Historical background
Spice trade
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The spice trade has been of major economic importance throughout human history and it particularly helped spur the Age of Exploration. Spices brought to Europe from distant lands along the so-called spice route were some of the most valuable commodities for their weight, sometimes rivaling gold. The word spice derives from the Latin species, which in its later history came to mean goods or products, often of small volume and high value.

Trade in the East Indies was dominated by Portugal in the 16th century, the Netherlands in the 17th century, and the British in the 18th century.

Suez Canal
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The Suez Canal is a large artificial maritime canal in Egypt west of the Sinai Peninsula. It is 163 km (101 miles) long and 300 m (984 ft) wide at its narrowest point, and runs between Port Said on the Mediterranean Sea, and Suez (al-Suways) on the Red Sea.

The canal allows two-way north-to-south water transport, most importantly between Europe and Asia without circumnavigation of Africa. Before its opening in 1869, goods were sometimes transported by being offloaded from ships and carried overland between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.

The canal comprises two parts, north and south of the Great Bitter Lake, linking the Mediterranean Sea to the Gulf of Suez on the Red Sea.

Spice Islands
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Map showing Maluku Islands in Indonesia.

Spice Islands most commonly refers to the Maluku Islands (formerly the Moluccas), which lie on the equator, between Sulawesi (Celebes) and the New Guinea in what is now Indonesia. The term has also been used in reference to other islands known for their spice production, notably the Tanzanian group off East Africa consisting of Zanzibar, Mafia Island and Pemba.

Early history
The Moluccas were, until the late eighteenth century, the only source of economically significant spices including clove, nutmeg and mace. Archaeological and linguistic evidence places Spice Island traders within a seaborne circuit reaching as far as mainland India and Arabia around 200 BC. Pliny the Roman author describes cloves not long afterwards, as Rome traded for spices along India's Malabar Coast. Javanese and Chinese merchants were heavily involved in the spice trade, and spices reached Europe only after passing through many foreign hands, with the main western terminus of the trade at Alexandria in Egypt.

For this reason, spices appeared in the European imagination as a miraculously expensive natural commodity. Their location was probably unknown to the Muslim traders of Alexandria, but wild stories were invented about the exotic conditions necessary for their cultivation, and the extreme hazards endured to harvest and transport them. This heady mixture of myth, romance and fabulous riches became the El Dorado of Europe's pre-Columbian consciousness.

Venice and the Age of Exploration
Venice came to monopolise the spice trade in Europe between 1200 and 1500, through its dominance over Mediterranean seaways to ports such as Alexandria, after traditional land connections were disrupted by Mongols and Turks. The financial incentive to discover an alternative to Venice's monopoly control of this lucrative business was perhaps the single most important factor precipitating Europe's Age of Exploration. Portugal took an early lead charting the route around the southern tip of Africa, securing various bases en route, even accidentally discovering the coast of Brazil in the search for favourable Southerly currents. Portugal's eventual success - see Ferdinand Magellan - and the establishment of its own absolutist monopoly provoked the other maritime powers in Europe, Spain and France, England and the Netherlands to challenge the Portuguese position.

The ideal of the Spice Islands, eventually to be enveloped by the Netherlands' Dutch East Indies empire, had led to the accidental discovery of the West Indies, and lit the fuse of centuries of rivalry between European maritime powers for control of lucrative global markets and resources. The tattered mystique of the Spice Islands finally died when France and Britain successfully smuggled seeds and plants to their own dominions on Mauritius, Grenada and elsewhere, making spices a more commonplace and affordable commodity.

From http://www.steenbergs.co.uk/content.php?pageid=2 
Spices in the Middle Ages 

From the 10th century on, the crusades prompted a rediscovery of spices; seasonings made an obvious comeback to the tables of the great and powerful European courts. It was mainly from the Orient, overland via Arabia and the Red Sea, Egypt and the ports of Venice and Genoa that spices reached Britain. Venetian merchants, strategically located midway between the Levant and Western Europe, became the great middlemen of the spice trade. They sent their cargoes via Flanders and the Low Countries for sale in local markets to supply the Northern European countries. 

Certain spices were worth so much that one of them even became currency: pepper. In court, litigants bribed judges with spices. A prototype of sugared almonds, some spices were covered in honey in order to disguise them as candy. Their culinary and medicinal uses overlapped, and grocers and apothocaries often worked in the same companies. Besides traditional black pepper, some of the other prized spices of the era were long pepper from Sumatra, ginger, cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, and galangal (a ginger-like spice from Southeast Asia). 

European navigators set sail 

As with any great discovery, the opening of the Southern seaboard spice route was no accident. Portuguese navigators and geographers had been working at it for over a half-century. Henry the navigator, who encouraged exploration of the African coast, was the most famous of them. 

