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The Souls and the Journey
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On the morning of July 26th, 1655, the brigantine "The Souls" was docked at the Las Palmas pier. That very day, it would set sail for Barbary. Captain Juan Sánchez was giving the final check to the provisions, rigging, gear, sails, and oars. He also ensured that they had enough supplies for over forty days of fishing near the African coast.

Captain Sánchez was an experienced fisherman. He had been fishing along the coasts of Africa for over twenty years, starting as a child with his father, from whom he learned the trade and its secrets. However, in recent years, fishing had become a risky endeavor. Pirates and corsairs from Algiers had greatly harmed the fishing activity in the islands. There was no other choice but to head to the fish banks abundant near Cape Bojador. This was the only activity that brought in some money to support his family.

Fishing was one of the main economic activities for the citizens of Las Palmas, upon which many families depended. Salted fish was also a staple food in the Canarian diet and the main product that ship captains bought when they stopped at the port on their way to America or Africa, as it preserved very well.

Gran Canaria boasted a magnificent anchorage known to seafarers, the bay of Las Isletas, which served as a natural refuge for ships bound for the New World or Africa, allowing them to rest and stock up on fresh produce such as fruit, vegetables, water, oil, or salted fish, through the multitude of auxiliary boats that approached the anchored vessels.

The city of Las Palmas also had a dock, barely three hundred meters long, which served as the gateway to the city, although it was small and poorly located. Only a few ships could dock there, and when the southerly winds blew strong and the black flag was raised due to the dreaded "rebosos," it was impossible to carry out loading and unloading operations, forcing ships to seek refuge in the shelter of Las Isletas bay.

Fishing was big business, and a successful campaign could yield a substantial amount of money, ensuring more than six months of financial security. Many Canary Islanders ventured to embark despite the dangers it entailed.

One of the chief concerns of the masters was salt; without it, they couldn't set sail. This raw material was essential for the salting of fish, which was done at sea.

For this reason, Captain Juan Sánchez had visited the Bufadero Saltworks in Bañaderos the day before. On this occasion, he had negotiated the purchase of 300 bushels of salt, which he would guard like gold in his holds.

The price of salt was a source of dispute between salt workers and sailors, and this time was no different. Upon arriving at the saltworks, the boatswain, a trusted man of the master, disembarked to negotiate the price with the salt worker, agreeing not to pay more than 980 maravedis per bushel.

The boatswain approached a landing stage with a skiff. He disembarked and headed to meet the salt worker, a gaunt man so dark that he seemed mulatto. He was dressed in clothes that were once white but had turned yellowish due to the sun's action.

He recognized him instantly because he had done business with him on other occasions. He was talking to one of his employees. He raised his head, approached Benjamín, and asked:

"Are you here to buy salt?"

"Yes, a bushel."

"You know the price has skyrocketed. There is much demand at the beginning of the fishing season."

"The price never goes down. When it's not one thing, it's another," complained the sailor. "I offer you 880 maravedis per bushel. Not a penny more, not a penny less."

The salt worker considered the offer the fisherman was making. He knew the bargaining game was about to begin.

"For that price, we have little to discuss, sailor. You need the salt, and I need your money. 990 is the price at which I'm selling the bushel."

"990? That's robbery. 930, and we close the deal."

"This is not robbery, my good sir. It's the price. I can leave it at 980, and I'm losing money."

"960, neither for you nor for me, what do you say? My captain is willing to go to the southern saltworks, even if we lose a day, there we'll surely be able to buy salt at a cheaper price."

The salt worker took a pinch of salt with his hand, thinking the sailor might be right. He knew that salt prices in the south were much cheaper, but he also knew that few captains risked going there because the strong winds prevailing in that area made loading salt very difficult.

"So, what do you say, old man? Do we close the deal at 960 maravedis?"

"For this time, I'll accept, but next season, I won't be so lenient."

The boatswain smiled, shook his hand, and said, "Deal. We'll send some sailors to start loading the bushels of salt. I'll go to the ship to get the money to pay you the agreed price."

