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Ferdinand Magellan: Defying all Odds in a 
Voyage around the World 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Dhwty 

 

An anonymous portrait of Ferdinand Magellan, 16th or 17th century. Victoria, the sole ship of Magellan's fleet to complete 
the circumnavigation. (Public Domain) 

The historical figure Ferdinand Magellan was a Portuguese explorer who remains famous 
for the first circumnavigation of the earth, proving that the earth is round. However, the 
voyage was dogged by misfortune, storms, and mutinies, and Magellan himself did not 
actually complete the trip. 

In 1453, the death knell was sounded for the aging Byzantine Empire when its capital, 
Constantinople, fell to the Ottoman Turks under Mehmet II. One of the consequences of the 
rise of the Ottoman Empire was that European overland trade to Asia was now limited. 
Moreover, the exotic goods of the East were monopolized by Arab merchants, and were 
sold at extremely high prices to the Europeans. This contributed to the European Age of 
Discovery, as one of the goals of maritime exploration was the finding of an alternative 
route to the East. 

 

http://www.ancient-origins.net/history/ferdinand-magellan-defying-all-odds-voyage-around-world-002924
http://www.ancient-origins.net/users/dhwty
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 Portrait of Ferdinand Magellan. (Public Domain) 
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In 1488, the Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Diaz succeeded in reaching the Indian Ocean 
from the Atlantic by sailing around the southern tip of Africa. Ten years later, his compatriot 
Vasco da Gama followed Diaz’s route, and arrived in India. 

Apart from the Portuguese, the Spanish also began exploring the oceans. Christopher 
Columbus, an Italian explorer serving the Spanish crown, believed that the East could be 
reached by sailing westwards. Although Columbus eventually ‘discovered’ the New World – 
in actual fact, other foreigners had been there before him – he insisted that it was part of 
the Asian continent. Columbus’ idea that the East could be reached by sailing west seemed 
far-fetched to many of his contemporaries. Yet, there were also those who were inspired by 
this outrageous notion. One of them was the Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan, who 
made an attempt to reach Asia by sailing west 13 years after Columbus’ death. 

Initially, Magellan served under the Portuguese crown. Later, however, he left Portugal and 
headed for Spain. On March 22, 1519, Magellan managed to convince the Spanish king 
Charles I to support his voyage to the Spice Islands. Magellan was provided with five ships 
for his voyage – the Trinidad, San Antonio, Conception, Victoria and Santiago. In addition, 
Magellan was also promised a fifth of the profits acquired through their looting and pillaging 
along the way. 

 , 
Chile. (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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According to the records written by Antonio Pigafetta, Magellan began his journey from 
Seville on August 10 of the same year. It was only later in September, however, that 
Magellan sailed from Sanlúcar de Barrameda, Spain, and entered the Atlantic. From there, 
Magellan set sail to Brazil, then a Portuguese colony, and entered the Rio de Janeiro (a river, 
not the city founded in 1565) on December 13. They stayed there until December 26 before 
setting sail again. From Brazil, Magellan and his men sailed southwards along the South 
American coast in search of the fabled passage that would lead them into Asia. 

 

Portrait traditionally associated with Antonio Pigafetta. (Public Domain) 
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In March 1520, Magellan was forced to anchor for the winter at Port San Julian, off the coast 
of Patagonia in southern Argentina for the winter. During this time, a mutiny broke out, but 
Magellan managed to quell it by executing a mutinous captain, and leaving another 
mutinous captain behind. Around the same time, the Santiago was sent to scout the route 
ahead, though it was shipwrecked by a storm. The surviving crewmembers were rescued, 
and assigned to the remaining ships. Five months after anchoring at Port San Julian, 
Magellan continued his journey. 

On October 21, 1520, the passage to the East was finally found, and it took Magellan 38 days 
to navigate this body of water before exiting the Atlantic, and entering the Pacific. During 
the early days of navigating this strait, the crew of the San Antonio forced its captain to 
abandon the expedition, and fled back to Spain. 

Initially, the passage was named the Strait of All Saints, as Magellan’s ships entered the 
strait on November 1, observed as “All Saints’ Day” in the Christian religion. Not long after, 
the passage was given its present name, the Strait of Magellan, in honor of the man who 
discovered it. 

 

Map showing the Strait of Magellan. (Public Domain) 
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During the next leg of the journey, Magellan reached the Pacific island of Guam, where he 
replenished his food supplies. Magellan then landed in the Philippines, where he met his 
death at the Battle of Mactan on April 21, 1521. Lapu-Lapu, a chief on the island of Mactan in 
the Philippines, is credited with resisting and defeating the invaders. 

 

A depiction of the Battle of Mactan (Nmcast at en.wikipedia) 

Following Magellan’s death, the two newly elected expedition leaders were betrayed and 
killed at a banquet hosted by a local king. Consequently, the task fell on Juan Sebastian 
Elcano’s shoulders to bring the men back to Spain via the Indian Ocean. As there were not 
enough men, Elcano decided to burn the Conception, so as to prevent in from falling into the 
hands of the natives. On their way home, the Trinidad was seized by the Portuguese, and 
the Victoria was the only ship that made it back to Spain. In all, only 18 of the original 270 
men were remaining when they finally landed in Spain on September 6, 1522. 

Nevertheless, history would remember Magellan’s voyage as the first successful 
circumnavigation of the globe. 
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The Magellan–Elcano voyage. Victoria, one of the original five ships, circumnavigated the globe, finishing 16 months after the 
explorer's death. (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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Star charts reveal how ancient Egyptians 
planned to navigate the sky after death 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Mark Miller 

 

The sky goddess Nut in an ancient Egyptian star chart. Representational image only. (Public Domain) 

Like others in the ancient world in the Americas, Asia, Europe and around the 
Mediterranean, Egyptian pharaohs and nobles associated stars with their gods or thought 
they could be deified by becoming immortal stars in the night sky. They tried to ensure 
their ascension and navigation of the night skies by having elaborate star charts and 
calendars painted in their tombs. They also had eyes painted on their coffins so they could 
see what was going on in the world. 

