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“Hanson’s narrative is brilliant—melding deep research and page-turning writing. When he deals with the disaster of the Armada’s homeward passage, battling monstrous seas and shipwrecks he reaches dramatic heights that make him the equal of Parkman or Prescott.” —The Sunday Express (London)
“Hanson writes with sweep, confidence and great verve. He re-creates the feel and sounds of sixteenth-century battle [and] is especially vivid when describing the appalling squalor of shipboard life. The Confident  Hope of a Miracle is a driving narrative, filled with keen observation and the occasional debunking.” —The Washington Post Book World 
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Philip of Spain wept when his armada went down.
Was he the only one to weep?

BERTOLT BRECHT,
Questions from a Worker Who Reads


PART I
The Enterprise of England


CHAPTER ONE
[image: image]
God’s Obvious Design
A little after ten o’clock on the morning of Wednesday, 18 February 1587, Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, entered the great hall of Fotheringay, preceded by the Sheriff, bearing the white wand of his office, and escorted by the Earls of Kent and Shrewsbury. Her retinue of six followed behind. She had already kept her audience waiting for three hours as she made her prayers, read her will aloud to her servants, gave them final instructions, and finished last letters to be smuggled with her “principal notes and papers” to her cousin the Duc de Guise and to Henri of France. “I must die like a criminal at seven in the morning,” she wrote, but even on the day of her execution none had dared to hurry the preparations of a queen, until at last soldiers were ordered to break down the door to her quarters if she delayed any longer. Over two hundred knights and gentlemen were present, hastily summoned to witness her end. Some had ridden all night; their boots were mud-splashed and the smell of damp wool from their rain-soaked cloaks hung in the air, for the logs blazing in the great stone hearth did little to lessen the chill of a bitter winter’s day. A much larger crowd had gathered outside the castle, some holding placards depicting Mary as a mermaid—the symbol of a prostitute. They were watched over by a troop of cavalry, and musicians assembled in the courtyard played a dirge, “an air commonly played at the execution of witches.”1
The crowd stirred, men jostling and craning their necks to see the most notorious woman in Europe, tall, beautiful and sexually voracious, but also a constant treacherous conspirator against their own queen and, if rumour were true, a murderess twice over. Many must have been disappointed; there was no hint of such scandals in the modest demeanour of the woman in front of them that cold morning. Mary’s gait was slow and measured, and her eyes downcast “like a devout woman going to her prayers.” A chain of scented beads with a golden cross hung around her neck, she had a rosary at her waist, and she carried an ivory crucifix in her hand. Age had dimmed her beauty but her eyes, in a face almost as pale as the white lace at her throat, remained clear and keen. The auburn hair showing beneath her kerchief was the only flash of colour in the room. She was clad from head to foot in black velvet, echoing the drapes on the dais in front of her. Hurriedly constructed after the arrival of the death warrant signed by Queen Elizabeth on Sunday evening, the platform was twenty feet by twelve and little more than three feet high, topped by a rail like a picket fence, low enough to allow the spectators an uninterrupted view. It was a modest stage for the last act of a drama that had been played out for almost thirty years.
The murmur of voices died away and a silence fell on the room as Mary mounted the steps of the platform and walked slowly towards the single high-backed, black-draped chair at the far end. In front of it was a kneeling cushion and then the scalloped shape of the executioner’s block, both also draped in black serge. As she sank into the chair, Mary raised her eyes, dark as the velvet she wore, and surveyed her audience. The firelight reflected from the breastplates and helmets of the row of guards facing her, sheriff’s men, each holding a halberd in his right hand. Her expression betrayed no emotion as her gaze moved from them to two powerfully built, masked and black-clad figures, one of them resting his hands on the haft of his double-headed axe, “like those with which they cut wood.” Robert Beale, the Clerk to the Privy Council and brother-in-law to the principal Secretary of State, Sir Francis Walsingham, unrolled the parchment bearing the Queen’s seal and began to read from it. The warrant cited Mary’s “stubborn disobedience and incitement to insurrection against the life and person of Her Sacred Majesty.” The crime was high treason and the sentence was death.
Mary was nine years younger than Elizabeth—“the Virgin Queen” or “the English Jezebel,” depending on the observer’s religious persuasion. Daughter of James V of Scotland and Marie de Guise of France, she had become Queen of the Scots in 1542 at just one week old, following the death of her father, who collapsed and died after hearing that his invading army had been slaughtered by Henry VIII’s troops at Solway Moss. At the age of six, she was betrothed to the Dauphin of France, the future Francis II of the royal house of Valois, and became a ward of Catherine de’ Medici at the French court. She duly married at the age of fifteen and within a year was Queen of France, but she soon showed her talent for intrigue by passing secret information to her uncles the de Guises, the enemies of the Valois kings.
The granddaughter of Henry VIII’s sister, Mary felt herself, not Elizabeth, to be the rightful heir to his throne. Monarchs were not constrained by the same laws as their subjects in civil or ecclesiastical matters; many inconvenient marriages had been dissolved with the compliance of the Vatican, and many bastard offspring, including the Emperor Charles V’s son, Don Juan of Austria, and daughter, Margaret, Duchess of Parma, had been declared legitimate. But Henry VIII had gone too far ever to be forgiven, even posthumously. He had not only divorced a woman of the imperial blood—Catherine of Aragon was Charles V’s aunt—he had also wrenched his populace from the Church of Rome, and confiscated its assets. There was no possibility that Elizabeth would ever be seen in Paris, Madrid or Rome as anything but the bastard daughter of Henry’s bigamous marriage to Anne Boleyn, and moreover one whose self-proclaimed virginity hid a score of scandals: “Wife to many and to many daughter-in-law, oh foul queen, nay no queen, but lustful, beastly whore.” Even among Englishmen, the title the “Virgin Queen” may well have been entirely ironic when first bestowed.2
After Mary Tudor’s death in 1558, Francis II declared himself and his wife to be “rulers of France, Scotland, England and Ireland” and quartered the English coat of arms with his own, but following Mary’s bloody reign of terror few Englishmen could stomach the idea of another Catholic monarch, and Elizabeth began to consolidate her hold on power. The immediate threat to her throne was removed when Francis died suddenly on 6 December 1560, having reigned for only sixteen months, leaving Mary, Queen of Scots, a widow at just eighteen. She accepted the Scottish crown, but scandal surrounded her from the first. She took a string of lovers, was implicated in the murder of David Rizzio, her secretary, and of her second husband, Lord Darnley, and then compounded the outrage by marrying her husband’s murderer, the Earl of Bothwell. Imprisoned and forced to abdicate, she escaped from her captivity and rallied forces loyal to her, but they were defeated at the battle of Langside in 1568 and she then fled to England, seeking the protection of Elizabeth. She spent the remainder of her life under confinement, but it was a gilded cage—she was allowed a retinue of forty and was permitted to hunt and visit spas to take the waters— and she was the constant focus and sometimes the wellspring of intrigues and plots.
Mary’s son, the future James VI of Scotland and James I of England, “a sickly, backward lad, shambling, awkward and unattractive,” had been taken from his mother at the age of ten months and raised as a Protestant, and by her will of 1577 Mary made plain her intention to bequeath her rights to the English throne not to her son but to Philip II of Spain. The former husband of Mary Tudor, Philip had also once been a suitor of Elizabeth, albeit for purely pragmatic and dynastic reasons: “Nothing would make me do this except the clear knowledge that it might gain the kingdom.” He had constructed a tenuous claim to the English throne in his own right through his descent from Constanza of Castile’s marriage to John of Gaunt, son of Edward III. Some saw Mary’s gesture as an invitation for Philip to invade and place her on the throne, though it might equally have been a calculated attempt to stay Elizabeth’s hand, for fear of unleashing an even greater danger.
Elizabeth had dithered over the fate of Mary since she took up the crown. Her father, Henry VIII, would not have hesitated for a moment; he would have had Mary executed as soon as she came into his hands and defied all of Europe’s popes and princes to do their worst. He had done as much by divorcing Catherine of Aragon and breaking with Rome, and had built the most powerful navy in Europe to defend his shores against his enemies. Elizabeth had already been given ample grounds for executing Mary. In 1569, the Rising of the North, a rebellion led by the northern Catholic earls, was an immediate reminder of the dangers posed by a rival for the throne. It was crushed with great brutality, but no action was taken against Mary, even when she was then implicated in a plot against Elizabeth in 1572. Funded by the Florentine banker Roberto di Ridolfi, the conspirators included the Spanish ambassador, the Pope, the Duke of Norfolk and the privateer John Hawkins. Hawkins sent a message to Philip professing to be weary of Elizabeth’s “fickle and tyrannical rule,” and when asked for proof, he sent a letter “cunningly procured” from Mary, Queen of Scots. Philip then sent gold “to be used by him in making traitors of other Englishmen and in preparing some English ships for Spanish service.” Hawkins pocketed the money, but passed information on every move that the plotters made to Elizabeth’s spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham, who ran a chain of 500 agents operating as far afield as Constantinople. He liked to remark that “knowledge is never too dear” and “might well have been compared to him in the Gospel that sowed his tares in the night; so did [he sow his] seeds in division, in the dark.” 3
Hawkins was certainly a consummate double agent, Ridolfi may well have been, and Elizabeth’s ministers were so well informed about the plot that all the chief conspirators were arrested. Under interrogation that would certainly have included torture, the Bishop of Ross, Mary’s confessor, implicated her not only in the plot to depose Elizabeth but also in the murder of her second husband, Lord Darnley, and, less plausibly, her first, Francis II. The Duke of Norfolk, who was to have married Mary on her assumption of the throne, was convicted of treason on 16 January 1572, and executed after much hesitation by Elizabeth on 2 June, but she stayed her hand from administering the same punishment to Mary herself. She vetoed a bill of attainder in favour of her own bill making Mary “unable to enjoy the Crown of this realm” and then vetoed that bill too. “A law to make the Scottish Queen unable and unworthy of succession to the Crown was by Her Majesty neither assented to nor rejected, but deferred.” After the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of French Protestants the same year, Bishop Sandes advised Elizabeth’s Lord Treasurer, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, “forthwith to cut off the Scottish Queen’s head.” His advice was ignored and Mary remained alive, closely confined, but still the focus of a succession of plots and intrigues against Elizabeth.4
In 1582, Walsingham, an expert linguist and cryptographer, had deciphered the codes used in secret messages passing between Mary and the French and Spanish courts. From then on, everything that Mary wrote was intercepted and read. The first fruit of it came that same year, when Walsingham revealed a plot involving Mary and her kinsmen the de Guises, the Pope, the Jesuits, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, then Spanish ambassador in London, and Philip II himself to restore Scotland to the old faith and then invade England. In the winter of 1583 Walsingham exposed the Throckmorton Plot, again involving Mendoza. The leading conspirators, including Francis Throckmorton, were arrested and tortured, and Mendoza was expelled in January 1584; no Spanish ambassador replaced him for the remainder of Elizabeth’s reign, but Philip continued to intrigue against her and fund the Queen of Scots.
