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PREFACE


The passenger described the captain of the ship: ‘he is a very extraordinary person. I never before came across a man whom I could fancy being a Napoleon or Nelson . . . His ascendancy over everybody is quite curious: the extent to which every officer and man feels the slightest praise or rebuke would have been before seeing him incomprehensible.’1


The passenger was Charles Darwin, who was twenty-two years old when the Beagle set sail at the end of 1831; the captain was Robert Fitzroy, then aged twenty-six. Darwin witnessed the Royal Navy at its zenith. Before the Beagle departed he was shown HMS Caledonia, a leviathan 120-gun ship of the line. ‘So large a vessel is an astonishing sight, one wonders by what contrivance everything is governed with such regularity and how amongst such numbers such order prevails. On coming near her the hum is like that of a town heard at some distance in the evening.’2 At another time he remarked of HMS Beagle that below decks, where the men messed and slept, everything was so clean that it put to shame many a gentleman’s house.


Regularity, order, cleanliness – these were the hallmarks of the Royal Navy. Its ships purred like lubricated machines. Its men were trained and drilled to work in teams, the cogs that turned the complex mechanism of a fighting ship. The discipline, efficiency and health of British sailors, the professionalism of their officers and the smooth operation of the ships in which they served propelled the Navy to dominate the world’s seas.


Sixteen years before, another giant of the nineteenth century had boarded a British warship. On 15 July 1815 Napoleon surrendered for the final time to the captain of HMS Bellerophon. ‘What I admire most in your ship,’ he told the captain as the ship’s crew raised the boats, turned the capstan and hoisted the topsail yards, ‘is the extreme silence and orderly conduct of your men; on board a French ship everyone calls and gives orders, and they gabble like so many geese.’3 The same clockwork routine and unquestioning obedience to orders with which British sailors went



about their daily shipboard tasks allowed them to fire their broadsides again and again in the heat of bloody, frenzied battles such as Quiberon Bay, the Saintes, the Nile and Trafalgar, with withering regularity. The success of the Royal Navy consisted in stamping order onto chaos.


Captain Fitzroy was born in July 1805, three months before the Battle of Trafalgar. When he became a midshipman at the age of fourteen and acting commander of HMS Beagle at twenty-three he joined a brotherhood of officers acutely aware that they inherited exacting standards of leadership and seamanship. Fitzroy promised to be among the best of his generation. He embodied what were seen as the virtues of a nineteenth-century naval officer. He was the scion of an aristocratic family; his grandfather, the Duke of Grafton, had been prime minister and his uncle, Lord Castlereagh, was foreign secretary from 1812 until 1822.


Fitzroy might have had impeccable connections, but the Navy demanded more than inherited qualities of nobility. Exceptional as he seemed to Darwin, Fitzroy’s qualities were expected of all captains in the service. Since the seventeenth century the Navy had taken the sons of gentlemen and nobles and introduced them to life at sea from a tender age, sometimes as young as nine, to learn practical seamanship – how to splice, tie knots, haul on ropes, fire guns, for instance – as well as the technicalities of navigation and battle tactics. They were schooled to the sea as surely as a Grimsby fisherman. From 1677 they even had to take examinations to qualify as commissioned officers – a radically meritocratic idea in an age when military leadership was seen as the preserve of the aristocracy. But it created a Navy led by men of status who had spent their lives at sea. Fitzroy was awarded the mathematics prize at the Royal Naval College and scored an unprecedented 100 per cent at his examination to qualify as a lieutenant. He was considered one of the best seamen of his day.


But his courage and leadership would not be tried by battle. Instead they were tested by the elements. Robert Fitzroy took command of the brig Beagle in 1828 when her captain committed suicide off the unforgiving coast of Tierra del Fuego, the southernmost tip of South America. Beagle was one of two vessels conducting hydrographical surveys in South America. The expedition’s leader, Captain Philip Parker King, in HMS Adventure, had already distinguished himself exploring and surveying the coast of Australia. Tierra del Fuego was a tough proposition. The purpose of such hydrographical surveys was to gather navigational information that would be used to produce detailed nautical charts for the Admiralty. King and Fitzroy led their surveying teams in subzero conditions and stormy seas.




These expeditions pushed the endurance and seamanship of officers and men to the limits. Officers on the frontline of exploration such as Fitzroy were driven by passion for science. It was something shared by officials at the Admiralty as well. In 1831 the Hydrographer of the Navy, Captain Francis Beaufort, suggested that Charles Darwin accompany Fitzroy on the second voyage of the Beagle. Darwin was to make geological observations in the lands the expedition encountered as it circumnavigated the globe. Fitzroy’s task was to use astronomical observations made across the Pacific and Indian Oceans to establish the meridian distance between set points on the same longitude.


The aim was to add vital information to the store of knowledge being gathered by the Admiralty. After 1815 many of the hundreds of smaller vessels called into service to defend Britain from Napoleon were converted into survey ships to map the seas of the world, to make them safe for commerce. Between 1815 and 1817 the fighting officer Captain William Fitzwilliam Owen surveyed the Great Lakes and upper St Lawrence River. Captain King charted the coast of Australia and gathered information on topography, flora, fauna, climate and the native population. Between 1821 and 1826 Captain Owen surveyed 20,000 miles of the African coast. It was one of the most arduous surveying expeditions of all times. Owen lost half his crew and thirty-one out of forty-four officers to malaria and yellow fever. He returned home with three hundred charts for the Admiralty; they were invaluable in the Navy’s war against slavery, a crusade that had spurred Owen on during his years of pain. By 1850 the entire coastline bounding the Indian Ocean had been charted, completing the work begun by Captain Owen.


Voyages of discovery under the naval officers John Franklin, Edward Parry and John Ross endured wretched Arctic winters charting the seas and searching for the North-West Passage. Between 1839 and 1843 John Clark Ross charted the coastline of Antarctica. In happier climes Navy hydrographers surveyed the coasts and archipelagos of the Mediterranean. Captain Thomas Graves spent ten years in the eastern Mediterranean, mapping the area and revealing important archaeological discoveries to the world.


All expeditions brought back information and sketches on the geology, botany, fauna and archaeology of the places they surveyed. It was not just what was visible on the surface or in shallow coastal water. In 1857–58 HMS Agamemnon and USS Niagara conducted the heroic first attempt to lay a telegraph cable almost 2,000 miles across the Atlantic. When the cable snapped – as it often did during the first attempts – it had to be grappled at depths of 3,200 metres. The venture was the beginning of a



revolution in global communications; the side-effect was the revelation of a new world miles below the waves. In 1868 the Navy dispatched the first oceanographic expedition. But it was between 1872 and 1876 that the first great breakthrough in oceanography took place when HMS Challenger undertook a 70,000-mile, three-and-a-half-year voyage. Challenger surveyed the seabed of the world’s oceans, making numerous deep-sea soundings, temperature observations, trawls and dredges. About 4,700 new marine species were discovered. The Challenger Office in Edinburgh published scientific reports that filled fifty volumes.


But no naval expedition was as important to the history of science as that of the Beagle. Darwin and Fitzroy’s voyage took five years. The result of Darwin’s observations was the basis for his theory of evolution. The time at sea was a trial for Darwin, who hated life on the ocean waves in the confines of a small ship. Compared with the Arctic ventures of Franklin and Parry it was not particularly gruelling; Darwin’s discomfort is a reminder of how trying these surveying voyages were at the best of times. The Navy did not get much of a chance to fight between 1815 and 1914. The officers and men who did the most to uphold the service’s traditions of courage and seafaring excellence were the surveyors. They added scientific research to that tradition. The resilience and qualities of leadership ingrained in the officers of the Royal Navy reached their apogee with the expeditions of Robert Falcon Scott.


The nineteenth-century scientific voyages show the Royal Navy at the peak of its capabilities. They are also emblematic of Britain at the summit of its power. There are many expressions of power and many uses for it, but the map is one of its most potent symbols. Maps imply ownership. Sea charts were needed for strategic and tactical ends. The greatest surveyor of them all, Captain James Cook, began his career as a hydrographer in the Gulf of St Lawrence in 1758, during the fight with France for the control of Canada. William Owen learnt the arts of surveying off the coast of Brest during the wars against Napoleon. This was the most important area of coast in the world for the Royal Navy. It was here that British warships patrolled incessantly, bottling up the French navy in its Atlantic ports. The Biscayan coast, with its lurking rocks, strong tides and hidden shoals, is highly dangerous. It had been the nursery of British sailors since the Middle Ages. It was also the key to British global power. By knowing intimately every one of its barely concealed, incisor-like rocks and its maze of channels, the Navy could lock up the French fleet in a tight blockade and enjoy the freedom to range the world with impunity.


After the conclusion of the Napoleonic wars the hydrographers were



not just a symbol of power; they were its instrument. The surveyors and their crews were trained fighting men and their vessels were often gunboats. They policed the edge of empire as they went about their work. They fought slavers and chased pirates; British traders and diplomats called upon their help to tilt the scales in their favour during local disputes; and they imposed treaties on local rulers. Knowledge is power. By revealing the mysteries of the world the Navy opened up blanks on the map to traders. Surveys of Africa and South America were followed by expeditions sent to China, Japan, Malaya, Indonesia and Borneo. These were areas that were being forced to trade with the West in the middle part of the nineteenth century. In 1841, for instance, hydrographic surveyors brought a naval expeditionary force 170 miles up the Yangtze. The Navy’s surveying teams made Asian waters safe for trade in two ways – by making charts and by turning their guns on pirates and unhelpful local officials. Hydrographers were harbingers of traders, consuls and colonists.


The resulting charts were the Navy’s gift to the world: they were not kept top-secret, but made available so that the seas could be safely navigated by traders and warships of any country. The Admiralty also issued invaluable sailing instructions, lists of lighthouses and tide tables.


Mapping the world was a luxury that could only be enjoyed by a nation that was supremely confident of its own security, at home and abroad. The Royal Navy was, after Trafalgar, an unassailable world force. Ships and men that might otherwise have been needed to defend the realm or defeat an enemy were dispatched to distant oceans or to the frozen wastes of the poles. The Navy existed to defend trade. It had done it in battle; now it was doing it by science.


The Navy was able to send its surveyors to every nook and corner of the globe for the same reason that it was able to establish colonies and extend its trade with the force of the gunboat. This global clout was possible only because Britain had suppressed the myriad seaborne threats that had assailed her for millennia.


This book is the story of that epic struggle to overcome the dangers that emerged from the deep. It is about the unique authority Britain wielded over the seas and the equally epic story of the loss of that power in the twentieth century. Throughout the book I concentrate on two themes developed in this preface. The first is the accumulation of centuries of training, fighting and tradition by which the Royal Navy became a honed, war-winning machine. The second is the series of hurdles Britain overcame to become the predominant global maritime power. For most of their existence the kingdoms on the British Isles were the victims of



the sea. The rise to greatness at sea was never automatic for those states that eventually became Great Britain. England was, for long periods of its history, economically weak and a third-rate maritime power. It was only by a tremendous effort of political will that England, and then Britain, developed a Navy that was feared around the world. That is why I reach back further into the past than most naval historians who have attempted a history of the Royal Navy. It is impossible to appreciate fully the Navy of Nelson, for instance, or indeed the state in which we find ourselves today, without understanding the prehistory of the Royal Navy.


Few other countries had fallen so deeply in love with a branch of the armed forces as the British did with the Royal Navy. It is an effort for us now to appreciate the extent to which the Navy was at the heart of national political, economic and cultural life. It was in large part the firmly implanted conviction that Britain’s destiny was to rule the waves – a tradition that went back into the mists of time – that made that prophecy self-fulfilling. The British sense of national identity was in large part forged at sea. British history is inexplicable without reference to this fact.


We forget that at our peril. We have lived without the sense of the sea’s danger since 1945. Even our identity as islanders dissipated in the age of air travel and the Channel Tunnel. But the sea has a way of intruding, in one way or another, on our nation’s life.
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INTRODUCTION


The boat that bore him was no more than a skiff, and it had but eight rowers. The passenger, who took it upon himself to steer the vessel, was neither old nor young at twenty-nine years old. It was no doubt an even-keeled, straightforward pleasure cruise up and down the river Dee that summer’s day in AD 973.


Edgar, the passenger and helmsman, could look with satisfaction on his crew who worked the oars. One was Kenneth, king of Alba. Another Magnus Haroldson, king of Man and the Isles. Also set to work on the oars were King Malcolm of Cumbria, King Donald of Strathclyde and King Iago ab Idwal Foel of Gwynedd. Indeed, all eight were rulers of, or heirs to, British kingdoms. They had obeyed Edgar’s summons to Chester; they had given him their pledge to ‘be his allies on sea and on land’; and they had made public their subordination by rowing their overlord, the king of England. As Edgar disembarked to make his way to his palace he observed to the courtiers following him that ‘each of his successors would be able to boast that he was king of the English, and would enjoy the pomp of such honour with so many kings at his command’.


It was his fleet, and its ability to project power as far as the Hebrides and defend the realms of Britain, that gave Edgar the right to demand homage from his brother rulers. Ships were the key to power. Edgar was known as ‘the Peaceful’, but it was peace that came from continual watchfulness over the lawless seas. As the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle had it: ‘nor was there fleet so proud nor host so strong that it got itself prey in England’.1 Every year, to reinforce this boast, Edgar divided his fleet into four, stationed off each coast, so that it encircled Britain.


Half a millennium later another young English king put himself in command of a ship. Henry VIII was inordinately fond of visiting his warships and he was fonder still of showing off their size, state-of-the-art technology and gunnery to foreign dignitaries (who could be expected to report back to their rulers the awe-inspiring sight of England’s defences).



In June 1514 Henry commissioned his pride and joy, the monstrous Henry Grace à Dieu, in the company of ambassadors from countries that might think of allying with or invading England. It was decked out like a flashy pleasure barge. The sails were of cloth of gold; at the tip of the bowsprit was a golden pinnacle topped with an orb and crown; enormous pendants, as long as fifty-six yards, flowed from the masts along with at least a hundred smaller flags bearing crosses of St George and Tudor roses; and everywhere were richly painted decorations.


Ships, the performance screamed aloud, were no mere workaday wooden hulks or (as they had been through much of the Middle Ages) unfashionable, unaristocratic and beneath the dignity of real warriors. Henry wanted all Europe to know that the English monarchy and sea power were synonymous. The ships of war were royal and the king was father of the navy, giving law to other nations and projecting power throughout Europe. To reinforce this point, and to remind the world that the Henry Grace à Dieu was no royal yacht, the visitors were honoured with a salute comprising every gun on board as they disembarked.


A year later Henry went further when he launched a new warship in front of the ambassadors. ‘Henry acted as pilot,’ wrote the French ambassador, ‘and wore a sailor’s coat and trousers made of cloth of gold, and a gold chain with the inscription Dieu et mon Droit, to which was suspended a whistle, which he blew nearly as loud as a trumpet.’2


The ship of state, the monarch as the pilot who weathered the storm: these were ancient metaphors even in Edgar’s day. And so too was the self-proclaimed duty of an English king to safeguard the seas. But behind every performance lies reality. The northern seas of Europe were brutish, lawless waters. They would remain so for centuries. The struggle to keep the seas would plague every monarch. Maintaining a fleet of warships, bringing enemies to battle on the seas, even defending the coastline and estuaries – these were beyond the capabilities of the medieval and early modern state. The Royal Navy has had many fathers foisted upon it – Alfred the Great, Richard I, John, Henry VII or Henry VIII, according to taste. All have plausible claims on paternity, to be sure, but what can be lost in the search for a definitive origin of the Navy is the fact that sea power and kingship are intertwined in the history of the British Isles.


