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FOR CATHY





Introduction

For centuries, the Firth of Forth has been the maritime gateway into Scotland, a great bite in the North Sea Coast that invites trade and allows entry into the heart of the nation. There is a tremendous beauty here, while every island, neuk and cove shelters a wealth of history, stories and legend. As a North Sea trading area, the Forth has welcomed vessels from all across the globe, from the pragmatic galleys of Rome to cogs from France and fat-bellied Dutch busses, and from the blubber-smeared whaling ships of Leith, Bo'ness and Fife to the giant tankers that berth off Hound Point.

In the distant past, people termed the Forth as Scotswater or the Scottish Sea, and salt-stained ships from Fife passed over to Norway and the Netherlands. If it was an international highway, it was also part of the transport network of old Scotland, for muscular oarsmen propelled their ferries on half a score of routes, carrying queens and commoners, outlaws and clergy from one side of the Forth to the other. There were many holy men here, for Inchcolm was the East's answer to Iona, and the Forth was also on the direct pilgrim route to the shrines at St. Andrews. Not all the pilgrims and clergy were as holy as they might have been, for was it not a crew of monks who allegedly tipped Lord Mortimer into the Deep that bears his name? In time the construction of the great bridges relinquished the ferries to history and now trains, lorries and cars drive high above the blue firth.

Fishermen have long frequented this water. Fishing villages decorate the shores: Newhaven, Cockenzie; Dunbar, Anstruther, Pittenweem and Crail are only a few of the Forth-side communities that have sent generation after generation of men out to fish the deep waters, often with tragic results. The sea is not always a kind mistress.

Not all the visiting vessels were friendly. On many occasions, hostile ships entered the Forth: English intending piracy or conquest, Dutchmen looking to bombard Burntisland, American privateers searching for plunder and on one occasion a French invasion fleet that anchored off Crail. In the World Wars of the twentieth century, German submarines probed the Forth defences and men watched the waters for hostile periscopes and the sinister growl of enemy aircraft. Just as alarming for the early Forth mariners were the Royal Navy press gangs, who could legally kidnap a man so he could disappear over the horizon for years at a time. Of course, not all Forth seamen were innocent; one of the most famous fictional survival tales of all time, Robinson Crusoe, was based on the exploits of a Forth privateer. Not surprisingly, the Firth sent her seagoing sons all around the world and when possibly the greatest clipper tea race of the nineteenth century took place; both leading ships had a Fife connection.

Because of its history, character and atmosphere, the Firth of Forth has bred some of the finest seamen in the world. This book will open a window onto just a few of their stories, and speckle them with short histories of the islands that decorate the Firth.





Structure

In a book of this type, where geography and history combine with folklore and legend, the structure presented significant problems. A straightforward chronological history might have been a simpler option, but would have necessarily broken up the themes that are the essence of the story. My idea was to present a series of easily digestible articles, each of which illustrates one aspect, or one chapter of history, or one location, of the Firth of Forth.

With that criterion in mind, I decided on a simple structure that combined themes and rough chronology. Each chapter looks at one aspect of the Forth in the following order:

 

Chapter one: Fleets in the Forth, 15th and 16th century

Chapter two: the Outer Islands, history and geography

Chapter three: The Emigrant Fleets, the Darien Scheme, 17th century

Chapter four: The Real Robinson Crusoe, 17th century

Chapter five: Jacobites in the Forth, 18th century

Chapter six: The French Wars, 18th and 19th centuries

Chapter seven: The Greenlandmen, 18th and 19th centuries

Chapter eight: The Inner Islands, history and geography

Chapter nine: Fisherfolk, 19th century

Chapter ten: The Great Tea Race, 19th century

Chapter eleven: Magnificent Men in their Flying Machines, 19th and 20th century

Chapter twelve: Crossing the Pond, 19th century

Chapter thirteen: The German Wars, 20th century

Chapter fourteen: Crossing the Forth, 19th century

Chapter fifteen: The Bridges, 19th and 20th century

 

The material is anecdotal rather than academic, and the book is intended to entertain and perhaps introduce some of the fascinating events that occurred here, and the people who have called the Firth of Forth their home.

