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THE FIRST VOYAGE AROUND THE
WORLD: A JOURNEY THAT
REDEFINED HISTORY

Few expeditions in human history have
matched  the  audacity,  suffering,  and
ultimate  triumph  of  the  first  voyage
around  the  world.  This  extraordinary
maritime odyssey, which began in 1519
and concluded in 1522, was more than a
simple  navigation  feat—it  was  a
profound reorientation of how humanity

understood  its  own  planet.  The  first
voyage  around  the  world  shattered
ancient  assumptions,  opened  new
cor r ido rs  o f  g loba l  t rade ,  and
demonstrated,  with  brutal  finality,  that
the  Earth  was  indeed  round  and  far
larger  than  anyone  had  imagined.  To
understand this journey is to understand
the  birth  of  globalization,  the  cost  of
explorat ion,  and  the  unyielding
determination of those who dared to sail
into the unknown.
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The Ambition
Behind the

Expedition
The driving force behind the first voyage
around  the  world  was  Ferdinand
Magellan,  a  Portuguese  explorer  who
had fallen out of favor with his own king.
Frustrated  by  Portugal's  refusal  to
support  his  vision  of  reaching  the
l u c r a t i v e  S p i c e  I s l a n d s — t h e
Moluccas—by  sailing  west,  Magellan
turned to Spain. King Charles I of Spain,
eager  to  cha l lenge  Portuguese
dominance  in  the  spice  trade  and
expand  his  empire,  granted  Magellan
five  ships  and  a  crew  of  roughly  270

men.  The  expedition's  official  goal  was
straightforward:  find  a  westward
passage to the Spice Islands through or
around the newly discovered Americas.
In reality, the mission was a gamble of
staggering proportions. No one had ever
completed  such  a  journey,  and  the
dangers  were  immense—uncharted
waters,  scurvy, starvation, mutiny, and
hostile  encounters  with  unknown
peoples. Yet the potential rewards were
equally vast: wealth, glory, and a place
in history.

The Fleet and Its
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Crew
The five ships that departed from Seville
in August 1519 were a motley collection
of  merchant  vessels  retrofitted  for  the
long voyage. The flagship, Trinidad,  was
joined by the San Antonio, Concepción,
Victoria, and Santiago. The crew was a
diverse  assembly  of  Spaniards,
Portuguese, Italians, Greeks, and even a
handful  of  other  nationalit ies—a
reflection  of  the  cosmopolitan  nature  of
early  global  exploration.  Among  these
men  were  sailors,  soldiers,  officers,
craftsmen,  and  a  chronicler  named
Antonio  Pigafetta,  whose  meticulous
journal  would  become  the  definitive
account  of  the  first  voyage  around  the
world.  Pigafetta's  observations  of  the

peop les ,  lands ,  and  hardsh ips
encountered along the way provide us
with  an  invaluable  window  into  the
expedition's triumphs and tragedies.

THE PERILOUS CROSSING OF THE
ATLANTIC

The fleet sailed south along the coast of
Africa  before  crossing  the  Atlantic  to
Brazil.  Already,  tensions were brewing.
Magellan,  a  Portuguese  commander
leading  a  Spanish  fleet,  faced  deep
mistrust from his Spanish captains. The
crossing itself was relatively uneventful
compared  to  what  lay  ahead,  but  the
shadow of mutiny was already creeping
into  the  shipboard  dynamics.  The  fleet
reached the coast of present-day Brazil
in December 1519 and then continued
south along the coast of South America,
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searching for the elusive passage to the
Pacific  Ocean.  Winter  in  the  southern
hemisphere  was  approaching,  and  the
weather  grew  increasingly  harsh.  The
expedition made the difficult decision to
overwinter in the sheltered bay of San
Julián, in what is now Argentina. It was
there  that  the  first  major  crisis  erupted:
a full-blown mutiny led by three of the
Spanish captains.

