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On a previous occasion the activities of squadrons raised 
on the East and North-East coasts under the first two Tudors, 
and more especially during the reign of Henry VlII, were 
discussed.1 In this sequel it is proposed to deal with the 
vessels themselves, and the organization which got, dr at 
least endeavoured to get, them to sea.

Newcastle merchantmen taken up by the crown!, for fight 
ing service after 1509 were usually those said to be the 
“ prettiest” or “ tallest” the port could provide. These 
were not terms of poetic rapture, but described qualities con
sidered desirable in potential men-of-war. A vessel was 
“ pretty ” in the sense that she was well-found and lively, and



“ ta ll” in that, like a warship, she was high-charged, with 
built-up fore and after castles2—vantage points controlling 
the low-lying waist, and from which, in the prevailing con
ditions of close fighting, an enemy could be raked with 
anything from arrows to Greek fire.3

In detail we know remarkably little of the appearance of 
such craft, despite an apparent plethora of sources, but for
tunately there has survived, in the Oyer and Terminer records 
of the High Court of Admiralty, a graphic and professional 
description of an East Anglian pirate or privateer of the late 
1540’s which had once belonged to Cuthbert Blunt of New
castle.4 She was, says a seaman under examination before 
the court, “ a prety black boate of a bowte xxx tonnes or 
more by his estimacyon, hauyng a Toppe,3 a Gallyon noose 
very letyll,6 a rownde Sterne with letyll Bayles7 coveryd 
Withe tarryd Canvas, and a new foremast aiid nettid before 
and afte all coveryd over with new tarryd Canvas8 beyng a 
very proper snugg boate, With vi peces ordynaunce uppon a 
syde . . .’. Unfortunately there is nothing more in the same 
vein, and other features of local craft remain obscure, though 
doubtless East-Coast sea-going ships had the customary three 
masts carrying four or five sails—a square foresail, foretop-
; 2 See Plate XX.' 3 Many contemporary representations of Early Tudor warships make them look even more unseaworthy than they undoubtedly were, by exaggerating the height of their castles. This may be the result of poor draughtsmanship, or "perhaps it is something more subtle—an attempt to impress the spectator with the might and majesty of Henrician sea-power. But Thomas Pettyt’s drawings of Calais Harbour (1545), from which Plate XX is reproduced, show much more realistic vessels, which sit well down in the water and look thoroughly practical. The castles in merchantmen were less prominent: an aftercastle perhaps one or two decks high, but a comparatively insignificant forecastle., 4 PRO, HCA 1/34, fol.* 20lv... 5 A platform round the head of the lower mast. It was used by look-outs, and in action by archers or bowmen. It also mounted some light guns. A tdp is clearly shown on the mainmast of the ship in Plate XXI.. . 6 /.e. with a small beak-head low down like a galleon’s at the bow.
- ?  Bulwarks.

8 Netting made of small ropes, and stretched where a modem vessel would .have . stanchions, was used to prevent boarding. In this case it was also apparently supporting a canvas screen which would act as a spray-dodger and, more important, keep the crew out of sight as the ship closed for action, so enabling her to surprise her prey—she was after all a privateer.
< \ i



sail (the latter omitted in the smallest vessels), mainsail and 
maintopsail, and a lateen mizzen—together with a bowsprit, 
below which there was set a square spritsail. Thus we hear, 
for instance, that in 1523 the William of York lost her bow
sprit, foresail and spritsail in an action with the French 
ship, Griffin.9 The remarkable thing is that this rig was 
a comparatively recent innovation. Until about 1400 all 
merchantmen in northern European waters—which included 
some sizeable vessels—were single-masted, and even as late 
as 1451 the Marie of Newcastle had still apparently just the 
one mast—it got broken, either by design or accident, and so 
she escaped impressment.10 Yet by the 1530’s the new, 
and for the time fairly complex, sail-plan, only introduced 
circa 1450, had spread to quite minute craft—indicating 
a far higher state of development in the pre-Elizabethan 
merchantman than is often assumed. Details of this rig, 
which was much simpler than the technicalities of nautical 
jargon might suggest, can be seen in Plate XXI, where a small 
merchant-ship,11 manned by a convivial crew, is shown 
running before the wind with her mizzen and spritsail furled, 
and with canvas set only on her fore and main masts.

Size is more difficult. By their owners’ estimation, and 
by official reckoning, most of the Tyneside craft that saw 
active service during the reign^of Henry VIII were between 
70 and 160 tons.12 But these figures need to be treated with 
a certain amount of caution. Exact measurement was not 
one of the strong points of an age still happily familiar with 
giants and fairies, and a vessel’s tonnage—which meant her 
carrying capacity—was held to be simply something , to be 
settled by observation during the early years of her career: 
“ no owner nor master of a ship . . . being newly mad* ' .”f 
it was deposed in an Admiralty case, “ can warrant the same 
for her burden”.13 Hence, in the absence of any accepted
. 9 A A 4 , xxxviii, 84.

10 C alen dar o f P aten t R o lls , 1446-52, 411.
1 1 'Not, unfortunately, from Newcastle.
12  See below, Appendix.
13 PRO, HCA 13/4, fol. 284v.



formulae, such as we now have, for calculating tonnage, there 
were frequently discrepancies—often 20 tons or more— 
between a vessel’s actual and alleged lifting power. Further
more the size of a ship was peculiarly prone to rise or fall 
according to whether her owner was being threatened with 
ton n age dues, or whether he was hoping to extract from the 
crown some allowance based on capacity. Thus Lewis 
Sotheran’s celebrated Elizabeth, which can be traced between 
1512 and 1514, is variously described as 120 or 130 ton, and 
her later namesake, that served with Bryan’s squadron, as 
140 or 160 ton.14 Nevertheless it is safe to assume that most 
of the local vessels with which we are concerned were of 
approximately 100 tons burthen. By modern standards they 
were, of course, minute15—perhaps roughly equivalent to 
North Sea drifters. But for the period, though small in com
parison with Henry’s ostentatious and expensive warships, 
they were of a good average for merchantmen—indeed the 
Elizabeth at 160 ton was said (1544) to be “ over chargeable 
for Calice (Calais) haven by reason of her great burden ”.18

Another obscure matter is the origin of many of these 
vessels, since notwithstanding the periodic efforts of publicists 
and statesmen to discover the volume and distribution of the 
country’s tonnage, there was nothing comparable to a register 
of shipping until 1572. Some Newcastle craft were doubtless 
locally built, for Tyne shipbuilding has a history reaching 
back to at least the reign of Edward I. So in 1544 we hear 
of a vessel “ now in making” on the river, together with 
three more “ in making and reparation”.17 Others were 
purchased, or acquired by less reputable means, either else
where on the Coast, or further afield—the Mary Grace, for 
instance, was formerly the Bark of Sandwich, whilst in the

14 L P , I (i), no. 1661 (iv); I (ii), no. 2686; XVIII (i), no. 59; XIX (i), no. 140 (vi); The H am ilton  Papers, ed. J. Bain (2 vols. Edinburgh, 1890-2), I,
no. 206.

15 The argument is not affected by radical changes in methods of measure
ment since the sixteenth century. We should still credit most Early-Tudor craft 
with roughly the same tonnage as their owners did.

™ LP, XIX (i), no. 107.
17 LP, XIX, loc. cit.