Several Spanish plots against the Dutch leader William the Silent, of the House of Orange, had also failed, but his assassination in 1584, coupled with the exposure of a plan by John Somerville to shoot Elizabeth, caused terror in England, where it seemed all too likely that she might suffer a similar fate. Her crown was “not like to fall to the ground for want of heads that claim to wear it.” As a result, access to her wardrobe, laundry and kitchens was rigidly controlled and in October 1584 Burghley and Walsingham drew up a Bond of Association. Members swore to defend Elizabeth’s life with their own and “pursue as well by force of arms as by all other means of revenge all manner of persons of what estate so ever they shall be . . . that shall attempt . . . the harm of Her Majesty’s royal person . . . [and] never desist from all manner of forcible pursuit against such persons to the uttermost extermination of them . . . No pretended successor by whom or for whom any such detestable act shall be attempted or committed” would be allowed to take the throne.5
The implication was clear: if a plot in which Mary, Queen of Scots, was either a co-conspirator or even the innocent beneficiary should succeed, the members of the Association swore to strike her down before she could claim the throne. This could also apply to James VI, Elizabeth’s putative heir, if the members of the Association so chose, a clear warning to him not to involve himself in plots and conspiracies in order to bring forward the time of his accession. As soon as Parliament reassembled in November, an “Act for the Queen’s Safety” was proposed and passed, including a provision that any attempt on the Queen’s life with the aim of advancing a claimant to the throne rendered any then supporting that claimant guilty of treason. However, the claimant’s heirs were exempted from any penalty unless they were “privy” to the crime, making it clear that the Act’s target was Mary, not her son James. The Act also authorized the persecution of Jesuits and Catholic priests, and laid down that Englishmen studying at Catholic seminaries abroad were to return home within six months or be found guilty in absentia of treason.
The legislation had no visible effect on the frequency of plots against Elizabeth. The Parry Plot—William Parry, MP for Queens-borough, plotted to murder the Queen—was exposed in 1585, causing fresh panic over the succession, but Elizabeth still stayed her hand, more scared of French and Habsburg hostility than of the threat that Mary represented to her throne. The memory of the beheading of her own mother, Anne Boleyn, on Tower Green no doubt weighed heavily with her, and she perhaps feared even more the dangerous precedent she would set by implying that any “prince” anointed by God could be subject to mere mortal justice at the hands of man; “absolute princes ought not to be accountable for their actions to any other than to God alone.”6
Yet though she professed to find the idea of a judicial execution “utterly repugnant,” she also went out of her way to encourage her subordinates to find means to dispose of Mary without recourse to the executioner’s block. She both hated and was jealous of Mary and missed few opportunities to humiliate her. When Mary fled to England without even a change of raiment, Elizabeth sent her a gift of clothing— “two torn shifts, two pieces of black velvet, two pairs of shoes and nothing else”—and then bought Mary’s jewels from the Scottish regent. When a diplomat remarked that Mary was very beautiful, Elizabeth haughtily announced that she herself was far “superior to the Queen of Scotland.” In the early 1570s, Elizabeth had sent Sir Henry Killigrew to offer three successive Scottish regents—Moray, Lennox and Mar—a lavish bribe in return for their agreement that if Mary were released and returned to Scotland, she would be immediately executed, “so as neither that realm nor this should be endangered by her hereafter.” 7 Each regent perished of natural causes before any deal could be concluded and the next one, the Earl of Morton, though no better disposed to Mary than his predecessors, was also “too old a cat to draw such a straw as that after him,” knowing that whatever the financial rewards, he would either be a scapegoat for the killing or the target of assassins seeking revenge. However, as England’s long-simmering conflict with Spain grew more open, Mary’s presence became an ever greater threat, and her involvement in yet another conspiracy sealed her fate.8
After the Throckmorton Plot, Mary had been placed in the custody of the puritan Sir Amyas Paulet and kept isolated, but a secret channel of communication was set up between her and the French ambassador using a watertight box hidden inside an ale barrel. Unknown to Mary, Walsingham had devised the method and was monitoring the correspondence. The Babington Plot to murder Elizabeth, endorsed by Mary in a secret letter dictated by her on 17 July 1586 and at once intercepted by Walsingham, was her death sentence. The evidence was overwhelming; Anthony Babington was so enamoured of the fame that would be his if the plot succeeded that he even had his portrait painted with the six chosen assassins.
The Earl of Leicester, always a fierce opponent of Mary, even though he had once been dispatched as a reluctant suitor for her hand, saw the chance to put an end to the plots and conspiracies that had bedevilled Elizabeth’s reign. “If the matter be well handled, it will break the neck of all dangerous practices during Her Majesty’s reign.” Mary was incarcerated at Fotheringay, a safe distance from both London and her potential supporters in the north, and her trial began on 14 October 1586, by which time her fellow conspirators had already been tried and hanged. After hearing of the tortures that had been inflicted on the assassin of William the Silent, Elizabeth demanded that the Privy Council should find similar means to execute Anthony Babington and his co-conspirators, so that they should suffer a more terrible end than “mere” hanging, drawing and quartering. Only when Burghley had convinced her of the terrible pain and duration of the latter punishment did she relent. Typically she then changed her mind after hearing of the torments Babington had suffered and ordered that the other conspirators should be hung without drawing or quartering.9
Mary at first refused to attend her trial, claiming the court had no jurisdiction over her, but when Elizabeth gave her a “veiled hint of clemency” she defended herself for two days with such “vigour and ability” that proceedings were suspended and then reconvened in the closed Star Chamber. The guilty verdict was pronounced on 25 October but, as her Private Secretary William Davison complained, Elizabeth still hesitated to take her rival’s life “unless extreme fear compels her.” Parliament sent her a petition to execute Mary, “whilst the Queen of Scotland lived she would never be free from such conspiracies,” and backed it up by a threat to withdraw the funds they had just voted for Crown expenditure if their wishes were not heeded. Elizabeth delivered her response on 24 November: “If I should say I would not do what you request, it might peradventure be more than I thought; and to say I would do it, might perhaps breed peril of that you labour to preserve.” She described this as an “answer answerless” but even those unskilled in deciphering Elizabeth’s meaning would not have been troubled to decide that she wanted Mary dead, but also wanted to appear blameless in the deed.10
William Cecil, Lord Burghley, prepared the death warrant in early December, but it remained unsigned by Elizabeth for two months, during which time Mary was permitted to write to the Pope, Philip of Spain, Mendoza, Henri III and the Duc de Guise in France and other Catholic leaders, appealing for support and confirming her bequest of her claim to the throne of England to His Most Catholic Majesty Philip II. Elizabeth’s procrastination at last came to an end on 11 February, when, as Davison had predicted, terrified by rumours that Spanish troops had landed in Wales and that Mary had escaped from her confinement at Fotheringay, she ordered him to bring the document, called for pen and ink and signed it. She then gave Davison contradictory verbal orders—to have the royal seal fixed to the warrant, and not to do so until so ordered. Davison, “a terrible heretic and an enemy of the queen of Scotland,” acted on the first instruction. A meeting of eleven Privy Counsellors arranged for the sentence to be carried out with all possible speed but, fearing yet another royal change of mind, they did not inform Her Majesty of this “before the execution were past.” 11
As Mr. Beale finished reading the warrant and fell silent, George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, addressed the Queen of Scots. “Madam, you hear what we are commanded to do?”
“Do your duty,” she said. “I was born a queen and sovereign princess, not subject to laws, a near relative of the Queen of England and her legitimate heir. After having been long and unlawfully imprisoned in this country, where I have endured many pains and evils . . . I thank my God that He has permitted that in this hour, I die for my religion.” Anxious to stem the heretical discourse, the earl signalled to Dr. Fletcher, the dean of Peterborough, who stood up and tried to speak, but his nerves were so great that three times he began and each time he stumbled to a halt after a few words. Mary raised a hand to silence him. “Mr. Dean, trouble me not. I am settled and persuaded in the Catholic Roman faith and mean to shed my blood in defence of it.” As he continued to try to speak, she “began with tears and loud voice to pray in Latin.” Her voice drowned his and still rang out long after the dean abandoned his prepared speech and resumed his seat. She raised her crucifix over her head so that it glinted in the firelight and, switching to English, offered prayers for “the conversion of England to the true faith, the perseverance of Catholics in their creed and their constancy in martyrdom.” It was a powerful performance, and one aimed at an audience that extended far beyond those assembled at Fotheringay. 12
Following an old tradition, the executioner, “one Bulle, the hangman of London,” and his assistant knelt before her and “desired her Grace to forgive them her death.” She answered, “I forgive you with all my heart, for now, I hope, you shall make an end of all my troubles.” As she fell silent, Bulle made to remove her gown. Mary stopped him and even managed a joke, though it drew not a smile. “Let me do this, I understand this business better than you. I never had such a groom of the chamber.” As her ladies in waiting helped to remove it, she added that she had “never put off her clothes before such a company.” Beneath the black gown she was wearing a bodice and petticoat of crimson satin—the martyr’s colour—vivid as fire in that sombre, monochrome hall. Even the most dour Puritan must now have been craning his neck, the better to see the scene unfolding on the platform. Mary “helped to make ready herself . . . with some haste as if she had longed to be gone.” She took the gold cross from her neck and asked the executioner to allow her maid to keep it. In return he would be paid “more than its value in money.” Bulle refused, claiming the traditional right of the executioner to the personal effects of the victim, and “put it in his shoe.”13
She had earlier told the Earl of Kent that “he is not worthy of the joys of heaven, whose body cannot suffer the stroke of the executioner,” and she knelt on the cushion “most resolutely and without any token of fear of death . . . she laid down her head, putting her chin over the block with both hands.” The Earl of Shrewsbury had already raised his hand ready to signal the execution, when Bulle’s assistant noticed that Mary’s hands were still under her chin and would have been “cut off had they not [been] espied.” The assistant moved her hands and Bulle stepped forward and raised his axe. Mary, Queen of Scotland, Dowager Queen of France, heir to the English throne and the lawful Queen of England in the eyes of all adherents to the old religion, stretched out her arms in the pose of Christ crucified and offered her final prayer in Latin, consigning herself into the hands of her God. 14 “She cried, ‘In manus tuas, Domine,’ etc., three or four times,” then lay motionless, held “slightly” by the executioner’s assistant, as the axe fell once, twice, the dull thud of the blade on wood echoing through the room, “she making very small noise or none at all, and not stirring any part of her from the place where she lay. And so the executioner cut off her head, saving one little gristle, which being cut asunder,” Bulle stooped to complete the final, preordained part of the ritual. He straightened, raising his right arm and crying out “God save the Queen,” to an answering chorus of “Amen.” But all he held was the kerchief and an auburn wig. The shaved head, stubbled with grey, rolled across the platform. “It appeared as grey as one of three score years and ten, polled [cropped] very short, her face in a moment being so much altered from the form she had when she was alive, as few could remember her by her dead face.”15
The Earl of Kent pronounced the final words over her lifeless body: “May it please God that all the Queen’s enemies be brought into this condition. This be the end of all who hate the Gospel and Her Majesty’s government.” Bulle then “placed her head on a salver” and showed it from the window to the crowd in the courtyard, holding it up three times. The castle gates had been closed and barred before the axe had fallen so that none could leave until the official messenger, Shrewsbury’s third son, Henry Talbot, had been dispatched to carry the news of Mary’s death to the Court in London. Her servants who had witnessed her end were hustled away, “lest some of them with speeches would . . . disquiet the company . . . or seek to wipe their napkins in some of her blood,” and, “every man being commanded out of the hall,” the head and body were at once gathered up and taken to a side-room. There the lifeless body was stripped, placed in a coffin and removed to the chapel. The gold cross was taken from the executioners and they were sent away empty-handed save for their fee, “not having any one thing that belonged to her.” Mary’s rosary was thrown into the fire blazing in the great hearth, while her robes, the black serge fabric that had covered the executioner’s block and everything stained with her blood were consigned to the flames of a bonfire in the courtyard; no holy relics of the martyr were to be preserved. The blaze set off a chain of beacons in every town and village, for as Henry Talbot passed by with his escort, shouting the news as they rode hell for leather towards London, bonfires were “lit for joy all over the countryside” and church bells rung in celebration.16
Talbot reached the Royal Palace at Greenwich within twenty-four hours of Mary’s death, but the Queen, mounting her horse to go hunting, did not see him arrive and instead Lord Burghley was the first to hear the news. By the time Elizabeth returned from the hunt, the palace and half of London were abuzz with it. A mob gathered outside the home of the French ambassador and forced him to provide the fuel for “a very large fire opposite his door . . . a piece of insolent intolerance such as [had] never been practised . . . on the ambassador of so great a King.” According to a witness, the Queen took the news with equanimity at first, displaying no visible sign of emotion, but reports carried to Mary’s son, James VI, claimed that Elizabeth had been so astonished and heartbroken over the execution that she had burst into torrents of weeping and taken to her bed. Some historians, as besotted with the Queen as her courtiers affected to be, have taken this as a sign of genuine grief on the part of Elizabeth. They cite the tongue-lashing she gave to her Privy Council, abusing them with such force and vehemence that even Burghley was reduced to helpless silence. In all her reign, one counsellor said afterwards, he had never seen her “so much moved.” She refused to see Burghley for a month, but reserved her particular vitriol for her Secretary, Sir William Davison, who was arrested, tried by the Lords and sentenced to a fine of 10,000 marks and confinement in the Tower at the Queen’s pleasure, infuriating the Commons, which refused to “vote any of the supplies requested until he was liberated.”17
The Queen at once eased the conditions under which Davison was being held, and he was quietly released eighteen months later. Although her fury with him may have been genuine enough, it was not over the death of Mary but the means by which it was achieved. She had not the slightest trace of affection for Mary, who had been a constant thorn in her side and a threat to her throne and her life throughout her reign. But in disposing of her rival, Elizabeth had executed a foreign national, a former Queen of France and Scotland and a woman with connections to some of the greatest families of Europe, not only mother of James VI of Scotland but sister-in-law to Philip of Spain and Henri III of France, and the cousin of Henri, Duc de Guise, leader of the Catholic League, a shadowy Spanish-funded organization, dedicated to the extirpation of Protestantism in France and throughout Europe.
