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Vasco da Gama 

 

1497. 

In the name of God, Amen!  In the year 1497 King Dom Manuel, the first of that name in 

Portugal, despatched four vessels to make discoveries and go in search of spices.  Vasco 

da Gama was the captain-major of these vessels; Paulo da Gama, his brother, commanded 

one of them, and Nicolau Coelho another . . . .  

Rounding the Cape.  

At daybreak of Thursday the 16th of November, having careened our ships and taken in 

woods we set sail. At that time we did not know how far we might be abaft the Cape of 

Good Hope. Pero d'Alenquer thought the distance about thirty leagues, but he was not 

certain, for on his return voyage (when with B. Dias) he had left the Cape in the morning 

and had gone past this bay with the wind astern, whilst on the outward voyage he had 

kept at sea, and was therefore unable to identify the locality where we now were. We 

therefore stood out towards S.S.W., and late on Saturday (November 18) we beheld the 

Cape. On that same day we again stood out to sea, returning to the land in the course of 

the night. On Sunday morning, November 19, we once more made for the Cape, but were 

again unable to round it, for the wind blew from the S.S.W., whilst the Cape juts out 

towards S.W.. We then again stood out to sea, returning to the land on Monday night. At 

last, on Wednesday (November 22), at noon, having the wind astern, we succeeded in 

doubling the Cape, and then ran along the coast. To the south of this Cape of Good Hope, 
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and close to it, a vast bay, six leagues broad at its mouth, enters about six leagues into the 

land.  

1498. 

 Calicut. 

That night (May 20) we anchored two leagues from the city of Calicut, and we did so 

because our pilot mistook Capna, a town at that place, for Calicut. Still further there is 

another town called Pandarani. We anchored about a league and a half from the shore. 

After we were at anchor, four boats (almadias) approached us from the land, who asked 

of what nation we were. We told them, and they then pointed out Calicut to us.  

On the following day (May 22) these same boats came again alongside, when the captain-

major sent one of the convicts [men who had been added to the crew as a punishment] to 

Calicut, and those with whom he went took him to two Moors from Tunis, who could 

speak Castilian and Genoese. The first greeting that he received was in these words: 

"May the Devil take thee! What brought you hither?" They asked what he sought so far 

away from home, and he told them that we came in search of Christians and of spices. 

They said: "Why does not the King of Castile, the King of France, or the Signoria of 

Venice send thither?" He said that the King of Portugal would not consent to their doing 

so, and they said he did the right thing. After this conversation they took him to their 

lodgings and gave him wheaten bread and honey. When he had eaten he returned to the 

ships, accompanied by one of the Moors, who was no sooner on board, than he said these 

words: "A lucky venture, a lucky venture! Plenty of rubies, plenty of emeralds! You owe 

great thanks to God, for having brought you to a country holding such riches!" We were 

greatly astonished to hear his talk, for we never expected to hear our language spoken so 

far away from Portugal. 

The city of Calicut is inhabited by Christians. [Note: The first voyagers to India mistook 

the Hindus for Christians.] They are of tawny complexion. Some of them have big beards 

and long hair, whilst others clip their hair short or shave the head, merely allowing a tuft 

to remain on the crown as a sign that they are Christians. They also wear moustaches. 

They pierce the ears and wear much gold in them. They go naked down to the waist, 

covering their lower extremities with very fine cotton stuffs. But it is only the most 

respectable who do this, for the others manage as best they are able. The women of this 

country, as a rule, are ugly and of small stature. They wear many jewels of gold round the 

neck, numerous bracelets on their arms, and rings set with precious stones on their toes. 

All these people are well-disposed and apparently of mild temper. At first sight they seem 

covetous and ignorant.  

May 30. On Wednesday morning the Moors returned, and took the captain-major to the 

palace. The palace was crowded with armed men. Our captain-major was kept waiting 

with his conductors for fully four long hours, outside a door, which was only opened 

when the king sent word to admit him, attended by two men only, whom he might select. 

The captain-major said that he desired to have Fernao Martins with him, who could 
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interpret, and his secretary. It seemed to him that this separation portended no good. 

When he had entered, the king said that he had expected him on Tuesday. The captain-

major said that the long road had tired him, and that for this reason he had not come to 

see him. The king then said that he had told him that he came from a very rich kingdom, 

and yet had brought him nothing; that he had also told him that he was the bearer of a 

letter, which had not yet been delivered. To this the captain-major rejoined that he had 

brought nothing, because the object of his voyage was merely to make discoveries, but 

that when other ships came he would then see what they brought him; as to the letter, it 

was true that he had brought one, and would deliver it immediately.  

The king then asked what it was he had come to discover: stones or men? If he came to 

discover men, as he said, why had he brought nothing? Moreover, he had been told that 

he carried with him the golden image of a Santa Maria. The captain-major said that the 

Santa Maria was not of gold, and that even if she were he would not part with her, as she 

had guided him across the ocean, and would guide him back to his own country. The king 

then asked for the letter. The captain-major said that he begged as a favor, that as the 

Moors wished him ill and might misinterpret him, a Christian able to speak Arabic should 

be sent for. The king said this was well, and at once sent for a young man, of small 

stature, whose name was Quaram. The captain-major then said that he had two letters, 

one written in his own language and the other in that of the Moors; that he was able to 

read the former, and knew that it contained nothing but what would prove acceptable; but 

that as to the other he was unable to read it, and it might be good, or contain something 

that was erroneous. As the Christian was unable to read Moorish, four Moors took the 

letter and read it between them, after which they translated it to the king, who was well 

satisfied with its contents.  

 


