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How did
Tudor
explorers
find their
way?
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The sails had
ropes around
the edge.
The ropes
meant that
the crew could
move the sails.
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During those times,
explorers began making
journeys by sea to find
new and exciting places.
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The mast held up the sails
and helped to balance the
ship so that it didn’t tip over.
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Ropes called
rigging, helped
the crew climb
the mast to
move the sails.
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This was where sailors
would watch for enemy
ships or look out for
land in the distance.
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The crew were split up into two teams. These were
called “watches”.
One watch
looked after the
ship while the
other watch
rested.
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Others were captured
or sunk when they sailed
into enemy waters or came
upon lands where the
natives were unfriendly.
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Most Tudor seafarers only sailed on short journeys
near the coast. On a clear day they could easily find
their way because they were still in sight of land.
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To avoid these dangers they used
a heavy lead and line to measure
the depth of the sea.
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Cloth or leather strips were
fastened to the rope line to
mark the depth of the sea.
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Close to land, sailors had to avoid getting into shallow
waters because there was the danger of running
aground on sand banks or being shipwrecked on
hidden rocks.
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A watch usually
lasted for four
hours.
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Landmarks such as cliffs, hills, church steeples, bays
and harbours helped sailors find their way near the
coast but, far out at sea, they had none of these to
help them find their way. Instead they had
to guess where they were.
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Often voyages could take
several years.
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They were built from wood
and powered by the wind.
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At the top of the mast
was the crow’s nest.

Many unlucky
ships were
wrecked on
hidden rocks.

In Tudor times, sailing ships were
quite small, broad, slow and very
clumsy compared to ships today.

Canvas sails caught
the wind which enabled
the ships to move.

It wasn’t a very safe
place to be!
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In Tudor times, the navigator would have to be
able to recognise landmarks using only his eyes
and what he could see.
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There were many countries and lands full of
people that no one had ever seen before.

Some ships drifted far
from land until the crew
died of starvation and
thirst.

Often it was
very dangerous.
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To put the sails up and take them down again, the
crew
had to climb up the masts
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Going to sea
and finding
your way in
Tudor times
wasn’t easy.

A lot of the world that we know today was not
known in Tudor times.
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A lead line.
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On board a Tudor ship, the
navigator tried to work
out where he was by
plotting his journey
on a chart.
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He also used a magnetic
compass which showed
him the direction his ship
was sailing in.
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This is an astrolabe. It was
used to measure the height
of the sun or the pole star
above the horizon. Sailors
could work out how far
north or south they were
using an astrolabe.
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The log was thrown
overboard and, as the
ship moved away, sailors
would count how many
knots were let out in a
set time.
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The maps
that the Tudor
sailors used
were often
badly drawn
and not very
reliable.
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Tudor Exploration – On the Seas Link
History Essentials Tudor Explorers Link
Explore the Mary Rose – Meet the Crew Link
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Often, mapmakers just guessed what was there when
they drew their maps.
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To work out the speed of the ship, a ‘log line’ was
used. This was a log which was fastened to a piece of
rope with knots tied in it, at equal distances apart.

www.ks1resources.co.uk

In Tudor times, clocks hadn’t
been invented so, to work
out the length of time,
sailors used a sandglass.
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Can you see the sandglass in the sailor’s hand?

Sandglasses were used to time thirty
minutes. As each thirty minutes went
by, a bell was struck. This was known
as a watch glass.
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One of the duties of the cabin boy
on a ship was to watch the
sandglasses. He had to be ready
to turn them over when the last of
the sand ran from the top half to
the bottom half of the sandglass.
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At the end of each half hour, he had to ring the
ship’s bell. When the sailors heard the bell, they
knew it was time to check the speed and direction
of their ship.
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Unit 19: What were the effects of Tudor exploration?
Section 3: How did people explore the world in Tudor times?
Objectives:
Children should learn:
•to collect information from a range of sources and draw conclusions about life at sea
•to appreciate the dangers and discomfort of voyages of exploration
•to communicate their knowledge and understanding in a variety of ways
Activities:
Give the children sources that describe going to sea during the period, eg navigation, food, sea monsters, superstitions,
punishments, daily life and disease. Divide the class into small groups, each using sources about one aspect. Ask the children to
make notes of what they can find out about life on-board ship. Ask each group to present their findings to the rest of the class.
The work might be displayed as a large topic web with an illustration of a ship in the centre.
Give the children an account of a voyage. Ask the children to add any new information to the topic web. Are there any points of
disagreement in the different sources of information? Why is this?
Ask the children to construct a grid of the things that sailors might have enjoyed and the things they would have disliked about the
voyage.
Outcomes:
Children:
•find out and record aspects of the daily life of sailors
•identify enjoyable and disagreeable aspects of life at sea
•recognise that there are different interpretations of voyages and give reasons for this
•record information in different ways

What do you think it would have been like on
board a Tudor sailing ship?
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The navigator would also have used maps.
Maps helped sailors to find their way to distant
lands and to find safe places to anchor.

That’s why, since Tudor times, the speed of ships has
always been measured in knots.
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A Mariner’s
Compass
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Notes:
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The use of small groups enables the children to focus on one aspect and then to 'snowball' the information. It is important to use a
display so that each enquiry is available to all children.
There are editions of the voyages of Christopher Columbus and Hakluyt's The principal navigations, voyages and discoveries of
the English nation 1598-1600 and accounts of the Cabots' voyages as well as Drake's voyage.
The accounts were often produced by leaders of voyages who underplayed the difficulties that the sailors experienced. Children
could discuss why this is so. The children could be set a piece of extended writing in place of the grid. This would make a useful
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piece
of extended writing and link with The National Literacy Strategy: Framework for teaching
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