
Further Reading: The Armada 

TASK: Answer the following questions in full sentences. 

1) Who or what does Dr Simon Adams blame for the defeat of 

the Armada? 

2) Give evidence to support Dr Adams’s interpretation (point 

of view). 

3) Do you agree with Dr Adams? Write 2-3 sentences explaining your own 

point of view about what was the most important cause of the failure of the 

Spanish Armada. 

 

‘The Armada’ by Dr. Simon Adams 

The preparation of the Armada, which began more or less from scratch early in 1586, 

took over two years. Credit for the delay has been given to Drake's Raid on the 

Spanish port of Cadiz in April 1587, but even without this diversion it is doubtful 

whether the Armada would have been ready to sail by the summer of 1587. The 

duke of Parma, Philip's governor in the Netherlands, was unhappy about mounting 

an attack on England because there was still a rebellion in the Netherlands against 

Spanish Catholic rule. The duke did not have a safe Dutch port to launch any ships 

from. Philip over-ruled his doubts by deciding that a fleet from Spain would secure a 

landing area on the Kentish coast and then ferry Parma's army across. So worried 

was Philip that the English might successfully divert the fleet that he refused to 

permit a stage by stage advance up the Channel and made no preparations for a 

battle if the English fleet should be encountered en route to England. 

The Armada was further delayed in 1588 and its 122 ships did not arrive off Land's 

End until late July. Parma, the latest Spanish research has revealed, had given up 

hope of its arrival and had sent the crews of his own ships to work on canals inland 

instead. The English had made two attempts to intercept the Armada in Spanish 

waters in June and July, only to be blown back by storms. The English fleet of sixty-six 

ships was caught by surprise re-supplying in Plymouth when the Armada appeared. 

Although they were able to escape from Plymouth successfully, they were faced with 

a stern chase up the Channel. Much ammunition was expended, but the Spanish 

formation held together well, and only two ships were lost, both by accidents. The 

Spanish admiral, the duke of Medina Sidonia, then took the unexpected decision to 
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anchor off Calais on 6 August. This enabled the English to disperse his fleet by a 

fireship attack and strong winds blew it into the North Sea. Four Spanish ships were 

lost at this point, but the great majority escaped northwards. However, there was 

now no alternative to the risky voyage home round Scotland and Ireland. In the 

course of this a further thirty-four or five ships -mostly weaker-built transports - 

foundered or ran aground. 

The ultimate responsibility for launching the Armada and devising its strategy was 

Philip's. The widespread appreciation that he had disregarded professional advice did 

great damage to his reputation within Spain and, 

although most of the fleet returned safely, the failure 

of the Armada also shattered the image of the 

invincibility of Spanish arms. There was considerable 

disappointment in England that so few Spanish ships 

were sunk or captured, but the relative efficiency of 

the English government in the crisis and the queen's 

public appearance among her troops did much to 

boost Elizabeth's prestige.  
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