1520’s a local merchant, William Brigham, bought a ship in 
Scotland, for which he then apparently failed to pay, and a 
decade later another Tynesider, William Carr, was said to 
have in his possession the Mary, of Yarmouth, which her 
owner, William Woodhouse, had previously lost to “ wild 
Scots ” off the Shetlands.18 In passing it should be noticed 
that such frequent migrations of tonnage, either through the 
hazards of war, or by normal commercial processes—and the 
examples cited could easily be multiplied—explain how 
knowledge of technical developments in, for example, rig 
and construction, spread more rapidly than is commonly 
assumed by historians. But this is a matter which cannot be 
pursued here, and for the moment'it must suffice to note 
that whatever their Origin the majority of Newcastle 
merchantmen were clearly well-built and well-found; the 
Elizabeth was able to survive heavy punishment in 1513,19 
and working lives of 20 years or more were by no mean 
uncommon.20

With ownership we are on firmer ground. As elsewhere 
this was generally limited to the whole or partial control of 
one or two vessels, since the risks of heavier investment were, 
as a rule, too great in an age when the perils of the deep were 
so plain and legion, and marine insurance comparatively 
undeveloped. Hence, in 1544, we find some 39 local ships in 
the hands of almost as many (28) owners.21 And so too, as in 
most of maritime Europe, shareholding rather than outright 
possession was fairly common: in the 1520’s Ralph Duxford 
and his wife were partners in the Matthew,22 20 years later 
Sir Francis Leek (or Leake) and Alexander Holmes of 
Ipswich were joint owners of a Tynemouth privateer;23 and

18 LP , XVIII (i), no. 75; Hamilton Papers, I, no. 287; LP, IV (ii), no. 3613 ; 
AA4, xxxviii, 95n.

19 AAA, xxxviii, 79, 81.
20 This was not peculiar to Newcastle, cf. Oppenheim, 110; R. Davis, 

41 Earnings of Capital in the English Shipping Industry, 1670-1730 ” , Journal 
of Economic History, XVII (1957), 411.

21 See below, Appendix.
22PRO, HCA, 13/2, fols. 251v-2. The exact date is uncertain.
23HCA 13/5, Examination 19 July 1547.



in 1559 a valuation of the goods and chattels, of that great 
and powerful oligarch, Henry Anderson,, showed that at his 
death he held three quarters of the Michael,.three quarters 
of the Anthony, half the John, “  two parts ” of the Andrew, 
one third of the Barbara, half the Christopher, and half a 
lighter, besides some smaller craft.24 But in Early-Tudor 
Newcastle the shareholder was perhaps a less familiar figure 
than in most English seaports—or at least according to' a 
return of 1544 which allocates each vessel.to a single owner.25 
We cannot, of course, accept this schedule at its face value, 
and it is possible that it reflects nothing more significant than 
a clerk’s desire to shorten the day’s labours by recording only 
principal partners. On the other hand, however, there can 
be little doubt that sole ownership,26 or something approach
ing it, was widespread in a port, which, as we know from 
other sources, was at this date the most important and 
flourishing shipowning centre on the East Coast.27

As in other industries the nature of ownership was an 
agglomeration of anticipations and survivals, ranging from 
capitalism, in the Marxian sense of the word, as exemplified 
by the fleets of merchants like Henry Anderson, to truly 
feudal expressions of aristocratic power, such as the private 
navies of the Howards and other magnates. In Newcastle, as 
elsewhere in Europe—and particularly in the coastal trades, 
where the practice was to last for centuries28—one of the 
commonest forms was for a master to own either the whole, 
or some part, of his command. Thus the Elizabeth, which

24 Wills and Inventories Illustrative of the History etc. of the Northern 
Counties of England, ed. J. Raine (Surtees Soc. 1835), I, 167-8.

?5 Summarized below, Appendix.
26 It will be noticed that Henry Anderson was a sole owner in 1544 and a 

part owner in 1559—though most of his ships had changed since 1544. This 
does not invalidate the conclusion reached above. It seems very likely that the 
disorders on the Coast at the end of the reign of Henry VIII had induced even 
so wealthy a man as Anderson to lessen the risks to his capital by spreading 
his investment.

27 London excluded. See my paper “ English Merchant Shipping at the 
End of the Middle Ages ” , Economic History Review, 2nd ser., Vol. XIII 
(1961), 327-41, especially 338.

28 See, for instance, any of the autobiographical writings -of the late Lord 
Runciman.



so distinguished herself at Brest in 1513, was owned and 
commanded by her former master, Lewis .Sotheran,29 and 
in 1544 perhaps something like a third of the city’s ship
owners were either seamen or ex-seamen.30 But the most 
important figure, as was almost universally the case, was the 
merchant who had an interest in shipping—the convenience 
is obvious—and who, with traditional acquisitive zeal often 
came to dispose of a substantial portion of the tonnage 
belonging to a port. So of Sherburn and Coo’s squadron in 
1523 the Jesus (160t) and the Matthew (lOOt) both belonged 
to Edward Baxter, and the Mary Katherine (70t) to Thomas 
Harbottle.31 Again, of the ships at sea in th e .1540’s- the 
Elizabeth (140/ 160t) and the Robert (80t) were owned by 
the ubiquitous James Lawson, the Anthony (90/ lOOt) and 
Michael (80t) by the equally wealthy and powerful Henry 
Anderson, the James (lOOt)—presumably identical with the 
John of the same size—by Robert Brandling; and the Trinity 
(120t) by yet another civic grandee, John Sanderson,32 
whilst in 1544 nearly half Newcastle’s tonnage (43 per cent 
at least) was in the hands of six men—Lawsons, Brandlings, 
Andersons and Bewicks—who dominated the city and much 
of its growing coal trade.33

n.
The hiring or impressment of a vessel for fighting service 

generally brought alterations in her manning and armament, 
and perhaps also in her structure. Changes in the latter, it is 
true, rarely seem to have been of a radical nature, since there 
were no fundamental differences between merchantmen and

29 See below, 193-4.
30 See below, Appendix.
31 LP, III (ii), no. 3493; IV (i), no. 281; AA4, xxxviii, 83.
32 LP, XVIII (i), nos. 59, 434, 765; XX (i), no. 321; XX (ii), no. 27 (2). 

Some details of the careers of these merchants can be found in vol. II of 
Welford’s History of Newcastle and Gateshead.

33 See below, Appendix, Figures for Newcastle’s total tonnage in 1544 are 
in my paper “ English Merchant Shipping ” .



warships, but occasionally there was need for some minor 
modification to facilitate the carriage of larger complements 
and greater quantities of stores and equipment. Thus 
shortly before the Elizabeth left the Thames with Howard’s 
squadron in March 1513,34 her master was allowed 12/8d. 
for “ bords and naylls for the makyng of byskett Romys and 
bolke heds within the same schipp ”.35 The work, to judge 
from the materials and charges, was nothing elaborate, and 
probably of only a temporary nature, but there is an interest
ing implication—if it be assumed that some of the “ bolke 
heds ” were to be used to partition off cabins—that hold and 
’tweendeck space was for the most part normally undivided. 
It would also appear that ship’s biscuit, destined to ruin the 
teeth and digestions of generations of long-suffering seamen, 
was already sufficiently well-established as a staple item of 
nautical diet as to merit a special, and presumably official, 
form of stowage.

