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Ferdinand Magellan 
 

Europeans are not proud of the stories of 
conquistadors like Pizarro. These Spaniards 
destroyed the Inca civilisation, turning these 
people into miserable half-starved slaves, and 
then stole everything of value from them. These 
Inca people were, in many ways, more civilised 
than the conquistadors. How then, was it 
possible for such a great nation of people, with a 
vast army of thirty thousand men to be 
destroyed and enslaved by such a small group of 
men as Pizarro and his army of less than two 
hundred? 
 
We heard that the Incas had weapons made of 
obsidian – a volcanic rock that is not very strong 
against iron swords. Pizarro and his men had 
other weapons: two cannons which took hours 
to load; and minimal firearms. These were not 

the things that gave the Spaniards victory. What allowed the Spaniards to overpower the 
Incas was the difference between the minds of the two peoples.  
 
The Incas were used to living a life where 
they were told what to do by the king 
and the priests. Their society was highly 
regulated, which means there was a lot 
of order regarding what to do and what 
not to do. The Inca people did not think 
for themselves – there was no need. All 
the necessities of life were provided for 
them and all the decisions were made for 
them by a few priests and the king. The 
impact of having their king taken away 
was huge. They were like 
sheep without their shepherd. 
They would not fight unless 
ordered to by their king. Once 
their king had been killed 
there was nothing to fight for.  
 
On the other hand, the 
Spaniards fought for themselves. Each man was used to fending for himself and making his 
own decisions. This independence expressed itself in quite a harsh manner. The Spaniards 
were selfish, greedy and cruel. This is what made it easy for two hundred men to conquer 
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the kingdom of millions of Incas. This is also why the Spaniards fought amongst themselves 
at times. Being independent does not mean you have to be horrible and selfish. It is the 
challenge for people today to learn to be self-reliant and independent but not let this go 
into the realm of hurting other people, in the name of independence. We need to learn to 
use our independence to help each other, not to fight against one another.  
 
The Spanish conquistadors were greedy for gold and known for their cruelty, but they were 
also brave and independent. While they were motivated to go on voyages to America for its 
riches, like gold and silver, they also brought back a lot of information, so more and more 
was learned about this new continent, America. 
 
One group of conquistadors started their journey on the 
east coast of America and travelled across to the west, 
where they came across a new ocean, the Pacific Ocean. 
The leader of this band of conquistadors was a man called 
Vasco Núñez de Balboa. He received little reward for his 
discovery. On his return he had an argument with the 
Spanish governor which led to Balboa being hanged for 
rebellion. His discovery, however, did inspire other 
explorers to keep travelling west of America.  
 
One such sea captain was a Portuguese man named 
Ferdinand Magellan. He was from the same country as 
Henry the Navigator. Magellan had done a lot of sailing – 
round Africa to India for spices. The trade in spices was 
still very lucrative. People used spices as a status symbol, 
perhaps like people today might use a fancy piece of 
jewellery or a flashy car to show their wealth; they used spices to show off their wealth in a 
similar way. Nutmeg was as valuable as gold, for instance. Perfumes and medicines were 

made from spices, and spices were also 
necessary to cover up the taste of the 
rotting meat served at mealtimes. 
 
Magellan had a similar thought to that 
of Columbus: “Surely we can get to India 
more quickly by travelling west, rather 
than going around Africa and heading 
east.” No-one actually knew at that time 
how far south America went; where 
there might be a cape you could sail 
around.  
 
Magellan tried his luck with the King of 
Portugal, Manuel I, but met a similar 
response to the one Columbus received: 
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cold refusal. The King did not like 
Magellan and became more stubborn 
and angry with each of Magellan’s 
visits. Magellan actually asked the king 
three times if he would support an 
expedition to the Moluccas or Maluku 
Islands, west of New Guinea.  
 
Each time he was denied, so on the 
fourth visit, Magellan requested 
permission to leave Portugal and offer 
his services elsewhere. This was 
granted, and Magellan did what 
Columbus had done; he went looking 
further afield for support of his idea.  
 
This notion to go to the Moluccas came 
about because Magellan’s boyhood 
friend was on a ship that hit a reef and 
sank in the Indian Ocean. He survived 
this and ended up on one of the smaller 
islands of the Moluccas chain. He 
married a Sultan’s daughter and lived a 
life of luxury! And he wrote Magellan a 
letter telling him of the fortune that 
could be made in the Moluccas. In the 
south Moluccas, the nutmeg tree grew. 
Magellan thought these islands were 
very near the coast of South America.   
 
Magellan soon got to Spain and met 
with King Charles V. Magellan showed 
him the map of the world in the form of 
a globe that Magellan had painted 
himself, and he pointed out where he 
thought there would be a cape in South 
America. He told the king that to find 
this cape would be beneficial in two 
ways: one, they would be able to access 

gold in America; and two, it would provide a route to the spice-trade with India. Then, he 
said, he could sail through to the Moluccas. The king knew this was a big gamble, but 
decided it was worth the risk.  
 
