St Helena Day

By lan Bruce’

Proclaimed as a public holiday in 1945, St Heleiag Bn 21 May is a significant date in the island’s
social calendaf.Important events deliberately timed to occur ois thational holiday include the
restoration of full British passports on the islanguincentenary in 2002 and the forthcoming o#ici
opening of the new airport in 20%6&or the past nine years, much of the day’s fawihave been
organised by the New Horizons youth group with gasa raffles, market stalls, music and fireworks.
It is likewise observed by Saints overseas, contgibns are sent each year from other Overseas
Territories and organisations such as the RSPB ked Gardens, whilst the Foreign and
Commor;wealth Office also occasionally rememberdhg when it flies the island flag above its
building:

Island “birthday celebrations”, 21 May 2011

Why the 21 May Date is Problematic

All these activities mark the discovery of the igleon 21 May 1502, the feast-daySdint Helena

by the four ships of the third Portuguese Armadintba, commanded by Jodo da Néudowever,
there is a well-known discrepancy between this datéthis feast-day. Had da Nova been a member
of the Eastern Orthodox Church, he would indeeckhmaarkedSaint Helenaon 21 May, but he was
Catholic and the Roman Church has long celebratisdsgint on 18 August. There is no obvious
reason why the Catholic Portuguese discoverersdvasé an Orthodox Church liturgical calendar
when naming the island.

There has been a tendency for publications to iglghthe discrepancy, but then not to provide an
explanation. For example, the Encyclopaedia Brizmstates“The island was discovered on May

" The original version was published by The FrieofiSt Helena [lan Bruce, ‘St Helena DaWijrebird The
Journal of the Friends of St Helen@o. 44 (2015): 32—46.]. This revised and upd#&atiwas issued on 28
September 2015.

" For purposes of clarity, the island name is wnitis “St Helena” and the saint’s name in italic&Sasnt
Helena”.



21, 1502, which in the Orthodox Church is the fekst of Saint Helena mother of the Roman
emperor Constantin€”Bishop Cannan was clearly troubled by the probléevoting two pages of
his South Atlantic church history to the isSuge offered two solutions. First, he found a haritiem
note, probably by his predecessor Bishop Holbetthe margin of a copy of Melliss’s description of
the island held at the Bishopsholme library sugggst was named after another saint altogether, St
Helen, Virgin of Auxerre in France. Cannan exprdsseme reservation about this idea, and was right
to do so. Quite apart from the obscurity of thimgaishop Holbech had the wrong date, both Roman
and Orthodox Churches marking the feast-day font34elen on 22 May, not 21 Mdy.

Cannan was more attracted by a second idea, puitdy Ronald Jasper (Dean of York, 1975-84).
Arguing that the Greeks heavily affected the lberiReninsula during the late medieval and early
Reformation period, Jasper wrote, “I think it would extremely likely that this Greek influence will
undoubtedly be the reason why the 21st May is #te dbserved”. This explanation seems wholly
unconvincing. It is difficult to find any evidendkat Greeks crewed the early Portuguese ships; it i
also hard to conceive of a situation arising whdedlenic influence was so great that da Nova felt
obliged to give up his Catholic liturgical calendafavour of the Orthodox Church.

As an alternative to Cannan’s ideas, if the islavab indeed discovered on 21 May, only one
connection is perceived, albeit an unlikely ondwleen this date an8aint Helenahat conforms to
da Nova's Catholicism. The Roman Church celebraieBlay as the feast-day of her son, the Roman
emperor Saint Constantine the Great, along withiten@®0 saint§.The obvious name for the newly
found island would then have been llha de Saints@uoriine (Saint Constantine Island). Maybe da
Nova preferred to name it after Constantine’s mothk®wever, this explanation does not seem
credible and this paper therefore seeks to findreviacing explanation for the paradox of the ddte o
21 May. The most effective way to do this seeniset@o establish where this date originated.

Origin of the 21 May Date

Many histories of the island state it was discotgiaye the 21 May 1502 but none has been found that
provides an actual source for this date. Presuntingas first mentioned in one of the early
Portuguese accounts, an unsuccessful search wasfaraalspecific discovery date in works by Jo&o
de Barro§ Gaspar Corréd Luiz de Figuerido Falcdh Damidio de G6f$, Ferndo [Lopes] de
Castanhedd, Diogo de Coutt, Manuel de Faria e Sodsand Ignacio da Costa QuintetfsSeveral
histories have suggested the island was one olali$ great secrets, yet the earliest surviving
mention of St Helena in print comes from a Dutclolb@and a number of non-Portuguese charts
showing the location of the island were publishedrahe next century. The first book described a
visit to the island in 1505 by Albericus, probabbericus Vespuccius, and provided a rough
location of the island, but mentioned nothing aduat/ or when it was discoveréddSearching non-
Portuguese sources still further, the earliest afian found for the 21 May date so far found was
published nearly a century after the island’s drecg, and this was in yet another Dutch book.

