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Editors Note
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Old Style and New Style Calendars

The sixteenth century saw deep religious divisions across Europe, reflected by the different calendars then in use. Those nations loyal to Rome, including Spain, had adopted the Gregorian calendar  named after Pope Gregory XIII (157285)  in the 1580s; but Protestant countries, including England, continued to use the Julian calendar for the next 100 years or so: thus remaining ten days behind their Catholic neighbours. In general, the dates in this book are given in the Gregorian mode, but where contemporary English sources use the old Julian form, the Gregorian equivalent is given in brackets with NS, for New Style.

The Weather-Gauge

The windward position (i.e., the side from which the wind is blowing) in relation to another ship or fleet. Gaining the weather-gauge was a crucial combat advantage to the sailing ships of the day, offering, as it did, increased speed and manoeuvrability.
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Background
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Little more than thirty years before the Armada sailed in 1588, few would have anticipated war between England and Spain. The earlier Tudor monarchs had maintained amicable relations with their Spanish counterparts, united by distrust of their common neighbour, France.

Relations were strained when Henry VIII divorced his Spanish wife, Catherine of Aragon, and in defiance of the pope established the Church of England with himself as its head. But the accession of his eldest daughter, the devoutly Catholic Mary, in 1553 not only brought England back to Rome but in 1554 seemed to herald the union of the two kingdoms when King Philip II of Spain married Queen Mary.
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Propaganda: a typical depiction of religion-inspired atrocities, in this case perpetrated by Protestants.
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Philip II (152798). The kings austere style of dress reflects the increasing rigour of his outlook in the later years of his reign.

However, the Spaniards were generally unpopular in England, and the loss in 1558 of Calais as a result of English involvement in Spains war with France soured relations still further, while the death of the still childless Mary spelt the end of any faint chance of an Anglo-Spanish union.

Half-hearted proposals that Philip marry Englands new ruler, the former Princess Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII and his second wife, Anne Boleyn, came to nothing, but for some years relations between England and Spain, while growing cooler, seemed unlikely to degenerate into war. The situation, however, gradually changed.

Deepening Conflict

By the 1560s Philip II was ruler of a vast empire, including Spain, Naples, Sicily, the East Indies, possessions in the Americas and the Netherlands. The Spanish economy was increasingly dependent upon the resources of her New World settlements, particularly their gold and silver, but English traders quickly moved to exploit the opportunities presented by Spanish America, finding ready markets for their merchandise. Philip resented this, and on occasion took bloody action against those attempting to break Spanish monopolies in the region. In 1568 Spanish warships at San Juan dUlloa surprised and captured most of a squadron of English trading ships commanded by John Hawkins, merchant and slaver, and his young kinsman, Francis Drake.
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Elizabeth I (15331603). A depiction of the queen in the later years of her reign, which is probably a more realistic impression than some of the more idealised portraits of Elizabeth.

The subsequent uproar in England forced Elizabeth to retaliate. Other factors were also troubling the queen and her ministers. In 1566, the northern, predominantly Protestant, Dutch provinces of the Netherlands had rebelled against Spain, and though the revolt had been bloodily crushed by the Duke of Alba, tensions remained high. Elizabeth  whose desire not to make windows upon mens hearts and secret thoughts  had a deep distrust of all rebels, but she gave some indirect aid to the Dutch by seizing Spanish ships carrying 160,000 ducats, intended as pay for the Spanish Army of Flanders. This act was ostensibly a reprisal for the attack on Hawkins.


Pirates and Privateers

The exploits of Francis Drake, Walter Raleigh, and other Elizabethan seadogs on the Spanish Main are often seen as one of the more romantic aspects of the Anglo-Spanish war. The reality was often rather different.

The legal definitions of a privateer  someone licensed by a government to operate against that countrys enemies  and a pirate  a freebooter who preyed more or less indiscriminately on shipping of various nationalities  often became blurred. This was due, in part, to a degree of ambivalence of the part of Elizabeth towards her privateers, which was reciprocated, in turn, by the seadogs themselves.

The first raiders to operate against Philip IIs possessions in the New World were French, with English seamen  originally present in the region as traders  not joining the onslaught till after the Spanish attack on John Hawkins squadron at San Juan dUlloa in 1569. It was with the proclaimed intention of seeking revenge for this assault that Francis Drake and a number of other adventurers began attacks on Spanish settlements and shipping during the 1570s.

The uncertain legal status of these raiders was underlined by the surreptitious financial backing  in return for a major share of the profits  sometimes given by the queen, and more openly by consortiums of gentry and merchants. For most of the decade following 1570, however, despite the headline-stealing exploits of Francis Drake, English privateering operations in the Caribbean were conducted on a fairly small scale, with minimal impact.