The boatswain took the skiff and returned to the ship to deliver the good news to the captain.

As he boarded, the captain asked, "How did the operation go?"

"Well. Do you know these salt workers seem like Moors? They spend all day bargaining over a damn bushel of salt. In the end, I closed at 960 maravedis per bushel."

"Very good. You're a skilled negotiator, bargaining like a Jew, Benjamín. Remind me to reward you with a score of snappers when we finish the salting."

"With this one, you have to be very careful because he has a very bad temper, sir."

"I know, it's not the first time he's called us Jewish usurers. He just lacks throwing stones at us. Every time we come to buy salt from him, we have to haggle over the price, but that's the game; sometimes you win, and sometimes you lose."

"He told me that this time he'd let it pass, but that for the next season, he wouldn't negotiate the price and that it would be a fixed price."

"At least we have the salt we need to salt all the fish, and that's the most important thing. You know that without salt, we can't set sail. So I'm very happy. When we have them in the holds of our ship, we'll set sail without delay."

The boatswain ordered ten sailors to get to work loading the bushels of salt they had purchased on board and then accompanied them to make the previously agreed payment.

After a few hours of hard work at the saltworks, they returned to the port of Las Palmas. Once there, the captain counted the sailors under his command. On board, he only had fifteen, and to carry out the fishing campaign successfully, he needed at least seventeen men. The captain and the boatswain were aware of the difficulty of finding sailors willing to embark on a fishing boat bound for the coasts of Africa. They knew that corsairs roamed those shores, and if they were unlucky enough to be captured, their fate was nothing other than being sold as slaves in any square in Algiers. However, they also knew about the need of many families, and their last resort was to embark on a fishing boat to bring in some money for the family's livelihood, which often meant the survival of the offspring for a year.
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Simón Romero Arráez
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Simon was born in 1639 on Triana Street in Las Palmas, into a humble family like many that populated the neighborhoods of 17th-century Canary Islands.

The idea of enlisting on a fishing boat came from his father, who saw no way out of the family's dire economic situation unless they had some help from their descendants. He couldn't count on his three daughters, who were of marrying age and already had arranged marriages. His eldest son, Gaspar, had gone to the New World; and the next one, Salvador, was learning the trade of ship carpentry, leaving only Simon, who was sixteen at the time. He had no known trade or benefit and spent most of his time playing with his friends, fishing on the pier, and loafing around the streets of the city.

One day, before lunch, his father called him in a very serious tone:

"Yesterday, I heard at the pier that they are looking for sailors to go fishing in Barbary. Some extra coins would come in handy for our family. I think you're old enough to join a crew and become a good sailor. They say they pay well, and as you gain experience, the salary will be much higher. Our situation here gets worse every day. My salary barely covers enough food for all of us. We have no other way out."

"I don't know, father. I'm fine here, and I wouldn't like to go on a fishing boat. They say many who embark never return, that the Moors capture them, then sell them as slaves, and they end up rowing in the galleys until they die."

His father, Juan Romero, was aware of the dangers they faced on those coasts. A considerable number of fishing boats had been captured by the corsairs sailing the Mediterranean and the Berber coast. Many had not returned, as they had been sold as slaves in Algiers or Turkey. But the need was greater than the dangers they might face on those coasts because a good catch guaranteed economic security for months.

"I know, son, but you know we need the money you could earn if you join that boat. We barely have enough to eat here. As you spend your days playing in the streets, you don't realize how bad things are. The money you could earn on that fishing boat would be very helpful for us."

The boy fell silent. He couldn't understand what his father was telling him, and it was true; he was very oblivious to domestic and family matters.

"Father, I'm scared. You don't know the things they say about the Moors and what they do with the slaves they capture."

"Simon, I know you're taking a risk, but I need you to board that fishing boat. There's no other way," he said categorically.

Juan Romero knew his son was right, that there was a good chance he would never return home if he boarded the fishing boat and that he would lose a son. However, it was a risk that had to be taken, albeit reluctantly and with a heavy heart.

"Tell me where that boat is, father, and who I need to talk to," he said resignedly.

