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  Prologue: Staring at the Sea


  Christopher Columbus sat on the edge of the dock and stared out across the sea. Below his feet water surged and gurgled. Towards the horizon the Mediterranean Sea was as blue as the summer sky. A breeze stirred the ten-year-old boy’s sandy hair and filled the loose sails of great wooden ships, making them bump against the dock. Behind him was the tall Torra della Lanterna, Genoa’s great lighthouse, which, when evening fell, would burn a huge lamp of olive oil to guide ships safely into the port.


  “Out of the way, boy!”


  A tanned and bearded sailor with a gold ring in his ear aimed a friendly kick at Christopher’s backside. A ship had just arrived and the crew were busy unloading a cargo of cloth from Flanders. Christopher dodged the kick and grinned up at the seaman.


  The port was Christopher’s favourite place. As long as he could remember he had loved the cries of the white gulls as they dived for fish and scraps, the creaking timbers and booming sails of the great ships, the sight of sailors climbing the ropes and rigging as if they were monkeys, and the smells of the ships and the sea. He loved listening to the rough – and usually rude – shouts of seamen glad to be back in port after a long voyage, or getting ready to set off for their next destination, and he loved that when he was here he felt as if he was at the centre of the world.


  At the great, bustling port of Genoa, in the north of Italy, ships arrived from and sailed to many other harbours around the Mediterranean Sea, and further away. Some sailed out through the narrow Straits of Gibraltar between Spain and North Africa, onto the endless Atlantic Ocean, then north up the coasts of Spain, Portugal, and France to England or south down the western coast of mysterious Africa. To the young boy it seemed that the sailors who crowded the port had been everywhere and seen everything. The sailors always had news from other parts of the world. He heard about explorers in Africa, sea battles with pirates, and maps that were becoming ever larger as brave ships sailed to places that no one had seen before.


  At the port of Genoa, the whole world seemed to be buzzing with excitement.


  Christopher longed to be on one of the ships leaving the harbour, preferably one going to far distant shores. He dreamed of being one of those famous men whose adventures were known far and wide.


  His family had agreed to let him go to sea when he was fourteen. In the meantime, Christopher was learning to read and write in the old language of Latin and already knew his numbers. Over the next few years he would be taught a little about drawing, maps, geography and how to use the sun and stars to find a direction. His father had also spoken with one of his cousins, a well-known sailor called Colombo. Colombo had agreed that when the time came, he would take Christopher on board his own ship.


  The year was 1461. The ten-year-old boy, who was called Cristoforo Colombo in Italian, and who would become the most famous seafarer alive under the Spanish name Cristóbal Colón, turned away from the sea with a sigh. There might be danger and adventure at the ends of the Earth, but at that moment he was supposed to be studying. In the pages of his books the world came alive, from the pyramids of Egypt to the island of Cipango far to the east and the lands of China where the Grand Khan was said to rule a vast land of untold riches. Beyond that were said to be lands filled with monsters and strange beasts.


  Reading about faraway lands wasn’t as good as visiting them for himself but thinking about his books, Christopher started to walk more quickly. He couldn’t wait to find out what other places were waiting for him to discover.
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  The First Voyage


  Christopher watched over the stern as the Torra della Lanterna grew smaller. With a friendly wind behind, he was sailing onto the Mediterranean. The sea air was fresh, sunlight sparkled on the water and, aside from the grumbling of sailors and the creaking ropes and timbers, all was quiet.


  The ship, Christopher’s new home, was one of a type called ‘galleys’; narrow ships that had been used around the Mediterranean for hundreds of years. This one was about eighty feet long and fifteen feet wide, with three masts that carried square sails. Beneath the deck were benches where the crew could sit and row if the wind dropped.


  The galley’s sails billowed above. Below Christopher’s feet, the deck rolled and the sun beat down on his face. The waving figures on the dock, his family, had already become too small to see.


  Four years had passed quickly. It was now the late summer of 1465 and Christopher Columbus had just celebrated his fourteenth birthday. He had grown into a quiet, religious boy, who was often lost in a book, but he had good manners and a winning smile.


  “You there! Boy!” a voice shouted. Christopher looked round to see the fierce-faced captain, Colombo, glaring at him. His father’s cousin was a great, bristling, bearded bear of a man. “This isn’t an afternoon pleasure trip,” the captain yelled, “get to work or I’ll tip you over the side.”


  Christopher looked around in confusion. Although he had been watching ships come and go at the port for years, he didn’t have a clue what to do. He didn’t have to wonder long. A grizzled sailor thrust a broom into his hands, and barked, “Get all that muck from shore off the deck.”


  With the breeze ruffling his hair, the boy set to work. A little later, when the captain was satisfied that everyone was busy about their jobs, he clapped Christopher on the shoulder. “Now then, boy,” he said. “I promised your father I’d make a sailor of you, but don’t think you’ll get any favours from me just because you’re some sort of nephew.”


