
Class 7 
The Age of Discovery 
Week 5 
Tuesday 18th August 2020 
 

 1 

The Great Armada 
 

Mary was queen before Elizabeth. These sisters were quite different to one another. Mary 
was a warm-hearted woman who had strong feelings. She followed these feelings rather 
than her head. This led her to do many foolish things. Elizabeth on the other hand was a 
clever person who did not have the warmth and charm of her sister, but she weighed up 
everything she did. This made Elizabeth a better queen than Mary, for Elizabeth’s way of 
doing things was far better suited to this sort of position of leadership and responsibility. 
Elizabeth was cool and level-headed, while Mary could be easily swayed by her emotions 
and had little sense of responsibility for those she ruled. This is why Mary was a tragic 
queen, and why Elizabeth was a good queen – Elizabeth had a great sense of duty to her 
people and her country.  
 
 
At the time of Elizabeth’s 
rule, England was going 
through great dangers and 
hardships which largely 
came from Spain. You might 
remember that Spain was a 
very wealthy country 
because of all the riches 
found on voyages to 
America. Spain was at home 
on the sea and had larger 
ships in greater numbers than any other navy. The ruler at this time was Philip II, the son of 
Charles V, who had declared Luther an outlaw.  
 
Philip II was a devout Roman Catholic; in fact, you could say he was fanatical. He had one 
great aim in life and that was to destroy the Reformation, so he could get the pope into 
power. Philip also ruled Belgium and Holland, while another son of Charles V ruled 
Germany. Where Philip ruled, Protestants were burned by the hundreds. But Philip had his 
sights set further afield – by force and terror he was going to make England a Roman 
Catholic country again.  
 
While Mary was still queen, Philip married her and so he almost had a chance to realise his 
goal. But then Mary died, and Elizabeth became queen, so he missed his opportunity. He 
thought he would try again by different means: through the Spanish ambassador in London 
came the proposal that Elizabeth should marry Philip. To do this, Elizabeth would have to 
become Roman Catholic and the English Protestants would be forced by threat of execution 
to return to the Church of Rome.  
 
For an ambitious person like Elizabeth, it was very tempting to think about what a mighty 
empire she would rule, not just Spain and England but all the colonies of Spain as well. But 
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she also knew that by marrying Philip she would bring incredible misery to a great deal of 
people, so she refused his offer. Feeling rejected, Philip became furious.  
 
The ships of Prince Henry had made Portugal rich. The caravels of Columbus had given Spain 
amazing wealth and power. Britain, on the other hand, an island surrounded by sea could 
only become prosperous with English ships and sailors. Elizabeth focussed on growing the 
English navy so they could adventure on the high seas.  
 
The main interest of the English captains and sailors was wealth, gold and treasure. They 
were a bit like the Conquistadors in that way. They did not care how they got their fortunes.  
 
The simplest way was to pounce on wealthy Spanish ships and rob them of their silver and 
gold, as they carried it from America to Spain. These English seafarers were essentially 
pirates, and very daring ones at that.  
 
One or two English ships were not enough to capture the large Spanish ships, so they would 
attack a Spanish port and sail away loaded with riches. Now Philip had a second reason to 
be furious. He decided that in one fell swoop he would finish Queen Elizabeth who had 
insulted him; the English navy which robbed his ships; and the Protestant Church of England 
which he had always wanted to destroy.  
 
All three things could be accomplished by using the ships of Spain. Plans were started to 
send the largest fleet the world had ever seen. And they were sent against England. They 
would attack the English ports, and also carry an army to invade England and occupy it. 
Spanish warships from all over the world were called back to Spain, and the dockyards 
worked at a frantic pace to build new ships too.  
 
While all this preparation was going on, an English captain, Francis Drake appeared – all of a 
sudden – with a handful of English ships in the Spanish port of Cadiz. Ten great Spanish 
galleons and twenty smaller vessels were sunk. Drake sailed away and as he did, he caught a 
Spanish treasure ship and took from it, gold worth over a two million dollars. When Francis 
arrived back in England he said, “I have singed the beard of the King of Spain!” 
 
Finally, Spain had its immense fleet ready. By now it was May 1588. The great fleet was 
called the Great Armada. It was made up of seventy large multi-decked ships (galleons) and 

sixty smaller ones. The whole 
fleet could carry twenty thousand 
soldiers and eight thousand 
sailors. The English fleet had 
thirty-four vessels and fifteen 
thousand sailors.  
 
The English fleet was commanded 
by Lord Howard of Effingham, and 
he was very experienced on the 
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seas. Francis Drake was one of the captains under Lord Howard. The Armada, on the other 
hand, was under the Duke of Medina Sidonia, who knew nothing about ships. So, while the 
English did not have as much manpower, they had more skill and experience, so they were 
not afraid of their enemy’s might. Lord Howard was playing a game of bowls as news came 
in that the Armada was approaching England. “Time enough to finish my game and then 
beat the Spaniards,” said Drake. Once he finished his game, they set sail against the Spanish.  
 
When the Armada 
appeared, beacon fires 
blazed from one end of 
England to the other to 
warn the people. Queen 
Elizabeth went to her fleet 
to encourage her sailors.  
 
The Spanish ships were 
heading up the English 
Channel, and a strong gale 
picked up, which made 
many of the soldiers 
seasick. The galleons with 
their many decks did not handle the tossing sea very well at all. The little English ships were 
able to dart in and out of them easily doing great damage before the Spanish could hit back. 
This went on for a whole week. The gale grew fiercer. Spanish ships ran aground, and the 
Spanish admiral ordered his ships to seek shelter on the French coast at Calais. The Spanish 
ships were crowded together now, and the English sent fire ships amongst them. The large 
Spanish galleons tried to get out of the way, but only ran into each other.  
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The gale became so wild 
that even the English ships 
decided to head to their 
ports. The Armada 
thought they could get 
back by sailing around 
Scotland, but the storms 
ripped their ships apart as 
they crashed against rocks 
and islands. In the end 
only fifty battered and 
damaged ships made it to 
Spain. The English had lost 
only two hundred men, 
and not one single ship.  
 
Bells rang and bonfires were lit all over England. Elizabeth ordered a medal be made in 
memory of this great occasion. On the medal was written, “God blew, and they were 
scattered by his breath.” 
 
After this event, the people of England rallied around their queen. They loved her very 
much. If word got out that she would be passing through the streets, a gathering of people 
would grow hours before she arrived, and then when she did, they would give her rousing 
cheers.  
 
And of Spain’s attempt to attack England – the English humourously used a play on words 
from Julius Caesar: “He came, he saw, he fled.” 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 