So when Anglo-Saxon chroniclers or the ceremonies of Henry VIII boast of fleets guarding the coast and monarchs giving law to the seas we should be aware that these were expressions of how things should be rather than what they were. The legend of Edgar, his immense fleet and his claim to sovereignty over the British seas reverberated down the



centuries, transfixing kings and patriots. English kings, it was believed, had a moral right to the seas and a military obligation to secure that right. Charles I venerated Edgar; Cromwell flaunted Edgar’s example in the face of the Dutch; James II had a short-lived son named Edgar. This legend was powerful. Kingship, in England, was bound up with control of the sea. More often than not it was a taunt to Edgar’s successors, an impossible dream.


For Britain was not secure behind a defensive moat, but highly vulnerable to invasion from the sea. She stood a tempting prospect to anyone with a warship or a fleet. The sea was a thing of danger, not of security.


The harsh world of the North Atlantic was hard to subdue; but in time the British would come to specialise in the piratical conflict associated with this region, and even to export its peculiar form of violence to the rest of the world.













PART 1: INVASION ISLAND
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CHAPTER 1


ENGLAND
793–878


Near where I was brought up, at Cookham lock, willow-strewn Sashes Island breaks up the course of the Thames. All is peace and tranquillity, especially on a summer’s day as pleasure boats meander towards the lock. But at the beginning of the tenth century Alfred the Great chose it as a fortification against the Vikings. The inhabitants of this pretty, fertile part of the interior of England found themselves on the frontline against seaborne attack. Then as now the sea seemed far away. But its menace loomed closer as the fortifications went up on the small island.


When we look at a map of Britain today we see a land slashed with ribbons of roads, some marked in thick blue, some in green and fainter traces of red. They seemingly divide the country into road-bound regions; they determine how we see Britain on our travels. For early mapmakers, however, it is the rivers that were accentuated; modern maps barely show them. In Matthew Paris’s famous map from the thirteenth century, for example, big blue tentacles reach into the heart of Britain, so that the mainland looks less like an island than an archipelago. These blue cables don’t look like rivers but inlets from the seas.


In the ninth and tenth centuries this sense of Britain as a land of rivers must have been acute, even without the aid of maps. For settled people like the Anglo-Saxons rivers were boundary markers, often disputed, between kingdoms. They could be a thing of safety in troubled times and a conduit of trade and commerce. For the Anglo-Saxons, long established in England, the interior of their island was a peaceful and prosperous place far removed from the wild and dangerous seas.


But with predatory, land-hungry, migratory warriors on the prowl in northern waters the rivers of Britain ceased to be highways of trade and became highways of violence. Living inland was then a false security. Shallow-draught Viking longships were highly developed: under sail they were strong enough to withstand open seas; under oar they could navigate far inland. And if a river ran out the light vessel could be carried to



the next stretch of water. An estuary, howsoever small, was sufficient to bring a war boat within the network of British rivers.


The shock of attack came on the coast, at the monastery on Lindisfarne, an island off the coast of Northumbria, in AD 793. ‘It is nearly 350 years that we and our forefathers have inhabited this most lovely land,’ wrote Alcuin in the aftermath of the raid, ‘and never before has such a terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought possible that such an inroad from the sea could be made.’1 Attacks had occurred in southern Britain; a surprise attack on an island in the North Sea had been thought impossible. But if the sea had once defended ‘this most lovely land’ it was henceforth a channel of invasion. For the Vikings had the ultimate adaptable weapon: ships strong enough to withstand rough waters and light enough to penetrate deep into the interior. They could appear without warning. They came as isolated bands of roving warriors, not tied to anywhere in particular and prepared to cover large distances for a hefty reward or land. In time they would swarm together in co-ordinated fleets.


The tactics of the Vikings made defence very hard. Their priority, strange as it seems, was to avoid fighting. Once they had manoeuvred their ships into the right location they would fortify a strategic site from where they could conduct raids and withstand sieges from local forces. From this position of strength they could menace the countryside and demand payment to leave.


Early Viking raiders targeted the rich areas of northern Europe: Frisia and the coast of modern-day Germany. But the glittering prize was Charlemagne’s Frankish empire. The key to naval defence, as Charlemagne perceived, was not to engage Vikings in warfare at sea. That would have been impractical on a large coastline: the enemy was large, flexible and mobile enough to simply bypass any defending forces and raid elsewhere. The art of defeating such a foe was to guard their exit. Coastal forts were erected, watches kept and bridges built to defend rivers. Estuaries and rivers from Germany and Flanders to northern France were defended by specially constructed ships. Smash-and-grab raiders need an escape route, and by bottling up estuaries and river mouths with boats and bridges the Franks made pillaging too hard.


This defensive system was maintained by Charlemagne’s heir, Louis the Pious, but when that king died in 840 Francia fell into disarray as his son Charles the Bald and his brothers squabbled over the inheritance of an empire. The Viking raiders took full advantage as the defences crumbled into neglect. In 841 they rowed up the Seine, attacked the abbey at



Jumièges and sacked Rouen. In 845 an attack on Paris was headed off by payment of 7,000 lb of silver. In the following years Vikings were active on the Seine, Rhône and Loire, looting and destroying settlements and monasteries. The rivers of Francia were happy hunting grounds for many years; they went as far as the Camargue and raided along the Rhine. It was only when Charles the Bald got a grip over his fractious kingdom and began to revive his grandfather Charlemagne’s defensive network that the Vikings looked for a softer target.


Viking raiders had harried the English coast sporadically during the years when Francia was the favoured target. The long south coast of the kingdoms of Wessex and Kent bore the brunt, and on several occasions royal ships went out to take on the Vikings at sea. In 851 Æthelstan, son of Egbert king of Wessex and himself king of Kent and Surrey, encountered Viking ships off Sandwich ‘and slew a great host . . . and captured nine ships and put the others to flight’.2


It was great for propaganda and great for Wessex: the Kentish nobility looked to the only real Anglo-Saxon naval power for protection against the threat to their coast. But such a victory was actually a trap. Æthelstan’s ships had no doubt fought off a force of Viking ships, but it could have been no more than a small raiding party.


Gathered together, a Viking fleet was huge. In 850 a sizeable group wintered on the Isle of Thanet and in 854 on the Isle of Sheppey. The 865 winter encampment on Thanet was no passing annoyance however. Now the Viking collective numbered between 300 and 400 longships. When winter gave way, the Great Heathen Army entered East Anglia. This was a co-ordinated attack, aiming at the conquest and colonisation of England. Northumbria fell first in 866, East Anglia in 870. From here fresh forces from Scandinavia really could strike at the heart of England. The Trent took them to Nottingham, which was occupied in 868, and further into Mercian territory. The Great Ouse, the Nene, the Avon, the Derwent and other waterways invited them to fresh fields of conflict and conquest. The centre of their activity was the market at York, from where their raiding parties ravaged England in co-ordinated armies.


One by one the kingdoms north of the Thames fell under Scandinavian control – under the so-called Danelaw.


That is why the Wessex boast of naval supremacy on the south coast was a delusion. This would not be a war at sea. The real threat came from the north and from Viking ships on the Thames. The great emporium of London lay in Mercia. And so the Vikings had free access to the principal English river and the heartlands of the last free English kingdom, Wessex.



In 870 the Vikings were on the upper Thames and had set up camp at Reading. There followed a series of battles early in 871 in the area between Berkshire and Dorset. Neither side prevailed. At the last battle, however, King Æthelred was slain. His younger brother Alfred came to the throne of beleaguered Wessex. Another defeat followed and Alfred brought the war to an end, probably by paying off the Vikings, who departed to London.


Five years later the Vikings, led by Guthrum, king of the Danelaw, were back. Guthrum attacked Wessex from Poole harbour, joining another Viking raiding party at work on the Frome and Piddle rivers. They besieged Wareham, which stands between those two waterways. They failed to take it and Alfred was able to negotiate a truce. It was a dangerous deal, however. The Vikings broke their oaths, killed their hostages and took Exeter, where they awaited a fresh invasion fleet. This time the sea came to Alfred’s defence. A storm scattered the relieving Viking ships, leaving the Danes in Exeter no choice but to strike a deal and retreat to Mercia.


They were soon back. At the feast of the Epiphany in 878 Guthrum launched a lightning strike on Alfred and his retinue at Chippenham. Most of the West Saxons were killed, but Alfred fled with a small band. They found refuge on Athelney, an island hidden away in the swampy fens on the Somerset Levels. The Vikings’ subjugation of Anglo-Saxon England was almost complete. Only Alfred and his small group of followers hidden away in the marshes offered any real resistance.











CHAPTER 2


SEA ROVERS
878–901


. . . hither came


The Angles and the Saxons from the east


Over the broad sea sought the land of Britain,


Proud warmakers, victorious warriors,


Conquered the Welsh, and so attained this land.


From The Battle of Brunanburh (AD 937)


One of the iconic artefacts of British history is the masked ceremonial helmet found at Sutton Hoo near Ipswich. When the mound was excavated in 1939 it yielded invaluable archaeological information. The earth covered an enormous longship, some ninety feet in length with a high prow and room for forty oarsmen. No timbers remained of this kingly vessel; but its decomposition created a photographic image. The sand was stained where the hull was interred, leaving a remarkable, ghostly impression of the outline and details of the vessel.


The helmet was found in a specially constructed wooden chamber inside the ship with the trappings of a great ruler: coins minted all over Europe, silver and gold jewellery from east Europe and the eastern Mediterranean, Celtic bowls, Germanic drinking horns, richly decorated weapons and much more beside. No body was found, but soil analysis suggested that one may have been buried inside the longship.


The Sutton Hoo ship had not been constructed specially for burial; all the signs were that it was of excellent quality and had been repaired during an active service life. The find made real the famous description of a ship burial in Beowulf in which a deceased king is placed amidships of his princely vessel, with his treasure and weapons piled over him, and sent out into the eternal waters. The Sutton Hoo longship was not pushed out into the tide as in Beowulf; it was dragged up onto the ridge overlooking the tideway of the river Debden. But the symbolic gesture is the same: this ship will carry the mighty king and his treasure into the afterlife.




The man for whom all this was done is believed to have been Rædwald, king of the East Angles in the early seventh century AD and Bretwalda, overlord, of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. His ships allowed him to project his power out of modern-day Suffolk and Essex throughout most of England; they made him feared and respected.


The Sutton Hoo ship burial bespeaks a people with a keen sense of maritime power. Two centuries before Rædwald’s funeral the Germanic tribes, known to us as the Anglo-Saxons, had, like the Vikings of the ninth century, invaded Britain from the sea and conquered the land by taking their longboats up the same rivers.


The northern waters of Europe had always been a home to pirates and raiders emanating from Germany and Scandinavia. The Romans had been plagued by seafaring Germanic tribes who came out of the Rhine delta and the fens and wetlands of the North Sea coast. In AD 82 a cohort of the Roman army stationed in Britain made up of the Usipi tribe mutinied. The Usipi were accomplished seamen. The mutineers stole three large Roman ships and conducted the earliest known circumnavigation of Britain on a pillaging raid that ended when they were shipwrecked in Jutland.


Germanic piracy increased in the third century AD when the Romans pulled back from the Rhine and their power began to collapse in northern Europe. This coincided with rising waters on the North Sea coast which devastated the agriculture of the tribes who lived there. This is when we first hear of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes as pirates. Pliny had identified the Saxons as living between the Elbe and Jutland. The Angles came from modern-day Schleswig and the Jutes from Jutland. As the sea levels rose and Roman power ebbed they became land-hungry raiders. By the middle of the fourth century Germanic raids were frequent, and they had begun to push out the Britons and settle their land; a century on, England was under Anglo-Saxon control.


The Anglo-Saxons had entered Britain as sporadic raiders. They had harried the coast, then pushed up river and conducted surprise attacks. Then they had begun to settle and colonise. And then they had established political control. What the Vikings were doing five hundred years later was in a pattern long established in northern waters. The memory of men leaving their homes and setting out on a boat to find new lands was preserved in the poem The Husband’s Message, which is a summons from a warrior to his wife for her to follow him over the sea and join him in his newly conquered estate:







. . . my lord


Compelled by need pushed out his boat and left


And had to cross the rolling waves alone,


Sail on the sea, and, anxious to depart,


Stir up the water ways. Now has this man


Conquered his woes; he lacks not what he wants,


Horses or treasure in this world,


O, prince’s daughter, if he may have you.





By Rædwald’s heyday, in the seventh century, the Anglo-Saxons had carved out kingdoms in England; they were prosperous and cultured communities, with a powerful aristocracy, trading links with Europe and a growing Christian presence. The finds at Sutton Hoo are testament to that flourishing culture.


This lavish ceremony was perhaps a last hurrah of Anglo-Saxon maritime dominance. Now war at sea became a part of folk memory. By Alfred’s day, over 200 years since the death of Rædwald, the once mighty sea warriors were impotent against the Vikings. During centuries of peace the inhabitants of England had let their maritime traditions and prowess fade away.


And for good reason. The Anglo-Saxons felt secure in their rich and pleasant land. They had done the hard work. Once established, the ships could rot; with conquest once achieved, they were redundant. If there was any doubt that a life as a settled agriculturalist was far and away preferable to that of a migratory warrior the poem The Seafarer (dating from at least the tenth century) was a reminder of the terrible rigours of the sea:


. . . He knows not,


Who lives most easily on land, how I


Have spent my winter on the ice-cold sea,


Wretched and anxious, in the paths of exile,


Lacking dear friends, hung round by icicles,


While hail flew past in showers. There heard I nothing


But the resounding sea, the ice-cold waves.





The sea was something to be escaped; that was what made joining a longboat and crossing the waters to fight worthwhile in the first place. There were many Danes in England in Alfred’s day who had exchanged the ship for the plough – and many more who wanted to do likewise. The portion of the Great Heathen Army that conquered Northumbria, for



instance, ‘were engaged in ploughing and making a living for themselves’ at the time when Guthrum was turning his eyes to Wessex. Other Vikings favoured Britain because it stood within the maritime trade network that linked markets stretching from Dublin to York, Thetford and Lincoln to the Rhine, Scandinavia, Novgorod and Kiev. They were active in trade that connected the Atlantic world to the Muslim Mediterranean and the Black Sea.


Britain stood as a temptation for migratory warriors from tribes in Scandinavia and Germany. She was not defended by the seas, but a plum target for those who could master their waters. From Scandinavia the Norwegian Vikings targeted Shetland, Scotland, the Hebrides, Man, Ireland and, eventually, the north-west coast of England, while the Danes had easy access to the Narrow Seas and the Channel. The Anglo-Saxon period seemed to be a lull in a history of invasion and colonisation – a history of which they of course were part. No one who settled, it appeared, could be safe for long before more land-hungry tribes arose in the east, took to the sea, and another wave of seaborne invasion crashed over the isles.


That was the situation that faced Alfred on Athelney Island. He was acutely aware of his maritime heritage. But he also knew the dangers that came from the sea in his own time.


The first step in defending England from the sea was an inside-out strategy. From Athelney Island and the marshes of Somerset, Alfred summoned an army from his scattered people. Guthrum and his Vikings were defeated at the Battle of Ethandun in Wiltshire and starved to surrender at Chippenham. Guthrum converted to Christianity and became Alfred’s godson. The boundary between Wessex and Guthrum’s East Mercia was pushed back to the river Lea and Watling Street west of Bedford. Alfred gained London and western Mercia. Underemployed Vikings mustered an enormous fleet on the Thames at Fulham and headed to fresh fields of violence in Flanders. It was a stunning reversal of fortune. Alfred was without doubt the leader of Anglo-Saxon resistance to the Vikings not just in his own kingdoms but in England as a whole.


