab merchants in the ports of the Eastern Mediterranean and in Italian trading posts. However, the growth of the Ottoman Empire resulted in a constant increase in taxes on these products, leading some European countries to embark on expeditions in order to bypass the Arab intermediaries.

			
				
					Spices

					One of the main motivations behind the Portuguese expeditions was the acquisition of spices. Although they had been known since Antiquity, cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, cardamom, cloves and black pepper were considered to be luxury products at this time. Spices, which were used to mask the taste of poorly preserved meat and to produce medical remedies, were of an inestimable value for the countries that traded them.

				

			

			However, spices were not the main reason for Portugal’s maritime explorations. Like most European countries in the 15th century, Portugal was suffering from a shortage of precious metals. Silver from mines in Central Europe and gold from Guinea were no longer enough to satisfy needs linked to the demographic boom, commercial exchanges or growing military requirements. Consequently, Portugal needed to find a new source of precious metals and therefore embarked on the conquest of the Guinean coasts in order to supply itself with gold directly.

			Portuguese sea expeditions

			One of the main reasons why Portugal was quick to embark on maritime exploration, in this way ushering in the era of great discoveries, was its geographical location. Being situated next to the Atlantic Ocean allowed sailors to gain substantial navigation experience. At the time, the Europeans were afraid of venturing out into the seas. In spite of the fears and other superstitions surrounding maritime expeditions, Portuguese sailors took to the sea in order to expand the borders of the known world.

			From 1420 onwards, the second son of King John I (1357-1433), Infante Henrique of Portugal (1394-1460), nicknamed Prince Henry the Navigator, financed a number of missions to explore African shores. Acting as a sponsor, he wanted to reach the gold-bearing regions of the Gulf of Guinea. However, the ships he financed did not go further than Cape Verde, which was reached in 1445. After his death 15 years later, there was a decline in the number of expeditions for several years, and the Equator was only reached in 1475. It was not until King John II (1455-1495) was crowned in 1481 that explorations resumed, now becoming a high priority for the Crown. It was under his reign that the mouth of the Congo River and the coasts of Namibia were explored between 1483 and 1486 and, three years later, that Bartolomeu Dias (1450-1500) rounded the Cape of Storms, which would subsequently be renamed the Cape of Good Hope.

			However, these discoveries would not have been possible without the many advances in navigation that had been made in recent years. Innovations such as the sternpost rudder, the compass, the lateen and the astrolabe led to major changes in navigation and influenced Portuguese navigators. In this way, they developed the caravel between 1420 and 1440. This small ship with a triangular sail and sternpost rudder could carry up to 150 barrels. Its high degree of manoeuvrability and its ability to sail in all winds made it the ship of choice for sailing around Africa and reaching India.

			In search of India

			In the late 15th century, most knowledge of Asia in Europe came from the writings of Marco Polo (1254-1324), the famous Venetian merchant who had followed the silk route to China. Thanks to his account, Europeans became aware of the mysterious Cathay (the name given to northern China) and Cipangu (Japan), which aroused their curiosity. India, on the other hand, had been known to the Europeans since Antiquity thanks to the conquests of Alexander the Great (356-323 BC). However, they were completely unaware of the exact location of these territories.

			When da Gama sailed into the Indian Ocean, he was entering a part of the world that was unknown to the Europeans, and where they thought that they would find many Christians. However, once there the reality facing them was completely different, as there were many more Muslims than they had expected. All their hopes then centred around the mythical kingdom of Prester John, which many people thought was in Ethiopia. By forming an alliance with this kingdom, the Christians hoped to attack the Muslim world from an unexpected angle.

		


		
			The expeditions

			The first voyage (1497-1499)
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			In 1497, the king of Portugal, Manuel I, chose da Gama to lead an expedition with the aim of establishing a maritime route between Portugal and India. While the expedition’s aims were of crucial importance, nobody knows why the mission was entrusted to a navigator who was little known up to that point.
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			Vasco da Gama tasked by Manuel I with discovering India, engraving by Mauricio José do Carmo Sendim, c. 1839.

			On 8 July 1497, da Gama set sail from the estuary of the Tagus River at the head of four ships. The expedition, which was financed by the Crown, comprised three caravels and a supply ship:

			
					the São Gabriel, commanded by da Gama

					the São Rafael, commanded by Vasco’s brother Paulo da Gama (died in 1499)

					the Berrio, commanded by Nicolau Coelho (died in 1504).

			

			When the four ships weighed anchor, there were around 160 men on board, as well as some pieces of artillery and samples of spices, gold and pearls, which were needed so that the indigenous inhabitants that they would encounter could tell them where to get more.

			The journey to India lasted 11 months, but the crossing was interspersed with various stops in order to repair the ships and pick up water and other supplies. On 27 July, the expedition reached Cape Verde, where the crew were able to rest. Eight days later, the four ships set sail for the south-west and the high seas. The wind pushed the Portuguese ships within a few hundred miles of the Brazilian coasts, until da Gama decided to set a new course towards the south-east. In this way, he strayed from the itinerary followed a few years earlier by Bartolomeu Dias, who had sailed down the African coast in order to reach the Cape of Good Hope. Da Gama’s route instead relied on the trade winds that were present in the Atlantic Ocean.

			
				
					The importance of trade winds

					Trade winds are winds which are present in the northern and southern parts of the Atlantic. Without understanding why they were there, the Portuguese followed their movement. When da Gama realised that the trade winds blew from the south-east to the north-west in the southern hemisphere, he decided to avoid adverse winds by moving away from the African coast and sailing to the west.

				

			

			After sailing on the high seas for three months with no coastline in sight, on 8 November the ships drew alongside the bay of Saint Helena, to the north of the Cape of Good Hope. On 22 November, the ships rounded the cape. Shortly afterwards, the supply ship was burnt off the coast of South Africa and the remaining provisions were divided among the remaining ships, which could now begin sailing up towards India. On their way, the crew stopped twice in Mozambique, where they met the local inhabitants, the Bantus, for the first time. These stopovers were also an opportunity to fill the holds of the ships with fresh water and fruit in order to combat scurvy, which was affecting many of the sailors. In the remaining three months of the crossing, da Gama reached Mombasa (a port in Kenya) in April, where the crew received a hostile reception, and

			
			
			
			
			The second voyage (1502-1503)

			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			The last voyage (1524)
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