Even in the act of signing the death warrant, she had indicated to Davison that there were more seemly ways for a queen to die than by the headsman’s axe. When such hints failed to bear fruit, she made her meaning absolutely explicit: she wanted Mary to be assassinated. At her direction, Davison then wrote to Sir Amyas Paulet, who had been given the task of keeping Mary confined, asking him to kill her without warrant according to the Bond of Association he had signed. Paulet refused even to consider the idea, saying “God forbid that I should make so foul a shipwreck of my conscience.” Elizabeth, furious at his “daintiness,” then spoke of “one Wingfield” instead, who might be persuaded to do the deed. However, none was willing to assassinate Mary, knowing that the inevitable consequence would be the sacrifice of a scapegoat to appease the Scots and Mary’s Catholic allies in France and Spain.
Frustrated in her schemes, Elizabeth then signed the death warrant, well knowing what would ensue, but she took steps to distance herself from the act as much as she could by her floods of tears, her abuse of her Privy Counsellors and the imprisonment of Secretary Davison. She also laid on a lavish funeral for Mary at Peterborough Cathedral, albeit “without bells or chanting,” though she did not attend in person; it was further north than she cared to venture. Mary was interred in a vault directly opposite the tomb of Catherine of Aragon; “the same grave-digger, Scarlet, prepared both vaults.” As was the custom, a wax figure of the dead Queen of Scots presided over a “most royal feast” held at the Bishop’s Palace after the funeral, but Mary’s grave remained unmarked until her son, James VI and I, succeeded to the throne.18
Elizabeth’s performance was highly effective, sufficient to placate James and at least some of the Scottish lords, despite an earlier warning from one of his ambassadors that the King would “exact satisfaction from any person who assailed her [Mary’s] honour or her safety and with that object would appeal for help to all Christian princes,” including Philip of Spain. James himself had written a warning letter to Elizabeth a fortnight before his mother’s execution. “What thing, Madam, can greater touch me in honour both as a king and a son, than that my nearest neighbour, being in straight friendship with me, shall rigorously put to death a free sovereign prince and my natural mother?” Fearing a Scots invasion of the North of England, and knowing that Spanish bribes and subsidies were being paid to Scottish lords to foment a rebellion, Walsingham had been urging Elizabeth to award the Scottish king a substantial increase in his annual pension of £4,000, a bribe to buy his acquiescence in Mary’s death. Elizabeth’s tears, and a copy of the intercepted letter from his mother leaving her rights in the English throne not to him but to Philip of Spain—Elizabeth had burned the original on Burghley’s advice—achieved the same result at no additional cost, though James was also shrewd enough to realize that his own prospects of succeeding Elizabeth would be best served by remaining loyal to her. “The old enmities between the countries would be aroused by a war and the English would then never accept a Scots-man for their King . . . and neither France nor Spain will help him except for their own ends,” while Philip’s own “ambition and claims will make him a dangerous ally.” “How fond and inconstant I were, if I should prefer my mother to my title,” James argued, with chilling logic.19
The diplomatic offensive mounted by Elizabeth and Walsingham extended across Europe. The Venetian ambassador reported that the Queen bitterly regretted that, having signed the warrant only as a gesture in the hope of satisfying the demands of her counsellors and subjects, her officers had then greatly exceeded their brief. English diplomats spread similar stories in the other European Courts, and even Mendoza, now the Spanish ambassador in Paris and one of Elizabeth’s most implacable enemies, was sufficiently convinced to write to his master that she was so grief-stricken at Mary’s death that she had taken to her bed. Philip was not so easily fooled. “It is very fine for the Queen of England now to want to give out that it was done without her wish, the contrary being so clearly the case.”
Elizabeth also wrote, expressing her shock, fury and sorrow, to Mary’s brother-in-law Henri III, King of France, last of the Valois line and one of “les trois Henris” locked in an increasingly bloody struggle with the Protestant and Catholic aspirants to his throne. The French Court had gone into official mourning at the news of Mary’s death and a Requiem Mass was held in Notre Dame, but the sincerity of such gestures was open to question. Despite the comment of Believre, the French ambassador, that Elizabeth “must think that monarchs’ heads were laced on, to have done such a knavish thing to the Queen of Scotland,” Mendoza claimed that while Henri had ostensibly sent his ambassador to London to plead for Mary’s life, he had actually been charged with ensuring that the axe would fall by promising France’s tacit support. “The way in which the King of France is behaving towards the Englishwoman, it might be thought that they would fall out in real earnest, but I can assure you nothing is further from their thoughts.” Whatever the true feelings of the French monarch, there was no doubting the popular outrage at Mary’s execution. Preachers and demagogues throughout Catholic Europe poured out a stream of invective against Elizabeth, lauding the martyred Mary and urging retribution for the crime.20
The most potent internal threat to Elizabeth’s throne had now been eliminated, but through her death Mary might yet fulfil the words of her cryptic motto, “My end is my beginning,” and achieve the aim that had eluded her in life, for the execution had also removed the most significant obstacle to Spanish intervention. Philip II was a Habsburg and the prime aim of Habsburg diplomacy was always to prevent an alliance between England and France, the greatest threat to Spanish hegemony in Europe. While Mary remained alive, Philip had stayed his hand, hesitating to topple Elizabeth lest it prove a Pyrrhic victory, restoring England to the true faith only by placing a French queen upon the throne. With Mary dead, that was no longer a fear and his appetite for fresh crowns and kingdoms could now be safely assuaged.
The commander of Philip’s forces in The Netherlands, Alexander Farnese, Duke of Parma, the most ruthless and brilliantly effective military leader of his age, was strident in his calls for vengeance for Mary’s death. “This cruel act must be the last of many which she of England has performed . . . our Lord will be served if she receives the punishment she has deserved for so many years . . . Above all I beg Your Majesty that neither on this nor on other occasions will you relax in any way in regard to your preparations for the prosecution of the war and the Enterprise [the invasion of England] which was conceived in Your Majesty’s heart.” Mendoza was equally emphatic. “As God has so willed that these accursed people, for His ends, should . . . commit such an act as this . . . I pray that Your Majesty will hasten the Enterprise of England to the earliest possible date, for it would seem to be God’s obvious design to bestow upon Your Majesty the crowns of these two kingdoms.”21

CHAPTER TWO
[image: image]
In the Cause of God
The last of the winter snows blocking the passes through the Pyrenees and the storms battering shipping on the open seas delayed the messengers bringing news of Mary Stuart’s execution to Spain, and it was 23 March before the first reports reached Philip II. For some days they may have lain unregarded among the endless streams of papers, reports and pleas received daily from his ambassadors, spies and informers at every court and seat of government, and from all his sprawling dominions—Spain, Portugal, Sicily, Sardinia, Naples, Milan, Franche-Comté and The Netherlands; Guinea, Angola and Mozambique in Africa; Sri Lanka, Goa, Malacca, the Philippines and Macao in Asia; the Azores, Canaries and Cape Verde Islands, the West Indies, Florida and the South and Central American mainlands in the New World—but in any event, it was not Philip’s custom to take hasty action.
His father, the brilliant soldier, statesman and diplomat the Emperor Charles V, was a formidable example to follow, and from his earliest childhood Philip had been schooled in the responsibilities he would one day assume. The size of the known world had doubled in less than a century and Philip was to become ruler of by far the greater part of it. At sixteen years old he was made Regent of Spain and he became the King of Naples and King-Consort of England at the age of twenty-seven. Within a month of her taking the English throne, Mary Tudor and Charles V had sealed an alliance by arranging her marriage to Philip, even though she was eleven years older than he. A lean, ascetic, deeply religious man, the sword of the Counter-Reformation, he had already buried one wife and had few illusions about the purpose of his second wedding. He told one of his retainers, “I am going to a crusade, not a marriage feast,” but the birth of a Catholic heir would seal the succession in England and cement the alliance between England and Spain that their fathers had fostered. Philip was brought to Southampton by a peaceful armada of 130 ships on 18 July 1554; England was reconciled with the Catholic Church before the end of the year and the first of a long succession of Protestant martyrs went to the stake that winter.
While in England, Philip also met Elizabeth. He had persuaded Mary to spare Elizabeth’s life in the aftermath of Wyatt’s rebellion in 1554 and, according to the accounts of the French and Venetian ambassadors in London, Philip secretly visited her in 1555, while Mary was confined with the first of two phantom pregnancies, and saw her again on a number of occasions, both in Mary’s company and alone. The Venetian ambassador, Giovanni Michieli, reported that “at the time of the Queen’s pregnancy, Lady Elizabeth contrived so to ingratiate herself with all the Spaniards and especially the King, that ever since, no one has favoured her more than he does . . . the King had some particular design towards her.”1
At the end of August 1555 Philip returned to Spain to succeed his ailing father, who abdicated in October and divided his great but unwieldy European kingdom in two. His surviving brother, Ferdinand I, took the title of Emperor and ruled over the Habsburg dominions in Central Europe, while Philip was crowned King of Spain and ruler of a global empire. In June 1557 he persuaded Mary to join his war on France, but her army was defeated and England lost its last foothold in Europe, the city of Calais. Philip made only one more brief visit to England before Mary’s cruel death in November 1558, her second “pregnancy” being the cancerous tumour that killed her.