I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed the research and writing of it.







Chapter One: Fleets in the Forth

The fifteenth century saw the culmination of dramatic improvements in North European shipbuilding technology. For centuries, men had built clinker-fashion, with one plank overlapping the next, but now ships could be constructed with the hull planks meeting flush. The number of masts that vessels carried had also multiplied from one to three, with square sails on the foremast and mainmast, and a lateen sail on the mizzen. The new type of vessel thus created was known as a caravel or carvel; she was lighter in weight, and broader of beam than the previous clinker built craft, and she pointed her bowsprit toward a new, worldwide horizon.

Perhaps her high poop and clumsy forecastle would make her ungainly to modern eyes, but caravels were the cutting edge of maritime technology in their day. As far back as the thirteenth century, Portuguese fishing caravelas had pushed out into the broad Atlantic, but not until the middle of the fifteenth did the caravels of Iberia, equipped with the newly created compass, plough uncharted sea roads to find unknown peoples, novel cultures and distant continents. It was the carvel that first opened up the oceans to European navigators and nothing would ever be the same again.

Brightest in Iberia, light from this new nautical dawn filtered to the remotest coasts of Europe and eventually to Scotland. Blessed with a long seacoast, Scotland was a maritime nation seemingly without ambition; her sea masters followed established trade routes to Europe and her fishermen rarely left the stormy security of her own shores. After generations of trade with the Low Countries, the Scottish colony in Bruges had its own church in which the congregation erected an altar to St Ninian, Scotland's first saint, and supported a chaplain to say masses for the welfare of seamen's souls. In 1467 the parliament of James III established tolls on freight money to support this cause, with every ship with a cargo of more than one hundred tons paying the Scots chaplain at Bruges one sack of goods, while ships with less than one hundred tons parted with half a sack. Such seemed the extent of Scotland's nautical aspiration.

However Scotland is a land of surprises, and once her seamen learned of the carvels, they quickly adopted them. Scotland moved forward in maritime skills. In 1448 Alexander Wallace of Leith skippered a carvel to East Anglia and proved the worth of his ship when he captured a vessel from Hastings. In the 1450s Bishop Kennedy of St Andrews built Salvador, described as a 'ship the biggest that had been seen to sail upon the ocean'. Around 1455 an inventory of the port of Sluys numbered seventy-two ships, of which six were Scottish and the largest, at 500 tons, belonged to the Bishop of St Andrews. It is likely that this ship was Salvador; a forerunner of the shipbuilding skills that were to astonish the world.

But even bishops must bow to the gods of the ocean, and in 1474 a storm drove Salvador onto the shore of Northumberland. The locals, delighted with the sea's bounty, swarmed to the beach, full of the joys of pillage. If the Abbot of Inchcolm, passenger on board, expected his Holy Orders to protect him from the English habit of kidnap and ransom, he was disappointed, but other travellers and other vessels were equally at risk in that era of habitual piracy.

Two years later King Edward IV of England was apologising to King James III of Scots and offering restitution for Scottish losses to the frequent English raiders. Two of the known instances saw the English Lord Grey pirate the trading vessel of Sir John Colquhoun of Luss, while a ship belonging to the Duke of Gloucester had captured the king's own Yellow Carvel.

Aware of the problems faced by his seamen, James III ordered two galleys to counter English piracy. Despite the high price of £300 paid for these vessels, Scotland required more to prevent English peace-time raiding. The English appeared to relish the challenge for in the summer of 1481 they sailed to the Forth and pirated eight vessels. The Scots did not sit idly by, however, and gathered a fleet from Leith to remove this infestation on the firth. There are few surviving details, but the English appear to have been chased away after burning Blackness. Perhaps this raid was the final catalyst for a Scottish nautical revival, for Renaissance Scotland was about to produce a generation of seamen whose name rustle down the centuries like the mainsail of a carvel hoisted for a long ocean voyage.





