Portuguese Exploration

The first European nation to begin exploring outside of the Mediterranean Sea was the Portuguese.  Why it is hard to exactly why they were the first, here are a few possible catalysts:

1. Pioneering/conquering spirit of the Reconquista

2. Desire to compete economically and politically with central monarchies

3. Prince Henry(1394-1460) “the Navigator”
4. Developments in technology
The supreme idea of a century finds always one spirit, in whom and through whom the dreams change into realities. One of these rare men was Prince Henry of Portugal, a son of King John I. He made the chief aim of his life to extend the boundaries of maritime discovery, and devoted all the powers of his energetic mind, and all the influence of rank and riches to the realization of this noble object. 

From the Castle of Sagres near Cape St. Vincent, where, far from the court, he had fixed his residence in order to be less disturbed in his favorite studies, his eye glanced over the Atlantic, which constantly reminded him of the unknown lands which held out such brilliant prospects to the navigator who should venture to steer southwards along the African coast. The experienced seamen and learned geographers that surrounded him confirmed him in his hopes, and encouraged him to attempt the realization of his generous ideas.

Technological Innovations

A. Navigational tools 

i. Astrolabe 
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The astrolabe is a very ancient astronomical computer for solving problems relating to time and the position of the Sun and stars in the sky. Several types of astrolabes have been made. By far the most popular type is the planispheric astrolabe, on which the celestial sphere is projected onto the plane of the equator. A typical old astrolabe was made of brass and was about 6 inches (15 cm) in diameter, although much larger and smaller ones were made. Astrolabes are used to show how the sky looks at a specific place at a given time. This is done by drawing the sky on the face of the astrolabe and marking it so positions in the sky are easy to find. To use an astrolabe, you adjust the moveable components to a specific date and time. Once set, the entire sky, both visible and invisible, is represented on the face of the instrument. This allows a great many astronomical problems to be solved in a very visual way. Typical uses of the astrolabe include finding the time during the day or night, finding the time of a celestial event such as sunrise or sunset and as a handy reference of celestial positions. Astrolabes were also one of the basic astronomy education tools for Europeans in the late middle Ages and were the foundation of the early navigation.
ii. Magnetic compass
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While originally invented in the China during the Quing dynasty, the magnetic compass began to be utilized and improved upon by 15th and 16th Century explorers.  By harnessing the magnetic field created by the earth’s poles, the compass gave sailors a consistent indication of the direction they were traveling.  This allowed them to move away from the sight of land.
B. Innovation from galley to caravel
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Before the modern period, European sea travel had been primarily been limited to “protected” bodies of water like the Mediterranean Sea and various straits.  The galley design allowed for travel in calmer seas with or without wind.  In order to survive in the Atlantic Ocean however, it began necessary to develop a design that increased the number of sails and increased the sharpness of the hull, while still allowing for armaments. 

C. Canon 
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The technological innovation that was the greatest aid to the Portuguese and other European powers was the canon.  No other civilization had the technological ability to compete with this devastating advantage.

D. Conversion

While Luther’s “protest” would not come for another century, the religious fervor of the Reconquista drove many Portuguese to go in search of the pagan souls of the New World.

It begins in Morocco…
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A. Henry the Navigator, while not a sailor himself, began to sponsor expeditions south. His first stop was the Arab city of Ceuta in 1415.  This began a “crusade” of conversion and profiteering that would lead the Portuguese down the western coast of Africa.  As they moved south they began to discover a few things:
a. There was gold in Guinea

b. The equator was not fatal

c. Slavery was widely practiced and an easy source of agricultural labor

B. The expeditions continued south until the Cape of Good Hope was conquered in 1487 by Bartholomew Diaz.  He traveled north up the eastern coast of Africa and sighted the coast of India

C. In 1499 Vasco de Gama reached India, landing in modern day Calcutta (refer to map).  After returning laden with spices, silks and other fortunes from India, de Gama was once again sent to India, this time with a fleet of thirteen heavily armed ships.  
Map of de Gama’s Voyage
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D. The Portuguese settlements in Diu and Goa awed the whole coast of Malabar, and cut off the commerce of Egypt with India by way of the Red Sea. They took possession of the small island of Ormus, which commands the entrance of the Persian Gulf and rendered this important commercial highway likewise tributary to their power. In the center of the East-Indian world raised their chief market-place, Malacca, and even in distant China Macao obeyed their laws. The discovery of the Molucca Islands gave them the monopoly of the lucrative spice trade, which was destined at a later period to enrich the economical Dutchman.   

E. The success of Indian spice trade, and the promise of the riches of direct trade with China, encouraged the Portuguese to continue pushing east, eventually leading them to establish colonies in Malacca, Indonesia, and Macao.  The Portuguese were successful because:

a. Superior technology

b. Unconventional methods developed in the Reconquista

Well going left worked, what about going right?

A. One of the new explorers/colonists that the Portuguese sent to maximize their foreign influence was Pedro Cabral.  He landed on the coast of Brazil on April 22 in 1500 and claimed the area as a viceroy of Portugal.  While his superiors in Portugal had become aware of the discoveries of a Spanish explorer (Columbus), competition over South America would not heat up for another few decades.

B. Other Portuguese explorers followed Cabral, in search of valuable goods for European trade but also for unsettled land and the opportunity to escape poverty in Portugal itself.   The only item of value they discovered was the pau do brasil (Brazil wood tree) from which they created red dye. For the most part the country's interior remained unexplored.

Nonetheless, sugar soon came to Brazil, and with it came imported slaves.  To a degree unequaled in most of the American colonies, the Portuguese settlers frequently intermarried with both the Indians and the African slaves, and there were also mixed marriages between the Africans and Indians. As a result, Brazil's population is intermingled to a degree that is unseen elsewhere. Most Brazilians possess some combination of European, African, Amerindian, Asian, and Middle Eastern lineage, and this multiplicity of cultural legacies is a notable feature of current Brazilian culture.
