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Atlantic Crossings During the Age of
Exploration

An engraving of Ark Royal, an English galleon originally ordered for Sir Walter Raleigh and later purchased by the crown for service in the
Tudor navy. The vessel was 100 feet long on the keel, had a beam of 37 feet and carried 44 guns. It was used as the English flagship in a
number of engagements, including the battles that resulted in the defeat of the Spanish Armada, and had a career spanning more than 50
years. Source: National Maritime Museum, London, England

Europeans explored the world by sea. But because of poor maps, imprecise navigational

equipment and small ships, their progress was slow. Irish monks, such as the semi-legendary St.

Brendan, evidently explored and lived on several North Atlantic islands in the 500s. The Vikings

colonized the Faroe Islands beginning in the 700s, Iceland in the 800s, Greenland in the 900s and

North America in the 1000s. In the 1200s, European traders reached the Canary Islands, near

Morocco. In the 1300s, mariners from Genoa landed at the Madeiras and established regular

routes between Italy and the Baltic.

Early sailing vessels

Most important in sea travel was an appropriate and reliable ship. From the beginning, European

mariners used coastal trading and raiding vessels. They were small and clumsy, but generally

sturdy enough to withstand the open seas. By the 900s, the lateen sail, which enabled a ship to sail
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closer to the wind, reached Europe from the Middle East. The sternpost rudder made ships more

maneuverable. Around 1000, Europeans began using the magnetic compass, and within 200 years

it was common. By 1280, Mediterranean mariners were using crude navigational charts. As design

and construction improved, ships grew larger — first in order to accommodate guns and powder,

later to carry goods for trade and the provisions needed for long voyages. Advances in building and

sailing ships expanded horizons.

In the 1400s, many different factors came together, and the result was explosive. Beginning

around 1400, Spain conquered the Canary Islands and slaughtered the native peoples. In 1418,

Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal began sending expeditions farther and farther down the

west coast of Africa. By 1432, the Portuguese colonized the Azores. Within thirty years they had

reached Guinea and begun settling on the Cape Verde Islands. In the 1480s, Portuguese explorer

Bartolomeu Dias rounded the Cape of Good Hope in Africa. Beginning in 1492, Christopher

Columbus began making his transoceanic voyages for Spain. In 1498, Portuguese Vasco Da Gama

sailed around Africa to India.

Spain once ruled the seas

By the early 1600s, oceanic travel was flourishing. Spain was stripping the New World of its

immense wealth, and Portugal traded actively with India, the Spice Islands and its New World

colony, Brazil. France developed its mining and other interests in west Africa.

Spain became the richest trading power in Europe. Large flotillas of ships regularly crossed the

Atlantic bearing gold, silver, jewels, cochineal, cacao, tobacco, and other valuable commodities

back to Spain. Superior navigational knowledge and skill developed by long experience made

Spain ruler of the seas.

The rich traffic between the New World and Spain were huge temptations for other European

countries. But when England decided at last to compete for a piece of the New World and its trade,

she had few mariners with deep-water experience and little knowledge of the Atlantic or the

Western Hemisphere. Worse, the English government was unwilling and often unable to pay for

exploration and colonization.

English mariners improve seamanship

English mariners were highly skilled navigating along the coast. However, they had little

experience with ocean sailing, and were aware of their shortcomings. They began hiring

Portuguese and Spanish pilots and instructors to show them how to navigate in the ocean.

They English decided to advance the science of ocean travel. They wrote textbooks on piloting and

navigation, invented instruments and charts, and built oceangoing ships. Sails, armaments, and

seamanship also improved.

The interest in overseas trade and expansion grew.

The British set up a colony in Virginia

The British began its first colony in the Americas, in Roanoke Virginia, in 1584. By that time,

Englishmen had already circled the globe explored the barren Arctic.
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By the last half of the 1500s, English ships were crisscrossing the Atlantic. Their navigational skill

increased and the design of their ships had improved. England emerged as a sea power to rival

Spain. Largely through their own initiative, the English raised the art of navigation to a science. A

new age of discovery, exploration and expansion — one that would change the world and man's

understanding of the world — was about to begin.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Quiz

1 Read the sentence from the section "The British set up a colony in Virginia."

Largely through their own initiative, the English raised the art of navigation to a science.

Which sentence from the section "English mariners improve seamanship" provides the BEST support for this conclusion?

(A) However, they had little experience with ocean sailing, and were aware of their shortcomings.

(B) They began hiring Portuguese and Spanish pilots and instructors to show them how to navigate in the
ocean.

(C) They wrote textbooks on piloting and navigation, invented instruments and charts, and built oceangoing
ships.

(D) The interest in overseas trade and expansion grew.

2 Which section of the article highlights the idea that exploration was driven by competition for riches?

(A) Introduction [paragraph 1]

(B) "Early sailing vessels"

(C) "Spain once ruled the seas"

(D) "English mariners improve seamanship"

3 Read the sentence from the section "Early sailing vessels."

As design and construction improved, ships grew larger — first in order to accommodate guns
and powder, later to carry goods for trade and the provisions needed for long voyages.

Which two words or phrases could BEST replace "accommodate" and "provisions" in the sentence above?

(A) get used to; furnishings

(B) make room for; supplies

(C) receive; good conditions

(D) assist; large donations

4 Read the selection from the section "Early sailing vessels."

In the 1400s, many different factors came together, and the result was explosive. Beginning
around 1400, Spain conquered the Canary Islands and slaughtered the native peoples. In 1418,
Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal began sending expeditions farther and farther down the
west coast of Africa. By 1432, the Portuguese colonized the Azores. Within thirty years they had
reached Guinea and begun settling on the Cape Verde Islands.

Why did the author use the word "explosive" in the first sentence?

(A) to suggest that explorers faced many dangers during their journeys

(B) to convey the widespread violence of the explorers

(C) to suggest that ships carried a lot of gunpowder

(D) to convey the numerous and far-reaching consequences of exploration