But more important, there was usually some increase in 
the armament of craft destined to relieve or reinforce the 
Fleet.36 It should, however, be noticed that even in times of 
comparative peace, and when not in royal pay, trading vessels 
were frequently well armed, and that like so much else the 
merchantman powerful enough to fight off a man-of-war was 
not an invention of the Elizabethans.37 A letter from 
Ralph Sadler to Thomas Cromwell, written in 1537, des
cribing conditions in the North in the closing phases of the 
Pilgrimage of Grace, relates how he found the gate towers 
of Newcastle defended by “ gret peces of ordenaunces, 
which wold scowre every way a myle, or 2, and more. All 
which ordenaunce they told me, that every merchaunte, 
for his parte, brought out of their shippes”.38 Doubtless

34 AA4, xxxviii, 77.
35 PRO, E 36/vol. 12, 25.
36 Most merchantmen were usually armed, if only with a few bows and 

arrows, even in peacetime.
37 But cf. G. S. Laird Clowes, Sailing Sh ips (Science Museum Collection, 

HMSO, 1932), Part I, 60.
38 S ta te  P apers D u ring the R eign  of H en ry  V III (Record Commission), 

I, 532.



the excellence of these weapons, like the sterling qualities 
of their owners, lost nothing in the telling, but Sadler was a 
knowledgeable man, and in the technical jargon of the time 
“ great ” was only applied to the heaviest pieces of artillery.39 
With such an arsenal under their control—like the classic 
bourgeois of Marxist orthodoxy—little wonder the city 
fathers could guard their heritage, subdue the lower orders 
when “ disposed to sedicion and rebellyon ” , and if need be 
send out fighting ships which must often have been more 
heavily armed than many Elizabethan privateers.40 Indeed 
the results were at times impressive. When ready to join Sir 
Francis Bryan’s squadron in January 1543 Lawson’s Eliza
beth was said to mount “ xxxvi shott in a syde, whereof vi 
brasen peces, two at poupe and two uppon every borde ” .41 
From this it would seem that she had been converted to a 
fairly formidable vessel, mounting the remarkably high total 
of 72 guns. From their numbers alone it is evident that many 
of these must have been quite small, probably serpentines— 
light quick-firers42 apparently intended to pepper an enemy’s 
topsides and prevent her working her big guns—which earlier 
in the century had figured so largely in the royal ships. But 
the “ brasen peces ” and some others were presumably some
thing heavier, and in professional eyes she was “ well orde- 
naunced ”. The evidence for the • James on the same 
occasion is more specific. She was said to have “ foure good 
port peces and a fawcon of brasse, vi dowble serpentynes 
uppon wheles, iii single serpentynes and one dozen hake- 
bushes”. Her armament—sizeable though not particularly 
heavy—thus falls into the normal contemporary pattern of 
“ short” guns (heavy-shotted weapons like the port-piece), 
which, in the expressive phrase, “ shook ” an opponent, and

39 L. G. Carr Laughton, “ Early Tudor Ship-Guns ” , Mariners Mirror, 
XLVI (I960), 242-285, especially 259.

40 English Privateering Voyages to the West Indies, 1588-95, ed. K. R. 
Andrews, Hakluyt Soc. 2nd ser. CXI (1959), 17, ‘gives some comparative 
material.

41 Hamilton Papers, I, no. 287.
42 Relatively speaking.



“ long ” guns (falcons, serpentines, etc.) whose shot, even if 
light, “ pierced ” him. Early naval ordnance is a difficult 
and obscure subject, but it is known that the port-piece,43 
which first appears towards the beginning of Henry’s reign, 
was a breech-loader of anything from 5J to 12 inches in 
calibre—at the latter size it ranked amongst the “ greatest ” 
of guns—firing a stone ball which in the less ambitious 
weapons may have weighed roughly .15 lb. The wheeled 
serpentine,44 likewise a breech-loader, could also be a piece 
of some size, weighing at least 10 cwt. and throwing a 6 lb. 
lead or 4 lb. iron shot, but the serpentine itself was much 
smaller, perhaps, like the falcon, only about 2^ cwt. in 
weight, and firing a 1^ lb. lead shot. The harquebus,45 an 
o ld : weapon modified in the early years of Henry’s reign, 
was smaller again, with even the larger pieces merely using 
lead “ pellets ” of something like \  lb. each.

It must not, of course, be assumed that either the 
Elizabeth or the James mustered the fire-power of a large 
man-of-war in full commission.46 Nevertheless it is particu
larly worthy of note that at a time of great experiment and 
development in naval ordnance an area usually regarded as 
one of the remotest in the kingdom could provide some of 
its ships with, substantial and balanced armaments,47 includ
ing weapons which, if not perhaps of the very latest, were at 
least of comparatively recent design. Thus the Elizabeth 
was carrying six brass guns. These, we may take it, were

43 Probably so called since they were mounted in ports on the orlop {i.e. 
the lower deck according to contemporaries).

44 If this is what we really have here. The double serpentine of c. 1515 
was perhaps more usually an iron gun weighing at least 5 cwt. and firing a 3 lb. 
shot, but it was never apparently fitted with wheels. The wheeled serpentine, 
however, should be a brass gun. •

45 Also a breech-loader, and known in some form as early as 1485.
46 For details of the size and weight of the armaments of contemporary 

English warships, and for a discussion of the weapons mentioned above, see 
Carr Laughton, “ Early Tudor Ship-Guns ” , and Laird Clowes, Sailing Ships. 
The weights of the pieces given above are those known for the early part of 
Henry’s reign from the researches of Carr Laughton. It is possible that some 
guns Had increased in weight and size by the 1540’s.

^  I.e. having, as was the tendency of the period, a good percentage of 
heavy pieces.



muzzle-loaders, cast in one piece and then bored—a type 
which, during the latter part of Henry’s reign, was replacing 
the much feebler “ built-up ” breech-loading weapons made 
from wrought-iron bars.48 True we have no mention of the 
“ very perfect” artillery of the 1540’s—cannons, sakers etc. 
—but these may merely be lost in the generic “ brasen peces ” . 
Again, though the James, like many royal ships of this tran
sitional period, mounted some old-fashioned ordnance— 
serpentines for instance—the rest of her complement was 
quite respectable. The port-piece was a cast weapon,49 
introduced about 1515 and developed, it would seem, to 
replace the old “ built-up” stone gun, whilst the smaller 
harquebus may also have been “ new devised” at roughly 
the same date.

But not all the armament for hired or impressed 
merchantmen was raised privately.- Some came from either 
the arsenals of Newcastle and Berwick, or even from London 
—in which case, in view of other and more powerful claims, 
it was, like Petruchio’s sword, not always the best available. 
Thus in 1543 the Trinity Sanderson and Mary Grace 
were to be furnished with guns from Berwick, whilst others 
of Bryan’s squadron were to have bows, arrows, bills and 
pikes from the keepers of the “ kinges ordenaunce” in 
Newcastle.50

The mention of these venerable weapons is indeed a 
reminder that with guns for the most part severely limited in 
range and power—effective range at sea in the early sixteenth 
century was perhaps something like 100 yards—naval war 
was still, as in the Middle Ages, essentially a matter of close 
fighting and boarding, with archers sweeping an enemy’s 
decks from the tops and rigging,51 and boarders repelled at

48 The bars were welded together longitudinally so as to form a tube, which 
was further strengthened by having a large number of thick iron hoops 
shrunk over it.

49 Apparently of iron. The older falcon and wheeled serpentine were also 
cast guns, though of brass.

50 LP, XVII, no. 946 ; Hamilton Papers, I,: no. 287; LP, XVIII (i), no. 88.
51 Archers were still used at sea in Drake’s time.



the push of the pike by infantrymen.52 Hence in 1512, when 
three Newcastle ships were fitting out, the “ Maire and the 
Comonialte” spent the considerable sum of £35 on 200 
sheaves of arrows and 150 bows, and a further £15 on 200 
spears and morris pikes, and in 1543 four of Bryan’s vessels 
were issued with 100 bows, 100 sheaves of arrows, 80 bills 
and 60 morris pikes between them.53

in.