Philip’s affection for Elizabeth led his ambassador, the Count de Feria, to tell the Privy Council that, despite her Protestant faith and her assertion to Feria that she would “acknowledge no obligations” to Philip, Spain would support her claim to the throne. Philip then proposed marriage to the newly crowned Elizabeth but, as was to be her habit throughout her reign, she procrastinated over a decision. After waiting in vain for a reply, Philip instead married the fourteen-year-old Elizabeth of Valois, daughter of Henri II of France, prompting Elizabeth of England to complain to the Spanish ambassador, “Your master must have been much in love with me not to be able to wait four months.” It was said that she kept Philip’s portrait in her private cabinet for many years afterwards, but, as with so much about Elizabeth, that may have been more propaganda for overseas consumption than a statement of fact; the cabinet also contained a picture of her Court favourite, Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester.
Philip’s choice of bride offers an insight into the ruthless side of his character, for Elizabeth of Valois was already betrothed to Crown Prince Don Carlos, Philip’s deformed and mentally unstable son by his first wife. He made an unsuccessful attempt to find his son an alternative partner by foisting him on Mary, Queen of Scots—a bizarre coupling of one of the most desired and desirable women in Europe with one of its least attractive princes—and then went ahead with his own wedding. The marriage provoked Don Carlos to an understandable fit of jealous, violent fury and Philip ordered him restrained within his apartments and then imprisoned. His subsequent death has never been adequately explained.
Isolated by circumstance and geographical distance from his siblings, Philip, “the least talkative of our kings,” had a long, lonely and often tragic reign. He married four times, always for dynastic reasons, “conquest by marriage” as he himself described it, but all of the four— Maria of Portugal, Mary Tudor, Elizabeth of Valois and his cousin, Anne of Austria, daughter of the Emperor Maximilian II—died young. Apart from Don Carlos, who died in 1568, only one of his other sons, the future Philip III, survived infancy; in all, seventeen members of his close family died well before their natural term. Always devout, he was driven to seek even more consolation in his religion, and his convictions hardened as he grew older and the physical decline of his body became a constant reminder of his own mortality.2
His vast library was dominated by religious books, he attended Mass daily and spent hours at his prayers, and in his later years he shunned the Court for the spartan simplicity of San Lorenzo de Escorial, the vast, forbidding complex of buildings, more monastery than palace and in appearance more fortress than either, that he had built in the Guadarrama mountains thirty miles from Madrid. It took twenty-one years to construct and swallowed over three and a half million ducats. Dedicated to St. Lawrence, the great building was designed to resemble the gridiron upon which the saint met his death, and was conceived on an epic scale with seven towers and 12,000 windows piercing the granite walls like the firing slits in a medieval castle. The interior was richly decorated with frescoes, paintings, sculpture, alabaster, marble, jasper, rose coral, rich hardwoods, precious metals and jewels from the Indies and the New World, but for all their opulence the rooms remained cold and austere. Save for the priests and the cowled, murmuring monks in the long, echoing corridors, the Escorial could have been a mausoleum.
Fed by intermarriage and inbreeding, a strain of insanity ran through the Habsburgs—Philip’s grandmother “Joanna the Mad” and his son, Don Carlos, had fallen prey to it—and if he himself showed no outward sign of it, the Escorial was certainly the palace of an obsessive. At its heart was a great church—only St. Peter’s in Rome was larger— and Philip used his power and wealth to acquire over seven thousand relics of the saints for his reliquary within the Royal Basilica, to the great profit of those who furnished the suitably authenticated bone fragments, heads and even whole bodies, encased in golden caskets mimicking the body parts contained within them. With so many relics, their keeper could boast that there were only “three saints of whom we do not have some part or other here.” The Escorial was also a shrine to the Habsburgs and one by one the disinterred bodies of his forebears and relatives were brought there for reburial. His father Charles V, his mother Isabella, his brothers Don Juan and Don Fernando who both died in infancy, his half-brother Don Juan of Austria, his first wife Maria, his grandmother and his aunts, all were buried in the Escorial, and the tomb that would one day be his own last resting place had already been constructed.
A concealed doorway next to the altar of the great church led to his modest suite of private rooms. There he worked ceaselessly in his tiny office, at a long narrow table facing a blank wall, as if even the view of a barren mountainside would be too much of a distraction from his duties as king. Plagued by arthritis in his later years—he was sixty-one in the year of the Armada—he spent his days and much of his long, sleepless nights at that table, scrawling annotations and terse orders on the endless stream of papers and documents that passed before him, unable to delegate even the most minute decisions to others. He found personal contact difficult and even distasteful, and preferred to receive the reports of his subordinates in writing rather than in audience—not for nothing has he been called “the Bureaucrat King”—but the ensuing mountains of papers flooding in from every part of his empire ruined his eyesight and his health. He was also christened “Philip the Prudent” by his people, but others might have chosen a less flattering sobriquet, and he shared one trait with Elizabeth of England: a tendency to defer difficult or painful decisions, sometimes for years, only to reach an abrupt and often capricious and illogical solution. “As often happens with irresolute men when they have been forced to a decision, they are as too hasty as before they were too slow.” Even in the baking heat of high summer, as the cicadas raised their dry choruses from the branches of the stunted trees, Philip remained deep within the Escorial, shielded by layer upon layer of cold stone, poring over his state papers or on his knees praying for the success of his enterprises. 3
Philip took pride in his title of “Most Catholic Majesty.” He had established the Inquisition to root out heresy at home and believed it was his divine mission to extirpate Protestantism from Europe by any means necessary—when attending a royal auto-da-fé at Valladolid he had even announced, “If my own son was a heretic, I would carry wood to burn him myself”—but he was also shrewd enough to balance his crusading zeal with the requirements of the broader interests of the Habsburgs and Spain. By far the most powerful ruler in Europe, he was a meticulous planner and skilled manipulator of events, using Spain’s vast wealth to bribe or suborn others to his will. At the time of the Armada he had been ruler of his country for more than thirty years. Few of his advisers could match his experience and knowledge, and fewer still would have dared to query the wisdom of an absolute, divinely appointed ruler. His marriage to Mary Tudor and the brief periods in the 1550s when he had been resident in England also made him feel uniquely well qualified to comment on the country. “I can give better information and advice on that kingdom and on its affairs and people than anyone else.”
Whether his decisions were right or wrong, Philip’s courtiers, officials and military commanders were soon made to realize that the King “did not welcome initiative, even when it succeeded, and he never excused failure to carry out his orders, even when they were impossible.”4 His belief in the rightness of his causes also bordered on the pathological. “You are engaged in God’s service and in mine; which is the same thing,” he wrote to Don Luis de Requescens, and though he often turned his powerful intellect to the smallest detail, time and again in his most extravagant and far-reaching campaigns—not least in that of the Armada—he chose to rely on God to provide the miracle that would guarantee success. Despite his faith, and the daily hours he spent bending his arthritic knees—“his old disease, aches in the bones”—in prayer upon the cold stone floors of the Escorial, God did not always deliver the victories he sought. 5
In a portrait painted around ten years before the Armada, Philip chose to be depicted in the austere black clothes appropriate to a priest or a monk, holding a rosary in his left hand. His grey eyes give his gaze a cold and penetrating look, and the only sign of luxury is the lace at his throat and cuffs, and the emblem of the order of the Golden Fleece on his chest. He rarely dressed in any other way, ate plain, simple food, and shunned much of the pageantry and ceremony of a royal court. It was a mark both of his seriousness and of his dislike of ostentation, and there could not have been a greater contrast with the extravagant ceremonial, opulent dress, lavish banquets and grandiose royal progresses of Elizabeth of England.
Relations between Spain and England had been steadily deteriorating ever since Mary Tudor’s death. England’s merchants and traders had a festering grievance with Spain dating back to a decree of Pope Alexander VI in 1493 and confirmed in the Treaty of Tordesillas the following year, granting to Spain all lands, discovered and unknown, “west and south” of the forty-second meridian west of Greenwich, creating a Spanish monopoly of the trade and mineral wealth of the New World just discovered by Columbus. Portugal received lands to the east of the meridian (later adjusted to a point 370 leagues west of the Azores after Portugal’s discovery of Brazil), allowing it to exploit Africa and the spice trade of the Far East.
The annexation of Portugal in 1580 thus gave Spain a theoretical monopoly on the trade of the whole world beyond Europe. In practice England had been breaching it ever since John Cabot landed in Newfoundland in 1496, within three years of Pope Alexander’s pronouncement, and when Henry VIII broke with the Church of Rome over his divorce from Catherine of Aragon, Englishmen no longer saw any need to pay even the slightest heed to papal pronouncements. Henry’s alliance with Charles V had ensured that there were few disputes with Spain during his reign, but relations soured almost from the moment of Elizabeth’s accession and English breaches of Spain’s God-given trading rights grew in magnitude and frequency.
The Hawkins family had been overseas traders since the time of Henry VIII, and John Hawkins made the first of several voyages to the New World in 1562, establishing the “triangular trade” by carrying English goods, principally cloth, to Guinea in West Africa, then filling his ship with 500 African slaves—some captured by his men but most prisoners bought from native chiefs—and selling them to Spanish colonists in the Caribbean, in exchange for trade goods, sugar, hides and pearls, which were then sold back in England. That voyage and the next in 1564–65, financed by unlicensed joint-stock companies, each returned a profit of 1,000 per cent and others were soon following in his wake, setting a pattern of English mercantile and colonial development that was to continue for centuries.6
Hawkins grew rich on the trade, and was so unashamed of the prime source of his wealth that his coat of arms included the figure of a chained slave. The English slavers were far from unique; Spain enslaved Muslim prisoners captured in the Mediterranean and North Africa, the Turks and Moors did the same with Christian prisoners, and the galleys of Portugal, France, Venice and the Papacy were also full of slaves and convicts, but the activities of the English slavers and traders further heightened tensions with Spain. In the absence of any coherent and consistent strategy from the Crown, speculative syndicates of London merchant adventurers, courtiers, ship-owners, sea-captains and often the Queen herself became the prime and sometimes the only arm of English foreign policy. They carried out three-quarters of English trade—smugglers contributed a significant proportion of the remainder—but also undertook privateering and piracy, reconnaissance and exploration, and colonization and acts of war.
Spain both resented and depended on these foreign merchants, traders and smugglers; it was incapable of supplying its New World colonies from its own resources. The “colonial and quasi-colonial goods” imported from the New World and the East were cheap to buy and commanded very high prices in Europe, and the profits to be made attracted more and more English traders. Some even settled in Seville and San Lucar and made at least an outward show of adopting the Catholic faith, but it was inevitable that they would seek ways of securing their own lines of supply in Africa, Asia and the New World rather than paying inflated prices to Spanish middlemen, and their constant attempts to expand their trade were a potent source of friction.7
Philip took furious reprisals against attempts to breach the Spanish monopolies. A party of French Huguenots who had settled in Florida, hoping both to escape religious persecution in their homeland and to profit from trade and piracy against the treasure ships whose homeward course to Spain lay just offshore, were confronted in 1565 by a powerful Spanish force, officered by, among others, Don Diego Flores de Valdes and his cousin Don Pedro de Valdes. The Huguenots were persuaded to surrender on the promise of fair treatment and were then slaughtered. But to Philip’s impotent fury, English privateers such as Hawkins, Martin Frobisher and Francis Drake—“the master thief of the unknown world”—continued to create havoc by plundering Spanish treasure ships and possessions on the high seas, in the Caribbean and on the coast of South America. Their activities had the tacit support of the Queen, who took the lion’s share of the spoils in return. Drake’s plundering caused the Spanish treasure fleet to remain cowering in port and, deprived for a year of his wealth from the New World, Philip was unable to pay his Army of Flanders. The soldiers mutinied and rumours spread that the King might even be forced into bankruptcy. Spain was also heavily dependent on imported grain and timber, pitch and cordage from northern Europe, the Baltic and Scandinavia, and the pay and supplies for the Army of Flanders could only be carried by sea. In the face of the depredations of English, Dutch and Huguenot privateers, most ships from the Baltic and Scandinavia had to take the long route around the north of Scotland rather than the direct route through the Channel, and shipping plying between Spain and Flanders was vulnerable to interception and seizure.
