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When the War of the Spanish Succession ended with the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, the
privateers of the Caribbean were discharged from their service and cut loose without
pay, without commissions, and without honest work. These were seasoned fighting
sailors — men who had spent a decade raiding Spanish and French shipping under
license from the English crown. Peace made them obsolete overnight.

Within two years, nature handed them the opportunity of a lifetime.

On July 31, 1715, a hurricane drove eleven Spanish treasure galleons onto the reefs of
the Florida coast, scattering three years of accumulated New World silver across fifty
miles of seafloor. The Spanish set up a salvage camp on the beach and began pulling
the silver back up. Word spread fast through the Caribbean.

This song tells the tale of one of the earliest and boldest pirate raids of the Golden Age
of Piracy — the December 1715 attack on that Spanish salvage camp, led by privateer-
turned-pirate Captain Henry Jennings aboard the sloop Bersheba. It is sung in the voice
of one of his crew, in a Nassau tavern, not long after the raid. It is a true story.
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I. The Letter of Marque

A letter of marque was a government license authorizing a private ship captain to attack
enemy vessels and keep a share of the prizes. During the War of the Spanish
Succession, England issued these letters freely to Caribbean sailors. It was legal piracy
with a government stamp — the crown got a cut, the captain got rich, and Spain lost
ships.

When the war ended, the letters expired. Henry Jennings, a Bermuda-born plantation
owner who had operated out of Jamaica during the war, found himself with a fast sloop,
an experienced crew, and nothing legal to do with either. When news of the 1715
hurricane reached Jamaica in November of that year, Jennings went to the governor —
Lord Archibald Hamilton — and obtained a new commission, officially to suppress
piracy at the Florida wreck sites. Both men knew what Jennings intended.

The Bersheba sailed from Port Royal, Jamaica, approximately a week before Christmas
1715. The song opens at that moment:

'Twas a week before Christmas when the captain had our marque,
Seventeen-fifteen and the Bersheba cleared the dark,



"Our marque" is the letter of marque — the commission from Governor Hamilton. "Cleared the
dark” places the departure in the pre-dawn hours, the ship standing out of Port Royal harbor into
open water.

Before sailing for Florida, Jennings intercepted a Spanish mail vessel and extracted
from her captain the exact location of the salvage camp at Palmar de Ays on the Florida
coast. The song compresses this into two lines:

We took a Spanish mail boat and the captain told us true,
The salvage camp was waiting and we knew just what to do.

"Told us true" — gave up the information. The crew narrator’s confidence in the final line reflects
the fact that this was not a desperate gamble. They had the location, the numbers, and the
element of surprise.

Il. The Fleet and the Storm

To understand what was waiting at that salvage camp, you need to know what the
hurricane destroyed.

The 1715 Treasure Fleet was actually two separate fleets combined in Havana — the
New Spain fleet from Veracruz, Mexico, and the Tierra Firme fleet from South America.
Together they carried eleven heavily laden galleons loaded with three years of
accumulated silver from the mines of Peru and Mexico, gold, emeralds, pearls, Chinese
porcelain, and the personal treasure of Spain’s new queen. The fleet had been delayed
by the war and Philip V desperately needed the money. He ordered them to sail in July
— the height of hurricane season.

Seven days out of Havana, the storm found them.

We pointed her bow toward that wild Florida reef,
Expecting Spanish silver piled up beyond belief,

We spotted their campfires and we anchored in the night,
And waited for the dawn to take what was our right.

The crew anchors offshore after dark, watches the Spanish campfires on the beach, and waits for
first light. "What was our right" carries the privateer’s self-justifying logic — Spain and England
had been enemies, the commission was real enough, and the silver was just sitting there.

lll. The Raid

The Spanish salvage camp at Palmar de Ays was lightly defended. Spanish divers had
been working the wrecks since August 1715, pulling silver from the shallow seafloor. By
December, a significant quantity had been recovered and stored in the camp’s
warehouse, awaiting transport back to Havana.

Jennings arrived with two vessels and somewhere between 150 and 300 men. The
Spanish had perhaps 60 soldiers. The outcome was not in doubt.

What makes the raid remarkable is how little violence it required. Contemporary
accounts report no casualties on either side. Jennings’ men loaded their longboats
before dawn, waded ashore, and the Spanish simply stepped aside.



