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S THIS issue of The Murillo Bulletin is being
published we commemorate the 500th
anniversary of a historic event: the first time
European explorers reached the Moluccas or
Spice Islands by navigating from east to west.
On 7 November, 1521 two small vessels, the
Trinidad and the Victoria, guided by local pilots
taken on board in the Sulu Sea and commanded
by Gonzalo Gómez de Espinosa and Juan
Sebastián Elcano respectively, sighted the island
of Tidore. The mariners would recall how
beautiful and fertile the island was at first sight,
and they loaded the ships with cloves. At this
juncture, Gómez de Espinosa set off eastwards
towards the coast of Darien in America, as
originally planned, but which he failed to
achieve in his badly storm-battered ship; they
managed to return to the Moluccas, and were
taken prisoners by the Portuguese.
Elcano decided to carry on sailing westwards,
against the advice of his pilots Francisco Albo
and Miguel de Rodas, not via Malacca but
further south in the Indian ocean. Following a
route unexplored thus far, he looked for
favourable winds away from the monsoons and,
to avoid being detected, away from the coast of
Africa. Although (to quote from the book’s
cover) “no one had asked them to go around
the world”, Elcano was determined to be
the first to circumnavigate the globe. On
20 September, 1519, the expedition had set sail
from Sanlúcar de Barrameda, near Cádiz in
southern Spain, under the command of
Ferdinand Magellan, who could not celebrate
the achievement three years later as he had
been killed on the island of Mactan on 27 April,
1521. Of the five ships and 247 men who
departed, only one ship, the Victoria, and 18
men returned home on 6 September, 1522.

Elcano, viaje a la historia (Elcano, Voyage to
History) tells the story of this expedition, which
turned into the unexpected circumnavigation of
the world as a major achievement and
encompassed other historical milestones:
discoveries along the southern coasts of
America; the ‘Straits of Magellan’ passage from
the Atlantic to the Pacific; the first European
crossing of this vast ocean; the ‘discovery’ of the
Philippines to the western world; and the first
attempt to sail eastwards from Asia to America.
This is not a biography of Juan Sebastián Elcano,
although all relevant details of his life from his
birth in c.1486 to his death in the Pacific in 1526
are covered. Nor is the tale told from Elcano’s
point of view alone, as very little of what he
wrote has survived; rather, the voices of all the
protagonists are brought together to tell the
story in ways never done before. The title,
honouring the man who completed the
expedition, is a deliberate statement redressing
Elcano’s reputation, which one understands
fully by the end of the book.
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Summing up Elcano in just two notes, this is
primarily a comprehensive account of the first
circumnavigation of the world, a well-written,
lively and fully engaging narrative rooted in the
human side of the expedition; could this story
be told otherwise? Second, the book is the fruit
of thorough and exhaustive research of all
known primary sources, related chronicles, and
accounts in reference to the expedition.
The book itself was born out of a website ‒
www.rutaelcano.com ‒ where the author,
Tomás Mazón Serrano, has been systematically
recording and processing all the scattered
information on the topic. From one side, the
author’s expert use of quotes from the
protagonists to dramatic effect lends a firsthand experience to the story, a primary
achievement. Moreover, the sources providing a
record of the expedition become the book’s
