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Private Converted
Vessels of Man-of- Merchant
Squadron Royal Navy war Vessels

Pin- Pin- Pin-

Ships naces Ships naces Ships naces

Howard: ..xui oee 11 8 4 3 24 16
Drake - i 55w 5 2 — —_ 20 13
Seymour . .. .. 8 4 — — 14 4
Totals .. 136 24 14 4 3 58 33

Table 1—The English Fleet.

- Converted
Vessels of Royal Merchant
Squadron Commander Navy Vessels
Galle- Pin- . Pin-
Ships asses naces Ships naces
Portugal Medina-Sidonia 9 - 2 —_— -
Castile Diego de Valdes 13 — 2 - —
Naples Moncada — 4 — —_ —
Biscaya Recalde e - —— 9 2
Andalusia Pedro de Valdes — — — 10 2
Guipuscoa Oquendo —_ — —_ 10 2
Levant Bertendona — —_ — 2
Light Mendoza - — —_— _ 19
Storeships Medina — — - 19 16
Totals 130 22 4 4 57 43

Table 2—The Spanish Armada.

counter-attack, would have to climb
up the Spaniard’s side. And, be-
cause they expected to engage in
this type of fighting, the crews of
the Armada each contained a high
proportion of soldiers.

The Spaniards did not place much
reliance on gunnery, partly because
they preferred close combat and
partly because their ships rolled so
badly that accurate shooting with
the crude weapons of the time was
impossible.

In their earlier contests with
Spain the English seamen had al-

ways fought at a great numerical
disadvantage. Since their ships and
crews were smaller they could not
afford to let the adversary come
alongside. Consequently they ten-
ded to develop the art of handling
their nimble ships, and to rely
more and more upon the gun as the
principal weapon in naval warfare.

In brief, the Spaniards sought to
use their guns to disable an enemy
so that they could come alongside
him. The English sought to shoot
the enemy to pieces without coming
to close quarters at all.

. .
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The Armada Sails.

The Armada sailed from Lisbon
on 20 May, 1588, under command
of the Duke of Medina-Sidonia. It
took three weeks to round Cape
Finisterre at the north-western point
of Spain, where a storm scattered
the fleet and forced it to take refuge
in Corunna.

The three weeks at sea revealed
many defects in the Armada. Much
of the food proved to be rotten and
the water was undrinkable. A great
many seamen were so badly trained
that the ships’ captains had diffi-
culty in handling their vessels in
the heavy weather. Medina-Sidonia
was so discouraged that he recom-
mended the abandonment of the
whole enterprise. However, through
the exertions of his second-in-com-
mand, the defective stores were re-
placed, but little could be done to
improve the efficiency of the crews.
Eventually the Armada cleared Co-
runna on 12 July.

All that is known for certain of
Sidonia’s orders is that he was to
sail for the Lizard, proceed up the
Channel to the Belgian coast, where
he would be joined by Patrma, who
would personally direct the inva-
sion of England and its covering
operations.

By the evening of 19 July the
Armada was assembled off the
Lizard.

Meanwhile so many false reports
had been received in England that
many people grew careless. On the
day that the Armada cleared Co-
runna Howard received orders that
the Spaniards were not expected
until the following year, and, as a
measure of economy, he was to lay

up his four largest ships. Fortu-
nately Howard delayed compliance
with the order.

On the 19th, while the admirals
were playing bowls at Plymouth,
the captain of the “Golden Hind”
brought the astonishing news that
the Armada was off the Lizard.
Thereupon Drake made his cele-
brated remark, “There is time to
finish the game and beat the
Spaniards afterwards.”

Despite Drake’s nonchalance the
English were surprised and caught
in rather an awkward position at
Plymouth. The wind was blowing
directly up the Channel and straight
into the harbour mouth, a serious
thing in the days of sail. Few ships
were fully manned, partly owing to
lack of pay for the crews and partly
because of sickness brought about
by inadequate rations of poor
quality. Some ships were even
short of powder and shot.

The English ships began beating
out against the wind during the
night, and were assembled outside
by 3 p.m. of the next day, the 20th.

The Fight in the Channel.

Early on Sunday, the 21st, Sido-
nia proceeded up Channel on an
easterly course, the wind having
shifted to WNW. The Armada was
formed in a great crescent with
the wings advanced, being about
four ships deep at the centre and
two deep at the tips.

As Howard cleared Plymouth on
the afternoon of the 20th he found
himself to leeward of the Armada,
the wind being from the south-
west. His first task was to get to
windward of his adversary, which
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involved a southward sweep close-
hauled on the starboard tack.