The overriding attraction for privateers  both then and later  was the fabled treasures of the Spanish gold and silver mines. They dreamt of taking one of the fabulous treasure fleets or flotas but although the Dutch captured one later in the century, the English were never successful. Attacks on the land convoy routes across the Panama Isthmus to the embarkation point at Nombre de Dios also met with minimal success: although Drake succeeded in taking part of one such mule train in 1573. It is a measure of the relative failure of the privateers that during the period between 1540 and 1650 the generally highly effective Spanish convoy system only lost an annual average of 0.5 per cent of their ships to enemy action. Symbolically perhaps, the last great raid by Drake and Hawkins, in 1595, ended in failure, with both commanders dying of disease in the course of the expedition.

In fact, it was during the later years of the war that English attacks at sea had an appreciable impact. These operations were largely the work of a new generation of seamen, aided by a growing fleet of specially built, privately owned men-of-war. These commanders, and the consortiums that often financed them, were increasingly unconcerned about the exact legal status of their operations. They were effectively given a free hand by Elizabeth, whose ministers commented that Her Majesty shall not venture to espy the faults of those that will venture their own to do her service. This was a war whose aim was profit, with little regard for the means by which it was obtained. Contrary to popular belief, most privateers operated not in the Caribbean, but in the Eastern Atlantic and off the British coast. Their attacks were frequently indiscriminate, with Dutch, Scottish, Scandinavian, and Polish ships all being seized on the pretext that they were carrying goods bound for Spain.

But these attacks also did considerable damage to Spanish shipping, and together with continued raids in the New World, struck an ultimately far more serious blow to the Spanish economy than the defeat of the Armada ever did, taking and sinking, in the course of the war, some 1,000 Spanish vessels, their booty providing a major boost for English coffers.



But in the following years another problem brought Spain and England ever closer to the brink. In 1567 the Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots, was deposed by a group of Protestant Scottish nobles and took refuge in England, where she proved to be an increasing danger to Elizabeth. As the granddaughter of Henry VIIIs sister, Mary was heir to the English throne, and was regarded by many Catholics in England  and almost universally in Catholic Europe  as the rightful Queen of England, while Elizabeth was regarded merely as the illegitimate issue of Henry and Anne Boleyn, whose marriage had never been recognised by Rome.

Virtually from the moment she arrived in England, Mary became the centre of plotting by disaffected English Catholics, covertly supported by Spain. Elizabeth, while fearful of provoking Philip into open conflict, responded by tacitly encouraging English privateers (commerce raiders licensed by their government) such as Drake and Martin Frobisher in their raids against Spanish shipping and settlements in the New World  in return for a share of the plunder.

In 1572, with unofficial English logistical support, Dutch rebels  known as the Sea Beggars  seized several Dutch ports, re-igniting the uprising against Spain. Though Elizabeth shied away from giving the rebels open recognition, she allowed English volunteers to fight alongside them, and Philip was forced to commit increasing numbers of troops and resources in an effort to contain the rebellion. In 1578, Philip reinforced the Army of Flanders and placed it under the command of his talented nephew, Alexander Farnese, Duke of Parma. Although Parma was able to contain the insurgents, he came to feel that only by removing English support could the rebel provinces finally be subdued.
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Sir Francis Drake (c.154096). Drakes rise from humble origins is signified here by the prominent place given to his coat of arms. The renderings of the globe allude to his circumnavigation of the world (157980).

Elizabeths sea dogs, meanwhile, were growing bolder. Between 1577 and 1580 Francis Drake carried out his epic circumnavigation of the globe, during which he attacked Spanish shipping and settlements across the world. Far from accepting Spanish demands that he be punished as a pirate, Elizabeth, on Drakes return, signalled her support for his actions by knighting him on the deck of his ship, Golden Hind. Once again she expected a handsome share of booty.

In the same year open war came a step closer when Spanish ships under an experienced commander, Juan Martinez de Recalde, landed Spanish and Papal volunteers at Smerwick in Ireland to support an Irish uprising against English rule. The invaders were defeated and massacred, but enmity between England and Spain had been inflamed further.
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Sir Martin Frobisher (c.153794). A tough man and a notable fighter. During the 1560s he was a privateer, and possibly a pirate. In the following decade he made three voyages of exploration in search of the North West Passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific.

Philip significantly expanded his power when, in 1580, he annexed Portugal. As well as its overseas empire, he gained control of the major Atlantic port of Lisbon and the small but powerful Portuguese fleet. In response, England and France provided unofficial naval support to the pretender to the Portuguese throne in his attempt to hold the islands of the Azores. But in 1582 Spain demonstrated its growing strength at sea when a fleet under Philips most experienced naval commander, Don Alvaro de Bazan, 1st Marquis of Santa Cruz, routed the rebel fleet and its French and English auxiliaries at the Battle of Sao Miguel, and in the following year captured the rebel base at Terceira.

