
  WWW.NAUTICALARCH.ORG  19 18  INA QUARTERLY 44.3/4 FALL/WINTER 2017

BY COLIN MARTIN

It has been 50 years since the first 
shipwrecks from Spain’s ill-fated Ar-
mada against England in 1588 were 

found and investigated using modern 
archaeological techniques. Defeated as 
much by bad planning and unseason-
able weather as by the English fleet, the 
130-strong Armada, having failed to 
escort a Spanish invasion force to a land-
ing beach in England, made for home 
somewhere north of the British Isles. The 
autumn gales of that year – the Winds of 
God, as their Protestant adversaries called 
them – blew early and with unusual 

ferocity, leaving many of the returning 
Spanish ships wrecked on the wild Atlan-
tic coasts of Scotland and Ireland.

Though some were salvaged shortly 
afterwards, most remained undiscovered. 
In 1967 the Belgian underwater explorer 
Robert Sténuit found the wreck of the 
galleass Girona, lost close to the Giant’s 
Causeway in Northern Ireland. Nothing 
remains of the ship at this exposed and 
shallow site, but rock gullies had pre-
served many heavier objects. These fall 
into two main categories. The most wide-
ly publicized is a remarkable collection of 

Renaissance jewelery, now displayed in 
Belfast’s Ulster Museum. Many on board 
had been wealthy aristocrats and their 
heavy coins and ornaments gravitated 
into the deepest crevasses. With them 
were a large number of cannon balls. 
Paradoxically, although the jewelery is 
the more striking discovery, the cannon 
balls are historically more diagnostic, for 

MASTER REMIGY’S GUNS
16th-century Spanish Armada cannons found on La Trinidad Valencera

COLIN MARTIN

This page: Colin Martin and a colleague 
measuring the 1587 Remigy gun 400 years 
later in 1987. Opposite page: Philip II’s 
royal escutcheon on the Remigy guns. 
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The critical finds are three matching 2½-ton bronze guns, with identical 
7¼-inch bores...They are described as cañones de batir [battery cannons] 
with carriages and limbers for transport on land.

historians believed they should not have 
been there at all.

For various reasons many had conclud-
ed that the Armada failed because it ran 
out of shot. The English (they believed) 
did not, so it was only when the Spanish 
guns fell silent that Queen Elizabeth’s 
warships were able to come in close and 
drive the Armada into the North Sea. It 
was also thought that the Spanish had 
the heaviest guns, including 7¼-inch-
bore bronze monsters which threw a 
40-pound shot. These, said the histo-
rians, were short-range ship-smashers, 
which should have given the Spanish the 
upper hand in close combat against the 
English, who favored a lighter armament 
that emphasized the long-range types. 
Only when the Spanish had fired all their 
shot, the argument concluded, could the 
English deploy their lighter guns with 

impunity and win the day.
The Girona finds suggested otherwise. 

But had the Spanish perhaps just run out 
of heavy shot? No. A year after Girona 
was discovered, Sydney Wignall’s team 
(of which I was a member) found the re-
mains of another Armada ship in Blasket 
Sound off southwest Ireland. The Santa 
María de la Rosa was an important fight-
ing vessel, vice-flagship of the Armada’s 
Guipuzcoan squadron. What we found 
was her lower hull, pinned down by 
stone ballast. The upper part, including 
the ship’s guns and most of its contents, 
had broken off and drifted  away with 
the tide. It has never been located. But 
a large cache of ammunition had been 
stowed in the bow, atop the ballast, and 
there we found many hundreds of pieces 
of shot, of all calibers up to and includ-
ing 40-pounders. So why hadn’t they 
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been used to smash the English ships?
The answer emerged in 1971, when 

members of the City of Derry Sub-Aqua 
Club found the remains of La Trinidad 
Valencera on a sandy seabed in Kinnagoe 
Bay, Ireland. At 1,100 tons she had been 
the fourth largest ship in the Armada. I 
was lucky enough to be asked to direct 
the excavation of the site, bringing our 
newly-founded Institute of Maritime 
Archaeology at the University of St 
Andrews in Scotland to work in col-
laboration with the Club in what became 
a long-term and extremely productive 
project. It continued into the 1980s, and 
the finds are now displayed in the inno-

vative Armada Museum of what is now 
Londonderry. 