We loaded up the longboats in the gray before the dawn,
Captain Jennings drew his sword and led the company on,
We waded to the beach and not a Spaniard raised a hand,
And there before us glittered all that silver in the sand.

"The company" is the period-authentic term — pirate crews called themselves "the company,”
operating under written articles that governed the division of prizes and the conduct of the crew.
“Not a Spaniard raised a hand" is historically accurate. "Glittered all that silver in the sand" is the
raid’s central image: recovered silver stacked in a camp on a Florida beach, the morning light
coming up.

Jennings took an estimated 120,000 pieces of eight — the standard silver eight-real
coin, the most widely used currency in the Atlantic world. He also took two bronze
cannon and two iron guns. The cannon went straight onto pirate ships. This is how the
Golden Age armed itself.

IV. The Governor’s Betrayal

The return to Jamaica should have been a triumph. Jennings had done exactly what
privateers did — raided an enemy camp and returned with the prizes. The problem was
that Spain and England were no longer enemies. The Treaty of Utrecht had made them
allies. Attacking a Spanish camp in peacetime was an act of war, not privateering.

Governor Hamilton, who had commissioned the raid and by some accounts taken a
financial interest in its success, now had a political catastrophe on his hands. The
Spanish governor of Havana was outraged. Hamilton’s solution was to sacrifice
Jennings — declaring him a pirate and refusing him entry to Jamaica.

We loaded up the Bersheba ftill she sat low in the brine,

And headed back to Jamaica with the silver and the shine,
We raised Port Royal harbor with our colors flying free,

Till the governor called us pirates and he turned us out to sea.

"Colors flying free" — the crew sailing in triumphant, flags up, expecting a hero’s welcome.
"Turned us out to sea" — the port closed, the commission revoked, the governor who signed their
papers now calling them criminals. Hamilton himself was recalled to England to stand trial within
the year. His attempt to save himself came too late.

V. Nassau and the Golden Age

With Port Royal closed to them, Jennings had one option: Nassau, on the island of New
Providence in the Bahamas. Nassau had been developing as a pirate haven since at
least 1713, when privateer Benjamin Hornigold established a base there with a
community of ex-privateers known as the Flying Gang.

Nassau’s harbor was ideal for shallow-draft sloops, its location was strategic for
intercepting Atlantic trade routes, and its nominal British governance was too weak to
interfere. By 1716, the governor of Bermuda estimated that over a thousand pirates
were living at Nassau — vastly outnumbering the town’s regular inhabitants.



Jennings’ arrival with a shipload of silver helped accelerate Nassau’s transformation into
the operational capital of the Golden Age of Piracy. Edward Teach — Blackbeard —
was already there or soon would be. So were Charles Vane, Samuel Bellamy, and
Calico Jack Rackham. The republic of pirates, as historians call it, was open for
business.

We pointed her bow toward Nassau and we sailed her through the night,
And every soul in the harbor gave a cheer at the sight,

They lined the docks, they danced, they hollered and they roared,

For the boys of the Bersheba and the silver we had scored.

The welcome at Nassau is the emotional climax of the song. The governor called them criminals;
the free port called them heroes. The pirate community understood exactly what the Bersheba
had done and what it meant. This moment — Jennings sailing into Nassau with Spanish silver —
is as close as the Golden Age of Piracy has to a starting gun.

VI. The Moral

The song ends with a change in the chorus — the only time the standard crowd refrain
gives way to something quieter and more reflective. It is the narrator stepping back from
the story to offer a philosopher’s observation:

Blow her down boys, blow her to the shore —
The best prize we ever won was won without a war!

The hurricane sank the fleet. The hurricane did the work. Jennings and his crew simply arrived
after the storm and picked up what the sea had scattered. The greatest haul of the early Golden
Age of Piracy required almost no fighting at all — just intelligence, timing, and nerve. The moral is
delivered with a pirate’s grin: sometimes the best prize is the one nature hands you.

The Golden Age of Piracy lasted roughly from 1715 to 1726 — just over a decade. Its
starting point was a hurricane and a Spanish payroll. Its ending point was a royal
pardon and a naval squadron. In between, it produced some of the most storied figures
in maritime history, all of them drawn to the same waters by the same event.

The Bersheba fired the first shot. It was not much of a shot. That was rather the point.
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