Christopher Columbus set sail in 1492 to head West and find gold and spices, hoping to hit the Indian coast where these precious commodities could be found. Controlling and supplying the spice market were key objectives for the Portuguese and Spanish powers at the time in their goal to overturn the Arab and Venetian monopoly in the Mediterranean. 


Poor old Venice. The virtual monopoly that it held of the European spice trade that had made the Serene Republic rich was doomed. One day in May 1498 Vasco da Gama anchored his ship off the cost of India. The Arab merchants were shocked to see a Portuguese man on Indian shores. "We are looking for Christians and spices," stated the Portuguese navigator, and with that, the Arabs saw their monopoly crumble. 

The sea route to India was discovered at last. Three months later da Gama set off on his return voyage to Lisbon, bearing news that the ruler of Calicut was prepared to barter cinnamon and cloves, ginger and pepper for gold, silver and (strangely) scarlet cloth. The European spice trade passed into the hands of the Portuguese, who held on to it – with difficulty - for a century, only to lose it to the Dutch, whose trade with Java and the Spice Islands, as the Moluccas came to be known, led to the formation in 1602 of the powerful Dutch East India Company. By the 1680s, the Dutch had established a total monopoly of the highly profitable trade in cloves and nutmegs, while the Portuguese retained a corner in the cinnamon business. 

At this period, British cooking was still heavy with ginger and pepper, cinnamon, cloves and nutmeg. The food of Italy, Portugal, France, Holland and Germany was similarly spiced and scented. It was not until towards the middle of the seventeenth century that the British East India Company held a monopoly on all trade with India and that the British began developing its cooking along lines we recognise today. Spices and sugar were readily available and became relatively cheap, and were therefore less prized and used with more discretion. 

But the economic value of these products declined as farming sites increased. The Dutch jealously protected access to the Moluccas for fear of seeing their clove and nutmeg trees exported to other regions, which would have ruined their monopoly. Thievery of this sort was punishable by death. After many attempts, a few pepper and nutmeg trees were successfully transplanted on Mauritius Island. This eventually led to a dispersion of plant production sites across Dutch, English, and French colonial empires, which involved spices in addition to coffee, cocoa, and many other plants. The tight reins on the industry were loosening. 

 
Venice from www.designsofwonder.com/?content=IslandCity 
The city of Venice was founded in the 500’s by refugees from the Huns and the Lombards. Setting on islands among the lagoons along Italy’s north Adriatic coast, they gradually established trade based on salt and salted fish. Venetian merchants built fleets in which they sailed to the ports of the Levant- the eastern Miditerranean-where they traded their own wares for goods from eastern Asia – spices from the Indies, gold and jewels from India, silk from China. The spice trade was particularly valuable since spices were a means of preserving and flavoring food in the winter.

Venetian merchants had a hand in the first three crusades, and so won trading rights in ports like Sidon and Tyre. In the fourth crusade of 1204, in exchange for ships, the crusaders recaptured Zara (in Yugoslavia) for Venice and sacked Constantinople which Venice partly acquired. In the late Middle Ages the area from the Aegean Sea to Rhodes and Crete was dominated by the Venetians, and in the 14th and 15th centuries Venice was the richest trading city in Europe.

Indies
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██ East Indies ██ British India/Indian subcontinent ██ Western New Guinea
The Indies or East Indies (or East India) is a term often used to refer to the Malay Archipelago, in contrast to the West Indies, which refers to the Caribbean. In a wider sense, the Indies is also used to describe lands of South and Southeast Asia, occupying all of the former British India, the present Indian Union, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and also Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia, which was last called the Dutch East Indies before independence.

The East Indies also include Indochina, the Philippine Islands, Brunei, Singapore and East Timor. It does not, however, include western New Guinea (West Papua), which is part of Melanesia.

The extensive East Indies are subdivided into two sections (from a European perspective), archaically called Hither India and Further India. The first is the former British India, the second is modern Southeast Asia or the ASEAN Bloc.

Oftentimes, the East Indies are named after their colonizer, hence, British East Indies is India and Malaysia, the Dutch East Indies is Indonesia, and Spanish East Indies is the Philippines.

Malacca Sultanate
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The Sultanate of Malacca was a Malay sultanate founded by Parameswara in 1400. Centered in the modern town of Malacca, the sultanate stretched from southern Thailand in the north to Sumatra in the southwest. The Portuguese invaded its capital in 1511 and in 1528, the Sultanate of Johor was established by a Malaccan prince to succeed Malacca.

The Sultanate thrived on entrepôt trade and became the most important port in Southeast Asia during the 15th and the early 16th century. Furthermore, Malacca was as a major player in the spice trade, serving as a gateway between the Spice Islands and high-paying Eurasian markets. This is reflected by the Portuguese writer Duarte Barbosa who wrote "He who is lord of Malacca has his hand on the throat of Venice".