‘Defence in depth’1 is the term used to describe Alfred’s strategy in the following years. The Viking threat had faded but not vanished. Alfred borrowed from the tactics of Charlemagne and the Vikings themselves. Garrison towns, known as burhs, were set up throughout Wessex and English Mercia as a way of countering the Vikings’ own tactic of throwing up fortifications and terrorising a region. Rivers were defended by bridges and twin burhs on each bank or an island. On the all-important Thames these were at London, Sashes Island, Wallingford, Oxford and



Cricklade. The old Roman roads and other highways were guarded. Ports were given better defences and watch was kept on the coast to prevent the Vikings beaching their longboats. These strongholds were to be linked by a mobile field army, which could march or ride to relieve the burhs when the Vikings appeared.


Areas of England under Alfred’s control would therefore be harder to plunder. The rivers lost their attraction as highways of invasion. Mobility, which the Vikings relied upon, was impeded by the defence-in-depth strategy. And, strange as it may sound, these land- and river-based military reforms had profound implications for the development of England’s navy.


To fight the Vikings at sea was a perilous venture. One of the reasons the Anglo-Saxons abandoned their warships was that they could not be adapted to the needs of a settled agricultural people. Ship-based warfare in the Dark Ages was biased sharply in the favour of attackers, not defenders. Ship-to-ship combat was possible only in calm waters and if both sides desired it. The Greeks, Romans and other peoples of the Mediterranean developed high-sided, oar-driven ships that could be brought alongside enemy vessels. Fighting at sea was like fighting on land. An opponent had to be grappled and boarded and overwhelmed by swords and spears and other conventional weapons. Fighting ships, then, were platforms for combat. It differed from fighting on land only by the confined space, a timbered floor and a higher risk of drowning.


In the Atlantic region, however, the seas were too rough for this kind of action. Longboats were troop carriers that propelled warriors to their targets. They relied on surprise, speed and secrecy. Fighting was done on dry land, the ships left hidden or under guard. Using naval means to contain this threat was impossible. Viking raiding parties were flexible in their objectives. Their attacks came without warning, out of a vast and dangerous sea that no king could patrol. A defensive navy was, in these conditions and with these kinds of ships, an impossibility.


The only way to neutralise this way of war was to deprive the Vikings of mobility, surprise and terror – which was exactly what Alfred did with his reforms. A Viking force, on land or on sea, could not be headed off, but it could be brought to pitched battle or forced to abandon its plunder – two things the Vikings hated. By garrisoning somewhere like Sashes, deep in the interior, Alfred was undermining the premise of Viking warcraft, conceding them maritime supremacy but denying its advantages.


In 885 the success of the policy was demonstrated when a Viking raiding party entered Kent and besieged Rochester. Alfred led his standing



field army to battle. Instead of fighting, the Vikings returned to their boats and made sail.


Alfred did have naval ambitions. After the defeat of Guthrum the situation in Anglo-Saxon England in the 880s was comparable to what it had been in the years before the Great Heathen Army entered East Anglia. There were plenty of raids, but no organised Viking army. In 881 Alfred fought a sea battle against four Viking ships and destroyed two of them. In 885 he took his ships to the river Stour in Essex, on the boundary of the Danelaw, where he encountered a band of some sixteen Viking longboats. Alfred beat the Danes, recovered their spoil and killed the crews. But as he was leaving the river estuary his ships were intercepted by a large fleet of Vikings and defeated.


This shows Alfred’s activity as Bretwalda of Anglo-Saxon England. He was on the move, defending different parts of England against raiders, showing his intent to eliminate the Viking threat. This was, as we have seen, within the traditions of Wessex kings, who possessed royal ships and were eager to use them. But his range of activity was limited. In the right situation – during a surprise attack on a river or against a tiny group of Vikings – he could fight on equal terms; faced with a larger fleet in wider waters he was hopelessly outmatched.


Resistance was all very well against small raiding parties who were not bent on invasion. In 892–93 a massive force of Vikings converged on Wessex and Mercia. The larger group, which came on 250 ships, based themselves at Appledore in Kent; the others, under the legendary Hastein, with eighty ships, fortified Milton, near Sittingbourne on the Thames Estuary. Hastein had been on campaign since the 860s, mainly in Flanders and Francia; he had terrorised the Mediterranean in his younger days. In the early 890s he had suffered a series of reverses in Francia. It was an ominous sign that in 892–93 he was, like his fellow Vikings, accompanied by his wife and children.


This was no raid, but a full-scale migratory conquest.


Once again the vulnerability of England had been exposed. A force landing by sea in Kent would be protected by the Weald, an enormous forest that cut off the south-easterly tip of England from a defending army. Faced with hundreds of ships that could pounce anywhere along the coast, Alfred was forced to negotiate. The Anglo-Saxon sources are reticent about this, but it is clear that Alfred tried to deal with Hastein, standing godfather to one of his sons and paying geld. But it was a forlorn strategy.


The Vikings based at Appledore raided southern England, but were



eventually defeated by Alfred’s son Edward at Farnham in Surrey. They were forced to cross the Thames and then onto the river Colne. They were besieged at Thorney Island near the modern-day intersection of the M4 and M25. The rest of the Appledore contingent took their ships to the Essex coast. From the safety of the Danelaw the Vikings began a huge and concerted attack on Wessex using the coastline and rivers. There were 470 ships off the coast of Wessex attacking from the east and from Devon. Alfred and his army hardly knew which way to turn.


Alfred went west and it proved futile, as the Vikings could evade him by returning to sea to continue their raids elsewhere. The real action happened in the Thames Estuary and the river Severn. The Londoners marched out and took Hastein’s camp at Benfleet and captured his wife and children. Hastein moved on, set up a burh at Shoebury and was reinforced by Vikings from East Anglia and Northumbria. He proceeded up the Thames, moved on to the Severn and continued up to Buttington near Welshpool. There the Vikings were besieged and defeated as they tried to break out. The survivors fled back to Essex, regrouped, and dashed back across England and took Chester. Alfred’s troops simply destroyed all available food stocks nearby, so the Vikings could not survive the winter and limped back to Shoebury via the Danelaw.


Hastein, it seems, was trying to establish a new Viking kingdom in the west Midlands. The last bid for such a prize was a Viking attack up the river Lea. They established a base near Hertford. Alfred marched to the scene and established a double burh on the lower reaches of the Lea. The Vikings went from attackers to defenders. They abandoned their ships and fled across land, reaching Bridgnorth on the Severn. The once-mighty fleet was reduced to five vessels which left the Severn to raid the Seine.


It was a long, involving victory, expensive in lives and treasure. Persistence played off. The policy of a standing army, fortified towns and bottling up rivers proved a tactical success. It made Alfred’s England a much less attractive place for soldiers of fortune such as Hastein. After the defeat of the Vikings Alfred embarked upon a new strategy to safeguard Wessex and make good his claim to overlordship of Anglo-Saxon England. He began to build new longships. They were ‘swifter and steadier and also higher’2 than the Danes’ longships and were constructed according to Alfred’s own design.


Clearly these ships were intended to fight at sea – their size ruled out riverine conflict. They were probably built in partial imitation of classical Mediterranean ships, high enough to provide a platform for a boarding operation and big enough to intimidate invaders.




Alfred’s ships got their first outing in 896 on an unidentified estuary against six Viking ships which had been attacking the south coast. The Vikings had beached three of their ships to plunder inland, leaving three afloat. These latter ships tried to break out of the river mouth when they saw the English ships. Only one escaped, and that with a crew of just five. The other two ships were taken and their crews slain. The English then beached their ships to pursue the Vikings who were on shore. Three of Alfred’s ships were on the side of the estuary chosen by the Vikings; the other six waited to pounce from the opposite side. As the Vikings tried to board their ships there was a furious battle by the shore. Alfred lost sixty-two men, the Vikings 120. The surviving Vikings managed to put to sea as the tide rose and rowed out of the estuary.


The English in their state-of-the-art ships could only watch, for the shallow-draught Viking ships could get out much faster – Alfred’s were larger and needed the tide to come in a bit more before they could float. It was the sea that finished the Vikings off. Their ships were damaged and their crews decimated; two were forced ashore on the Sussex coast and their men hanged on Alfred’s orders.


Alfred’s fleet was, it seems, intended for just such an action – to trap small groups of raiders in river mouths and estuaries. The first battle was far from a success. English casualties were high for little gain. The ships themselves were damned by their imposing size, allowing the Vikings to use the tide to outmanoeuvre them. As with the Vikings, his ships were intended primarily to bring troops to conflict in the quickest possible time. The main part of the fighting was done on land; the battle on water was against a skeleton crew waiting for their fellows to return with their plunder.


Alfred was once called the father of the navy. It is clear, however, that he stood in a tradition of West Saxon monarchs who had used ships as one of many weapons in their armoury. It was not a navy as we would understand it. In any case, ships as an offensive and defensive instrument of war had a completely different meaning in the Dark Ages. Alfred’s achievements lie elsewhere. For the first time there was an idea of England. And it coalesced around defence against a common enemy. Alfred gave it the means to survive.











CHAPTER 3


THE KEY
901–1066


The key to England is an area of sea off the south-east coast between North Foreland and South Foreland in Kent. For centuries the roadstead known as the Downs would be of vital strategic importance to England and her enemies. It lies near the closest point between the mainland of Britain and continental Europe. To the south and west are the Channel and the northern coast of France; to the east the North Sea and the coasts of Flanders, Jutland and Scandinavia. It is close to the ports of the south coast and to the Thames Estuary.


But what makes the Downs so valuable to seafarers is their safe anchorage during stormy weather. They are protected to the east by the Goodwin Sands, a shifting sandbank ten miles long, and to the north and west by the Kent coast. The Goodwin Sands have lured many ships to destruction, but a good pilot with local knowledge can get a ship into the safety of the roadstead. Vessels coming from London, the North Sea ports and the Baltic waited here for a wind to carry them down the Channel.


The Downs were a place of muster for English fleets coming out of the Thames. They are also the perfect base from which to invade the soft underbelly of England or to gather ships prior to battle. They have been the site of battles and shipwrecks. The Downs make many appearances in this book.


The Downs are a haven ideal for large ships to ride at anchor protected from the sea. In the eleventh century shallow-draught longships would be able to use the part of the Downs called Sandwich Bay. It must have been a welcome sight for seafarers. The shingle Sandwich Beach, the five miles of mud and sand known as the Sandwich Flats and the estuary of the river Stour were perfect for beaching a longship. The ships could also be anchored in the bay, ready for use.


Again and again in the eleventh century chroniclers mentioned Sandwich Bay. It was the most strategically important part of England. Here a defending squadron could keep watch on the North Sea and the Channel,



standing ready to deliver troops to the site of enemy incursion. It was vital for an invading force, which could gather here before striking at the most vulnerable part of the south and east coasts or the Thames. Whoever commanded Sandwich had the possibility of controlling England.


Alfred’s England continued to expand in the decades after his death in 901. When Edward, his son and heir, died, England south of the Humber was under the control of the Wessex dynasty. His grandson, Æthelstan, gained the north of England and had coins minted with the legend rex totius Britanniae, king of all Britain.


The imperial authority commanded by Edward and Æthelstan was backed by a formidable land army and an administrative system that grew in complexity as the territory of the West Saxons increased; it also rested on royal ships. Edward had 100 ships that he used in his conflict with the Northumbrians. By the time of Æthelstan, England had become a major European force. His ships fought as far away as Caithness (against the Norse) and the Flanders coast (in support of Louis IV). He received the gift of a state-of-the-art Viking longship, complete with golden beak, purple sail and gilded shields, from Harald Fairhair of Norway. And it was said that one of the most famous and successful of all the Vikings, Rollo, the conqueror and first duke of Normandy, recruited sailors and had ships repaired in England.


Æthelstan had been born when Alfred faced marauding Viking ships and armies. A few decades on here was a Viking ruler honouring an Anglo-Saxon with a ceremonial ship. The tables were turned. England was a maritime power in the north Atlantic.


Fleets brought prestige. Even if they were never used they intimidated would-be raiders and invaders. They made foreign kings desirous of peace and eager for help. They made England the dominant power in Britain. No Anglo-Saxon king knew this better than Edgar, who made a great show of his naval strength. ‘It was widely known throughout many nations across the gannet’s bath [the sea] that kings honoured . . . [Edgar] far and wide . . .’


The naval strength of England depended on its monarch’s will and ambition to keep it alive. When Edgar died in 975 the country fell into deep divisions. The succession was disputed between his sons Edward and Æthelred. England had been strong, secure and peaceful for a long time. Now it was riven with internal divisions and weak leadership. The Vikings, who had been kept out for decades, scented an opportunity.


Raids began in 980. In 991 the situation became much worse. A Danish fleet of ninety-three ships gathered off Sandwich, attacked Folkestone and



worked its way up the coast to Ipswich. It then turned back south, entered the Blackwater estuary and encountered Ealdorman Byrhtnoth and a small English army at Maldon in Essex. They sent the English a messenger demanding gold in return for protection.


The English refused this opportunity and chose to fight. They lost, and it was decided that England should pay tribute of 10,000 pounds. It did not stop the Viking raids. They continued until 994, when a fleet led by Olaf Tryggvason and Swein Forkbeard attacked London from the sea. This time Æthelred paid 22,000 pounds of gold and silver. He had tried to raise a navy, calling upon ‘all the ships that were of any use’.1 The tribute only put a temporary stop to the raids. After decades of peace the defensive system built up by Alfred and Edward and maintained by their successors had been neglected and allowed to collapse.


This was a different kind of Viking attack to the one Alfred had faced a century before. The raiders were after plunder for a specific purpose. They were not after territory this time. Instead Viking fleets remained on England’s coasts more or less permanently, raiding and demanding protection money.


Æthelred continued to stump up large sums. In 1002 the Viking fleet was paid 24,000 pounds ‘on condition that they should cease their evil-doing’.2 The evil did not stop however. Later that year the king ordered the murder of all Danes in Britain. One of those massacred was the sister of Swein Forkbeard, king of Denmark. Now he was back at the head of the fleet, attacking the West Country and then East Anglia. This time the Danes met resistance, but it was ineffectual and it was only famine in 1005 that secured the retreat of the Vikings.


They were back the next year, this time in a ‘great fleet’ that appeared at Sandwich, based itself on the Isle of Wight and proceeded inland to ravage, burn and slay in ‘every shire of Wessex’. They left for Scandinavia upon receipt of 36,000 pounds.


Æthelred had to revive England’s naval power if his kingdom was to survive. In 1008 the king ‘ordered that ships should be built unremittingly over all England’. The unit of administration was the Hundred, made up of 100 hides – a hide was the area needed to feed a family. Under the policy 310 hides made up a ‘ship soke’, which had to provide a ship and a crew of sixty sokesmen.


They were ready within a year: ‘there were so many of them as never were in England before’. The ships and their levies came from all over England and mustered at Sandwich Bay. Maritime England had been revived.


Æthelred is known as the ‘the Unready’. This is a mistranslation. It



comes from his contemporary nickname Unræd. It was a pun on his name. Æthel meant ‘noble’ and ræd meant ‘council’, but seeing how his reign turned out, Unræd – ‘ill-advised council’ – seemed more appropriate. Unræd became ‘unready’, a completely different but seemingly apt meaning. Throughout his reign he was certainly ill-advised – and ill-served. At Sandwich Brithric, the brother of a noble, accused another commander, Wulfnoth, of treason. Wulfnoth went on the run with twenty ships and began to plunder the south coast. Brithric went in pursuit with eighty ships, which were driven aground in a storm. Wulfnoth took advantage, burning his pursuers’ ships.