Admiral of the Scottish Sea

There was William Todrig; Captain Merrimonth and Captain Brownhill; Andrew, John and Robert Barton; William Paterson and Andrew Wood. Between them, this band of Forth seamen carried the Saltire to high prominence from the Baltic to the Azores and for a few golden years, neither pirate nor English raider could safely dare the seas off Scotland. The most prominent, or the best remembered, of these men were the Barton family of Leith and Sir Andrew Wood of Kirkton of Largo in Fife. It was Scotland's first nautical golden age.

By the late fifteenth century, Leith was the Queen of the Scottish ports with Andrew Wood's Flower riding proudly among the shipping that clustered along the Shore where the Water of Leith meets the Forth. The Kirkgate was the principal thoroughfare, a street thronged with merchants and skippers, wrights and labourers, sailmakers, artisans and craftsmen. Wood based himself in this centre of Scottish nautical activity, in a house nearly opposite that of the Barton clan. Not a seagull's cry away was St Mary's Church, recently built and significantly containing an altar to St Barbara, the patron saint of gunners.

After their disputed raid of 1481, the following year saw another English fleet venturing to the Forth, with Lord Howard and Sir Thomas Fulford in command; this time the Scots were waiting. Great sails billowing, the carvels would push out from Leith, and there would be gunfire and choking smoke in the Forth, harsh cries of fighting men and the flash of sun on Leith axes. With naval gunnery in its infancy, warships still preferred to grapple and board, so the multi-pronged hooks would fasten onto taffrail and bulwark as war trumpets rallied the battling sailors. It is unfortunate that there are no details of the encounter but the raiders were sent home with some loss, and Andrew Wood was, at least partially, responsible.

Acknowledging the part that Wood had played, in March 1483 King James III granted him a feu charter of the lands and village of Lower Largo in Eastern Fife. There was more reason than mere generosity in this grant, for the king had stationed his best seaman at the entrance to his main trading area, with a clear outlook on the shipping and a vested interest in preventing piracy. Yet for all his new prestige, Wood had not been born to command; he had gone to sea as an apprentice, clambering through the hawsehole to rise to become master and owner of Flower. Soon Andrew Wood would also charter the royal vessel, Yellow Carvel, so recently captured by the English. Knighted by the king and perhaps still in his mid-twenties, Andrew Wood skippered Flower on voyages to the Low Countries, Scotland's longstanding trading partner. His reputation as a seaman continued to grow, and when rebellion flared a few years later, Wood was to prove one of the king's most loyal servants.

Although history has affixed a turbulent reputation on Scotland, the country was not unduly prone to major civil war. However, on this occasion, the lands north of Forth mainly supported the king while the central Lowlands and Borders opposed him. The rebels used the teenage Prince James as a figurehead to justify their attack on the Crown with Andrew Wood's ships between the two forces, controlling the Firth of Forth. When the rebellion ended in the king's defeat and murder at Sauchieburn, Wood was powerless to intervene as his ships could not alter the course of a land battle. Tradition claims, however, that the seamen of Flower took some wounded royalists aboard. Tradition also claims that after the battle Wood was taken to see the victorious, and very youthful, Prince James.

'Sir; have you my father?' The young prince is reported to have asked.

'Sir, I have not your father' Sir Andrew replied 'but would to God he were on my ship, I would keep him skaithless.' (Unharmed)

Perhaps the prince was impressed. Certainly, he lost no time in befriending the loyal mariner.

Quick to take advantage of the perceived weakness of a nation with a minor on the throne, an English squadron of five ships struck out for the Forth. It seemed that the bad old days had returned when defenceless merchant shipping ran before the concentrated firepower of the pirates. The experienced English raiders took a heavy toll until Sir Andrew Wood with Flower and Yellow Carvel sailed to counter them. Tradition states that the rival squadrons met off Dunbar, where today the gaunt red shell of the castle boasts a colony of squawking kittiwakes and the nearby nuclear power station sits in surprising harmony with the coast.