Sarah Symons, a researcher from McMaster University in Ontario, Canada, says she believes 
the stars painted on the outsides of coffins were like a map for the dead to navigate the 
night skies. Scholars previously thought they were like clocks for keeping time, which would 

http://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/star-charts-reveal-how-ancient-egyptians-planned-navigate-sky-after-death-020533
http://www.ancient-origins.net/users/mark-miller
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have been important for certain rituals, says Scientific American in an article about Symons’ 
research. 

The article states: 

“Her conclusions are based on years of research into ancient Egyptian beliefs, extensive 
surveys of the 27 known star tables or fragments of tables in the world and, using 
planetarium software, the ability to easily recreate the nighttime sky as it appeared more 
than 4000-odd years ago along the Nile. Symons and co-author Elizabeth Tasker of Hokkaido 
University in Japan describe the work in the October issue of Scientific American.” 

 

The star chart of Senemut. Representational image only. (Public Domain) 
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The star charts’ layout has been understood for decades, Symons and Tasker write. The 
ancient astronomers’ paintings on some of the tombs divided a table into quarters with a 
vertical and a horizontal stripe. Along the horizontal stripe is a line invoking a number of 
Egyptian gods with an offering. Along the vertical stripe they painted images of four of the 
gods. 

The Scientific American article examines the star table of Idy of Asyut, which has one of the 
best-preserved star tables. It is housed at the University of Tübingen Museum in Germany. 

Across the top of the table is printed the civil Egyptian calendar of 10-day weeks and 12 
months of 30 days, for a total of 360 days. They painted on the “half week” of five odd days 
at the year’s end in a column at the table’s end. 

They printed the star names in hieroglyphics in columns with 12 rows. Every cell depicts the 
rising or setting of a certain star over the horizon, Scientific American says. 

 

A detail of the star chart of Idy of Asyut showing the sky goddess Nut holding up the heavens at the top. (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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Idy’s star chart depicts the goddesses Nut, the god Sahu and the leg of an ox, among other 
deities. Nut was the goddess of the sky, and she is seen holding up the heavens on the star 
chart. Meskhetiu, or the ox leg, shows seven stars, which scholars think represent the 
constellation of the Big Dipper. 

Idy’s star chart also shows Sopdet or Sirius rising above the horizon. Sirius was absent for 
the sky for about 70 days in ancient Egypt. Its rise after the absence every year signaled the 
vitally important Nile flood. 

The star table of Idy does not show all of the columns of the ideal star table. “Even partial 
representations were apparently powerful enough to allow the dead to access the complete 
chart in the afterlife,” Scientific American says. 

 

An Egyptian 30th-dynasty (Ptolemaic) terracotta astrological disc. (Public Domain) 
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Nut, Egyptian goddess of the sky, with the star chart in the tomb of Ramses VI. (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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Viking women accompanied men on voyages 
to colonize far-flung lands 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Mark Miller 

 

Painting depicting Ingólfr Arnarson, the first settler of Iceland, newly arrived in Reykjavík. (Public Domain) 

The reputation of the Scandinavian Vikings presents the men as brutal warriors that went 
off marauding and pillaging from the 800s to 1100s AD along the coasts of the Atlantic 
Ocean and Mediterranean Sea and up inland rivers, while the women and children stayed 
home, tending to village life. But genetic research has shown that Vikings took their 
families with them on voyages to set up new colonies in far-away lands. 

"It overthrows this 19th century idea that the Vikings were just raiders and pillagers. They 
established settlements and grew crops, and trade was very, very important," said Erika 
Hagelberg, evolutionary biologist at Norway’s University of Oslo. Hagelberg is a co-author of 
a 2014 genetic study of ancient Norwegians’ remains.  

http://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/new-study-shows-viking-women-accompanied-men-voyages-020128
http://www.ancient-origins.net/users/mark-miller
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Leif Ericson on the shore of newly discovered Vinland (Newfoundland). Note: There is no evidence that Vikings ever wore 
horned helmets. (Public Domain) 
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Romanticized depiction of a Viking woman, 1905, by Andreas Bloch (Public Domain) 
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Hagelberg and her team took teeth and bone scrapings from skeletons of 80 Norse people 
who lived between 796 and 1066 AD. These remains, which had been unearthed around 
Norway, are in a collection at the University of Oslo. The team examined mitochondrial DNA, 
which is passed on by women and can reveal female ancestry. They compared this DNA to 
more than 5,000 other Europeans to learn more about how the Vikings colonized. 

The study found that Vikings are closely related to Swedes, English and Scottish people. But 
their closest modern relatives are people from the Orkney and Shetland islands off the 
northern coast of Scotland in the North Sea. 

Hagelberg said “It seems to support the view that a significant number of women were 
involved in the settlement of the smaller isles, which overrules the idea that it just involved 
raping and pillaging by males going out on a rampage.” 

Vikings ranged as far west as Greenland and maybe even Newfoundland and present-day 
United States and as far east as Russia. Scientists and historians previously thought they set 
up colonies in Iceland, the British Isles and the New World first with men, and then brought 
women and children with them later. But Hagelberg and her team found otherwise. 

 

Guest from Overseas. Nicholas Roerich. 1901. (Public Domain) 
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If Viking men brought their women and perhaps even children with them on trips in their 
longboats, they could more quickly set up communities on the coastlines of the Northern 
seas, Hagelberg believes. 

The range of Viking voyages and territories was enormous, as seen in this map: 

 

Territories and voyages of the Vikings (CC BY-SA 3.0). Research shows the Vikings also voyaged far beyond these territories. 

Jan Bill, an archaeologist with the University of Oslo’s Museum of Cultural History said, “It 
looks like women were a more significant part of the colonization process compared to what 
was believed earlier." Bill was not a part of Hagelberg’s study. 

