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​Chapter 1. Prelude
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​Fig I: The Caribbean theater.

[image: ]The establishment of a commission for naval reorganization, in which Drake took part, came at a moment when England stood close to open conflict with Spain. By the early 1580s the forces drawing the two monarchies toward confrontation had intensified beyond the reach of Elizabeth’s diplomacy. Chief among them was the expanding power of English commerce, sustained by rising national wealth and a vigorous culture of enterprise. That commercial momentum, expressed in the ventures of men such as Hawkins, pressed against the restrictions of the Portuguese and then the Spanish spheres, and it drove relations toward crisis in the catastrophic engagement at San Juan de Ulua.

Frobisher’s efforts to cut a new route to the Indies and to secure a foothold in the unclaimed territories of the northwest formed another strand of the same outward movement. Courage and persistence marked these undertakings, yet they ended in failure, and their collapse underscored how tightly the established boundaries of English trade constrained further growth. Spanish observers watched the English maritime ascent with increasing unease. Mendoza reported to his sovereign with mounting alarm about England’s emergence as a sea power, emphasizing the unceasing building of ships and an English confidence that took on the character of invincibility.

The rise of militant commerce matched prevailing expectations within England and converted long-standing maritime lawlessness into an instrument of commercial enlargement. In this setting Drake and his contemporaries advanced an assertive claim to England’s trading rights while presenting their violence at sea as the settlement of earlier grievances. A new cohort of adventurers therefore directed attention to the foundations of Spanish prosperity and concentrated effort on the central channels through which Spain’s wealth flowed. For all the aggressiveness of that posture, and for all Drake’s explicit challenge to the Spanish Crown in actions calculated to provoke war, the two monarchies continued to maintain an official peace.

The opening of the Elizabethan conflict did not rest on a single fixed beginning or a sharp division between retaliation and war. Drake’s West Indies expedition of 1585 acquired a reputation as the start of hostilities, but it stood as an intensification of confrontations already underway. The approach to war took the form of a progressive accumulation of blows and counterblows, and it traced England’s challenge to Spain’s command of the seas. That challenge moved from diplomacy framed as the defense of international rights to a sequence of coercive acts that came close to open warfare.

Philip II’s refusal to declare war on England, despite repeated provocation, reflected strategic patience and political limitation rather than any shortage of grounds for complaint. The presence of Mary Stuart as a Catholic claimant to the English throne rendered a direct assault on Elizabeth politically delicate. At the same time Philip did not possess a military instrument capable of projecting power across the English Channel with effectiveness.

The Duke of Alva, an experienced commander, treated peace with England as a strategic necessity. He judged that Spain might sustain quarrels with other European powers provided it preserved a peaceable stance toward England. His view expressed a pragmatic assessment of the Anglo-Spanish rivalry: England occupied a decisive place within the European balance, and war without the means to impose a conclusive result promised only cost and uncertainty.

Elizabeth’s encouragement of privateering and piracy, while it seemed to postpone a systematic enlargement of the Royal Navy, created a large reserve of practised seamen and commanders and thereby laid the basis for exceptional naval competence. Even when measured against contemporary expectations of what a royal navy should be, her maritime strength exceeded that of the other oceanic powers; England possessed the strongest naval force of the age.

Before the incorporation of Portugal into his dominions, Philip II had no large ocean-going navy apart from the Indian Guard, the specialized fleet assigned to protect the profitable routes to the Americas. Financed by levies on merchants, the Indian Guard served the defense of Spanish commerce and was not shaped for wider imperial purposes. It sufficed for immediate convoy and protection, but it did not offer the crown a flexible strategic arm that could be directed at will toward broader geopolitical ends, in contrast to the naval resources available to Elizabeth.

The annexation of Portugal altered Spain’s maritime position. Portugal held a fleet of twelve modern galleons that constituted a true ocean-going armada. Apart from one vessel lost in the conquest of Lisbon, the whole force passed into Philip’s hands. This transfer gave Spain a central body of ships capable of sustained power at sea. It strengthened the Spanish maritime arsenal and, for the first time, supplied Spain with a naval foundation that stood in meaningful comparison with Elizabeth’s England.

In the winter of 1581 Philip initiated further expansion by ordering the construction of nine new galleons in the shipyards of Biscay for service on the Indian routes, routes prized for both profit and strategic reach. The commissions marked a decisive step in his maritime policy and signaled ambitions that extended beyond routine protection of trade.

