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Introduction

PLYMOUTH’S key role as the home port of the English fleet which 
defeated the Spanish Armada has often been described.1 It is well 

known for example that Sir Francis Drake sailed from Plymouth in 
April 1587 to ‘singe the King of Spain’s beard’ by damaging Spanish 
warships in the harbour at Cadiz, thereby delaying the departure of the 
Armada for as much as twelve months. Thereafter Drake was back in 
Plymouth preparing his own fleet of fighting ships to launch renewed 
raids on Spanish ports and to impede the progress of the enemy. By 
May 1588 he was joined by Charles, Lord Howard, the Lord High 
Admiral of the English Fleet who brought with him more than sixty 
vessels to add to those already at anchor in the Sound and the 
Cattewater.2 From then on, as the crisis deepened, there was a marked 
quickening in the tempo of events. Both Drake and Howard led sorties 
from Plymouth to seek out and attack the approaching Armada. But 
neither Drake, as vice-Admiral, nor the Lord Admiral himself managed 
to locate the Duke of Medina Sidonia and his Spanish fleet and, by 
June, bad weather had forced all the English warships back to 
Plymouth where they waited for definite news of the Armada’s arrival.3 

On 20 July a messenger arrived in Plymouth to report that the 
Spanish had been sighted off the Lizard. As the tide ebbed late that 
night, the English ships worked their way out of the Sound against the 
south westerly wind, and on the following day they fought the first 
engagement of the Armada campaign off the Eddystone Reef, just 
fourteen miles south of Plymouth Hoe, and well within sight of the 
townspeople.4

While it is no surprise to find that most of the scholarly attention 
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previously devoted to the history of the Armada campaign has been 
focused upon these and other events at sea, this has tended somewhat 
to obscure the fact that although the English certainly depended very 
heavily for their salvation upon their seapower, by 1588 considerable 
efforts had nonetheless been made to prepare to defeat the Spanish on 
land. Elaborate plans had been devised in case the enemy succeeded in 
breaking through naval defences and brought hostilities directly onto 
English soil.

Ultimate responsibility for the safety of the realm of course rested 
upon the Queen and the Lords of the Privy Council, but in practice 
most of the action was carried out at the level of the county or the 
parish. By ancient tradition all able-bodied men aged between 16 and 
60 were required to be ready to defend their home area and could be 
called to muster from time to time for inspection and enumeration. ’ In 
Tudor times the principle of selecting a smaller (and thereby less 
costly) force of militiamen from the theoretical total available was 
introduced, and the practice of regular military training was 
established. In the emergency of 1588 it was to the bands of militia, 
both trained and untrained, that the Privy Council turned in shaping 
their defence policies and on which they expected to depend if the 
Spaniards landed in force upon the sea coasts. Orders concerning the 
militia and a whole range of other defence matters were issued from 
Westminster and the lords lieutenant and their deputies in the counties 
were expected to respond. Such a system has inevitably bequeathed a 
voluminous corpus of correspondence and memoranda from which a 
picture of military thinking and plan formulation at government level 
can be gleaned. It is however much more difficult to judge the extent to 
which the ideas and instructions issued under the authority of the 
Queen and her Privy Council were in fact carried through to positive 
action in the counties and parishes of England. While responses by 
lords lieutenant or justices of the peace to inquiries from Westminster 
provide some useful insights, they can often be suspiciously optimistic 
about the state of local preparedness, or deliberately vague about the 
precise nature of the precautions which had been taken.

The true extent of defence measures taken at the local level in the 
face of the Armada threat can only be gauged effectively by examining 
local records and matching them wherever possible with the evidence 
of national policy making as it is revealed in the State Papers.7 
Unfortunately, English parish records for the sixteenth century rarely 
disclose sufficient detail to facilitate a study of this kind, but for the 
town of Plymouth—strategically the most important port on the 
Channel coast of South West England—it is possible, using surviving 
Borough records in combination with (inter alia) the State Papers and
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map evidence, to monitor the defence preparations which were 
undertaken in the town during the years and months prior to the 
arrival of the Spanish Armada in July 1588.8 This paper therefore seeks 
to establish the nature and the cost of defence measures carried out in 
Plymouth under the authority of the mayor and corporation in the 
period from 1585 until the height of the emergency in i588.y

Plymouth—A Likely Target of Spanish Aggression
After years of vacillation, news of the execution of Mary Queen of 

Scots in February 1587 seems finally to have persuaded Philip II of 
Spain to launch his ‘Enterprise of England' by ordering the preparation 
of a great Armada of fighting ships and troop transports. However from 
the English point of view, the prospect of a Spanish invasion attempt 
had persisted since at least the beginning of the decade and defence 
planning was thus a key preoccupation of Queen Elizabeth's 
government throughout the 1580s.11 Particular attention was paid to 
the needs of the ‘maritime counties’ which were regarded as front-line 
enemy targets in need of special protection.1' Because the English 
could not be certain exactly where the Spaniards aimed to force a 
landing, they were obliged to develop comprehensive coastal defence 
arrangements capable of meeting all anticipated contingencies. 
Nevertheless Plymouth was pin-pointed as the most likely objective of 
the Armada forces.15 Although this view was widely held and is 
frequently encountered in the State Papers, it is perhaps best summed 
up by Lord Burghley himself in a note written following a meeting held 
in Westminster in March 1588 when final tactics for the defence of the 
realm were worked out:

the reason whie Plimmoth is thought to be the most likelyest place 
is for that it is unliklic that the K. of Spayne will ingage his Flectc 
to farr within the sieve (i.e. the Channel) before he have mastered 
some one goode harborow of which Plymouth is the nearest to 
Spaync, easie to be wonne, spccdcly to be by him fortified, and 
scituate convenient to send succour unto cither out of Spaync or 
r 14rraunce.

Although it is now known that the Armada had not been ordered to 
attack and capture Plymouth, but rather to link up with the forces of 
the Duke of Parma further cast, Lord Burghley’s succinct analysis 
nevertheless draws attention to Plymouth’s vulnerability and the case 
with which the enemy might have been able to capture the port thereby 
securing a vital toehold on English territory. Unlike Falmouth which 
was protected by the twin castles of St Mawcs and Pendennis at the 
entrance to Carrick Roads, when English warships were away at sea, 
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Plymouth Sound possessed virtually no protection from enemy attack. 
Evidence presented later in this paper will show that permanent 
fortifications existed on only a very modest scale and a foreign warship 
could easily have penetrated more than five miles into the Sound before 
encountering a single piece of shore-based artillery.15 Cawsand Bay on 
the western side, and Bovisand to the cast, lay completely open and 
undefended. These would have presented an invader with an ideal 
opportunity to establish a bridgehead thereby paralysing the port of 
Plymouth. And even if hostile ships were to come within firing range of 
the ordnance placed on St Nicholas’s Island (now known as Drake’s 
Island) or below the crest of the Hoe, it is unlikely that the arsenal 
possessed by the town in the early 1580s would have been capable of 
inflicting more than minor damage on a determinedly militant invasion 
fleet.

