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Crossing the Pacific Ocean 
 

Yesterday we heard the story of ‘Armada de 
Moluccas’ – the fleet of ships led by Magellan 
who set out to find a way west to the Moluccas, 
also known as the Maluku islands, north of 
Australia. They had sailed from Spain to South 
America and stayed put there until winter 
passed. What was it like there, before they set 
out again in the spring? 
 
We already know that Magellan had found his 
crew to be wild, unruly and unreliable. This was 
in part because the king had not given Magellan 
much money, so the types of sailors he could 
afford to hire were not great sailors. This caused 
trouble for Magellan, and we heard about how 
he had to discipline his men quite severely which 
included leaving a captain behind when they did 
head out again.  
 
We also heard that when Magellan had found safe harbour and anchored the ships on the 
south-east coast of South America, he named the place Port (‘Puerto’ in Spanish) St Julian. It 
was bleak and cold. There were grey rocks with little patches of grass here and there, and 
no food to be found in their surrounds. Magellan knew he would have to stay here for about 
four or five months and as they had only the food on the ship to see them through, he had 
to ration it.  
 
The sailors did not want to spend weeks on end in a desolate spot, growing more and more 
hungry. The captain and crew of one of the five ships mutinied, that is rebelled, and broke 
into the ship’s stores of wine and ship’s biscuits. Magellan sent messengers to this captain, 
with swords hidden under their cloaks. When the captain refused to follow Magellan’s 
orders, the messengers drew their swords and killed him. The other mutineers then settled 
down.  
 
When the crew had been on shore for two months, a visitor appeared – a native to the area. 
He gave the sailors quite a fright. He was very tall – even the tallest sailor only came up to 
his waist. This giant native was quite friendly, and so were the other men of his tribe. They 
showed by sign language that they were surprised that such small men would come off such 
big ships! 
 
The Europeans were surprised too when they invited their new friends for a meal. Each of 
the men ate a whole basketful of ship’s biscuits, and then found some rats in the basket, 
and ate those too – fur, tail, and all. Then they drank a whole bucketful of water.  
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Magellan gave one giant a little mirror as a present. He was so frightened at seeing his own 
face in the glass that he fell over backwards and knocked down four sailors standing behind 
him. Fortunately for these giant natives they had no gold, and that is why they continued to 
live. Many did die of diseases brought later, by other Europeans though. 
 
At last it was spring and the Armada de Moluccas could continue journeying south, in search 
of a path through to the west side of South America. The mutinous behaviour had been 
dealt with and about a week after they set out, they noticed that the coast was broken by 
channels running westward. Perhaps by sailing these channels they could find a way 
through to what lay beyond in the west.  

 
Rain poured and there was dense fog, so Magellan sent one of the ships ahead to see if 
there was a safe passage between rocks and islands. But the captain of this ship took the 
opportunity to turn around and head back to Spain. Magellan assumed that because the 
ship did not return it must have hit a rock, and possibly sank. He spent days looking for any 
survivors – he did not know the ships had deserted the voyage.  
 
With the remaining ships they carefully made their way down the channel, between rocks, 
reefs and steep cliffs. Once, they saw at night, the flame of a native campfire in the distance, 
so they called the land Tierra del Fuego – land of fire – which it is still called today. It is in 
the southern tip of South America. Navigating through this area was made even more 
difficult by storms which constantly buffeted the ships. It took five weeks of sailing like this 
until the ships came out the other side to open sea. They were overjoyed to see the calm 
waters that lay ahead, and this is where the name Pacific Ocean comes from. It means 
peaceful ocean. The passage that they had passed through is now called the Strait of 
Magellan after this great navigator who sailed through it so long ago. You can see this on 
the map below.  
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Magellan was about to find out that these calm waters would bring suffering far worse than 
any earlier stormy sea. He set his ships to a course north-west in the hope that they would 
come to an island where they could replenish their food, which was getting dangerously 
low. He could not yet guess how large the Pacific Ocean really was. Since coming through 
the Strait, the armada had not seen any land at all, and the lack of food became worrying. 
The water they had was foul and worms had turned ship’s biscuits to dust. They became so 
desperate that they gnawed on leather and ate sawdust in order to survive. Men were 
willing to pay a gold coin for a rat to eat, if one could be caught.  
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Disease broke out and 
nineteen men died. Magellan 
sat in his cabin and looked at 
his precious globe – it was all 
that gave him hope. After at 
least three and a half months 
they came to an island. This 
was a frustrating experience 
for them because a boatful of 
natives came who climbed on 
board the caravels and 
immediately began to steal 
whatever they could lay their 
hands on. The sailors came on 
board with swords and drove 
them away. The natives 

jumped overboard and swam to shore, leaving their own boat behind, along with its 
contents: Magellan’s men found coconuts, fresh fruit, sugarcane, and fresh water. The 
native’s boat had saved their lives.  
 
