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MAGELLAN

Proposal for a 5 part mini-series by

Nicholas Meyer
From the book, Beyond the Edge of the World

By Laurence Bergreen and other sources…

NIGHT ONE

Sept. 1523 – Seville.   To the astonishment of onlookers on shore, a battered vessel with tattered sails and emaciated crew, pulls into port.  They are the remnants of the Victoria, three years ago part of a five ship armada that attempted to circumnavigate the globe with three hundred men.  Four ships are lost and eighteen, half-dead sailors all that remain…

The commanding officer, ANTONIO PIGAFETTA, likewise at death’s door, is placed under arrest by order of his majesty, the Holy Roman Emperor, Carlos V…  After two weeks recovering from their ordeal of malnutrition, they are all put on trial…

The crown’s case is simple:  these men are traitors, working for the Portuguese saboteur, FERDINAND MAGELLAN, who deliberately led the ill-fated expedition to destruction.

Antonio speaks for the accused.  These accusations are untrue – but he knows whence they originate.   Antonio tells his story…

He’s an Italian, from a good Padua family, come to Spain to seek his fortune… he’s educated, scholarly, a true creature of the Renaissance, curious, open, scientific, romantic and ambitious…

He rooms with other lodgers in a picturesque dwelling around a courtyard.  The place is not without its attractions, ISABELLA MARIA, the extremely beautiful daughter of the landlord… but it also houses a mysterious, taciturn Portuguese, FERDINAND MAGELLAN, 45, who resides with his Philippine slave, ENRIQUE.  

Magellan, a seasoned foreign service veteran, has represented and acted on Portugal’s behalf in India, Asia and Africa.   In his dour fashion, he becomes friends with the young Italian, confiding his purposes and frustrations in Seville.  Everyone is looking for the fabled Spice Islands, source of the world’s biggest cash crops, cinnamon and cloves… The Pope has helpfully divided the world between its two biggest mercantile rivals, Spain and Portugal, with Portugal getting everything East of the Azores and Spain the rest.  

Magellan believes he can reach the Spice Islands by sailing West, which he believes will be much shorter than the Eastern Portuguese route,  but for years has been unable to interest his Portuguese masters in his scheme, so now he’s in Seville, hoping for better luck dancing attendance on the young, (18) newly crowned, Holy Roman Emperor, Carlos V.

His Majesty, flush with a newfound inheritance he will spend his life attempting to consolidate, is prepared to offer Magellan five ships to attempt his circumnavigation of the globe.  Of course they will be staffed by four aristocratic Spanish noblemen and Spanish crews, all of whom regard the surly Portuguese with deepest suspicion.

Magellan invites young Antonio to accompany him on his odyssey, employing his services as chronicler…  an extraordinary opportunity, but it means saying Goodbye to Isabella.  Having no idea of what a nightmare he has signed on for, Antonio assures Isabella he will be back within eighteen months at most…

The ships – Trinidad, (Magellan’s flagship), Victoria, Concepcion, San Antonio and Santiago - are provisioned and Magellan meets and provides instructions to his proud, distrustful Captains… 

Bluntly, he reminds them that Columbus was in error when he thought he had reached India and the precious Spice Islands.   Something – a piece of land no one knows how big – stands between them and the object of their financial desires.   As Portugal was deeded everything East of the Azores by the Pope, everything to the West is open to Spanish exploration and Magellan proposes to locate a “Southwest passage”, breaching this unknown land mass, on the far side of which they will find the Spice Islands.

Antonio is transfixed by the charismatic Magellan, even though he perceives the man is not user-friendly and that his captains can’t stand him, especially the nominal second in command, CARTAGENA, who commands San Antonio.  Overweeningly proud, he is resentful he isn’t in charge of the expedition…

The fleet under Magellan’s command, leaves Seville…  But instead of heading West as they anticipated, Magellan orders them to follow him South.   WHAT THE HELL IS HE DOING?