With the odds so unequal Wood had to fight hard, and it is possible to picture the battle scenes. Although Wood's vessels carried cannon, the balls were too light to inflict serious damage, so while swivel guns fired onto enemy decks, the crews gathered to close and board. There would be bloody action with grappling hooks, pikes and swords, crewmen roaring murder beneath the swaying masts while the Saltire and the Cross of St George hung limply in the yellow smoke. Again the vicious axe of Leith with its long staff and wicked hook would engage in bloody slaughter. Perhaps time has sepia-tinted these old battles, but the fighting was in deadly earnest, the pain of wounds as acute, and the blood as raw and red, as in any similar terrorist attack of today.

On land, crowds lined the coast to cheer what they could see of the battle. Blood sports were the norm at that period, and what higher sport than man against man with death or captivity to the loser and a ship-full of goods for the victor? Eventually, the Scots gained the upper hand, and brought all five English pirate ships into Leith, to the delight of the persevering folk of that sunny port.

The English, however, are renowned for their refusal to admit defeat and Henry VII allegedly offered huge rewards to anybody who could restore what he probably thought was the proper order of things. According to the story, Stephen Bull came forward to put the Scots back in their place. Bull was a Londoner, reputedly one of the most notable captains of his time and he handpicked the crews for his three powerful ships. He had crossbowmen for the fighting tops, pike men to combat the formidable Leith axes and mariners experienced in vicious affrays in the Narrow Seas. He also knew he would face Andrew Wood. The English captain was no pirate out for easy prey but a hard fighting seaman hoping to defeat an enemy of his king.

Arriving off the Forth when Andrew Wood was trading in Flanders, Bull took up position in the lee of the Isle of May, captured a local fishing boat and forced the crew aloft to look out for his enemy. When two ships rounded St Abbs Head, the fishermen confirmed that they were Wood's Yellow Carvel and Flower, no doubt adding their own opinion of the outcome of the impending conflict. It was then that Bull did something that may already have been a nautical tradition. He called together his officers and drank a toast. The Scottish historian Pitscottie, who wrote colourfully and perhaps not always accurately, put this action more picturesquely, stating that Bull 'gart peirse the wyne and drank a toast with all his skippers and captains…' before clearing his ships for action.

Wood might have been surprised when an Englishman ambushed him in Scottish waters, but as a fighting seaman, he was probably used to such encounters. No doubt he had the cannon quickly manned, but crossbows, fireballs and pots of blinding quicklime were more suited to fifteenth- century sea warfare. With these weapons in the fighting tops and boarding pikes and two handed swords waiting on deck, Wood's crew prepared for action. The men would be tense as the rival ships closed, weather battered sails pushing them over the sea, gulls screaming astern and the wind a constant howl through the rigging. Perhaps somebody prayed, fingering his rosary beads, maybe a man cursed; an officer would snap orders to bring his vessel closer to the wind while the savage cliffs of May Island and the hills of Fife loomed on the starboard bow.

At this period seamen had not yet experienced the joys of West Indian rum so that wine was the standard nautical tipple. In an action strikingly and perhaps suspiciously similar to his opponent, Sir Andrew Wood 'caussit to fill the wyne and everie man drank to wther' (caused to fill the wine and every man drank to another). Then the crews ran to their stations, ready to face this enemy who was so much like themselves. As the sun rose, the rival squadrons squared up, weather-battered ships rising and swaying on the blue chops of the firth. The Scots had the advantage of the easterly wind, but their cannons were outranged so when the more powerful English guns opened fire they could not retaliate. With shot screaming over his ship and raising tall columns of water nearby, Wood put on all sail to close with the enemy. His men would have to endure a length of time under fire before they could utilise the hand-held weapons they knew so well.