Jan Hiygen van Linschoten was a Dutch merchantti@wveller, probably born at Linschoten, a
village near the town of Haarlem in the provincéJbfecht. The 1595 colourised portrait below states
he was 32, suggesting he was born about 156@. worked as Secretary to the Archbishop of Goa,
Dominican Vicente da Fonseca from 1583-158Following the death of his patron, he set sail for
Lisbon in January 1589, arriving at St Helena orME8/ where he spent nine days. After leaving the
island, he was delayed for two years at the Azdrdesthen worked several more years in Portugal
before finally returning to Holland. There is catesiable ambiguity about Linschoten’s religion. He i
usually described as Protestant, especially on svwgs, but Linschoten was actually raised as a
Catholic. As a youth, at the height of hostilityGatholicism by Dutch Calvinists he left his honmela
for Spain and later moved to Portugal. He presuynedhained a Catholic when he later worked at
India but on his eventual return to Holland, hega the Protestant Dutch Reformed Chufch.

It was at Holland in 1596 that he wrote and pulglislan account of his observations and traifels.
Such was its importance an English translation paslished within two yearS. The section on St
Helena provides a detailed description of the @laha time when it was a key replenishment depot



for the Portuguese on their home voyage from ladid the Far East. Of particular relevance to St
Helena Day is Linschoten’s opening and closingesaegs, quoted from the 1598 English translation:

"oy

Jan Hiygen van Linschoten

“The island of Saint Helena is so named becausPohnéngales discovered it uppon Saint Helens day
which is the twentie one of May”.

“The 21 May, being St Helerday, and Whitsunday, after we had taken in all foesh water, and
other necessaries, we set sayle altogether in aimpand directed our course to Portingall, leaving
about fifteen men in the island, and some slavaisrdn out of the ships.”

A Solution to the Paradox

Linschoten’s second statement, mentioning bottighst-day foiSaint Helenaand Whitsunday in the
same context, prompts a question. Which liturgicalendar was he using - Catholic, Orthodox
Christian or Protestant? Whitsunday (or Penteées@ven Sundays after Easter for all three faiths.
1589, Catholics and Protestants celebrated East& April. A glance at the calendar shows that
these two faiths would indeed have celebrated Whitay on 21 May, just as stated by Linschdten.
The Orthodox Church calculates Easter differentiyéver, and their Whitsunday would have been a
week later, the 28 May. There would have been afiifeerences too, Protestants and the Orthodox
Church both marking the feast-day $4dint Helenaon the 21 May whilst Catholics doing so on 18
August. The differences on 21 May 1589 can be suissthas follows:

» Catholics would have celebrated Whitsunday butS@ant Helenaher feast-day falling on 18
August.

» Orthodox Christians would have celebrated the fdagtof Saint Helenaut not Whitsunday,
which was a week later on 28 May.

» However, Protestants would indeed have celebratduSaint HelenaDay and Whitsunday,
exactly as described by Linschoten.



If Linschoten was indeed the first to quote theedaft 21 May, two important conclusions can be
drawn. First, he seems to have employed the Pamiediturgical calendar, which is perhaps
unsurprising given he was a member of the DutclofRefd Church when he wrote his book in
Holland. Incidentally, historians have been remhahkalucky with the timing of Linschoten’s
departure from St Helena. It is not just that Wmiday was memorable because he happened to sail
from St Helena that day, but also in 1589 the Qathend Protestant Whitsunday fell on 21 May.
That did not often happen - Whitsunday is a mowe&mst-day, and only fell on this date three times
in the 16th century, in 1553, 1564 and, crucialty1589. Because he was on the island that year,
Linschoten wrote about two feast-days, not just dines rare coincidence has allowed the Protestant
feast-day forSaint Helenato be clearly differentiated from the Orthodox Gitufeast-day on the
same date.

