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	Depiction of the Victoria, the sole ship of Magellan’s expedition to circumnavigate the globe, from the 1590 map of Ortelius
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	Charles River Editors was founded by Harvard and MIT alumni to provide superior editing and original writing services, with the expertise to create digital content for publishers across a vast range of subject matter. In addition to providing original digital content for third party publishers, Charles River Editors republishes civilization’s greatest literary works, bringing them to a new generation via ebooks. 

	 


Introduction
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	Ferdinand Magellan (1480-1521)

	“Most versed in nautical charts, he knew better than any other the true art of navigation, of which it is certain proof that he by his genius, and his intrepidity, without anyone having given him the example, how to attempt the circuit of the globe which he had almost completed... The glory of Magellan will survive him.” – Antonio Pigafetta

	A lot of ink has been spilled covering the lives of history’s most influential figures, but how much of the forest is lost for the trees? The Age of Exploration and the explorers who set out on their history-making expeditions left many legacies and profoundly influenced history around the world. The voyages of men like Columbus and the conquests of men like Cortes escalated tensions between the European nations, initiated imperialistic empires on a global scale, helped birth the United States, and ensured that the wars in the 20th century were truly world wars. In Charles River Editors’ Legendary Explorers series, readers can get caught up to speed on the lives of the most important explorers of history in the time it takes to finish a commute, while learning interesting facts long forgotten or never known. 

	Ferdinand Magellan, known in his native Portugal as Fernão de Magalhães and in Spain, where he moved later in life, as Fernando de Magallanes, was unquestionably one of the more remarkable figures of the so-called Age of Discovery, a period in which Europeans spread their political and commercial influence around the globe.  Accordingly, his name is often invoked alongside that of Columbus, but the nature of his achievements has sometimes been misunderstood.  Magellan has sometimes been credited with “proving the world was round,” since he and his crew were the first Europeans to reach Asia via a westward route.  But such a claim is based on a popular misconception, referred to by historian Jeffrey Burton Russell as the “myth of the flat earth”: the belief that medieval Europe had erroneously believed the earth was flat.  In reality, essentially no educated Europeans of the late 15th and early 16th centuries doubted the spherical shape of the earth, which had been persuasively established by the scientists of ancient Greece – even down to Eratosthenes’s relatively accurate measurement of its circumference in the third century B.C.  It is also not quite true that Magellan himself circumnavigated the globe – in fact, he died in combat in the Philippines, leaving his surviving crew to complete the voyage.  It is, on the other hand, certainly the case that Magellan was one of the most accomplished navigators of his time, and that he crucially charted territories previously unexplored by Europeans.  

	Perhaps the most important fact about Magellan, though, is that he succeeded precisely where Christopher Columbus before him had failed.  While Columbus has gone down in history as the discoverer of America (for Europeans), finding a new continent was never his true goal: in fact, America came into Columbus’s life as an unanticipated and troublesome obstacle on his planned journey to Asia.  He had staked his career and his nautical reputation on the theory that the breadth of the body of water separating Europe from Asia was far less than most geographers had predicted.  While most thought that a ship heading west toward Asia would run out of supplies long before arriving.  As it turned out, Columbus was wrong and his detractors were right: the figure for the circumference of the earth first arrived at by Eratosthenes was more or less correct, and were there nothing in between Europe and Asia, sailors attempting to reach the East by the West would starve in mid-ocean.  Yet as Columbus unwittingly demonstrated, there was something in between: namely, the adjoining continents of North and South America.  When Columbus arrived in the Caribbean islands scattered between these two continents, he believed he was on the edge of Asia, and initially interpreted the northern coast of Cuba as a part of China.  Only toward the end of his career, as he sailed along the coast of what is now Venezuela, did Columbus begin to acknowledge that he was in fact on the edge of a new continent, but in his bewildered state he associated it with the earthly paradise of Christian legend.    

	The dramatic story of the exploration and conquest of the Americas, carried out initially by the Spanish and later continued by the Portuguese, Dutch, French, and English, has captured the historical imagination like few others.  But for the Europeans of the time, the establishment of trade routes to Asia remained the most important commercial ambition of all, and a consideration of Magellan’s career helps remind us of this.  He sailed forth around the same time that Cortés was beginning his initial expedition into Mexico, and he reached the Pacific around the same time that Cortés was penetrating the core of the great Aztec empire.  Both fulfilled some of Columbus’s ambitions: Cortés by conquering rich new empires for the Spanish crown, Magellan by establishing a westward route to the Spice Islands of the Indian Ocean.  For sixteenth century Europe, the latter accomplishment was probably more important, and there is a simple reason for that.  East Asia was at the time the economic center of the world; it was wealthier and more commercially advanced than Europe, and possessed luxury goods that were in high demand among wealthy Europeans.  In economic terms, the opening up of new trade routes with Asia is a more significant development than the conquest of the Americas, and indeed the development of the new American colonial economies is unimaginable without the expansion of commerce with the East.  For example, a large proportion of the gold and silver mined in the minerally rich territories of the Andes and Mexico did not remain in Europe – they were traded to China and India for silk, tea, spices, and other exotic commodities.  The colonial Mexican economy, after the establishment of Spanish settlements in the Philippines, became a conduit for the trade of such goods between East Asia and Europe.    