Two ships against three, all manned with veterans who were eager to fight while overhead flapped the serene blue and white Saltire and the bold red cross of St George. Grappling hooks flickered, thumped onto English oak, onto Scottish decks and yelling seamen clashed with sword and boarding pike. Crossbow bolts hummed, quicklime showered agonisingly, but the English were picked fighting men, and they far outnumbered the Scots. The battle continued all that day, ceased out of exhaustion at night and restarted in the pale of dawn as trumpets blared to rally the battered crews.

With the ships locked together by grappling hooks and the fighting so intense that the seamen failed to notice spectators crowding the coast, the ships drifted north into the Firth of Tay where the sandbanks proved a natural defence. The English vessels, with their deeper draught, ran aground and were unable to manoeuvre as Wood's crewmen attacked. Stuck in the sand as the tide ebbed, the English surrendered. The Scots towed all three of their vessels into Dundee, and Sir Andrew Wood handed Bull to James IV, who chivalrously sent him home to England. After all, there was official peace between the two realms.

Next year, 1491, the king allowed Wood to build a castle on his lands at Largo, and from here he kept watch over the Forth. Although Stephen Bull had been speedily repatriated, his crewmen were less fortunate. Wood employed them in hacking out a canal that stretched from the Kirkton of Largo to his castle and only when the work was complete were the men returned home. It is still possible to trace the indentation on the ground.

That sea battle was perhaps the high point of Wood's career, but he was to sail again on the king's business, as well as on his own. In 1495 he was in Hebridean waters with Flower as King James took a fleet to daunt the proud chiefs of the west. Nine years later he was back when the king bombarded the fortress of Cairn Na Burgh in the Treshnish islands during the rebellion of Donald Dubh and visited his surprisingly loyal subject MacIain of Ardnamurchan. But in 1506 it was William Brownhill who accompanied the Earl of Huntly to the western seas, and the Barton family did not recruit Wood in their private feud with the maritime might of Portugal. Nor did Wood take part in the campaign in the Baltic to aid King Hans of Denmark, while it was Andrew Barton who cleared the North Sea of Dutch pirates.

Despite this apparent neglect, when the king built the great Michael at Newhaven, Andrew Wood was in overall charge of the construction. Michael was a huge ship with a hull strong enough to withstand shot from heavy cannon. With Wood in command, great things might have been achieved, but when she sailed from the Forth, Wood was not even aboard. Social status, it seemed, had superseded both sense and experience. However Sir Andrew Wood lived to a well-earned retirement. On his devout journeys from his castle at Largo to the local church, eight members of his old crew rowed his barge along the canal his prisoners had dug. Rather than the perverse waves of the North Sea, it was the fertile countryside of Fife that witnessed Wood's last voyages, but even in old age, Andrew Wood had both character and style.





The greatest ship afloat

Although many Scottish kings were more of a curse than a blessing to the nation their presence supposedly graced, there was the odd monarch who shone like a diamond in a Lothian coalfield. Malcolm II was one such, a warrior king who defeated both English and Norseman to secure his kingdom. Robert I was another, and James IV could have been a third, although Clan Donald may disagree.

King James IV had an inauspicious start to his reign when he backed a rebellion against his father and a bitter end when he led a powerful army to foolish defeat at Flodden. In between he raised Scotland to a nation far more important than her size should allow, enhanced cultural activities and created a tradition of shipbuilding that would come to real fruition more than three centuries in the future.

King James IV was a maritime minded king. In June 1492 and in March 1504 his parliaments passed Acts that advocated coastal burghs to build twenty-ton fishing vessels. These boats were to carry 'all nettin and uther necessar graith convenient for the taking of greit fische and small' (all netting and other necessary gear convenient for the taking of great fish and small). Nor did the king neglect the crews, for 'stark iddle men' were to 'pass with the said schippe for thair wages.' Although the principal reason may have been to create employment for these idle men, James may well have had an ulterior motive, for fishing bred a reserve of seamen that the king could tap in times of war and James was as much a captain as a king.

