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THE SINKING OF THE SANTO ANTONIO DE TANNA
IN MOMBASA HARBOUR

HAMO SASSOON

The Portuguese expansion during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries must rank as
among the most dramatic and far-reaching events in the history of Christianity. Their deter-
mination to explore the unknown world was inspired by Papal bulls which assumed that
ignorant and infidel peoples must be redeemed from the curses of Islam and paganism; as a
reward for such philanthropic endeavour, it was decreed that all discovered and as yet undis-
covered lands were to become the property of Portugal (Strandes 1961: 8). Nowadays we
may query the absolute sincerity of the motives of the Portuguese, but the strength and
depth of their religious conviction is apparent in the copious official documents of the
period, as well as in the red crosses on their sails and in the christening of their ships, almost
every one of which bore a religious name.

It is interesting to compare the Portuguese expansion with that of the Muslims in the
seventh century, when the fervour of a new religion gave the Arabs the incentive and power
to spread rapidly into the lands between the eastern Mediterranean and the Tigris, and to
influence the native populations so forcibly that they accepted Islam. In both cases the
numbers of people involved were small; Portugal probably had less than a million people in
the sixteenth century and the Arabs may have numbered only a quarter of a million at the
time of their dispersal. Another factor common to both movements, was the possibility or
promise of economic and material gain which, if such disguise were needed, could respect-
ably be hidden behind the veil of religious zeal. The Arabs burst out from a harsh desert
peninsula into the green and well-watered lands which lay to the north; to the spoils of
conquest were added the promise of an easier life. For the Portuguese after their victory at
Ceuta in 1415, there was the lure of gold that they knew to be coming from somewhere
south of Mauretania. By the time that Prince Henry the Navigator died (1460), the trade in
gold and in slaves had amply justified the risks taken in venturing around the west coast of
Africa. At about this time the Portuguese began to foresee that they might sail into the
Indian Ocean and deprive the Muslim merchants of the lucrative trade in spices.

During the Middle Ages (which ended officially with the fall of Constantinople in 1453),
spices were much in demand in European households and therefore commanded high prices.
The spices were used medicinally, in holy unguents, as aphrodisiacs and most importantly as
preservatives and seasoning in food. Figures from a slightly later period serve to show the
profits which could be made: in the early 1600’s a cargo of a million pounds of pepper was
bought in Sumatra for 6d a pound and sold in London for 8sh. a pound. Prior to 1500, the
spices had been carried from India, Ceylon and the Spice Islands (Moluccas) to the Red Sea
and the Persian Gulf in ships which were owned by Muslims. Venice, at its most powerful in
the fifteenth centurty, derived a large part of its wealth in being an entrepot for the spice
trade between the Muslim and Christian worlds. However, in the latter part of the fifteenth
century, the Portuguese set out to break the Venetian hold on this trade by taking control of
the Indian Ocean shipping routes and by tapping the sources of spice production. In this
they were very successful and during the sixteenth century, the spice trade was largely in the
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hands of the Portuguese, until they were in turn displaced by the Dutch and the English.
Neither the Muslims nor the Portuguese ever regained control of the spice trade.

The Dutch established themselves in the Spice Islands in 1605 and during the next sixty
years "they managed to expel the Portuguese from most of their far-eastern strongholds,
Macao and Timor, however, remaining as Portuguese possessions. In East Africa, the Dutch
failed to take Mozambique and seem never to have challenged the Portuguese in Mombasa.
Instead, they established a base at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. By this time, the Arabs
from Oman had managed to capture some Portuguese ships in Muscat harbour, and within a
few years they were building ‘men of war’ in the European style. In 1661 they captured and
sacked the old town of Mombasa though they did not attack Fort Jesus (Axelson
1960: 140). Ten years later, they almost captured Mozambique, yet it was not until 1696
that the Omanis again turned their attention towards Mombasa (Boxer 1969: 133—134).

On the 13th March, 1696, responding to requests from the people of Lamu, a small Arab
fleet consisting of two large and five small ships plus less than a dozen local dhows, reached
Mombasa. News of the arrival of these Arabs had been brought in advance from Pate, so
there had been a few days in which to prepare for the attack. Once in Mombasa waters, the
Arabs spent two days in sight of the Fort before sailing into Kilindini harbour, undeterred
by gunfire from either Fort Jesus or the small Fort St. Joseph. The latter stronghold,
manned by four Portuguese and 250 local men, was evacuated. The people of Mombasa
town also felt themselves to be threatened by their fellow Muslims and some 2,500 are said
to have sought refuge inside Fort Jesus and in the dry moat surrounding it.

