
Exploration Activity



1. Caravel

A small, highly maneuverable sailing ship developed in the 15th century by the Portuguese

Used to explore along the West African coast and the Atlantic Ocean

Lateen sails (triangle) gave it the ability to turn quickly and the capacity for sailing into the wind

Several square sails attached—which made it more powerful/faster

Ship builders also adopted the best sailcloth - either cotton or linen canvas (more durable)

Could sail upriver in shallow coastal waters (rivers)

Steerable rudder 







2: Christopher Columbus

Columbus believed  the world was predominately covered in land and that the 
distance to Asia was much shorter than previously thought. 

1492- King Ferdinand V and Queen Isabella I of Spain agreed to sponsor the 
expedition. 

1st voyage: three ships: the Santa Maria, the Pinta, and the Niña. They landed 
on an island in the Bahamas, then landed in Cuba where Columbus left 40 
men before returning to Spain.

Columbus was not the first European to land in the Americas. Columbus' 
discovery, however, is distinguished by its consequences, mainly that Columbus' 
discoveries in the Western Hemisphere were followed by rapid, widespread, and 
permanent European settlement.



3: Trade Winds & Treaty of Tordesillas
• Atlantic Ocean Winds: Sailors had to learn to harness the wind 

systems, which produce a clockwise wind carousel north of the 
equator and a counterclockwise wind carousel south of the 
equator.

• Christopher Columbus used the northern carousel to reach the 
Caribbean in 1492.

• Vasco da Gama used both to circumnavigate the Cape of Good 
Hope and enter the Indian Ocean in 1497. 

Trade 

Winds

• After 1492, conflict arose between Spain and Portugal over land 
claims. The Treaty of Tordesillas separated the New World into two 
spheres. 

• Spain acquired the right to discover and conquer everything from 
Brazil westward, while Portugal's sphere of influence encompassed 
everything east of Brazil.

• Very little of the newly divided area had actually been seen by 
Europeans, as it was only divided via the treaty. 

Treaty of 

Tordesillas







4: Ferdinand Magellan

• Magellan believed that some of the Spice Islands (in Southeast Asia) lay within the 
Spanish sphere of influence on the Treaty of Tordesillas line.

• He proposed an expedition to Charles V, King of Spain who sent him with a fleet of 5 
ships in 1519. 

• Magellan's fleet explored the South American coastline extensively, hoping to find a 
river that would connect with the western ocean (which they did not find). 

• Some of his captains led a mutiny against, and Magellan and his crew killed three of 
the captains in defense.

• The fleet entered the waterway between the tip of South America and Antarctica, 
presently known as the Strait of Magellan. 

• The fleet sailed north through the Pacific. 

• Magellan reached present-day Philippines and claimed them for the Spanish Empire. 
An army of 1,000 men fought Magellan's crew and killed Magellan and several of his 
men on April 27, 1521. 

• His crew continued on to reach the Spice Islands. The ships took on loads of cloves, a 
very valuable spice.

• The crew arrived in Spain on September 8, 1522, having become the first to 
circumnavigate the globe.





5. Vasco Da Gama
Vasco da Gama was the first to sail from Europe to India and opened up major trading routes for spices and 
gems. 

Portuguese King Manuel I hoped to send an expedition to India in order to take control of the spice 
trade from Muslim traders and launch a crusade against Islam. The fleet rounded the Cape of Good 
Hope (the tip of Africa) on November 22, 1497 and began to sail up the eastern coast of Africa. 

In 1498 he arrived in Calicut, India's most important trading center. 

• Da Gama and his crew believed that Indians were Christians, and hoped to make them allies, yet soon 
realized they were Hindu. 

• The relationship took another turn when the ruler of Calicut saw the gifts the Portuguese had brought 
(cheap trinkets compared with the wealth of India). 

• The products the Portuguese had brought with them met an equally chilly reception in the market. 

• Da Gama finally sailed from India with ships laden with precious jewels and spices and a letter 
promising to trade spices and gems for gold, silver, coral, and scarlet cloth. 

Da Gama's fleet sailed from India in August 1498, enduring a difficult passage back during which many sailors 
died. Da Gama finally made it back to Portugal on September 9, 1499.





6: Prince Henry “The Navigator”

Prince Henry of Portugal, called "the Navigator“, is regarded as one of the initiators of the great age of 
discovery. Though he himself never actually went on any voyages of exploration, he was a great patron 
of navigators, explorers, and mapmakers. 

Henry sponsored expeditions down the west coast of Africa. He invited seamen, cartographers, 
astronomers, and shipbuilders to come to Portugal. 

He established a naval observatory to teach navigation, astronomy, and cartography (map making). 