"This picture that we have of Viking raiding — a band of long ships plundering — there 
obviously would not be families on that kind of ship. But when these raiding activities started 
to become a more permanent thing, then at some point you may actually see families are 
traveling along and staying in the camps,” Bill said. 

While Viking men did intermingle with local women when they went ranging off to far-flung 
places, Hagelberg said, the new study shows they also brought along their own women. 
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“It is true that the Vikings are thought to have taken local women [from the places they 
landed], but the DNA evidence in this study and the Icelandic study does indicate that Norse 
women were involved in the colonization process,” she said. “This somewhat contradicts one 
of the views about Viking raids, namely that they were driven by a shortage of women at 
home.” 

Viking women helped establish communities in new places, grew crops there and were 
involved in trade, which was important to the Viking economy. Previous discoveries of 
weapons and armor in female graves also suggest that women sometimes fought alongside 
the men. 
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Zheng He: Famous Chinese Explorer Added 
Wealth and Power to the Ming Dynasty 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Dhwty 

 

Admiral Zheng He and The Kangnido map (1402) predates Zheng He's voyages (Public Domain). 

Zheng He (also known as Cheng Ho) is one of the most famous admirals in Chinese history, 
and is best known for his treasure voyages. These voyages served to project the power and 
the wealth of the Ming Dynasty to the known world and were sponsored by the Ming 
Emperor, Yongle, himself.  

http://www.ancient-origins.net/history-famous-people/zheng-he-famous-chinese-explorer-who-added-wealth-and-power-ming-dynasty-020680
http://www.ancient-origins.net/users/dhwty
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Yet, due to the way that the Yongle Emperor came to power, it has been speculated that the 
treasure voyages were commissioned with a more sinister goal in mind. Before going into 
that, however, we shall first have a look at the man who led these voyages, the admiral 
Zheng He. 

The Story of Zheng He 

Zheng He was born in 1371 to a Hui Muslim family in Yunnan, southwestern China, and was 
originally named Ma He. In 1378, this region was conquered by the forces of the Ming 
Dynasty. Subsequently, the Ming army embarked on a military campaign in this area to 
eliminate any remaining Yuan loyalists. 

In 1381, Zheng He was captured by Ming soldiers, sent to the capital, Nanjing, castrated, and 
entered into the imperial service as a eunuch. He was then sent to Beiping (modern day 
Beijing) to serve in the household of the Prince of Yan. During this time, Zheng He proved 
that he was a capable military commander, as he accompanied his master on various military 
campaigns. Moreover, thanks to his loyalty and leadership, Zheng He soon became one of 
the prince’s closest confidants.   

Creation of the Treasure Fleet 

In August 1399, the Prince of Yan led a rebellion against the Jianwen Emperor, the second 
emperor of the Ming Dynasty, who was also his nephew. The rebellion was successful, and 
the Prince of Yan became the Yongle Emperor in 1402. 

In the official records, it is stated that the Jianwen Emperor perished in a fire that broke out 
in the imperial palace. Some, however, have speculated that the Jianwen Emperor survived 
his uncle’s rebellion, and had fled to Southeast Asia. Thus, it has been suggested that the 
treasure voyages of Zheng He were sponsored by the Yongle Emperor with the intention of 
seeking out the deposed emperor. The more commonly accepted reason for these voyages, 
however, is that they were meant to showcase the Ming Dynasty’s power and wealth to the 
world. 
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A modern statue of Admiral Zheng He (Quanzhou Maritime Museum) (Public Domain)  
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General Zheng He statue in Sam Po Kong temple, Semarang, Indonesia (CC BY SA 2.0) 
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Thus, in 1403, the Yongle Emperor commanded the construction of the ‘Treasure Fleet.’ In 
addition to trade ships, warships and support vessels were also built for the journey across 
the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean. The largest of these ships is said to have 
measured at 400 feet (121.9 meters) in length and 186 feet (56.7 meters) in width. As a 
comparison, Columbus’ Santa Maria is estimated to have had a deck of about 58 feet (17.7 
meters) in length. 

In 1405, the first of the seven treasure voyages began. At the head of this voyage was Zheng 
He, who commanded up to 27,870 men on board 317 ships. In addition to sailors, there were 
also clerks, interpreters, soldiers, artisans, doctors, and meteorologists on this voyage. As 
for the cargo, the ships held large quantities of luxury goods, including silk, porcelain, as well 
as gold and silver items. 

 

Woodblock print representing Zheng He’s ships. (Public Domain) 
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Zheng He’s Voyages 

The first voyage brought the Treasure Fleet to Calicut, southwestern India, where spices 
such as cardamom, cinnamon, and pepper were purchased. Before reaching Calicut, the 
fleet travelled to several areas in Southeast Asia, including Champa (southern Vietnam), 
Siam (Thailand), Malacca, and Java. On their return trip to China, the fleet stopped at Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka). 

In 1407, the Treasure Fleet was back in China, laden not only with spices, but also with 
foreign envoys who came to pay homage and present tribute to the Ming Emperor. 
Between 1408 and 1433, six more treasure voyages were led by Zheng He. During these 
voyages, Zheng He negotiated trade pacts, fought pirates, dethroned a hostile king, and 
brought back more envoys and tribute to the Ming court. 

 

The Kangnido map (1402) predates Zheng He's voyages and suggests that he had quite detailed geographical information on 
much of the Old World. (Public Domain) 
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Zheng He’s Fall from Favor in China 

Zheng He died in 1433, either in Calicut, where he decided to stay during his seventh voyage 
due to failing health, or on the return journey to China. Another suggestion is that he 
managed to return to China, and died some years later. 