The second important conclusion stems from the tfzatt the island has always been known as “St
Helena”/“Santa Helena” since its first discoveryli02. This was several decades before the start of
the Reformation in the 1520s and the establishmmieRtotestantism. It has already been demonstrated
that Linschoten quoted the Protestant date fofdast-day foiSaint HelenaSince Protestantism did
not exist as a faith when the island was first fhuhcan categorically be stated that the islaag w
NOT so named because it was discovered on the Protdstst-day foiSaint Helenaof 21 May.
Linschoten’s Protestant feast-day date of the 2¢ fdathe discovery of the island therefore seemns t
be mistaken.

Linschoten’s Errors

It is thought that Linschoten made two assumptighen he quoted the date of 21 May, of which the
first was possibly wrong and the second certainlyFirst, Linschoten presumed the island was found
on the feast-day ddaint HelenaCertainly, the Portuguese named most of thett incoveries after
the feast-day of the saint on which they were foumat some rules are made to be broken. For
example, Bahai da Santa Elena (St Helena Bay) @ape Town was first seen and named by Vasco
da Gama on 7 November 1497, this date having rgthirall to do withSaint HelenaHowever, she

is the patron saint of new discoveries, so da Garag not have been tied to any specific date.
Again, when Pedro Alvares Cabral, leader of thesedortuguese India Armada, first sighted the
Brazilian coastline on 22 April 1500 it was thougiitbe a large island. However, it was only named
Ilha de Vera Cruz (Island of the True Cross) beedtmbral left Brazil on the next stage of his vayag
to India on 3 May, the feast-day of the True Cr3ss.

Linschoten’s other assumption relates to the faat he mistakenly quoted the Protestant rather than
the Catholic date foBaint Helenabay. When writing his book in Holland some yeartg@his stay at

St Helena in 1589, having assumed the island mast been discovered on the feast-day, he must
have looked up the feast-day ®aint Helenaand found the Protestant date of 21 May. His wardin
does suggest that he only established the da&awit Helena'sfeast-day when writing his book:
“The island of Saint Helena is so named becausPdnéngales discovered it uppon Saint Helens day
which is the twentie one of May”. He presumably dimt know Catholics celebragaint Helenson

18 August. This was only a tiny error; nevertheléhss mistake has echoed across more than four
centuries, all the way down to the present day.

Given that Linschoten should have quoted 18 Audwsi; realistic is this as a discovery date? One of
the few near-certain facts about Da Nova's disopvitget is that it returned to Lisbon on 11
September 1502. Calculations show that even if daaNeft for Lisbon on the same day as he
discovered the island, his fleet then needed tdfisaito six times faster on the second stagehef t
home voyage from St Helena to Lisbon compared Wignfirst stage from India to St Helena. This
seems improbable. Any delay before leaving, fomgpla to replenish water stocks or to explore the
island, only worsened the situation, necessitatingtill faster voyage to Lisbdf.Thus, had
Linschoten quoted the 18 August, this would propdialve been too late in the year for da Nova's
discovery fleet to get back to Lisbon by 11 Septemb



In short, not only is it concluded that Linschoteas mistaken when he quoted the Protestant feast-
day for Saint Helenaon 21 May, but the Roman Church’s feast-day dat&8August also seems
unlikely.

Origin of Island Name and Likely Discovery Dates

It is perfectly possible that no feast-day was imed when da Nova named the island. Several
scenarios can be imagined. For example, the istedhave been so hamed becdsamt Helends

the patron saint of new discoveries. Da Nova maneéhave named the island after a female relative
called Helena. Alexander Schulenburg suggeste@99 that the island might not have been found on
any of Saint Helen feast-days, but for a different reasorCommenting that the island, unlike
many others, has always been known by its origiaahe, in whichever language and spelling it was
written, he suggested early writers attempted taseg the island’s name with a suitable date. The
assumption was therefore made that it was discdvemneone of the feast-days $&int HelenaHe
believed this was mere conjecture. He also suggelsée the island was named in association with St
Helena Bay in Southern Africa, which was visitedl aramed by Vasco da Gama on 7 November
1498 and which faces the island to its northwdsanl of these possibilities are true, the date of
discovery is thrown wide open.
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The timelessSaint Helena aged 80 with the True Cros$®

An island web site by John Turner edged close décsthrting point of this paper’s reasoning, when it
drew attention to the fact that Anglicans and Lutine markSaint Helen& feast-day on 21 May,
also pointing to the implausibility that the diseoy fleet could discover the island on 18 August an
yet arrive back at Lisbon by 11 SeptemBeFrom the perspective of the discovery fleet's spee
depending on precisely when it left India, my ovenegralised calculations suggest the island could
realistically have been found over a period okast 90 days, between mid-April and mid-JI¥his



of course includes Linschoten’s date of 21 May,dugry other date within that period seems equally
likely.