Planning an Invasion

Although no English ships had been captured, Philip felt that the victory at So Miguel demonstrated that Elizabeths sailors could be defeated, and for the first time began seriously to contemplate an invasion of England. The task of devising a plan and preparing a fleet was entrusted to Santa Cruz. The latter, foreseeing the difficulties involved, reacted cautiously, demanding a massive naval force to carry out the undertaking.
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The bulk of the troops required would come from Parmas Army of Flanders. Parma assured Philip that if he could make a surprise landing, London would fall within eight days. However, as the king noted, Parmas precondition of taking the English by surprise was incompatible with his requirement for 700 invasion craft. Philip put forward his own compromise plan, by which Santa Cruz and his armada would carry out diversionary landings in Ireland and possibly Wales, drawing off the English fleet and allowing Parma to make his crossing. Philip  who allegedly feared war as a burnt child dreads the fire  hoped in this way to avoid having to fight a major naval action.
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Alessandro Farnese, Duke of Parma (154492). As well as being an extremely capable soldier, Parma was a noted patron of the arts. He died after being wounded at the Siege of Rouen in 1592.

Preparations continued slowly and Philip remained hesitant. But in 1585, a string of victories by Parma against the Dutch rebels forced Elizabeths hand. With France weakened and divided by the ongoing Wars of Religion between Catholics and Protestant Huguenots, Spain was coming dangerously near to total supremacy in Western Europe, and with the ports of the Dutch coast firmly in her hands, would be in a position to launch an overwhelming attack on England. So in August 1585, swallowing her doubts, Elizabeth signed the Treaty of Nonesuch with the rebel Dutch provinces, by which she was bound to supply financial assistance, and the support of a 7,000-strong English army under the Earl of Leicester.

At roughly the same time, Drakes largest operation to date in Spanish America was climaxing in the sack of Santo Domingo, which occurred in December 1584.

Although open war had now effectively begun, Philip hesitated at the prospect of replacing Elizabeth with Mary, Queen of Scots. Though she was otherwise highly suitable, Marys first husband had been King of France, and she remained strongly pro-French in her outlook. Philip had no desire to place on the English throne a monarch who would take that country into a French alliance.

To avoid this, the king considered marrying Mary to Parma. But Philip was not entirely sure of Parmas loyalty either. There were rumours that Elizabeth was attempting to subvert him with offers of the throne of the Netherlands, and there could be no certainty that as consort of Mary, and effective ruler of England, Parma would prove amenable to Philips control.

But, true to Philips tendency to procrastinate in the hope that time would solve problems for him, events now played into his hands. In 1586, Elizabeths intelligence agencies  directed by the fiercely anti-Catholic Sir Francis Walsingham  uncovered the latest Catholic conspiracy in support of Queen Mary. The Babington Plot, involving the assassination of Elizabeth, had, as usual, been promised Spanish support. More importantly, the evidence deeply implicated Mary. Armed with this proof, Elizabeths councillors at last prevailed on the reluctant monarch to agree to Marys trial, and subsequently to her execution, which took place on 18 February 1587.

Elizabeths reluctance to remove Mary had been due, in part, to the realisation that her death would simplify things for Philip: it would enrage Catholic Europe, and give Philip the possibility of spiritual approval and financial aid from the pope, in a crusade against Protestant England and its witch queen.

Grand Strategy

Philips plans now moved ahead more rapidly. Santa Cruzs original proposals had demanded a massive fleet of over 500 ships, carrying almost 100,000 men, including 65,000 soldiers. This expedition, which would have operated independently from Parmas Army of Flanders, was clearly beyond Spanish resources, so all discussions now centred around the joint use of an armada from Spain and troops from the Netherlands: some 30,000 of whom Parma reckoned on being able to land on the English coast between Margate and Dover in the space of eight to twelve hours. Unlike Philip, who was unduly influenced by the optimistic assurances of English exiles, Parma placed no reliance on being supported by a rising of English Catholics.
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Cadiz Harbour. A near-contemporary English view, probably depicting the attack made in 1596.

Throughout the opening months of 1587 ships, men and supplies continued to be gathered at Lisbon. The port of Cadiz in Andalusia was an important staging post where the Duke of Medina Sidonia skilfully orchestrated the rendezvous of ships and stores from Southern Spain and the Mediterranean before despatching them to Santa Cruz at Lisbon.