More than four decades before the Armada emergency, the Queen’s 
father, Henry VIII, had faced a similar threat of foreign invasion 
following his break with Rome. A council of commissioners (later 
constituted more formally as the ‘Council of the West’) was appointed 
to survey the defences of the south coast.11’ A great pictorial map 
showing coastal defences in Devon and Cornwall was made c. 1540 and 
seems to be associated with their work.17 This map implicitly 
recognises both the geographical vulnerability and the strategic 
importance of Plymouth as one of the key ports of the South West. The 
section depicting Plymouth Sound shows the entire foreshore of the 
Hoe and Stonehouse—from Fishersnose in the east to Cremyll Passage 
in the west—lined with blockhouses and barricades. Heavy ordnance 
can be seen peeping through an array of gunports. While St Nicholas’s 
Island possessed no fortification until the late 1540s, no artillery was 
depicted there on the ‘Henry VIII’ map, but Plymouth’s early fifteenth 
century castle is shown defending the entrance to Sutton Harbour.18 
The castle appears as four round artillery towers linked by a curtain 
wall to form a quadrate. Though it certainly occupied a commanding 
site above the town and harbour, by the late sixteenth century this 
modest little castle was an obsolete structure in military terms.1'1 Its 
guns were probably still sufficient to deter small pirate boats or French 
raiders, but the castle and barbican could have offered very little real 
security for the town of Plymouth in the face of the great Spanish guns 
carried by the Armada in 1588.211 A substantial square blockhouse 
appears on the ‘Henry VIII’ picture map at Cawsand Bay, but a note 
records that it was ‘not made’.21 Thus while the Council of the West 
may have recommended such a blockhouse as additional defence for 
the Sound, it was in fact never built.

Invasion threatened for a second time in Henry VIH’s reign in 1545
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and Sir Peter Edgcumbc is thought to have built a further small 
blockhouse near his house at Mount Edgcumbe, overlooking Barn 
Pool.22 By the 1580s this together with the older blockhouses at 
Fishersnose, Millbay (one on each side of the entrance), Firestone Bay, 
and at Devil’s Point remained in reasonably serviceable condition.23 
But the Hoe barricades (if in fact they were ever installed) were no 
longer there. Moreover, local evidence suggests that Plymouth castle 
was in need of considerable repair and refurbishment, while the town’s 
store of ordnance was inadequate.

Given the undoubted importance of the Sound, the Cattcwater, and 
the Hamoaze (Tamar Estuary)—which together represented one of the 
major safe anchorages on the south coast—it seems extraordinary that 
Plymouth should have been accorded such a low priority in the 
allocation of revenue for defence spending by successive Tudor 
administrations. Priority appears consistently to have been given 
instead to Portsmouth and apart from the relatively small sums made 
available from the income of the Court of Wards for the fortification of 
St Nicholas’s Island in 1548-9, defences in Plymouth had always 
remained largely a matter for local initiative. Perhaps if the town’s case 
had been taken up by a man like Sir John Arundell (who proved an 
influential advocate on behalf of Falmouth in persuading the Privy 
Council and the Crown to provide funds for the building of St Mawes 
and Pendennis in the 1540s),24 Plymouth might not have faced the 
Armada threat in so precariously weak a position.

When the emergency came it demanded swift remedial action. 
Existing fortifications needed repair. But there was neither the time nor 
the funds to build more. Instead the obsolete little castle and the motley 
collection of foreshore blockhouses had to be augmented with 
temporary installations. Above all, the town’s armaments had to be 
brought up to strength.

Defence Planning and the Garrisoning of Plymouth
Detailed orders concerning defence arrangements in the maritime 

counties began to flow from Westminster in an ever-increasing stream 
during the second half of the 1580s. But in March 1586 instructions 
were issued to the lords lieutenant which conveniently codify and 
summarise the range of measures that the government had so far 
ordered. A virtually identical list was despatched in the Spring of 1587 
and the counties were required to inform the Privy Council of the 
extent of their progress in putting local defences in a state of readiness. 
Answers on behalf of Devon were provided by the Earl of Bath, the 
Lord Lieutenant of the County.25 This exchange of information during 
the last few months before the Armada arrived yields an important 
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glimpse of what was thought necessary for the defence of the West 
Country against which the evidence of actual preparations undertaken 
in Plymouth can be judged.

In general terms the Privy Council was concerned about the 
preparation of the Militia and about the installation of temporary 
fortifications:

i. Musters of the Militia. The lords lieutenant were to see to it that 
militia captains assembled their bands at an appointed place where 
they were to be reviewed and any vacancies filled.'6 The bands were to 
be mustered again in ‘places near the sea coasts where they were 
appointed to repair’ in the event of the enemy landing. Lords 
lieutenant, or their deputies, were also required to lead their captains to 
‘places of descent’ (that is, enemy landing places) where they were to 
‘acquaint them with the ground’. Those militiamen assigned to fight on 
horseback were to be mustered separately, inspected and further 
trained.27

2. Fortifications and Battle Tactics. Lords lieutenant were required to 
devise how to cover the soldiers from the enemy by the ‘nature of the 
place’ and by building ‘sconces, trenches and parapets’. They were to 
‘impeach the landing of the enemy in places of danger’ by making pits 
and planting stakes.28 A place was to be designated for the keeping of 
‘certain field pieces’ (guns) and horses and carriages to draw them. 
Storage for powder and match was to be similarly appointed.29 Places 
of rendezvous were to be identified and guards were to be assigned to 
strategically important fords and roadways where—in the event of the 
enemy landing on the coast—they were to act as ‘turnpykes’ and 
prevent him from making ‘head’ up country.

The Privy Council anticipated that the Spaniards might make a 
concentrated assault on one of the key south coast ports (most probably 
Plymouth) and to deal with this the militia were under orders to go to 
the relief of the town when it was subjected to such an attack. An army 
of 17,000 men drawn from Devon (6,000), Cornwall (2,000), Dorset 
(3,000), Wiltshire (2,000), and Somerset (4,000) was supposedly ready 
to rush to the aid of Plymouth.3" At least one author has argued that a 
force of this size actually marched into Plymouth in 1588—flags waving 
and drums beating—and camped on the Hoc,31 but it seems safe to 
assume that no such massive garrison of militia was ever assembled in 
the town. Had it come, soldiers would have outnumbered townspeople 
by three or four to one, and there is virtually no evidence in the 
Borough records to indicate that Plymouth was called upon to cope 
with an influx of county soldiers on such an impossibly large scale.
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Indeed by March 1588 a more realistic proposal that a force of 2,000 
men should assemble in Plymouth seems to have convinced Lord 
Burghley and other senior Privy Councillors, while in June it was being 
alleged that there were in any case only 3,200 men in the whole of 
Devon who could be spared to defend the sea coasts.

Unfortunately evidence which indicates precisely the number of 
militia billeted in Plymouth during the Armada emergency has not 
survived. It is not even clear how many troops serving with the fleet 
were accommodated in Plymouth households prior to the departure of 
Lord Howard and Drake in July 1588. By 1585 however the Borough 
Receiver’s Accounts do begin to refer to ‘countrie souldiers’ although it 
is possible that these may merely have been Plymouth’s own levy of 
able-bodied men rather than militia brought in from elsewhere in the 
South West.32 On the other hand the use of the term ‘country soldiers’ 
does seem to imply men brought in from inland parishes and it is 
known, moreover, that Plymouth was itself frequently short of 
able-bodied men as a letter written in March 1585 by Thomas Ford, 
the Mayor of the town, makes plain:

. . . and as the world is, the men may not well be sparyd, being a 
grette nomber, & many from home areadie with Sr Fraunces drake 
& in other viages33

Nevertheless the Receiver’s Accounts record payments for drink 
given to the ‘countrie souldiers’ on May Day, 1586, and that the town’s 
drummers were paid sixpence for ‘calling of the callivers’.34 Of course 
May Day celebrations in Plymouth customarily included feasting on 
wine, cakes, apples and pears, and a ceremonial parade was held when 
men would wear the town’s armour. Moreover, the original arrange
ment by which St Nicholas’s Island had been fortified in 1548 had 
guaranteed a permanent garrison of four gunners in peacetime and 
twelve in times of war.35 In the Borough itself Miles Satterford was 
paid an annual wage of £2 2s. for keeping the town’s armour, while 
Roger Newport served as the town’s gunner.36 Clearly there were 
soldiers in Plymouth but in what numbers and from where they came 
remains hard to determine.