 

Zheng He’s tomb. Nanjing, China. (Public Domain) 

Immediately after Zheng He’s death, the eunuch fell from favor, and most of the Chinese 
historical records about him and his voyages are said to have been destroyed. It may also be 
mentioned that the Yongle Emperor died in 1424, and that during the reign of his successor, 
the Hongxi Emperor, no voyages were undertaken. Zheng He’s final voyage was made 
during the reign of the Xuande Emperor, Yongle’s grandson. By contrast, in many Chinese 
communities of Southeast Asia, Zheng He is venerated as a folk hero. 
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Monument honoring admiral Zheng He. Melaka, Malaysia. (CC BY SA 2.0) 
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The Search for Cibola, the Seven Cities of Gold 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Dhwty 

 

The lure of riches drew many to search for Cibola, the Seven Cities of Gold (CC BY 2.0) 

In the 15th century, the Age of Discovery began in Europe. The maritime empires of Spain 
and Portugal led the way by financing naval expeditions across the world’s oceans. Their 
rediscovery of the New World, the exploration of the West African coast, and their 
discovery of the ocean route to the East brought great wealth to the two fledgling 
maritime empires.  

Coupled with the thirst for exploration was a hunger for gold, so when local legends spoke 
of Cibola, the seven cities of gold, this would inevitably spur adventurous conquistadors to 
launch expeditions in search of the elusive cities. 

The legend of Cibola, the Seven Cities of Gold, may have had its origins in an earlier legend 
concerning the fate of Don Rodrigo of Spain when he lost his kingdom to the Muslims in the 
eighth century AD. It is said that the king took seven bishops as well as a number of people 
and sailed to an island called Antilia. On that island, each bishop built a city, whilst the ships 
and navigational instruments were burnt to prevent the people from returning to Spain. 
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Map of North America published by Henry Chatelain for the 1720 edition of his seminal Atlas Historique. It includes references 
to Quivra (Quivira) just west of the Mississippi, and Cibola in New Mexico. Both Quivira and Cibola are among the “Seven 

Cities of Gold” sought after by early Spanish explorers in the North America. (Public Domain) 

The legend was revived in the 1530s, when four survivors of the ill-fated Narváez expedition 
managed to return to New Spain. This expedition, which began in 1527, was aimed at the 
colonization of Florida. In 1528, whilst attempting to sail from Mexico to Florida, the crew 
was shipwrecked on the coast of Texas. The men who survived were captured by the 
indigenous people. After four years in captivity, the men managed to escape, and for the 
next four years wandered across what is today the southern United States. When they 
finally encountered Spanish soldiers at Sinaloa in modern day Mexico, only four men were 
left, out of an initial force of 600.  
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The men were said to have wandered the hostile landscape for four years. (Public Domain) 

Through their years of wandering, the men encountered numerous indigenous tribes, and 
one of the legends they heard was about seven cities laden with gold, said to be located 
somewhere in the Sonoran Desert.  

In 1539, the Viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza, sent one of the survivors, a North 
African slave named Esteban de Dorantes, and a Franciscan priest, Marcos de Niza, on an 
expedition to find the Seven Cities. During this expedition, Esteban was reportedly 
murdered by the Zunis he encountered, whilst Marcos managed to return to Mexico City, 
where he reported that he saw one of the cities of Cibola from a distance. He did not enter 
the city, however, as he was afraid that he would suffer the same fate as Esteban.    
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A painting by Frederic Remington of Francisco Vázquez de Coronado and his army on the march to find Cibola. (Public 
Domain) 

Believing the priest’s story, the Viceroy decided to commission a larger expedition in the 
following year, this time under the leadership of the conquistador Francisco Vázquez de 
Coronado. Hence, in February 1940, Coronado led 350 Spanish soldiers and between 900 and 
1300 indigenous allies north in search of the Seven Cities. This expedition, which lasted 
about two years, was an utter failure. Instead of finding great cities with walls made of gold, 
Coronado and his men only found modest indigenous villages with walls of adobe mud. As a 
result, many men, including Coronado himself, became bankrupt when the expedition 
returned to Mexico City empty handed.  

Although Coronado and his men failed in their quest to find the Seven Cities of Gold, they 
would not return empty handed.  Their journey took them through the modern day states of 
Arizona, New Mexico, Texas and Kansas, which Coronado claimed for Spain, thus preventing 
other European powers from attempting to colonize the American southwest. 
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Conquistador Francisco Vázquez de Coronado launched an expedition for the Seven Cities of Gold. (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

Map of the Coronado Expedition route. Led by Francisco Vásquez de Coronado, from 1540 through 1542. (Public Domain) 
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Nevertheless, Coronado returned to government furious that he had not brought back the 
wealth he had promised.  Coronado never mounted another expedition and died believing 
that he had been a shameful failure. 

 

According to legend, the seven cities of gold could be found in the Sonoran Desert, Arizona. (BigStockPhoto) 
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How Castaway Survivor Alexander Selkirk 
Inspired the Tale of Robinson Crusoe 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Dhwty 

 

The real story of a castaway survivalist led to a classic tale. (CC BY-ND 2.0) 

Many people would be familiar with the novel “Robinson Crusoe”, a story written by the 
17th/18thcentury English writer, Daniel Defoe. In the novel, the eponymous character is said 
to have been stranded on a remote island in the Caribbean for almost 28 years. Defoe’s 
fictional tale may have been based on true stories of castaways, one of them being 
Alexander Selkirk, a Scotsman who was also a contemporary of the writer. 
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Bronze statue of Alexander Selkirk at the site of his original house on Main Street, Lower Largo Fife, Scotland. Wikimedia, (CC 
BY-SA 3.0) 
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Alexander Selkirk was born in Lower Largo, Fife, Scotland, in the year 1676. In 1693/5 
(different sources give two different dates for the event), Selkirk was summoned to the Kirk 
Session for ‘indecent conduct in church’. He did not appear, however, as he had ‘gone to 
sea’. This may have been the beginning of Selkirk’s seafaring days. 

In 1703, Selkirk joined a buccaneering expedition led by the English privateer William 
Dampier to the South Sea. As the War of the Spanish Succession between England and 
France had begun only two years earlier, it was the opportune time for privateers to make a 
fortune and serve their country by raiding enemy vessels. On the 11 of September that year, 
the St. George and the Cinque Ports set sail from Kinsale, Ireland. Selkirk was on the latter 
ship, serving as sailing master. 