Ships commissioned for royal service, particularly during 
the early years of Henry’s reign, were usually, though not 
invariably, taken out of the hands of their owners and put 
under the command of captains54 appointed by the crown. 
These were frequently gentlemen from the royal entourage 
with varying degrees of military, diplomatic and administra
tive experience, many of whom' became in effect pro
fessional naval officers, almost continually employed in the 
Service either ashore or afloat. A number, perhaps the 
ablest—or simply the best connected—rose to command 
flotillas and fleets, and all moved indiscriminately, and 
without any apparent loss of status, between royal and hired 
vessels.55

Thus of those who served in, or with, craft from New
castle William Cook, who commanded the Jesus in Sir H enry. 
Sherburn’s squadron in 1523, was probably from the house
hold of Katherine of Aragon, and had been in the royal ships 
Sweepstake and Swallow in 1512-14.56 Sherburn himself was

52 Cf. AA4, xxxviii, 79. Complements, or perhaps fighting men alone, 
were also issued with protective “ jackets” . 200 of these cost £20 in 1512 
(PRO E 101/62/23).

53 E 101/62/23 ; Hamilton Papers, I, no. 287.
54 At this date a captain was not necessarily a seaman. He had a general 

control over his ship, but she was sailed by a professional master. But captains 
—even aristocratic ones—who were seamen were not unknown.

55 Cf. Oppenheim, 64, 77-8.
56 LP, I (ii), nos. 1852, 2686; LP, I, nos. 3591, 4377; see also AA4; xxxviii,



of the king’s household—a “ spear of honour ” well endowed 
with sinecures, and of sufficient standing to be found playing 
“ shoffulborde ” in the Queen’s chamber in 1 5 1 9 . 57 He was 
at sea in the Great Bark in 1 5 1 2 ,  held a number of naval 
commands in 1 5 1 3 - 1 4 ,  and was eventually killed in action 
in 1 5 2 3 . 58 John Cary, Vice-Admiral in the North in 1 5 4 2 ,  

was another gentleman of the household with nautical 
experience, commanding the Katherine Galley as early as 
1 5 2 2 ,  and later appearing as a captain under Vice-Admiral 
Sir Rice Maunsell.59 His successor, Sir Francis Bryan— 
of somewhat unsavoury reputation—was a major figure of 
Henrician politics, and a man whose many talents and widely 
varied employments foreshadow in detail the familiar accom
plishments of the Elizabethan courtier. Poet, scholar, soldier 
and diplomat, he was a gentleman of the Privy Chamber, 
Master of the Toils, and Chief Butler of England. He was 
in the Margaret Bonavehture in 1 5 1 3 ,  and again at sea ten 
years later, whilst in 1 5 4 3 ,  “ experienced in sea matters ”, he 
was one of Henry’s ambassadors to the emperor Charles V at 
a time when a “ great enterprise ” against the French herring 
fishery was under discussion.60

But not all commanders were courtiers, even before the 
later years of Henry’s reign when demand exceeded supply 
to the extent that “ serving m en” (i.e. household retainers) 
and “ yeomen” were given ships, and some of the ablest 
captains and admirals—the real forerunners of Drake, usually 
forgotten in discussions of the evolution of the sea-officer— 
were merchants or shipowners (or both) who spent much of 
their lives in arduous and often distinguished naval service. 
The energetic and successful Christopher Coo, for instance,

57 L P, II (ii), p. 1460; L P , III (i), p. 51; III (ii), no. 2297 (16).
58 At which time it should be noticed his son was commanding the 

Katherine of Newcastle. For the career of Sherbum himself see LP , I, no. 
3591 ; I (ii), nos. 2686, 2842, 2946; Spont, 203-4 ; AA4, xxxviii, 83-4.

™ LP, III (ii), no. 2296; XVII, no. 895; XVIII (i), no. 701; AA4, xxxviii,
85.

60 LP* I, no. 3980; II (ii), p. 1480; III (ii), nos. 3237, 3281 ; XVIII (i), 
no. 19; XVIII (ii), nos. 253, 305 ; Dictionary of National Biography, sub 
nomine.



who succeeded Sherbum in 1523, was apparently an East 
Anglian owner and merchant with court and city connections, 
who had served previous commissions (1513-22) in the John 
Baptist, the Charity, the Lizard and, the Margaret Bona- 
venture. In. later life, when clearly a man of wealth and 
standing, he was employed by Wolsey in some commercial 
matter, and in 1526 “ Cristofer Coo esquyer and oon.of the 
Kynges Capteynes late of the narrow see ” was regarded by 
the Company of the Merchant Adventurers of England as 
one whose goodwill was well worth having.61

Another East. Anglian of similar character was William 
Woodhouse,62 who replaced Bryan in 1543 with his flag in 
the Trinity of Newcastle. His initial interests appear to have 
been in shipowning, if he may be identified, as seems highly 
probable, with that William Woodhouse who, together with 
his ship, was captured by “ wild Scots” in the early 1530’s.63 
How and why he transferred to the royal service are un
known, but as a sailor he displayed a dash and zest for hard 
fighting worthy of the great days of the Elizabethan Navy; 
When in Sweepstake on the East Coast in 1543 he cut away 
his boat—with seven men in her—for the “ more spedye 
folowing in the chace ”, and we hear of him in “ earnest suit ” 
of his prey. He was commander of the projected attack on 
the French herring fisheries in the same year, and in 1544 
again had charge of a flotilla operating against the Scots. 
Greater distinctions were to come: he was.Clinton’s Vice- 
Admiral in the northern war of 1547, and in 1552 .he suc
ceeded another old Henrician sailor, Sir Thomas Clere, as 
Lieutenant of the Admiralty.64

61 L P , I, no. 3980; I (ii), no. 2686; II (i), nos. 6 8 , 287; III (i), no. 575; III (ii), nos. 2480, 2486; IV (ii), nos. 3543, 3744; HCA 13/3, fols. 107v-110v; 
A c ts  o f  C o u rt o f  the M ercers’ C om pan y, 1453-1527, ed. L. Lyell and F. D.
Watney (Cambridge, 1936), 721-2. v

62 Described in 1543 as “ gentleman ” ,
63 Above, 183. At the time of her capture Woodhouse was owner of 

half the ship! His partner subsequently gave him the other half and left him 
to try to recover her..

64 Hamilton Papers, I, no. 456; LP, XVIII (ii), nos. 63, 70, 348; XIX (i), 
no. 432; Oppenheim, 85, 104.



O n occasions a  shipow ner w ith  seagoing experience m ight 
sail as cap ta in  of one of his ow n vessels. T he  po in t is w o rth  
em phasizing since it has recently  been argued  th a t u n d er the  
E arly  T udors, as in the M iddle A ges, it w as particu la rly  
difficult fo r professional seam en to “ acqu ire experience in  
w ar-leadership ” .65 Y et from  N ew castle we have Lew is 
S otheran— “ good. Lewes ”— w ho com m anded the E liza b e th  
(his ow n ship) from  1512-14, an d  greatly distinguished h im 
self a t B rest.68 ..The details of his b iog raphy  are w orth  
exam ining a t som e length since they th row  a valuab le ligh t 
in  th a t relatively  obscure class w hich ow ned and  con tro lled  
m erchan tm en  a t the end of the M iddle Ages. A p paren tly  of 
T yneside yeom an stock— the nam e w as com m on locally— he 
was p robab ly  appren ticed  as a  m ariner in N ew castle, and  in  
1489, w hen perhaps in  his m id-thirties, appears in com m and 
of the M a ry  H arden .*7 Betw een 1489 and  1507 h e  m ade 
a  num ber of trips to the  L ow  C ountries and  N o rthern  F ran ce  
as m aster o f various local ships— the M a ry  H a rd en , the  
Jam es, the T r in ity  and  the  E liza b e th — w hilst a t  the sam e 
tim e, as was qu ite  com m on, he was him self trad ing  in  w ool, 
hides an d  w ine, bo th  in  his ow n com m ands and in  o ther 
vessels. H e becam e a  freem an of the N ew castle B oothm en in  
the 1490’s— agreeing w ith them , as he p u t it in  1515, “ fo r 
occupying the c raft of selling corn ”— an d  by  1510 he w as of 
sufficient stand ing  to jo in  the select com pany th a t supplied  
the  m onastery  of D u rh am  w ith w ine.68 His period of nav al 
service coincided w ith, and  was perhaps financially con
ducive to , the clim ax of his fortunes. H e h ad  p rob ab ly