By early April, English reports suggested that around sixty ships were gathered at Cadiz, and Elizabeths leading seamen implored her to permit a preemptive strike against them, in order to smoke the wasps out of their nests. Such an attack would make full-scale war inevitable, and Elizabeth hesitated before giving Drake authority to take his squadron, including four of the Queens Ships (regular warships of the Navy Royal), to strike at Cadiz on 12 April. Typically, she then attempted to modify her permission, but Drake was safely away, and on 29 April his squadron stormed Cadiz harbour, burning and sinking twenty-four to thirty-seven of the ships anchored there, and destroying the stores which they carried. Drake commented that he had singed the King of Spains beard, which was not in fact the boast it is sometimes represented as being, for Drakes implication was that beards soon grow again. However, the attack  augmented by a further six weeks of raiding along the Spanish and Portuguese coast  ensured the Armada would not sail that year.

Philip repeatedly urged Santa Cruz to sail with what ships he had available, but the Marquis, distracted for much of the summer by the need to safeguard the flota (the fleet bringing treasure and other goods) from the Indies against attack by Drake, knew his best ships needed refitting after the wear and tear of their operations. By now both Santa Cruz and Parma  otherwise frequently at odds with each other  were becoming noticeably less optimistic in their assessments of the likely success of the Spanish plan. At Lisbon, unbeknown to King Philip, whose repeated demands for haste were proving fruitless, near chaos reigned, as supplies for the Armada rotted on the docksides and men deserted or fell sick. In the Low Countries, Parmas tercios (army units of roughly 3,000 men each) dwindled as his troops fell victim to disease.

By early January 1588, the Armada was still not ready for sea, and an increasingly anxious Philip was about to order an investigation when Santa Cruz effectively opted out of the expedition by falling ill and dying. The king rather unfeelingly commented: God has shown me favour by removing the Marquis now rather than when the Armada is at sea, and appointed as Santa Cruzs successor perhaps the most reviled figure in the whole story of the Armada: Don Alonso Perez de Guzman, 7th Duke of Medina Sidonia.

As we shall see later, despite his own protestations of unsuitability, Medina Sidonia was in many ways the natural choice to command the Armada: and while he and his squadron commanders worked feverishly  and with some success  to sort out the administrative mayhem that had greeted him on his arrival at Lisbon in February 1588, the final touches were being made to Spanish strategy for the assault on England.

Leaks from various sources had by now revealed to the English at least the broad outlines of the plan devised by Santa Cruz and Parma, and the latters idea of making a surprise crossing of the Channel was certainly no longer feasible. It was equally apparent that with the ships  approximately 130  he was likely to muster, Medina Sidonia would be unable to transport enough troops to carry out the invasion unaided. A joint operation was therefore essential, and it was at this point that Spanish planning began to encounter difficulties.

With Parma in Brussels and Medina Sidonia in Lisbon, direct communication was clearly difficult, and as a result King Philip and his immediate advisers undertook to coordinate planning. As soon became apparent, this arrangement was rife with possibilities for misunderstanding.

Parma was now displaying a distinct lack of enthusiasm for the whole project. It has been suggested he had originally been motivated in his support by the prospect of obtaining reinforcements for his Army of Flanders, and that when he realised the Armada was a serious proposition, he developed cold feet.
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The Escorial Palace: Philip IIs semi-monastical retreat.

The plan that evolved during the early months of 1588 now envisaged the Armada making its way up-Channel, making a rendezvous with Parma, and escorting his barges to their landing point between Dover and Margate. Then, reinforced by 9,000 of Medina Sidonias troops, Parmas invasion force, which had shrunk through a winter of attrition to about 18,000 men  instead of the 30,000 originally intended  would march swiftly on London, its flank supported by the Armada in the Thames Estuary. With Elizabeth and her ministers dead, taken, or fled, Parma might be in a position to complete the subjugation of England and the installation of a pro-Spanish regime, perhaps nominally headed by Philips daughter, the Infanta Isabella. In practice, both Parma and Philip had serious doubts about the feasibility of actually conquering the whole of England, and Parma was secretly authorised to offer compromise terms, involving a war indemnity, toleration for English Catholics, and non-interference by England in the affairs of the Netherlands.

But a scheme which, in the quiet solitude of his study in the Escorial (the great monastery-palace north of Madrid) might have seemed eminently workable to Philip, actually contained major difficulties. Severe restrictions were placed upon Medina Sidonias freedom of action. He was not to seek out an engagement with the English fleet  though dismissed by Philip as inferior  until after he had linked up with Parma. He was especially debarred from taking the sensible course of securing an English port or anchorage  such as Plymouth or the Solent near the Isle of Wight  as a base of operations or alternative bridgehead. Only if the rendezvous with Parma proved impossible was Medina Sidonia permitted to attempt the capture of the Isle of Wight.