When the captain of the Cinque Ports, Charles Pickering, died later that year in November, he 
was replaced by Thomas Stradling, a young upper-class seaman who was not well liked by 
his crew. In September, the ship had anchored at a secluded and uninhabited island off the 
coast of modern day Chile. After a month of resting and restocking supplies, the Cinque 
Ports was ready to sail again. Selkirk, however, questioned the seaworthiness of the vessel, 
and said that he would rather be left on the island than continue sailing on the Cinque Ports. 
Stradling was only too happy to comply, as the two men had not been on good terms. Thus, 
Selkirk was marooned on Más a Tierra (‘Closer to Home’, known today as ‘Robinson Crusoe 
Island’), the second largest of the Juan Fernández Islands, with only a few items, including 
some clothing, navigation devices, a cooking pot, a knife, an axe, a musket, and a Bible. 

 

Classics Illustrated Comic Book Cover featuring Robinson Crusoe. (Public Domain) 
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Robinson Crusoe Island, Archipelago Juan Fernández, Chile, where Selkirk lived as a castaway. (Public Domain) 

For the next four years and four months, Selkirk would live an isolated life on the island. His 
fate may not have been so bad, considering the fact that his doubts about the Cinque 
Ports were proven to be right when it sank off the coast of Colombia. Only Stradling and 
seven other crew members survived, though they were forced to surrender to the Spanish 
and imprisoned in Lima, Peru. 

On the island, Selkirk was able to survive on the resources found there. For food, he had 
wild turnips, cabbages, pepper berries and feral goats, which were left behind by earlier 
sailors. For shelter, Selkirk made two huts of wood covered with long grass and lined with 
goatskin. When his clothes wore out, Selkirk made new ones from hair-covered goatskins. 
For comfort, he read the bible. Yet, he must have yearned for human companionship and 
desired to escape from this loneliness. 
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Illustration of a fur-clad Crusoe shows the influence of Selkirk’s circumstances. (Public Domain) 
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This opportunity for rescue eventually came when two ships anchored in the island’s bay. 
Selkirk rushed to the shore, only to have his joy turned to despair. These ships belonged to 
the Spanish, and if Selkirk was caught, he would have been hanged for being a privateer 
serving the English. Fortunately, Selkirk managed to flee from his would-be captors, and the 
Spanish departed after failing to catch him. On the 1 of February 1709, a second chance came 
when another two ships dropped anchor at the island. This time, they belonged to English 
privateers led by Woodes Rogers, and so Selkirk was saved. Amazingly, the pilot of one of 
the ships was William Dampier, who was able to vouch for Selkirk. 

Selkirk continued privateering, eventually returning to England in 1711. In the following year, 
Woodes Rogers published a book about his privateering expedition, which included an 
account of Selkirk’s life as a castaway. In 1719, Daniel Defoe published his novel “Robinson 
Crusoe”, the protagonist of which bore an uncanny resemblance to Selkirk. 

 

Title page of the book The Life and Adventures of Alexander Selkirk, the Real Robinson Crusoe (1835). (Public Domain) 
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Selkirk’s fame, however, was not quite celebrated in his hometown of Lower Largo. Though 
a statue of him was erected in 1885 on the site of his house, it seems that not many are 
familiar with this local ‘hero’. His notoriety prior to being a castaway probably left a stain on 
his reputation, and locals would rather forget than remember this character.  
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The Life and Adventures of Marco Polo 
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Marco Polo travelling, Miniature from the Book "The Travels of Marco Polo" ("Il milione"), originally published during Polo's 
lifetime (c. 1254 - January 8, 1324), but frequently reprinted and translated. (Public Domain) 

"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan, a stately pleasure-dome decree…" 

Thus begins one of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s three great poems, the unfinished “Kubla 
Khan”. According to the poet, this poem was composed one night when he experienced an 
opium-induced dream after reading a work containing a description of Xanadu. This city 
was initially the capital of Kublai Khan’s Yuan dynasty when he conquered China. When the 
emperor moved his capital to Dadu, present day Beijing, Xanadu became the imperial 
summer city. Although Coleridge only saw Xanadu in his dream, one of the most famous 
Western voyagers actually visited the city during its heyday. This was the Venetian 
traveler, Marco Polo. 
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Marco Polo in a Tatar outfit. (Public Domain) 
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Marco Polo’s story begins in Venice in the year 1271, when he was 17 years old. Two years 
prior to that, his father, Niccolo, and uncle, Maffeo, had just returned from their trade 
expedition in the East. As the two brothers left a couple of months before Marco Polo was 
born, and only returned in 1269, this was the first meeting between the Venetian boy with 
his father and uncle. Nevertheless, Marco Polo joined them on their second trip to Asia in 
1271. 

 

Mosaic representing Marco Polo at Villa Hanbury, Ventimiglia, Italy.(CC BY-SA 3.0) 

Apart from trade, the Polos’ second journey to Asia was aimed at bringing some letters and 
valuable gifts from Pope Gregory X to the Mongol ruler of China, Kublai Khan. Before Niccolo 
and Maffeo returned to Venice, the Great Khan expressed interest in Christianity, and 
requested that the Polo brothers travel to Rome to speak on his behalf. Additionally, he 
wanted the Pope to send the Polo brothers back to China, along with holy water and 100 
learned priests. 
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A painting of Shizu, better known as Kublai Khan. (Public Domain) 

The Pope could not grant Kublai Khan’s request, but sent some letters and gifts anyway. Not 
wanting to disappoint the Great Khan, the Polos brought two friars along with them. Having 
tasted the difficulty of travelling, however, the friars decided to turn back. 