65 Michael Lewis, The History of the British Navy (London, 1957), 48-9.
66 AA4, xxxviii, 77-82.
67 Such details of his career as we have come from depositions in a cause 

celebre of 1515 published in F. W. Dendy, “ The Struggle between the Merchant 
and Craft Guilds in Newcastle in 1515 ” (AA3, vii (1911), 77-101). In these 
Sotheran’s age is given on one occasion as 62 and in another as 50 in 1515. 
He describes himself as a freeman of the Mariners Company, and tells how 
he fined with the Boothmen (98-9). He can be found in command of various 
local ships in Exch. K. R. Customs Accounts for Newcastle, passim.

68 Ft in ii doliis et i pipa vini Rubei emptis de Lodowico Sotheron (Dean 
and Chapter of Durham muniments, Bursar’s Account 1510-11), and in the 
account for 1514-15 we find him supplying Spanish iron.



acqu ired  th e  E liza b e th  by  1512, an d  the T rin ity  by  1513—  
both, fo rm er com m ands in  w hich he  m ay have already  h ad  
shares. H e to o k  an  appren tice— T hom as B oland— in 1513, 
a n d  by  this tim e he was clearly  able to  leave his affairs in  
com peten t han ds, fo r the value of his foreign trade  m ade an  
im pressive leap  w hilst he  was w ith  the F leet, reaching som e
th in g  like £60 in  1512-13, as com pared  w ith  a  m ere £15 in  
.1499-1500.69

Som e fu rther details of officering m ay be briefly m en
tioned . C om plem ents w ere in general greatly  increased for 
a  royal com m ission. T hus a surgeon was carried  in  the  
E liza b e th  in  1514— perhaps a  doub tfu l asset given the  
m ethods of sixteenth-century m edicine— an d  ano th er in the 
M a tth e w  in  1523, in  b o th  cases, it m ay be noticed, som e 
m on ths afte r the ships h ad  been involved in heavy fighting.70 
A n d  again  paym ents to  the E liza b e th  in  1513 show th a t she 
h a d  o n  b o ard  a  rem arkab le  w eight of w hat m ight loosely be  
te rm ed  officers an d  petty  officers; a  cap ta in , a  m aster, a  
m aste r’s m ate , four qu arte r m asters, tw o quarter m aster’s 
m ates, a  bosun , a  b o sun’s m ate, a  stew ard, a cook, a purser, 
a  carpen ter, a  m aster gunner and  a gunner’s m ate. O nly  a  
cooper, a  stew ard’s m ate an d  a chaplain— a suggestive com 
b in a tio n — are  in fac t lack ing to bring  her up  to  the strength 
soon to  be found in large E nglish m erchantm en sailing on  
ex tended  voyages of trade  o r discovery.71

Sim ilarly , on  a no rm al com m ercial ru n  an  E ast-C oast 
ship  o f  betw een 80 an d  100 ton  m ight em ploy, as was indeed

69 Sotheran was associated with the Trinity from about 1500, and she 
appears to have come into his hands early in 1513 when her name changes 
to Trinity Lewes, and Sotheran becomes her principal freighter (PRO, E 
122/109/1). He is first described as owner of the Elizabeth in naval accounts 
for 1514 (JLP, I (ii), no. 2923), but it is very likely that he was already in 
possession of her when she entered service in 1512. The progression from 
master to owner was common at the time. For Sotheran’s apprentice see 
Extracts from the Records of the Merchant Adventurers of Newcastle-upon- 
Tyne, ed. F. W. Dendy (Surtees Soc. 1899), II, 186. For his commercial 
activity see PRO, E 122/108/4 and 109/1 passim.

70 LP, I (ii), no*. 3501; IV (i), no. 281.
71 PRO, E 101/61/12, fols. 4v-5; E 315/315, fol. 9, and cf. J. A. Williamson, 

Maritime Enterprise, 1485-1558 (Oxford, 1913), 363-4. Quarter master’s mates 
are not mentioned as usual in Williamson, loc. cit.



quite general, as few as 10 o r .12 han d s .72 B ut w ith  naval 
service there cam e the liberal m ann ing  standards of privateers 
and  men-of-war. T hus in 1512, w hilst w orking as a  vic
tualler, the E liza b e th  (120/ 130t) carried  only 40 seam en—  
including, presum ably, officers— b u t w hen she w as ra ted , a  
fighting ship her to ta l com plem ent w as never less th an  100, 
an d  on one occasion it rose to 74 m ariners, six gunners, a  
“ cap ta in ’s re tin u e ” of 50 {i.e. soldiers), a m aster an d  a  
cap ta in .73 If  we assum e th a t the num ber of her officers an d  
petty  officers rem ained  constan t a t 17 during  this com m ission, 
this m eans th a t she had  on board  the astonishing figure of 
anything from  83 to 115 ratings {i.e. seam en and  soldiers). 
O ther evidence is less rew arding, b u t we know  th a t in 1512 
the T rin ity  (90t) w as carry ing 84 m en, eight boys an d  fou r 
gunners, w hilst in  Jan u a ry  1543 the E liza b e th  (140 /1 60t) 
was to  be m ann ed  by 50 seam en and  carpenters, 40 soldiers 
an d  20 gunners, and  the Jam es  (lOOt), A n th o n y , (90 /1  OOt) 
an d  John E v a n g e lis t  (90/ lOOt), by  30 seam en an d  carpenters, 
20 soldiers and  10 gunners each74— little w onder th a t.w ith  
such com plem ents and  their pa raph ern a lia  and  stores 
Crowded in to  such ships, cruises were so lim ited in  ran g e  an d  
.duration, an d  th e  ra te  of sickness so appalling ly  high. I t  
w ould be tedious to extend this list fu rther, b u t a t least it 
m ay be observed th a t in arm ed  m erchantm en , as in  w arships, 
gunners cam e to  occupy a m ore p rom inent position  du ring  
the course of H enry’s reign, reflecting som ething of the 
changing charac ter of w ar a t sea— thus th e  difference betw een 
the E liza b e th  of 1513 w ith six, and  her nam esake o f 1543 
w ith 20, and  betw een the Jam es, A n th o n y  and  J o h n ■ E v a n - 
g e lis t w ith 10 each in 1543, and  the T rin ity  w ith  only fo u r in 
1512.75

Crews w ere usually  provided from  such seam en as w ere 
locally availab le a t the p lace of h iring  or im pressm ent, and