When he heard of the disaster Æthelred abandoned the remaining ships and went home, and so did his nobles. It was a terrible, humiliating disaster. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says of the king and his nobles’ departure: ‘thus lightly did they forsake the ships; whilst the men that were in them brought them back to London. Thus lightly did they suffer the labour of the people to be in vain.’


The English fleet was replaced off Sandwich by an enormous Viking fleet led by Thorkell the Tall. His invasion of England was one of the most horrific yet seen. Little resistance was offered as Thorkell ravaged the country. Back in Denmark Swein saw that England was defenceless. Thorkell – his subject after all – had it at his mercy. Why not simply conquer the whole kingdom? But there was still defence, and it came from the unlikely source of Thorkell. In 1012 he undertook the defence of England and demanded a tax, the Danegeld, in return.


Swein’s fleet mustered at Sandwich Bay and then went up the coast and entered the Humber and then the Trent. The Danes swept south, forcing Æthelred and Thorkell out of the kingdom. Swein reigned as king of England and Denmark until his death in 1014. He was succeeded by his son, Cnut.


Once again England had strong naval protection. In 1018, for instance, Cnut ‘put to sword – thank God – the crew of thirty ships of pirates and thus he, who had earlier been an invader together with his father, and a sworn destroyer of the country, now became its sole defender.’


A Danish king was able to prevent further invasion. And indeed English and Danish ships fought on the same side as Cnut pressed his claims against Norway and brought Scotland to heel. He was dominant in the Irish Sea as well, bringing various Gallic regions under his sway, defending England from Vikings from the Orkneys and Hebrides. English taxation paid for a permanent fleet – comprising forty ships – with which Cnut built and maintained a mighty North Sea empire. It was perhaps an



irony that England – defeated England – stood at the centre of this empire and indeed that invasions of Scandinavia originated in a country that had suffered so much at the hands of Scandinavia.


Cnut died in 1035 and was succeeded by his brutal son Harthacnut. He was the last of the line of Danish kings who ruled England. Under him the English fleet expanded from forty to ninety-four ships. Sea power was achieved by stringent taxes imposed on the English. Harthacnut lived until 1042; his death brought Edward of Wessex to the throne.


Edward was indisputably English. He was the son of Æthelred, a king infamous for his failures at sea. But in the mid-eleventh century England was a formidable naval power. Edward was determined to keep it that way. In 1044 he commanded a fleet of thirty-five ships off Sandwich in defence against the predatory moves of Magnus I, king of Norway and would-be successor to Cnut and Harthacnut’s North Sea empire.


Now it was the Danes who were desirous of England’s maritime strength. Edward was asked to send fifty heavily manned ships to aid them, but he decided against it. His ships were best kept off Sandwich, where they could dictate terms to England’s enemies and aid her friends. In 1047 the Holy Roman Emperor sent an army against Count Baldwin of Flanders who was in revolt and requested that Edward guard the seas to prevent Baldwin taking to ship. ‘In consequence, the king went with a great fleet to the port of Sandwich, and remained there until the emperor had obtained from Baldwin all he desired.’


But a large navy was a dangerous, perfidious beast in the eleventh century. At the heart of the English fleet were ships crewed by Danish mercenaries. Edward gradually paid them off. By 1051 they were all gone. Edward was able to abolish the detested Danegeld, the tax that had given England naval power.


Yet the country’s naval forces also represented a domestic danger. The Goodwin Sands are named after Edward’s mightiest subject, Godwin, the earl of Wessex. Godwin was a living embodiment of English sea power. His father was Wulfnoth, the pirate who had wrecked Æthelred’s navy in 1009. Cnut had given Godwin lands in eastern Wessex. He controlled the southern coast of England, including the vital Sandwich Bay, and he contributed forty-three ships to the navy. He was also King Edward’s father-in-law.


After 1050, however, the king was ready to shake off the influence of one so powerful. Edward offended his in-laws by appointing Normans to positions in church and state. In 1051 he confronted the power of the Godwin family and forced it into exile. In order to shore up his position



Edward sought a closer alliance with William, duke of Normandy. Later it was said that Edward had made William his heir in return.


Godwin and his sons would not take this humiliation. They were powerful at sea and, like the founder of their clan, Wulfnoth, they had the loyalty of the seafarers of the south coast. Edward tried to cobble together a fleet to seal off Sandwich Bay and the Downs. But it was a fiasco. English sea power belonged to Godwin. He and his sons took a mighty fleet from Portland Bill all the way to the Thames. Edward awaited them at London with fifty ships.


He could offer no resistance. Edward was forced to welcome back Godwin and his family and dismiss the Normans he had brought over. But Godwin did not live long to enjoy his return to power. He was succeeded as earl of Wessex by his eldest son, Harold Godwinson.


The return of Godwin was a reminder, if one was needed, that England’s fortunes were inextricably linked with the sea. Godwin and his family had mastered the Channel in a crucial moment and it allowed them to strike at London. From 1052 Edward ceased to have control over the military. He was a puppet king. Harold took command of the navy, which he used to invade Wales in 1063. Harold was the most powerful man in England, monarch in all but name. It caused little surprise that he was crowned king as soon as the childless Edward died in 1066.


Harold would need the formidable navy that he had built up in England. For there were challengers to his authority. The first came from his brother Tostig, who was trying to raise forces in Flanders. The second came from William of Normandy. William believed that he was Edward’s heir and had plans to invade England. It was a risky undertaking, as his barons warned him. Harold, they said, ‘had a great fleet and highly skilled sailors’. Could the Normans compete against the massive sea power built up by Wulfnoth, Godwin and Harold?


It was a good point. Normandy had no navy to speak of. William needed 700 ships at least to transport an army of about 7,000. The Bayeux Tapestry captures something of the frenetic activity in constructing a huge fleet at short notice.


Meanwhile Tostig secured ships and raided the English coast. Harold correctly saw this as the prelude to greater trouble. He gathered together the largest fleet yet seen in England. Its destination, as so often, was Sandwich, where it could guard England’s east and south coasts. This mobilisation forced Tostig north.


By this time Harold knew that William was preparing a large invasion fleet on the Dives estuary. Throughout the summer the south of England



was well guarded. Troops were stationed on the shore and the navy based itself on the Isle of Wight.
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Building the invasion fleet, from the Bayeux Tapestry.


They waited and waited. William did not stir. Harold’s forces on land and sea had nothing much to do but eat their way through all available supplies. On 8 September the ships were forced to return to London for fresh provisions and men. Once again the Channel was unguarded. William took out his fleet, but it was forced into St Valéry on the Somme. The same storms did great damage to Harold’s navy as it headed back to London.


And Harold had another threat to deal with. Harald Hardrader of Norway had led a huge force of ships and linked up with Tostig on the Humber. Just as William’s fleet was ready to sail, Harold was forced to march his army north to fight off this invasion. Hardrader and Tostig were both killed at the battle of Stamford Bridge and their armies defeated. Meanwhile William’s army had crossed the Channel unopposed in over 700 invasion ships and landed at Pevensey. They fortified the area to protect their ships from Harold’s navy.
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The size of the men is exaggerated in the Bayeux Tapestry (note the size of the horse in the middle ship for a truer sense of scale). Also of note is the helmsman, who steers the ship and gives direction to the sailor setting the sail.




Harold sped back to London. His plan was to attack as soon as possible. It was a risky move as his army had been weakened in the fight against Hardrader and it would take time to raise reinforcements. Harold’s plan, however, was to fight as close to the sea as possible. He would launch an attack down Senlac Hill, trapping the Normans on the Hastings peninsula. Their retreat would be sealed off by seventy ships sent from London.


Harold came from a family with long associations with the sea and naval warfare. He was a seafaring warrior himself. And in 1066 he was fighting on his home turf – the coastline dominated for decades by the sons of the pirate Wulfnoth. No doubt he believed a combination of land and sea warfare would bring success as it had done before. But it was not to be. It was the naval upstart William who defeated Harold in 1066.











CHAPTER 4


CROSS CHANNEL
1066–1221


At one moment the king of England is in Ireland, the next in England, the next in Normandy; he must fly rather than travel by horse or ship.


Louis VII on Henry II


History might have been very different had England remained a maritime empire on the Scandinavian model. The Norman Conquest made England face in a different direction.


The high point of English naval power in the Middle Ages was during the reigns of Edward the Confessor and Harold. England was a powerful maritime force in large part thanks to the Danish connection. It had the potential to dominate the British Isles by the force of its ships and it was orientated towards the maritime networks that stretched from Ireland to the Baltic.


Instead it became part of another empire, one that did not rely upon sea power. The gravitational pull of Normandy and France meant that traditional spheres of activity, such as the Irish Sea, were neglected. These areas were ceded to nascent naval powers in the British Isles with strong Viking and Celtic connections: the Dublin Vikings, Man, Galloway, the Scottish isles and Wales.


Britain, which had on occasion accepted English hegemony, fragmented. And indeed William took a different approach to naval defence: one of slash and burn. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle he filled the country with troops ‘and had the land near the sea laid waste, so that if his enemies landed, they should have nothing to seize on so quickly’.1


The sea that mattered was the Channel. And with Norman control of both sides it became a highway connecting the king’s two realms. It ceased to be a barrier. For early Norman kings Channel crossings were a normal function of government. William I travelled between England and Normandy seventeen times in twenty-one years, William II ten times



in thirteen years and Henry I twenty-one times in thirty-five years. In addition there was a regular transfer of money, dispatches and administrative commands from wherever the court was based. There was a speedy royal ship, known as an esnecca, on permanent standby to ferry royal personages or their representatives from one side to the other. On numerous royal documents Henry I wrote ‘transitus’ – in transit – instead of giving a place name.


By the twelfth century Viking raids had become a part of history, the threat ended by internal disputes in Scandinavia and a strong network of forts and castles in England itself. With the accession of Henry II in 1154 the seas could not have been calmer. Henry’s empire, at its height, therefore extended from the Firth of Forth in the north to the Pyrenees in the south. He controlled the Narrow Seas, the Channel and the Bay of Biscay. He was the greatest king in Christendom.


Ports could once again flourish now that the seas had been tamed. By the twelfth century the waterfront of the old Roman port of London was extended and improved with timber revetments jutting out into the river so that goods could be unloaded directly from ships. At the end of the century wooden cranes were being used. Other key port towns, such as King’s Lynn, Southampton and Bristol, were similarly improved with quays, warehouses and cranes. When Matthew Paris drew his map of Britain in the middle of the thirteenth century, with its conspicuous ribbons of blue, the rivers had become highways of trade, not of war. The twelfth century saw the beginning of a highly significant and enduring network of trade that linked the Baltic to south-west Europe, with England guarding the route.


In time these emerging links would dictate the pattern of war at sea in northern Europe. Another factor in the development of naval warfare was the revolution in northern European shipping that started in the eleventh century. Before then the only ship that mattered in this part of the world was the Viking longship. This type of ship was highly mobile on the high seas and on rivers. It could be replicated in great numbers by relatively inexperienced shipwrights along the shores of northern Europe.


The basis of its design was the long curved keel. The hull was built around it. The first plank was fitted along the length of the keel, and the rest followed, built up one after the other and fastened into place with iron clench nails so that they overlapped at their edges. Most workaday modern rowing boats are still constructed in this way, with distinctive rows of curved overlapping planks along their lengths.


This was known as a clinker-built vessel. It was strong enough to



withstand the force of northern winds and waters. In the placid Mediterranean the frame of the ship was built first and the planks fitted to them to construct the hull. The sides of the ship were therefore smoother, with none of the characteristic step outline of a clinker vessel. They were larger and easier to handle than clinker-built ships, but not as able to withstand Atlantic rollers. They were called carvel ships.


The Viking-type ship that was widely used in northern waters was light, fast and adaptable. It carried migrants and warriors as far as Greenland and Newfoundland, the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. But it had drawbacks. It did not perform well when sailing into the wind. It did not have much in the way of hold space. This determined the Vikings’ penchant for high-value lightweight goods. In an age of bulk transit its deficiencies were shown up.


From the ninth century a variation on the Viking ship called the cog was pioneered by Frisian shipwrights. It retained the clinker design, but the hold capacity was increased by a flat bottom and a more rounded hull. By the thirteenth century the cog had become the dominant trading and war vessel in northern Europe. It had grown to such a size that it could hold five times more cargo than the largest Viking ships. As such the cost per ton of transporting cargo fell, as did the size of the crew. It represented a breakthrough in ship design that transformed the European economy.


As a bulk carrier the cog’s advantages during a time of flourishing trade are readily apparent. As a warship it was revolutionary. It heralded the advent of fighting at sea. Wooden castles, with battlements and arrowslits, were constructed fore and aft. These, and the crow’s nest on the mast, allowed warriors to project arrows, spears, iron bars or whatever was to hand down on to the decks of enemy ships. Such a vessel offered a platform for defensive and offensive operations at sea that the Viking longship simply did not have. Height mattered. It made all the difference in short, sharp, vicious contests at sea. Size mattered too: cogs were also ideal for transporting large invading armies, their horses and supplies.


The first king after Harold to use ships as a major instrument of war was Richard I. He had been impressed by oared galleys he had seen while on crusade in the Mediterranean. On his return to his European empire he found a rejuvenated France and a French king with territorial ambitions. While he had been on crusade, Philippe Auguste of France had intrigued with Richard’s brother, John, and launched an offensive against Normandy. The first stage was the invasion of the Vexin, which lay along the Seine valley and was the borderland between France and Normandy.



From there Philippe was able to raid Normandy and push towards his goal – access to the Channel.


Richard was to spend the rest of his life fighting to reclaim Henry II’s great empire. And warships were at the heart of his strategy. Contrary to the trend for larger ships, Richard reverted to light-draught, oar- and sail-powered vessels. And for good reason. He was fighting for the Seine valley, and his galleys, despite their expense, limited range and high crew levels, were the perfect weapon. Richard took a special interest in Portsmouth as a naval base. The intent is clear: an offensive chain that linked the south coast of England with the Seine and its tributaries and pushed deep into the Vexin. Richard’s fast-moving ships could transport men to where they were most needed at short notice; they could resupply castles and troops in hostile territory; they could distribute cash to seduce men of influence. Richard’s mastery of riverine warfare recalled the Vikings.


John, king of England after the death of Richard in 1199, inherited a substantial fleet of galleys. By 1204, however, their original purpose had been frustrated. Philippe Auguste had achieved the unthinkable and cleared John out of all his ancestral lands in France with the exception of Gascony and Poitou. Now the Channel was crucial for England’s survival. It had an enemy across the water; that enemy was in possession of a long coastline and key ports and had the potential to control the Channel. Once more the sea became a place of conflict and lawlessness.


John lost his French possessions in part because he failed utterly in the joint naval and land operations perfected by his brother Richard. The land forces and the galleys did not work together well enough and control over the Seine valley was lost; the rest of the empire soon fell. John assembled fleets to try and regain his lost territories. In February 1205 writs were issued to stay all ships in port so that they could be used for the reconquest. During the spring and summer the fleets were mustered at Portsmouth, Northumberland and Dartmouth. Work was done to transform merchant cogs into ships of war and crews were recruited to man them. The supplies and naval stores needed for the invasion were assembled in Kent. These are the first records for the mustering and equipping of a royal fleet. The expense was daunting: £2,222 19s 4d spent at Portsmouth and £1,049 2s 6d on the other squadrons. But in June the plan was called off.


At this time we also get the earliest surviving records of naval administration. The galley fleet sucked up money. In charge of it was the royal administrator William de Wrotham. He was a proven manager and he oversaw work on the galley fleet, commissioning twenty new galleys and



thirty-four other ships. But in the long run it was not possible to maintain a force of this size. Although John had a navy he had no clear strategy for its use. Galleys were ideal for raiding and reconnaissance; they were not suited to moving a large invasion army. That was a job for cogs, with their generous hold space. As things turned out his offensive force would be put on the defensive.