In this as in so much, King James showed foresight, for more than two centuries later, Arctic whaling was also partly conceived to build up a pool of experienced seamen.

From this small beginning, the king moved on to shipbuilding. James intended his first newly-built vessel to be used in the west, for in 1493 the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles had been forfeited, much to the disgust of the Hebridean. That same year, as the king sailed to the Isles, Tarbert Castle was repaired and a new royal castle built at Campbeltown. Six Leith shipbuilders travelled west to supervise local men building a new galley at Dumbarton, a port that also repaired the royal ship, Christopher. However, neither Dumbarton nor Leith had the facilities to build the great ship that James hoped to build. For a ship of the size James envisaged, the shipwrights would need deeper water. Casting around for a suitable spot, James paid royal gold to the monks of Holyrood Abbey for land west of Leith, and perhaps in the monk's honour named the area 'Our Lady's Port of Grace'. James had a pier and dockyard built, erected a small village and filled it with imported workmen from half the nations of maritime Europe. While the educated referred to this busy, graceful port as Novus Portus de Leith, the locals, more prosaic called it the Newhaven. Blunt speaking was always the way around the Forth, so Newhaven it has remained.

What grew at Newhaven was a phenomenon, a masterpiece of the shipbuilders' art. She was named Michael, after the patron saint of seamen, but she has gone down in history as Great Michael, arguably the most famous ship to come out of early modern Scotland and a foretaste of the wonders to come. She was at least four years in the building, traditionally used all the woods and forests of Fife except the royal hunting preserve of Falkland and when finished must have dwarfed the cluster of huts and houses that grew in her shadow. One thousand tons weight and about one hundred and sixty feet from stem to stern, her ten- foot thick hull was impervious to cannon fire; legend says that James proved this by firing a cannon at her, to see the iron shot rebound harmlessly. Formidable in defence, she appeared less impressive in attack with only sixteen small cannon on each broadside, two in the stern and one pointing forward. Her three hundred strong crew also had personal armament; culverins, double dogs and crossbows. There were four gunners for each of her deck guns plus a complement of soldiers; fully manned, Michael would be an extremely crowded ship.

It was totally in character for King James to haunt Newhaven. He joined the shipwrights at their work, listened to a storyteller, befriended the ubiquitous children and joined the local fishermen when they rowed to the oyster beds of the Forth. On the day of Michael's launch, James had supper on board, with lamplight reflecting on the Forth and the music of a Highland harper accompanying the sound of seabirds and the hush of the waves. Sea trials proved that Michael was cumbersome, and her deep draught meant she was apt to run aground, a constant danger at a time when men had not yet created accurate charts.

But she was a symbol of a proud nation and floated off Inchkeith with the royal standard fluttering proud and shields of the nobility lining her gunwales. Perhaps too, she was a symbol of the chivalric dreams of the young king, for James spoke of sailing her to lead a crusade against the Turks in the Holy Land. There is something sad in the romantic hopes of James, proud king of a small country, who lived with the dreams of a past age while thrusting forward into the Renaissance. It is quintessentially Scottish, this blending of past and future, this King who grasped at something magnificent while mingling happily with the lowest of his people, but the romantic dream of Michael was most unlike the pragmatic character of the Forth.

It is perhaps not surprising that Michael was not to achieve the deeds the king had hoped of her. Launched in 1511, she only had two years to grace the Forth before the nearly inevitable English war began. It was not unexpected, and the fault did not lie entirely with the impetuous James. France became embroiled with an English war and the romantic, brave and honourable Scottish king could not do less than support his ally. On land the unruly Borderers were repulsed from Berwick; at sea, the Frenchman De la Motte captured seven English ships: the war had begun.

