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In the early eighteenth century, the Caribbean and Atlantic seaways were the arteries of empire.
Gold, silver, sugar, slaves, and spices moved across those waters under the flags of England,
France, Spain, and the Netherlands. The men who sailed them — underpaid, brutalized, and
expendable — watched those cargoes pass through their hands while receiving almost none of the
wealth. When the brief era of licensed privateering ended and those same men were turned loose
without pay or prospect, many of them made a simple and logical calculation. The song “Robin
Hood of the Sea” tells the story of one of them.

Samuel Bellamy — “Black Sam” to those who knew him — arrived in the New World around 1715
as a common sailor, possibly with visions of salvaging Spanish treasure wrecked off Florida the
previous year. Within two years he commanded the most powerful pirate fleet in the Atlantic, had
accumulated more plunder than any pirate of his era, and had delivered a speech so radical in its
economic philosophy that it has been quoted for three centuries. This is his story, verse by verse.

l. The World That Made a Pirate

The Golden Age of Piracy — roughly 1715 to 1726 — did not emerge from nowhere. It was the
direct product of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714), a European conflict that drew
England, France, Spain, and their colonial possessions into a decade of naval warfare. During that
war, England licensed thousands of privateers — private sea captains authorized by the Crown to
attack enemy shipping in exchange for a share of the plunder. When the war ended with the Treaty
of Utrecht in 1713, those commissions were cancelled. Thousands of experienced sailors and
fighters were suddenly unemployed, unpaid, and unwelcome.

The conditions aboard merchant ships in the early 18th century were famously brutal. Pay was
poor, discipline was savage, and death by disease, accident, or shipwreck was routine. A sailor who
survived a voyage might find his wages docked for every infraction, real or imagined, leaving him
with almost nothing. The pirates of the Flying Gang — the loose alliance of captains that included
Bellamy, Blackbeard, and Benjamin Hornigold — were almost entirely former merchant sailors and
naval men who had made a deliberate choice to live outside the law rather than continue to be
ground down within it.

Colin Woodard, in The Republic of Pirates (2007), describes the Flying Gang as “more than simply
a band of thieves” — they were sailors, indentured servants, and runaway slaves who had turned to
piracy as a revolt against the conditions they suffered on ships and plantations. In Nassau, they
established a crude but functioning democracy in which leaders were chosen by vote, plunder was
divided equally, and men of any color could be free.

Il. Hornigold Gave Me the Marianne



Benjamin Hornigold was one of the founding figures of the Nassau pirate republic. An English
privateer who had fought in the War of the Spanish Succession, Hornigold transitioned to outright
piracy around 1713 and became a senior figure in the Flying Gang. He was known for one
distinctive and increasingly unpopular principle: he refused to attack English ships. In a fleet built on
democratic decision-making, this was eventually his undoing.

Samuel Bellamy arrived in the Bahamas around 1715 and fell in with Hornigold’s operation. He rose
quickly. In April 1716, Hornigold captured a French sloop called the Marianne off Cuba and gave
her command to Bellamy — an extraordinary act of confidence in a young and relatively
inexperienced sailor. The promotion placed Bellamy above more seasoned men, including a young
Edward Teach, who would later achieve immortality as Blackbeard.

Hornigold gave me the Marianne
A French sloop built to trade
Six swivel guns was all she bore
The boldest choice I'd made

The Marianne was, as the song notes, built for trade — a standard Caribbean cargo sloop,
designed for carrying goods between islands. She was maneuverable, relatively swift, and easily
handled by a small crew. But she was not a fighting vessel. Her armament consisted of swivel guns:
small, rail-mounted anti-personnel weapons that could devastate a crew in a boarding action but
were useless for stopping a ship at distance. She had no broadside cannons — none of the heavy
iron guns that could damage a ship’s hull or rigging from across the water. Bellamy had a ship, but
not yet the means to threaten one.

The line “the boldest choice I'd made” captures something important about Bellamy’s character.
Taking a cargo sloop with six rail-mounted swivel guns and pointing it toward a career of piracy on
the open Caribbean was not a cautious decision. It was exactly the kind of nerve-over-resources
gamble the song is built to celebrate.

lll. Forty Four Guns Bearing Down

Through the summer of 1716, Hornigold and Bellamy moved eastward along the south shore of
Cuba, operating together and accumulating prizes. In May they met a French pirate known as La
Buse — “the Buzzard” — and the three began operating in loose alliance. Then, in the summer of
1716, the democratic process that governed the Flying Gang asserted itself.

