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Prince Henry the Navigator 

 
Today we are going to use the world map I gave you, so get that out from safe keeping and 
have it handy. You might want to glue or tape it on the inside of the cover of your Main 
Lesson book, or make an envelope out of the back cover and last page for it to slip in.  

______ 
 
A new spirit of curiosity spread across Europe. 
People had an eagerness to find things out, to 
discover the unknown. While the English and 
the French were locked in the Hundred Years’ 
War, one great step in discovering the 
unknown was made in the Iberian Peninsula. 
This is the lands south of the Pyrenees, in 
Portugal and Spain. At this time, during the 
1400s, 

Portugal and Spain each had their own Christian 
Kingdom on the Peninsula. Spain’s was in the north 
and Portugal’s was in the west, and a third kingdom 
in the south was held by the   Arabs, or Moors as they 
were also called. If you look at your world map, you 
will find the Iberian Peninsula north of Africa, or west 
of Europe.  
 
It is in Portugal that a fascinating part of history 
began, which is often referred to as The Age of 
Discovery. Prince Henry, the third son of the King of 
Portugal is said to have initiated this Age of Discovery. 
He had inherited a life-long love of the sea from his 
English mother who was a princess. Henry was also a 
Knight Templar. The Knight Templars were the noblest, and bravest of the Crusader knights. 

They originally formed to protect 
pilgrims travelling to Jerusalem and 
then went on to become the most 
powerful military order of the Crusades. 
Sophisticated in busines and very 
wealthy, some say they are the world’s 
first bankers. The Knight Templars 
owned farms, buildings in cities, were 
involved in shipping, and mined metal-
ore.  
 

The greed of the King of France and Pope Innocent destroyed the Knight Templars almost 
everywhere. In Portugal, however, they survived and changed their name to the Order of 

A knight 
templar 
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Christ. Prince Henry was the Grand 
Master of the order. As leader, 
Henry continued with the task of 
the Knight Templars. This task was 
to strengthen Christianity and 
weaken the power of the Arabs and 
Turks. More importantly his task 
was to open people’s minds to the 
wisdom of the world. 
 
Henry also fought against the 
Moors; he was already quite famous 
for his part in a great land and sea 

battle in which the Portuguese took the port of Ceuta from the Moors. This port is actually 
in Africa. If you look at your map you will see that the Iberian Peninsula appears to join 
Africa, but actually there is a strait in between the two - the Strait of Gibraltar. Here (in the 
written version of the story) is a map which shows this much more clearly, and you will see 
the port of Ceuta, in Africa, opposite Gibraltar, in Spain. It is the port of Ceuta that Henry 
managed to take from the Moors and which brought him great notoriety. 
 
Henry was a man of thought and great ideas as well as a man of action. The trade in spices 
had the merchants of Venice buying the spices from the Turks. But the spices actually came 
from much further east – from islands in the Far East. The Turks became rich by buying 
these spices from the people of the east and selling them to Venice. If Portugal could get 
their ships to India, they could cut out the Turks and make all the profit themselves. But 
how were they going to get their ships to India? Have a look at your world map and see if 
you can find the shortest route by sea. (Be careful – the red line that passes through Africa 
and the Arabian Peninsula is just a continental border, not a water way.) India is not named 
on the map. But you can probably recognise it – look for the Himalayas.  
 
Now, it’s very easy for us to look at a map and find a way from Portugal to India, but in 
Henry’s day nobody from Europe had ever sailed around Africa, and they did not have the 
kind of map we have now that would show them the way. No one knew you could even sail 
around Africa – no one knew how big or small Africa was. That is, except the Chinese. In 
1413 the Chinese had not only sailed around Africa, but it is thought that they had also 
probably gone to North and South America, circumnavigating the world. When the voyagers 
returned to China there was a change in Emperor there, which brought isolation to China, 
making it difficult for this knowledge to be shared.  
 
Prince Henry decided to set up a navigation school where experienced captains from many 
nations, map-makers, Arab sailors and scientists instructed Portuguese seamen on how to 
use the instruments which show the latitude of a place (that is, how far north or south a 
place is from the equator), how to use a compass, how to make maps and how to observe 
the sun and stars with instruments called astrolabes. Over long voyages on open water, 
astrolabes are not terribly reliable, however, they gave sailors enough accuracy and 
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confidence to begin their conquest. This was the first school of its kind, and once the 
students had learned all this new information, they set out in ships. Cleverly, they only went 
on trips short in distance before feeling confident enough to try a journey further afield. 
Each time they returned from a trip they gave their reports. This information helped create 
maps that then guided other ships.  
 
Prince Henry received all these reports and saw to it that proper maps were made. It was a 

big task to supervise all this work, and people 
started to laugh at Henry, calling him the 
‘navigator that never goes to sea’. But this 
attitude would change.  
 
Early on, Prince Henry sent out ships which ran 
into a storm and were blown westwards. The 
sailors could only see ocean all around – there 
was no land in sight at all. The sailors became 
worried that they would die of hunger and thirst. 
But then they saw an island, which they named 
Porto Santo. It is one of the islands we now call 
the Canary Islands. On your map, you can look 
out into the ocean off the coast of Africa, just 

above the Tropic of  Cancer, and see some little blue dots. These are the islands I am talking 
about. These sailors found no people inhabiting the island, and the climate was very 
pleasant.  
 
Once the ships came safely back to Portugal, Prince Henry sent some peasants to settle on 
these islands. They took seeds and grew crops but sadly, the rabbits they took with them 
ate everything they grew. This happened because there were no wild animals on the island 
to help control the rabbit population. The colonists had to leave. A little later another island 
was discovered, called Madeira, which means ‘wooded island’. 
 

These discoveries 
were in the west, 
but Henry wanted 
to find a way 
south. Longer and 
longer journeys 
along the west 
coast of Africa did 
take place and 
these ships began 
to bring back 
wondrous objects 
– ivory, glass 

astrolabe 
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beads, and gold dust. Soon stories of the rivers that ran with gold were the talk all across 
Europe.  
 
On seeing the African natives, the Portuguese sailors assumed they were enemies of the 
Christian faith. They attacked peaceful tribes and took prisoners to be brought back home 
as slaves. So began a horrible chapter in history – the trade in slaves.  
 
Henry’s ships went further and further south. Some went up rivers, which took them into 
the interior of Africa. There were constant reports of new discoveries and knowledge. Very 
sadly, in 1460, Henry became suddenly ill and died. He did not live to see his dream come to 
fruition but the enthusiasm for it lived on in others. Portuguese sailors reached the 
southernmost tip of Africa, the Cape of Good Hope. They sailed around the Cape 38 years 
after Prince Henry’s death. And it was the Portuguese captain, Vasco da Gama who reached 
India, and then negotiated with the Christians there for a share of the spice trade.  
 
Within a few years the people of Europe were buying their spices from Portugal. 
Consequently, the Turks lost their trade and the wealth of Venice also declined.  
 
Prince Henry had turned people’s minds to the unknown seas and lands beyond their own. 
And so he is remembered as the ‘Navigator who never went to sea who started the Age of 
Discovery’.  
 
Tomorrow we will hear about a mapmaker whose good and bad luck led him to make a 
great discovery that would change the world forever.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