In March 1586 the Privy Council instructed the lords lieutenant to 
arrange for the erection of‘butts’ 20 feet broad and 16 feet high for the 
‘trayning and practice of shott’.37 In Plymouth Thomas Crease, a local 
carpenter, and others were paid 10s. 4d. that year for building a ‘butt 
upon the hawe’, and Sprie received 8d. for ‘paynting shooting markes’ 
thereon.38 Rather more interesting is the payment noted in the 
Receiver’s Account for 1588—9 to men that ‘did clear out the cornc and 
strawe in Vincent Scobles barne wherein the souldiers did lie’. Scoblc 
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(a post horse rider) was paid £1 himself in rent for his barn ‘wherein 
sick men laye’. Although the evidence is at best extremely fragmentary 
this, together with references to the payment of soldiers who helped to 
haul the town’s ordnance, or to ‘one who raised the hewe and cric for 
souldicrs in Plympton, Plimpstock and Compton’, may indicate the 
presence of a county force of militia in Plymouth by the summer of 
1588. Smiths and masons were paid to make and install more than 70 
new hooks in the castle and, together with nails, these seem to have 
been used by Miles Satterford to ‘hang up the armour’.39 Quantities of 
musket and caliver shot were purchased together with extra pikes, bills, 
and even canvas used for ‘making bullet bagges’. By the end of the year 
Miles Satterford’s additional duties during the emergency appear to 
have earned him a wage bonus of 10s. 6d.

Fortifications
If the local records are somewhat vague about the presence of the 

militia in Plymouth, and virtually silent regarding either the precise 
identity or the whereabouts of the ‘captains’ who were appointed to 
command them,40 they are altogether less reticent when it comes to the 
details of local spending on existing and temporary fortifications in the 
town. The Receivers’ Accounts burgeon with payments and disburse
ments of all kinds and although the items were entered in no particular 
order, it is nevertheless possible to identify defence expenditure 
approved by the mayor and aidermen each year.41 The totals for the 
years 1585-6 through to 1588-9 have been extracted and a summary is 
presented in Table I. Although some difficulties were encountered in 
classifying the spending recorded in the accounts, the major items 
appear to have comprised repairs to the castle, the cost of maintaining 
the defences and garrison on St Nicholas’s Island, the building and 
maintenance of a ‘watch house’ on Plymouth Hoe, the building of 
bulwarks, the purchase of ordnance, and purchase of powder, match 
and shot, the building and repair of gun carriages, and spending on the 
hire of spy boats and post horse messengers.

Plymouth Castle. Payments for work carried out on the castle between 
September 1585 and September 1588 totalled £132 7s. 78. But activity 
was concentrated in two distinct phases. The first was in 1586 when 
£33 its. 3d. was paid for:

newe makinge of the plaunchinge for the rafters and cuveringe of 
the northe weste Tower as by a Booke mentioninge the perticulers 
thereof shewede42

The remaining sum was spent on pitch, candles for the carpenters
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Table I
Expenditure on Defence in Plymouth, 1585—158g

1585-86 1586-87 1587-88** 1588-89 * * *

£ s d £ s d £ 5 d £ s d

Plymouth Castle 36 4 2 044 35 19 I —nil-
Bulwarks 1 16 7 6 6 8 14 

I
>7 4 0 3 1

Hoe Watch House 
St Nicholas’s

292 0 9 10 3 6 —nil-

Island i99 ’3 1 49 7 4 100 0 0 52 1 5
Ordnance* OII2 25 4 10 243 4 10 78 9 7t
Gun Carriages 337 4 18 2 29 13 0 0 18 8

243 17 9 86 11 8 424 •7 9 >3' 12 9

General Labour 1 19 2 1 1 6 3 12 4 0 3 I

General Materials I 12 3 6 9 6 '9 18 10 —nil-
Sundries
Messengers &

3 14 7 2129 6 6 6 5 7 7

Boat Hire 2135 5 16 5 •3 3 5 5 10 2

28 9 5 16 0 2 43 I I 12 0 10

TOTAL £272 7 2 £102 II 10 £467 ‘18 10 £i43 ‘3 7

Source Plymouth Receiver’s Accounts (WDRO W132, fo 62-83).
Notes

* including powder, match, shot and small arms (bills, pikes, m uskets,
calivers etc).

** excludes the cost of ‘setting forth a shippe &l pirnnace’ £ 3° 5s- 3d- which
served with the fleet.

*** excludes further charges for setting forth the ship and the pinnace, 
£5 5s. od.

t Some £42 included in this total was spent on 25 muskets and 49 pikes plus 
the charge for carriage. No more heavy guns were purchased; the rest of the 
sum was for powder, shot and ordnance accessories (e.g. ladles).

working at the castle, and for ‘filling the Barbegon with rubbell & 
earthe’.

In the account for the following year spending amounted to a mere 
4s. 4d. ‘Ocomb’ (oakum) and pitch were purchased and a labourer was 
paid to heat it up ready to caulk the roof. Interestingly, elsewhere in the 
same account it is recorded that Christopher Peppell and others were 
paid is. 6d. for going with ‘Rarphe Richards who stole the leade from 
the Castell’.43 It is not clear whether Richards was taken before the 
justices for stealing roof lead, or merely some from the store of 
munitions kept at the castle, but in the 1587-88 account it is clear that 
renewed attention was paid to the repair of the roof of the north west 
tower. Indeed the castle occurs in more than 50 separate items of 
expenditure recorded that year, although two periods of intense activity 
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can be identified. The winter months saw the employment of 
carpenters, masons and labourers for several weeks when entries refer 
frequently to ‘caulking and amendinge the castcll’. A great deal of this 
effort seems to have focussed on the north west tower, but work was 
also in progress elsewhere in the building, including the renewal of the 
fittings of the gates. Quantities of lead, lime, sand, timber, nails, pitch, 
oakum, and straw were purchased and George Shere received £12 10s. 
6d. for ‘iron workc for the Castell ... as by a booke of p[ar]ticulers 
shewed’.44 After a lull in activity in the Spring of 1588, a new phase of 
work commenced in June. This mainly involved plastering (rendering) 
the stonework. Entries refer to carrying plaster to the castle as late as 
July 12 and Thomas Crease was paid for his work ‘amending the 
gutters’ and for ‘poyntinge the northc weste Tower’.