The critical finds are three matching 
2½-ton bronze guns, with identical 
7¼-inch bores. We know exactly what 
they are, for lists of equipment loaded 
onto the ship in 1587 are preserved in 
Spain’s Royal Archives at Simancas. They 
are described as cañones de batir [battery 
cannons] with carriages and limbers for 
transport on land. They were not ship 
guns at all, but siege artillery intended 
to support the Spanish army’s march on 
London when the Armada landed the 
invasion force on English soil. On the 
voyage they were stowed in the hold, 
along with their heavy carriages and am-
munition. The 40-pound shot carried by 
the Armada was there to batter Queen 
Elizabeth’s castles, not her ships.

The three cañones, all dated 1556, are 
marked individually with their weights 

in Spanish libras of 460 grams – 5186, 
5260, and 5316. These match exactly the 
weights recorded in the Armada docu-
ments, which describe the guns in detail. 
They bear the arms of Philip II, joined 
with those of Mary I of England, whom 
he married in 1554. He was therefore 
King Consort of England until she died 
in 1558. The documents tell us that the 
arms were highlighted in the royal colors, 
though no trace of paint survives. Their 
breech-rings carry the name of Juan de 
Acuña Vela, Philip’s Captain-General 
of Artillery at the time, and – in larger 
letters since in Hollywood terms he 
was the bigger star – that of Remigy de 
Halut, the king’s Gunfounder Royal at 
Malines near Antwerp. Malines had been 
renowned as a bronze-founding center 
for many years: even before the advent of 
cast metal artillery in the later 15th cen-
tury, fine bells had been produced there. 

DublinI R E L A N D

Girona

La Trinidad
Valencera

Santa Maria
De La Rosa

This page: One of the Remigy cañones de 
batir being brought ashore for conservation. 
Opposite page: Reconstruction of a Remigy 
battery cannon and its carriage limbered for 
transport.D
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PETER B. CAMPBELL AND GEORGE KOUTSOUFLAKIS

The most famous of the Malines 
master-founders was Hans Poppenruyter, 
who began making high-quality bronze 
ordnance in the 1480s and who, in the 
first two decades of the 16th century, 
cast more than 144 guns for Henry VIII 
of England. During these years Henry 
amassed, in the words of the Venetian 
Ambassador, ‘cannon enough to conquer 
Hell.’ Work for England was suspended 
at Malines in 1526 because Henry, al-
ways short of money, proved a bad payer. 
In the meantime, however, Poppenruyter 
secured an even more lucrative contract. 
In 1520 Charles V, who that year became 
ruler of both Spain and the Holy Ro-
man Empire, bestowed on Malines the 
profitable honor of making it his Royal 
Gunfoundry. Poppenruyter was granted 
the title of Founder Royal. Under the pa-
tronage of Charles V, and helped by the 
wars then prevailing throughout Europe, 
the Malines foundry prospered. 

In 1526 Poppenruyter married Hed-
wige van den Nieuwenhuysen. She was 

evidently a lady of spirit and character 
for she took on much of the foundry’s 
administration. Poppenruyter died in 
1534, leaving no heir, and for two years 
the formidable Hedwige ran the busi-
ness on her own. It was tough work, and 
she began looking around for a suitable 
partner – a man she might contract to be 
co-director of the foundry and, sec-
ondarily, her husband. The job went to 
Remigy de Halut. In due course Charles 
V confirmed Remigy’s appointment as 
Founder Royal in succession to Hans 
Poppenruyter. Had 21st-century moral 
codes applied, he might just as well have 
awarded it to Hedwige.

Nonetheless Remigy de Halut proved 

to be as skilled a gunfounder as his 
predecessor and, ably partnered by Hed-
wige, continued to produce fine guns of 
all types and calibers. In 1550 Charles V 
established a center for his field artillery 
service at Malines, and by the following 
year a great arsenal and munitions depot 
had grown up around the foundry. Two 
important reforms were introduced. The 
first was a standardization of gun types 
by laying down strict formulas by which 
caliber, length, weight, and proportions 
were calculated. Our three guns confirm 
that this was achieved. The second was 
the introduction of proof-firing. Each 
gun, before being passed for service, was 
fired three times with a powder charge 
equal to the weight of its shot – about 
twice the normal load. The foundry 
stood near the old Brussels Gate just 
inside the city walls. Part of the original 
building survived into the 19th century 
as an orphans’ home until it was demol-
ished in 1837.