END NIGHT ONE

NIGHT TWO – 

Antonio is baffled by the Captain-General’s course heading, as are the captains of the other vessels, all ordered to follow Trinidad’s peremptory fan-tail signals (flags by day, torches by night).

Only when they reach the western bulge of Africa does Magellan alter course and head out across the Atlantic, belatedly explaining that his southerly course was dictated by the need to avoid suspicious Portuguese ships.   Antonio is confused: why didn’t you just explain it to them?  Magellan’s reply: it is none of their business.  Besides, would they have believed me?

Once the Eastern coast of South America is reached, Magellan makes a left, heading south along the Brazilian coast, trailed by his reluctant fleet.  Antonio smells rebellion in the sea air…

Magellan is looking for the right turn that will prove to be the Southwest Passage across this newly discovered body of land, leading to the Spice Islands.

Antonio is scandalized when Magellan admits he has no idea where this passage is located.  His whole scheme as presented to King Carlos was a gigantic bluff.  What will happen when Cartagena and the rest find out?   The way Magellan sees it, once they find the passage he is convinced exists, the problem will be moot.

And soon enough, the convoy discovers the gigantic (140 miles wide) inlet of Rio de la Plata and Magellan is convinced he has found the Southwest Passage.  Four ships tag along in the wake of Magellan’s Victoria, only to realize the inlet leads nowhere, is land-locked.  The Captain-General was wrong.  The men of his ships are tired, frustrated and vengeful.   The mutiny Antonio feared comes to pass – it’s everyone except Antonio and Magellan’s slave, Enrique, against the Captain-General. 
But to Antonio’s amazement, Magellan out-faces them all, skillfully playing off one against the other, using his subtle mastery of psychology and winning men back to his side before re-taking the rest of his ships.  One captain has his throat cut and Cartagena, the ringleader, is arrested. What to do with him?  Magellan, now firmly in control once more, can’t bring himself to execute this prominent Spanish nobleman.   Instead, he maroons the hapless man on the Malvenas islands with a pitiful supply of food and water. He can’t afford to bring justice to the other mutineers – he will need them…

Trinidad and convoy remaining ships resume their southward journey into ever icier, Antarctic waters, Magellan, grimly convinced the Southwest passage will be found.   

Must be found.  

Antonio is awed by his determination and terrified of another mutiny.  He religiously and faithfully records every docking, every native encounter, every incident.   

If they’re expecting the Captain-General to crack or fold, all are mistaken…

And then, with the weather at its coldest, the days weirdly short, Magellan spies another, bigger inlet…

END OF NIGHT TWO

NIGHT THREE – 

With Trinidad in the lead, Magellan, in a masterpiece of nautical daring, leads his armada through the treacherous passage to be known as The Straits of Magellan, almost at the tip of South America.  

The action is tempest-tossed and non-stop.  MESQUITA, Captain of the largest ship, San Antonio, loses his nerve and turns back after three hundred miles of nerve-wracking navigation, heading for Spain, bearing tale tales of Magellan’s perfidy to justify his cowardice.

Magellan loses another ship, Santiago, this time to ship-wreck. But as Antonio watches, frozen with fear, Magellan triumphs again bringing the three remaining vessels to the end of the passage and an enormous vista of unknown ocean.   

They have succeeded in traversing the Southwest Passage.  Now nothing stands between them and the Spice Islands.

The question is whether to go forward and seek them out or now to return the way they came and tell the world of their discovery.

The other Captains and crew vote to return.  They have been gone over a year, endured all manner of hardships, death and loss – including two vessels, one of which has met destruction on the rocks of the Straits of Magellan.  The remaining ships are falling apart, the San Antonio contained the bulk of their supplies and she has fled for home.   Besides, before this point, they could always turn back.   If they leave the horizon behind now, how will they ever find the passage again to return?   They have done enough.  Antonio knows how they feel; he dreams of Isabella…

Magellan over-rides their sound objections and elects to keep sailing West into what is completely empty and unknown.  In Antonio’s diary, he is able with hindsight to relate: if we had known what lay ahead – the largest expanse of water on earth – they would have killed Magellan then and there.  12,600 miles of open sea with no map or any hint as to where they were.