Although Spanish hostility towards England had thus far stopped short of open war, Philip supported intrigues and plots against Elizabeth, and she in turn aided the Dutch rebels in the Spanish Netherlands and the besieged Huguenots fighting Spain’s clients in the Catholic League in France. Now war between England and Spain could no longer be avoided. It would be a battle between Reformation and Counter-Reformation, but the motives of the champions of the Protestant and Catholic religions were secular as well as spiritual. Philip’s appetite for fresh thrones showed no sign of being satiated; his motto Non sufficit orbis—the world is not enough—was an accurate statement of his ambitions. His religious duty to restore the heretics of England to the true faith would also fulfil his political and dynastic ambitions, opening the way to the complete reconquest of The Netherlands and perhaps to the eventual rout of Protestantism in Germany, Switzerland and Scandinavia. His dream of a Spanish Atlantic empire stretching from the Baltic to the New World would then become a reality, and with the wealth and military might of Europe under his domination even the Turks might finally be defeated and brought into the Holy Catholic Church. The long victory march, begun with the expulsion of the Moors from Spain, would at last be complete.
Elizabeth’s faith was pragmatic; she had stated that she did not want to “make windows into men’s hearts and secret thoughts” and early in her reign she had remarked that there was only one Jesus Christ and one faith, and the rest—the schism that had divided the Christian world—was a mere “dispute over trifles.” She settled an argument over whether the bones of a Catholic or a Protestant divine should be reinterred in Oxford Cathedral—one had been dug up and thrown out by Protestant bigots under Edward VI and the other by Catholic bigots under Mary Tudor—by ordering the canons to bury both sets of remains together, and she would never have gone to war in the name of religion. She hesitated for a long time over military aid to the Dutch rebels, and her reluctant support of them and the Huguenots in France was born out of realpolitik, not conviction. Her policy—insofar as she had one—was “characterised by Protestant ideology and religious terminology, but she was primarily interested in commerce and national security.”
She also despised those who sought to break the sacred union between ruler and subject, lest it set an example that Englishmen might follow. “We will not maintain any subject in any disobedience against the prince, for we know that Almighty God might justly recompense us with the like trouble in our own realm.” Even when they opposed her, Elizabeth’s first instinctive loyalty was to monarchs like Philip, not their rebellious subjects. She banned pageants in London attacking and ridiculing Philip, and even when relations had deteriorated to the point of open war, she still forbade any personal abuse of Philip; attacks on any monarch weakened all of them. But defeat for Spain and victory for England in the coming conflict would not only secure Elizabeth’s throne and yield huge economic and political dividends by throwing open the new worlds of the Americas, South Africa and Asia to British ships and traders, it would safeguard the Protestant religion in its north European heartlands and embolden Philip’s opponents, even in Catholic countries, to flex their own muscles against Spanish hegemony.8
An invasion of England was first mooted by the Duke of Alba after the English seizure of a shipment of Spanish gold in transit to Flanders in December 1568. Five ships, carrying 160,000 ducats in pay for the Spanish Army of Flanders, were pursued and scattered by French Huguenot privateers and sought shelter in Plymouth, Fowey and Southampton. From a Spanish point of view, their arrival could hardly have been worse timed, for on the third of that month the mayor of Plymouth, William Hawkins, had received news of a Spanish attack on his brother John’s trading fleet, including two of the Queen’s galleons. After his fleet was damaged in a storm, John Hawkins had put in for repairs to San Juan de Ulua in modern Mexico, a “wretched makeshift” harbour, shielded from storms only by a shingle bank, but one of Spain’s principal ports for the shipment of silver. Although foreign shipping was officially barred from all Spain’s territories in the New World, Hawkins was always careful to pay the taxes and saw no reason for alarm when a fleet led by the Spanish viceroy, Don Martin Enriquez, entered the harbour. Enriquez proclaimed peaceful intent, but then launched a treacherous surprise attack. Hawkins, Francis Drake and a handful of men escaped in two small ships, but the remainder of the fleet was captured and most of those left behind were tortured and killed, some in an auto-da-fé. Two of the handful of survivors, Miles Philips and Job Hortop, later described how the Spaniards had whipped and flogged them and “hung them up by the arms upon high posts, until the blood burst out of their finger ends.”
Hawkins returned to England in a battered, leaking ship crewed by just fifteen men—eighty-five starved to death on the voyage home— and his brother at once applied for redress from Philip’s treasure. In fact Lord Burghley had already taken steps to seize it, sending orders to the Vice-Admiral of Devon, Arthur Champernoune, “under colour of friendship . . . use all policy to acquire the treasure for the Queen.” Champernoune, who had three privateers at sea himself, was only too happy to oblige: “Anything taken from that wicked nation is both necessary and profitable.” The bullion, supplied by Genoese bankers, was brought ashore “for greater safety.” Elizabeth then ordered it to be transferred to the Tower of London under the feeble pretext that the money remained the property of Genoa, not Spain, until it was landed in Flanders. English property in Spain and The Netherlands was embargoed in retaliation; Elizabeth countered by embargoing Spanish ships in English ports, and from that moment legitimate trade between the countries entered a steep decline.
Soon afterwards Philip wrote to Alba demanding a plan to “damage” Elizabeth sufficiently to force her, at the least, to seek an accommodation with him. He also claimed a higher motive: “God has already granted by my intervention and my hand that kingdom has previously been restored to the Catholic church once,” at the time of his marriage to Mary Tudor. He now proposed to restore Catholicism a second time. In furtherance of this, he gave Alba a letter of credit for 300,000 ducats to provide arms and money for those seeking Elizabeth’s overthrow. Philip was content to rely on God to remove the “many inconveniences and difficulties” such a plan would entail, but, in a reply bordering on insubordination, Alba remarked that “since He normally works through the resources He gives to humans, it seems necessary to examine what human resources would be needed.”9
Philip first used the phrase “the Enterprise of England” about the Ridolfi Plot against Elizabeth in 1571. Elizabeth was to be assassinated during her annual summer “progress” and the Duke of Alba would at once invade with part of the Army of Flanders to place Mary, Queen of Scots, on the throne. Even if the assassination did not take place, Philip insisted that Alba was still to invade. Once more God was to make up for any deficiencies in the plan or the force assembled: “I have such confidence that God our Lord, to whose service it is dedicated . . . will guide and direct it.” But his confidence was misplaced; the plot was exposed and the invasion never took place.
In the face of these Spanish-backed threats to her throne, Elizabeth encouraged the activities of English privateers against Spanish shipping and possessions in the New World, from which she often profited handsomely. As relations deteriorated, Philip expelled Elizabeth’s ambassador to Spain, Dr. John Man, after he described the Pope as a “canting little monk,” though it may have been as much in retaliation for English privateering. Elizabeth was also persuaded to be less discreet in her support of Dutch and Huguenot rebels, causing Philip in turn to accelerate his plans for the Enterprise of England. In 1575 he began to assemble an armada of over 200 ships at Santander, but epidemics decimated the crews and delays in provisioning caused many of the ships to disperse. Only thirty-eight ships, many of them of modest size, eventually set out for Dunkirk. Five ran aground on the shoals there, three were driven back to Spain by storms, and the remainder, under the joint commanders Juan Martinez de Recalde and Don Pedro de Valdes, were forced to shelter in the Solent before fleeing for home.
A planned invasion of Ireland in 1578 was also aborted, but the following July, infuriated by the “notorious” activities of Sir John “Black Jack” Norris and his English volunteers against Spanish troops in the Low Countries, Philip backed a fresh enterprise, seeking to establish a bridgehead in Ireland from which the eventual invasion of England could take place. The preparations were noted by an English spy, Thomas Cely, who sent Elizabeth warnings of “great store of fireworks made, great store of scaling ladders, great provision of yokes to draw ordnance by mules and horses, and terrible cannons and many, with all other provision for war.” A small armada led by an exiled Irishman, James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald, funded and blessed by Pope Gregory XIII but equipped and organized by Spain, duly landed at Smerwick in County Kerry and established a base, the Castello del Oro (the Golden Fort). In 1580 Philip answered their appeals for reinforcements by sending another 800 to 1,000 Italian and Spanish troops in a fleet commanded by Juan Martinez de Recalde, but the hoped-for wholesale Irish uprising never occurred, and a squadron of English ships led by Sir William Wynter used their cannons to pound the Golden Fort into ruins. The defenders surrendered on the promise of fair treatment; all but fifteen were then killed in cold blood. Sir Walter Ralegh “helped in the slaughter.” For the second time Juan Martinez de Recalde had been involved in the failure of an armada from Spain. It was not to be the last.10
If the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots, was the catalyst for the launching of the Armada, Philip’s annexation of Portugal in 1580 had been the essential prerequisite. His nephew, King Sebastian of Portugal, had died in 1578 while fighting the Moors in a campaign in which Philip fatefully refused to come to his aid, having already agreed to a secret treaty with the ruler of Fez, Abd-el-Malek. Some even suggested that Philip had connived at his nephew’s death, since it furthered his own territorial ambitions. Sebastian’s successor, his ailing great-uncle, Cardinal Henry, was the last legitimate male in the line of Portuguese succession and after his death, Philip, son of a Portuguese princess, claimed the throne. The Duke of Medina-Sidonia led a force to occupy the Algarve, while the commander of Philip’s navy, the Marquis of Santa Cruz, launched an amphibious attack on Lisbon, in concert with a thrust by the main army led by the Duke of Alba. There was little organized resistance to Philip’s troops, who plundered, raped and slaughtered as they advanced on a scale that made the infamies of the blood-drenched Army of Flanders pale into insignificance, and left even the notorious Alba complaining that the indiscipline and atrocities were “such that I never imagined I would see them, nor that soldiers were capable of them.” His second-in-command reported that “I have hanged or beheaded many of them on a scale I never did in my life.”
The Portuguese capital, site of the finest and most strongly defended harbour in Europe, fell on 25 August 1580, leaving the colony of the Azores, 1,000 miles into the Atlantic, as the only remaining centre of Portuguese resistance, led by Dom Antonio of Crato, an illegitimate nephew of the former king. The following year, a first assault led by Don Pedro de Valdes on Salga on the island of Terceira was a humiliating failure. A Portuguese priest cajoled the islanders into stampeding herds of wild bulls towards the invaders, and as the Spaniards turned and ran they were cut apart by the guns of the defenders. Only 60 out of 600 men survived.