While much of the work was paid for item by item, and labour was 
hired by the day or the week, the accounts often cite separate books of 
particulars apparently presented by subcontracting craftsmen like 
George Shere, Thomas Crease or John Salloman. Unfortunately the 
original ‘particulars’ do not survive and precise details of the work 
referred to in the accounts cannot therefore be recovered. However, the 
evidence points to a frenzy of activity devoted to restoring the old 
medieval castle to a state of readiness, work which appears to have 
continued almost to the day of the Spaniards’ arrival off the Eddystone 
Reef.

St Nicholas’s Island. Although the Island was crucial to the overall 
defence of Plymouth and the Sound in the 1580s information about the 
kind of repairs and modification undertaken there in response to the 
threat of Spanish invasion is hard to establish. Only total expenditure 
was recorded by the Receiver in his annual account. Thus, for example, 
the entry in 1585-6 reads:

item paide owte and disbursede for the charge of the isle of St 
Nicholas this yearc as by a booke of the particulers therof shewede 
at this accompte appeereth43

By longstanding custom the expense of the Island was shared between 
Plymouth and the parishes of Devon and Cornwall.46 Table I shows 
that in 1585—6 and in 1587-8 the Island proved especially costly. This 
was a matter of considerable concern in Plymouth where the mayor 
and the aldermen were more than usually anxious to receive the 
contributions owed by the parishes of Devon and Cornwall. The 
justices of the peace in Devon, it seems, arranged payment promptly 
while those in Cornwall needed frequent reminders. In 1585 the mayor 
wrote to the justices at Bodmin to complain of the charges incurred in
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so often sending for Cornwall’s share of the Island money which was 
said to have ‘weried the purse’ of the Corporation ‘beying burdened 
many other waies for the kepying of the Ilandc’.4/ Their contribution 
was remitted in two equal installments while that from Devon was sent 
in a single payment. In spite of Thomas Ford’s plea to Cornwall for 
more haste in paying the Island money in 1585 it was still necessary in 
1587 to pay 5s. to Richard Hitchins for his ‘horse hire & charge in 
ridinge to Bodmyn about the Island mony’.48

The Receiver’s Accounts refer to payments made to men who carried 
‘precepts’ (instructions) over to the ‘Ilande souldiers’ and in the 1585-6 
folios there is a record of 15s. spent on provisions for John Hawkins 
when he was over on St Nicholas’s Island—perhaps surveying work in 
progress. A further its. 8d. was spent for ‘bakinge ofveneson’ which 
suggests some kind of celebration. By contrast the account for 1587—8 
includes references to the carrying of ordnance over to the Island and it 
is possible that the increased expenditure recorded that year was in 
part incurred by purchasing additional guns for its arsenal.

Hoe Walch House. The Accounts make it clear that a watch house was 
erected on Plymouth Hoc sometime between Michaelmas 1585 and 
September 1586. It was probably no more than a simple hut to provide 
shelter for the men assigned to watch at the Hoc beacon. The walls 
were built for 12s. and the roof cost a mere 9s. 6d. The lock for the door 
cost 8d. At the same time 10s. was spent on a pole for the beacon and a 
‘spille’ for the compass. The watch house apparently had a bell since a 
further 3s. was spent on a ‘bell clapper’, hooks and ‘twiste to amende 
it’.

Thereafter men were paid to watch at the Hoe. But the winter 
weather must have taken its toll since in the following year Thomas 
Gibbins received is. 46. for supplying ‘lathes for the watche house’ 
while Phillip Russell was paid 5s. for ‘amending & cuvering the watche 
house at the hawe’. Small sums were needed to clean the compass and 
for a bell rope. In 1588 the Corporation paid for the walls of the watch 
house to be rendered with plaster. Thomas Crease earned 10s. for 
carrying out this work; other sums were spent on materials.

Bulwarks. Despite instructions from the Privy Council to build sconces, 
trenches and parapets, and to dig pits and drive in stakes on the sea 
coasts to impede the landing of the enemy, the local records for 
Plymouth refer only to bulwarks and—very occasionally—to dikes, 
ditches and gun platforms. This confirms a comment made by the Earl 
of Bath in a letter to the Lords of the Privy Council in December 1587 
when he reported:
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for wantt of skillful persons fitt for conducte, leadinge of an armye, 
and knowledge in making skonces and other fortifications: wee 
cannot yelde unto your Lordships suche sufficient and effectuall 
resolucon as is required in that bchalfe . . . yet wee have not 
neglected owr ductyes to performe by Trenches and ordinarye 
Bulworckes uppon the sea coaste to impeache the attempte and 
landing of the enimye and all other thinges to hinder theyre further 

49passage

In the same letter the Earl assured the Council that Devon rested ‘quiet 
in orderlye readynes’ and that special measures had been taken for the 
‘speedye releifofthe Towne of Plymouth as your Lordships have given 
comaundcment’. The extent to which the Earl of Bath was really 
well-acquainted with the progress of defence work in Devon remains 
unclear, but in Plymouth work on the bulwarks continued well into 
1588 and was not finally completed until April 26 when the last eleven 
labourers were paid off ‘that ended the worke uppon the hawe’.50

References to spending on bulwarks in Plymouth begin in 1585. 
Most of the costs comprised labourers’ wages, materials and tools. The 
bulwarks appear to have been made from a mixture of rubble and earth 
(ballast), lime and sand. In addition quantities of timber were 
employed in their constuction. While it is hard to determine the form of 
these structures, those depicted on a contemporary map of the south 
west coasts appear to be of the angled-bastion type. In Plymouth they 
were designed to allow for gun emplacements; there are a number of 
references to ordnance being hauled up to the bulwarks even as work 
on their construction proceeded.

At times there were up to thirty labourers, together with gangs of 
masons and carpenters, at work on the Hoe defences and the bulwarks. 
Wages amounted to 8d. per day for ordinary workmen and is. for 
carpenters. Masons were usually paid at the same rate as the 
carpenters though this seems to have depended upon the nature of the 
task in hand. There arc cases where they were paid i6d. for a day’s 
work. Nevertheless the relatively low cost of both the materials and the 
labour needed to build bulwarks makes them appear a less significant 
aspect of defence preparations in Plymouth in the period before July 
1588. In fact, however, these temporary installations were a key 
element in the overall protection of the town before the building of the 
Hoe Fort in the 1590s and it would be a mistake to underestimate their 
importance.'11 By May 1588 men were regularly stationed to keep 
watch at the bulwarks and when danger appeared to threaten a 
24-hour guard was maintained. This could hardly have been a pleasant 
assignment. Some of the bulwarks would have been over a mile from
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the outskirts of the town and, not surprisingly, a ‘lanthorne’ was 
purchased at a cost of 2s. for those obliged to remain there overnight. 
On at least one occasion the bulwarks were flooded (presumably after 
heavy rain) and a man was paid 6d. to ‘convey the water’ away.52

Ordnance. Spending on ordnance leapt dramatically in 1587-8 when 
costs totalling more than £243 were incurred (Table I). There can be 
little doubt about the supreme importance attached to ordnance pieces 
in defending Plymouth against the Spanish Armada in the late 1580s 
and beyond. Sir Richard Grenville was appointed in 1587 to survey the 
defences of the South West coasts and a coloured manuscript map 
made at about that date and depicting Plymouth Sound is almost 
certainly associated with his work53 (Fig. 1). Whatever the precise 
provenance of the map it nonetheless provides remarkable documen
tary evidence of late sixteenth century proposals for the protection of 
the Sound. It shows the positions of 29 pieces of heavy ordnance, 
together with their firing ranges indicated as red lines drawn across the 
Sound. The key features of the map are reproduced in Figure 2 which 
also shows the deployment of soldiers around the coasts.