La Trinidad Valencera’s manifest con-

firms that each of the three Remigy guns 
was provided with two sets of field car-
riages and limbers. Parts have been iden-
tified on the wreck. They include massive 
spoked wooden wheels heavily reinforced 
with iron. The larger type, 1.5 m (5 ft) in 
diameter, has 12 spokes, while a smaller 
version 1.3 m (4½ ft) in diameter has ten 
spokes. Wooden axles, likewise strength-
ened with iron, were also found. These 
came in two lengths, the longer intended 
for the smaller wheels, the shorter for 
the big twelve-spokers. The big wheels 
on short axles would have supported the 
main carriage assemblies, with two side-
pieces linked to form a long trail, flaring 
towards the end. No evidence of side-

pieces was found, but the proportions of 
the guns, and a contemporary drawing 
preserved at Simancas, allow the carriages 
to be reconstructed. 

For transportation, the gun and car-
riage assemblies required articulated 
two-wheeled limbers which could be 
hitched under the trail. These explain the 
ten-spoke wheels, which needed a longer 
axle to accommodate the turning arc. 
The limbers would have been linked by 
wooden swingletrees to traces for paired 
horses or oxen, perhaps nine pairs in all. 
Ready for the road, the full combination 
(excluding draft animals) would weigh 
about five tons, and extend as much as 
30 m (100 ft). We can see why transport 
by water was the preferred option.

Evidence of supporting equipment 

Remigy de Halut proved to be as skilled a gunfounder as his predecessor 
and, ably partnered by Hedwige, continued to produce fine guns of all 
types and calibers.
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Opposite page, clockwise from top: One 
of the larger-type, 12-spoked guncarriage 
wheels; An archaeologist prepares a guncar-
riage wheel to be raised to the surface; A 
wooden axle found alongside its iron rein-
forcements. PH
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This page, from top: The gun’s sprightly 
lifting dolphins; Credit lines showing the 
founder, Remigy de Halut; The weight 
mark 5186, replicated in La Trinidad  
Valencera documents and in Juan de  
Acuña Vela’s 1587 drawing. Opposite 
page: The old foundry at Malines, demol-
ished in 1837 showing the remains of a 
furnace at bottom left. 
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The Armada generated a wealth of documentation about its composition 
and strategy, now meticulously preserved in the Simancas archives.  
No major event in Early Modern European history is so richly endowed 
with written sources.

required for the artillery train when 
operating ashore has also been rec-
ognized. It includes shovels, baskets, 
esparto matting, wooden levers, tents 
(for the ammunition, not the men), 
and part of a tripod hoist incorporat-
ing a windlass for mounting and dis-
mounting the guns. Wooden planks 
were available to build platforms 
when the guns were in position, 
together with gabions (basketwork 
cylinders that could be filled with 
earth) to protect them. Fir saplings 
with their branches trimmed to leave 
short spikes were the 16th-century 
equivalent of barbed wire. Had all of 
this been landed on English soil in 
1588 history might have turned out 
very differently. 

The Armada generated a wealth of 
documentation about its composi-
tion and strategy, now meticulously 
preserved in the Simancas archives. 
No major event in early modern 
European history is so richly endowed 
with written sources. Yet it has taken 
archaeology – read in conjunction 
with documents – to understand 
what the Armada’s biggest guns were 
really for. Archaeology does not begin 
at any particular date; it is relevant 
whenever it adds fresh understanding 
to any topic or period. And it works 
particularly well when it can be com-
bined with contemporary records.
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One of the three Remigy guns 
from the Trinidad Valencera was 
drawn to scale in 1587 by Philip 
II’s Captain-General of Artillery, 
Juan de Acuña Vela, in a technical 
memorandum sent to the king. It is 
identified by the 5186 libra weight 
mark, which he carefully included in 
his drawing. I measured and drew 
the same piece in 1987, unaware 
that someone had beaten me to 
it by four centuries. When Acuña 
Vela’s version turned up in the 
archives and we compared it with 
mine we found that the proportions 
and details recorded independently 
across the centuries matched al-
most exactly. To find that Don Juan 
and I had used similar conventions 
for our drawings sent a shiver down 
my spine. I’ve never felt so close to 
a real person from the past.

TWO DRAWINGS, FOUR CENTURIES APART


