
Flames across the Medway

“Chatham is so safe and secure a port for the ships to ride in that His Majesty’s navy may better
ride with a hawser at Chatham than with a cable at Portsmouth.” – Sir William Monson,
English Vice-Admiral in the reign of  Charles l.

“Admiralty Commissioner, Sir William Coventry, suggested an economy campaign by asking
whether the King’s expenses might not be eased by reducing the complements of  fireships lying
at Portsmouth, Harwich, Dover, Sheerness and Chatham...”

“The King’s confidence that the Dutch were bent on peace was shared by Secretary of  State
Arlington, who expressed the view that Dutch naval preparations were bravado.”

(P.G. Rogers, The Dutch in the Medway.)

It is said that the last invasion of  England was in 1066, and that no potential invader – the
Spanish Armada, Napoleon or Hitler spring to mind – ever managed to step forth on our native
soil. Drake (and the weather in the English Channel) saw to it that England did not become a
province of  Catholic Spain; and Nelson’s Royal Navy – and the RAF in 1940 – ended the
dreams of  continental dictators and their generals. Yet in 1667 (just a year after the calamitous
Great Fire of  London) a major assault took place on the coast of  England, an assault that saw a
mighty foreign power strike at the very heart of  our national maritime pride, land troops of
occupation, and ignite civil panic on an unprecedented scale. Forgotten, ignored or glossed over,
this extraordinary incursion nearly brought us to our knees. It was the fateful day in June when
the Dutch sailed into the Thames and Medway estuaries, and reduced the Royal Navy to a
scattering of  burning hulks. The flagship – The Royal Charles – was captured, and three
magnificent warships, the Loyal London, Royal James and Royal Oak were in flames.

The appalling scene prompted a naval clerk stationed at Chatham to write to Samuel Pepys:
“The destruction of  these three stately and glorious ships of  ours, was the most dismal spectacle
my eyes ever beheld, and it certainly made the heart of  every Englishman bleede to see such
three Argos’s lost...” For the diarist and friend of  Pepys, John Evelyn, the events which
unfolded in the Medway were profoundly unsettling, awakening a fear that the very civil order
of  the country was about to be unravelled: “...for this alarme was so greate, as put both
Country and City into a panique feare and consternation, such as I shall hope I shall never see
more: for everybody were flying, none knew why or whither.”

But what set these events in train? The attack on the Medway had its roots in the long-standing
maritime rivalry between England and Holland. P.G. Rogers in his definitive history of  the
battle (The Dutch in the Medway) wrote:

“... the English sought to justify their envy of  the Dutch by asserting that the English monarchs
had exclusive dominion over what were vaguely described as ‘the British seas’. Learned treatises



were written purporting to prove that such a dominion had existed since the time of  King
Alfred...”

At the beginning of  the 17th-century, Dutch fishermen dominated the North Sea’s herring
fishery, which prompted James l to proclaim that all fisheries along our coasts would henceforth
be Royal preserves – foreigners permitted to enter the waters only with a licence granted by His
Majesty. The self-confident and proud Dutch were outraged by England’s doctrine of  the
sovereignty of  the seas – an idea which was reinforced by the demand that foreign ships should
strike their flag to any Royal ship.

Rivalry between the two maritime superpowers was not just confined to the North Sea. The
English and Dutch East India companies jostled for supremacy, a situation which culminated in
the Amboyna incident of  1623. Amboyna was an obscure island in the Moluccas, the Dutch
having displaced those other great seafarers, the Portuguese, in 1605! English traders also
established a foothold on the island, but became embroiled in a dispute with their trading
competitors – the Dutch accusing them of  using the natives of  the island against Holland’s
interests. The East Indiamen were seized and tortured, and nine were executed by the Dutch
authority. Anglo-Dutch relations had reached their nadir, or so it seemed.

The rivalry over herrings, the ugly events on Amboyna – even a cloth war between the two
countries – all lit the fuse which resulted in the cannon-fire of  1667. Meanwhile, anti-Dutch
sentiment was inflamed by all manner of  radical pamphleteers, some of  whom described
Holland as “the great bog of  Europe” and the Dutch people “bred before manners were in
fashion.” Yet perhaps the greatest provocation to Holland came in 1664 when a naval task force
sailed to the coast of  North America under the command of  Captain Richard Nicolls, dislodged
the Dutch from their American colonial capital, New Amsterdam, and established (in honour of
Charles ll’s brother, James Duke of  York) the city of  New York...