Linschoten was not alone in the 16th century totg@odate for the discovery of St Helena, even if
only his suggestion of 21 May is still rememberédtention is drawn to a feast-day that is
specifically Catholic, is closely connected $aint Helenaand which was also suggested slightly
ahead of Linschoten. Odoardo Duarte Lopes visitetHledena in 1578, more than a decade before
Linschoten. He was a Portuguese slaver who speny years in the Congd.A book published in
1591 by Filippo Pigafetta, an Italian with expedenn both military and diplomatic fields, descube
Portuguese trade in the Congo and the wider Afraartinent based on details provided by Lofes.
This included many interesting details, includiihg fact that Francis Drake probably sailed in the
region of St Helena, so he may even have landee tiefore Thomas Cavendi$hOn the subject of

St Helena Day, translating from the original Italthe book states:

“This island is so called from having been firssativered by the Portuguese on the 3rd of May, the
Feast of St Helena*

It is not known where Lopes sourced this date adirst sight, his statement seems wrong, the
Roman Church celebrating 3 May as the feast ofTthee Cross, not the feast Saint Helena
However, this Catholic feast-day certainly has @rgj resonance witlsaint Helenabecause it
celebrates her claimed recovery of the cross ocwiésus was crucified in Jerusalem. Nevertheless,
if the Portuguese indeed discovered the islandherfidast of the True Cross, why did they not name i
“llha de Vera Cruz” (Island of the True Cross)? Tdreswer may be very simple, for as mentioned
above, in 1500 Cabral had already given this namée¢ Brazilian coastline. News of Cabral’s
discovery reached Lisbon directly from South Amefiefore da Nova's fleet set off on the voyage to
India in 1501. If da Nova knew the True Cross néwae already been assigned, the most obvious and
plausible alternative name for him to give thenslavas “Santa Helena”. In short, a 3 May discovery
date and the island name fits the normal Portugpesstice of naming new lands after the feast-day
on which they were found and also falls into thestritkely 90-day period for the discovery, as
discussed above.
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A myriad of choices -Saint Helena selects the True Cros$

Only time and further research will confirm whethapes and Linschoten were indeed the first to
respectively quote 3 May and 21 May for St Helerdiscovery. With each of these dates being



guoted in the 16th century, it is odd that the 3yMas only rarely cited in the years that followed.
Indeed, the 3 May was quoted in a widely read traeek by Sir Thomas Herbert in 1638 so it is
surprising how quickly his comments were forgottelerbert described how, after touring through
Persia and Iraqg, he returned to England via theeCapd visited St Helena for six days from 10
October 1629. His comments are important becausxiitly linked the discovery of St Helena on
3 May toSaint Helenaand her discovery of the True Cross.

“Saint Helends an lle, & and was in-nominate [unnamed] tilhdade Nova gave it one [...] and so
named, for that he discovered it (in his returnenfrindia to Lisbon) the third of May; a day
consecrated to the memory of Helena the Empreseeth@t first found the Crossé®

Regretfully, these remarks by Thomas Herbert wargely ignored because later English language
texts overwhelmingly claimed that St Helena wasaliered on the 21 May. A search of the literature
suggests that the 3 May was last cited as thedSattiscovery date about 150 years ago, but no
mention was made of the crucial fact that this thasfeast-day of the True Cro¥dt is suspected the

3 May date completely fell out of favour followingublication of the first complete history of St
Helena. This was written by Thomas Brooke in 180f @mphatically stated, albeit without
providing a source, that St Helena was discovere@b May?® Together with his second revised
edition published in 182%, Brooke heavily influenced the texts of later histos, including his
several errors. Within a short time thereafternaimory of Lopes’ Catholic date of 3 May seems to
have completely faded so that only Linschoten’'déatant date of 21 May is today recognised.

To summarise, evidence has been presented thatssti@vtraditional date of 21 May for the
discovery of St Helena originated with a Dutch autat the end of the 16th century who erroneously
guoted the Protestant feast-dayS#int Helenafor a discovery made by Catholic navigators two
decades before the Reformation started. The Catfedist-day of the True Cross on 3 May probably
better fits the historic facts of when the islandswdiscovered. The islanders have however long
marked St Helena Day on 21 May for their natioreébrations. This is a deep-rooted tradition, and
any suggestion to change the timing of that fetytiwiould probably be akin to a proposal to change
the date of Christmas.
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