72 PRO, HCA 13/3 fols. 107v-110v.
72 PRO, E 101/62/15; E 315/315, fol. 9; LP, I (u), no. 3148 (ii). '
« E  10 1/ 6 2 /2 3 LP, XVIII (i), no,. 59. ..
75 Cf. Oppenheim, 54-5. ' ' '



th e re  is som e evidence th a t, as m ight be expected, m en w ere 
n o t invariab ly  w illing to  serve. A  curious en try  in th e  N ew 
castle  T rin ity  H ouse accounts of “ expenses in  the cham ber 
w hen the  m arin er w as prest to  go in the E liza b e th  ” seems to  
ind icate  som e difficulties of an  in trigu ing n a tu re .76 B ut 
there  w ere a lte rna tive  sources; W oodhouse’s instructions of 
1543, fo r instance, em pow ered him  to  take hands from  enem y 
ships to  be used “ as drudges ” in  his ow n;77 and  w hen there 
was a  shortage of m ariners landsm en appear to  have been 
pressed to  supply the deficiency. T his m ust, indeed, have 
been  a  fairly  frequen t occurrence in  tim es o f heavy dem and, 
w hen n o t only w ere there local craft to  be m anned, b u t the 
needs of the F lee t to be m et as well— we know , for exam ple, 
th a t in  151.4 th e  com plem ent of the royal ship, L iz a r d , was 
m ade u p  of an  assortm ent of contingents from  (am ongst o ther 
places) B eaum aris, P lym outh , H ull an d  T yn em o u th .78 T he 
use of w h a t m ight be described as unskilled lab ou r w as no t 
perhaps so disadvantageous as m ight a t first appear, since in 
general crews w ere apparen tly  required  n o t only to w ork 
th e ir  ships, b u t also to  assist in fighting th em .79 This a t least 
w ould  seem to  be the inference to  be draw n  from  the ra tio  
of a rm am en ts to  m en carried— so from  N ew castle in  1543 the  
E liza b e th  h ad  only 20 gunners fo r 72 pieces of o rdnance, 
an d  th e  J a m es  10 fo r 26 .80 A n  able-bodied m an, therefore, 
w ould  clearly  be som ething of an  asset to  a com m ander 
qu ite  irrespective of w hether or n o t he had  ever been to  sea 
before.

B u t the m ain  b ru n t of any fighting was— or, m ore 
accurate ly , should  have been— borne, as h ad  been th e  case 
fo r centuries, b y  the  body of troops em barked in each arm ed 
sh ip .81 T h e  recru itm en t of these, variously  described in

76 Welford, Newcastle and Gateshead, II, 212. For evidence of local 
manning see LP, XIX (i), no. 107; XX (i), no. 321.

77 LP, XVIII (i), no. 225; AA4 , xxxviii, 89-90.
78 LP, I (ii), no. 3137 (16).
79 Cf. LP, XX (i), no. 321; Oppenheim, 56-7.
80 Above, 187, 195.
81 Cf. above, 195. Soldiers were also carried at times in vessels not m 

royal service.



m usters as “ soldiers'” o r “ the cap ta in ’s re tin u e ” is, like so 
m uch else, som ew hat obscure. Som e, possibly even the 
m ajo rity82— though this w ould need fu rther investigation—  
w ere raised  as bands of inden tured  retainers, jiist as for 
m ilitary  service, under a system  of g rea t an tiquity . T he  
cap ta in  w ould enter in to  a form al agreem ent (the indenture) 
w ith those willing o r— a different m atter— persuaded to  serve, 
and  th en  petition  th e  L ord  C hancellor o r K eeper of th e  Privy 
Seal fo r letters of pro tection  in the ir favour.88 T hus w hen a  
com m ander jo ined his ship he was accom panied by a  ready- 
form ed fighting force w hich frequently  h a d  n o  te rrito ria l 
connection  w ith the vessel in w hich it was to serve. T his w as 
equally true  of o ther ways of supplying troops. T he  retinues 
of great m agnates, such as the H ow ards for exam ple, w ould  
spread in to  ships w ith w hich th e  fam ily had  otherw ise no  
association, w hilst vessels in  com m ission m ight be  b ro u g h t up  
to strength by drafting  in to  them  such com panies as w ere 
availab le  in the a rea  in w hich they were operating. T hus it 
seems th a t in 1513 the E liza b e th  of N ew castle was to  have 
been reinforced by  a contingent of D evon m en, an d  in 1543 
the W arden of the M arches proposed  to  furnish th e  royal 
ships in  the N o rth  w ith archers d raw n from  the garrison of 
H oly Island .84

IV.

' F inally  som e points o f naval adm in istra tion  are w orth  
brief notice. A t the opening of H enry’s reign the  m ethods 
an d  m achinery for the h iring  o r im pressm ent of vessels w ere 
essentially— in as far as it is safe to  generalize on the lim ited 
evidence under review— those of the M iddle Ages. L etters 
“ p lackardes ” (i.e. docum ents under seal) w ould  be issued to

82 This is probably truer of the earlier part of Henry’s reign than the 1540’s.
83 LP  IV (i), no. 293, and cf. L P  III (ii), no. 2807 (21).. • • •
**A A 4 , xxxviii, 81; LP, XVIII (i), no. 88. . 1 .



individuals em pow ering them  to take  ships— presum ably of 
a  specified tonnage an d  w ith in  a  given area . These com 
m issioners w ould th en  negotiate  w ith , fo r instance, local 
au thorities, an d  the ir labours m ight resu lt, as a t N ew castle 
in  1513, in  indentures betw een the royal and  civic officials 
on  the one hand , and  shipow ners an d  shipm asters on  the 
Other, stating  th e  financial arrangem ents for fitting out, and  
giving a rendezvous fo r the craft tak en  up :85 B ut it is an  
in teresting  reflection on the na tu re  o f T u d o r governm ent-— 
an d  hence perhaps som e of the persistent po pu lar legends of 
th e  b o n h o m ie  of bluff king H al— th a t by  the 1540’s the w hole 
p roced ure  h ad  in  general becom e m uch  m ore flexible and  
inform al; w ith orders frequently  given in  personal letters— in 
“ state  papers ” th a t is— addressed to either the com m unities 
concerned , o r to  im p ortan t royal officers serving in  the a rea .88 
So, for exam ple, in  F eb ru ary  1545, the Privy C ouncil w rote 
to the  E arl of Shrew sbury, the k ing’s L ieu tenan t in the N orth , 
in fo rm ing  him  th a t the citizens of H ull had  “ set f o r th ” six 
ships a t th e ir  ow n cost, an d  directing him  “ to  travail earnestly 
th a t those of N ew castell m ay do the sem b lab le” .87 B u t as 
difficulties an d  dem ands increased in the la tte r p a r t of H enry’s 
reign , an d  no tw ithstand ing  th e  presence on the B order of 
m en o f the  calibre of H ertfo rd  or Shrew sbury, there was 
often  m uch  “ earnest w riting ” an d  “ furn ish ing ” before any
th ing  was accom plished, and  th e  N ew castle city fathers, after 
consulta tions w ith  “ ow ners and  m asters ” and  “ the m ost 
honest inhab itan ts ” w ere a t tim es quite capable of refusing 
even th e  m ost pressing royal dem ands.88

T h e  suprem e governm ent of the N avy was, of course, in  
th e  hands of th e  K ing and  his. C ouncil, and  w here, as w ith 
H enry  V I I I ,  th e  sovereign h ad  a  real in terest in  the sea, and  
his adm in istra to rs— if this is an  adequate  w ord— w ere as

85 LP, I (ii), no. 1982, i, ii. (This refers to transports.)
86 Or their deputies. For the change from the formal document under seal 

to the personal letter, see G. R. Elton, The Tudor Revolution in Government 
(Cambridge, 1953), 276, 298.

