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Francis Drake 
 

We have been looking at a time when an adventurous spirit manifested in a number of 
different ways amongst the people of Europe. The Age of Discovery, the Renaissance, the 
time of the Reformation are all names for the same period of time.  
 
When Columbus discovered America in 1492, Leonardo was a man in his forties, Martin 
Luther was nine years old, Roderigo de Borgia became Pope Alexander VI, and Magellan and 
Pizarro were boys of twelve and fourteen years old.  
 
If you lived between 1500 and 1600 you could have travelled around and met the most 
amazing people from that one century: Magellan in Portugal, Pizarro in Spain, John Knox in 
Scotland, Michelangelo in Rome, Queen Elizabeth in England. You would have heard about 
an exciting unknown world beyond your own, seen the most beautiful art and sculpture, 
and witnessed great changes in religion. You would have lived in a time when people were 
bold and adventurous. 
 

One of the English sea captains, who was in 
yesterday’s story about the Armada, was 
rough and tough, with his own spirit of 
boldness and adventure. Before the time of 
the Armada, Francis Drake was originally a 
merchant sailor, a sea captain who used his 
ships for trade. It was a trade we would not 
like to be a part of ourselves, but in those 
days, it was seen as ordinary business. He 
sailed ships to Africa where his men caught 
native Africans who were shipped off to 
America to be slaves for the Spanish.  
 
With five ships in his fleet, Drake had sold a 
cargo of slaves to Spanish colonists. He then 
bought all kinds of goods in America, which he 
expected to sell for a great profit in England. 
Drake was quite a savvy businessman.  
 

On his journey back to England Drake’s ship ran into a storm and he decided to take shelter 
on an island off the coast of South America. This island was a Spanish colony. These Spanish 
people seemed quite friendly at first, but once the storm had passed and Drake was about 
to set sail, the Spanish opened fire and three ships sank, with all men on board. Two ships 
managed to escape, with Drake on one of them. He swore he would make these Spaniards 
pay for what they had done.  
 
Drake prepared himself for a war. Up and down the coast of America he sailed, for a whole 
year. Along this coast were Spanish colonies and Drake was learning everything he could 
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about the lie of the land – getting to know every little bay and island. This coastline was rich 
with ports. There were also thousands of slaves who had escaped from their cruel masters 
and then lived in the jungles along the South American coast. Along the way Drake made 
friends with some of these runaway slaves. These men became strong supporters and allies 
of Francis Drake.  
 
The time came when Drake was ready to begin his own war – with his new allies for 
support. They had told him that there was a regular train of five hundred mules carrying 
silver from the mines of Peru, which came out to a seaport near Panama. Ships set sail from 
this port to take the silver to Spain. This is where Drake decided he would intercept.  
Drake left his two ships on a stretch of the coast. He took with him fifty men into the jungle 
to ambush the train of mules which were weighed down with silver. Drake was under the 
impression that every twenty mules had one leading mule, and if this mule would lie down, 
the others would do the same. When the mule train came into view, Drake and his men 
opened fire and the frightened Spanish fled to safety. Once Drake made the leading mule lie 
down, and the others followed, Drake could easily take the silver from them. They packed 
what they could fit on their ships and hid the rest of their loot in the forest, buried in the 
ground, and came back for it a few months later. So, they sailed away with a ship full of 
silver. Although Drake was injured in the attack, he got away with a huge amount of 
plunder. 
 
Drake then continued to sail with his men up and down the coastline, north and south of 
Panama. Whenever he saw a Spanish ship, he stopped it, went on board and stole any 
valuable cargo before the ship could continue on its journey. He never harmed anyone 
unless there was resistance. Once he 
had plundered two hundred Spanish 
ships he returned to England where 
he was welcomed as a hero. 
 
The next time Drake set out on the 
high seas it was on a different kind of 
journey. In 1577 he was chosen as 
the leader of an expedition intended 
to pass around South America 
through the Strait of Magellan and to 
explore the coast that lay beyond. 
With Queen Elizabeth’s support he 
set out on a voyage that became 
famous as the voyage of the Golden 
Hind. Drake wanted, this time, to 
attack the extremely wealthy 
colonies on the west coast of South 
America. To do this he would have to 
follow Magellan’s tracks – heading through the Strait of Magellan.  
 



Class 7 
The Age of Discovery 
Week 5 
Wednesday 19th August 2020 
 

 3 

Drake had three ships when he set sail, but 
soon lost two in a storm. Only one ship, his 
Golden Hind, completed the voyage. This 
ship sailed through the Strait of Magellan 
and came out on the west coast of South 
America. Nobody expected an English ship 
to be in this region. Drake confidently sailed 
into the large harbour of Valparaiso, shot 
the Spanish ships at anchor, and then his 
men seized the whole city of Valparaiso, 
taking whatever they wanted. Then they set 
sail satisfied with their plunder, but as luck 
would have it, on their way they captured 
another Spanish galleon carrying two 
million dollars’ worth of gold and jewels.  
 
Meanwhile, in response, the Spaniards got a 
whole fleet together and waited at the 
Strait of Magellan, ready to attack Drake as 
he came through on his journey home to 
England. They did not know that Drake, who 
had heard what they were doing, decided that he did not need to sail through the Strait of 
Magellan – the world was round, and he could sail home in the other direction, as 
Magellan’s ships had done.  
 
So, Drake set off across the 
Pacific Ocean, past India, 
round Africa, and finally, after 
three years at sea, reached 
England. With him he brought 
the greatest treasure ever 
gained by a single ship. Most 
of it went to Queen Elizabeth, 
who bestowed knighthood 
upon Drake for his success.  
 
The next time Sir Francis 
Drake sailed, he did the 
boldest thing of his life. The 
capital of the Spanish colonies was Cartagena, and it was so rich that is had strong 
fortifications to keep its treasures safe, and great guns pointing out to the sea for 
protection. Drake pretended his ships had been attacked out at sea, but then, in the dead of 
night, he led a thousand men through the swamps at the rear of Cartagena. Defenders were 
completely taken by surprise, and in a few hours, Drake was master of the city. He held the 
city at ransom. Once this was paid, he sailed back to England.  
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In the same year, 1581, Drake was made 
mayor of Plymouth. Drake had married a 
woman called Mary Newman, in 1569, but 
sadly, she died in 1583. He re-married, a well-
to-do woman called Elizabeth. They settled in 
a fine country house just out of Plymouth. You 
could go there today, and you would find a 
museum. But Drake’s sailing days were not 
over. He would singe Philip’s beard and 
participate in the Spanish Armada of 1588 – 
both of which we heard about yesterday.  
 
Then in 1596 Drake set out on a voyage which 
was to be his last. He attempted to attack 
Spanish vessels in San Juan, Puerto Rico which 
were not successful, and he then contracted 

dysentery. It was this that killed him on January 28th, on board the Defiance. His body, 
dressed in armour in accordance 
with his request, was encased in a 
lead coffin and lowered into the sea 
near Panama. This was a fitting end 
for a man famous for his naval 
voyages. The coffin has never been 
found.  
 
 Top: Drake is knighted by 

Queen Elizabeth I 
Right: Drake’s Plymouth 
home, Buckland Abbey 
Below: Drake’s sea burial 