"The brigantine is docked at the pier and is called 'The Souls.' When you get there, ask for Captain Juan Sanchez; he will explain the details to you. I hope you make it on time."

Simon left with his head down and walked the streets of Las Palmas with tired steps. He hoped his father would come out and yell at him not to go, that he had changed his mind, but that yell never came.

He hoped that when he reached the port, the ship would have already sailed. But upon arriving at the shipyards on Triana Beach, he spotted the only ship moored at the pier to the north. That must be the one his father had mentioned. He walked along the beach until he reached the pier. He walked slowly until he reached where the sailboat was docked. He observed it carefully. It was a large ship, with two masts and two square sails fluttering in the wind. There were sailors moving back and forth on the deck, and others were boarding a multitude of goods through a wooden gangway that connected the pier to the ship. Among the articles, he distinguished fresh fruit, water, and vegetables.

He stood in front of the boat for a moment. He intended to turn around and tell his father that he had been told they had the quota of sailors filled, but he didn't. He knew his family needed him to board that ship. Part of his family's future depended on him.

The boatswain asked him from the bow:

"What are you looking at, cabin boy?"

"I was looking for Captain Juan Sanchez. I would like to know if they still accept sailors," said Simon, almost embarrassed.

"You've arrived just in time. We have one spot left to complete the crew. Wait while I call Master Juan."

Simon waited on the edge of the pier, watching the maneuvers of the sailors on the deck. A tall, dark, thin man with a beard and a black woolen cap came out from inside. He approached the starboard side, grabbed one of the ropes holding the mast, and approached Simon:

"I'm Captain Juan Sanchez. How old are you?"

"Sixteen, sir, but you could say I'm seventeen because I'll turn seventeen later this year."

"Do you want to enlist as a sailor? This is very hard work, men's work, and once we set sail, there's no turning back."

The young man thought about telling him no, that he didn't want to board his ship, that all he wanted was to run back home and continue with the life he had lived until then.

"Yes, yes, I want to be a sailor," he said without much enthusiasm and lying through his teeth.

"Something tells me you don't want to much, but I'm not going to argue with you about that. If you say you want to be one of my crew, I believe you."

"Thank you, sir."

"We set sail tomorrow after sunrise. Come before eight. Now go to your house and eat something; then bring some clothes and don't forget your coat. You'll need it. Nights are very cold at sea, and the humidity gets into your bones."

"I'll be here, sir," he said hesitantly.

"We'll wait for you, cabin boy, and prepare yourself for hard work."

Simon turned around and headed for his house

. He smiled for the first time. He liked Captain Sanchez, and in a way, the short conversation with him had changed his mind. He quickened his pace until he began to run like crazy towards his house.

Upon arriving, he shouted from outside:

"Father, father, they accepted me, I'm a sailor!"

His father came out to greet him and, smiling, said:

"It's good news, son, very good. You don't know how happy I am. Your work will be very helpful for us."

"The captain told me we're leaving tomorrow and that I have to be here before eight in the morning. I have to bring clothes and a coat because it's very cold at sea."

His father knew very well that it was cold at sea because he had embarked three times as a temporary sailor on a coastal fishing boat.

"Don't worry about that. Your mother has your clothes ready; she'll even give you a woolen cap she made for your brother Gaspar, but he forgot it when he left for the Americas."

"Thank you, father."

"I see you're happier."

"Yes, I like the captain, he seems like a good person."

"That makes me happy, that you're encouraged. Well, let's eat, sailor."

Juan Romero was happy because his son had secured a place on the fishing boat. However, he felt pressure in his chest because he knew he was sending his youngest son into the lion's den, but there was no other way. The family needed that money, and the risk had to be taken.

That same night, his wife revived the unease he felt by asking:

"Juan, are you sure you're sending Simon to Barbary? Do you know what they say out there?"

"I have ears too, Maria, and I know what is said in the corners of this city. I know someone who has a son imprisoned in Algiers, but there's no other remedy. You know how we are. We need that money like water in May."