But the greatest problem, and source of misunderstanding, lay in the details of the proposed rendezvous between Parma and Medina Sidonia. The latter assumed that Parmas invasion fleet would put out from its bases at Nieuport and Dunkirk, and link up with the Armada either just off the Flanders coast or in mid-Channel. But Parma was now expressing serious doubts whether such a plan was feasible. He pointed out to the king, accurately enough, that an English naval squadron was stationed in the Channel with the mission of intercepting him. This, might, of course, be dealt with by the Armada. But even more of a threat was presented by the Dutch flotilla of shallow-draught crompsters and fly-boats, under Justin of Nassau, which maintained a fairly continuous blockade in the coastal waters off the invasion ports. As we shall see later, Parma seems to have exaggerated his difficulties in a letter of 22 June to the king, but they were real enough:

With regard to my going out to join [Medina Sidonia], he will plainly see that with these little, low, flat boats, built for the rivers and not for the sea, I cannot change from the short direct passage across which was agreed upon. It will be a great mercy of God, indeed if, even when our passage is protected and the Channel free from the enemys vessels, we are able to reach land in these boats If I were to attempt such a thing by going out to meet the duke, and we came across any of the armed English or rebel ships, they could destroy us with the greatest of ease. This must be obvious, and neither the valour of our men nor any other human effort could save us.

Although Philip seems to have realised Parmas latest views conflicted sharply with those of Medina Sidonia, he does not appear to have alerted the Armadas commander to the discrepancy. Instead, he convinced himself that God would provide a solution to the obvious failings in the Spanish strategy, telling Medina Sidonia:

Victory is a gift from God. He grants it, or takes it away as He wills. Since you are in charge of executing His work, we can expect Him to assist us, unless we become unworthy of this through our sins.

Even if Medina Sidonia was comforted by this view, which is debatable, it cut little ice with his more seasoned officers. It was probably one of these, Juan Martinez Recalde, who, after listing some of the weaknesses of the Spanish strategy to a representative of the pope, concluded sardonically: So we are sailing in the confident hope of a miracle.


Trained Bands and Militia

The exact definitions of these staples of Englands defence on land have often been the cause of much confusion, especially as the terms were frequently mis-applied even by contemporaries. In broad terms, the militia, or posse comitatus, consisted of a countys entire able-bodied male population, between the ages of sixteen and sixty. Although it was rare for all to be levied, this system had formed the basis of home defence for much of the medieval period.

The Tudor regime, with its fears of internal dissent and insurrection  and also influenced by the cost of modern arms and equipment  set up a new internal defence force, known as the trained bands in 1573. As well as providing a defence against external attack, the trained bands were intended to be recruited from the better sort of more substantial men, who might be felt to have a stake in maintaining internal order and stability.

The trained bands, like the militia, which continued in at least notional existence, were organised by county. Reluctant to entrust too much power to the nobility, Elizabeth put the trained bands in the charge of each countys lord lieutenant and his deputies. They, in turn, appointed muster-masters  usually professional soldiers  to undertake the training of corporals, who in turn, instructed the local companies at meetings: the frequency of which varied according to the perceived level of external threat current at the time.

Each countys trained bands, whose men were usually expected to purchase their own equipment according to their financial status, held annual general musters, which were often the occasion as much for jollification as for military exercises.

Trained bands varied considerably in their actual level training and effectiveness. Some, such as the trained bands of the City of London, which were financed by wealthy merchants and operated under the close eye of the Crown, were regarded as proficient and reliable troops. Others, particularly in poorer or more remote regions, were woefully equipped and ill-prepared. In general terms, very few of them were likely to have provided real opposition to the veterans of the Army of Flanders.
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Charles Howard, Lord Effingham, later Earl of Nottingham (15361624). Though not an experienced naval commander, several members of the Howard family had previously held the post of Lord Admiral. Charles proved a competent administrator, though not outstanding as a fleet commander.

The English strategic response to the Spanish threat was at once simpler and more difficult. Elizabeth and her ministers were keenly aware that if the veterans of the Army of Flanders once established a bridgehead, the numerically large but poorly trained and equipped English land forces centred around the trained bands and militia would be no match for them. With few modern fortifications to delay Parma, the most the English could realistically aim at was to fight a rearguard action, combined with a scorched earth policy, in the hope of wearing down the invader.

