Sir Francis Drake- Pirate or hero?

By Steve Sears


The young sea captain watched the morning horizon as the sun glistened on the choppy waves. He had been in the Caribbean for several weeks and he needed a prize to satisfy his restless crew. He spent his time either staring at the maps or scanning the seas and he needed a break. He knew that the Spanish galleons overloaded with gold frequented these waters and he was hungry for easy money. He had been so successful in the past that the Spanish had given him a nickname: The Dragon.  
At first he thought it was the strain on his eyes but then he began to realize that there was a tiny sail off his port bow. He rang the alarm bell and sleepy sailors clamored up the stairs and onto the decks of the “Golden Hind”, a fast and heavily armed ship that he loved almost as much as his country, England. 

He yelled “Ship downwind, load the cannons and raise the Spanish flag! Make the queen proud, me lads!” 

Oddly, his men quickly lowered the Union Jack and ran the flag of Phillip II of Spain up to the top of the mast. The helmsman turned the wheel to port and the men adjusted the sails so that the ship picked up speed in the brisk wind. 

He approached the ship quickly and he saw that they had not noticed his presence because no one was on deck and the ship had not changed course. Soon he could see the Spanish flag in his spyglass and also noted that the ship was low in the water because of the heavy cargo she carried. . 

Again he addressed his men “It’s a galleon all right, alone and as fat as a pregnant pig!”
A loud cheer was heard and he smiled. He absolutely loved being a pirate and he did not feel at all guilty for what he was about to do. After all, the Spanish were stealing all the gold and silver from the enslaved Indians. They were chaining them up in the mines all the way from Peru to the Grand Canyon and thousands were dying for the Spaniards. Not to mention, the Spanish were Catholic and the English were Protestant. Even better, Queen Elizabeth the First of England secretly approved of his piracy and actually called him a privateer.
Soon the pirates were close and still the prey did not seem to notice their presence. Finally, the lookout at the top of the mast spotted them and several men came out on deck. They apparently believed that his ship was a Spanish ship because he did not see the gun ports open to fire. He waved in what he hoped was a casual way and still he came closer. He was less than a hundred feet away when he gave two orders at the same time. The first was to lower the Spanish flag and the other was to open with his dozen or so cannons. The morning silence was shattered by a deafening roar and he saw pieces of the Spanish ship fly off into the water. He smiled as his men reloaded because he saw the opposing captain lower the Spanish flag as a sign of surrender. 

It took most of the day to unload the gold, silver, rum, and whatever else they wanted from the galleon onto the Hind. He sat with the Spanish captain and had several drinks while the men sweated in the hot tropical sun. There was no anger on either part, it was just business. No one was killed and the one man who had been hurt in the brief battle would live. When the job was complete, the two men shook hands and then returned to their ships.    

Sir Francis Drake, the young sea-captain, according to the Spanish, was a low down and dirty pirate. However, to the English, he is still remembered as one of the greatest sea-captains of all time. He was the second person to circumnavigate the globe after Magellan’s difficult journey and he also was famous for a risky but successful raid on St. Augustine, Florida in 1585.  In fact, Queen Elizabeth I knighted him on the decks of the Golden Hind and from then on he was known as “Sir” Francis Drake.
Born around 1540, he entered a world dominated by Spanish adventurers such as Ferdinand Magellan, Hernando De Soto, and Juan Ponce De Leon.   By the time he died, the Spanish domination of the seas was finished and England entered a 400 year winning streak that was largely based on the control of the high seas. Sir Francis Drake, the dirty pirate, was one of the men that laid this strong foundation. 
After he made his name as a privateer, he continued his career on the seas by fighting the Spanish. They had grown tired of losing gold to English privateers and they also had enough of the Protestant Queen Elizabeth I. Phillip II, the King of Spain, built a fleet of ships that was so large that only the allied invasion of Normandy in 1944 was larger. Before it set sail, Sir Francis Drake embarrassed the fleet by sneaking into the port and destroying so many ships that it delayed the invasion of England for one year.

When they finally did set sail, Drake was ready and waiting. Although the English ships were much smaller and had fewer cannons than the Spanish, they were faster and more maneuverable. In addition to this, they had Drake and he was very similar to Captain Jack Sparrow of the Pirates of the Caribbean movies; dirty tricks were always a part of the game. He conceived of a plan that was daring and drastic. The Spanish Armada was in a tight formation that was impossible to break. It was like a brick wall when it was organized and the trick was to get them to lose order and separate. His plan was risky but he felt it just might work. He sacrificed several ships by setting fire to them. Then he steered them straight at the Spanish ships. 

It happened exactly at he hoped. The Spanish ships scattered like leaves in a strong wind and the English were ready. They unloaded with everything they had and the smoke was so thick that that for a moment no one could see the damage. Then, like a dream, the smoke cleared for a moment and the English caught a glimpse of the destruction. Several Spanish ships were on fire and sinking. Others were missing masts and hundreds of men were already in the water. The English continued firing and the Spanish tried to return fire to no effect. Finally, the Spanish were able to escape because a storm came out of nowhere but almost a third of the Armada was at the bottom of the English Channel. 
The entire English fleet was now cheering for a pirate for the first and only time in English history. Each ship that came by Drake’s saluted him with a round of fire from the cannons and yelled his name out. However, the bad luck of the Spanish continued.

A massive storm came out of nowhere and the survivors of the battle now had to face a new enemy: Mother Nature. Heavily loaded with the invading army, many Spanish ships sank in the fierce winds and crashing waves of the sea. By the time his once proud and mighty armada returned to Spain, more than half of them were destroyed by the English and the weather. Spain has never really recovered from this massive loss of more than 80 ships and over 20,000 men. Upon hearing of the news, Queen Elizabeth I declared a national celebration.  
When Sir Francis Drake died of a fever and was buried at sea, many Spaniards had a celebration of their own. The Dragon, the man the Spanish considered to be one of the most despised pirates, was finally silenced.