About noon on the 21st Howard,
having concentrated his fleet to the
westward of the Armada, attacked
the rear of the crescent, his prin-
cipal object being the tip of the
northern wing. Confused fighting
followed, the English using their
guns with telling effect and the
clumsy Spanish ships getting in each
others’ way. Nevertheless Sidonia
held his fleet together, and Howard
was unwilling to press home his
attack until more ships had come
out to join him. The day’s fighting
resulted in serious damage to three
major Spanish ships, while the Eng-
lish were practically undamaged.

Throughout the 22nd Howard
clung grimly to the Spanish rear.
Sidonia tried to organize a squad-
ron to hold off the English assaults
on the main fleet. By nightfall two
Spanish capital ships had been cap-
tared and others damaged.

On the following day, when the
fleets were off Portland Bill, the
wind shifted to the north-east, giv-
ing the advantage to the Armada.

Sidonia seized the opportunity to
stage a counter-attack and much
close fighting followed. Spanish
records bitterly complain that every
time one of their ships came close
enough to board, the enemy “bore
away and fired his guns.” The fight-
ing ended about 5 p.m., when both
sides were glad to call it a day. No
ships were lost on either side, but
the tactical honours probably rested
with Sidonia. On the other hand
the Spaniards had expended much
irreplacable ammunition, while the
. English were constantly receiving

fresh supplies
ports.

from their nearby

Both sides spent the following
day reorganizing their squadrons,
and drifting slowly up Channel un-
der a light wind.

On the 24th Howard renewed his
policy of aggressive attrition. How-
ever, the wind died away and both
sides used their boats to tow the
big ships into action. There was
some very sharp fighting, in the
course of which another Spanish
capital ship was so severely
damaged that she had to be with-
drawn from further action.

On the 25th there was no fight-
ing. Continuous action was wear-
ing down the Armada and breaking
its morale. The English required
provisions and ammunition. Howard
now planned to let the Armada pro-
ceed unmolested as far as Dover.
At that point he would be able to
unite Seymour’s squadron with the
main fleet, and, at the same time,
keep an eye on Parma.

On the following day both fleets
continued up the Channel. In the
afternoon Sidonia stood over to-
wards France, and in the evening
brought his fleet to anchor in Calais
Roads. Seymour’s squadron of 36
ships joined the main English
fleet during the night.

Destruction of the Armada.

On the 27th Howard resolved to
send fire ships against the Armada.
Even if no Spanish wvessels were
burned it was hoped that many
would be forced from their moor-
ings under conditions where loss of
gear and collisions would probably
occur.
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At midnight eight fire ships were
sent down with wind and tide
against the densely-packed Armada.
The Spaniards panicked. Fearing
that the fire ships were loaded with
gunpowder, many vessels slipped
their moorings in an effort to get
away. Several vessels were damaged
in collisions; one capital ship lost
her rudder and ran aground. Day-
light found the Armada scattered
for a distance of 20 miles off the
European coast.

With considerable skill and great
personal gallantry Sidonia got his
fleet together and cleared the
dangerous shoals off the Belgian
coast. It appears that at this stage
he intended to turn and fight it out
with the English fleet, which was
rapidly closing on his rear. How-
ever, the damaged Spanish ships
could not manoeuvre in the narrow
waters with wind and tide against
them. There was nothing that Sido-
nia could do except attempt to reach
the more open waters of the North
Sea.

The English squadrons furiously
attacked the Spanish rear, sailing
in between the great galleons and
pouring in broadside after broad-
side at short range. One by one
Sidonia’s ships were cut away from
their squadrons, or fell behind to
be sunk, captured or driven ashore.

Sidonia had hoped that on reach-
ing open water he would be able
to turn and fight his way back
through the Channel. Prolonged
battle, however, had practically ex-
hausted his ammunition, and most
of his ships were badly damaged.
As the English still came aggres-
sively on, he decided to accept de-

feat and return around the north
and west of the British Isles.

Notwithstanding his bold front,
Howard was glad enough to let
them go. Most of his ships were
out of ammunition and some of them
were out of water and provisions.
Had his fleet been properly sup-
plied in the first place he might
have completed the destruction of
the Amada. As things turned out,
however, wind and weather did this
for him. The remnants of the
Armada ran into heavy storms and
many vessels were wrecked on the
rocky coasts of Scotland and Ire-
land. Only a few stragglers re-
turned to Spain. .

Parma, in disgust, broke up his
army and dispersed his landing
craft. The invasion of England was
abandoned.

Comments on the Operations.