Mutiny and
Survival at San
Julián
The  mutiny  at  San  Ju l ián  tested
Magellan's  leadership to its  limits.  The

Spanish  captains,  resentful  of  his
authority  and  fearful  of  the  unknown,
attempted  to  seize  control  of  the  fleet.
Magellan  responded  with  swift  and
decisive  brutality.  He  personally  led  a
boarding party to retake one of the rebel
ships,  executed  one  captain,  and
marooned  another  on  the  desolate
Patagonian  coast.  This  harsh  justice
quelled  the  rebell ion,  but  it  also
deepened the divisions within the crew.
Morale was low, food was running short,
and  winter  had  not  yet  ended.  Yet
Magellan's  determination  never
wavered.  He  was  convinced  that  the
passage  to  the  Pacific  lay  just  ahead,
and he was willing to pay any price to
find it.
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THE DISCOVERY OF THE STRAIT

In  October  1520,  almost  a  year  after
leaving Spain, the fleet finally discovered
a  narrow,  treacherous  channel  at  the
southern  tip  of  South  America.  This
passage—now  known  as  the  Strait  of
Magellan—was a labyrinth of icy waters,
steep  cliffs,  and  fierce  winds.  The
Santiago  had  already  been  lost  to  a
storm, and the San Antonio would soon
desert the expedition and turn back to
Spain, carrying with it much of the fleet's
remaining provisions. The loss of the San
Antonio  was  a  devastating  blow.  With
only three ships left,  Magellan pressed
on. The passage through the strait took
38 harrowing days, but on November 28,
1520,  the  fleet  emerged  into  a  vast,
calm ocean. Magellan wept with joy and

named it the Pacific—the Peaceful Sea.

Crossing the
Pacific: An Ocean
of Suffering
The  Pacific  crossing  became  the  most
grueling ordeal of the entire first voyage
around the world. Magellan had severely
underestimated the  size  of  the  ocean.
The  fleet  sailed  for  nearly  four  months
without  s ight ing  any  landfal l  of
consequence. Food and fresh water ran
out.  The  crew  was  reduced  to  eating
leather from the ship's rigging, sawdust,
and rats.  Scurvy ravaged their  bodies,
causing gums to rot, joints to swell, and
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men to die in agony. Pigafetta recorded
that they survived on a daily ration of a
single biscuit soaked in seawater and a
cup of  foul  water.  Of  the roughly  270
men  who  had  departed  from  Seville,
fewer than half remained by the time the
fleet  reached Guam in  March  1521.  The
island of Guam was a welcome respite,
but  the  encounter  with  the  Chamorro
p e o p l e  t u r n e d  v i o l e n t  a f t e r
misunderstandings  over  theft.  The  fleet
quickly departed, sailing onward toward
the Philippines.

ARRIVAL IN THE PHILIPPINES
AND THE FATEFUL ENCOUNTER
AT MACTAN

The  first  voyage  around  the  world
reached the Philippines in March 1521.
Here, Magellan found a complex political

landscape  of  competing  chieftains.  He
formed an alliance with Rajah Humabon
of  Cebu,  who  agreed  to  convert  to
Christianity.  In  exchange,  Magellan
promised to help Humabon subdue his
rival, Lapu-Lapu, on the nearby island of
Mactan. This decision would prove fatal.
On April 27, 1521, Magellan led a small
force of roughly 60 men against a much
larger  army  of  Mactan  warriors.  The
battle was a disaster. The Spanish were
outnumbered, their ships could not get
close enough to provide artillery support
due to shallow water, and the warriors of
Mactan  fought  with  terrifying  ferocity.
Magellan  was  struck  by  a  poisoned
arrow, then surrounded and hacked to
death. Pigafetta described the scene in
heartbreaking  detail:  Magellan  fought
until  the  very  end,  but  the  tide  was
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irreversible. The greatest explorer of the
age died on a small tropical beach, far
from home, his grand vision incomplete.

Leadership in
Crisis After
Magellan's Death
Magellan's  death  threw the  expedition
into  chaos.  The  new  commanders,
Duarte Barbosa and Juan Serrano, made
a  series  of  disastrous  decisions.  They
were  lured  into  a  t rap  by  Rajah
Humabon, who had turned against them,
and were massacred during a feast on
Cebu.  The  surv iv ing  crew,  now
leaderless  and  terrified,  abandoned  the

Concepción and scuttled the ship. Only
two vessels remained: the Trinidad and
the  Victoria.  The  expedition's  original
goal—reaching  the  Spice  Islands—was
still within reach, but the morale of the
men was shattered. Many had died, and
the survivors were haunted by hunger,
disease, and the memory of their fallen
captain.

THE SPICE ISLANDS AND THE
DECISION TO DIVIDE

The  two  remaining  ships  finally  reached
the Moluccas in November 1521, nearly
two and a half years after leaving Spain.
Here,  they  loaded  their  holds  with
precious cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, and
mace. The aroma of these spices must
have  been  intoxicating  after  years  of
suffering.  The  Trinidad,  however,  was
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leaking  badly  and  needed  extensive
repairs. The decision was made to divide
the  expedition:  the  Victoria  would
attempt the return voyage to Spain by
sailing west across the Indian Ocean and
around the Cape of Good Hope, while the
Trinidad would try to sail east across the
Pacific  back  to  Panama.  The  Trinidad
never made it.  It  was captured by the
Po r tuguese ,  and  i t s  c r ew  was
imprisoned.  The  entire  burden  of
completing  the  first  voyage  around  the
world  now fell  on  one small  ship:  the
Victoria.