Despite shortcomings in terms of planimetric accuracy, the map 
displays a highly developed strategic awareness regarding the naviga
bility of the channels, the depth of water at different states of the tide, 
and the ease with which an invasionary force of foreign troops might 
manage to land in particular locations. It therefore amounts to a 
remarkably authoritative evaluation of defence capabilities in Ply
mouth and its immediate environs. Thus on ‘howe stearte’ (Mount 
Batten) the map notes ‘a new bulworke’ and ‘3 new peces’ of ordnance. 
While at Staddon Down the map recommends ‘a new bulworke’ and 
‘three peices to be placed to impechc the roade and the landinge in 
Bovesande’. On the western side of the Sound a similar note refers to a 
new Bulwark overlooking Cawsand Bay and the need for ‘three peices 
of ordinance to be new placed to defende the landinge’. The positions of 
1,goo soldiers are depicted comprising 300 to defend the Hoe, 200 at 
Stonehouse, 200 at Laira, 400 at Jennycliffe (and Mount Batten), 300 
at Bovisand and on Staddon Down, 100 at Mount Edgcumbc, 300 at 
Cawsand Bay, and too at Rame Head. But the map does not indicate 
the number of soldiers to be deployed on St Nicholas’s Island, nor does 
it show Plymouth castle. However close inspection reveals that all the 
foreshore blockhouses are marked, including those on the Island and in 
Mount Edgcumbe park. The homes of dependable local landowners 
are shown on the map including that of Mr Peter Edgcumbe (Mount 
Edgcumbe), Sir Richard Carew (East Anthony), and Mr Christopher 
Harris (Radford). A note on the map describes Harris as ‘a sufficient
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gentillman to take charge to defend this quarter and th’inhabitants of 
plimpton hundred’.

It is however the spatial pattern of the deployment of ordnance 
indicated on the ‘Grenville’ map which perhaps deserves closest 
attention. By making a careful comparison between the gun positions 
displayed on the sixteenth century map and the topography of 
Plymouth Sound shown on up-to-date O.S. maps it is evident that guns 
were sited with well-informed regard both to the lie of the land and to 
the configuration of the deep water channel which follows a somewhat 
meandering route through the Sound. Fire power is shown heavily 
concentrated upon the pathway which large, heavy fighting ships 
would have been obliged to take if they were to avoid a collision with 
underwater rocks and shoals. But the guns also appear to provide cover 
for vulnerable landing places such as Cawsand, Bovisand, Clovelly
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Bay, Hooe and Firestone Bay. Bulwarks and batteries seem to occupy 
commanding coastal positions such as Watch House Battery above 
the beach at Bovisand. Dangerous underwater shoals are located 
on the map—some with remarkable accuracy. Thus the rocks called 
‘Chittels Bottem’ south west of Bovisand are noted as 
9 feet underwater. Modern Admiralty charts record their depth as 
3.7 meters.

Although the map is not drawn to scale it is possible to deduce, from 
the length of the firing lines of the cannon, that the guns shown were 
mostly long-range ‘culverin’ type pieces including dcmi-culverins, 
culverins, sakers and minions.34 Nevertheless despite the apparently 
formidable barrage of cross-fire, a total of only 29 large guns (plus two 
smaller pieces—probably mortars—shown on St Nicholas’s Island) 
remains an exceptionally small arsenal for the protection of so vital a 
haven. After all, a single enemy vessel could easily have carried at least 
twice this number of weapons. And, in any case, the real question is 
whether the ‘Grenville’ map provides a reliable guide to the armaments 
actually in place by July 1588, or more probably merely represents Sir 
Richard’s proposals.

A second map—this time depicting almost all of the coasts of Devon 
and Cornwall, including Plymouth Sound—yields further clues.” The 
map purports to show how the South West coasts were defended in 
1588. It makes no concessions to topographical accuracy and is more of 
a schematic representation of the coastline achieved by linking together 
all those sections apparently provided with protection. Although 
Plymouth Sound is this time drawn very much smaller than was the 
case on the ‘Grenville’ map, close inspection reveals a striking 
similarity between the two in their manner of representing the coastline 
(Fig. 3). Again the key details from the map have been extracted and 
plotted as a diagram (Fig. 4). To facilitate comparison Figure 4 shows 
the information of the second map plotted on the coastal outline of the 
‘Grenville’ map thereby avoiding problems of distortion on the south 
east side of the Sound. The positions of soldiers and what appear to be 
bastion-style bulwarks arc indicated. So too arc 18 pieces of 
ordnance—fewer than the total appearing on the ‘Grenville’ map. 
Clearly map evidence of the number and disposition of ordnance 
around Plymouth Sound in the year of the Spanish Armada is 
contradictory and answers to the question of how well armed the sea 
coasts were in 1588 must be sought elsewhere.

The State Papers indicate that some weapons (together with powder, 
match and shot) were allocated to the maritime counties and 
despatched direct from the Queen’s store of ordnance. As early as 
February 1586 each of the six front-line counties (including Devon and
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Cornwall) were appointed to receive two cast iron sakers, two minions 
and two falcons, together with appropriate gun carriages and 
accessories (ladles, rammers, sponges, etc.).’1’ But these armaments do 
not appear to have been sent until at least August 1587 when a 
duplicate ‘shopping list’ was drawn up.57 And in December 1587 the 
Earl of Bath made it clear that Devon still awaited the arrival of Her 
Majesty’s long-promised pieces of royal ordnance.58

The Plymouth Receiver’s Accounts refer to ordnance and gunpow
der brought to the town from elsewhere but it is hard to determine 
precise origins. In 1588 workmen were paid for ‘bearing 12 barrels of 
powder to the castell that came from London’ and men were employed 
to unload ordnance from the ‘grette shippe’, and to fetch weapons 
from Saltash that ‘came out of the Carracke’. But these supplies may 
well be those obtained by representatives sent by the Corporation 
to buy weapons in London rather than Plymouth’s share of the 
Queen’s consignment.59 In any case, notwithstanding the Earl of 
Bath’s ‘moste humble thanckes’ for royal generosity, six borrowed 
guns for the whole of Devon were hardly likely to do much to solve 
Plymouth’s desperate shortage of ordnance. Moreover, the Queen’s 
guns seem to have been taken to Ashburton and while it remains hard 
to be certain, the local evidence suggests that (apart from any guns 
which may have been in place on St Nicholas’s Island) in 1585 
Plymouth probably possessed fewer than half a dozen serviceable 
pieces of ordnance with which to defend itself. These included some 
light-shotted falcons and at least one demi-culverin, one saker, and a 
minion.60 In the account for 1586-7 a piece of ordnance given to the 
town by Thomas Drake (Sir Francis’ brother) is mentioned together 
with payments to the carpenter, John Salloman, for building three 
new gun carriages for the ‘great ordinince’. There is therefore very 
little evidence to indicate any substantial increase in Plymouth’s 
arsenal.