From Venice, the Polos travelled south via the Mediterranean to the Holy Land (Land of 
Israel and Palestine), which at that time was partially controlled by the crusaders. From the 
crusader port city of Acre, the Venetians travelled north to Trebizond, after which they 
turned south, reaching Baghdad before turning north again. At Terbil, the travelers turned 
south once more and eventually reached the port city of Ormuz on the Strait of Hormuz. 
Although the Polos intended to take the sea route to China, they did not find a suitable ship, 
thus forcing them to travel north by land instead. When they reached the Taklamakan 
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desert, they took the southern route, passing through places such as Yarkand and Khotan. 
The final hurdle for the Polos before reaching China was the vast Gobi Desert. 

 

Map of Marco Polo's travels (Some of these places may not exist today). (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

In China, the Polos were well received by Kublai khan. As Marco Polo immersed himself in 
Chinese culture, and was a gifted linguist, he quickly gained favor with the Great Khan. As a 
result, he was appointed as a special envoy of the Yuan court. This enabled him to travel to 
various parts of Asia such as Tibet, Burma and India. Marco Polo was even appointed as a tax 
inspector at Yanzhou, and an official in the Privy Council. 



- 50 - 
 

 

Kublai Khan gives financial support to the Polo family, and accepts gifts of the Venetians. Painting, Master of Busico, 
1412. (Public Domain)  

For 17 years the Polos stayed in China, during which they amassed a great fortune. As Kublai 
Khan was in his late seventies, the Polos were worried that it would be extremely difficult to 
get out of China with their wealth. Reluctantly, the Great Khan agreed to let them leave, 
along with one final mission. This was to escort the Mongol princess Kokachin to Persia, 
where she would marry a prince. This sea voyage took two years, during which 600 of the 
crew members and passengers perished. By the time the Polos reached Ormuz, only 18 
people were left alive. The Persian prince to whom Kokachin was promised to was also 
dead, and the Polos had to remain in Persia until a suitable husband for the princess was 
found. Finally, the Polos returned to Venice in 1295. 

Incidentally, Marco Polo’s travels were only recorded while he was a prisoner. Three years 
after returning to Venice, Marco Polo commanded a galley in a war against Genoa, one of 
Venice’s rivals. During one of the battles, he was captured. While in prison, he met 
Rustichello da Pisa, a talented writer of romances who recorded the travel stories that 
Marco Polo told. 
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Marco Polo’s caravan travelling to India. Abraham Cresques, 1375. (Public Domain) 

By the time they were released in 1299, a book was completed, and Marco Polo soon 
became a household name. Khan's Empire, the largest the world had ever seen, had largely 
been a mystery to those living within the borders of the Holy Roman Empire, and Marco was 
the first westerner to gain such an in-depth look at their culture and customs, so when he 
released detailed accounts of his journey, recorded in his book ‘Il Milione’, the western 
world was captivated by his accounts.  

Marco Polo’s travels provided Europe with a greater understanding of geography, and 
inspired many other travelers and adventurers. Even today, there are those who have 
attempted to retrace his steps, thus highlighting the influence of this 13th century Venetian 
traveler. On January 9, 1324, Polo fell ill and died, leaving behind a far-flung legacy on the 
world.  
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Lost Kingdom of Saguenay: An Early Hoax with 
Tales of Gold and Riches? 

 

ANCIENT-ORIGINS | Mark Miller 

 

 Tableau of the meeting of Jacques Cartier and Donnacona, Franco-British Exhibition, London, 1908. (Public Domain) 

According to legends, the Kingdom of Saguenay is a lost city supposedly ruled by blonde 
men rich with gold and jewels. No one knows if native Canadians in 1534 and 1535 hoaxed 
greedy Frenchmen and later a French king with their tales of gold, ruby and silver mines to 
the northwest of present-day Montreal. Whether prevarications or lost legends of visiting 
Vikings, the stories of fantastic riches were part of the reason France claimed Canada for 
itself. 

French explorer Jacques Cartier arrived in Newfoundland, thinking it was Asia, in May 1534. 
He explored the Canadian maritime area, claimed it all for France, and captured two natives 
and took them back with him to France. Sponsors financed a second voyage in 1535, and 
Cartier and crew made their way, via the St. Lawrence River, from the Iroquoian capital of 
Stadacona to Hochelaga, which is now called Montreal. 

http://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-americas/lost-kingdom-saguenay-did-16th-century-canadian-indians-hoax-frenchmen-tales-020554
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Painting depicting explorer Jacques Cartier. (Public Domain) 

The Joseph Edward King article “The Glorious Kingdom of Saguenay” in the Canadian 
Historical Review of December 1950 writes: 

The following spring [1535], the captain-pilot embarked once again in quest of treasures, and 
the two Indians sailed with him. His little flotilla crossed the North Atlantic, and, as it worked 
westward past Anticosti Island into the St. Lawrence, the homecoming aborigines, claiming 
to recognize the landmarks, announced that only two days’ journey to the west began the 
limits of the Kingdom of the Saguenay. In this manner, on Friday, August 13, 1535, the 
fabulous domain of Saguenay came into the white man’s ken. For a decade this was “to be 
an ignis fatuus (deception)” for French explorers. The Canadian tribe of Indians, kinsmen of 
the pair who had been to France, made only occasional and fleeting references to Saguenay, 
and it was not until October that the French learned more about it.  
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The Saguenay Fjord in Quebec (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

Cartier returned to Stadacona in October but was iced in, and so had to spend the winter 
with the indigenous people. King wrote that over the course of the winter the Europeans 
and natives occasionally discussed the Saguenay kingdom. The First Nations people told 
Cartier and his French crew that the Sanguenais’ lands had large amounts of gold, copper, 
rubies and other valuable resources. They said the people were numerous, law-abiding, 
dressed like the white men, and had white skin.  

