
Till the end of the world 

 
 
The Portuguese caravels do not stop sailing. Some months after the Gama’s return, the 
Pedro Alvares’ armada heading toward India along the usual barlavento route, describes a 
wider arch – perhaps by chance, perhaps because of a storm, perhaps intentionally – and 
reaches the coasts of Brazil. This is only the beginning. Within a few years time, Timor and 
Macau, Japan, the coasts of the Northern America are reached; Australia is sighted. A 
Portuguese navigator, João Fernandes Lavrador, gives his name to that land that, still 
today in Northern American, is named Labrador; Fernau de Magalhaes ( Ferdinand 
Magellan) , a Portuguese  sailor in Spaniards' pay, during his attempt to get the spices of 
the Moluccas Islands, circumnavigates the globe. A small Country, for long times 
convinced that the world was to end at Bojador, has now arrived at the end of the world.   
It can not colonize a so wide domain , by occupying it manu militari to organize its 
exploitation. It has neither the means nor the intentions to act in this way. Portugal and 
the Portuguese are interested in the trade of  gold, spices and slaves. Thus, no conquests in 
depth ( till the first half of 1500, at least) in Africa or in Asia, but agreements with the local 
sovereigns and the building of a net of feitorias  --  gathering points, often fortified or 
guarded by strong fortresses --- where to gather the spices and the slaves. And, above all,  a 
war fleet able to allow the merchant ships to sail in safety. The originality and, at the same 
time, the limits of the commercial Portuguese expansion are contained in these measures. 
In a short time the western coasts of India and of Africa are filled by feitorias and 
fortalezas( fortresses). The city of Goa, in India, grows quickly, linking the new with the 
ancient, the West with the East. In Portugal the gothic style assimilates eastern elements. 
An art style of the conquest is  forming: the Manuelino ( Manueline style), of which are 
examples the Mosteiro of Jeronimos, the Belém Tower in Lisbon and the astonishing 
janela ( window) of the Convent of Christ in Tomar. In Africa the fort of Sao Jorge da 
Mina controls the trade of the gold; in the Persian Gulf, Ormuz is conquered, but not Aden 
and from here, the spices collected by the Arabs continue to arrive, although with some 
difficulty, to West. But the bulk of the trades is firmly  in Portuguese hand.  
In the first times, the market is free. The Crown confine itself to claiming a percentage on 
what is traded; then it intervenes more and more directly, by manning own ships or by 
giving third parties authorization to trade in its name.  
The business does well, even though being constantly on alert is necessary.  Turks and 
Egyptians are becoming, day after day, more and more aggressive and the Portuguese fleet 
must fight hard struggles in the open sea to control it. More than a time the fortresses are 
besieged; Calicut has no intention to surrender and it becomes a hard tough nut. By giving 
the word to the cannons, at first Francisco and Lourenço de Almeida, then, in particular, 
the general  governor Afonso de Albuquerque put things in order. The first ones will pay 
with their life( they will fall in combat); the latter will pay with his removal because of the 
Court’s envy. But within about fifteen years, thanks to them, o mar fechado, the closed sea, 
in not a dream any more: it is a realty. And it will be a  realty for much time. 
From Africa the gold and the slaves ( of whom the Crown has a monopoly), the malagueta( 
the red pepper) , the ivory arrive; from Asia, the spices, the black pepper, the silk, the 
exotic animals, the clothes, the leathers. They are carried into the holds of Portuguese 
ships, the crewmen of which are paid, partly, with the so called quintalada, with the 
possibility, that is, to bring in Portugal and to sell at market cost some spices bought out of 
their own pocket, but carried at charge of the state. The goods do not stop at Lisbon: they 
go to Flanders where, in Antwerp, they have a very expensive cost. The Casa da India, 
instituted at  some point by the Portuguese Crown, works as a real department of the 
Overseas: it controls and provides, accumulates and distributes, pays and collects. 



The problem is that a lot of that money is invested in a wrong way. It does not come back, 
for feeding it, in the commercial circle that has been opened, but it “dies” in the buying of  
land properties. Portugal is not the Republic of Venice and, to maintain itself on the sea, it 
is forced to resort to the foreign capitals. A very bad trouble, in the long term. 