Englands main hopes lay at sea. During the early months of 1588 there was debate between those of the queens counsellors who favoured concentrating the fleet in the Straits of Dover, in order to contest a crossing by Parma, and those  mainly seamen headed by Drake and later the lord admiral, Charles Howard  who favoured a forward defence policy, with the fleet engaging the Armada as close to its own ports as possible. In the end, largely because of Drakes forceful advocacy  pointing out that the water-gates of England are the ports of the enemy, while The advantage of time and place in all martial actions is half the victory, which being lost is irrecoverable  a compromise was reached. The bulk of the fleet, under Howard and Drake, would be stationed at Plymouth, to pursue the forward strategy, while a smaller, but still powerful, squadron under Lord Henry Seymour, remained in the Straits of Dover in rather half-hearted cooperation with the Dutch.

In the event the Armada reached the Channel anyway, the strategy of the Plymouth force would be to gain the weather-gauge (the advantage of the wind direction), by taking up station to the west of the Armada, employing the generally prevailing westerly winds, and harry it up-Channel: giving Medina Sidonia no opportunity to secure a landing-place, and eventually trapping him between Howard, Drake, and Seymour.

Opening Moves

Medina Sidonia eventually sailed with about 130 ships, carrying 29,453 men, of whom about 19,000 were soldiers and the remainder seamen, volunteers, and auxiliaries of various kinds.

Howard would at various times have some 197 ships under his command, crewed by around 15,900 men, most of them seamen. Many, however, only joined the English fleet in the later stages of the campaign.

On shore, the Duke of Parma had in the region of 17,000 men, drawn from the Army of Flanders, designated to form his invasion force. He would be opposed by a mixed English force composed of volunteers, the retinues of some of the leading nobility, and county trained bands and militias, whose numbers fluctuated continually. But while they theoretically outnumbered Parma considerably, the vast majority could in no way be compared to the Spanish veterans in terms of training, equipment, or experience.
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Much has been written about the differences in shipbuilding and design, armament, and tactics which distinguished the rival fleets but this can only be summarised here.

The bulk of the ships comprising the Armada  even its first-line squadrons  were not purpose-built fighting ships. Only the galleons of the Portuguese Squadron and to a lesser extent those of Castile, together with the four galleasses of Naples, can really be described as such. The rest were commandeered merchant ships and grain carriers, whose effectiveness was variable. In general terms, the majority of the warships that served with the Armada, whether galleons, or armed merchantmen, were mostly of the type known as naos, which, while similar in tonnage to many of their opponents, appeared larger because of their high superstructures. This factor also made them less manoeuvrable and responsive than both the queens ships and many of the auxiliary craft with Howard, many of which were built as privateers.
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Spanish troops in flat-bottomed boats.

The most effective of the English vessels were the race-built galleons, which were either built as such from scratch or remodelled and formed the bulk of the queens ships. The term race-built, does not, as occasionally thought, refer to their speed and manoeuvrability, but to their lower superstructures and clean hull design, which did indeed give them advantages of speed and seaworthiness over their opponents, and equally importantly, made them highly effective floating gun platforms. For it was the firepower of the opposing fleets, and the tactics they employed, which would prove to be the decisive factor.
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Spanish galleys.

It is often said that Spanish tactics consisted of trying to close with their opponents, then grapple, board, and overwhelm them with the large numbers of soldiers most of the Armada ships carried. The English, on the other hand, are said to have stood off and battered their opponents with cannon from a distance. While there is an element of truth in this, the actual situation was more complex.


Race-Built Galleons

The success of the English fleet is often attributed to their superiority in ship design, in particular to their race-built galleons. The race-built galleon appears to date from around 1578, when John Hawkins became treasurer of the Navy. Compared with earlier galleons, including those of the Spanish, the race-built galleons were longer in relation to their beam, with finer underwater lines. Their fore and stern castles were reduced in height, while their improved sail plans added to their speed and manoeuvrability. Their continuous lower decks, running the length of the ship, were specially designed to house heavy guns.
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Types of cannon, including a demi-cannon (top), a demi-culverin (centre), and a full cannon (below).

The Spaniards indeed hoped to employ the tactics summarised above, but as witnessed during the fighting in the Azores, they could also employ artillery as their primary weapon. Indeed, before the Spaniards set out, they were aware of the likely tactics the English would employ against them; and that they, too, might have to rely on their guns to force a decision.

But it was in gunnery, as well as manoeuvrability, that the English had the edge on the Spaniards. There have been many attempts to assess the relative merits of the guns carried by the antagonists: the table below (p. 69) summarises the main ordnance of the opposing fleets.

A significant factor was the English numerical advantage in demi-culverins, which were the longest-ranged pieces on either side. In practice, however, as the English recognised after the initial engagements, they were only really effective as ship-smashers at a range of under 400 yards. As a result, English tactics trod a fine line between getting near enough to the enemy to inflict serious damage, while at the same time avoiding coming close enough to be grappled and boarded. In this, their manoeuvrability gave them a clear edge over most vessels of the Armada.