Hornigold’s crew voted to depose him. His refusal to attack English ships had become intolerable to
men who saw no reason to treat any flag differently from another. Hornigold was put ashore with his
loyalists — including, according to some accounts, Teach — and the remaining ninety-man crew
elected Bellamy as their captain. He was now an independent commander, no longer operating
under Hornigold’s umbrella, responsible for his own strategy and his own survival.

The test came quickly. In September 1716, off the coast of Puerto Rico, Bellamy spotted a 44-gun
French warship and attacked. The result was not in doubt: six swivel guns against forty-four
cannons was not a fight, it was a lesson. After an hour of exchange that the Marianne was never
going to win, Bellamy withdrew.

| spotted a Frenchman and gave her a chase
Forty four guns bearing down
An hour of thunder then pulled off with grace



A wise man don’t drown for his crown

The sources record this encounter simply as a fight with “a 44-gun French ship” off Puerto Rico,
after which Bellamy withdrew without significant loss. No name survives for the French vessel. The
song frames the retreat as strategic wisdom — “a wise man don’t drown for his crown” — which is
consistent with Bellamy’s documented character. He was not reckless. He was calculating. The
lesson of the Puerto Rico encounter was clear: to be a serious force on the Caribbean, he needed
more than swivel guns and nerve. He needed cannons.

IV. Two Wolves on the Hunt

Olivier Levasseur, known as La Buse or “the Buzzard,” was a French pirate who had been
operating in the Caribbean since around 1716. He commanded an 8-gun sloop called the Postillion
— not a powerful vessel, but a second ship, and a second crew. When Bellamy and La Buse
agreed to operate together, the combined force was meaningfully stronger than either alone: two
ships that could approach a target from different angles, coordinate an attack, and cover each
other’s retreat.

The partnership bore immediate fruit. In November and December 1716, Bellamy and La Buse
established themselves at St. Croix in the Virgin Islands and conducted a sustained campaign
through the Leewards, taking a dozen or more vessels. Pieces of eight — Spanish silver coins, the
standard currency of the Caribbean trade — poured into their holds.

| joined with La Buse and his sloop Postillion

Two wolves on the hunt for their prey

We worked out of St. Croix and we took us a million
In pieces of eight every day

The rhyme of “Postillion” and “million” is not just a poetic convenience — it reflects something real.
The Golden Age of Piracy was, among other things, an economic phenomenon. Piracy was
enormously profitable for those who survived it. Bellamy’s crew would eventually accumulate a
treasure estimated at 20,000 to 30,000 pounds sterling — an almost incomprehensible sum for men
who had been earning a few shillings a month as merchant sailors. The song’s boast of “a million in
pieces of eight every day” is poetic exaggeration in the broadside tradition, but it gestures at a
genuine truth: piracy, for a while, paid extraordinarily well.

It was also during this St. Croix period that Bellamy captured the English sloop Bonetta in
November 1716. The youngest known member of his eventual crew — a ten-year-old boy named
John King — was aboard the Bonetta as a passenger with his mother. He demanded to join the
pirates with such force that Bellamy relented. John King was later lost with the Whydah in April
1717. A child-sized shoe, silk stocking, and fibula bone recovered from the wreck site are believed
to be his.

V. Twenty Six Guns to My Name

The Sultana changed everything. Near the island of Saba in the northeastern Caribbean, Bellamy
chased and captured a vessel of that name, commanded by a Captain Richards. The Sultana



carried 26 guns — real broadside cannons, not swivel guns. For the first time, Bellamy commanded
a ship that could stop another ship, damage its rigging at range, threaten its hull. He was now, by
the standards of the Caribbean, a serious naval force.

The crew elected Bellamy captain of the Sultana. Paulsgrave Williams — Bellamy’s partner, friend,
and the man who had helped finance the original venture — was appointed captain of the
Marianne. La Buse and the Postillion were given their leave. The partnership had served its
purpose: it had helped Bellamy build enough strength to operate independently with a proper
warship.