The siege did not begin until about a fortnight later when night patrols started to operate
around the Fort. Two Portuguese vessels which had anchored in front of the Fort were cut
adrift. The coastal patrol vessel drifted over to the north mainland and was captured; the
other vessel which was the annual supply ship from Damao, luckily drifted ashore near the
fort where it was unloaded by the Portuguese garrison. During the next eight months there
was little to suggest that a war was in progress, despite the fact that the Arabs had taken over
the Augustinian Priory (probably near Mombasa Old Port) and turned it into a fortified post.
With the help of the Queen of Zanzibar and the mainland inhabitants, referred to as Musun-
gulos, some food supplies were brought into the Fort, but not without the loss of valuable
shipping. In August, most of the Arabs availed themselves of the last southwest monsoon
and returned to Muscat. Early in November, eleven dhows from Pate brought Arabs and
Arab sympathisers to Mombasa and six weeks later a small force of Arabs, presumably from
Muscat, arrived in two barques and a galliot. Despite the fact that the defenders were
reduced to twenty Portuguese and 1500 of the local population, by the end of the year, the
Portuguese were defiantly rejecting Arab offers of safe asylum in return for surrender.
Meanwhile, news of the Arab attack on Mombasa had reached the Portuguese Viceroy in
Goa, by way of Muscat.

By the second half of the seventeenth century, Portugal was a long way past its age of
prosperity and it was only by borrowing money that the Viceroy in Goa was able to dispatch
a small fleet of two frigates, two galliots and three auxiliary boats to relieve Mombasa. The
total number of men on board was 770, of whom about 300 would have been needed as
ships crews (Strandes 1961: 215 et. seq.). In the instructions given by the Viceroy to
General Luis de Mello de Sampaio, the complement of a frigate was given-as 120 men, but
this could be reduced to 100 if necessary (Regimentos no. 8: fls. 21—22). The command of
the relief expedition was entrusted to the General in a regimento from the Viceroy, Conde
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de Villa Verde, dated 24th November 1696 (Regimentos no. 8; fls. 17v—21v). The Gene-
ral’s primary appointment was as General of Mozambique and the Rios of Sofala, but the
principal object of the fleet of which he was in charge was to bring relief to the garrison of
Mombasa and to drive the Arabs away from that part of the coast.

The General sailed in a 42-gun frigate, the Santo Antonio de Tannd whose captain was
Domingo Pereira de Gusmao. In the second frigate, the Nossa Senhora do Valle was Captain
Henrique de Figueredo de Alarcao. The captain was nominally in charge of the squadron, yet
he was to be under the General’s orders until the latter left Mombasa on his way to
Mozambique, a journey which he was supposed to make in one of the galliots. The Viceroy’s
instructions to the General covered as many eventualities as could be imagined. It was
virtually certain that the Arabs would be sending reinforcements from Muscat during the
northeast monsoon period; whether they would arrive at Mombasa before or after the
Portuguese was an important though unknown factor. The General was therefore to keep to
the windward of Mombasa in order to intercept the Arabs unless he found that they had
already arrived. In the event, the small enemy fleet of two barques and a galliot (already
referred to) had reached Mombasa a few days ahead of the General (Strandes 1961: 218).

The Viceroy’s regimento stressed that the General was to be sure not to miss the mon-
soon that would carry him to Mozambique; in order to comply with this instruction, it
would probably be necessary to set sail at the latest in early March. The General was also
told to do his best to secure the help of the inhabitants of the African mainland, a people
who are constantly referred to as the Musungulos, a cargo of cloth being carried in the ships
for this purpose. Exactly who the Musungulos were is open to question, but they can
probably be equated with the Langulu or Waliangulu, who are recorded as a small population
living south of the Tana River inland from Malindi (Prins 1952: see map). In recent years,
they have been reported as hunters of elephant in Tsavo National Park (Holman
1967: 29—35). They are quite separate from the group known as the Mijikenda who are now
the dominant people on the Kenyan coast.

After initial difficulties and confusion that led to the deaths of some forty of this
Portuguese relief force, they managed to supply the Fort with some ammunition and rice. In
the new year they were more successful in getting supplies to the Fort, though there were
disagreements between the suppliers and the receivers concerning the stores delivered. The
cases were said to be too big to go through the emergency door (presumably that of the
southeast bastion, of which the inner opening is 70 cm wide); they were therefore opened
outside the Fort with the result that pilfering took place on a large scale. The task of landing
supplies was certainly hampered by enemy gunfire, but it is some indication of the Arabs’
attitudes and efficiency that the Portuguese were able to deliver any stores at all.

