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Volume 2: Chapter 1 
 
Source 1.2  
 
Vasco da Gama’s First Voyage to India (1498) 
 

Vasco da Gama was a Portuguese noble and mariner who led the first European 

voyage to the Indian Ocean. In 1497, the king of Portugal (Manuel I) charged him to lead an 

expedition of four ships to India, the main source of the spice trade to Europe. On his first 

voyage, Da Gama’s crew sailed around the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean, 

arriving at the port city of Calicut on May 20, 1498. An anonymous crew member kept a 

journal of this voyage. In this excerpt, he describes their arrival in Calicut and the first 

encounter with the king. The author’s explanations of his observations are not accurate, but 

they reveal the perspective of the Portuguese during this early encounter. For example, the 

Portuguese believed that the Hindu people they encountered were Christians, and that the 

Hindu temples were Christian churches.  

 

[Arrival]. That night [May 20] we anchored two leagues from the city of Calecut, and 

we did so because our pilot mistook Capna, a town at that place, for Calecut. . . . 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 Calecut to us.  

On the following day [May 21] these same boats came again alongside, when the 

captain-major sent one of the convicts to Calecut, 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 
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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. 

[A description of Calecut]. The city of Calicut is inhabited by 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. . . .  

[A messenger sent to the King]. When we arrived at Calicut the king was fifteen 

leagues away. The captain-major sent two men to him with a message, informing him that an 

ambassador had arrived from the King of Portugal with letters, and that if he desired it he 

would take them to where the king then was. . . .  

[A Christian Church]. When we arrived When we arrived [at Calecut] they took us to 

a large church, and this is what we saw:— 
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The body of the church is as large as a monastery, all built of hewn stone and covered 

with tiles. At the main entrance rises a pillar of bronze as high as a mast, on the top of which 

was perched a bird, apparently a cock. In addition to this, there was another pillar as high as a 

man, and very stout. In the center of the body of the church rose a chapel, all built of hewn 

stone, with a bronze door sufficiently wide for a man to pass, and stone steps leading up to it. 

Within this sanctuary stood a small image which they said represented Our Lady.  Along the 

walls, by the main entrance, hung seven small bells.  In this church the captain-major said his 

prayers, and we with him.  

We did not go within the chapel, for it is the custom that only certain servants of the 

church, called quafees, should enter. These quafees wore some threads passing over the left 

shoulder and under the right arm, in the same manner as our deacons wear the stole. They 

threw holy water over us, and gave us some white earth, which the Christians of this country 

are in the habit of putting on their foreheads, breasts, around the neck, and on the forearms. 

They threw holy water upon the captain-major and gave him some of the earth, which he 

gave in charge of someone, giving them to understand that he would put it on later.  

Many other saints were painted on the walls of the church, wearing crowns. They 

were painted variously, with teeth protruding an inch from the mouth, and four or five 

arms. . . .  

[The King’s Palace]. The further we advanced in the direction of the king's palace, the 

more did they increase in number. And when we arrived there, men of much distinction and 

great lords came out to meet the captain-major, and joined those who were already in 

attendance upon him. It was then an hour before sunset. . . .  

The king was in a small court, reclining upon a couch covered with a cloth of green 

velvet, above which was a good mattress, and upon this again a sheet of cotton stuff, very 
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white and fine, more so than any linen. The cushions were after the same fashion. In his left 

hand the king held a very large golden cup . . .  

[Presents for the King]. On Tuesday [May 29] the captain got ready the following 

things to be sent to the king, viz., twelve pieces of lambel, four scarlet hoods, six hats, four 

strings of coral, a case containing six wash-hand basins, a case of sugar, two casks of oil, and 

two of honey. And as it is the custom not to send anything to the king without the knowledge 

of the Moor, his factor, and of the bale, the captain informed them of his intention. They 

came, and when they saw the present they laughed at it, saying that it was not a thing to offer 

to a king, that the poorest merchant from Mecca, or any other part of India, gave more, and 

that if he wanted to make a present it should be in gold, as the king would not accept such 

things. When the captain heard this he grew sad, and said that he had brought no gold, that, 

moreover, he was no merchant, but an ambassador; that he gave of that which he had, which 

was his own [private gift] and not the king's; that if the King of Portugal ordered him to 

return he would entrust him with far richer presents . . . Upon this they declared that they 

would not forward his presents, nor consent to his forwarding them himself. When they had 

gone there came certain Moorish merchants, and they all depreciated the present which the 

captain desired to be sent to the king.  

When the captain saw that they were determined not to forward his present, he said, 

that as they would not allow him to send his present to the palace he would go to speak to the 

king, and would then return to the ships. They approved of this, and told him that if he would 

wait a short time they would return and accompany him to the palace. And the captain waited 

all day, but they never came back. The captain was very wroth at being among so phlegmatic 

and unreliable a people, and intended, at first, to go to the palace without them. On further 

consideration, however, he thought it best to wait until the following day. . . .   
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Source: Anonymous, A Journal of the First Voyage of Vasco da Gama, 1497-1499, edited and 

translated by E.G. Ravenstein (London: Hakluyt Society, 1907): 48-50, 52-61.  

 

• What stands out to you about the author’s description of the city of Calicut?  

• The author mistook the Hindu residents of Calicut for Christians. Why do you think 

he believed they were Christians, and what does this reveal about the religious 

worldview of Portuguese mariners in the late fifteenth century?  

• How did the Portuguese crew interact with the local population?  

• What does this account tell us about trade and power dynamics between Europe and 

India?  

• Reading against the grain, what can you discern about how the residents of Calicut 

viewed the arrival of Portuguese newcomers?  

 