Although the Spanish outline plan
was generally sound its development
was faulty to an extreme degree.
In the first place it was based on
the idea that the English would en-
gage in close ship to ship fighting,
an idea which had its origin in
Spanish experience with different
opponents in the Mediterranean.
Had they properly appreciated the
tactical methods employed by the
English on the Spanish Main they
would have realised that their ad-
versaries would use their guns and
avoid close combat.

Actually the English seamen were
developing a new method of naval
warfare, and had already demon-
strated its effectiveness in contests
with Spanish ships. The Spaniards .
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ignored the lesson and clung to the
methodg which had served them
well against adversaries with simi-
lar ideas. It is unwise to expect
yvour opponent to obligingly con-
form to your methods of fighting
unless you have provided the means
to make him conform. The
clumsy Spanish ships were incap-
able of forcing close combat on the
English.

This erroneous idea led also to
faulty manning of the ships. There
were too many soldiers, who only

got in the way, and not enough sea- .

men to handle the ships in heavy
weather.

The plan to sail up Channel close
across the faces of the English naval
bases was sheer madness. On land
it would amount to an attempt to
march close across the front of an
aggressive opponent. As the fight
progressed the English fleet was be-
ing constantly joined by additional
ships with fresh crews, while sup-
plies were frequently sent out to
the fleet.

Parma appears to have been the
only Spanish commander who saw
clearly that the primary role of the
Armada should have been the de-
feat of the English fleet, that it was
quite useless effecting a junction
with him until the English had been
driven from the Channel. Despite
his strong representations, XKing
Phillip failed to see this elementary
point. Furthermore, having insisted
that the Armada would go to the
Belgian coast, he failed to build
ships which could manoeuvre safely
in those waters.

The preparation of the Armada
was as faulty as the plan. Insuf-
. ficient attention was given to train-

ing and many seamen had had no
experience in large ships. Both
guns and powder were of poor
quality, and the standard of gun-
nery very low. Most of the pro-
visions were rotten, and the drink-
ing water unfit for consumption. But
the embroidered sails, the exterior
paint work and decoration, the flags
and the standards were impressive
even in those days of medieval
splendour. Had half the wealth and
effort lavished on external appear-
ance been devoted to the fighting
gear the Armada might have stood °
a better chance of success.

Due chiefly to the parsimonious
policy of Elizabeth the English pre-
parations left much to be desired.
Indeed, it was only the determina-
tion of Howard, coupled with much
juggling of slender resources, that
enabled the English fleet to be main-
tained in anything like a state of
readiness. Notwithstanding the
brave words of Elizabeth, England
owed her victory to the courage,
devotion and skill of her seamen,
rather than to the active leadership
of her Queen.

With the dice loaded against him
from the start, Sidonia seems to
have done as well as any man could.
He endeavoured loyally to execute
his orders, he held his fleet together
in very difficult circumstances, ma-
noeuvred it skilfully within the
limits of its capacities, and set his
captains a high example of perso-
nal courage. Responsibility for de-
feat rests on more exalted shoulders
than his.

Made careless by a long succession
of false alarms, the English allowed
themselves to be surprised in an
awkward situation, from which they
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extracted themselves by the sailing
capacity of their ships and the skill
of their crews.

Once safely at sea, Howard ex-
tracted the utmost value from the
characteristics of his fleet. His con-
stant attacks gave his adversary mo
respite, while his skilful sailing gave
the Spaniards few opportunities for
retaliation. His use of the fire ships
at Calais was a novel idea, which
forced the Spanish fleet into the
open without endangering his own
vessels in the shallow water. Aggres-
sive, determined, skilful fighting car-
ried the day for England.

Effects on History.

Despite her many shortcomings,
Queen Elizabeth deserves a place
of high honour in the history of
Western Civilization because it was
through her policy, and through her
policy alone, that Europe was saved
from falling under the domination
of the Spanish tyrant. Had Eliza-
beth and England stood idly by the
Dutch must have succumbed, and
the flame of freedom in Europe

would have been extinguished for
many years, perhaps for many gene-
rations. It would only have been
a matter of a little time before Eng-
land, too, would have been brought
under the rule of the Spanish
monarch,

England’s victory over the
Armada gave her command of the
sea, and set her feet firmly upon the
path of Empire. That victory, won
within sight of her own coast,
launched her sons upon that career
of adventure which carried Eng-
lish culture and the English lan-
guage to many lands. The far flung
Commonwealth created by those
efforts has suffered many vicissi-
tudes, but it stands today one of the
great pillars of Western Society, one
of the great bulwarks against the
forces of aggression and enslave-
ment.

[This is the tenth article in the
series — ‘“Decisive Battles of the
World.” Next month we shall con-
sider the Battle of Blenheim in 1704.
—Editor.]