Once the business of off-loading the stores was completed, the General felt free to sail to
Mozambique and this he did at the end of January in the frigate Santo Antdnio. Captain
Figueredo and the captain of the Fort did all they could to persuade the General to stay
until the end of the monsoon, which would have been towards the end of March. They
pointed out that Arab reinforcements were likely to arrive before the change in the monsoon
and also that the presence of Portuguese ships in Mombasa was preventing the Arabs from
drawing supplies from Pemba. But the General was determined to promptly obey his instruc-
tions concerning the monsoon that would take him on south. He had also been advised by
the Viceroy that the Arabs might be threatening the Portuguese fort in Mozambique. So,
deciding that he had done all he could in Mombasa, he sailed away to take up his post as
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General of the Rivers. The only way in which he seems unequivocally to have contravened
his ambiguous instructions, is that he took the Santo Antdnio instead of the galliot. Captain
Henrique de Figueredo was left with the other frigate and the one surviving galliot, with
instructions to stay near Mombasa until the later part of the monsoon, and then to head for
Zanzibar. Instead, he apparently tried to follow the General to Mozambique leaving the
garrison in the Fort to look after themselves, but lacking a suitable pilot he put in to
Zanzibar. He was now in charge of his ships and no longer subject to the orders of the
General. As soon as the monsoon changed, he left East African for Goa. The officer in
charge of the surviving galliot, which should have gone to Zanzibar with the captain and
thence to Goa with the southwest monsoon, evidently took matters into his own hands and
followed the General to Mozambique, excusing his obvious disobedience on the grounds of
difficult weather and winds. The disagreements between the General and Captain Figueredo
can be attributed to the divided responsibility which had been imposed upon the expedition
by the Viceroy in Goa, and the various parties concerned evidently took advantage of the
situation to do what suited them best. Certainly a visit to Mozambique had economic
attractions as well as others obvious enough when compared with the task of trying to
dislodge a well-entrenched enemy from Mombasa.

Although the relief expedition had added ninety men to the garrison, it is probable that it
was also responsible for bringing into the Fort the terrible “swelling sickness™ that, by the
time the General left for the south, was already causing the deaths of three to four men each
day (Strandes 1961: 225). It is very probable that this epidemic, which may have been some
form of plague, was a prime factor in the premature dispersal of the relief expedition.
Viewed in this light, the hasty departure of all three ships is more understandable. By the
middle of March this epidemic, combined with the shortages of food, had reduced the
garrison to a situation where surrender seemed inevitable. Yet the Fort was courageously
held; it is related that the Augustinian prior showed himself to be a fine fighting man, and
even that some African women played an active part in the defence.

By August, the only surviving Portuguese man was the Captain of the Fort, and he died
on the 28th of this month, being buried within the chapel of the Fort. Before his death, he
had delegated his authority to Bwana Daud bin Sheikh, Prince of Faza, and for the next
three weeks, the Prince held the Fort on behalf of the Portuguese. He had with him a few of
his countrymen, nine African men and fifty African women. When one recalls the religious
pugnacity with which the Portuguese had entered the Indian Ocean it is, to say the least,
surprising to find a small group of Muslims opposing other Muslims on behalf of the Portu-
guese. It is a little more understandable when one recalls that the Omani Arabs had captured
and despoiled Mombasa town in 1661.

While the Fort was suffering this period of extreme hardship, Captain Figueredo was in
Zanzibar, whence in April he sailed with the first of the southwesterly winds for Goa. The
General was in Mozambique, fulfilling his functions as General of the Rivers, and it was not
until August 22nd, 1697 that he set sail for the north in the Santo Antdnio with 250 men on
board. In Zanzibar he paused, perhaps longer than necessary, to pick up an “auxiliary boat”,
which had been left behind by Captain Figueredo, and a further 40 men. This force reached
Mombasa on the 15th September, 1697.

The General had under his command a certain Lieutenant-Captain Joseph Pereira de Brifo
who was evidently an active and courageous soldier and had very little patience with the
wavering and even cowardly tactics of his superior. The principal source of information
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covering the period of the siege is the Historia de Mombaga, a 276-page manuscript account
which was written about 1700 and is clearly intended to enhance the reputation of de Brito.
The Histdria suggests that the General in collusion with the captain of his frigate, de Gus-
mao, wanted to sail straight to Goa without stopping at Mombasa, and that they had taken
secret steps to raise a mutiny in order to justify such a course; de Brito is said to have foiled
this cowardly intention, though the suggestion of a mutiny does have some bearing on the
subsequent history of the Santo Antonio.