In 1582, Santa Cruz led a much stronger armada of 60 ships and 8,000 men to the attack. Dom Antonio’s fleet, commanded by Filippo Strozzi, a former officer in the French Guards, was larger and more heavily armed, including over 40 French ships and eleven English privateers. On 26 July the two fleets met in the naval battle of Villa Franca. The cannon of Strozzi’s fleet inflicted serious damage on the Spanish flagship, the San Martin, and several of the other vessels, but Strozzi’s “ill-judged and suicidal manoeuvre” of closing with Santa Cruz’s fleet played into Spanish hands, since their preferred tactics were to engage the enemy at close range, and grapple and board them at the first opportunity. Santa Cruz captured the enemy flagship and Strozzi was killed along with thousands of his men. Seeing the battle lost, the English privateers shook out their sails and departed, leaving their allies to their fate. It was a cold, commercial calculation; the hopes of prizes and trading or territorial concessions having evaporated, there was no profit—in any sense—in the English ships remaining to share in the inevitable defeat. But seeing his vaunted enemies cutting and running, Santa Cruz was moved to assure Philip that he would take on the whole might of the English navy at the King’s command, and the flight of the English ships also had a strong influence on Philip’s advisers.11
The following spring, Santa Cruz assembled a huge amphibious force of 100 ships and 15,000 men to complete the destruction of Dom Antonio’s last redoubt, the island fortress of Terceira. Using his galleys as seaborne gun platforms, Santa Cruz landed his invasion force in barges and, after bloody fighting, they overran the Portuguese defences. Dom Antonio survived and fled, but his cause was lost. Spanish officers crowed, “Now that we have all of Portugal, England is ours.” The annexation of Portugal had delivered the Lisbon dockyards, arms foundries and the great Atlantic fleet of royal galleons into Philip’s hands. These fighting ships had been the defenders of Portuguese trade and possessions in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, defeating the Turks in the east and repelling Spanish, French and English attempts to break the Portuguese monopoly of African and Brazilian trade. Several of them were reaching the end of their lives but, combined with Spain’s own Indian Guard, Philip felt that he now had a fleet of galleons to match those of Elizabeth.
Honoured by Philip with the title Captain General of the Ocean Seas, Alvaro de Bazan, first Marquis of Santa Cruz, Knight of Santiago, Mayor for life of Gibraltar and one of the heroes of the great battle of Lepanto against the Turks, where he had commanded the Spanish reserve fleet and, by committing them at a crucial moment, had helped to swing the battle in Spain’s favour, added even more lustre to his reputation with the victory at Terceira. His father had also been Captain General of the Spanish fleet and Santa Cruz had spent his life at sea, seeing his first action off Galicia when he was just sixteen. More than forty years had passed since then, but the ageing Santa Cruz remained Spain’s foremost admiral. The amphibious landing at Terceira was almost a dress rehearsal for an invasion of the English coast, and in the wake of his victory Philip asked his advisers to prepare summaries of the potential means of conquering England and the record of success of previous invasions.
An exiled English Jesuit, Robert Parsons, obliged him with a catalogue that included the conquest by Julius Caesar in 55 B.C. and the Norman invasion of A.D. 1066. The Tudor era had begun with another invasion. On 7 August 1483, Henry VII, a man “without money, without power, without reputation, and without right,” led his army of 3,000 French, Breton and Scots troops ashore at Milford Haven, and on to eventual victory over Richard III at Bosworth Field. The Pretender Perkin Warbeck twice made landings with foreign troops, the French burned Brighton in 1514 and Seaford in 1545, there were other invasion scares in 1539 and 1545, and the Scots had also invaded in 1497, 1513 and 1542. “Sixteen times England has been invaded. Twice only the native race have repelled the attacking force. They have been defeated on every other occasion and with a cause so holy and just as ours, we need not fear to fail.” In his enthusiasm, Parsons may have been guilty of exaggeration, but there were certainly precedents enough. Far from being an impregnable island fortress, England had proved remarkably easy to invade; ten seaborne invasions had been at least partially successful.12
The combined merchant fleet of Spain and Portugal was by far the largest in the world—the great majority of all trans-oceanic trade was conducted by their vessels—and Philip could also draw on several fleets of galleys, but when asked for his estimate of the forces needed for the Enterprise of England, Santa Cruz warned, “If we fall to considering the difficulties of the task, nothing will be done . . . It will be necessary to mobilise and to concentrate in the English Channel, the whole naval power of Your Majesty’s dominions, together with land forces.” In all he required over 500 ships: 150 great ships, including armed merchantmen and every available galleon, 40 galleys and six galleasses—huge hybrids four times the size and weight of galleys, and regarded as the equal of five of them in battle. They carried the sails and armaments of ocean-going galleons in addition to 25 to 30 oars per side, each manned by five to eight convicts, slaves or buenaboya—“volunteer” oarsmen, press-ganged into service and chained to their oars just like the rest. There would also be 40 hulks (cargo ships) to carry the expedition’s munitions and stores, 80 auxiliary craft including fast pinnaces to carry despatches, scout ahead of the main fleet and maintain picket lines, and 240 landing craft, carried to England on the decks of the transport ships. This vast armada was to be crewed by 30,000 seamen and would carry 64,000 fighting troops, allowing for the loss of 10,000 men to disease, desertions and battlefield casualties. The provisions would include 373,337 hundredweight of biscuits, 22,800 of bacon, 21,500 of cheese, 23,200 barrels of tunny fish, 16,040 of salt-beef, 11,200 of vinegar, a quarter of a million gallons of water and 46,800 of wine. He estimated the total cost of equipping, arming, provisioning and maintaining this expeditionary force over a period of eight months at almost four million ducats.13
Santa Cruz was a vastly experienced and battle-hardened commander and his estimate of his requirements was no doubt a shrewd one, but such a fleet would have emptied Spain’s Atlantic and Mediterranean ports of almost every available craft and the cost would have drained the Royal Treasury dry. A plan proposed by Philip’s other great military strategist, the Duke of Parma, Captain General of the Army of Flanders, was altogether more modest in scale and cost. He insisted that the operation should be self-sustaining without assuming any initial involvement or support from English Catholics, and saw that the twin foreign threats to the enterprise—the intervention of the Dutch or French—must be neutralized in advance. But, given favourable conditions, he believed that just 30,000 infantry and a company of horsemen could bring England to its knees, and that the invasion force could be shipped across the Channel in flat-bottomed barges in the course of a single night. In 1513 Henry VIII’s armada of 300 ships had crossed from Dover to Calais to invade France in just three hours. Under cover of darkness, with favourable winds and a spring tide to carry them, Parma’s forces could certainly cross from Dunkirk and Nieuport to Kent in one night. A mere 25 great ships, Parma estimated, would be enough to safeguard them as they crossed the Channel. With the element of surprise they could establish a strong bridgehead before the English even knew they were there. A thousand men would be left to fortify and hold the beachhead; the rest would march on London.
Forced to defend hundreds of miles of coastline, the English would be unable to mass troops quickly enough to repulse a determined thrust by the invaders. The countryside through which they would pass was easy for infantry to negotiate and rich and fertile enough to yield plentiful supplies of food to foraging parties, and Parma expected his forces to have taken the capital in no more than eight days. Having seized London and captured the Queen or forced her to flee, he would await the Catholic risings in the north and in Ireland that would inevitably follow, to help cement his victory. However, more than 700 barges would be required to transport this invasion force and such a vast concentration of ships and men could scarcely escape the notice of Elizabeth’s agents in The Netherlands, depriving him of the crucial element of surprise. In that event 25 ships would be completely inadequate to protect the invasion force from English attacks. Philip himself wrote “Nonsense!” in the margin of Parma’s letter.
Philip had only ever experienced battle once. It unnerved him sufficiently never to repeat the experience, but an absolute ruler of thirty years’ standing did not lack confidence in his own abilities, even in areas in which he possessed minimal expertise. From the plans of his two commanders he produced a synthesis of his own. An armada commanded by Santa Cruz would set sail from Spain carrying a siege train and several thousand fighting troops. Strong enough to hold off the English navy, it would be far larger than the fleet of 25 ships that Parma had envisaged, but much smaller than the 500-ship fleet that Santa Cruz had originally specified. The necessary prelude to the invasion of England would be a diversionary landing on the coast of Ireland or west Wales, drawing off much of Elizabeth’s land forces and naval strength, before striking the decisive blow. Parma’s forces, reinforced by fresh troops from Italy, would assemble on the Flanders coast in their invasion barges and the Armada would then escort them across the Channel. If the English fleet sought a battle, Santa Cruz would give them one, but his main instruction was simply to protect the landing force. The experience of the battle for the Azores had taught Philip the dangers of naval battles; Santa Cruz had triumphed over Strozzi’s fleet, but his own ships had been so damaged in the process that a further year had elapsed before he was able to complete the task of taking Terceira. That experience was crucial in shaping Philip’s determination that the Armada should be a purely defensive formation, holding the English fleet at bay while the invasion force was convoyed to England.
Once the English coast was reached, the tactics of Terceira would be repeated, albeit on a much larger scale. The shallow-draught galleys and galleasses would act as mobile firing platforms, reducing coastal defences and laying down covering fire under which the landing barges could come safely to shore and the invasion forces and their siege train be unloaded. The troops remaining in Flanders would also be reinforced to prevent adventures by the Dutch and to stop the French from using the moment of Spanish weakness while Parma’s main force was occupied overseas to seize the southern territories of Flanders that they had long coveted. The Armada would remain offshore to secure Parma’s supply lines until Elizabeth had been overthrown. The original plan was that she would be replaced by Mary, Queen of Scots, with a suitably pliant Catholic consort to ensure that her ties with the French did not lead her astray—Parma was suggested as one possible partner. Should the battle against Elizabeth’s forces prove inconclusive, the Spanish troops were to fortify and hold their positions until concessions had been exacted from her.
On 29 December 1585 Philip began drawing up plans and collating intelligence on the state of English defences, and on 2 April 1586 he authorized Santa Cruz to begin assembling an armada in Lisbon. Don Juan Martinez de Recalde, the veteran of two previous failed armadas, was to form a northern squadron based in the Cantabrian port of Santander, while the Duke of Medina-Sidonia was to assemble troops and supply vessels in Cadiz and the other Andalusian ports. Medina-Sidonia and Santa Cruz had collaborated during the annexation of Portugal in 1580 but they had barely been on speaking terms since then, and the Venetian ambassador remarked that Medina-Sidonia’s presence in the Armada was “incompatible with that of the Marquis of Santa Cruz.”
New companies of foot soldiers were formed and the older ones strengthened with new recruits, while experienced troops were recalled from the garrisons of Naples and Sicily and replaced with pressed men. Every armoury was ransacked for weapons; the Secretary of State for War claimed that “not a single arquebus, pike or musket is left in all Spain.” Thousands of picks, shovels and gabions (wicker or metal baskets filled with stones as fortifications or gun emplacements) were stockpiled, and tents, packs, leather canteens and 12,000 pairs of shoes were bought from Seville. The King’s agents began scouring Europe for cannons, culverins, powder and shot, sailcloth and rigging, oil, wine, ship’s biscuit and dried fish and salt meat. The Lisbon shipyards were set to work repairing the old galleons and constructing new ones, and, as was routinely done in time of war, merchantmen were converted to fighting ships by the addition of extra armaments and complements of fighting soldiers. Yet even this large fleet was still well below the required strength. The deficiency was made up by “embargoing”—impounding—ships of every nationality that could be found in Spanish ports.