But the English possessed another advantage, which proved decisive. Spanish guns were mounted on old two-wheeled gun carriages, which were usually lashed to the side of the ship to absorb recoil. It was difficult to manhandle inboard for reloading, and often resulted in a gunner having to reload outboard, awkwardly straddling the barrel and exposed to enemy fire. Spanish ships carried fewer trained gunners than their English counterparts, and while the gunners loaded and sighted each piece, the actual gun-handling was carried out by soldiers. The outcome was a painfully slow rate of fire, often amounting to no more than one shot per gun per hour, once the initial, previously loaded, broadside had been fired. English guns, however, were mounted on four-wheeled carriages secured by ropes and pulleys, which allowed them to be drawn inboard for reloading. With more gunners and better-trained crews, the outcome was a much faster rate of fire than the Spaniards: perhaps three or four shots per hour.

In terms of commanders, neither Medina Sidonia nor Howard had great experience at sea, both being appointed, at least partly, from social considerations. Both, however, proved ready to listen to advice from more seasoned subordinates. And while veteran sea dogs such as Drake and Frobisher spring readily to mind, the Armada could also boast seasoned commanders, like Recalde, Bertendona, and Oquendo. The English captains, however, had the advantage of detailed knowledge of the waters in which the campaign would be fought.

Although, overall, the English ships were crewed by seamen more experienced than their opponents in the ways of the North Atlantic and the waters surrounding Britain, a high proportion of Spanish seamen had sailed the Atlantic to the Indies or the Newfoundland fisheries: in the event, only those with little experience of northern waters  and of course, raw recruits, would be at a serious disadvantage.

Command and Control

The Spanish

Overall responsibility for planning and general conduct of the campaign rested with King Philip II, together with one or two of his closest advisers. The king continued to be as closely involved as possible in decision-making. The naval element of the enterprise was commanded by the Duke of Medina Sidonia, while the actual invasion force, drawn from the Army of Flanders, was led by the Duke of Parma.

Though not very clearly established, it appears that when the two forces united, Medina Sidonia was to exercise overall command until the expedition made landfall in England. At this point, the Duke of Parma would assume control of land operations, while the fleet remained under Medina Sidonia.

Unlike land forces, where some definite hierarchy of command was by now appearing, the situation in naval forces of the period was still considerably more ill-defined than in modern times. Particularly in this campaign, it is often hard to discover how command and control on a fleet level was actually exercised in battle.


The Galleass

These vessels, in theory, combined the firepower of the galleon with the manoeuvrability of the oar-powered fighting ship. They were first used in the 1530s by the Venetians, and copied by the Spaniards. The Venetian galleasses were 152 feet long by 26 feet in the beam, and carried a mixture of square and lateen sails. They had twenty-eight banks of oars, mainly manned by convicts or enemy prisoners of war, and carried a complement of 250 soldiers and seventy sailors.

The Neapolitan galleass squadron serving with the Armada made a strong impression on their English opponents, confirmed by the prominent place they are given in most contemporary illustrations of the campaign. One English eyewitness described them thus: The oars all red, the sails had upon them the bloody sword; the upper part of the galleass was also red To add to the effect, the rowers had been issued with red jackets.

The role of the galleasses was to bring heavy firepower to bear in situations where ordinary sailing vessels could not operate. For this purpose, the capitana, San Lorenzo, had six heavy pieces, ranging from 15- to 50-pounders, mounted in her bows, and four more in her stern. About twenty more guns, of various calibres, were ranged in her fore and stern castles, and another twenty lighter breech-loading guns were positioned, ten to a side, above her oar decks. In a gesture to the role of the galley in classical warfare, each galleass was also fitted with a large iron ram.

Opinions differed on the effectiveness of the galleasses. In general their performance under oars proved disappointing. But they were often involvedin the thick of the action, and were treated with a good deal of respect by their English opponents. They had, however, one fatal weakness. The design of their rudders and their fittings to the hull were inadequate: as a result of this, two galleasses were lost and a third eventually drifted ashore in France, never to sail again.



When looking at the organisation of the Armada, and how it was commanded in action, it is important to realise that squadrons were primarily administrative units, named after their area of origin, rather than distinct fighting flotillas: although the galleass squadron was generally treated as a discrete combat entity.