In the year of  the Medway attack, England’s finances were in a parlous state – the Royal
dockyards especially, in a condition of  disorganisation and deterioration. At Chatham  dockyard,
the Commissioner and shipbuilder Peter Pett presided over a labyrinthine system of  nepotism
and ‘grand abuses’, including it was said the embezzlement of  government stores and the
pocketing of  wages destined for shipyard workers who simply did not exist! Yet as May gave
way to June, an anxiety gripped the country, as it became clear that a large Dutch invasion fleet
was heading to the mouth of  the Thames. Astonishingly, officials of  the government dismissed
any notion of  an outright Dutch attack – an odd response to the presence in the estuary of  “80
men of  warre and neare 20 fireships” edging their way to the coast. But self-delusion and an
unwillingness to understand the aims of  continental superpowers has always been a failing of
the British establishment.

As Chatham descended into a state of  panic and the officials of  the Royal Navy blustered and
sent memoranda to one another, the great Dutch admirals de Ruyter, de Witt, Schram and van
Ghent enacted their strategy. On Monday 10th June, the guns of  Holland opened up on
Sheerness Fort on the Isle of  Sheppey. The ill-disciplined defenders soon broke ranks and most
fled for their lives, leaving the fort to Captain Cornelis Gerrits Vos, who promptly raised the
Dutch flag. With nearly 1,000 men now landed, part of  England was now under foreign
occupation. Desperate to hold up the Dutch advance, Commissioner Pett frantically set about
sinking ships in the Medway – but certain important matters were overlooked, namely that the



flagship of  the fleet, The Royal Charles (later, captured) was not moved to a safer position on
the river. P.G. Rogers memorably portrayed the acute crisis, paralysis, farce and failure that
overcame the home authorities:

“The Duke of  Albermarle... found a state of  crisis at Chatham when he arrived there in the
early hours of  Tuesday morning, 11th June. In his report to the House of  Commons he described
the situation at Chatham thus: ‘I found scarce twelve of  eight hundred men which were then in
the King’s pay, in His Majesty’s yards; and these so distracted with fear that I could have little
or no service from them. I had heard of  thirty boats, which were provided by the directions of
His Royal Highness [i.e. The Duke of  York]; but they were all, except five or six, taken away by
those of  the yards, who went themselves with them, and sent and took them away by the
example of  Commissioner Pett, who had the chief  command there, and sent away his own
goods in some of  them.’ ”

The Dutch, however, proved to be decisive and resourceful: moving the very vessels that had
been sunk in mid-channel in order to obstruct their progress, and – under the audacious
leadership of  Captain Jan van Brakel – breaking through the heavy defensive chain that spanned
the Medway. Captain van Brakel then sailed through, capturing the English vessel, Unity – most
of  the crew either abandoning ship or being taken prisoner. As the masts of  the naval might of
Holland came into view along the river, Kentish militiamen and shore batteries, such as those at
Upnor Castle, returned fire – and did manage to contain the horrifying advance of  the enemy.
But the English firepower was not enough to prevent fireships, such as the Rotterdam from
coming alongside Royal Naval ships, such as the Loyal London, and sending them up in smoke.

Some resistance was provided by men of  heroism, such as Captain Archibald Douglas and a
small detachment of  Scottish soldiers, who held to the colours for as long as they were able,
aboard another unfortunate vessel, Royal Oak. Douglas gave his life for his country as the
flames from the Dutch fireships turned the Medway into a scene of  utter destruction.

The Navy – scattered, sunk, in cinders, or captured – had been humiliated. Satisfied with their
prizes, but fearful of  endangering their victory by reckless further progress along the Medway or
toward London, the Dutch began their withdrawal, brilliantly navigating their way back to the
confluence of  the two rivers. Pepys even noted how the attackers carried away our flagship
with a skill that even the best pilot in Chatham could not have matched.

By the 14th June, the operation was at its end – de Ruyter and de Witt congratulating
themselves on having struck a blow against an enfeebled, panic-stricken kingdom. Had Holland
planned its action to include simultaneous assaults on Portsmouth, or East of  England ports –
or had they mustered the sheer force to attack the Port of  London itself  – one can only
speculate what would have become of  England and even the Stuart monarchy.

We, as a nation, quite rightly, celebrate Drake and Nelson, and our maritime greatness. But our
island story might have been far less glorious had the Dutch action of  1667 been conceived on a
greater scale. Official complacency, local administrative corruption, and a lack of  military will
and foresight all led to England’s near-downfall. And in our own era of  defence cuts, a Ministry
of  Defence that seems to live in a world of  its own, and renewed sabre-rattling from Argentina,
one wonders if  we ever learn anything from history.
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