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Spanish Armada Defeated 
July 29

th
� 1588 (adapted) 

In 1519, Charles V, the king of Spain and ruler of the Spanish colonies in the Americas, inherited the 
Hapsburg empire. This included the Holy Roman Empire and the Netherlands. Ruling two empires involved 
Charles in constant religious warfare with Protestants. Additionally, the empire’s vast territory became too 
cumbersome for Charles to rule effectively. His demanding responsibilities led him to abdicate the throne and 
divide his kingdom between his brother Ferdinand and his son Philip. 
 
Under Philip II, Spanish power increased. He was successful in expanding 
Spanish influence, strengthening the Catholic Church, and making his own power 

absolute. Philip reigned as an 
absolute monarch—a ruler with 
complete authority over the 
government and the lives of the 
people. He also declared that he 
ruled by divine right. This meant 
he believed that his authority to 
rule came directly from God. 
Philip was determined to defend 
the Catholic Church against the 
Protestant Reformation in 
Europe. He fought many battles in the Mediterranean and the 
Netherlands to advance or preserve Spanish Catholic power.  
 
In the late 1580s, English raids against Spanish commerce 
and Queen Elizabeth I's support of the Dutch rebels in the 
Spanish Netherlands led King Philip II of Spain to plan the 
conquest of England. Pope Sixtus V gave his blessing, as 
he hoped it would bring the Protestant island back into the 
control of Rome. A giant Spanish invasion fleet, known as the 
Spanish Armada, was completed by 1587, but the daring 
raid of the English sea captain Sir Francis Drake on the 
Armada's supplies in the port of Cadiz delayed the Armada's 
departure until May 1588. 
 
On May 19, the Invincible Armada set sail from Lisbon on a 
mission to secure control of the English Channel and 
transport a Spanish army to the British isle from Flanders. 
The fleet was under the command of the Duke of Medina-
Sidonia and consisted of 130 ships carrying 2,500 guns, 
8,000 seamen, and almost 20,000 soldiers. The Spanish 
ships were slower and less well armed than their English 
counterparts, but they planned to force boarding actions if the 
English offered battle, and the superior Spanish infantry 
would undoubtedly prevail. Delayed by storms that 
temporarily forced it back to Spain, the Armada did not reach 
the southern coast of England until July 19. By that time, the 
British were ready. 
 

On July 21, the English navy began bombarding the seven-mile-long line of Spanish ships from a safe 
distance, taking full advantage of their long-range heavy guns. The Spanish Armada continued to advance 



during the next few days, but its ranks were thinned by the English assault. On July 27, the Armada anchored 
in exposed position off Calais, France, and the Spanish army prepared to embark from Flanders. Without 
control of the Channel, however, their passage to England would be impossible. 
 

Just after midnight on July 29, the English sent eight burning ships 
into the crowded harbor at Calais. The panicked Spanish ships were 
forced to cut their anchors and sail out to sea to avoid catching fire. 
The disorganized fleet, completely out of formation, was attacked by 
the English off Gravelines at dawn. In a decisive battle, the superior 
English guns won the day, and the devastated Armada was forced to 
retreat north to Scotland. The English navy pursued the Spanish as far 
as Scotland and then turned back for want of supplies. 
 
Battered by storms and suffering from a dire 

lack of supplies, the Armada sailed on a hard journey back to Spain around Scotland 
and Ireland. Some of the damaged ships foundered in the sea while others were driven 
onto the coast of Ireland and wrecked. By the time the last of the surviving fleet 
reached Spain in October, half of the original Armada was lost and some 15,000 men 
had perished. 
 
Queen Elizabeth's decisive defeat of the Invincible Armada made England a world-
class power and introduced effective long-range weapons into naval warfare for the 
first time, ending the era of boarding and close-quarter fighting. 
 

Questions 
1. What lands did King Charles of Spain control? 

 
 

2. What does it mean that Philip II ruled as an Absolute Monarch? What is Divine Right to rule? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Why did Philip II of Spain want to conquer England? Why did the Pope support him? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What was the Spanish Armada? 
 
 

5. How did the English win? 
 
 
 
 
 

6. How did this event change the war naval battles were fought? 
 