We ran down the Sultana and took her by force
Twenty six guns to my name

| stepped up to captain without any remorse

| And the Caribbean knew my fame

The parting with La Buse is documented as amicable — the two captains separated near the island
of Blanco sometime around January 1717. For Bellamy, it was the natural end of a partnership that
had outlived its usefulness. He had arrived in the Caribbean with six swivel guns and no cannons.
He left this phase of his career in command of a 26-gun warship with a ninety-man crew. The arc
the song traces — step by careful step, each acquisition building on the last — is precisely what the
historical record shows.

VI. Three Days and Three Nights

The Whydah Gally was built in London in 1715 as a slave ship. She was 300 tons, fast, and heavily
armed — 18 guns that could be increased to 28 in time of war. Her maiden voyage took her down
the West African coast to the Kingdom of Whydah in modern Benin, where she loaded an estimated
500 enslaved people, then to the Caribbean to sell them, before turning for England with a hold full
of gold, ivory, sugar, and silver. She was on that return leg — navigating the Windward Passage
between Cuba and Hispaniola — when Bellamy spotted her in late February 1717.

The chase lasted three days. Captain Lawrence Prince, commanding the Whydah, tried to outrun
the pursuing pirates. He failed. When Bellamy drew close enough to fire, Prince surrendered with
minimal resistance. What happened next became one of the defining gestures of Bellamy’s legend:
he gave Prince the Sultana in trade. A 26-gun warship, exchanged for the Whydah as a gesture of
generosity to a captain who had surrendered without unnecessary fighting.

| chased down the Whydah for three days and three nights
The finest prize on the sea

| took her by conquest and sovereign rights

Robin Hood of the sea that was me

Bellamy added ten more cannons to the Whydah, bringing her total to 28 guns, and removed the
captain’s quarters to make more room for the crew — a characteristic democratic gesture. The
treasure already aboard was divided equally among the 180-man crew. The Whydah became not
just Bellamy’s flagship but the most powerful pirate vessel operating in the Atlantic at that moment.

The phrase “sovereign rights” in the song reflects language Bellamy himself was recorded as using.
Johnson’s General History quotes Bellamy saying “| am a free prince, and | have as much authority



to make war on the whole world as he who has a hundred sail of ships at sea” — a claim of
sovereignty grounded not in a king’s commission but in the consent of his crew.

VII. The Robin Hood of the Sea

It was after the Whydah capture, on the northward run up the American colonial coast, that the
episode most responsible for Bellamy’s enduring legend took place. His fleet captured a sloop
commanded by a Captain Beer. Bellamy wanted to return the sloop to its captain — his
characteristic generosity — but his crew voted to burn it instead. Captain Beer declined an invitation
to join the pirates. And then Bellamy spoke.

The speech, recorded by Captain Charles Johnson in A General History of the Robberies and
Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates (1724), is one of the most remarkable documents of the era.
It is worth quoting at length, because the song is built on its philosophy:

“Though you are a sneaking puppy, and so are all those who will submit to be governed by
laws which rich men have made for their own security... they vilify us, the scoundrels do,
when there is only this difference: they rob the poor under the cover of law, forsooth, and we
plunder the rich under the protection of our own courage.”

This is the speech that gave Bellamy his sobriquet. The Robin Hood framing — the outlaw who
takes from the rich because the law itself is a tool of the rich — was not invented by later
biographers. It was Bellamy’s own argument, delivered to a captive audience and recorded within
seven years of his death. Johnson’s authorship of the speech is debated — he may have
elaborated or invented it entirely — but it has been attached to Bellamy for three centuries, and it
perfectly captures the economic philosophy his actions embodied.

I am the pirate they call Black Sam Bellamy

I had nothing but nerve and | built me a fleet

From a sloop built for trading there’s no one like me
Nerve is the weapon no man can defeat

VIIl. Four Ships and Four Captains

By April 1717, Bellamy commanded four vessels. The Whydah was his flagship, 28 guns. The Mary
Anne had been captured en route north, her hold full of Madeira wine. The Fisher, a small local
sloop, was taken specifically for the benefit of her navigator, a man familiar with the treacherous
shoal waters of New England. The Anne Galley was captained by Bellamy’s quartermaster Richard
Noland. Paulsgrave Williams, still commanding the Marianne, split off for Rhode Island to visit his
family, planning to rejoin the fleet later.