The situation in Gran Canaria was untenable. Most of the population lived in abject poverty, and fishing was one of the sources of income available to Canary families.

"Why don't you send Salvador then?"

"Salvador is learning a trade, and when he finishes, he can help us a bit."

"Yes, but while he's doing it, not even a miserable coin enters this house. He's the one who should board that ship, and Simon should learn the trade of ship carpentry."

"And what do you think I've done? I talked to Salvador, but he said no, that he was fine as he was and that he almost learned the trade of ship carpentry. What else can I do, Maria?"

His wife remained silent and then said:

"I didn't know you had talked to Salvador. You never tell me anything. Even so, I don't like Simon boarding. He's our little one, Juan, our little son, and we're sending him almost to the end of the world."

"I know, woman, but our son is a smart, strong, and very brave boy. You know he can defend himself well. Don't worry; he'll get through this."

"Yes, but if those Moors capture him, what are we going to do, Juan?"

Juan Romero knew that if he were captured, they could never pay the ransom, and they would lose him forever. Even so, he said:

"Don't think about that, Maria, let's go to sleep, tomorrow will be a very hard day. Please go to sleep."

Juan Romero hardly slept that night because anxiety ate him up inside. He was the first one who didn't want his youngest son to board the fishing boat; he would even change places with him, but he already had a stable job, and it was the only salary that entered their house.

The decision was made. His son Simon would leave the next day for the coasts of Africa. 
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Simón woke up early and walked to the Triana beach, which was just a few meters from his house. From there, he could clearly see the Las Ánimas boat, which would be his temporary home for one to two months. He sat on the shore and watched the sunrise as the sun made its way over the horizon, claiming to be the sole owner of the new day.

He looked at his hands, they were a little sweaty. He felt a pressure in the pit of his stomach, a sensation he had never experienced before. Yes, he was very nervous because he had never been off Gran Canaria, and this would be the first time he left the island where he was born.

Inside him, he harbored mixed feelings. On one hand, he was eager to embark on this new adventure, but on the other hand, he didn't want to leave his island, leave behind the world he knew, his family, and his friends. This part was the one he liked the least.

He got up, picked up a flat stone, and threw it into the sea as his brother Gaspar had taught him. The pebble skipped five times over the water before finally sinking.

He turned his head at the sound of someone approaching. There was his father, smiling at him, asking:

"How did you sleep?"

"Well, although I was already awake before dawn."

"What's bothering you, Simón?"

"Nothing, father, I'm just nervous. For me, this situation is new. You know I've never left this island, not even this city. My life is here, I don't know anything beyond what my eyes can see. It's just that, leaving the life I know for a few months is something I don't like very much."

"I know, son. You know we have no choice but to send you to the coast. We need that money to get our heads above water. Do you understand?"

"Of course, father. Before, I had no idea of the hardships we were going through, but now I do. Don't worry about it anymore. Today I'll board that ship and I'll be back in a few months."

Juan Romero looked at him and thought his wife was right, Simón was just a child who was about to be sent to distant lands with an uncertain future.

"That's the spirit, being brave. Come, give me a hug."

Simón hugged his father tightly and they stood like that for a moment. Then, his father said:

"When you say goodbye to your mother, don't you dare shed a tear. She's very sensitive about your departure. So, you know, be strong."

"I will, father. Don't worry about that."

"Come on, let's have breakfast, your mother has prepared an incredible breakfast for you. It's like the king is coming."

"Really?"

"Of course, come on, come on, the bread is getting cold."

They crossed the beach towards their house, accompanied by the sounds of the waves breaking on the shore and their footsteps on the stones of the Triana beach.

Simón Romero arrived at the ship at the scheduled time. He approached the gangway that connected to the boat and stopped. He looked at it carefully and thought that this shell would be his home for the next few months. He was nervous, his right leg wouldn't stop trembling, and he still had that strange sensation in the pit of his stomach, a weight that almost prevented him from breathing. He felt weird. It was the first time he was leaving his home and he had a sea of uncertainties in front of him. It was the first time he thought about the future, his future. From the moment he set foot on Las Ánimas' deck, a new world he knew nothing about would open up to him, leaving behind what had been his life until then.