The king agreed to give Magellan five ships, but they were poor in quality, for the king did 
not want to invest too much money in this venture. Some said they weren’t even fit to 
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travel to the Canary Islands. It was these leaking tubs that made the first European voyage 
all the way around the world. In them went two hundred and seventy men, from a range of 
countries: many from Spain, one hundred from Portugal, France, Italy, Germany, Austria, 
Belgium, England, Ireland, Scandinavia, Africa, and India. This was the most diverse crew 
ever to sail on a voyage of discovery. Six men did not join willingly. They were slaves, 
including Magellan’s personal slave, Enrique, whom he had purchased in Malacca, in 
Malaysia. 
 
Each ship had small boats hanging from the sides. These were used to carry messages from 
one ship to the other, land on beaches, or explore shallow waterways. The ships were 
stocked with fresh water, wine, olive oil, vinegar, beans, lentils, garlic, flour, rice, cheese, 
honey, sugar, anchovies and sardines, as well as codfish, beef and pork preserved in salt. 
They also carried live pigs and cattle to slaughter on the journey for fresh meat. 
 
They took a range of goods to trade with natives in case they ran out of food, such as glass 
beads, bells, mirrors and knives. Chests containing expensive silks, linen and valuable iron 
tools were packed on the journey for trading in the Moluccas.  
 
The fleet, or armada, was well stocked with weapons: seventy-five cannons, one hundred 
full suits of armour, thousands of lances and swords, hundreds of crossbows, and longbows, 
thousands of arrows, fifty rifles, and dozens of barrels filled with gun powder and lead.   
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The journey began in 1519, on August 10th. Magellan had to leave behind his wife and baby 
son. The one precious item Magellan took on his trip was the world globe he had shown 
King Charles. It brought him solace and courage to look at it.  
 
First, they headed to the Canary Islands. While in the port, Magellan heard that Portuguese 
warships were in the Atlantic, waiting to arrest him. You see, the Portuguese thought of 
Magellan as a traitor whose trip would cost them the lucrative spice trade. In funding the 
trip, King Charles of Spain had to assign bodyguards to protect Magellan because of rumours 
of Portuguese assassins. Due to what he overheard in the port at the Canary Islands, 
Magellan decided to change course. This caused friction amongst his men; some wanted to 
challenge his authority.  
Magellan went south, along the coast of Africa. There were thunderstorms, and gale after 
gale which violently tossed the five caravels around. Flames of light appeared on the masts 
and ropes during severe storms – running up and down and then disappearing. These lights, 
called St Elmo’s Fire are caused by electricity in the air. They are harmless but it frightened 
the sailors.  
 
Once the storm passed, they found themselves in dead calm waters with no wind at all. The 
ships could not get any speed. The went so slowly that food was starting to run out and 
sharks circled the almost-stationary ships. The four captains met with Magellan and one, 
Cartagena, announced he could not work under the orders of Magellan. This caused a lot of 
tension between the captains, and finally swords were drawn, and harsh words spoken. 

Magellan could have executed Cartagena for mutiny, but instead, he 
put him in stocks on the main deck, which was humiliating for him. He 
was released the next day and stripped of his authority. Magellan 
made his cousin captain of Cartagena’s ship instead.  
 
A few days later the first breezes ruffled the sails, and having moved 
away from any warships, they headed west to Rio de Janeiro in Brazil. 
Once they reached Brazil (which occupies a lot of the eastern coast of 
South America), Magellan and his crew rested for a short while, after 
being at sea for two months.  

 
Soon they were ready to head south again. Magellan was looking for the strait that he 
thought led to the west of South America. The further south they sailed the colder it 
became until they were closer to Antarctica than Rio. There was still no sign of the strait and 
some officers spoke of returning to Spain. The ship sailed through a narrow passage, and 
into a broad bay. Surrounded by high cliffs, it offered shelter from the icy winds. Magellan 
named this place Port St Julian and gave the order to drop anchor. This is where they would 
remain for the winter, and it became clear to the men that Magellan would not be turning 
back.  
 
Three captains secretly met together and conspired to overthrow Magellan, so that soon he 
was outnumbered and outgunned. Magellan had the support of some of the men, his cousin 
being one, and he managed to regain control. This kind of discontent among the captains 
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and officers was very dangerous, and Magellan could not ignore it. This time he showed no 
mercy. Three rebel officers were tortured, and the leader of the mutiny was executed. And 
Cartagena, who Magellan had only put in stocks for his earlier indiscretion, was now left on 
a small island with only enough food for a few months.  
 
The armada (the fleet) hauled up anchor and set sail south. Marooned and facing a slow 
death, Cartagena cried out for mercy. Magellan never looked back. Tomorrow we will hear 
more about Magellan’s voyage around the world. 
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