The Desperate

Return Under
Elcano
Command of the Victoria  was given to
Juan  Sebastián  Elcano,  a  Basque
navigator  who  had  been  part  of  the
mutiny  at  San  Julián.  Elcano  was  an
unlikely hero,  but  he proved to be an
exceptional  sailor  and  leader.  He
navigated the Victoria across the Indian
Ocean, rounded the Cape of Good Hope,
and then sailed up the western coast of
Africa. The return journey was almost as
brutal  as  the  Pacific  crossing.  The  crew
was decimated by scurvy and starvation
once  again.  So  many  men  died  that
there were not enough hands to trim the
sails. Forced to stop at the Cape Verde
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islands—a  Portuguese  territory—Elcano
attempted  to  buy  food,  but  the
Portuguese  realized  the  nature  of  the
voyage  and  threatened  to  arrest  the
crew. Elcano fled, leaving several sailors
behind.  The final  leg  of  the journey was
a desperate race against death.

RETURN TO SEVILLE: THE
TRIUMPH OF THE VICTORIA

On  September  6,  1522,  the  Victoria
limped into  the harbor  of  Sanlúcar  de
Barrameda, near Seville. Of the original
270  men,  only  18  survivors  were
aboard—most of them skeletal, sick, and
barely  alive.  They  had  been  gone  for
nearly  three  years.  They  were  the  first
human beings ever to complete the first
voyage  around  the  wor ld.  Their
achievement was monumental. They had

proven  that  the  Earth  was  round  and
that the oceans were all connected. They
had mapped vast stretches of unknown
coastl ine  and  demonstrated  the
enormous scale  of  the Pacific.  They had
also returned with a shipload of spices
worth more than enough to  cover  the
entire cost of the expedition. Financially,
the voyage was a success; historically, it
was a revolution.

The Survivors
and Their Stories
The 18 men who returned on the Victoria
were  a  diverse  group.  They  included
Spaniards,  Portuguese,  Greeks,  and
Italians.  Among  them  was  Antonio
Pigafetta, whose journal would become



10

10 The First Voyage Around The World 2025-04-27

one of the most important documents in
the  history  of  exploration.  Pigafetta's
account  of  the  first  voyage  around  the
world  is  filled  with  vivid  descriptions  of
the  people,  places,  and  events  he
witnessed—the  Patagonian  giants,  the
Pacific islands, the battle at Mactan, and
the  unspeakable  suffering  at  sea.
Without his  record,  much of  this  story
would be lost to time. Elcano, the man
who  brought  the  ship  home,  was
rewarded by the Spanish crown with a
coat of arms bearing the motto: Primus
circumdedisti  me—"You  first
circumnavigated  me."

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
FIRST VOYAGE AROUND THE
WORLD

The  impact  of  the  first  voyage  around

the  world  cannot  be  overstated.  It
fundamentally changed the way humans
understood  their  planet.  Before
Magellan,  the  world  was  a  place  of
mystery and speculation; after Elcano, it
was a place of  known dimensions and
interconnected seas. The voyage opened
new trade routes that allowed Europe to
access  the  spices  of  the  East  without
relying  on  overland  caravans  or
Portuguese naval dominance. It laid the
foundation  for  the  Spanish  Empire's
expansion  into  the  Pacific,  including  the
colonization  of  the  Philippines.  It  also
accelerated  the  exchange  of  goods,
cultures,  and  diseases  between
continents in what would later be called
the Columbian Exchange. Yet the voyage
also had a darker side. It was built on the
labor  and  suffering  of  countless
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indigenous peoples who encountered the
Europeans  for  the  first  time,  often  with
violent  and  devastating  consequences.
The legacy of the first voyage around the
world  is  therefore  a  complex  one—its
t r iumphs  and  i ts  t raged ies  are
inseparable.

A Scientific and
Cultural

Milestone
Beyond  its  economic  and  political
significance, the first voyage around the
world  was  a  monumental  scientific
achievement.  It  demonstrated  beyond
doubt that the Earth was a sphere and
that the oceans were navigable across
their  entire  breadth.  The  voyage  also
provided  crucial  data  about  ocean
currents,  winds,