In 1206 John had fifty-one galleys stationed around the shores of England. There was no invasion of Normandy in these years, but the galleys and other ships were used against Wales and Ireland. As John tightened his grip on England and wrung tax out of his people, the galleys were also used on customs operations. For now that the southern shore of the Channel was in enemy hands, the seas’ overall authority had crumbled. Piracy made a comeback.


Foremost among the new generation of sea rovers was the mysterious, brutal sea commander Eustace the Monk. In time he would enjoy a romanticised biography similar to Robin Hood. He was the son of Baudoin Busket, a lord from the neighbourhood of Boulogne. Eustace went to Toledo to study black magic and returned to become a monk in an abbey near Calais. He left around 1190 to avenge the murder of his father, then entered the service of Renaud de Dammartin, count of Boulogne. He fell out with his master, however, and hid out in the forest with a band of merry men and played out a series of humiliating tricks on Renaud.


That’s the story anyway. In 1205 it is clear that he was in the service of King John, in command of thirty ships defending the Channel Islands against Philippe. This did not stop him from preying on merchant shipping passing along the Channel. He was a dangerous, useful sort of man, hated by the Channel merchants and fisherman but prized for his depredations on French shipping. Like many a seafaring man he profited from anarchy.


But Eustace was a man for hire. In 1215, John’s annus horribilis, when he was compelled to sign Magna Carta, the Monk switched sides and joined the more formidable navy of Philippe Auguste. England was in disarray after the financial exactions and humiliations of John’s reign.


From having no navy at all in the first years of the thirteenth century, the French had an imposing force by 1213. It was aimed at Flanders and England. At the same time John had assembled his own fleet to attack France via Flanders. The men and ships converged on Dover and then split into three squadrons, one remaining at Dover while one went to Faversham and the last to Ipswich. Meanwhile Philippe’s enormous fleet was working its way down the Flanders coast, attacking Ypres, Cassel



and Bruges. At the last site of pillage, Philippe left his ships at anchor at Damme, Bruges’s port on the estuary of the river Zwyn. By great good luck an English fleet came across these defenceless ships. By the time they had finished their work it ‘seemed as though the sea were ablaze’.


It was a rare success for an English fleet. Philippe’s fleet was decimated and the few survivors scattered. But naval victory or not, the decisive battle was on land. John was comprehensively beaten by Philippe at Bouvines. In 1216 a new French fleet had been assembled and placed under the control of Eustace the Monk. By now John was faced with the dissatisfaction of his barons, who were in revolt against the king’s oppressive policies, his military disasters and his disregard of Magna Carta. Even a French conqueror was better than the tyrannical John, they reasoned, and they invited Louis, son and heir of Philippe Auguste, to join them in dethroning John.


At first it seemed as though John would prevail. His fleet – purchased with the wealth of England exacted by stringent taxes – was still a significant force. He also secured naval support from Flanders. But the English weather intervened. His most important ally from Flanders was shipwrecked off Dunwich. John’s own fleet was driven apart by the storms.


The gateway to England was wide open. Since the middle of the twelfth century the five key coastal towns in Kent and Sussex known as the Cinque Ports – Sandwich, Dover, Hythe, New Romney and Hastings – had been at the centre of national naval defence. They were obliged by royal charter to provide ships for royal service in return for tax breaks and the right to police the seas. Now the Cinque Ports defected to Louis and the rebellious barons. Eustace’s newly enlarged fleet was sent to secure English ports from Southampton round to the Wash. The nightmare had happened: another sovereign had the potential to control the Channel and the Narrow Seas.


In their fight against John the barons had chosen the lesser evil and turned to the French. Help, however, soon turned to invasion. The barons’ problem ended in November 1216 when John died, leaving a son, Henry III. The nine-year-old boy was preferable to a French king, and the arch-royalist William Marshal succeeded in winning back most of the barons to their ancestral monarchy. Most importantly, he committed Henry III to Magna Carta. But Louis had been proclaimed king in the bad days of John, and he was in no hurry to leave.


Louis was in control of over half the kingdom and could call upon reinforcements from France. What he did not have was Dover Castle. Its defender, Hubert de Burgh, rightly called it ‘the key of England’. He



defended it against waves of attack. In 1217 Louis was defeated at Lincoln. He went to London and called upon reinforcements from France.


The English royalists had fought hard to recapture the Cinque Ports throughout the spring of 1217. The ports had gone over to Louis because they had been hard pressed – enslaved they said – by John. But they had no great love for Eustace the Monk either, who had preyed upon their shipping. One by one they switched allegiance to Henry III.


Meanwhile Eustace was preparing a fleet that would bring fresh forces, siege equipment, money and supplies to Louis at London. It was sighted off Dover on 24 August. It seems that a squadron of English ships refused to go out to engage so powerful a force, but another squadron under Hugh de Burgh came out of Sandwich and sailed past the French. Louis’s men could see no armed knights on board the ships. Eustace exclaimed that ‘he knew those wretches think to seize Calais, but it is well defended’. The French jeered at the English sailors as they went by. But as soon as they were past, the English gained the wind and turned back on the French.


This tactic – the first we hear of it in a battle fought between sailing ships at war – was called taking or seizing the weather gage. The English had manoeuvred into a position where they had the wind while the French would have to turn back and attempt to sail into the wind or carry on with the English at their heels.


Eustace might have thought to press on to London, but his ship was weighed down with a heavy siege catapult (a trebuchet) and the English were soon upon him: he had no choice but to fight. But his ships were smaller than the English cogs. From this height advantage the English could fire down crossbow bolts and other missiles. It was said that they also threw quicklime to blind the French, again making use of the wind to carry the powder. The English then grappled their enemy, brought down their sails and masts, so that the French sailors were caught ‘like birds in net’, and boarded.


It must have been a bloody and confusing tangle of rigging, sails, masts and men. The English showed no mercy as they put their opponents to the sword there and then. Thanks to superior tactics, good fortune and the advantage of larger ships, the English were able to capture most of Louis’s fleet. Eustace managed to escape in the flagship and continued towards London with his valuable cargo – the trebuchet – and a company of knights, but the English were still in pursuit. Eustace hove to off Sandwich in order to allow the rest of his ships to reach Louis. Fifteen French ships escaped, but some were so badly damaged from the two battles that they sank. Eustace’s ship was surrounded by four English vessels. In the



melee he tried to ward off the attackers with an oar. He then crept off to hide in the bowels of the ship while many of the knights jumped overboard in their armour to avoid their fate at the hands of the English.


The boarding party at last found Eustace hiding in the bilges. He tried to bribe his way out, but by now English seafarers were heartily sick of him. He was offered a choice. He could either be beheaded on the bulwark of his ship or on the trebuchet. ‘He had little desire for either, but anyhow they cut off his head.’


Louis had no chance of fighting on and gave up his ambitions in England. The Battle of Dover had had a decisive effect on the war. But England had not secured control of the seas for long, despite two major naval victories. Sea power was an ephemeral thing unless a country maintained a strong navy and suppressed all external threats, including piracy.


But the truth was that England could not afford a navy. As a result the waters round England were turbulent and uncontrollable. Henry III, John’s son and heir, lost La Rochelle to the French in 1224. Now Henry II’s continental empire had been reduced to Gascony, which lay far beyond hostile waters.


England was surrounded by powerful navies. For the first time in well over a century a Scandinavian force was active in British waters. In the 1220s the Norwegians intervened to secure their lordship over Man and the Western Isles. Alan, lord of Galloway, raised a fleet of 200 ships in a failed attempt to construct a maritime empire stretching from Western Scotland to Ulster. King Alexander II of Scotland had ambitions over the isles and in 1249 he ‘made it plain to his men that he intended not to turn back until he had acquired all the Norwegian king’s dominion to the west of the Solunder sea’. Alexander died during this attempted naval conquest, and Norway held on to its empire.


In contrast England barely counted as a naval power. In the thirteenth century it was a reduced kingdom, haunted by its lost empire and riven by divisions. France, the emerging force in Western Europe, seemed likely to dominate the seas.











PART 2: WINE AND WOOL
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CHAPTER 5


MERCHANT WARRIORS
1221–1335


The voyage was long, perilous and uncomfortable. The rewards were handsome. The ships left Southampton and travelled together for mutual protection against the manifold dangers lurking in one of the most dangerous waters of Europe. They stuck together out of courtesy and for business reasons; in times of war it was a legal requirement to travel in convoy and there may have been warships to ‘waft’ or escort them. For these ships were engaged in vital work.


The bobbing cogs awaited a favourable wind and hugged the English south coast, keeping familiar landmarks in sight at all times. They looked out for church towers, monasteries, cliffs, trees and anything prominent and permanent to guide their way. This sequence of features, which marked the way and warned of dangers, came from the accumulated experience of generations of seafarers. The only other help might be a magnetised needle attached to a twig or straw which, when floated in a bowl of water, pointed north.


The prevailing wind in the Channel blows from the south-west. The ships were heading in the opposite direction, and the men in the unwieldy cogs were in constant danger of being driven onto rocks. Ships leaving Southampton might have to seek shelter in havens such as Dartmouth, Plymouth and Falmouth as they hopped west. When conditions favoured it they would attempt to cross the Channel to seek shelter on the alien coast. As Chaucer said of his Shipman, a character in the Canterbury Tales:





He knew all the havens, as they were,


From Gottland to the Cape of Finisterre,


And every creek in Brittany and Spain.





Such knowledge of havens and creeks, large and small, was indispensable on the perilous trading routes. It was a stop–start journey. Ships would have to ride at anchor for lengthy periods waiting for a kind wind. A



favoured spot to pause, regroup and revictual was at St Mathieu’s Point on the Brittany coast. Here they were entering the most dangerous part of the voyage. The Bretons were notorious pirates who did not discriminate between the nationalities or owners of the ships they plundered. There was no question of heading out to sea, for now the ship was on the Atlantic, the roughest of the world’s oceans. Meeting pirates was many times better than venturing out into the ocean. The ship would continue to cling to the coast of the Bay of Biscay.


Those who manned these ships and risked their lives on these long voyages were a hard-bitten bunch. There was a rough sort of democracy among them. When a ship was awaiting the right wind the master was required by law to say to his crew: ‘Gentlemen, you have this weather.’1 He would then listen to the advice of his sailors and only set sail when the majority agreed that the ‘weather is fair and good’. The master had an obligation to feed and shelter his men and bring them safely home. But in other cases discipline was tight. A drunken sailor forfeited his right to be fed and sheltered by the master, and could be dropped off at any port. If a dispute blew up between a shipmaster and a member of the crew the master had the right to deprive the recalcitrant sailor of his place at the mess table. If the insubordination continued the sailor could be dropped off on land at any stage of the voyage, but the crew would have to make that decision. If any member of the crew denigrated another he would have to forfeit a day’s wage (4d); if the shipmaster denigrated a sailor he would lose 8d. If a member of the crew was struck by the master he had to take the first blow passively; he could fight back if the master continued to strike him. However, if the sailor struck the first blow the crew would decide whether he should be fined 100s or lose a fist.


The food would be of poor quality – bread when it could be obtained, salt fish and preserved meat if you were lucky, and beer, which was liable to spoil. Provisions ran out on voyages when ships were forced to anchor and wait for the wind. The men could expect no living quarters on the voyage and sanitary conditions were appalling. One voyager described the bucket hanging over the side that was used for sailors to relieve themselves – ‘the perilous perch and the splashing of the sea are both discouraging to your purpose and your only hope is to dose yourself with purgatives’.


The sight of Bordeaux, at the end of the Gironde estuary, must have been welcome. Every year, at spring and autumn, ships would arrive to trade. Here the sailors would unload their cargo – grain, salt fish, meat, cheese, butter, leatherware and so on. But the return cargo was the prize that made the voyage worthwhile.




Medieval England had an extraordinary appetite for wine. In 1308–9 a staggering 102,724 tons of wine2 were exported from Gascony to England. Customs accounts show that between 20 January 1303 and 18 August 1304 about 1,000 ships, most of them under 100 tons, sailed from Bordeaux to England. So important was this trade that the unit of weight called the ton derives from the container that held the wine – the tun. A ship that was rated as having a capacity of 100 tons could carry 25,000 gallons of wine stored in 100 wine tuns in its hold. The foodstuffs and wares brought from England could not pay for this quantity. These commodities were necessary for the people of Gascony, who had given up most of the available land to vines to satisfy the thirst of the English. The wine was purchased from the wealth of England: the wool that was sold in the markets of Flanders, the white gold of the Middle Ages.


This trade began with the loss of Normandy. Before then the wine of choice came from Burgundy and was transported down the Seine and across the Channel. Then the white wine of the Poitou found favour. But after John and Henry III lost their French possessions all that was left was Gascony and its light red wine known as claret. The last vestige of a once mighty empire was a source of pleasure for the people and profit for the Crown. Most significantly, from the point of view of naval history, this holy grail of English trade lay at the end of a dangerous voyage. This was the nursery of English sailors in the Middle Ages. Ships used on this route formed the navies of English kings. And most importantly, the fortunes earned in the wine and wool trades paid for England’s wars.


The wool and wine trades were at the heart of England’s economy and were the lifeblood of the monarchy. This interconnection can be charted in the life of Walter le Fleming, one of the men who made Southampton great.3 Walter died a wealthy man in 1258, a major shipowner and landowner in Southampton, Chichester, Portsmouth and Winchester. He was at the centre of civic life in Southampton: bailiff in 1229 and 1242, chief officer in 1249 and a major benefactor of religious houses in and around the port. His wealth rested on the ownership of trading vessels – large cogs that plied the Bay of Biscay from the 1210s – but his great fortune came because he made his ships, his commodities and the sea lanes he travelled useful for the king.


Henry III was bent on winning back the great empire lost by his father, King John. He was hampered by lack of money, but merchants like Walter le Fleming offered a way out of the financial mess. In 1224, the year Henry lost Poitou, Walter was given safe conduct to trade with the enemy, and his cog La Heitee went to La Rochelle to obtain wine, salt and other goods.



In 1229 the favour was returned: La Heitee was pressed into royal service, taking war supplies to Gascony. Walter did well from the deal. He stepped into the role of bailiff of Southampton in that year. In 1230 Henry III ordered him and his business partner to purchase the best Gascon wine and sell it directly to the royal cellars. In the 1230s the Crown granted licences to Walter permitting him to trade between the king’s lands; best of all he was given the lucrative contract to replenish the king’s wine cellars in London. Walter retained his power base in Southampton – he was bailiff again in 1243, the year in which he sent his cog La Jonette to Bordeaux laden with royal treasure; it returned with the best of the vintage, destined for the king’s cellars. In 1253 one of his ships carried the bishop of Bath to Spain on royal business.


Walter le Fleming was one of many merchants who made considerable sums of money by entering into partnership with the Crown. In return for offering their services to the state they were given the chance to participate in overseas trade. Walter sold his wines to the most important and highest-spending customer in the land – the king – because he made his ships available as transports and for courier duty. Walter’s son Henry inherited the business, was appointed keeper of the customs at Southampton and died a member of the gentry. Henry’s son, Richard le Fleming, was parliamentary burgess for the town seven times between 1298 and 1330. Like his father and grandfather he prospered by combining business with royal service, the one supporting the other. It was an arrangement that would persist for centuries. Such traders provided the foundations for a navy.


Flourishing trade meant that kings could afford ships of their own. Customs receipts from the export of wool and the import of wine were mainstays of royal finance. During the thirteenth century English wool exports were in thriving health: 30,000 sacks of wool were exported annually. This was a vast amount given that a single sack contained the clip of 250 sheep.