Dozens of English, Dutch, German, French, Genoese, Neapolitan, Venetian, Danish and Ragusan (from modern Dubrovnik) galleons and hulks were impounded, 23 from Ragusa alone, to carry the men, munitions and equipment for the great invasion force. The viceroy of Sicily seized a number of ships including the Genoese La Rata Santa Maria Encoronada and two Ragusan ships, the San Juan de Sicilia and the Anunciada, and, to the helpless fury of the Venetians, two of their huge armed merchant ships, the Trinidad Valencera and the Juliana, were also seized when they docked at Lisbon to unload cargo. “These ships were the finest, the best armed and manned of all that lay in Lisbon and on no account should His Majesty let them go.” A number of Baltic hulks, including the  Gran Grifon of Rostock, were impounded at Lisbon, the English ship  Charity was seized at Gibraltar and a Scottish trading vessel, the St. Andrew, was taken in Malaga.14
The Grand Duke of Tuscany also lost his most prized possession, the galleon Florencia, in a similar manner. The war in the Spanish Netherlands had severely disrupted the spice trade centred on Antwerp, and the Duke saw the chance to make Florence the new fulcrum of the trade. Such was the value of the cargo that only the most heavily armed ship would deter pirates and corsairs and, after reaching satisfactory agreements with Philip, the Duke sent his prized new galleon to transport the spices from the New World stored in the warehouses of Lisbon. But the captain found his loading date postponed again and again while Spanish sea-captains and admirals, including the Marquis of Santa Cruz, made admiring visits to the Florencia. After delays stretching into months, the Duke, now thoroughly alarmed, ordered his captain to set sail for home. The Spaniards refused him permission to leave and warned him that the shore batteries had orders to sink his ship if he attempted to make a clandestine departure. The next time the Florencia left harbour, it had been renamed the San Francisco and was sailing as part of the Armada, the finest and most heavily armed ship in the fleet. The Grand Duke of Tuscany never saw his ship again.
The scale of Spanish preparations for war did not escape the notice of the spies, agents and ambassadors of the European powers. But there was as yet no complete consensus on what it portended. Despite the mounting clamour for action from the Pope in Rome, Mendoza in Paris and the colonies of English exiles who had fled the persecution and confiscation of Catholic estates after the failure of the Rising of the North, Philip continued his unshakeable habit of moving at snail’s pace, believing that “in so great an Enterprise as that of England it is fitting to move with feet of lead.” By an irony that must have haunted him, Philip himself had urged the strengthening of the English navy when he was married to Mary Tudor: “The kingdom of England is and must always remain strong at sea since on this, the safety of the realm depends.” Now his Armada would have to face it in battle.
The ruinous expense also terrified him. The fleet assembled for the Battle of Lepanto had emptied Spain’s coffers, even though the costs had been shared between Spain, Venice and the Papacy. This enterprise was on an even larger scale and of infinitely greater duration and, barring a putative contribution from Pope Sixtus V, the cost was to be borne by Spain alone. Philip’s Treasury was merely a way-station for the vast wealth plundered from his imperial territories in the New World and the Indies. Although in English eyes “his treasure comes to him as our salads to us,” Spanish cynics referred to the fabulous cargoes as “rain-drops,” for as fast as they were brought to Spain they vanished like rain falling on the parched earth of the Andalusian plains. Each year’s flota, or treasure fleet, was mortgaged before it had even put to sea, and its revenues were dispensed throughout Europe as soon as they were received, to pay bankers, traders and manufacturers, and meet the costs of maintaining Philip’s huge armies and the sprawling networks of paid spies, informers, agents provocateurs and foreign clients.15
When Ferdinand and Isabella drove the Moors from Granada in 1492, their troops included large contingents from England, Italy, France and Germany and their weapons were imported from Flanders, Venice and Milan. Spanish dependence on foreign supplies of everything from foodstuffs to military manpower had grown still greater over the following century. Spanish noblemen found no honour in commerce, trade or industry, and Spain produced only a fraction of the goods it needed and even those were often of poor quality. As a result, almost everything—ships, cannon and the articles of war, basic commodities like grain, iron and textiles, and the luxuries sought by the rich—was manufactured abroad and imported at vast expense. A French economist noted that in the thirty-five years since the Spanish conquest of Peru, “more than a hundred million of gold and twice as much silver” had been shipped to Spain and yet “the Spaniard, being compelled by unavoidable necessity to come here for wheat, cloths, stuffs, dyestuffs, paper, books, even joinery and all handicraft products, goes to the ends of the earth to seek gold and silver and spices to pay us.” The continual creation of vast quantities of new gold and silver coins also fuelled ferocious inflation throughout Europe, driving up the prices that Spain had to pay and forcing the destitute to the brink of starvation.
Fearing war “as a burnt child dreads the fire,” every cautious instinct had held Philip back as his allies and officials were urging him forward, but a week after receiving the news of Mary, Queen of Scots’, death, he at last took the final, irrevocable decision to launch the Enterprise of England. The execution of Mary should have altered nothing but the identity of Elizabeth’s successor on the throne, but in the two years between the formation of the plan and the sailing of the Armada, Philip made one other crucial change to the strategy he had laid down. The King of Poland was among those cautioning Philip to secure a base for the Armada before proceeding with the main invasion, “first seizing Ireland and the Isle of Wight as both of them will afford ports for the fleet . . . It would be better to take no steps at all than to take them insufficient to secure a victory,” but Philip ignored the advice. Far from making a feint or establishing any kind of toehold on Irish, Welsh or English territory, the Armada was now to head immediately for the Straits of Dover and a rendezvous with Parma’s invasion force. How that was to be achieved was almost the only aspect of the entire operation that Philip did not lay down in advance; it was simply assumed that as soon as the Armada hove into view, Parma’s invasion force would put to sea to meet it. “He [Santa Cruz] will sail up the Channel and anchor off Margate Point [the North Foreland on the Kent coast] . . . When you [Parma] see the passage assured by the arrival of the fleet . . . you will, if the weather permits, immediately cross with the whole army in the boats that you will have ready.” One of the most basic of military tenets is that no forces should ever attempt to effect a rendezvous within sight of the enemy. Philip’s plan for the commanders of his land and sea forces to “join hands off the Cape of Margate” violated this principle, but no attempt was ever made to bring them together to co-ordinate their tactics before the Armada sailed, or even to brief them about this crucial facet of the Enterprise. Philip and his officials made many mistakes in the preparation of the Armada, but none was to have more catastrophic consequences than this. 16
His invasion plan required a spring tide—a particularly high tide— and a south-easterly wind set fair for the coast of England, yet a night calm enough to allow the flat-bottomed boats to make the crossing. It also required the thousands of troops to embark at breakneck speed and to do so either in such complete secrecy that the English and Dutch fleets would not be able to impede the crossing, or after the Armada had completely destroyed them. It was a combination of events that even a person with the most unquestioning faith in the power of the Almighty would have regarded as optimistic. However, preparations now began in earnest. A flurry of orders issued from the Escorial. Santa Cruz was to make ready to sail that spring. The galleys based at Barcelona were to join him at Lisbon and all available ships’ stores and “warlike provisions” were to be sent there at once. His agents were to redouble their efforts to find armaments, powder and shot, and food. Ship’s biscuit was procured from Alicante, Cartagena, Lisbon and Malaga—forty new ovens were built in Malaga to cope with the demand—and huge quantities of foodstuffs, masts, timbers, sailcloth, cordage and Stockholm tar (pitch) were brought to Spain from Scandinavia and the Baltic.
The goods were shipped by the long route around the north of Scotland to avoid interception by the privateers and Queen’s galleons patrolling the Channel, and Elizabeth made furious complaint to the King of Denmark at this furtive trading with the Catholic enemy: “How cunningly the merchants of Danzig, Lubeck and other ports . . . have this summer time made great provision of grain and other victual and of all things belonging to shipping and carried the same to Spain by passing the north of Scotland and west of Ireland.” Rice was imported from Milan, cheese from the Baltic, and “1,000 pecks of corn and half a score horses” were shipped from Waterford to Lisbon for the use of the Armada; but the harvest throughout Europe had been poor and the Spanish demand drove the price of grain to unprecedented levels. Dried and salted fish, bacon, beans and lentils, wine, vinegar and olive oil also had to be acquired by purchase or compulsion from a Spanish population that was already suffering hardship. In the poorest regions, such as Estremadura, grain was so scarce that men were forced to supplement their diet with flour ground from acorns.17 
Among those charged with obtaining supplies was Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, an old campaigner who had fought at the battle of Lepanto in 1570, where he was wounded in the head and lost his left hand. He was captured by Moorish corsairs as he sailed for home and imprisoned for five years in Algiers, “fettered and manacled and threatened with death by impalement,” until a ransom of 500 gold ducats was paid. Cervantes’ travels over the searing high plains of Andalusia and Cordoba, requisitioning wheat and olive oil for the Armada, helped to inspire his greatest work, Don Quixote. He carried out his requisitioning duties with such enthusiasm that he was excommunicated twice by the Vicars General of Ecija and Cordoba for depleting the ecclesiastical granaries, but the opacity of the accounts he presented for his purchases led to his incarceration for a time in a Lisbon jail. He was still imprisoned there when the Armada sailed.
Philip’s preparations were not confined to the logistics of manning, arming and equipping the fleet. Parma’s Army of Flanders was reinforced: 2,000 Spanish troops arrived in 1586 and a further 13,500— two thirds from Naples, the remainder from Spain—the following year, marching overland along “the Spanish Road,” the military corridor stretching 600 miles from Milan and Franche-Comté to Flanders. The Archduke Ferdinand of Austria also sent a regiment of troops, commanded by his son the Marquis of Burgholt. Spanish agents and ambassadors also began a diplomatic offensive to enlist support, further isolate England and protect Spain’s vulnerable flank in Flanders.
Philip had to reconcile two incompatible aims. The Pope, the Emperor and the other Catholic sovereigns could be expected to support a Spanish invasion of England only if it was done in the name of a Holy Crusade to restore the country to Catholicism. Yet to avoid alarming the Protestant princedoms and kingdoms of Germany and Scandinavia (particularly the King of Denmark, who had a powerful fleet) and provoking them into forming a defensive alliance with Elizabeth, Philip had to give them the impression that the Enterprise of England was merely European war as usual—a dispute over trade and interference in Spain’s “domestic” affairs in The Netherlands, not a crusade.
The Spanish ambassador in Paris, Don Bernardino de Mendoza, was a key figure in Philip’s plans, and he urged him to complete secrecy about the Enterprise of England, “in order not to awaken the evil action which would be exerted in all parts from France.” Mendoza had been expelled from England in January 1584 because his plots and intrigues against Elizabeth had “disturbed the realm.” As he boarded the ship taking him out of London, he turned to the Privy Counsellors who were escorting him. “Tell your Mistress that Bernardino de Mendoza was born not to disturb kingdoms but to conquer them.” He was determined to return in triumph and was one of the most active and strong proponents of the Enterprise of England. Given his head by Philip, he at once began to issue a stream of disinformation to keep Elizabeth and her Council off balance, while putting into operation long-planned strategies to foment insurrection in France, Ireland and Scotland, denying Elizabeth French support and threatening her with a war on two or even three fronts.18
One of the few surviving portraits of Mendoza, in the collection of a Madrid museum, shows that, like his master, he favoured plain, black clothes, with no more decoration than a small ruff of fine lace at his neck. He had fine features and the high forehead of an intellectual, and covered his receding hair with a black velvet cap. His dark eyes stare out from the painting, directing a keen and penetrating gaze, not at the viewer, but at something hidden from our sight, and his mouth is slightly pursed as if in disapproval of the sinful world in which he finds himself. There is no visible warmth in his expression, only a cold and calculating air.