During the following year strenuous efforts were made to remedy 
these deficiencies. On 4 March 1588 four ‘brass pieces’ (probably 
culverins) were brought in from Saltash. They appear to have been 
borrowed rather than purchased as were some barrels of powder and 
shot taken into the castle at the same time. Another culverin was 
purchased separately for £18 from George Woolfe. Richard Hawkins 
supplied 4 demi-culverins and 3 sakers for which he was paid £69. In 
another purchase a further culverin and a demi-culverin were added. 
There is evidence that the town acquired a cannon perrier although its 
origin remains obscure. However in 1587-8 John Salloman was 
building a new gun carriage for it and the Receiver noted the payment 
of 3d. to Robert Potter who carried stone shot (rather than iron) to the
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castle ‘from the carrick’. The cannon perricr was one of the few 
weapons capable of firing stone shot.

There arc further, somewhat more vague references in the accounts 
to other pieces of ordnance—being hauled up to the Hoe bulwarks, to 
the castle, to Fishersnose, to the watch house, or elsewhere—which 
suggest that in all the town had increased the number of heavy guns at 
its disposal to at least eighteen. Indeed, if we assume that St Nicholas’s 
Island was defended by a further eight or ten guns then the overall total 
may have been as high as 28. Thus from a position of alarming 
weakness in 1587, a year later Plymouth had radically improved her 
supply of heavy weapons. The pattern of guns depicted on the map 
associated with Sir Richard Grenville’s 1587 survey begins to appear 
less fanciful and rather more plausible as a representation of the real 
position achieved by 1588.
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Powder, Match and Shot. In the General Certificate of all the ‘able men’ 
furnished and unfurnished (with weapons and armour) in the county of 
Devon submitted to Westminster in April 1588, 1 last of powder and 
500 pounds of match were noted as in the store of the corporate town of 
Plymouth.61 A last of powder is thought to mean 2,400 lbs, or 24 
barrels. But the Town Accounts indicate that there was in fact much 
more powder and match in Plymouth by 1588. There were, for 
example, at least 50 barrels of powder. Christopher Coly supplied 
quantities of shot for demi-culverins, sakers, minions, and falcons.6- 
George West was employed to cast shot and to make cartridges. Small 
arms were also not neglected. John Blithman supplied new ‘arqebuses’ 
and Tong spikes’ and ‘sharp pykes’, while other items of expenditure 
included musket and caliver shot and even powder bags. Sheepskins to 
make sponges, and tallow and oil to grease the guns were also 
purchased. Budge barrels and lintstocks were made by local coopers 
and smiths.63

Gun Carriages. The provision of suitable carriages for mounting the 
heavy ordnance formed a significant item of local expenditure, 
especially in the account for 1587-8 (Table I). Indeed the actual 
amount spent on gun carriages may in fact be even higher since some 
items included in the ‘general materials’ category were almost certainly 
employed in the construction of the carriages.64 Most of the work was 
undertaken by the local carpenters whose names feature regularly in 
the Receiver’s Accounts, but one of the busiest was John Salloman.65 
He spent many weeks repairing and building a variety of carriages in 
1587 and 1588. But the town’s needs were exceptionally pressing and it 
became necessary to arrange for pairs of wheels and occasionally for 
complete carriages to be supplied elsewhere. For example in 1588 John 
Salloman was sent to Buckfastleigh to arrange for five pairs of wheels to 
be made there. He was away for several days and received 5s. lod. for 
his expenses. The wheels cost the town £12 and when they were ready 
Salloman travelled to Buckfastleigh again to collect them. Later the 
same year a further pair of wheels and an ‘axel tree’ were obtained from 
the same source. Similar purchases were then made in Hatherleigh and 
seven pairs of wheels were supplied by Robert Wood of Langstone 
(Pennycross). Timber for the carriages built in Plymouth was obtained 
from a wide variety of sources. It was usually 4 inch elm planking. The 
ironmongery was mostly obtained in Plymouth itself although at least 
one purchase was made from a smith at Thornhill (Compton).

Although work on the carriages appears to have readied a peak in 
1588 the evidence suggests that some tasks remained to be completed 
even as the Armada was sighted off Plymouth Hoe. Final adjustments
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continued and even in 1589 some further small quantities of timber 
were purchased and labour costs incurred. Most of the heavy guns 
would however have been properly mounted by 21 July 1588. It is not 
known for certain whether the Town’s weapons were actually fired. 
The Receiver’s Accounts refer to a payment made to George West ‘for 
drinke bestowed on the gonners the firste daye the Alarme was geiven’ 
but whether this was in celebration of a salute fired to mark the passing 
of the immediate danger, or was merely a token of grateful generosity 
accorded to the men who had taken up their positions when the 
Spanish Armada appeared a few miles off Rame Head, remains a 
tantalising mystery.bb

Spy Boats and Messengers Riding Post Horses. Information regarding the 
whereabouts of the Spanish fleet became a matter of increasing concern 
in Plymouth during 1587 and 1588. The hiring of spy boats to ply the 
inshore waters of the south coasts and even to patrol the Western 
Approaches became a regular item of expenditure in the Receiver’s 
Accounts during these crisis years. But as early as 1586 £1 5s. id. was 
spent on ‘victuales for the bote which was sente over into Brittanie for 
the discoverie of the Spainishe Flecte’.67 In the same account is. gd. 
was paid for the ‘hire of a bote & for 6 mens travaile to come into the 
Sounde for the staienge of a shippe’.

In 1587 the town met the cost of‘beere & sending abrodc of precepts 
uppon the discoverie of a lleete thoughte to be Spannierds’ thereby 
setting the pattern for a number of similar expeditions. In July Roger 
Haly and Walter Josling earned 15s. for taking their fishing boat to sea 
on a spying mission, and on 28 August a boat was hired to go to 
Cawsand Bay to ‘knowe whatt the shippe was there’. On 30 September 
John Traunton was hired to go into the Sound to ‘see the fleet of 
shippes’ (probably the English ships rather than Spanish) and the 
practise of sending spy boats continued. In 1588 Robert Scarlet 
received 11s. for ‘goingc owte to discover the Spaynish Flecte’ and a 
man was sent to Rame Head on a similar mission. In July John 
Gibbons and Henry Wood were paid 10s. for watching for four days at 
Rame Head when ‘the Spaniards were uppon the coastc’.

When the news gathered by the spy boats was brought back into 
Plymouth it then became necessary to pass it to the important local 
personages of Devon and Cornwall, as well as to London. Thus the 
Receiver records many payments to post horse messengers sent to Sir 
John Gilbert, Sir Arthur Champernowne, Mr Peter Edgcumbe and Sir 
Richard Carew. Similar errands to the justices of the peace in Exeter 
and Bodmin are recorded. The cost of sending a man to Anthony 
House or Mount Edgcumbe was 6d. while the trip to Sir John Gilbert
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at Greenway (near Dartmouth) incurred a payment of 2S. 6d. When in 
1588 William Downeman rode to the Earl of Bath (presumably with 
news of the arrival of the Armada) his charge to the town was 13s. yd. 
which implies that the Lord Lieutenant of Devon was a very long way 
from Plymouth on the day of the emergency.68

Post horse routes were of course well-established between London 
and the West Country in the sixteenth century. The atlas of county 
maps by Christopher Saxton which was presented to Lord Burghley, 
contains several lists of post stage towns lying on routes to Bristol, 
Tavistock, Plymouth and Penzance (Fig. 5).69 Plymouth’s Receiver’s 
Accounts show that Vincent Scoble, Martin White, Zachary Howell 
and John Rowbie kept post horses and were often employed on the 
town’s business. Other riders were hired on an ad hoc basis as the 
occasion arose.