As it is, the convoy sails West, the weather is fair and surely land lies ahead.

Only it doesn’t.  Food supplies shrink and water is rationed.  The men succumb to scurvy as well as malnutrition.  (Only Magellan and his officers are mysteriously exempt from the disease, adding to the mystique of their invincibility in the minds of the men and of Magellan himself).

The reason is rather more prosaic: they have access to Marmalade on their biscuits and the precious vitamin C in the jam is protecting them…

Days turn into weeks… weeks into months but there is no end to the water; there IS, however, an end to the food.  Men are dying of hunger, reduced to eating the leather of their shoes, boiling it first…

On a craft as small as these ships, everyone soon gets to know everyone else.   Antonio and Enrique, thrown together by deprivation and enforced idleness, get to know one another.  Enrique talks about what it means to be a slave and that notwithstanding his good treatment, every slave longs for freedom and will do anything to obtain it…

At the point of complete despair, land is sighted.  The starving, disease-riddled men of Magellan’s armada, put ashore on a fertile island where they are welcomed and fed by friendly natives.

Enrique is stunned when he realizes he can understand their language: Tagalong.   They have landed in the Philippines.  Enrique has become the first person to circumnavigate the planet.

Antonio realizes: Magellan, his beleaguered hero, has triumphed.

END OF NIGHT THREE

NIGHT FOUR – 

The crew of Magellan’s fleet are restored to life by the generosity of the natives of Cebu.  As Antonio, starved like the rest, partakes of the freely offer bounty, he becomes aware of something else available.

Sex.

The native women are comely and, for the most part, naked.   The Spanish, who have gone without sex for two years, run wild.   Antonio can see the resentment building on the parts of fathers, husbands, brothers, sons…

He tried to warn Magellan, but the Captain-General responds as one in a trance.   Against all odds he has surmounted the obstacles to greatness.  Surely, as he muses to Antonio, he could not have done this alone…

Well, your men stuck with you through thick and thin, Antonio agrees; certainly those who made it past the straits.

Not the men, Magellan’s voice is dreamy.  A higher power.   To Antonio’s stupefaction, Magellan thinks he has been singled out by God for greatness.  To have circled the globe…

Yes, the young Italian agrees again, but we still haven’t found the Spice Islands…

And now Magellan’s answer pole-axes the chronicler: the Spice Islands are of no importance.   They have been supplanted by a new mission: to convert the natives to Christianity.

Enrique, Magellan’s slave, says nothing, but he watches his master attentively…

Also watching, in horrified confusion and disbelief, Antonio witnesses the mounting of stupendous theatrical conversion rites and rituals, complete with waving banners, newly polished armor and everywhere, gigantic crucifixes.   The natives, awed by Magellan’s presentation and cowed by cannon fire, drop en masse to their knees, swearing their devotion to the God nailed on the cross, moaning along with the hymns…

Magellan learns of a sick man on the island who would convert but is unfortunately dying.  Magellan announces his intention of “laying hands” on him and restoring his health.  Antonio, who recognizes a psychotic episode (if not by name), begs his hero not to attempt anything so foolhardy, but Magellan, indifferent to his pleas as he is to the orgies, will not listen.

With the island watching, Magellan lays hands on the invalid…

WHO RISES AND WALKS.

Henceforth there is no talking to Magellan, who believes himself simply and purely anointed by Heaven.

When the King of Cebu, now entirely submissive and convinced, informs Magellan that there are resisters to his presence and his god on the small neighboring island of Mactan, Magellan does not hesitate.   He will conquer the nearby island and subdue the rebellious spirits there as he did here.   Enrique applauds his master’s decision…

Deaf to the entreaties to take Philippine men with him or even to bring more than a dozen men from his own command, Magellan likewise ignores Antonio’s desperate attempts to bring him back to sanity.