	So Magellan, who bypassed South America on the way to the Indian Ocean, reminds us what the fundamental goal of European expansion in the 16th century actually was: access to the widely coveted riches of Asia.  The settlement of the Americas may be seen to some extent as a byproduct of this larger geopolitical and economic development, which would culminate centuries later in a period of European dominance over Asia, which had for over a thousand years been the wealthier and more commercially influential continent.  Magellan’s story lacks the dramatic martial flair of the stories of the conquistadors such his exact contemporary Cortés, but he remains an exemplary figure for having connected the two opposite ends of the earth in a period we might think of as the first era of globalization.  Moreover, although he sailed under the Spanish flag, his Portuguese origins bring home the centrality of Portuguese navigation in the processes that forged the modern world and the modern globalized economy.  Often neglected because of the later dominance of Spain and England, Portugal contributed decisively to the commercial and political reorientations of the early modern world.  

	Legendary Explorers: The Life and Legacy of Ferdinand Magellan chronicles Magellan’s life and his historic expedition, analyzing the aftermath of his expeditions and his legacy. Along with pictures of important people, places, and events in his life, you will learn about Magellan like you never have before, in no time at all.  
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	Route of the Magellan expedition’s circumnavigation around the world.
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Chapter 1: The Portuguese Age of Exploration and Magellan’s Origins

	 

	Today Ferdinand Magellan is remembered as the first man to circumnavigate the globe, an ironic legacy given that he died half a world away from completing that journey. But one of the things most overlooked is the fact that he was conducting his historic voyage at the same time as some of his most famous contemporaries. 

	 

	Unlike Christopher Columbus, who was from an Italian mercantile background, and unlike Hernan Cortés, who came from an impoverished family of noble lineage in the remote province of Extremadura, Ferdinand Magellan was born into the heart of the Portuguese aristocracy.  His father, Rui de Magalhães, was an official in the city of Aveiro, and the family of his mother, Alda de Mesquita, was well connected at court.  As a result of this prestigious background, when his parents died while he was still a young boy, 10 year old Ferdinand became a page of Queen Leonor, whose husband King John II reigned from 1481-1495 and was then succeeded by her brother, King Manuel I.  While such figures as Cortés and Pizarro were clearly motivated in part or entirely by the desire to enrich themselves and gain an improved social position through their foreign conquests, Magellan’s motivations must have been quite different, as he could presumably have led a comfortable life of privilege in Portugal given his early background and connections.  But given the cultural milieu of 15th century Portugal, it is not at all surprising that he chose the path he did.  
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	Leonor

	 

	It’s often forgotten centuries after the fact, but as far as maritime exploration was concerned, Portugal was far ahead of any other European country by the end of the 15th century. Though Columbus had made his historic voyage in 1492 for Spain, he had been motivated by previous Portugese explorers, and he had first offered his services to Portugal. Entering the 16th century, Portugal’s nautical technology and knowledge was more advanced, its sailors were far more experienced on the high seas, and by the time of Magellan’s birth its ships had already blazed a path down the west coast of Africa, as unknown to Europeans at the time as were the Americas.  

	 

	The country’s orientation towards the Atlantic provides a simple explanation of how all this came about.  The oligarchic city states of Italy, closer to the points in the Levant where the trade routes radiating out of Asia terminated, had established lucrative trade through extensive naval control of the eastern Mediterranean.  Merchants from Italy and other European countries had also created land-based trade routes with the East – the most famous being Marco Polo, whose descriptions of the riches of China provided inspiration for Columbus and many others.  Portugal was excluded from all of this, but it attempted to turn its Atlantic location into an advantage by opening up new and more efficient routes to the East via the South.  The enterprise was ultimately a spectacular success.

	 

	The imperative for Portuguese Atlantic expansion emerged out of the successful campaign to drive the Islamic Moors out of the southern reaches of the Iberian peninsula.  Taking the form of a kind of local crusade, the Christian offensive against the Muslims led to territorial expansion as well as new riches for those who claimed the spoils of conquest in the newly Christian-controlled territories.  Once the southward expansion was complete, religious, ideological and economic incentives made further offensives against the Muslims of North Africa a desirable prospect for Portugal’s ruling class, and an expedition against the Muslim coastal stronghold of Ceuta in 1415 was successful, giving Portugal its first foothold on the African continent.  Spain, meanwhile, was still decades away from conquering the kingdom of Granada from the Moors, and it was not until after that campaign that the Spanish monarchy would begin to look abroad for further conquests.  Although Ceuta proved not to be a particularly lucrative territory for the Portuguese, it was a useful starting point for the far more expansive imperial and commercial project that would take shape in subsequent decades.  

	 

	Portugal’s head start in maritime expansion owed much to the efforts of Henry the Navigator, a prince born in 1394 who participated in the conquest of Ceuta as a young man.  As the third son of King John I, Henry never ascended to the throne himself, but he marshaled much of his power and resources to fund exploration and colonization enterprises to the South and West.  With his patronage and encouragement, ships pushed further and further down the African coast with several goals in mind.  First, the Portuguese knew from trade with North Africa that the continent to the South had great stores of gold somewhere, and they hoped to find them.  Second, they hoped to find an alternative passage to the Indian Ocean via Africa, since the inadequate cartography of the period nevertheless understood that part of the East African coast bordered the Indian Ocean.  Finally, Henry and his contemporaries hoped to be the first Europeans to establish contact with the legendary Christian kingdom of Prester John – a mythical figure whom European Christians hoped to enlist as an ally in a crusade against the Muslims who controlled Jerusalem.  In all probability, the legend of Prester John referred in a distorted way to the Christian kingdom of Abyssinia or Ethiopia.  
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