
Age of Discovery Worksheet 3 – Henry the Navigator

How did you get on with the write up and picture of Marco Polo? And your account of Leif Erkisson? 
Please do and try to make sure that you do the write up in your own words. Take your time!
Today we are going to learn about Henry the Navigator, a Portuguese Prince, the third son of the 
king of Portugal, a prince who was also a learned man and an inventor.  At this time (1400's) the 
Knights Templar (can you recall their beginnings during the Crusades?) had become unpopular with 
the rulers of Europe because of their power and independence. They began to be a wealthy power 
in their own right, and acknowledged only Christ as their authority, rather than the Church, and so 
the church also wanted them gone now that the Crusades had come to an end.  Through a 
combination of trials for heresy and confiscation of lands the Knights Templar order was destroyed 
in 1307 – but some versions continued, and in Portugal the 'Order of Christ' was still active – and 
Prince Henry was the Grand Master of this order. 

Henry was a good and pious man who became fascinated by Africa, and wanted to find out about a 
legendary Christian King named Prester John. For him the development of trade was secondary to 
the exploration of the Atlantic African coast, which was previously unexplored by Europeans. To 
this end, he developed a new type of boat, the 'Caravel,' which was lighter than the previous boats
used in the Mediterranean, and could sail into the wind thus allowing exploration westward into 
the direction of the prevailing west winds off the Atlantic. 

This invention enabled the Portuguese to be the first to sail into the Atlantic and south west along 
the African coast. Between 1424-34, 60 years before Columbus, Henry sent many expeditions, 
discovering and claiming first the Canary islands and the Azores in the Atlantic and then further 
and further south along the coast. The caravel was able to navigate inland waters along the rivers 
as well as far out into the Atlantic. Under Henry's direction  - although he didnt go to sea himself – 
and his contribution to the development of and instruction in instruments such as the ASTROLABE 
and QUADRANT, Portugal became the first of the maritime (sea-going) super powers. We will take a
closer look at these instruments next week. 

It's important to take notice that although one of the motives of exploration was to spread the 
word of Christ, to discover new horizons, and to take back control from the Turks and Arabs who 
controlled Mediterranean trade, the white GOLD that was traded along the African coast was also a
powerful motivation in launching the many expeditions that Henry sent out. Moslem traders 
brought this from trade routes through the Sahara, and the Portuguese were keen to find out 
where its origin was. At this time another commodity started to be traded, with terrible and long-
term consequences for the next 400 years – the trade in SLAVES. Slaves started to be exchanged 
with the Portuguese explorers as they made their way along the coast of Africa, and the Arab 
traders realised that a new and very valuable market was opening up, with awful consequences for
the tribal peoples of West Africa. 

It was thought also that the valuable trade routes from India, far to the East, might be shortened 
and also made much much more profitable if one could find a sea route  - for this reason more and 
more ships set out to go further and further south in search of a sea route to India, and the Spice 
islands in the far east, hoping that the land would eventually stop and an eastern direction could 
be taken towards the wealth and riches of those vast and fertile lands. It took until 1490, 30 years 
after Henry's death, for a ship to actually round the Cape of Good Hope at the bottom of Africa, 
and then in 1498 a great Portuguese sailor named Vasco do Gama made the first sea journey to 
India, changing the pattern of world trade for ever. 

TASKS: Write a summary of the above, reducing to 3 paragraphs, and illustrate the page with a 
drawing  - or painting – of a CARAVEL (see below) 

Check out the map of the world below – how does it compare to yours?? 