Failing to dissuade the tiny band, Antonio joins them, heading in a small boat to the pounding surf of the nearby atoll…

There, in the chest-high water, their gunpowder soaked and useless, Ferdinand Magellan, Captain-General of the first expeditionary armada to circle the globe, is unceremoniously cut to pieces, parts of his bloody corpse floating in different directions on the indifferent, undulating waves.

Alone among the survivors, Antonio manages to escape, regain the long-boat and row desperately back to Cebu, his dreams as slaughtered as the man he worshipped.

END OF NIGHT FOUR

NIGHT FIVE – 

News of the Captain-General’s death spreads like wild-fire, wiping out the faith of the Cebu natives and fanning the flames of dormant resentment regarding the exploitation of their women…

But the king has grown craft and now invites Magellan’s remaining crew and officers to a gigantic feast.    Enrique urges them to accept – to refuse now would be perceived as a social insult…

Still shell-shocked and grief-stricken, Antonio is among those who declines to attend.

A good thing as the entrée on the menu are the Spanish, who are slaughtered.   

And Enrique makes his long dreamed of escape….  Antonio realizes: he should have listened and understood earlier when the man spoke of doing anything to attain freedom. He betrayed them all to death…

It is now imperative that the remaining sailors and three ships sail with the tide before a similar fate overtakes them…  The ships and men are so battered they can barely stay afloat, and Concepcion starts to sink… she is set afire and destroyed…

Of the original armada, only Victoria and Trinidad remain… they sail on and, wonder of wonders, manage to reach the Moluccas – the Spice Islands – only to learn that the Portuguese have quietly established an outpost there for ten years!! No wonder the secretive Portuguese government expressed no interest in Magellan’s idea…

Nonetheless, the ships take on board a king’s ransom in spices, cloves, cinnamon, etc. They will all be rich…

Trinidad elects to try and go back the way she came; Victoria, in better shape, elects to keep sailing west, trying to get home through Portuguese territory.

Which ship will Antonio choose?   With a heavy heart, the young adventurer decides to leave his home of two years, Trinidad, in favor of the Victoria and continue west in memory of his indefatigable hero.

A good choice as Trinidad shortly breaks apart with great loss of life…

The final leg of Antonio’s journey is the most horrific and longest.  12, 000 miles pales before the 17,000 miles required to circle Africa, round the Cape of Good Hope and avoid detection throughout by the Portuguese, in whose territory they are now trespassers.  Even going ashore for water risks their presence being revealed…

What began as a crew of thirty, shrinks daily, the result of malnutrition and disease.  Even her captain succumbs and Antonio must fill the breach, navigating as well as scheming how and where to reprovision so as to escape notice…

Victoria’s pumps must be manned non-stop; the ship with her precious cargo, is literally coming apart at the seams when she finally returns to Seville with only 17 left alive out of the original three hundred…

Return now to the trial, where we realize that Mesquita and the San Antonio crew are the source of the self-serving lies and accusations of treason against Magellan and his men.

Having listened to their version of events and denunciations, Antonio plays his trump card, brandishing the daily journey he faithfully kept for three years, in which Mesquita’s true treachery and cowardice were duly noted.  Moreoever, he presents a handsome copy of the diary to King Carlos.

But the final proof lies in the heart of Victoria’s rotting hold – a fortune in spices from the Moluccas that will make all who survived the voyage rich to the end of their days, including, of course, His Majesty King Carlos V, who needs all the cash he can get…

The crew of Victoria are acquitted and Antonio walks out a free man on the streets of Seville.   He is worn out, shell-shocked and now must make the most difficult journey of all…

Back to the house where he first met Magellan.   

Will Isabella Maria be waiting…?

END NIGHT FIVE