Henry wanted spread Christianity (Catholicism) throughout the world. Slavery was an easy way to 
accomplish convert people. Portuguese sailors began trading for slaves along the west coast of Africa, 
exchanging glass beads and colored cloth for tribal captives. 



Prince Henry’s School



7: Conquistadors
Cortes

• Conqueror of the Aztec Empire in Mexico, explorer of Guatemala and Honduras

• When Spanish conquistador Hernando Cortés arrived on the Mexican coast, the Aztec emperor, Montezuma II, sent 
emissaries to observe the Spaniards. Cortés decided to conquer the Aztecs for Spain because of their wealth (based upon 
the gifts the Aztecs gave him in gold) and his desire to spread Christianity in a new country. 

• Initially, Montezuma believed that Cortés and the Spaniards, with their horses, beards, and white skin, fulfilled omens 
predicting the return of the god Quetzalcoatl from exile (they believed he was a god).

• Cortés made an alliance with enemy tribes of the Aztec that would help him defeat the Aztecs. 

• 1519- the Spaniards entered Tenochtitlan. They exchanged gifts: Cortés giving glass beads, and the Aztec emperor gave a 
necklace with eight solid gold pendant.

• Cortés imprisoned Montezuma in his own palace then killed him. A smallpox epidemic also hurt the Aztecs. 

• By 1521, the Spaniards had destroyed Tenochtitlan. 

Pizarro

• Francisco Pizarro was a Spanish conquistador who discovered and conquered the Inca Empire of Peru. 

• With a small army of men, Pizarro was able to quickly subdue the Inca.

• 1532- Pizarro arrived in the Inca Empire at its most vulnerable moment. The emperor, Atahualpa, was involved in a civil 
war with his brother. 

• Pizarro’s 180 arrived at an encampment of 40,000 Inca soldiers. 

• He invited the emperor to meet him in November 1532. Escorted by 6,000 unarmed men, Atahualpa cam to meet the 
apparently unthreatening Pizarro. All the Incas were massacred, except for the emperor.

• Atahualpa offered a ransom for himself of a roomful of gold. Pizarro collected the ransom and executing Atahualpa in 
1533. 



8: Marine Technology

Speed

• Before: The speed of the ship was 
calculated by throwing a chip of 
wood over the side of the vessel 
and judging how far the ship 
travelled before the object hit 
the water.

• Changed to: They attached a 
wooden float to a line - known as 
the "logline" - where knots were 
tied at intervals. The wooden 
float was tossed overboard, and 
the speed was calculated by 
counting the number of knots 
that slipped through the fingers 
of the sailor holding the logline. 
This process led to the calculation 
of a ship's speed in knots. 

Compass

• Most ships were equipped with a 
magnetic compass. Many 
captains preferred to keep the 
existence of a compass on board 
a ship secret because 
superstitious crewmembers 
would think that the ship was 
being guided by evil forces. 

• Nearby was the sand hourglass, 
which was the only reliable 
method of keeping time on board 
the ship.

Astrolabe

• The mariner's astrolabe was used 
to determine the latitude of a 
ship at sea. 

• It was a simplified version of the 
Arab astronomer’s astrolabe for 
measuring the height of heavenly 
bodies above the horizon.

• In order to keep it steady when 
used on board ship, the mariner's 
version was heavier and had 
parts of the disc cut away to 
reduce wind resistance.





9. Brazil

Padro 
Cabral

• Brazil was discovered by accident when a Portuguese expedition to India, led by Pedro Cabral, swung too far 
westward in 1500.

1st 25 
Years

• It remained virtually ignored by the Portuguese for twenty-five years because it lacked the rich trade cities and 
it had no ready supplies of precious metals.

• No indigenous empires to manipulate (like Aztec & Inca) and the native population was too few in number to 
provide a dependable source of slave labor. 

Coloniz-
ation

• The discovery of Brazil wood, the source of red dye, in demand for textiles, was incentive for founding the 
colony. 

• Brazil eventually became a major colony that produced sugar on large sugar mill plantations. 

• In Jesuits Catholic missionaries were sent to Brazil to convert the indigenous population. This proved to be 
difficult, and the Jesuits began bringing natives to live in Jesuit controlled villages. The Indians often chose 
flight rather than the life of the Jesuits. 

• By 1570’s, the Indian population clearly was not a dependable source of labor for the sugar plantations, thus 
African slaves became the primary source of labor in Brazil. 

• By 1600 the transition to African labor in the sugar plantations of Brazil was complete and Brazil became the 
world's leading sugar producer



Pedro 
Cabral’s 
Journey



Sugar Plantation