During that harsh winter, many of Cartier’s crew died of scurvy. The natives taught them to 
boil the bark of a tree to cure it, saving some of the Frenchmen. 
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Cartier’s second voyage (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

Cartier survived and urged Chief Donnacona of the Iroquois to accompany him to France to 
tell the French king the story of the rich Kingdom of Saguenay. Donnacona went to France 
and met with Francis I sometime in 1537 or 1538. Apparently, Francis’ interest was piqued, 
but war with the Holy Roman Empire drained France’s treasury, delaying Cartier’s return to 
Canada. 

Donnacona, though he was treated well, died in France, which is a footnote in history but 
which his people probably considered tragic. It was claimed that Cartier had kidnapped 
Donnacona to take him to France, though we don’t have access to primary sources. It is of 
note that Cartier is said to have earlier forced the two natives to return with him to France, 
so, if he did kidnap Donnacona, he had already established a modus operandi. 
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Crystalline gold in the Museum of Natural History in London (CC BY 2.0) 
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The war in Europe ended, and in 1541 Francis ordered another Cartier expedition to Canada 
to find the Kingdom of Saguenay. Later, Francis appointed another Frenchmen, Jean 
Francois de la Rocque, as regent of Canada. The regent arrived in 1543 and met with Cartier, 
who showed him diamonds, gold and pearls purportedly from Sanguenay. De la Rocque left 
for the region to the northwest said to be the rich Saguenay kingdom and “found exactly 
nothing there.” 

Scholars have theorized variously that the natives were tricking the gold-obsessed French, 
or they actually believed in the rich kingdom after their ancestors met in previous centuries 
with Norse explorers or Vikings and passed down stories. Another theory is that there 
actually was a rich kingdom to the northwest at one time. 

Greedy Spanish conquistadors, too, longed for a lost kingdom of gold—El Dorado—which 
various Spanish expeditions also searched South America for in futility. 
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Walking the footsteps of ancestors, the ancient 
pilgrimage of Camino de Santiago 
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A sunny day along the Camino de Santiago. (snezhana / BigStockPhoto) 

The Camino de Santiago is a series of ancient Spanish pilgrimage routes that are still used 
to this day. Also called “The Way of St. James,” the routes all lead to the Cathedral of 
Santiago de Compostela. The routes began at varying starting points; smaller routes would 
merge together to create larger routes, and those would eventually merge to create even 
larger routes. Although everyone had their own starting point, all those on the pilgrimage 
would have the same goal, to reach Santiago de Compostela.  

During the middle ages, the Camino de Santiago was considered one of the most important 
pilgrimages a person could undertake. Today, it remains a popular challenge for 
adventurers, tourists, and religious followers around the world. 
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The Way of St James (the French Way), concluding at the Santiago de Compostela (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

Santiago de Compostela is believed to be the final resting place of Santiago Apóstol, or St. 
James the Apostle, one of the Twelve Apostles of Jesus, and traditionally considered the 
first apostle to be martyred.  According to historical accounts, after his death, St. James was 
brought to Santiago de Compostela by boat.  

In 814 AD, Pelayo was following a guiding star when he was said to have discovered the 
tomb of St. James. Upon finding bones, King Alfonso II ordered that a cathedral be erected 
over St. James’ remains. 
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St. James the Elder by Rembrandt. He is depicted clothed as a pilgrim; note the scallop shell on his shoulder, a symbol which 
today is found across the Camino de Santiago, pointing the way for pilgrims. (Public Domain) 

The tomb of St James became a symbol of the resistance of Spanish Christians against Islam. 
The presence of the cathedral over what were believed to be St. James’ remains led many to 
flock to Santiago de Compostela. In the 10th century, Muslims destroyed the site. It was 
quickly rebuilt with many Gothic, Romanesque, and Baroque buildings, becoming a very 
beautiful place of worship. By the 11th century, the site was very well-known, and thousands 
from all over Europe flocked there. To get there, they followed the routes of the Camino de 
Santiago. 
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The Santiago de Compostela (CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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There are five main routes of the Camino de Santiago, each beginning in a different location: 
The Northern Way, the French Way, the Silver Way, the Primitive Way, and the Portuguese 
Way.  

The Northern Way is a less crowded route, starting in Basque Country and following the 
northern coast of Spain. Those taking this route follow the mountains of Asturias until they 
reach Santiago. The French Way is the most popular route to Santiago, stretching 
approximately 500 miles (800 kilometers). It originates on the French side of the Pyrenees 
Mountains, and then crosses through the center of Spain to Santiago. The Silver Way starts 
in Southern Spain at Seville, eventually merging with the French Way as it approaches 
Santiago. The Primitive Way (also known as the Original Way) crosses the Asturias 
Mountains to Santiago. The Portuguese Way begins in the Portuguese city of Porto, 
following through to Santiago. 

While all of the routes lead to the same location, they provide very different journeys for 
those on pilgrimage, with varying landscapes and difficulties. While there are five main 
routes, the Camino de Santiago is really a greater system of travel. People begin the 
pilgrimage from various starting points, following smaller routes and paths, which merge 
together, and then eventually merge with the main route. 

 

Road to Santiago de Compostela, church of San Pedro de la Nave, El Campillo, Castile and Leon, Spain. ( phbcz 
/BigStockPhoto) 
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Over the centuries, the Camino de Santiago has provided a popular route of pilgrimage for 
many—from homeless, sick, and blind travelers to farmers, priests, and nobles. Followers 
include Pope Calixtus II, King Alfonso II, Emperor Charlemagne, and the Knights Templar. It 
is said that all of those on pilgrimage were treated exactly the same as they reached a 
particular destination at night, because at that point no one would know the difference 
between the nobleman and the beggar.  

Thousands upon thousands of people participated in this pilgrimage during the middle ages. 
These pilgrimages were of much cultural and spiritual significance. Settlements along the 
routes of the Camino de Santiago were equipped to ensure both the physical and spiritual 
well-being of the travelers making the long trip. While the routes were not physically 
demanding, those on pilgrimage would walk from 10 to 30 days to reach their destination, 
and support along the way in the form of food and shelter made this possible for a great 
number of people. 