Whatever the truth about the General’s intentions, upon arrival of the small fleet in
Mombasa harbour, operations were carried out in a courageous way. Arab entrenchments
near the Fort were bombarded, as two small boats attempted landings under the covering
fire from the frigate. One was sunk, but the crew of the other boast managed to reach the
Fort. The Santo Anténio and the galliot anchored in mid-stream between the Fort and an
Arab battery on the north mainland, and a gun battle at close range ensued until darkness
fell. At midnight the General on his frigate received a letter from Bwana Daud saying that
every single one of the Portuguese in the Fort was in fact dead and that he was in charge. The
General was incredulous and suspected a ruse, but de Brito put the matter to the test by
landing with seventy men. He found that the situation was as described by Bwana Daud.

On the following day, the cannon bombardment was resumed but the Portuguese mana-
ged to get the galliot ashore with supplies. Then for the next five weeks there seems to have
been a comparative lull in the battle. The frigate had been anchored near the Fort with three
cables and a warping line at the poop (Kirkman 1979: 308), but on the 20th October, her
anchor cables parted. Her warping line had, for some reason, been severed a few days earlier.
The wind from the southeast can blow very strongly staight up the old harbour during
October, but the Historia states that it was early morning and the wind was very gentle when
the frigate went adrift. There were 150 men in the ship at the time and this raises again the
possibility that there was a mutiny on board and that the cables were cut with the intention
of sailing away from Mombasa. If so, then the attempt failed; one of the captains, probably
de Gusmao, had complained that he did not have a single man on board who knew how to
shorten sail, and it was only the ship’s officers who had had any naval experience (Strandes
1961: 220). There seems to have been no attempt to sail the ship and she drifted across the
harbour to run aground on the “northeast reef”’, which was probably somewhere near the
present-day cement silos. High tide for the day in question has been computed at 06.50
hours. As the tide went out, the frigate was stranded on the reef and her rudder came off for
the second time, as she had lost it first during a hurricane in the harbour at Mozambique
(Kirkman 1979: 308).

Arab guns were strongly positioned on the north mainland, and almost certainly the men
in the frigate were engaging the enemy in order to avoid being boarded and captured. At
some time during the afternoon the incoming tide lifted the ship clear of the reef and she
drifted back towards the harbour entrance, against the southeasterly wind and against the
incoming tide. The most likely explaination of this is that she was caught in a tidal counter-
current running close to the north mainland shore. To the Portuguese watching events from
the Fort, it appeared to be divine intervention. Eventually, perhaps towards dusk, the ship
again went aground on the island, probably on the southeast side of the Fort (Kirkman
1979: 308). Wherever it was, the men on board found themselves much too close to an Arab
battery. From this predicament they were rescued by de Brito, who made a bold sally from
the Fort with twenty-eight men. According to the Histéria, more were ready to come out,
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but the General had the main gate closed, perhaps hoping that he might rid himself of de
Brito in this way. Far from being discouraged, the raiding party stormed the Arab position
from the rear and captured it. They then towed the frigate back to a position in front of the
Fort.

At this time, the Santo Antonio, built in Bassein near Bombay in 1680/81, was seventeen
years old: she had been heavily bombarded by the Arabs, had run aground twice on the reef,
and had been towed along a shoreline of jagged coral. It was probably clear to the Portu-
guese that she was too far gone to make the voyage back to Goa, and they would therefore
have rescued her in order to salvage from her whatever might be of use to them, and in order
to use her as a forward gun position from which to assail the Arab batteries on either side of
the Fort. At some time towards the end of 1697, one of the Portuguese salvaged some kegs
of gunpowder from the ship, so she might still have been afloat at that time although the
gunpowder could have been dried out and would still have been usable. In December 1698, a
year later, and the siege finally ended, the Arabs are said to have salvaged fifteen cannon
from the wreck (Axelson 1960: 175), but doubt is cast upon this report in a Portuguese
document alleging the guns to be lying in deep and shark-infested water (Mongoes do Reino
no. 63, 1699).

A second contemporary manuscript account of the events concerning the siege includes
an interesting description of the sinking of the frigate, said to have occured at the beginning
of November. After a lot of the cargo had been removed from the ship, she floated onto the
reef in front of the Fort during the high spring tide; when the tide went out she was left
stranded. When the tide came in again, “the half at the prow was floating and projecting over
the edge of the reef”, that is to say that the stern was aground and the prow was afloat.
When the tide went out again, “the weight bearing on the prow caused it to heel over”. The
ship then sank leaving only the topsails out of the water (Kirkman 1979: 308—309).