In 1587 when the town was still desperately short of ordnance 
Anthony Goddard was sent to London where his charges in ‘securinge 
ordyninnce & other things’ came to £16 10s. 2d. His mission was 
apparently successful since he managed to purchase 300 lbs of match 
for the town during his trip. A year later Christopher Coly and John 
Weik were paid £1 for riding to Dartmouth on a three-day trip ‘about 
the ordinance’, and Zachary Howell made another journey to London 
for which he received £g.

While there arc numerous references to letters and messages being 
carried to a host of different destinations in the West Country and 
beyond, the Receiver’s Accounts contain no record of payments made 
in connection with the firing of the beacon on Plymouth Hoe. 
Communication by the post horse system seems to have been 
remarkably efficient and it may well be that news of the arrival of the 
Armada was conveyed to London by that means rather than by the 
rather more colourful legendary firing of the beacons.711 Certainly a 
flurry of payments to messengers appear towards the end of the 
1587—88 Account, but not a word is said about the beacon on the Hoe.

Other Expenditure. A host of miscellaneous items of expenditure which do 
not fit neatly into any of the previous categories, but which were almost 
certainly connected—either directly or indirectly—with Plymouth’s 
defences are presented in Table I as general labour, general materials 
and sundries. Thus payments like those made to men ‘who did help to 
bring ordyninnce to the hawe’, or who made ‘lockers for shott’, or who 
‘helped the gunner’ are included. Sums spent on items as diverse as 
‘fish and drinke for the labourers at the bulworcke’ and calico and 
‘twyste’ to make a new flag to fly at the watch house and on the Hoe 
defences feature amongst the list of general materials. But tools like 
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wheel barrows and shovels used at the bulwarks and in the castle are a 
more frequent item. Amongst the sundries are the sums spent in the 
entertainment of the Lord Admiral and the vice-Admiral upon their 
arrival in the town as well as payments for horsemeat (horse fodder) for 
the animals used to convey men and materials to the bulwarks and 
ditches being constructed at some distance from the town.

July 1588
All the preparations for the defence of Plymouth and the Sound so far 

described in this paper were undertaken in the certain knowledge that 
the King of Spain intended to invade England. In the event, the 
frenzied efforts made in the town and its environs to resist an enemy 
landing were not put to the test, but the townspeople cannot have 
known that their delivery from danger would be so readily secured by 
the English warships which warped out of the Sound on the evening of 
20 July. 'Pension in Plymouth must have been intense. Something of the 
mood of the people is conveyed in a description of events recorded in 
the famous Black Book of Plymouth:

In this yerc the honorable Lord Charells Howard, Lord heigh 
Admirall of England, accompanyned with sondrye noble men and 
others, amongest which was Sr Fraunces Drake kneight and John 
Hawkins esquier, havinge under his charge divers of the qucencs 
shippes sett fourth to impeache the king of Spaines flet which wer 
exspccted to come to invad this land, arrived here in this 
harborrough with other merchaunts shippes in number all 120, 
and here remayned untill intelligens was geiven that the enymyes 
were uppon the coaste, and then they putt fourth, this being the 21 
of July the Soundic, after the enymyes came in open seight of the 
harborrough, and our shippes geiving them chase, and so putt all 
to eastward and hadd maynye feights together. Butt godd be 
praised the enemye hadd never power to land somoche as one 
manne uppon any territorie of ors.71

However stoic and loyal the ordinary people of Plymouth may have 
been, their fears will have been real enough. Some may even have 
contemplated evacuation. Indeed the risk of a mass departure of 
frightened inhabitants following the arrival of the Spanish fleet off 
South West waters had been anticipated by the mayor and corporation 
as early as August 1587 when a proclamation was issued which 
declared that any resident of the town who:

uppon any attempt offerd by the enemye absente himselfe, or any 
waye withdrawe himself out of the said town against his duetye & 
allegeaunce towarde her majestie, every such person offending in
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such sorte shall forfeyrte to the use of the Queenes majestic all his 
& her goodes & chattails whatsoever that shalbe founde within the 
Libertye of the Towne & besure that any suche shalbe a free man, 
he shalbe by that constitutyon & order utterlie disfranchised of his 
liberty & never afterward to be admytted there nor allowed as a 
Towne dweller.7"

Such draconian measures convey more than a mere hint of panic 
among the townspeople and should perhaps be judged against some of 
the more flamboyant accounts of Armada heroism. The comings and 
goings of the fleet, the movement of ordnance, the digging of ditches 
and the construction of bulwarks must, at the very least, have been 
disconcerting, however accustomed the ordinary folk of the town may 
have been to the presence of travellers, merchants and seafarers in their 
midst. And those who watched the battle off the Eddystone Reef on 
Sunday 21 July 1588 may have done so with fascination, but their 
curiosity would have been tempered by a real sense of fear and 
apprehension. Many would have realised that despite all their efforts to 
improve Plymouth’s coastal defences, if the English warships failed to 
hold them, the massive vessels of the Armada—packed with heavy 
ordnance— would have made light work of the town’s modest coastal 
batteries and a landing could easily have been achieved.73 But, as the 
Black Book says, God be praised, the enemy had never power to land so 
much as one man upon any territory of ours. This phrase was surely 
rather more than an idle platitude; it must have summed up the 
feelings of all Plymouth people on that momentous day.
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that Plymouth was one of the places requiring ‘greatest regard and assistance’.

14. PRO SP 12/209, 49 fo. 90.
15. This conclusion is based mainly on the evidence of the ‘Grenville Map’ PRO/MPF 6. 

This appears as Fig. I.
16. See Youings, J. A., i960. The Council of the West. Transactions of the Royal Historical 

Society. 10, 5th Series., pp 41-59.
17. BM., Cotton MS. Augustus I. i. 35-6, 38-9.
18. Colvin. H. M., 1982. The History of the King's Works. Vol IV, 1485-1660 (Part II) 

HMSO., p. 593.
19. See Duffy, C., 1979. Siege Warfare: The Portress in the Early Modern World, 1494-1660. 

Routledge & Kegan Paul., pp. 23-43 and 140-3. The remains of one of the round 
towers of Plymouth’s medieval castle survives on the corner of Lambhay Hill. It was 
clearly a very small, relatively insubstantial fortification.

20. See Lewis, M., 1943. Armada Guns. Section V: The Guns of the Spanish Fleet., 
Mariners Mirror. 29, pp. 3-39.

21. BM., Cotton MS. Augustus 1. i. 35-6, 38-9. Many of the forts on this map are 
marked as ‘not made’, indicating where fortifications were contemplated, but not in 
fact built.

22. Colvin, 1982, op. cit., p. 484.
23. All these blockhouses are shown on the ‘Grenville’ map (PRO/MPF 6). Some also 

appear again on the map showing the proposed course of the Plymouth Leat 
(sometimes referred to as ‘Spry’s Plot’) BM., Cotton MS. Augustus I. i. 41.: and the 
blockhouse at Fishcrsnosc is depicted on the map drawn as part of the proposal to 
erect a fort on the Hoe in the early 1590s. Hatfield House Archives, C.P.M. I/35.
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24. Colvin, 1982, op. cit., p. 595.
25. PRO SP 12/187, 74 March 1586; 198, 29, 10 February 1587.
26. PRO SP 12/199, 75, March 1587. The points of the directions given to the Lords 

Lieutenant of the Maritime counties in the beginning of March last, 1586.
27. PRO S-12/186, 52 February 2nd 1586. Instructions to the Deputy Lieutenants of 

Devon. . theie shall direct the capteins to call their horsemen to be exercised 
sondrie times the month ... by which means the said bandes of horsemen maie . . . 
growe more to perfeccon’.