  “No sir,” answered Christopher, slightly scared of the captain but determined not to show it. “I’ll work as hard as you like and I have studied books on navigation. I hope you’ll find me useful.”


  “Hah, you’re a book man, eh?” scoffed Colombo. “Well, you may have learned something, I suppose, but you’ll soon find out that there’s a lot more to taking a ship safely home than watching the stars. What do you do when the sky’s all clouded over and you can’t see them, eh?”


  “I don’t know sir,” replied Christopher. “Perhaps you’d be so kind as to teach me.”


  Colombo looked at him closely. His years at sea had made him rough, and suspicious of polite school-room manners, but he could see the boy was nervous.


  “Well, this is your first lesson,” Colombo said a little more softly. “Don’t go too far from shore unless you absolutely have to. So long as land’s in sight you’ll always have an idea where you are.”


  Christopher frowned. “But what about the voyages of discovery? Surely they have to cross the oceans?”


  Colombo laughed. “So you want to be one of them, do you? One of the famous navigators who goes to the edge of the world and comes back covered in fame and glory?”


  Christopher Columbus nodded.


  “Then your second lesson is to forget all about that,” said Colombo. “There’s enough danger at sea without sailing off into the strange parts where you might get eaten by cannibals or killed by monsters. On this trip we’re just carrying a cargo of wine, but don’t let that fool you into thinking we’re safe. There might be treacherous winds that’ll take us off course, or no wind at all, which can be worse. Rocks under the waves, storms that come out of nowhere, and if we see another ship it’s as likely to attack us as not.”


  “You mean pirates?” asked Christopher.


  “Pirates and the rest,” laughed Colombo. “At sea everyone’s a pirate if they get the chance. Sailors are always on the look out for a bit of extra money and if they see a boat they don’t like the look of…”


  “They attack it and steal the cargo?”


  “It happens,” shrugged the captain. “I’ve done it myself now and again.” Colombo squeezed Christopher’s shoulder and went on. “And it’s not just money that might make a ship attack us. It’s a troubled world we live in, boy. There’s war everywhere and no place to escape the fighting. The best we can do is try and make a profit out of it, eh?”


  Christopher thought about his parents’ quiet life. They worked hard but never seemed to have much money to show for it. If he couldn’t find fame and glory by sailing with Colombo, then riches would be a good start. “Yes, captain,” he said with a grin. “I’ve always wanted to be a rich man.”


  The captain returned the grin. “Good lad. You stick with me and you’ll get there eventually,” he replied.


  Although the ship wasn’t big, it took Christopher all morning to clean the deck, and then there were plenty of other chores to keep him busy: ropes to coil, nets to mend and throw over the side to catch fish for the crew’s supper, beer and wine to carry to the busy sailors, and all the dull, dirty jobs that no-one else wanted to do. While he worked, Christopher watched and listened to the sailors, seeing how they pulled the sails, tied a dozen different types of knot, and checked the direction of the ship against the sun. Slowly, Christopher Columbus began to learn the ways of the sea.


  As the sun dipped over the horizon ahead of the ship, most of the sailors stopped work. A few men stayed on watch, steering and watching the sail, but by the light of a small oil lamp the rest sat on deck eating the hard biscuits called ‘tack’ and drinking wine from a barrel. Dice were brought out and a few men played each other for money while another pulled a pipe from his pocket and began to play a tune that another sang along to; a sailor’s song about a girl left behind in port.


  Beneath a ceiling of blazing stars, the narrow ship sailed on. It was the first of many nights that Christopher Columbus would be rocked to sleep by the waves beneath him. And, despite the warnings of the captain, all was peaceful.
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  Shipwrecked


  As the months turned into years, Christopher Columbus grew into a man more at home at sea than he was on land. He became known as an excellent navigator and a clever commander and, like most sailors of his time, worked on many different ships; sometimes on trading vessels, sometimes on ships of war.


  Occasionally, he still sailed with Colombo and learned to love money. In fact, Columbus’s loyalty changed with whoever could pay him the most. The first time he captained a ship, he sailed to war for a French Duke. In 1474, he was alongside Colombo again, this time paid by the French King Louis XI and capturing Spanish galleys loaded with goods. The year after, he fought against the ships of Venice.


  Not every voyage was so dangerous, and slowly Columbus visited many of the places he had dreamed about as a boy. He sailed to Greek trading towns and the islands of the Mediterranean Sea as well as ports along the coast of North Africa. Early in 1476 he took a cargo to Britain and went even further north, to Iceland. No one on his ship could understand the language of the Icelandic people, but if Columbus had listened to the stories of fishermen he might have heard about a land across the ocean to the west that only a few people knew existed; land that had been discovered centuries before by an explorer called Leif Ericson who had travelled there in a small longboat.


  On 13 August
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