Forbes Magazine, in a historical ranking, placed Bellamy first in its list of “Top-Earning Pirates.” His

accumulated plunder of 20,000 to 30,000 pounds sterling in the Whydah alone — before accounting
for everything taken during the northward run — made him the wealthiest pirate in recorded history.

He was twenty-eight years old.

| sailed with four ships and four captains in hand
The Whydah my jewel and queen



From a sloop built for trading to something more grand
I’'m Robin Hood king of the watery green

The arc the song traces is real. From a six-gun cargo sloop given to him by a mentor, through a
humiliating retreat from a 44-gun warship, through partnership and gradual accumulation, to a 28-
gun flagship and a fleet of four vessels — Bellamy built his enterprise step by careful step. The
song’s moral — that nerve is the foundation and each step enables the next — is not an invention.
It is what the historical record shows.

IX. The Night of April 26, 1717

The song ends at Bellamy’s peak and does not tell what happened next. History does.

On the evening of April 26, 1717, a violent nor’easter swept in from the Atlantic. The Whydah,
heavily loaded with plunder and running before the storm in fog and darkness, was driven onto the
outer shoals of Cape Cod near present-day Wellfleet, Massachusetts. She struck the bar in 16 feet
of water, her masts snapped, and she capsized into 30 feet of water within minutes. Of the 146 men
aboard, two survived. Bellamy was not among them. He was 28 years old.

The Mary Anne was wrecked ten miles south at Pochet Island. The nine survivors — seven of
Bellamy’s crew and two of the Mary Anne’s original complement — were captured and brought to
Boston. Six were convicted of piracy and hanged on November 15, 1717. The carpenter Thomas
Davis and one other were acquitted on grounds of forced service.

By morning after the wreck, Cape Cod’s “moon-cussers” — locals who made a living plundering
wrecked ships — were already at work on the beach. Governor Samuel Shute sent Captain Cyprian
Southack to recover the treasure. Southack arrived to find the wreck scattered across four miles of
coastline, the locals having taken what they could. He buried 102 of the dead. His map of the wreck
site, drawn in 1717, would prove decisive 267 years later.

X. The Whydah Today — History from the Seabed

For 267 years the Whydah lay buried under shifting sand in fourteen feet of water, 500 feet from the
shore of Wellfleet. In 1984, Barry Clifford — a Cape Cod native and underwater explorer — located
the wreck using Southack’s 1717 map as his primary guide, supplemented by magnetometers,
sonar, and years of painstaking grid searches in the turbulent North Atlantic.

The definitive proof came in the fall of 1985: a bronze ship’s bell, recovered from the site, inscribed
with the words “THE WHYDAH GALLY 1716.” It was the first time in history that a pirate shipwreck
had been positively and irrefutably identified. Clifford’s team has since recovered more than
200,000 individual artifacts from the site. The excavation is ongoing. New discoveries arrive every
dive season.

What the Whydah'’s archaeology has revealed goes far beyond the romantic image of piracy.
Among the recovered artifacts are leg shackles from the ship’s original career as a slave vessel —
a reminder of what the Whydah was before Bellamy took her, and what commerce in the Atlantic
world actually looked like beneath its legal surface. There are weapons from a dozen nations,
navigational instruments spanning centuries, coins ranging from the era of Ferdinand and Isabella
to Bellamy’s own day. There are the personal effects of men from England, the Netherlands,



France, Sweden, Jamaica, and West Africa — the genuinely multinational crew of what was, in its
way, a floating repubilic.

Recent research (2025) examined 300 pieces of Akan gold recovered from the wreck using X-ray
fluorescence and scanning electron microscopy. European traders had long claimed that West
African gold was adulterated — a colonial slander used to depress its price. The analysis of the
Whydah gold found the claims were false. The Akan gold was pure. The wreck, three centuries
after the fact, is still correcting the historical record.

The Whydah Pirate Museum in West Yarmouth, Massachusetts, and the Real Pirates museum in
Salem, Massachusetts, display authenticated artifacts from the wreck — the only confirmed pirate
treasure on public exhibit anywhere in the world. The Expedition Whydah Sea-Lab & Learning
Center in Provincetown allows visitors to watch conservation work in real time. The ship that
Bellamy captured in three days in February 1717 continues to yield history.
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