28. See also PRO SP 12/198, 63-65 February 23rd 1587. Memorandum in Lord 
Burghley’s handwriting. The stakes were to protrude 8-10 inches above the ground 
surface thereby deterring the troops and horses of the enemy from landing. Roads 
were to be obstructed by felling large trees across them and men were to lie in 
ambush at these obstacles. Shooting practice was to take place weekly and carts and 
horses were to be made perpetually ready for the speedy deployment and retreat of 
munitions, men and field artillery.

29. ibid., places of storage were to be nominated by the Lord Lieutenant. See also—PRO 
SP12/213, 99 July 1588.

30. PRO SP 12/209, 51 March 1588; 213, 84 June 1588.
31. Whitfield, 1900, op. cit., p 54. Also see—PRO SP 12/211, 71 June or July 1588.
32. The exact size of Plymouth’s levy is unknown. Returns for the town in the very 

detailed muster records for 1569 are missing.
33. WDRO W360/6 16 March 1585.
34. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fo. 64.
35. Colvin, 1982, op. cit., p. 485.
36. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fos. 63, 67, 72, 79.
37. PRO SP 12/187, 74 March 1586.
38. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fo. 64.
39. ibid., fo. 74. The Privy Council had recommended that militia men should take turns 

camping in Plymouth to help familiarise them with the terrain.
40. Sir John Gilbert as well as the Champernowne brothers, Richard and Arthur (of 

Modbury) are referred to as recipients of letters and messages.
41. The Receiver’s Accounts run from Michaelmas to Michaelmas. Each mayor would 

appoint a ‘receiver’ or chamberlain to keep the corporation accounts for the year. At 
the end of his term the accounts were audited and signed by the mayor and 
aidermen.

42. WDRO W132. Receivers’s Accounts fo. 66. ‘plaunchinge’ meant planking or 
boarding. Curiously the Black Book of Plymouth WDRO W46 suggests that the 
repair of the north west tower of the castle as well as the building of gun platforms at 
the Hoe was completed in 1589. But the Receiver’s Accounts show that payments for 
the work began as early as 1585-6 and that most of it was finished by 1588. It is 
possible that the Black Book entry merely indicated that the expenditure was 
concluded and the job finally finished in 1589.

43. WDRO W132. Receiver’s Accounts fo. 69.
44. ibid., fo. 78.
45. ibid., fo. 66.
46. See Worth, 1893, op. cit., p. 196.
47. WDRO W359/15 March 1585.
48. WDRO W132. Receiver’s Accounts fo. 70.
49. PRO SP 12/200, 14 December 7 1587.
50. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts Fo. 75. Eleven labourers were paid off ‘that 

ended the worke uppon the hawe the 26th Aprill’ (1588).
51. The Hoe Fort was erected 1592—3. See Colvin, 1982, op. cit., pp 485-6.
52. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fo. 72.
53. PRO MPF/6. Coloured MS. See also PRO SP 12/199, 19, 8 March 1587. The map is 

endorsed ‘Sir Richard Grenvylle for the fortification of Plymmouth’.
54. See Lewis, 1942, op. cit., for a description of sixteenth century ordnance. 

‘Culverin-type’ weapons were relatively light-shotted (culverins 17 lbs, demi
culverins 9 lbs, sakers 5 lbs, minions 4 lbs) but long range (from 1600 to 2,500 
paces). A pace is reckoned to have been about 5 feet.



196 Plymouth’s defences in the year of the armada

55. BM., Cotton MS. Augustus I. ii. 6. (Fig. 3.) The original map is again in colour, 
though rather less impressive than PRO MPF/6. The title reads ‘A plott of all the 
coast of Cornwall and Devonshire as they were to bee fortyficd in 1588 against the 
landing of any enemy’.

56. PRO SP 12/198, 43 February 16 1586.
57. PRO SP 12/203, !7-I9 August 25 1587.
58. PRO SP 12/200, 14 December 7 1587.
59. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fos. 75 & 77.
60. The Accounts refer to the purchase of shot for falcons, demi-culverins, sakers and 

minions, but in very small quantities. Three falcons and one of each of the other 
types of gun seem to have comprised the arsenal.

61. PRO SP 12/209, 123 April 1588. The figures presented in this certificate seem to 
have been standardised rather than a real representation of the position. They 
duplicate figures of powder match and shot in the corporate towns noted in the 
margins of the Saxton map of Devon already referred to. BM., Royal MS. 18. Dill.

62. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fo. 75. Coly supplied the town with 79 shot in all. 
See also fo. 76 which contains a record of payments to Clitherowe who supplied 12 
barrels of powder containing 1,271 lbs. The cost was £58 5s. id.

63. Budge barrels were small containers used to carry powder to gunners in the field. 
They usually had a leather cover which could be closed by means of a draw string to 
keep the powder dry and to prevent stray sparks from igniting it accidentally. 
Lintstocks were short (3 foot) metal stakes driven into the ground which supported a 
wad of material which was lighted to provide a conveniently placed flame for the 
gunners to use in firing the ordnance. Both items were a regular feature of town 
spending especially in 1587 and 1588.

64. Especially 4 inch elm planks and nails. But ‘axel-trees’ were also sometimes referred 
to without mentioning gun carriages. These have been included here on the 
assumption that they were probably purchased for use with the gun carriages.

65. John Salloman employed his own ‘men’ as well as ‘his boy’. It is not certain whether 
this boy was his son. Salloman married his wife Joan in St Andrew’s Church in 
January 1581.

GG. WDRO W132 Receiver’s Accounts fo. 76.
67. ibid., fo. 65.
68. ibid., fo. 78. The Earl’s Devon home was at Tawstock, near Barnstaple.
69. BM., Royal MS. 18. Dill, f 63, ‘the waie from S. Burinc in Cornewall to London’; fo.

4. ‘Postes from London to Tavistocke’; fo. 4 ‘pot fro Richmond to Bristoll a.d. 1581’; 
fo. 12 ‘Stages for postes to be paid between London and Plimouthe, 1595’.

70. Macauley (1832) visualised the beacons flaring in 1588:
‘Far on the deep the Spaniard saw, along each southern shire, 

Cape beyond cape, in endless range, those twinkling points of fire’.
This somewhat fanciful image has proved remarkably tenacious but it may well be 
that the beacon on Plymouth Hoc was not in fact fired in July 1588.

71. WDRO W46. The Black Book, fo. 8, 1588.
72. WDRO W15. The White Book, fo. 55, August 29th 1587.
73. The building of the new fort on the foreshore of Plymouth Hoe in the 1590s was 

almost certainly a reaction to the town’s ‘close shave’ in July 1588.

(Note:
The dates referred to in this paper are those in use at the time. But in fact the calendar was ten 
days earlier than it is today. Thus the first engagement of the Armada campaign occurred on 
31 July 1588 and not on 21 July, as it is recorded in contemporary documents. To avoid 
confusion in the paper it was deemed best to use only the old-calendar dates, as quoted in the 
original sources.)