Economic activity such as this was the precondition for naval greatness. In the Middle Ages a king’s ‘navy’ was the sum of the nation’s shipping. The Crown had the right to requisition all the ships in his country’s ports in time of war. What royal ships there were formed the nucleus of a massive armada assembled from all the vessels and sailors that could be mustered by royal officials. Apart from galleys there was no such thing as a distinct warship. All ships were equipped to fight in the lawless waters and all could be equipped for war.


Until the seventeenth century it was impossible to distinguish between



a nation’s private merchant marine and its ships of war. The more private ships there were, therefore, the larger the fleet the king could muster to control the sea, win glory abroad and suppress piracy.


But England in the later Middle Ages was decidedly not a great maritime power.


English kings needed lots of men like Walter le Fleming, who could advance the economy and furnish ships for war. Walter was a rarity however. Wealthy families and institutions in England invested in land, not in shipping. The result was that foreign shippers stepped in to export England’s wool. It was exported by foreigners on foreign ships to be turned into cloth in the textile centres in Flanders. England in the Middle Ages and into the sixteenth century had handed over the seaways and the profits to be made from them to more skilled and astute foreign traders.


But the most important reason was that the Crown was massively indebted to foreign bankers. Henry III borrowed £54,000 in the 1250s while his son Edward I borrowed £200,000 in the first years of his reign, 1270–77, from the Riccardi banking family and other Italian houses. The debt was paid by exempting these firms from tolls and duties and granting them freedom of trade and export licences. The lucrative task of collecting customs duties was also granted to the Italians. Foreign shippers thus started with an overwhelming advantage over hard-pressed locals.


Henry III and Edward I also granted privileges to traders from German towns such as Lübeck, Bremen, Gotland, Rostock, Riga, Danzig and Cologne.4 It was this group of north German trading centres that came to be known as the Hanse, and in time it would become a great maritime trading empire, eclipsing mere nations such as England. It would use its financial clout to influence policy in weak states like England and its ships would have sufficient coercive power to lay down the law on the seaways and to nations. The Hanse was particularly prominent on the east coast, taking a large share of imports and exports to and from ports such as Boston, Lynn, Hull and Ravenser. It also dominated North Sea and Baltic fishing, a highly valuable trade given that the religious obligation was to eat fish on Fridays, during Lent and on other days throughout the calendar. The chief export was wool, destined for Flanders and further afield, and it was carried on the Hanse’s improved, enlarged cogs.


But even these ships looked small when a massive Mediterranean ship rowed into Southampton in 1278. It must have been quite a sight for the merchants and seafarers. Suddenly their ships seemed puny and primitive. This kind of ship had more than one mast and had a large number of rowers. It was built as a defensive merchantman that could ward off



the pirates who infested the Mediterranean. Unlike the cog, it could make a relatively easy passage out of the Mediterranean and into the Atlantic. There was nothing like it in northern waters.


This was the first of the annual voyages of the Genoese great galley, which would make the long trip from the Middle East to Bruges and then Southampton, where it would winter. A century later one of these Genoese ships was blown by a storm into Sandwich: ‘It was of astonishing size, full of treasures, which might easily have supplied the needs of all the country.’ These great galleys must have looked like arrivals from another world. In a sense they were. Mediterranean ships were technologically superior to the single-masted clinker-built ships that plied the Baltic, North Sea and Channel. The Genoese galley also carried exotic cargoes from the Far East: fruits, dyes, silks and spices. It carried back English wool and finished cloths from Flanders.


The dominance of the Hanse and the Italian city states rubs in just how backward England was as a European maritime nation. Under Henry III England was a third-rate naval power even in the British Isles. In 1262, for instance, Håkon Håkonsson of Norway began negotiating an anti-English alliance with the rulers of Connaught, Hebrides and Man. In 1263 he brought his fleet of enormous warships, led by a colossal flagship 260 feet long, into the Irish Sea to attack Scotland. The Scottish, however, defeated this force at the Battle of Largs.


It was Edward I who began to rebuild England’s fortunes in the British Isles. And it was money loaned from foreign businesses, with the wine trade as security, that enabled him to construct an army and a navy large enough to restore England’s prestige.


Like Richard I, Edward had been on crusade before becoming king. He no doubt studied the Mediterranean way of war. In his campaigns against Wales and Scotland he made use of ships to augment land power – the best use of naval forces in the thirteenth century. In Wales ships delivered and supplied armies. They also cut the Welsh off from their allies over the water in Ireland. Most important, they supplied the powerful castles that Edward constructed along the coast of Wales. The king secured large numbers of ships from the port towns, which established crucial supply lines emanating from the central base at Chester as his armies advanced along north Wales. Just as importantly they helped cut off the grain that came from Anglesey to supply the Welsh fastness of Snowdonia.


It was an expensive way to wage war and not, in the end, completely successful. Keeping relatively small garrisons in coastal castles supplied and reinforced required a large number of ships. War against Scotland was



also dependent on ships providing the logistical support for troops. The castles on Scotland’s south-east coast and on the Firth of Forth were the key to control of the kingdom, and both sides knew that victory was dependent on the seaborne supply lines that proved decisive during sieges.


Edward I fought in Wales, Scotland, Flanders and Gascony. It was a serious military commitment and ruinously expensive. Between 1294 and 1298 he spent £750,000, much of it raised from exactions on ‘the sovereign merchandise and jewel of this realm of England’: wool.5 He had placed customs duties on the export of wool from the beginning of his reign. His debts to the Italian banking firms were so great that they were forced into bankruptcy, allowing Edward to reclaim his income from the customs. But it was never enough. In 1294, when he was in dire need of cash, he proposed that the Crown should seize all the wool in England as a compulsory loan, export it, reap the profit and collect the customs. The merchants resisted this move and instead a tax of 40 shillings, known as the maltote, was placed on every sack of wool. In 1297 however the Crown seized large stocks of wool. Responsibility was given to the great wool magnate Lawrence of Ludlow to manage the seizure. Export was delayed to drive up prices.


When the time was ripe the wool fleet set sail from London for the Low Countries under the protection of ten heavily armed warships. Lawrence’s ship was wrecked off Aldeburgh with an immense cargo of wool. It was, to the hard-pressed people of England, divine justice: ‘because he sinned against the wool mongers he was drowned in a ship laden with wool.’


Throughout the thirteenth century English kings undermined the foundations of English naval strength. They sought short-term solutions, such as bartering away trading rights or seizing wool. The result was a downward spiral. Foreign traders got more business, English shippers suffered, which meant that the Crown had to rely on foreigners even more. The cost of war increased as the Crown had to hire non-English ships for maritime ventures such as the wars against Wales and Scotland.


All the same, this did not dampen the English enthusiasm for ruling the waves. Kings were happy to look back at the apparent golden age of the reign of Edgar and make some extravagant claims.


In May 1293 sailors from Gascony, the Cinque Ports and Ireland fought sailors from Normandy in a sea battle. This had come at the end of months of minor conflict between sailors plying the Bay of Biscay. Edward’s subjects won and the men of Bordeaux went on to attack the rival port of La Rochelle. This was a striking and early example of something that would become all too common in northern waters: private



wars between sailors of different ports and countries. In time it would have a significant impact on European history, but in 1293 Edward was summoned to appear before a Parisian court of his feudal lord, the king of France.


This was humiliating for an English king. To prevent it, Edward’s lawyers had the audacity to come up with a piece of legal fiction. It was not, they said, a dispute between Edward’s Gascon subjects and subjects of the king of France, but something that took place outside the realm, at sea. And English kings, they claimed, ‘time out of mind had been in peaceable possession of the sovereign lordship of the English sea and the islands therein’.


This was a wild boast, utterly untrue, and it would have serious repercussions. Edward was saying that he had sovereignty over the sea, and hence sole legal responsibility. At a time when the waves were infested with pirates, he would have to accept responsibility for the lawless water. In effect this meant paying compensation to aggrieved parties because Edward had no ability to police the seas.


For the truth was that the English Crown was far too weak to establish any kind of authority over the deep. Navies were ruinously expensive, far beyond the reach of most monarchs. And so the burden was placed on private merchants who, like it or not, were sucked into conflict. Merchant ships were obliged to arm themselves when they ventured out, even in times of peace. During war many seafarers considered the ships belonging to the opposing country to be legitimate prey on the high seas. War meant anarchy beyond the shores. And for some – those who were not squeamish about legal niceties – anarchy was profitable.


In the early decades of the fourteenth century the seas around Britain lapsed into chaos. Edward II was in dispute with Flanders. The Low Countries were dependent on English wool, so when Edward placed an embargo on the export of wool the traders were forced to become pirates.


By 1310 there was an undeclared war going on in the North Sea, with reprisals committed on both sides. The most notorious Flemish pirate, John Crabbe, seized upon valuable English cargoes of wine, wool and other goods carried in ships everywhere from the Bay of Biscay round to the coast of Northumbria. His depredations on English shipping, inflicted at first in the name of war, greatly angered Edward II, who complained to the count of Flanders and sent out warships to protect shipping. It was in vain. The Bordeaux wine that Crabbe seized en route to London in the Downs went to the count’s cellars. The response of the English traders was to play the same game. In December 1310, for instance, English sailors



attacked Flemish ships in the bay of Graunzon in Brittany, burnt them and made off with their cargoes.


Men like Crabbe prolonged wars. When England and Flanders settled their differences, private wars between aggrieved merchants and shippers raged unabated. Sometimes piracy could be of help to monarchs, for it at least encouraged an armed merchant marine that could be used in time of war. In 1322 the king of France complained to Edward II that English sailors who attacked French ships ‘described themselves as custodians of the sea on your behalf’. Edward replied that he was sovereign of the seas and therefore had unlimited jurisdiction.


It was another wild claim. In truth, the king of England had little control over the sea and the violence was doing him harm. The men of the Cinque Ports took advantage of Edward’s weakness to raid and burn Southampton in 1321. The Flemish were taking stolen English wool to Scotland to be re-exported to the Continent; they also brought much-needed food and weapons to help the Scots in their struggle against England. This was particularly damaging to Edwards I and II. Only when they dominated the English and Scottish seaboard could they prosper in their war to control Scotland. But with someone as dangerous as John Crabbe at large on the North Sea, smuggling wool and carrying supplies to Robert the Bruce, the English lost control of the seas. It became harder to keep the Scottish castles, which lay at the heart of their strategy. Berwick was lost to the Scots in 1318. In return for his services against the English John Crabbe was made a burgess of Berwick. It proved an ideal base from which to raid English shipping and supply the Scots.


John Crabbe was one of those people who seem to prosper whichever way the wind blows. In 1333 his fleet of ten ships was destroyed by a force sent by Edward III in his war against Scotland. Crabbe was at last in English hands and his many enemies south of the border were after his blood.


But the ageing pirate managed to get permission to meet the young king. Edward III was impressed with the artful brigand who had defied, at one time or another, rulers and powerful commercial interests along the coasts of the Bay of Biscay, the Channel, the Narrow Seas and the North Sea. He certainly saw that Crabbe had talents that could prove very useful. Crabbe, to the chagrin of his many victims, was once again a free man, and he used his experiences as a sea commander and former confidant of Robert the Bruce to advise the English in their recapture of Berwick and advance up the east coast of Scotland. Crabbe was pardoned all his felonies, including murder, made constable of Somerton Castle in Lincolnshire and given other offices and financial rewards for services to the



Crown. In 1335 he was given joint responsibility to raise a force of ten ships and 1,000 men from the east coast and take charge of them at sea. He was also given responsibility to fortify ports on the North Sea coast.


This was poacher turned gamekeeper – who could be better than the man who had terrorised the waters around England to secure its defences? Edward III was determined to become a great European monarch. For that he needed to make real his father and his grandfather’s claims to sovereignty of the sea. He was prepared to cut cards with the devil.











CHAPTER 6


KEEPING THE SEAS
1336–1399


Edward III, with the accustomed bombast of an English king, said that his ancestors had ‘ever been sovereigns of the English seas on every side’. That claim echoed through history. Only rarely had it reality. In 1336 Edward had huge ambitions to conquer France. He had just three cogs to accomplish it.


The route to victory over France, he reasoned, lay through the Low Countries. This region had recently revolted from French control. It lay just across the Narrow Seas and gave access to France’s north-east border. The cities and fiefdoms of the region were prosperous and powerful, but they had a vulnerability that Edward could manipulate: they were dependent upon English wool for their economic survival. And England’s wealth, which Edward needed to harness, came from the textile towns of the Low Countries. Once again, the Crown aimed at control of England’s wool.1 It could be used as a diplomatic lever and as the source of the fortune that was needed to conquer France. As a wool trader and warrior, Edward III needed a navy.


When northern European monarchs wanted to strengthen their naval resources they looked to the Mediterranean, where fighting at sea had become a fine art. The great trading city of Venice relied upon its state navy, which was kept in readiness by the state-owned dockyard, the Arsenal. Venice had become immensely wealthy because its ships had given it the ability to monopolise lucrative trading routes. By the fourteenth century it had a regular naval force that guarded its routes, colonies and merchant shipping.


Venice’s rival, Genoa, did not share its centralised efficiency in naval organisation. As it had been for the Vikings, and would be for the English in the sixteenth century, the driving force behind exploration and commercial and military might was individualistic rather than state-directed. Genoa’s military prowess in the later Middle Ages was owing to the zeal of its aristocracy and commercial



class, who armed their ships and fought for Genoa’s interests.


In northern waters the country most successful at emulating the Mediterranean navies was France. In 1293 Philip the Fair had determined to build a permanent navy to challenge the English in the Channel and the Bay of Biscay. He ordered the construction of the Clos des Galées in Rouen, now therefore the only naval arsenal in northern Europe. England had nothing like it. The Clos des Galées built and maintained a fleet of galleys. The labour force and crews were recruited from the Mediterranean regions of France and the officers came from the maritime powerhouse of Genoa. Other port towns, such as La Rochelle and Marseille, also had smaller arsenals and permanent warships. In 1336 Philip VI ordered thirty galleys to muster in the Channel. They were joined by 300 requisitioned merchant ships that would carry 26,000 men to invade England.


Edward’s England did not enjoy the flourishing trade of Venice or the tax base of France. Under the serious threat of invasion, every ship and thousands of sailors were pressed into service. A large scratch fleet was stationed in the Downs. It was poorly co-ordinated and badly disciplined; some crews took the opportunity to engage in piracy and the men of Great Yarmouth settled some scores against the Cinque Ports. The requisitioned ships could not stay on station indefinitely, and they were powerless to stop French raids on Suffolk and the Isle of Wight, where valuable cargoes and ships were carried away. On the seas as well, English merchant shipping was attacked and merchant ships and property were arrested in French and Flemish ports. But the French muffed their chance to invade, and the English were confident enough to send the wine ships to Gascony, though this year they had to sail in convoy.


The English got their wine that year, but there was a fear that it might be the last vintage. The French turned their attention to Gascony. They entered the Garonne valley and pressed on to the Dordogne and St Émilion, destroying the vines as they went. In March 1337 Edward ordered every single one of his subjects’ ships to join his service for three months. The royal fleet may have been in poor shape, but the levy of the merchant marine showed its shortcomings as well.


Thanks to the economic weakness of England and its ceding of the carrying trade to the Hanse and the Italians, English ships were very small. As Edward found, requisitioning such a diverse and scattered force was no easy task. His officials had to travel from port to port pressing men and ships into service and somehow finding supplies, victuals and armaments to convert these elements into a navy. It took two months to assemble. It always caused resentment, even at the best of times.