One of the factors that contributed to the rise of Malacca was the monsoon winds that enabled Arab and Indian traders from the west to travel to China in the east and vice versa. At the height of its power, the Sultanate encompassed most of modern day Peninsula Malaysia, the site of modern day Singapore and a great portion of eastern Sumatra. It was also the center of Islam in the eastern sphere, where imams and ustazes came to discuss religion and the like. Muslim missionaries were also sent by the Sultan to spread Islam to other communities in the Malay Archipelago, such as in Java, Borneo, and the Philippines. Most of South East Asia at that time was Hindu.

Medieval Merchant Galleys
In the 14th and 15th centuries, merchant galleys traded high-value goods and passengers, especially pilgrims to the Holy Land, around the Mediterranean and to and from the Black Sea, in one direction, and to Bruges and Southampton in the other direction. Although primarily sailing vessels, they used oars to enter and leave many trading ports of call. In 1447, for instance, Florentine galleys planned to call at 14 ports on their way to and from Alexandria (Pryor p57). The availability of oars enabled these ships to navigate close to the shore where they could exploit land and sea breezes and coastal currents, to work reliable and comparatively fast passages against the prevailing wind. The large crews also provided protection against piracy. These ships were very seaworthy; a Florentine great galley left Southampton on 23 February 1430 and returned to its port at Pisa in 32 days. They were so safe that merchandise was often not insured (Mallet). These ships increase in size over the period and were the template from which the galleas developed.

Galley Slaves
Main article: galley slave
For ancient galley designs, with each rower being solely responsible for managing one oar, rowing was a skilled job, performed by trained volunteers. If, in times of need, it became necessary to use slaves, these were typically freed and trained first. However, for later designs, with 3 to 7 people handling one oar, individual skill mattered less, and it became possible to use slaves and even a leash.

It became the custom among the Mediterranean powers to sentence condemned criminals to row in the war-galleys of the state (initially only in time of war). Galley-slaves lived in unsavoury conditions, so even though some sentences prescribed a restricted number of years, most rowers would eventually die, even if they survived shipwreck and slaughter or torture at the hands of enemies or of pirates. All naval forces often turned 'infidel' prisoners-of-war into galley-slaves.

Several well-known historical figures served time as galley slaves after being captured by the enemy -- the Ottoman corsair and admiral Turgut Reis and the Maltese Grand Master Jean Parisot de la Valette among them.

galley 

A long, narrow, single-decked ship propelled by oars as well as sails.

(from http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/michaelofrhodes/glossary_G_J.html 

An Important website
http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/michaelofrhodes/index.html 

Michael of Rhodes a medieval mariner and his manuscript
The journey: from Venice to Malacca
The ship: a Venetian galley
Name of the vessel: Nave latina Ragasona ??????
Captain: a Venetian noble, Nicolò Zeno??????
Merchant: The early Mediaeval Merchants: a tough lot. 

http://matteoli.iinet.net.au/html/Articles/Leonardo1.html 

Pilot: http://www.washington.edu/uwired/outreach/cspn/Website/Hist%20n%20Lit/Part%20Two/Texts/Juan%20de%20Fuca.html 

Missionary: http://www.geocities.com/francischinchoy/sfx/sfxarticle01.html 

http://www.nndb.com/people/275/000103963 

a jesuit
Crew: 

Master mariner: Michael of Rhodes 

Why does Michael include so much material about navigation in his manuscript?

The captains of Venetian galleys had to be nobles, but they were not necessarily master mariners. Yet the ships they commanded were very expensive. They often carried extremely valuable cargoes and sailed under strict orders to arrive and depart their destinations on specific dates or face substantial fines. Profits and losses depended on keeping to a schedule. It was therefore essential to have someone on board who knew how to get a galley to its destination and back, safe and on schedule. An ambitious man, Michael would have quickly realized that mastery of navigation was the key to promotion. 

Michael started to learn how to navigate at least as early as 1405, serving as one of the nochieri responsible for steering a galley. He likely mastered the art by the time he was appointed homo de conseio on the voyage to Flanders of 1417. He had certainly done so by the time he was appointed armiraio in 1422, when he was responsible for the movement of the entire Guard fleet.

Michael's portolans symbolize his long experience of various coasts. It was experience that mattered most in medieval navigation, and experience that he wanted to signal to his employers. 

Michael's explanation of the marteloio shows that he was also familiar with the latest mathematical techniques for navigation, and it is significant that he placed his discussion of the marteloio in the math section of his manuscript, not with the portolans. It reflects his deep interest in the practical applications of mathematics.

The voyage

Starting Point: Venice (Italy)

Port of Destination: ?????