Leith was Scotland's maritime centre and the home of the fighting Barton clan. It was only a couple of years since Andrew Barton had waged a successful war with Portugal, the nautical super power of the time, but now he was dead, killed by English cannon after he practised piracy on a nation who were acknowledged experts at the trade. Others of his family put to sea. John Barton sailed from France with war supplies while Robert Barton brought captured English ships into Leith, where they sulked beside the Shore in sullen defeat. Robert was himself no maritime novice, having already served as a Scottish naval commander in the expedition to aid King Hans of Denmark against Sweden.

Meanwhile, the French proposed that they should borrow the painstakingly built Scottish navy for fifty thousand francs. Not surprisingly, Michael was their particular target. James, however, was not inclined to give away his ships. Instead, he whistled up the Earl of Arran and placed him in command of the fleet. It was customary to have a high-ranking noble in command of naval and military expeditions, and Arran was an experienced commander who had led the fleet to the Hebrides in 1504. James accompanied them as far as the Isle of May before sending them out of the Forth. Not southward, to support the army that was advancing across Tweed, but north about, heading for Ireland and possibly France. Scottish history might have been very different had James sailed with his fleet rather than leading his army.

Although it seems strange to reach France by sailing in the opposite direction, there was logic in this movement. While the Scottish fleet was perhaps eleven ships strong, the English had twenty-four vessels, manned by mariners every bit as experienced and warlike as the Scots. If Arran had tried to reach France by the direct route, he would have to fight all the way. Instead, the fleet rounded Scotland, threaded through the Pentland Firth and down the Hebridean Sea to attack Carrickfergus in Antrim. Rather than a piratical stroke for plunder, this was a blow at England's domination of Ireland and another example of James' loyalty to his allies; his fleet was supporting Hugh Roe O'Donnell of Tyrconnel who had also requested Scottish help.

With the smoking wreck of Carrickfergus left astern Arran led the fleet up the Clyde to land the loot. After some time spent among the fleshpots of Ayr, the fleet set sail again, to encounter autumnal gales that tested the seamanship of the crews and the seaworthiness of the ships. Michael, deeper of draught than the others, ran aground.

King Louis had expected the Scottish fleet to arrive in late August. The lone escort he had arranged, Petit Louis, endured a fortnight of storms before she returned to port. The Scots finally sailed into a French port at the end of September. By then the war had been lost. Romantic and far too impetuous, King James lay dead amidst the bloody shambles of Flodden. Already the French and English were negotiating peace as English raiding parties turned the Scottish Borders into a smoking charnel house.

It was November before the fleet returned to the Forth, but they left Michael and two other vessels behind. In April 1514 an Act of the Lords of Council reported her as being sold for 40,000 francs, and after that, she seems to have disappeared from history. Legend has her engaged in sea battles, or sinking as a burning wreck, or simply rotting away in Brest. Michael never fulfilled her potential, but in her way, she was a harbinger of the future. In time Scotland would produce many of the finest ships in the world, and certainly, Michael had been great as she swung at her anchor in the lee of Inchkeith with heraldic shields lining her gunwales and the rampant lion roaring from aloft. But other great ships were not so welcome in the Forth.





The Spanish are coming

It must the most famous failed invasion in western history, and perhaps with due cause. After all, the antagonists were extremely unequal. On one side was Spain, the most powerful country in Europe, a nation that controlled much of the continent and the bulk of the Americas, a nation whose galleons dominated the known seas of the world. On the other side was England, a little state that occupied slightly over half an off-shore island, with no colonies and a chequered history of aggression against her even smaller neighbours. Spain was Catholic, England was Protestant, and for years their vessels had clashed at sea.

So Spain launched her famed Armada to crush the English. They named it the felicissima or invencible, most fortunate or invincible, and the Duke of Medina Sidonia led it out there were around one hundred and thirty ships dedicated to defeating England. The Renaissance world had never witnessed such a display of maritime power; the sight alone should have been enough to cow any smaller nation.
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