Now, in 1337, the ports, seafarers and merchants were squeezed even harder. Their ships were taken and they had to build new ones, barges and galleys for the king’s navy. The wine and wool trades were in disarray. There was some respite when the wine ships were permitted to sail. They were ordered to travel in convoy and search ports and roadsteads along the way and engage enemy ships. No vessel was permitted to carry more than half a load of wine to make them more manoeuvrable and provide room for archers and soldiers. The total tonnage declined from 74,053 in 1335–36 to 16,577 the following year. It was a miserable situation, made worse by the plundering of English ships on the seas.


French ships stationed off the island of Oléron in Brittany compounded the situation. Not only did wine ships coming out of Bordeaux suffer but food convoys travelling in the opposite direction were harried. Gascony was under attack from the French and dependent on English deliveries of money, materiel and food. When these were reduced to a trickle by French piracy Gascony headed towards mutiny.


And at the same time Edward had put a stop to wool exports to the Low Countries. This was the most densely populated area in the world and its thousands of textile workers could only work when English wool came in. It sparked rioting in the cities as the textile industry ground to a halt. Parliament and the English wool merchants had agreed to loan the king almost the entire stock of English wool – 30,000 sacks in all, or 90 per cent of the total, purchased from the growers on credit at rock-bottom prices and sold at a single staple (market) at Dordrecht. After a year of embargo it was assumed that the king could sell the wool at the highest prices to desperate weavers.


This was the end of free trade. Wine imports were regulated with military objectives in mind. Foreigners were forbidden to export English wool and the weavers of the Low Countries could only buy the wool at a single staple. In a few short years Edward had set about radicalising the whole of the English economy, attempting to resolve every problem that had retarded England’s development as a maritime economy. Now English ships carried English wool and traded it at an English market in the Low Countries.


The wool was to be transported with the army on the newly mustered fleets. The navy, therefore, would be at once an invasion fleet and a merchant convoy. The military operation would pay for itself. And the Low Countries, hungry for wool, would be forced into alliance. That was the plan. In practice it was much more complex. A glut after a famine does not necessarily mean high prices. The logistics of transporting wool and



troops were hampered by the lack of ships, the onset of winter and marauding French vessels. But the principalities of the Low Countries did enter into an anti-French alliance led by Edward III.


The policy also depended upon control of the seas between England and Flanders. Edward had fleets at sea. The infamous John Crabbe was sent back to the waters he knew so well between England’s east coast and Flanders, this time using his well honed expertise to defy the French. The makeshift navy was not up to this task. In 1338 a convoy en route to Gascony was badly mauled off Talmont, a settlement on the Gironde. The French raided the south coast again. The Genoese galleys and barges from Normandy, flying English colours, attacked Portsmouth in March. Southampton was taken by surprise in October by the enemy galleys when the townsfolk were at mass. The invaders killed many of the burgesses, raped women and burnt down buildings. They also struck at Edward’s war machine: a great stock of wool ready to be exported was burnt and wine and spices spoiled or looted. This was part of a deliberate French strategy. They were hitting at Edward’s means to fight the war before he had a chance to deploy them.


Even more disturbing to Edward’s plan was the French attack on five of the largest English cogs – including the king’s best ships, the Christopher and the Cog Edward – which were delivering wool to the count of Flanders. After a long battle in the Scheldt estuary the Englishmen were killed and the ships taken into the French fleet. The next year Carlo Grimaldi took a fleet of Genoese galleys, French ships and, most humiliatingly for Edward, the Christopher and attacked the Channel Islands and then made for Gascony, where they took Blaye and Bourg, which guarded the Gironde estuary – the approach to Bordeaux.


The other Genoese galleys entered the North Sea and raided the coast from Harwich to Bristol. That summer wool exports to the staple at Dordrecht were again banned because too much was being lost at sea to pirates and the French were gathering a large naval force on the Flanders coast. In the battle for control of the seas the French were prevailing. The raids, the devastating onslaught on English trade and shipping and the build-up of the French navy were clearly the prelude to an invasion. The English could not safeguard their key commodities, even on the short crossing to Flanders. Edward’s plan of fostering a self-sustaining navy on the model of Venice was heading for disaster.


There was a rare success in April when an English fleet under Lord Morley and his subordinate John Crabbe attacked a French convoy in the Scheldt estuary and took a good number of ships, but this victory only



exposed the shady character of the English naval forces. Having defeated the legitimate enemy the English sailors then plundered all the ships they could see, including Edward’s allies. They then fell out over the booty and part of the fleet deserted. Like Crabbe, many of these men must have made their careers in piracy, and their patriotic instincts did not override their desire for loot.


The only glimmer of hope was the withdrawal of the Genoese from French service in 1339 over a pay dispute, depriving the French of their Mediterranean galleys. It allowed the English galleys to hit back at France, raiding the Channel coast and attacking Boulogne and destroying eighteen out of twenty-two of the Channel galley fleet and twenty-four merchantmen along with valuable naval supplies. The English also terrorised French coastal towns. The Flemish burnt Dieppe.


It was a blow to the French navy, but in 1340 they were back in force on the Flanders coast ready to make trouble for the wool ships and prevent Edward landing troops. There were over 202 French ships, six galleys and twenty-two barges in June in the roadstead off Sluys, an area now silted up but which in the fourteenth century provided a large anchorage in the Scheldt estuary between Walcheren and West Flanders. The position guarded the way to Dordrecht, Antwerp and Bruges. It was also the ideal base from which to invade England.


Edward meanwhile was in Suffolk with a fleet in the Orwell roadstead and an army camped nearby. His councillors advised caution, as did prominent naval advisers such as John Crabbe. They urged the king to wait until his fleet and army were reinforced. But Edward was determined to attack the French at once with what he had – between 120 and 160 ships. The fleet set sail on 22 June and sighted the French on the 23rd, at about noon, outside Sluys. In 1340 the geography was very different. The town of Sluys (now known as Sluis) is today inland, but in the fourteenth century it was on the coast; between it and Walcheren lay a number of small islands, such as Cadzand and Wulpen, which were submerged in the sixteenth century. The French were anchored off Sluys and had fortified Cadzand. They saw the English approach in the afternoon and the order was given to draw up the ships and chain them together in three ranks. The English, when they approached, saw so many masts that they said it looked like a forest. This unwieldy mass of ships was intended to deny the English entry to the estuary. They got a nasty surprise the next morning.


The tide and wind rushed the English ships into the estuary. Edward’s fleet was organised with the strongest cogs in the centre and the ships



carrying archers on the flanks. Every two ships carrying archers were accompanied by one bearing men at arms.


The French fleet was the larger and should have used this advantage to outmanoeuvre the enemy. Instead the mass of stationary ships provided a large and compact target for the English archers and crossbowmen. The Genoese galley commander urged the French to disentangle their ships before the battle, but the French were determined to block Edward’s way to Bruges. The folly was all too apparent, and the Genoese forces slipped away before battle commenced.


Confidence on the French side remained high, however, and they blew trumpets in defiance as the English appeared to tack out of the way. In reality Edward’s ships were manoeuvring for advantage. Then missiles rained down from the summer sun. The French ships were stuck fast, unable to dodge the onslaught; the troops on the open decks could find no respite from the arrows and bolts. Then the English grappled the enemy ships and the men-at-arms boarded. ‘This battle was very murderous and horrible,’ wrote Jean Froissart. Edward III said the French fought valiantly until night fell, but despite their greater numbers and superior naval experience they were fighting for their lives. As Froissart wrote, fights at sea were worse than those on land because there was no chance of retreat or surrender. The mighty Christopher was recaptured, to Edward’s joy, and its crew killed and thrown overboard before the English used it to chase the hated Genoese. Indeed, Edward and his countrymen were elated to have the chance to punish the French–Genoese navy which had made such a mockery of them at sea for so long.


Fighting continued from ship to ship: arrow attack followed by boarding actions. Some French ships managed to escape, but Crabbe was sent in pursuit. By the end the English had captured 190 ships and killed 18,000 men. Mutilated corpses littered the Flanders coastline. Now it was the turn of the English to blow trumpets and other instruments, which they did all night long.


It was the largest naval battle of the Middle Ages in northern waters and an impressive achievement for England. French shipping suffered and the planned invasion of England was called off. Yet Edward did not achieve command over the seas. France made use of Castilian and Portuguese galleys to disrupt English communications with Gascony. Within a month French ships attacked an English wool convoy to Flanders. The south coast again suffered raids. On the debit side, the English managed to capture Brest Castle, which gave the convoys to and from Gascony some protection. But as long as the French could procure the superior ships of



southern Europe for use in the Bay of Biscay and English waters, Edward would suffer at sea. In 1346 it was the presence of Carlo Grimaldi off La Rochelle with a large force of Mediterranean galleys that put Edward off sending his army to Gascony. Instead his ships and men headed for Normandy. While they raided the coast Edward moved south and inflicted a crushing defeat on the French at Crécy.


This victory allowed Edward to besiege Calais from land and sea. Calais was like an island, protected from the north by the Channel and to the south by large marshes. The key to taking it was to starve it into surrender by cutting its seaborne supply lines. England used 738 ships manned by 9,300 men to supply its besieging forces and blockade Calais. Grimaldi’s galleys managed to smash through the English blockade, but his squadron was paid off in due course and its Castilian replacements did not arrive at the agreed time. The French relieved Calais with their own galley and barge fleet. The English solution was simple. They attacked Boulogne and destroyed the enemy boats. Now Calais really was an island. The town that would give England command of both sides of the Dover Strait for over two hundred years was in Edward’s hands from August 1347.


It was in this strait that the next great naval battle of the Middle Ages occurred in 1350. The year before, a Castilian fleet had helped France in the Bay of Biscay by attacking English convoys. In 1350 the fleet went to Flanders to sell Spanish wool and raid English ships on the way. Edward was angry enough to lead a squadron of English ships to intercept the Castilians as they returned. Battles at sea and pre-planned interceptions of enemy fleets were all but unheard of in the Middle Ages. Edward, his son the Black Prince and other nobles were at anchor off Winchelsea. The king was being entertained on deck by a troupe of minstrels when the Castilians were spotted. Trumpets sounded and the fleet went out to meet them. The enemy could simply have sailed on down the Channel without troubling themselves. Instead they chose to give battle, perhaps when they saw the English king was leading the charge.


‘Steer towards that ship for I want to joust at her,’2 Edward shouted at his steersman, pointing out the leading enemy vessel. The ships collided at speed, producing a sound like thunder. The masts entangled and the Castilian ship’s topcastle broke off and fell into the sea. Edward’s ship began to let in water and his knights set about bailing it out without informing the king of the peril he was in.


Edward indicated the ship he had just rammed and said: ‘Grapple my ship to that one; I must have her!’ But his knights managed to convince



him to go for a bigger ship. The English found a suitable ship, grappled it, and the fight for the king’s life began in earnest. The Castilians had a height advantage and were able to fire arrows and hurl metal bars down at the English, but Edward and his knights forced their way on to the ship and threw the remaining Castilians overboard. Only then was Edward told of the danger he had been in and his original ship was jettisoned.


The Black Prince’s ship had got into worse trouble; it had been badly holed and was letting in water, but the prince’s knights could not force their way onto the enemy ship they had grappled. It was only when the duke of Lancaster’s ship came up against their opponent that the Black Prince and his men could board the enemy. As they did, their ship began to sink. By now it was dark and the rest of the English fleet could not see that the ship carrying the king’s household was being towed away by an enemy galley. It was saved when someone had the presence of mind to creep on to the Castilian ship and cut the halyard, bringing the sail down and immobilising the ship.


It was a much-celebrated triumph for Edward III and capped his reputation as a sailor king. But it was a reputation won through luck rather than strategic vision. Indeed, it was the French and their Mediterranean allies who had the clearest concept of how a naval campaign should be conducted. Edward was bold and impulsive at sea, characteristics better suited to cavalry charges.


The Battle of Winchelsea, or Les Espagnols sur Mer as it is known, was an example of why battles at sea were so rare. It was a risky business fighting there, and so unpredictable that advantage of ships often counted for little. This battle only took place by, as it were, mutual agreement; in other situations enemy ships could sail for long periods undetected and the English navy was too ponderous to respond to hostile fleets. Patrolling the seas or remaining on station was a stretch too far for medieval ships. A running battle on the high seas, as in 1350, was almost unknown, and beyond the capabilities of contemporary ships; closely fought encounters where archers and men-at-arms could replicate land battles in calm waters, like Sluys, were more viable.


It made better sense to raid undefended ships and ports than to seek out battle; in other words, to practise what we would call piracy. A good use of a navy was to protect merchant shipping and establish local, temporary zones of dominance prior to an invasion. Hence its work would be essentially negative: preventing piracy, picking out enemy vessels and aiding sieges rather than seeking out battle. Judging from Edward’s zeal at



the Battle of Winchelsea, it seems he was eager for showy victories. This might have impressed chroniclers and the public who stumped up vast sums for ships but had nothing tangible in return; it did not amount to a strategy. A crushing victory like Sluys or an adventure like Les Espagnols sur Mer was never decisive enough to make the risks worth it: ships were easily replaced but victories guaranteed nothing in the long term.


During the Hundred Years War both England and France had periods of success at sea and times of weakness. France was at its best when it could call upon the expertise of southern European sailors, England when it could muster vast invasion flotillas. In the 1350s the French were deprived of their Castilian allies not because of Edward II’s victory off Winchelsea but because there was a civil war in Castile. The Black Prince was able to invade France from Gascony and won a major victory at Poitiers. England recovered Poitou in 1360, along with its strategically invaluable port, La Rochelle.


In 1372 parliament declared that ‘every nation acknowledged our lord king of the sea’. It spoke too soon: La Rochelle was lost that year and an English fleet carrying £20,000 was attacked and burnt by Castilian galleys in French service at the Battle of Oléron. Parliament petitioned the king,3 saying that the ‘navy’ – meaning the kingdom’s shipping – was in crisis. Merchants and shipowners were going out of business because their vessels had been in royal service for too long and English seafarers were seeking new occupations. By this time Edward III was old and mentally infirm and the country was drained by decades of war. France, in contrast, was rediscovering its élan.


Days after Edward III died in June 1377 a force of galleys from France, Castile, Portugal and Monaco raided the coast of England and destroyed a number of towns. They came back for more two months later and England was hopelessly outmatched at sea in the following years. England faced invasion and its coastal regions and trade suffered greatly.


Richard II was accused of failing in the primary task of an English king, that of keeping the seas. The rot had set in before he came to the throne, however, when the permanent fleet of royal ships had been neglected. It was one of Richard’s domestic opponents, Lord Arundel, who achieved a rare success when in 1387 he intercepted and chased a Castilian fleet in the Strait of Dover. He ran it into the Swyn estuary and took 70 ships and 19,000 tons of wine. It was a rare victory.


English successes at sea, spectacular as they may have been, were few. Moments of dominance were followed by years of weakness. And the latter were calamitous. The southern and East Anglian coasts and ports



were repeatedly ravaged by French forces. England’s weakness as a maritime nation stemmed from its retarded economy. She simply could not afford to defend herself. As so often in history, the sea brought danger.











CHAPTER 7


DEFENCE OF THE REALM
1399–1509


The sea is lost, France is lost.


Jack Cade, 1450


England stood well placed to become a great seafaring nation in the later Middle Ages. The gap between Dover and Calais was small; through it passed cargoes of immense value. Surely if England could exert its power over just this small but vital area of sea everything else would fall into place. It could control the affairs of Europe by threatening to cut off trade. With this lever it would ensure the defence of its entire coastline, making the sea ‘the wall of England’ rather than its curse.