subject matter. Although the book is in Spanish
and has not yet been translated, the website is
bilingual and makes the author’s research fully
available in English.
For centuries, the main source for the
circumnavigation was De Molucis Insulis, a
book by the Flemish courtier Maximilianus
Transylvanus published in three editions in
1523. Written in haste after interviewing some
of the survivors, this account has been criticised
for being unreliable. A first-hand account in
Italian by the expedition’s chronicler, Antonio
Pigafetta, was published in 1525, but was not
well known until it was unearthed, edited and
published by Carlo Amoretti in Milan in 1800
(with a French translation produced in Paris the
following year). Pigafetta’s work has superseded
all others, taken at face value; it has the
advantage of being a coherent, self-contained
account, yet it is biased ‒ it contains not even a
single mention of Elcano or Gómez de Espinosa
‒ and incomplete.
Reading Mazón’s book it is striking to realise
that the sources on the expedition are many,
diverse, and rich in substance, a stark warning
to any attempt to simplify one of the most
important events in the history of human
exploration. As often in relation with studies of
Spanish expansion, given the superabundance
of written documentation, success rests in
exercising good judgment, in selecting the facts
that merit attention, in solving doubts and not
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infrequent contradictions, and in filling gaps in
the record. In his book Mazón succeeds on all
counts.
The book contains a critical review of all
sources, with direct sources listed in an
appendix: 16 pages of valuable information for
those wanting to carry on their own research.
This documentation is kept mainly in the Archivo
General de Indias in Sevilla, as it was produced
or recorded by its institutional predecessor, the
Casa de Contratación de Indias (House of Trade),
and to a lesser extent in the Portuguese national
archive, the Arquivo Nacional da Torre do
Tombo in Lisbon. For their relevance, two
documents are included in full as separate
appendices: the testimony of the seaman
Martín de Ayamonte, taken in Timor, and A
Viagem de Fernão de Magalhães, a c.1570
manuscript account of the voyage by the
Portuguese historian Fernão de Oliveira, held in
the Leiden University Library, which may be
familiar to readers in the Philippines as it was
published in translation by the National
Historical Institute in Manila in 2002.
Among other sources listed are the testimonies
that Magellan ordered to be taken after the
mutiny at Port San Julian in Patagonia in 1520;
the Libro de las Paces, a record of the pacts with
local kings; the Derrotero (Itinerary) by Francisco
Albo, the Greek or Genoese pilot who recorded
his bearings daily with surprising accuracy;
affidavits on relevant events by Elcano, Albo and
the barber/nurse Hernando de Bustamante; and
the register of deaths with names and causes.
Accounting and expenses records have also
survived, while most survivors made declarations or maintained correspondence.
Considering Mazón’s mastery of the sources, his
insights are illuminating. For example, the
author highlights the report by Ginés de Mafra
(a mariner on the Trinidad, the first ship to
attempt the return to America eastwards),
dictated to an anonymous friend once Mafra
was liberated from a Lisbon prison, as “one of
the main sources of the voyage both for its
extension and for its accuracy”. The author also
relies on the Roteiro de un piloto genovés
(Itinerary of a Genoese pilot) by either Leon
Pancaldo or Juan Bautista de Punzorol, both of
whom also wrote relevant letters; on Gómez
de Espinosa’s moving letter from his prison in

