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One of the most influential figures in the early history of 

exploration never existed. Called Prester John (from Presbyter, meaning 
"priest"), he was reputed to be a priest-king who controlled vast 
territories and riches. From the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, tales of 
this legendary ruler lured explorers deep into Asia and Africa, where his 
kingdom was said to exist. 
Stories of Prester John fired European imaginations around the middle of 
the twelfth century. Travelers, including crusaders returning from the 
struggle to wrest the Holy Land from the Saracens (Mohammedans), told 
of hearing about a powerful Christian king in central Asia who had once 
defeated the Saracens and who was willing to aid the Crusaders. 
The first written report of Prester John appears in the twelfth-century 
chronicle of the German bishop Otto of Freising. He mentions "a certain 
King and Priest called John, who lives on the further side of Persia and 
Armenia in the remote East, and who, with all his people, [are] 
Christians." His hearsay account asserts, "This king belongs to the family 
of the Magi mentioned in the gospels, [and] his fame and his wealth is so 
great that he uses an emerald sceptre only." 

In 1165, a letter, supposedly signed by Prester John himself, was reportedly sent to the most powerful 
rulers in Europe and Byzantium (the Eastern Roman Empire). Although scholars now explain this as a hoax, 
the wonders described caught the fancy of listeners for more than four hundred years and inspired explorers to 
travel in quest of Prester John's fabled kingdom. 

"I, Presbyter Johannes, the Lord of Lords, surpass all under heaven in virtue, in riches and in power," 
the letter boasts. "Seventy-two kings pay [me] tribute." It goes on to claim, "Our land is the home of white and 
red lions, white bears, men with horns, centaurs, fauns, pygmies, giants, Cyclopes [one-eyed creatures], and 
nearly all living animals." Other marvels included a spring whose water kept a person young and vigorous, a 
river of stones flowing into a billowing, sandy sea, and fire-dwelling salamanders that built cocoons whose silk 
was woven into robes that could only be washed in flame. Prester John 
himself lived in a palace built of crystal, ebony, gold, and ivory and had a 
magic jeweled mirror guarded by three thousand soldiers. In this mirror, 
the king could "behold all that is taking place in every province and region 
subject to [his] sceptre." 

In 1177, Pope Alexander III, hoping to form an alliance with Prester 
John against the growing Saracen threat, wrote him a letter. He entrusted 
this to his- physician to deliver in person, but the man never returned. His 
fate became another bit of the mystery surrounding Prester John. 

Soon after, Genghis Khan's Mongol hordes overran Russia, 
Poland, Hungary, and eastern Germany before they were halted. A new 
pope, Innocent IV, sent missionaries to convert these barbarians. The 
far-ranging friars reported that they encountered no trace of a powerful 
Christian ruler in central Asia. In 1253, one Franciscan priest, Guillaume 
Rubruquis, suggested that the name Prester John belonged to a Christian 
prince who was called Unk Khan (khan meaning"emperor"). Rubruquis 
reported that this Unk Khan had ruled two Mongol tribes and had perished 
in a war against the mighty Genghis Khan. 



But the alluring legend of Prester John endured. It was given new life by Marco Polo (1254-1324) when 
he visited Tartary in central Asia during his travels. He wrote that "[the Tartars] had no sovereign of their own, 
and were tributary to a powerful prince, who (as I have been informed) was named in their language, Un-khan, 
by some thought to have the same signification as Prester John in ours." 
But even as Prester John's legend was shrinking in Asia, it was growing in Africa. As early as 1291, two sea 
captains from Genoa, Italy, tried sailing around Africa and disappeared. Rumors said that they had reached the 
kingdom of Prester John. 

The fifteenth-century Portuguese, spearheading a new wave of exploration, heard the story of a 
Christian emperor named Ogan who ruled the African kingdom of Abyssinia (Ethiopia). Misled by the 
similar-sounding names Ogan and Un-khan, the Portuguese decided that the Abyssinian ruler must be Prester 
John. New explorers tried to reach him, this time pressing deep into Africa. 

The Portuguese and the Church hoped to unite with Prester John to convert the whole of Africa to 
Christianit y. During the fifteenth century, the Portuguese captured African natives, introduced them to the 
language and wealth of Portugal, and then released them along the coast of Africa in the hope that they might 
carry greetings to the shy monarch. 

In 1497, Vasco da Gama sailed from Lisbon in search of a sea route to India. Near Mozambique, on the 
east coast of Africa, da Gama (according to a journal one of his sailors kept) was told that "Presser John 
resided not far from this place [and] that he held many cities along the coast." Da Gama was then informed, 
however, that "the residence of Prester John [is] far in the interior, and could be reached only on the back of 
camels:' Though da Gama never located Prester John or his reported holdings, the news gave the explorer 
added encouragement to push onward. He eventually arrived in India and became one of the great explorers 
of history. 

In time, the stories of Prester John's African kingdom faded as the continent was explored. But the 
long-lived myth had played a key role in the opening of Asia and Africa. Prester John, a legendary figure, had 
done as much to encourage European explorers as real-life popes and kings. 