The common practice was to form battlegroups or socorros, not necessarily confined to ships of one squadron, and indeed very flexible in their composition. Their leaders were generally also squadron commanders: with the exception of Don Alonso de Leiva, who had been nominated by the king as successor to Medina Sidonia as captain-general in the event of the latters death or incapacity. Recalde was senior squadron commander, and acted as second in command of the Armada: though during the days following Gravelines, when Medina Sidonia briefly failed to exercise command, Recaldes illness resulted in Don Francisco de Bobadilla  the senior military commander with the Armada  shouldering much of the responsibility pending the dukes recovery. Diego Flores de Valdez was both a squadron commander and Medina Sidonias professional adviser (or in modern parlance, chief of staff). In reality, however, despite spending most of the voyage occupied in this latter role, his powers were poorly defined.

In theory, all major decisions were taken after Medina Sidonia had consulted with his council of war, which consisted of the squadron commanders, de Leiva, and senior military officers. In practice, however, the duke (and Flores de Valdez) could, and sometimes did, override the opinion of the majority of the council.

Thus, with these provisos in mind, the theoretical command structure of the Armada was as follows:

Captain-General

Duke of Medina Sidonia: commander of the Squadron of Portugal

Second in Command

Juan Martinez de Recalde: commander of the Squadron of Biscay, though he did not sail with his squadron, which was probably commanded by its vice admiral, A. Felipe

Chief of Staff

Diego Flores de Valdez: commander of the Squadron of Castile, though for most of the campaign command was probably exercised by its vice admiral, Martin Aramburu

Squadron Commanders

Don Pedro de Valdez: Squadron of Andalusia, but succeeded on capture by Don Diego Tellez Enriquez

Miguel de Oquendo: Squadron of Guipuzcoa

Martin de Bertendona: Levant Squadron

Juan Gomez de Medina: Squadron of Hulks

Don Hugo de Moncada: Galleasses of Naples

Don Antonio Hurtado de Mendoza: Pataches and Zabras

Diego de Medrano: Galleys of Portugal

Army units on-board the Armada

Don Francisco de Bobadilla: commanding some 19,000 men (about half of which were raw recruits), organised in five tercios and some independent companies.

The English

However ill-defined the Armadas command structure may have been, that of the English forces was initially even more informal. The fleet was divided into two squadrons. The larger, Western Squadron, based on Plymouth, was commanded until early June by Sir Francis Drake. However, Englands senior naval commander, the lord admiral, Lord Charles Howard, then took over personal command of the Western Squadron, with Drake as his vice admiral.

We have no conclusive evidence as to how the Western Squadron was organised and led during its first two engagements off Plymouth and Portland Bill. It seems possible that it adopted a somewhat free-for-all approach, with the fleet roughly split between Howard and Drake, but with captains largely making their own choice as to which of the squadrons commanders they actually joined.

Such an arrangement was plainly unsatisfactory, and after the Portland Bill action Howards force was reorganised into four squadrons under the lord admiral himself, Sir Francis Drake, Martin Frobisher and John Hawkins. Our knowledge of the composition of each squadron, and whether this was fixed or flexible, is incomplete. Each squadron probably consisted of a core of several Queens Ships together with a number of large merchantmen, augmented by a fleet of smaller vessels  not all of which would have served for the whole of the campaign.
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An English army on the march in Ireland. Most of the English troops in 1588 were not so well-equipped, and this engraving probably more accurately shows the appearance of the Army of Flanders.
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Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester (?153288). Leicester, as Elizabeths favourite, enjoyed her close confidence until his death. In the Netherlands, Leicester proved to be an indifferent general, despite which, he was placed in command of the forces mustered at Tilbury.

The Eastern, or Dover Straits, Squadron, while under Howards overall control, was under the operational command of Lord Henry Seymour and his vice admiral, Sir William Wynter. These is some evidence to suggest that during the action off Gravelines, the squadron may have operated in two battlegroups or divisions under Seymour and Wynter.

It would be unrewarding to attempt a compilation of units that might, in theory, have served with the English land forces. Many would have been ad hoc bodies led by individual captains, gentry, and noblemen: although the county trained bands, which were supposedly available to contest any invasion, were organised into companies, usually based on, and named after, the towns or districts where they were raised.

Overall command was, in principle, exercised by Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, as the queens lieutenant general. But until 2 August, his authority did not formally extend beyond Essex: and even thereafter, must have been nominal in most of the country, being effectively confined to the army raised for the defence of London and based at Tilbury. The Low Countries veteran, Sir John Black Jack Norris, was general of the South-Eastern counties, and local commanders  such as Sir George Cary in the Isle of Wight, and Sir Thomas Scott in Kent  led the trained bands and other county-based units.
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Andalusian Squadron (Don Pedro De Valdez)
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Totals:
11 ships, 8,292 tons, 240 g, 2,325 sodiers, 780 mariners, 3,105 total ceews, ¢ 9 ships survived.
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