Cochin; and on the latter’s declaration before a
notary when he finally arrived back in Spain. The
only surviving documents from Elcano himself
are his affidavit and his famous letter to King
Carlos I, written on the very day of his arrival in
Sanlúcar de Barrameda, 6 September, 1522:
Your Majesty will know that what we ought to
appreciate the most and take in the highest
regard is that we have discovered and
circumnavigated the roundness of the world,
setting off through the west, and coming back
through the east.

Cartography aficionados will also be familiar
with the Narratione di un Portoghese …
(“Account by a Portuguese companion of Duarte
Barbosa who was in the Victoria in 1519”),
published by Giovanni Battista Ramusio in his
book Delle Navigationi e Viaggi (Venice, 155054). According to Mazón, the companion was
probably Vasco Gómez Gallego, who had
declared to be from Bayona, Galicia, when he
embarked. Later chronicles also highlighted as
important include those by Gonzalo Fernández
de Oviedo, Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, Francisco
López de Gómara, and Bartolomé de Argensola;
and Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas’s Décadas
or Historia General de los hechos de los
castellanos en las Islas i tierra firme del
mar oceano (Madrid, 1601), which for Mazón is

a reliably pertinent source for the voyage. The
Portuguese chroniclers João de Barros, Fernão
Lopes de Castanheda and Gaspar Correia, who
may have had access both to documents and to
survivors, are also mentioned.
How to deal with the fleet’s route is an area left
untouched by other writers. Mazón takes a
stance, which he kindly explained to me among
other possibilities. It is well known that reaching
the Moluccas by sailing west was the project
that Magellan offered to the Spanish king at the
court in Valladolid. Carlos I instructed that the
course be announced to the crew at the time of
departure ‒ it was not unusual to keep it secret
beforehand ‒ but apparently this was not done.
The author believes Magellan kept it secret,
thereby disconcerting the crew who expected to
take the Portuguese route and turn eastwards
around the Cape of Good Hope even though this
would be in breach of the 1494 Treaty of
Tordesillas. Instead, Magellan set his course to
the west in search of the passage around South
America through the straits that now bear his
name. This behaviour sparked a conflict with
Juan de Cartagena, the veedor general
(inspector-general) of the expedition and
captain of the San Antonio (the largest ship of
the fleet), which led to a tragic outcome for the
Spaniard who was relieved of his command by
Magellan and marooned in Patagonia.

by Abraham Ortelius, Amsterdam, (1589) 1609
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The Philippines takes centre stage in the
narrative. It was the first large, inhabited region
(except for Guam) reached after four months of
navigation, and each anchorage takes on a
heightened significance. Mazón brings new light
to some intriguing points. He writes that it was
on 16 March, 1521 that the expedition sighted
the small island of Suluan (near Samar), the first
in the Philippine Archipelago; the date is given
by Pigafetta, other sources, and the Philippine
Commission for the Commemoration of the
Voyage (see: http://nqc.gov.ph/en/map/ ). Next,
they saw the larger island of Homonhon where
they anchored for nine days, had a friendly
encounter with the inhabitants who brought
them food, much welcomed, and exchanged
presents.
Two days later they set off and reached the land
they called Mazaua. Usually given to strictly
recording technical data in his log, here the pilot
Albo wrote about the inhabitants: “donde la
gente es muy buena” (where the people are
very kind-hearted). What and where Mazaua
was are questions not yet settled; the author
speculates that the landmass possibly silted up
and is now united with Mindanao. More likely, it
was the island of Limasawa; a nautical chart
from the pilots of the expedition led by Miguel
López de Legazpi some 40 years later shows the
coast of Leyte with an island marked Maçaua
which corresponds with Limasawa. From
whence they went to Cebu, and the much
talked-about events here explained through
multiple voices. After touching Bohol, Mindanao, Cagayan and Palawan, and back through
the Sulu Sea, they reached the Moluccas at last,
although the story would not finish there.
Elcano is an epic story of courage and comradeship, of mutinies, betrayals, and castaways, of
tragedy and cruelty, scurvy, hunger, storms,
doldrums and biting the waves, in sum, of
human endurance brought to the limit and a
triumph of seamanship. Looking back from its
quincentennial, this voyage to the unknown
brought back new knowledge as the survivors,
on arrival under Elcano’s command, delineated
the world’s contours and announced the rich
diversity of the peoples they encountered. Myth
and fable were then left behind, and reflections
about the world’s scientific knowledge of the
time, mainly in cartography and navigation, are
the final major contribution of the book.
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La nao Vitoria llega a Sevilla Rodeado el mundo:
of Décadas by Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas (1601)

Most illustrative of the scientific knowledge of
the times are the navigational instruments
carried by the expedition: 6 pairs of compasses,
21 quadrants, 7 astrolabes, 35 compass roses,
18 sandglasses, and 23 nautical charts made in
parchment by Nuño García, cartographer of the
Casa de Contratación, among which Mazón
presumes there was a copy of the c.1519
planisphere known as Kunstmann IV attributed
to Jorge and Pedro Reynel, Portuguese
cartographers also working for Spain. There is a
special chapter on the technical knowledge
available to those mariners, including separate
discussions on critical aspects directly
connected with this enterprise: a welcome
revision of the mathematics of the day; how
latitude was measured according to declination
tables prepared carefully in Sevilla by the
Casa de Contratación, which the author likens
to a Cape Canaveral air force station of the
16th century; and the attempts to measure
longitude.
For the author, Magellan knew the Pacific was
large, but not as large as it would eventually be
found out to be. While Mazón acknowledges the
Portuguese explorer’s expertise and skills, one
must agree with his implicit conclusion that the
term usually given to the first circumnavigation
in English-language texts is a misnomer that
ought to be replaced by a more accurate name:
the Magellan Expedition should be known as the
Magellan‒Elcano Expedition.