No one in Europe, not even the Venetians, had more contacts and sources of information than Mendoza, and as the representative of the richest and most powerful nation on earth, the guardian of Catholic orthodoxy, he had access to people and areas barred to all other ambassadors. Ministers of the Crown sought him out and King Henri III of France often summoned him to discourse on policy. Henri’s comments were usually tailored with an eye to their ultimate audience at the Escorial in Spain, but Mendoza was shrewd enough to discern at least some of his true intent. The French King’s mother, Catherine de’ Medici, also sought Mendoza’s help and advice, and released titbits of gossip and information to him. She was his equal in guile and intrigue and he believed little of what she told him, but Spanish gold bought him many additional informants. The Duc de Guise and his brothers in the Catholic League, lavishly funded by Spain, yielded much valuable information and had the ability to destabilize the French Crown by force of arms. Mendoza was also closely allied with the Society of Jesus—the Jesuits—and maintained a link with the Paris Committee of Sixteen, a shadowy body ready to bring the Paris mob onto the streets.
In addition, English, Scottish and Irish exiles brought Mendoza their information and sought his support for intrigues against Elizabeth. Even the English ambassador in Paris, Sir Edward Stafford, unpaid by the Queen and burdened by gambling debts, let it be known that he was eager to serve the King of Spain providing it was “not against the interest of his Mistress the Queen.” He did not elaborate on how betraying state secrets to the Spaniards could fail to be against the Queen’s interest. His treachery should not have been unexpected, for his brother had been involved in a plot to murder Elizabeth, and in January 1587, Stafford duly became Mendoza’s most valued informant, identified only as “Julio” or “the new confidant” in even the most secret dispatches. So valuable was he that, until a suitable go-between could be found, Mendoza even took “the risk of going to his house at night” to obtain his information. In recognition of his services, Stafford received ever greater amounts of Philip’s largesse, beginning with “2,000 crowns” on 28 February 1587, which he earned by relaying the news of the execution just ten days earlier of Mary, Queen of Scots, and he fed Mendoza a stream of information about the state of England’s military preparations and the comings and goings of the fleets of Francis Drake and the Lord Admiral, Charles Howard.19
The ambassador in Rome, Henriquez de Guzman, Count of Olivares, was meanwhile ordered to seek an immediate audience with Pope Sixtus V, Felice Peretti. Sixtus’s preference had been for Mary to be queen with an English Catholic prince or lord as her successor, and there was considerable acrimony between Rome and Madrid over the vexed question of who should now inherit Elizabeth’s throne. One of the Queen of Scots’ last acts had been to send a letter, smuggled out by her apothecary, urging Philip, “notwithstanding her death, [to] persevere in the English Enterprise as the quarrel was in the cause of God and was worthy of being maintained by so Catholic a King.” Philip needed no urging and was already taking steps to secure the documents that would bolster his flimsy claim to the thrones of England and Scotland. He ordered Mendoza to keep the letter “with great care,” together with the previous letter Mary had written detailing the bequest of her rights in the throne, and told him to take steps to “secure”—to keep under his control, by force if necessary—the witnesses to her wishes and actions. “If the other two [the apothecary and Mary’s secretary] have any inkling of it . . . they also may be treated in the same way.”
Philip hated Sixtus and resented any papal intrusion into his own affairs or those of his subjects, but he needed his support and forced himself to write a personal letter to the Pope in which he was at pains to stress that he was taking up the burden of the Enterprise of England with the greatest reluctance. “I am extremely grieved . . . as she [Mary] would have been so appropriate an instrument for converting those countries to our holy Catholic faith. Since God, however, has ordained otherwise . . . He will provide in other ways for the success of His cause.” Olivares was now to show Sixtus a genealogical study commissioned by Mendoza and prepared by two prominent English Catholic exiles, “proving” that Philip was the most legitimate claimant to the English throne by virtue of his descent from John of Gaunt. This required the claims of all the surviving descendants of the dozen monarchs who had ruled England since Edward III to be set aside. Feeble though Philip’s pretensions to the English throne were, they were certainly more substantial and legitimate than those of Henry VII, and he had successfully invaded England in 1485, seized the throne and founded the Tudor dynasty that Philip now hoped to end. “Right of conquest” remained a powerful and widely recognized basis for legitimacy.20
Olivares was to press Sixtus to confirm Philip as the true heir to the English throne, “his claim being a more valid one than that of any other claimant . . . besides the double disqualification of bastardy and heresy under which they all suffer.” “You will impress upon his Holiness that I cannot undertake a war in England for the purpose merely of placing upon that throne a young heretic like the King of Scotland”—but with thrones enough, Philip would immediately cede the kingdom to his twenty-one-year-old daughter, the Infanta Isabella, though that concession was qualified in a way that suggested Philip might change his mind at some later point. “The only scruple which assails him is whether he is justified in depriving the Prince, his son, of a kingdom which not only has descended to him by right, but for the recovery of which, revenues of the Crown of Spain will have been alienated to a rather greater value than the worth of the acquisition.”
When an agreement with Sixtus was eventually reached, the artful Olivares had been able to blur the question of the succession. The Pope failed to realize the significance of a bland but crucial clause inserted in the middle of the rambling document, and “the matter . . . was so wrapped up that he passed over it without cavil or difficulty . . . In the end it was left to Your Majesty and the clause was so worded that Your Majesty might appoint the Prince or the Infanta.” Olivares was also to draw the Pontiff’s attention to “the well-known fact” that Mary had made a will that “left His Majesty heir to the Crown, this being the reason of her death and of the approval of it by the King of France.” He then requested a papal contribution of one million ducats in gold towards the cost of equipping an invasion force for the Enterprise of England, citing the cost to Philip of the “Holy War” to restore The Netherlands to Catholicism (and to Spanish rule) as one of the reasons why Sixtus should underwrite a substantial part of the cost of invading England. Philip certainly needed the contribution; the cost of the Armada and the enlarged Army of Flanders—approaching 50,000 ducats a day in total—was emptying his treasury, and had already forced him to veto plans to strengthen the defences of Spanish possessions in Africa and the New World against further raids by English privateers. However, Olivares warned Philip that “Your Majesty must give up all hope of secrecy from the moment the Pope signs the warrants for the money, however much he may swear to say nothing. Other Popes might drop hints but he simply reveals everything.” 21
The garrulous Sixtus took care to nurture his image as an unsophisticated man of peasant stock, uncouth in manners and speech, and prone to violent outbursts, “throwing the crockery about furiously,” but his lack of education and boorish manner concealed a shrewd and calculating mind, and the unguarded look he directs out of a surviving portrait in the Vatican suggests a man of vulpine cunning. He was occasionally lavish in his praise of Elizabeth’s courage and independence, and often caustic and disparaging about Philip’s habitual caution, taunting his ambassador that “The King of Spain is the greatest prince in Christendom, yet he is negotiating for peace with a woman who insults him and will never give up Holland and Zeeland.” He also told the Venetian ambassador, Giovanni Gritti, that “the King goes trifling with this Armada of his, but the Queen acts in earnest. We are sorry to say but we have a poor opinion of this Armada and fear some disaster.” But he was also implacably dedicated to the recovery of heretic individuals and nations to the Catholic faith—he had been Inquisitor General at Venice from 1557 to 1560, and had pursued his task with such fervour and ferocity that the Venetians had requested his withdrawal. In his new and greater mission, only Philip had the military power to aid him. There was no more stubborn barrier to the success of the Counter-Reformation than England. English money funded the Dutch rebels and the Huguenots in France, and was also the guarantor of the safety of the Protestant princedoms of Scandinavia and Germany. If England was restored to the fold, the rest of Protestant Europe might follow.
Sixtus had continually prompted Philip to intervene against Elizabeth. In August 1587 he urged him “not to delay” and the following month sent him a golden sword, just as Pope Pius had done to the Duke of Alba fifteen years earlier. It was a symbol of the crusade in God’s name that Philip was about to undertake but, in the face of appeals for financial support for the Armada, Sixtus also showed a parsimony that even the English Queen would have envied. He begrudged every penny he spent, even though he stood to recoup a handsome return on his investment if the Enterprise of England succeeded. If Elizabeth was deposed and the old religion restored, Sixtus’s million ducats would be a mere trifle against the torrents that would once more begin flowing into the Vatican coffers from England, yet he displayed even more than his usual ill-temper at having to part-fund Philip’s attempts to add yet another dominion to his already overpowering array. He sought to make his support conditional on Philip’s agreement that the new sovereign of England would be neither a Spaniard nor a Spanish puppet, but, whatever may have been said to reassure him on that account, it was inconceivable that Philip would take the massive risk of attacking England without claiming the throne as part of the spoils of victory.22
Sixtus also made an implicit attack on Philip’s hubris in claiming to act as God’s instrument. “No sin is as heinous in the eyes of the Lord as the usurpation of the divine jurisdiction.” At first he promised nothing towards the cost of the Armada, arguing that it served Philip’s own vested interests more than God’s, and when he at length made the pledge of a million ducats in gold, the terms were composed with typical cunning. The sum would be payable only when the first Spanish boots trod English soil; “until the men are landed it will be impossible to get anything out of his Holiness.”
Defeat or failure for the Armada would therefore cost him nothing, but if the outcome of a battle between the English and Spanish fleets was unpredictable, there was almost no one in the whole of Europe who doubted the result of a clash between the crack Spanish Army of Flanders and the raggle-taggle militias and Trained Bands who “would sooner kill one another than annoy the enemy” but who were all that Elizabeth could put in the field. If Parma succeeded in landing his battle-hardened, professional soldiers on English soil, most observers, including many Englishmen, expected the invasion to become a rout. The only delays to the remorseless advance of the Army of Flanders on London would be occasioned by the attendant slaughter, raping and pillaging. Lord Howard wrote to Burghley, “God send us the happiness to meet with them before our men on the land discover them, for I fear me a little sight of the enemy will fear the land men much.”23
Philip’s suspicion of the Vatican made him require an undertaking from every cardinal that Sixtus’s pledge would be honoured even if the Pontiff died before the invasion had taken place, lest their suspicions that he was “forwarding the enterprise mainly out of regard to his individual advantage” rather than his Christian zeal should lead them to refuse. He was right to be concerned. The cardinals echoed Sixtus’s hostility towards Spain to such an extent that the Venetian ambassador remarked on the absence of any “sign of that fervent zeal for the extirpation of heresy and the salvation of souls” that he would have expected on the eve of a crusade against Protestant England.
However, the million ducats was duly transferred to a bank— Olivares forwarded the warrant to Philip on 30 July 1587—where it was held in escrow against notification that the invasion of England had begun, but the involvement of so many loose-tongued cardinals in the decision-making process removed the last hope of keeping the Armada’s target a secret. When the Dutch captured and interrogated the nephew of one of those cardinals, he disclosed the full details of the papal contribution and the Armada’s timetable and destination. The information was at once passed to Sir Francis Walsingham in London, but it was disregarded for several crucial months because it was flatly contradicted by the English ambassador in Paris, Sir Edward Stafford, who continued to supply Philip with English secrets and Elizabeth with Spanish disinformation: “The Queen had not decided anything about sending out the fleet as the intelligence sent by her ambassador here has cooled her.” Even when the Armada had already been sighted off the English coast, Stafford’s dispatches from Paris continued to insist that it had never left harbour.24
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