That was the point made in the poem The Libelle of Englyshe Polycye (‘The Little Book of English Policy’) of the late 1430s. It was a vision of England as a great maritime nation, fulfilling its destiny as the keeper of the seas. What made it all the more galling for the author of the Libelle was that within recent memory England had had this very kind of dominance. Henry V’s ‘great ships’ held sway over the Channel and the Narrow Seas in the 1410s; it had been one of the greatest and most innovative navies of its time.


When the Libelle was penned the mightiest of northern medieval warships, Henry’s 1,400-ton Grace Dieu, had lain useless for almost two decades on the mudbanks of the river Hamble near Southampton; in 1439 it burnt to the waterline. Its surviving timbers, which can still be seen at low tide, provided a sorry reminder of vanished greatness. The rest of Henry V’s ships rotted on riverbanks or at anchor. And, as if to mirror the fate of the ships, England had declined from the apogee of power; it was weak, humiliated and divided. Again.


Henry V had a fleet of thirty-six ships. He was not bequeathed a glittering inheritance. Richard II (king from 1377 to 1399) had, late in his reign, taken an interest in ships and commissioned four new vessels. Henry IV, who seized the throne from Richard in 1399, tried to find ways to make



up for England’s naval deficiencies. The seas were particularly anarchic during his reign. The cure was in many respects worse than the disease.


Henry IV granted licences to individuals to ‘provide for the destruction of the king’s enemies’. These seafaring men were not exactly pirates in the strictest definition, but they defined their orders very generously to themselves and made their commissions highly profitable.


One of those who took the commission was Harry Pay of Poole, who in 1405 was at sea fighting off the French. He also took an active, and profitable, role in attacking Henry’s enemies. He pillaged Bilbao’s iron trade, sacked Gijón on the north coast of Castile, stole a crucifix from the church of St Mary of Finisterre and plundered Spanish ships as he found them. Others jumped at the chance of fighting at sea. This brought England into conflict with the Low Countries and the Hanse, both of whose ships were stolen or plundered by English sailors. Pero Niño,1 the half-brother of Henry III of Castile, was given authority to suppress robbery at sea and one of his targets was the notorious ‘Arripay’ of Poole. This was a lucrative command for Niño; he raided the south coast and attacked English ships at sea in the first years of the fifteenth century.


Men like Niño and Pay had status and, most importantly, authority. Licensing seafarers to carry out war at sea might have seemed cheap, but they did discriminate between friends and enemies in their ‘keeping of the seas’. Chaucer said of his Shipman: ‘Of nice conscience took he no keep’. While piracy flourished, trade suffered.


One man who made money in these troubled times was William Soper. He came to Southampton as an apprentice and, like Walter le Fleming two centuries before, made himself a fortune as a trader and servant of the city. Southampton was the main port for Italian ships and Soper developed strong links with Mediterranean traders, acting as an agent for them and trading to the south on his own account when relations with the Italians broke down over piracy in 1412. He helped the Crown as well, and in 1413 – the year Henry V came to the throne – he was MP for Southampton and collected customs and the wool subsidy for the Exchequer. Later that year one of the ships he jointly owned captured Santa Clara, an enormous Castilian carrack.


The Castilians were furious, claiming that they had a letter of safe conduct from the Crown; Soper, it seemed, had gone too far. He did a deal to save his skin. He was obliged to return Santa Clara’s royal standards, armour, weapons and its dog. He kept the ship and its cargo. The Crown had helped Soper out; now he had to repay the favour. The Santa Clara was refitted and renamed Holighost de la Tour, a two-masted royal warship



of 740 tons burden. From now on Soper would be at the centre of royal shipbuilding and administration. The Crown benefited from an experienced shipper; Soper was well rewarded for his services.




This marked the beginning of a royal fleet with ships built on a new model. The start of the fifteenth century saw a breakthrough in ship design. Once again it was the Genoese who made it. Their carrack was a fusion of Mediterranean and northern European ship designs. It took the Hanseatic cog and enlarged it with the Mediterranean technique of frame-first, carvel-hull construction. It had a sail plan based on northern and southern traditions. Its two or three masts carried the square sails found on northern ships and the triangular fore-and-aft lateen sails that had propelled Mediterranean galleys for centuries. This heterogeneous sail plan allowed the carrack to sail in all sorts of winds and made handling it more manageable. The carrack was a bulk carrier, capable by mid-century of holding 2,000 tons of cargo. It was a huge ship that carried valuable goods from the Middle East to northern Europe.


[image: images]


‘orrible, grete and stoute’: a fifteenth-century carrack.


The so-called ‘full-rigged ship’ ranks among the most significant inventions in medieval Europe. It changed everything, from trade to war, exploration and, eventually, domination of hitherto unseen portions of the world.


Opponents were terrified by its size alone. The carrack towered above other ships and had a particularly enlarged prow. The author of the Libelle called them ‘orrible, grete and stoute’. Its bulk and height provided the ideal platform for raining missiles on smaller vessels. It revolutionised trade and exploration, for it was the first large oceangoing ship that could carry stores for long voyages.


Its drawback was that it could only put into deep harbours. The favoured port in England was Southampton, where valuable cargoes were traded by men like William Soper. It was little wonder that Soper was chosen to reform the royal fleet. Henry V, if he was to master the Channel and invade France, must not be outclassed by foreign vessels, for the French were once again in alliance with Genoa and Henry’s ships and men would be likely to encounter their monster ships. Soper was commissioned to help build Henry’s ‘great ships’. They were the first sailing ships designed exclusively for war.


The moving force behind the new fleet was William Catton, clerk of the king’s ships from July 1413.2 While Soper turned the Santa Clara into a great ship, Catton rebuilt the old Trinity de la Tour as the Trinity Royal, a ship of 540 tons burden. Also of great importance to the royal fleet was the ballinger. This vessel was originally a Biscayan whaling boat. It was hardy and manoeuvrable, powered by oars and a single square sail and had a carrying capacity of between 20 and 120 tons. Ballingers were used as companion boats for the larger ships, for patrols, guard duty and transporting troops. These ships were built and repaired under Catton’s supervision at Winchelsea and under Soper’s at Southampton. All of them were brightly coloured and festooned with coats of arms and religious symbols.




Henry V had a strong understanding of sea power. He invaded France in 1415 with a fleet of 1,500 requisitioned merchant ships (many of them were foreign-owned – testament to the decline of English sea power in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries) that landed his army at Harfleur. He won his famous victory at Agincourt that year. In 1416 the French were in the Channel in force, attempting to reverse Henry’s successes. The English were dependent on mastering the sea and securing French ports. Places like Harfleur had to be held as bases for Henry’s war of conquest.


The French held the advantage in 1416. Their Genoese allies had eight carracks and a galley fleet commanded by Gioanni de’ Grimaldi. These ships raided the south coast of England and were active in the campaign to recover Harfleur by cutting off English supplies. In August Henry’s brother, the duke of Bedford, was in charge of a fleet of 300 ships, including Soper’s recently constructed Holighost.


Luck was with the English. The galleys withdrew when Grimaldi was killed attacking an English wine convoy. A Spanish squadron deserted when it saw the size of Bedford’s fleet. The French ships did not dare venture out of Honfleur. After a day of vicious fighting the smaller English ships had captured three carracks, driven one aground, sunk a German hulk and forced the rest of the Genoese ships to flee. It seems that the large carracks were caught in a falling tide, allowing the smaller English ships to harry them until they could be boarded. Overcoming a carrack was a serious challenge. At another time the earl of Warwick, captain of Calais, had led six ballingers with 1,500 men against a carrack with a crew of just sixty-two. The ballingers matched the carrack for speed, but every time they raised ladders to board they had been beaten off with missiles thrown from the massive ship.


But under Bedford the English had prevailed over carracks. The fight must have been desperate as English soldiers tried repeatedly to raise ladders and swarm on to the towering vessels. It was well worth the effort. These were highly valuable ships, and the addition of three genuine Mediterranean carracks was a great victory for the English.


In 1417 there were three squadrons at sea made up of Henry’s great ships and merchantmen. Between them they captured four carracks and several Castilian ships. In the following years the patrols were kept up and the navy supported Henry’s conquest of Normandy. At the same time the building programme continued. In 1417 the gigantic Jesus (1,000 tons) entered the king’s service. Now England was more than a match for the great navies of Europe. It was in complete control of the Channel. In 1418 Soper’s masterpiece, the Grace Dieu, was launched.




The remains of the greatest of Henry V’s great ships suggest that it was built in a hurry. It was certainly not made to look good: some of the planks and ribs are roughly finished. Most likely the deficiencies in the aesthetics of the ship were covered up with a lick of bright paint. It was a vast ship. In all 2,735 oak, 1,145 beech, fourteen ash and twelve elm trees were felled to build it. It carried over 250 men and had three cannon. The prow rose 50 feet above the waterline, providing a large and high platform for archers to rain death on smaller ships. It was 218 feet long and 50 feet wide, making it comparable in size to HMS Victory and twice the size of Mary Rose. Carracks were carvel-built, but the Grace Dieu retained the clinker technique. This ship was triple clinker – three planks were nailed together with long iron rivets to provide a thick, reinforced hull waterproofed with tar and moss sandwiched between the planks. The shipwrights and carpenters who worked on her between 1416 and 1418 were experimenting in ship design, taking a Genoese ship and applying northern principles to the construction. It must have been a work of trial and error, which explains the crudeness of its timbers.


Grace Dieu was celebrated in Europe as one of the greatest ships ever launched. The only problem with her was that by the time she was operational in 1420 the aims that had given birth to her were no longer relevant. England had control of the Channel and Castile was no longer in France’s service. The Treaty of Troyes of that year provided that Henry’s heirs should succeed Charles VI as king of France. Grace Dieu served as a useful reminder to foreign visitors that England possessed the technology and political will to claim sovereignty over the seas.


When Henry V died in 1422 his ships were treated as his private property rather than as part of a royal navy. Many were sold off to pay his debts. The four great ships were taken into the anchorage on the river Hamble. After a few years at anchor they were laid up in mud berths near the port of Bursledon. They were perhaps intended for a future use, but if so it was an optimistic or sentimental hope; they were rotting away. In 1430 William Soper, by now in charge of the administration of the entire navy, dined the commander of the Florentine merchant fleet on board Grace Dieu. The distinguished guest had never seen a larger, better constructed or more beautiful ship. High praise indeed from an Italian of the fifteenth century.


Not much of Henry V’s navy was left when in 1439 lightning struck Grace Dieu and everything above the waterline was burnt. William Soper had no ships left to look after when he retired three years later.


When he inherited the thrones of England and, shortly after, France,



Henry VI was an infant. His government was in financial difficulty and his council’s military strategy involved land operations in France supported by an alliance with Burgundy. By the 1430s the Burgundians had turned against England. In 1436 Philip le Bon of Burgundy raised a fleet of ducal ships and merchant vessels to take Calais; it was thwarted by storms at sea. The French won back their ports one by one. England’s military woes were compounded by the complete rundown of the navy. Land operations in France and diplomatic leverage over Burgundy were all but impossible without domination of the seas. Gascony was once more in a parlous situation, its supply route from England under threat. In 1449 France retook Rouen. In 1452 the unthinkable happened and France conquered Gascony. All that remained of the empire was Calais. England lost control of the Channel thanks to the greatest enemy of the navy: the indebtedness of the Crown.


Once again the Crown was reduced to licensing private interests to ‘keep the seas’. In 1436 thirty ships belonging to private interests in various English ports elected two admirals and formed a single fleet. Such a contracting scheme solved very little. It was expensive and there was a risk that these armed merchants would seek to profit from their commission and terrorize the seas. This was especially so since the Burgundians had closed their markets to English wool, putting a stop to legitimate trade. In 1442 the Crown was forced to hand over control of the seas to parliament. It had a grandiose scheme to keep a patrol of eight ships, attended by barges and ballingers, on the seas at all times between March and November. That was a sensible solution to what was the lowest point in English naval power, but it was too expensive to work, and the Crown once again issued licences to enthusiastic individuals.


Under Henry V piracy had been stamped out. Under his son it made a big comeback. One of the men who took part in ‘keeping the seas’ for the king was Robert Wenyngton, former mayor of Dartmouth. Traders like him had plenty of scores to settle in the near-permanent private wars that engulfed the shipping lanes. In 1449 he captured two ships from Brest returning home from Flanders. The Bretons raised a fleet, which included great ships and carried 3,000 men. Wenyngton prepared to meet this force, but instead he came across 130 hulks returning from the Bay of Bourgneuf laden with salt. Many of the ships belonged to the Hanse. Wenyngton demanded that the ships strike their colours in acknowledgement of England’s sovereignty of the sea. The Hanse admiral refused. Wenyngton ‘bade them strike [the sails] in the name of the King of England, and they bade me shit in the name of the King of



England.’3 So Wenyngton ordered his ships to attack.


The Hanse admiral was not concerned because the English had so few ships. But Wenyngton had the weather gage and he ordered his ships to ‘sail over’, or ram, the merchantmen. It was a crazy move, but it worked. Rather than risk a kamikaze attack, the salt fleet surrendered, probably trusting that someone with greater authority and a cooler head would release them. Wenyngton took the Hanseatic ships because, he said, they had fired at him first. The ships were escorted to the Isle of Wight and then taken up the Thames to London; so great was the quantity of salt that it was warehoused in every available space, including a royal palace.


Wenyngton had far exceeded his orders, but salt was a valuable commodity. Much of the Hanse’s wealth came from the trade in salt fish, and suddenly they lacked the preserving ingredient. The Hanse was unpopular with English traders. Citizens of the German cities had extensive trading rights and privileges in England, but they consistently refused to grant English merchants reciprocity in Germany and the Baltic. Wenyngton became something of a hero. The Hanse punished England by closing the sound of Denmark to its traders and committing acts of reprisal against its merchants. The king might have made the right noises of indignation, but members of the council profited from Wenyngton’s piracy.


So much for keeping the seas; so much for England’s sovereignty over them. Rather than policing the seas the English were the most rapacious seafarers and the greatest disrupters of trade. It was not just small-time pirates acting on their own initiative; it was also men in authority who had an interest in keeping the seas beyond the law.


In 1458 the earl of Warwick, acting in his capacity as captain of Calais, seized eighteen ships from the Hanse city of Lübeck when they did not salute the English flag.4 His command of the Narrow Seas reflected the breakdown in authority in England after the loss of empire and the descent of Henry VI into madness. Richard Neville, sixteenth earl of Warwick, was thirty in the year he attacked the Hanse ships. He was the richest landowner in England and he had a grievance against the Crown and the men who ruled in Henry’s name. They blocked his smooth inheritance to a vast conglomeration of lands. He supported Richard of York’s opposition to Henry’s government and in 1455, during York’s guardianship of England, he became captain of Calais.


When the Lancastrians reasserted their power they were eager to dislodge Warwick from his position of strength. They attempted to starve him out, but the people of Kent continued to send supplies. In 1457 the French raided Sandwich. This attack was aimed against Warwick, and he



put it about that Queen Margaret, Henry’s consort, had encouraged the French. The raid caused great indignation in England, and the Lancastrians were forced to pay Warwick to keep the seas. In 1458 he pillaged a Castilian fleet. A few weeks later he took the Hanse ships. The following year he made a successful and profitable attack on a fleet of Spanish and Genoese ships.


The Hanse could wait for its revenge. Warwick the Kingmaker helped Richard of York’s son dislodge Henry and become King Edward IV. In 1469 Warwick turned back to Henry VI and used his massive naval clout to restore the Lancastrians. But Edward IV was able to win over the many nations Warwick had offended in his madcap career of piracy. The Hanse helped restore Edward. Warwick was killed at the Battle of Barnet. It resumed its privileges and trading dominance in England. The Hanse was not an organisation one could slight with impunity.
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