He crossed the gangway and, with a jump, landed on the deck. The sailors on board glanced at him and continued with their work. One was cleaning the pots and another, part of the bow.

Benjamin, the boatswain, came to meet him and said:

"Welcome aboard, cabin boy."

"My name is Simón Romero."

"I'm Benjamin, the boatswain, the second in command. I'll show you where you'll sleep and the rules you need to follow."

"Alright, Mr. Boatswain."

"Follow me."

The cabin boy followed him into the ship. Upon entering, he noticed a very strong smell that was everywhere and made him cover his nose.

"It's the smell of fish, it comes from the holds. You'll get used to it. No matter how much we clean, the stench doesn't go away. When we clean the fish, the blood seeps through the cracks in the wood and gets everywhere. That's why one of the rules the captain has imposed is to wash every night before getting into bed. Later, I'll give you a piece of soap for your personal hygiene."

They reached the area where the dormitory was, which was a cubicle with more than twenty hammocks placed in parallel.

"Choose an empty one. Put your clothes on it and get up because you have tasks to do."

"Thank you."

The boatswain left and Simón was left alone in the compartment. The smell of fish had also seeped in there. It was a matter of getting used to it, he thought. He found an empty hammock in a corner. He shook it, put his clothes on it, and went up on deck.

There he found the boatswain with the rest of the sailors. When Simón joined the group, Benjamin said:

"Well, cabin boy, take that bucket and start cleaning from stern to bow."

"What's the stern and the bow?"

The boatswain smiled and said:

"This is the first lesson you'll learn, cabin boy."

"My name is Simón Romero Arráez, sir."

"For a few months, you'll be Mr. Cabin Boy to me, understood?"

"Yes, sir, and what does cabin boy mean?"

"You're quite the questioner... I like that. Cabin boy means apprentice sailor. The stern is that part— "he said, pointing to the back of the ship— "See that it's a bit wider than the front, which is called the bow. For you to understand, if you were a ship, your back would be the stern and your chest, the bow. In short, the bow is the front part of the ship and the stern, the back. We also have port and starboard, which are very important when we're sailing. If you face the bow, starboard is the right side of the ship and port is the left side. Do you understand, cabin boy?"

Simón said nothing. He stood on the deck with his face facing the front of the ship, raised his right hand, and said:

"Starboard."

Then he raised his left and said:

"Port."

"You learn fast, cabin boy. So start cleaning from stern to bow and don't forget the cracks on port and starboard. The filth loves to hide in them, so you have to work thoroughly."

The apprentice sailor took the bucket and brush and started cleaning the deck in the direction the boatswain had told him while memorizing the terms he had learned by repeating them to himself in a low voice.

In the afternoon, he was assigned new cleaning tasks and ended up exhausted, so much so that he didn't

feel like eating dinner. After the boatswain authorized him, he went down to the compartment where the hammocks were, found his own, and lay down. He reviewed the terms he had learned. He fell asleep thinking about them, aided by the gentle rocking of the boat, which moved from stern to bow and from starboard to port.

A loud shout woke him up.

"Cabin boy, it's time to get up! I think you've slept enough and it's time for breakfast," the boatswain said.

Simón got up, he had rested well. The only thing he remembered from the night before were the blisters on both hands, but he knew they would soon harden, that it was just a matter of time and hard work.

A faint smell of hot food indicated the way he had to go. At that moment, he was hungry. Not having eaten anything during the night made his stomach sing incessantly. He crossed the narrow hallway until he reached a room where the sailors were enjoying breakfast.

The boatswain said to him:

"Here's a place for you to sit. Take advantage because today there's hot milk. It will be the last you drink for many months. Also, eat bread, there's still some left, and some cheese. This is the only fresh food you'll see for some time. Fresh food will be a luxury when we're a week at sea. Take advantage of this opportunity. When you finish, go up on deck without delay. We're waiting for you."

"Thank you, sir."

The young cabin boy sat down, served himself
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