87 LP, XX (i), no. 243.
88 C/. AA4, xxxviii, 95-7.



indefatigable as W olsey, their concern  could  extend to m inute  
detail. A  list of royal and  h ired  shipping, for instance, of 
1512, in w hich th e  E liza b e th  of N ew castle appears as a 
victualler to  the L ess  C arrick , shows correction  in  the k ing s 
ow n h an d , and  a  sim ilar docum ent of the follow ing year, in  
w hich the E liza b e th  is a ttached  to  the K a th e rin e  F o rta 
leza , has been  closely checked by W olsey, w ho has 
a ltered  the nam es of the cap tains an d  allocated  all the 
gunners.89

O perations a t sea w ere han d led  in sim ilar fashion, and  
were indeed conducted  in an  atm osphere of stifling super
vision— a situation  com m only (and wrongly) assum ed to  be 
peculiar to an  age in  w hich wireless has pu t shore-based 
A dmiralties in  easy contact w ith their fleets. As already  
noticed V ice-A dm irals w ere appo in ted  to squadrons in the 
N o rth  Sea on a  num ber of occasions.90 T he powers enjoyed 
by these officers are  no t alw ays easy to define, though they 
w ere clearly lim ited. T ru e  they exercised a general, and  no t 
alw ays popu lar, au tho rity  over their ships— in O ctober 1542 
C ary  was obliged to  order “ all his m en to  eat and d rin k  b u t 
only tw o tim es in  the day, w hich h a th  no t been accustom ed 
to  m a rin e rs” 91— an d  they h ad  som e responsibility fo r, and  
con tro l over, the paym ent and  victualling of their flotillas. 
T hey w ere also apparen tly  answ erable for the p rop er 
handling  of prizes, and  there is som e evidence th a t afte r con
sultation  w ith their captains they m ight advise the crow n on  
suitable courses of action w ith in their theatres. B u t— and  
as w ith  every o ther aspect o f H enry’s reign— there  was never 
any do ub t as to the fullness an d  suprem acy of the royal 
au tho rity , and  a com m ander a t sea was left w ith rem arkab ly  
little scope for initiative. T hus his fighting instructions, 
w hich w ere fairly  com prehensive— indicating  his duties and  
his station , and  including perhaps som e strategic and tactical 
directions— w ere supplem ented a t frequen t in tervals by  a

88 LP, I, nos. 3591, 3977.
80 AA 4, xxxviii, 83, 85, 87, 89.
81 LP, XVII, no. 946.



deluge o f deta iled  orders despatched th rough a variety  of 
channels ranging from  the captains o f individual vessels to  
such m agnates as the W arden  of the M arches or the K ing’s 
L ieu tenan t in the N o rth .92 A n d  to ensure com pliance 
A dm ira ls w ere required  to rep o rt con tinually— or, in the 
m ore pleasing language of the tim e, to “ advertyse the kinges 
m a je s tie ” 93— and  fleets were kep t under th e  closest observa
tion , even to  the extent of the Privy Council ordering a  search 
to  be m ade “ along the coast ” on  one occasion to see w here 
a  squ ad ron  h a d  got to 94— all of w hich was quite p rac tic 
able, of course, in  the days before blue-w ater navies, w hen 
a lm ost all operations to ok  p lace w ith in a few. m iles of the 
shore.

v.

In  a  p o rt w hich ow ned a t the m ost som ething like 50 sea
going ships th e  hiring  or im pressm ent fo r w ar service of as 
few  as six or so in a  year— as was com m only the case in  
N ew castle betw een 1509 and  1547— entailed a d isrup tion  of 
com m erce fa r  m ore serious th an  these quite m odest figures 
a lo ne  w ould  suggest.95 Vessels taken up  were usually , an d  
na tu ra lly , the largest and  the m ost pow erful available. F o r  
these shippers m ight well have difficulty in finding  adeq uate  
substitu tes. N o t all o ther locally registered craft— if such a  
term  m ay be used in  this loose anachronistic  w ay— w orked 
consistently  from  their hom e po rt, and  of those th a t did som e 
w ould  b e  aw ay, or refitting, o r under repair,96 w hilst foreign 
bo ttom s w ere deb arred  from  certa in  trades by nav igation

92 LP, I, no. 4682 (i); XVII, nos. 851, 1083; XVIII (i), nos. 19, 108, 127;
Hamilton Papers, I, no, 288,

93 Cf . Hamilton Papers, I, no. 287.
94 LP, XVII, no. 899.
95 The total number of ships owned in Newcastle seems to have moved from 

about 30 in 1500 to about 60 in 1550. Details are in my paper “ English 
Merchant Shipping ” , and see also below, Appendix.

96 In February 1544 of 11 ships in Newcastle One was building and three 
others " in making and reparation ” {LP, XIX (i), no. 107).



laws. T hen  again, to  satisfy the dem ands of m en-of-w ar an d  
arm ed m erchantm en crews w ere tak en  in  such num bers, an d  
detained in rem ote places fo r such unpredic tab le  periods, as 
to leave sufficient lab ou r to m an only a few of the rem ain ing  
ships.

■ B u t despite these and  other hazards— delays, arrests, 
losses— w ar was never unm itigated disaster. M any sh ip
ow ners were m erchants, and  as such found lucrative op po r
tunities to victual arm ies and  fleets— and  like as n o t the  
enem y as well a t tim es97— or to supply  equ ipm ent or tim ely 
assistance to hard-pressed com m anders. So in 1513 W illiam  
B righam  was am ongst those w ho furn ished S urrey’s troops 
in the N o rth  w ith grain. A lm ost tw enty years la ter we find 
“ B ranlyng of N ew cas tle”98 providing large quantities of 
coal for Calais an d  Guisnes— w ith allegations of non-delivery 
oh one occasion w hen there is reference to  an  advance of 
£200, w hilst in 1544 H enry  A nderson was pa id  som e £28 odd  
“ for m oney laid  ou t in  helping the K ing’s ship S w e p s ta k e ,  
and  in m aking bridges and  slings for the K ing’s horses 
A n d  then again if the rates of ship h ire were no t particu larly  
a ttrac tive100 there was alw ays the chance of prize, o r a t least 
of som e pleasing bargain  in th a t brisk T yneside m ark et in 
the hauls of p irates and  privateers. T hus there  is m ention in  
1548 of an  E ast A nglian  “ adventurer ” w ho knew  the N orth- 
E ast well from  his m ore reputab le  days as a skipper in  the  
coal trade, who “ ha the  cum m en m any tym es to N ew  C astell 
w ith dyvers pryses ” , an d  there disposed of som e of th e ir 
cargoes— grain , m eal, saltfish and  salm on ,101 w hilst on  a  
grander scale it is know n th a t C hristopher Coo, for exam ple,

97 Cf. LP, III (ii), no. 3173.
98 Robert Brandling, surely, and not Henry, as indexed in LP.
99 LP, XVI, nos.-286, 918; XVII, no. 1188; XIX (i), no. 476 (2). For the 

grounding of the Sweepstake see AAA, xxxviii, 92.
100 Between 1513 and 1524 the rate was one shilling per ton per month. '
101 PRO, HCA 1/34, fols. 164v-6. It was apparently common for seamen 

who turned to piracy or privateering to dispose of their prizes in areas where 
they were already known through ordinary commercial contacts—South-coast 
fishermen, for instance, who in the ordinary course of events often worked in 
the North Sea, used the Yorkshire coast to sell off the spoils of “ venturing ” 
when war brought wider opportunities.



to ok  goods a n d  shipping valued a t over £1,200 in  tw o years, 
an d  accord ing  to  the K ing him self even greater sum s were 
easy to  com e by .102 B ut qu ite ap a rt from  this im pressive 
a rray  o f w indfalls it m ight be suggested th a t till a t least the 
la te  1540’s shipow ning, despite the a tten d an t risks, was a 
m ore a ttrac tive  field of investm ent for N ew castle cap ita l than  
the  coal of D u rh am  and  N orthum berland .