The next group of islands they came to was the Philippines, named in honour of the king of 
Spain. The people here were used to visitors in ships and did not think they came from the 
gods as some other native cultures did. The chief of one of these islands received Magellan 
kindly. He invited them to a feast, where the sailors were treated to roast pigs, rice, fish and 
sweet tropical fruits. The Europeans were interested in what the food was served on, as 
well. The plates were gold-rimmed and Colambu, the chief, carried a gold-handled dagger 
and wore golden armbands and earrings. When he smiled, he had three gold dots on each 
tooth.  
 
Magellan’s slave, Enrique was born in the Philippines so he could speak the language. He 
translated between Colambu and Magellan. Colambu told Magellan of a richer island called 
Cebu, which was a trading centre.  
 
Magellan set sail. He was interested in more than trading. It was Spain’s policy to dominate 
countries and take control of trade. The ships fired cannons as they approached the 
harbour. The island’s leader, Humabon was on the beach, surrounded by people. Once they 
landed on the beach, Enrique explained to Humabon that there was no need to be 
frightened – the cannons were a way of saluting him. Soon a treaty was agreed upon 
between Humabon and Magellan. Thrilled with the new friendship, Magellan dropped to his 
knees and thanked god for bringing the two countries together. The native people looked 
curiously at this man gesturing upwards, shouting to the heavens. Magellan noticed their 
interest and began talking about his religion. He urged them to become Christian to save 
their souls.  
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Spanish expeditions were expected to convert native people to Christianity. King Charles 
had ordered that no one should be converted by force, so Magellan assured the Cebuans 
that any person who did not become Christian would live in peace. 
 
One day, Magellan, dressed in the white robes of a holy man, strode across a platform – like 
a stage – which was decorated with palm leaves and flanked by a large wooden cross. 
Magellan’s men had set this up and fashioned the cross the day before. Chief Humabon 
converted to Christianity and was named Charles, in honour of the Spanish king. Over the 
next week Magellan converted two thousand, two hundred Cebuans.  
 

 
 
Things had gone well for Magellan while he was in the Philippines. It had been a peaceful 
time and his men were well-rested and fed again. Now it was time to re-stock and set sail. 
Magellan never got to give this order.  
 
Something had changed in Magellan. He had begun acting more like a missionary than an 
explorer. He became more interested in converting people to Christianity. Tension grew 
between the native people and the Europeans when Magellan noticed the native people 
were still worshipping their pagan gods – false idols. Wooden idols were snatched and 
burned, and Magellan threatened to destroy villages when a chief of another island refused 
to worship Humabon as his Christian king. This chief, Lapu Lapu, sent a message that he was 
ready for battle.  
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Forty-nine men piled out of two boats and waded across towards the beach. Fifteen 
hundred warriors emerged from the jungle, shaking spears and shouting war cries. The 
Europeans fired rifles and shot crossbows, but they only landed in the water, not reaching 
their target. Magellan shouted to stop firing until they were closer, but the men kept 
shooting until nearly all their ammunition was gone. Once they reached the shore, Magellan 
drew his sword and led the charge. The native warriors had retreated to a village, so 
Magellan and his men followed and threw torches on their huts. Infuriated, Lapu Lapu and 
his men attacked. After nearly an hour of fighting, a spear skipped past Magellan’s shield 
and drove into his arm. He sank into the sand, weak from the poisoned tip. Magellan’s men 
fled to their boat and Magellan died on the beach – on the island of Mactan. He did not 
reach the Moluccas.  
 
Sadly, while he was away, Magellan’s son had died, and with the news of her husband’s 
death, Magellan’s wife died of a broken heart. Magellan’s name will never be forgotten, 
though. His voyage had proved something which before had only been a theory – the earth 
was round – his hand-painted globe was true.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