From this description, one may reconstruct the events as follows: the ship was probably
riding against the reef between the 20th October and early November, being kept as close to
land as possible to avoid Arab gun fire while stores were being offloaded. The high tide and
the lightening of the ship allowed her to float up onto the edge of the reef where she was
stranded when the next tide went out. She would then have heeled over. At the next high
tide, she righted herself and the Portuguese tried to ease her off the reef, but only succeeded
in getting half the ship free. When the tide went out, she heeled again; the prow must still
have been heavily laden, perhaps with cannon, and she slipped underwater. Since the topsails
would have been at least 20 m above the keel, she must have slid into deep water at once.

During the Mombasa Wreck Excavation seasons of 1977, 1978 and 1979, the interior of
the hull of a ship was revealed lying some 40 m offshore in front of Fort Jesus. The ship is at
a depth of approximately 20 m; she has a 45° list to port and is resting on a sea bed with
slopes at about 30°. The stern and prow are badly decayed, but it is probable that the overall
length of the ship was originally nearly 40 m. Only the lowest part of the hull has remained
intact and although some hanging knees and staunchions were found, the lower gundeck had
disappeared. The recovery during the 1980 excavation season of parts of a large wooden
Portuguese coat-of-arms establishes beyond doubt the nationality of the ship, and there is
very strong evidence that she is the Santo Anténio de Tannd (Sassoon 1978: 35—36).

No cannon were found within the hull of the ship; the 1980 excavations were concen-
trated on one third of the area downslope from the hull, and in this area one bronze swivel
gun and three large iron cannon were found. The fact that cannon have only been found
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downslope from the hull suggests that they have fallen from the port side and that the
cannon on the starboard side of the ship were removed before she sank, or perhaps before
she broke up on the sea bed.

Archaeologically the excavation has been most rewarding with some 6,000 accessions
catalogued in the first four seasons 1977—1980. This unique collection offers a wealth of
information about life on board a Portuguese warship in the closing years of the seventeenth
century, a period for which Portuguese records are meagre. It is initially surprising to find
that the ship carried so much Chinese porcelain, but Dutch shipping records for the earlier
part of the century show that the trade in this item was on an immense scale. Ships’ cargoes
consisting of hundreds of thousands of pieces of crockery were continually leaving Canton
and other ports for the Indian Ocean and Europe. The recovery of some dozens of blue and
white bowls of mass production quality, suggests that they were common enough for their
use not to be limited to that of ship’s officers alone.

A few unbroken pieces of Portuguese faience were found, including two plates and two
jars. These were probably taken on board at Lisbon when the Santo Antonio was there in
1696. The large quantity of unglazed earthenware of African origin is a most valuable
collection for archaeologists because it can be dated to within a year or two, the life
expectancy of an unglazed pot being very short. It is especially useful that the ship spent
some months in Mozambique before sailing to Mombasa; a previously undated site on
Mozambique Island has already been dated by reference to the pottery from the Santo
Antonio.

Square case bottles with pewter screw tops were also plentiful on the ship. Almost all
were broken, but what is interesting is that hardly any of the pewter tops were found on
their bottles. The Historia records that, having fought through the day, the men on the
Santo Anténio drank their ration of wine on empty stomachs and became so drunk that
they were unable to carry out de Brito’s orders to bring boats ashore.

Although the ship was a naval frigate, the opportunities for trading were too good to
miss: the cargo in the hold included about two hundred logs of the very heavy black wood
known as ebony (Dalbergia melanoxylon). This is widely recognised as the very best wood
for turning on a lathe, a fact which may be related to the large number of turned wood
spindles which were found on the ship. As it was, the wood was sufficiently highly valued
for someone to secure ownership by carving their initials on the logs.

The story of the Santo Antonio reveals vividly the misunderstandings and disagreements
which arose when warfare was waged in the days before the development of modern commun-
ications. The failure of General Sampaio to take decisive action can, at least in part, be
attributed to the instructions from the Viceroy in Goa, which had to cover so many possible
situations. Perhaps also, the failure was due to a weakness in the General’s own character. He
was indeed blamed for the loss of the Santo Anténio, though he never returned to Goa to
face the inevitable charges. He died in November 1697 in Fort Jesus, and so was also spared
the further dishonour of the fall of the Fort into Arab hands, which occured on the 13th
December, 1698.
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