Som e w ider im plications rem ain. A gainst th e  back 
g rou nd  o f E u ro p ean  naval and  m aritim e activity in  the  
greatest age of discovery the cam paigns of th e  E arly  T udors, 
an d  especially those in no rthern  w aters in  w hich N ew castle 
shipp ing so largely figured, can  easily be overlooked. T ru e  
the op erations w ith  w hich we have been concerned w ere a  far 
cry from  w ar a t sea as it was to  be understood  in  the nex t 
th ree  centuries, b u t they w ere by no m eans w ithout signifi
cance. I t  canno t, of course, be  claim ed th a t they w ere in  
any  sense decisive, though  in  the general con tex t of H enry 
V I I I ’s Scottish policy this was scarcely to  be  expected. I t  is, 
m oreover, im possible to assess, in the absence of adequate  
evidence, the  effects on  Scotland of a b lockade w hich th rough 
stress o f w eather and  indifferent intelligence was never m ore 
th an  in term itten t. I t  can  scarcely have im posed any wide
spread  hard sh ip  on a prim itive and  largely self-supporting 
society, b u t on  the o ther han d , and  for the sam e reasons, even 
iso lated  cap tures of arm s and  shipping m ust have affected the 
prosperity  of Scottish m erchants and  the effectiveness of 
S tu art arm ies. N o r should o ther indications o f the value of 
sea-pow er be  forgotten; th a t on  tw o occasions a t least im por
tan t reinforcem ents w ere deflected from  the E as t C oast, and  
th a t in  1544 H ertfo rd ’s troops w ere able to  lan d  a t will in  
the  F o r th .103

F u rth e rm o re  there are clear indications th a t from  roughly 
th e  beg inning o f the reign of H enry  V I II  som e E nglish com 
m anders h a d  a  b road er view of strategy th an  th a t pre
occu pation  w ith the tran sp o rt and  supply of arm ies, o r the

LP, IV (i), no. 83; XIX (ii), no. 560.
103 AAA, xxxviii, 84, 92.



in terception  o f enem ies already  a t sea w ith  w hich th e  period  
is usually  credited , an d  th a t there was a  grow ing app rec ia tion  
th a t the N avy  h a d  a m ore continuous purpose th an  m ere 
a ttack  or defence in  fleets.104 Squadrons— on m any  occa
sions form ed largely o r w holly from  hired  or im pressed 
m erchantm en— were em ployed in duties ranging from  the  
bom bardm ent o f hostile ports to com m erce raid ing  an d  
blockade, and  con trary  to  com m on assum ption, w ere qu ite  
capable  of keeping the seas th ro ug hou t th e  w in ter.105 In 
sufficient vessels an d  inadequate  com m unications often  des
troyed com paratively  unam bitious p lans, an d  com m anders 
afloat w ere harassed by m inute supervision and  cripp led  by  
prim itive arrangem ents for supply. Y et even so m en such as 
Coo an d  W oodhouse were surprisingly successful,106 an d  
their actions, like those of Sir E dw ard  H ow ard  a t B rest, w ere 
m ark ed  by  a boldness an d  zest fo r h a rd  fighting w hich an tic i
pa te  the great days of the E lizabeth an  N avy .107 T his was 
no t pecu liar to  the E ast C oast, or indeed to any of the o ther 
regions w hich in m edieval fashion provided contingents for 
the F leet, no r were these the acts of inexperienced am a
teurs. R a th e r they were the ou tcom e of a  long trad itio n  
of w ar and  trade  by sea w hich cann o t be om itted  from  
any p rop er assessm ent of subsequent m aritim e achieve
m en t.108

104 Thus C. S. Goldingham, “ The Development of Tactics in the Tudor 
Navy” (United Services Magazine, LVII (1918)), writes that “ in the time of 
Henry VIII ships were simply a means of bringing two opposing bodies of 
soldiers into contact” (211), and see also Fisher, 176-7 and Sir Herbert 
Richmond, Statesmen and Sea Power (Oxford, 1946), 2-3, but cf. Oppenheim, 
68.

105 John Cary was at sea in October-November 1542 (AAA, xxxviii, 85-6); 
Sir Francis Bryan in February 1543 ( ib., 88-9); William Woodhouse in February 
or early March-June 1543 (ib. 89, 91). In April 1544 we hear that Woodhouse 
kept the seas in the North notwithstanding “ the stormes here ” (Hamilton 
Papers, II, no. 228). It was the expensive and unseaworthy “ great ” ships of 
Henry’s Navy that were laid up once the short summer campaigning season 
was over.

106 Some contemporaries took a lower view of Coo (LP, III (ii), no. 2374)
though with little justification it would seem, and cf. above, 191-2.

107 For Howard see AAA, xxxviii, 78-9.
108 The early evidence is overlooked by Professor G. S. Graham in his

Empire of the North Atlantic (Toronto, 1950), ix, 15.



APPENDIX. 

N e w c a s t l e  Sh ip s  in  1544.1'

Tonnage Owner

Joh n 100 The Mayor 
. (Robert Brandling)2

Elizabeth . 160 James Lawson2
R obert 80 it it
Jam es 100 Henry Anderson2
Anthony 90 it ti
Joh n 80
M ary A nne 72 it ti
M ary Katherine 60
A  new ship-on the stocks tt tt
Trinity 120 John Sanderson2
George 100 Andrew Bewick2
Jesus 64 a tt
Joh n 52 it it
M artin 80 John Hylton2
Joh n 52‘ it it
Bark 100 tt it
M ary 48 Bertram Anderson2
M ary Fortune 56 George Davell2
M ary Grace 80 William Carr (?)3
Jesus 96 Roger Mitford2
M artin 72 Bartholomew Bee2
M ary Katherine 80 Cuthbert Ellison2
Joh n  Evangelist 100 Robert Thomson3
Jam es 90 Edward Penreth (?)2
A n n e 80 a a
Cuthbert 72 Thomas Scott (?)2
Jam es • 88 John Todd2
George 72 Robert Hoppen2
Christopher 68 James Anderson3
M ary Gallant 60 Roger Haton (?)3
Christopher 56 Thomas Bell (?)3
George 72 William Temple3
Little Katherine 48 Thomas Shaldforth (?)!
Trinity 48 Richard Harrison (?)3
Jam es 44 James Arnold3
Nicholas 44 Robert Binks (?)3
H o y Bark 80 Francis Anderson2
A  ship 60 Robert Lisle3



Tonnage Owner
Trinity 56 Bertram Orde2
M artin* 65 (?)
Peter* 30 (?)
A n n e* 40 (?)
M ichael* 70 (?) Henry Anderson4
Jam es* 10 (?)

1 Names of ships and owners have been modernized. There are two good 
and fairly complete lists of Newcastle shipping in 1544, only one of which, 
however, gives owners’ names. This is used here, with the original order 
retained, from PRO SP 1/183, fol. 114, with additions (marked *) from the 
other list which can be found in LP, XIX (i), no. 140 (6). This conflation gives 
43 ships afloat with a total tonnage of 3,095t. If LP, XIX (i), no. 140 (6) is 
used as a basis and amplified from SP 1/183 slight variations in the size of 
individual craft give us a total of 43 ships of 3,020t. This latter figure I 
have used in my “ English Merchant Shipping There are also some figures, 
with slight variants, in Hamilton Papers, II, no. 185. None of these statistics are 
impeccable.

2 Merchant.
3 Seaman or ex-seaman.
4 Probably the Michael of Henry Anderson, given elsewhere as 80t, see 

above, 185. She is also very likely his “ new ship ” previously said to be 
“ on the stocks j