 

A scallop shell, the symbol of St James, points the way for travelers on the Camino de Santiago. ( jorgefranco / 
BigStockPhoto) 
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The traditions of the Camino de Santiago are indeed inspiring. Those who believe in the 
spiritual and cultural significance of Santiago de Compostela can still make this sacred 
pilgrimage, following the same routes that were followed during ancient times. While 
modern advancements can make portions of this journey easier or more manageable, those 
on the pilgrimage walk upon the same paths, and are essentially having the same experience 
as their ancestors. This is an important tie between ancient tradition and modern society. 

 

Today's travelers follow the same paths that have been taken by pilgrims for hundreds of years. Pilgrims arriving to 
Salamanca (Spain) by the 'Way of St. James' (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

Today the routes are world heritage sites, protected by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The religious and cultural significance of the 
Camino de Santiago will likely continue on for many years to come, as generation after 
generation continue to make the famous pilgrimage. 
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Mystery of island visited by 15th Century 
Chinese Explorer Zheng He now solved 
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Deriv; Fra Mauro map relating the travels of a junk into the Atlantic Ocean in 1420. (Public Domain). Zheng He statue (CC BY 
2.0) 

The 15th century voyages of Chinese maritime admiral and diplomat Zheng He have been 
well documented by historical accounts. Zheng He, highly influential in Ming emperor 
Yongle’s court, was instrumental in widening Chinese trade and influence through voyages 
to Southeast Asia, India, Arabia, Persia and East Africa.  However, one of Zheng He’s 
destinations has largely remained a mystery to researchers, until now. 

 ‘Zheng He’s voyages to Hormuz: the archaeological evidence’, a 2015 article published in the 
archaeological journal Antiquity, notes that historical accounts and nautical maps mention 
Muslim-born Zheng He visited an ancient island in the Persian Gulf — but which island it was 
specifically has been under scholarly debate. Some say it was Hormuz Island and others cite 
the larger Qeshm Island. 

By examining artifacts found in the region, researchers now conclude that Zheng He visited 
and traded with the kingdom of Hormuz, and Hormuz Island specifically, which played a key 
role in an economic boom in the Gulf in the 15th century. 

http://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/mystery-island-visited-15th-century-chinese-explorer-zheng-he-020290
http://www.ancient-origins.net/users/lizleafloor
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Study authors Lin Meicun of the School of Archaeology and Museology, Peking University in 
China, and Ran Zhang of the Department of Archaeology, Durham University, UK, explain: 

“Less clear has been the exact location of ancient Hormuz, the destination of Zheng He’s 
voyages in the Persian Gulf. Recent re-analysis of ceramics from coastal southern Iran provides a 
solution. Archaeological evidence for Ming ceramics on present-day Hormuz Island and 
jewellery and gemstones of Iranian origin in southern China suggest that ancient Hormuz and 
Hormuz Island are one and the same.” 

 

The rocks and sandy beaches of Hormuz Island, Persian Gulf, Iran. (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

Hormuz Island, off modern-day Iran in the Persian Gulf, was an important regional port, and 
considered a center of world trade was visited several times by Zheng He’s fleet. 

In ‘Zheng He’s voyages to Hormuz’ Meicun and Zhang establish that the kingdom of Hormuz 
and Ming China were tied by trade routes. The two cultures were revealed and enhanced 
through trade and communication, and flourished during the Ming Dynasty. This era saw a 
significant period of growth. 

It is historically recorded that China brought rich products, silks and fabrics, and in exchange 
received luxuries of pearls, gold, silver, gemstones and ceramics. The kingdom of Hormuz 
also gifted wild animals, such as lions, war horses, leopards and giraffes (the giraffes were 
believed to have magical qualities in China as they were thought to resemble the mythical 
Qilin). 



- 69 - 
 

 

The pet giraffe of the Sultan of Bengal, brought from Medieval Somalia, and later taken to China in the twelfth year of 
Yongle (1415). (Public Domain) 
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According to the study, archaeological surveys and excavations across approximately 900 
sites revealed Chinese ceramic materials, “Approximately 300 shards of Chinese ceramics, 
including Qingbai stoneware, blue and white porcelain, and Longquan celadon, that have 
been dated to between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries were found on Hormuz 
Island.” 

Analysis of the artifacts revealed a direct connection between the finds and Zheng He’s 
voyages. 

 

A Ming Dynasty Longquan celadon from Zhejiang, 14-15th century. (Quadell/CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

Plate decorated with dragon, 17th century. Iranian artwork inspired from 15th-century Chinese blue and white ceramic. 
( Public Domain) 
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One researcher controversially theorizes that Zheng He went farther than official history 
records, and may have discovered the New World 70 years before Italian explorer 
Christopher Columbus. In his book, titled ‘Who Discovered America: The Untold History of the 
Peopling of the Americas’, amateur historian Gavin Menzies claims a Chinese map dated 1418 
supports his contention that the Chinese were exploring the Americas in 1421. The map 
charted by Admiral Zheng He appears to show North American rivers and coasts as well as 
the continent of South America in some detail. Menzies also writes that DNA markers proves 
some Native Americans are the descendants of several waves of Asian settlers. 

 

Portrait said to be of Christopher Columbus. (Public Domain) 
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Encyclopedia Britannica writes that some consider Zheng He’s travels of little value as trade 
expeditions, but instead they were political grandstanding, and an expensive means of 
flattering an emperor’s vanity. 

It would seem the controversial legacy of influential explorer and diplomat Zheng He, and 
the trading activities between great kingdoms of the time continue to be revealed through 
remaining artifacts of his many voyages. 
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Dutch ships docking at the Cape Colony at the Cape of Good Hope, 1762. (Public Domain) 

 

Front cover page – Deriv; Compass (NOAA Central Library Historical Collections) (CC BY 2.0), and the caravan of Marco Polo 
traveling to India.  
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The “Journal of Voyages” showing traditional Bali clothing. 1925. (CC BY-SA 2.0) 
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