After Alva’s death, Santa Cruz emerged as the man in Philip’s realm most alert to the implications of a future conflict with England, and he began to frame the outlines of a practicable military engagement. As Captain-General of the Spanish Galleys he received responsibility for assembling a major armada at Seville and Lisbon in the summer of 1583, intended for the reconquest of the Azores. The force approached a hundred vessels and combined traditional oared ships with advanced galleons, demonstrating Spain’s determination to assert itself across the Atlantic.

Despite the size of the assembled fleet, only a portion entered the battle. Santa Cruz put to sea with a selected squadron that included two of Portugal’s best galleons together with armed merchantmen and supporting craft. With these he met a French privateering force allied to Don Antonio. Confronted by superior numbers, Santa Cruz conducted a series of manoeuvres that ended in a decisive victory and brought about the rapid submission of the Azores.

The victory at Saint-Michael’s, though qualified by the abrupt withdrawal of the French squadron, was celebrated in Spain as a David-and-Goliath triumph. Santa Cruz, already renowned for his part at Lepanto, confirmed his standing as the foremost naval commander of his time.

After the Azores campaign Santa Cruz, strengthened by success, wrote to Philip II with proposals for directing Spain’s newly enlarged naval power against England. He urged the overhaul and mobilization of the Portuguese galleons recently acquired and called for accelerated shipbuilding at Santander. He also pressed for the mobilization of Biscay’s largest ships and the assembling of an additional fleet from Naples and Sicily. The plan envisaged an armada sufficient to discipline Elizabeth and her realm. His arguments, reinforced by repeated warnings from other Spanish naval officers about the growing English menace at sea, insisted that Spain must establish itself as a dominant oceanic power.

Philip II did not immediately act with the urgency expressed by his commanders. Wider geopolitical calculations shaped his deliberations, and caution tempered his response. Over time, continued pressure for a strong naval answer to English provocation shifted the king’s stance. Recognizing the strategic coherence of Santa Cruz’s conception, Philip authorized orders that began to reshape Spain’s naval posture. These decisions acknowledged, in practical terms, the approaching “Enterprise of England” and prepared the conditions that later enabled the formation of the Armada. Philip’s commitment remained measured, yet the steps taken confirmed that maritime supremacy had become an indispensable element in Spanish imperial strategy and set the conflict on a course toward inevitability.

The origins of this Spanish naval ambition lay in the strategic foresight of Santa Cruz and the pointed observations of Captain Luis Cabreta. Their communications confronted a fundamental condition: until this moment Spain possessed no formidable ocean-going navy. The preparations they advocated developed into the beginnings of a maritime power that would later contest Elizabethan supremacy. Spain’s capabilities still stood in an early stage, but its intent took a definite form and constituted an immediate threat to English interests.

In England the growth of Spanish naval strength received close attention. The monarchy, and Elizabeth in particular, hesitated at first to embrace the full range of naval war, yet the need to curb Spain’s rising influence imposed itself with increasing force. Elizabeth initially placed hope in interventions carried out under the name of Don Antonio, expecting that such measures would deter Philip II and temper his ambitions. For a time this method seemed effective. Philip’s posture softened, and Elizabeth briefly drew back from active support for the Dutch revolt against Spanish rule.

The equilibrium ended with the exposure of the Paris Plot late in 1583. The scheme, organized by the Guises in concert with Mary Stuart, aimed at an invasion of England supported by French forces and strengthened substantially by Spanish power. The development paralleled Elizabeth’s own methods of indirect pressure and placed war in the foreground as an immediate prospect. England responded quickly through port fortifications and the mobilization of naval forces in readiness for the threatened assault.

The strategic arrangements adopted by the government before Drake’s ascendancy in naval planning reflected a comparatively rudimentary approach to sea warfare. Officials assumed that an invading armada might approach by several routes, through Ireland, through Scotland, or directly from the continent, and they therefore divided the fleet into three separated squadrons. Ships were stationed in the Downs, off the Isle of Wight, and near Scilly. This dispersal weakened collective strength and risked allowing an enemy to engage the English forces in fragments rather than face a concentrated defence.

Such dispositions did not rest on a conception of concentrated force directed at an enemy’s base. They belonged to a phase in naval thinking when the ideal of a unified strike, whether pre-emptive or defensive, had not fully developed. The prevailing assumption instead favored a holding action, in which a weaker fleet sought to delay an invasion or harass it at sea rather than to destroy it.

Even so, the prospect of war accelerated a more purposeful preparation for national defence. During the following year expectation of conflict drove sustained efforts to strengthen readiness both on land and at sea. In this interval Drake, while engaged in personal concerns including a second courtship, worked closely in the organization of defensive measures. With Carew Raleigh supervising the security of the Channel and Gawen
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