
The story of Sir Francis Drake and Diego 
  

Sir Francis Drake (born in c.1540 and died in 1596)  
 Sir Francis Drake was an English sea captain and 

privateer (a ‘legal pirate’). He was also a slave trader 
and explorer. He was second-in-command during the 
Spanish Armada of 1588, helping Lord Howard of 
Effingham to beat the Spanish and to prevent Philip 
II’s invasion of England.  

 Drake famously circumnavigated the world (went all 
the way around the world) in a single expedition from 
1577 to 1580. You can see in his portrait (right) that 
Drake has his hand on the globe, showing that he was 
a ‘master of the seas’.  

 On his voyage around the world, Drake claimed what is now California for the 
English crown. This brought England into conflict with Spain. The most powerful 
European country, Spain, wanted lands in North America to add to their 
expanding empire. Spain had already conquered lands and peoples in South 
America, such as the Incas in Peru.  

 Elizabeth I awarded Drake a knighthood in 1581, which he received on his ship, 
the Golden Hind. The English saw Drake as a hero, but the Spanish hated him for 
being a pirate who stole treasure from their ships.  

  
This is the route that Drake took around the world in 1577-1580: 
  

 
  
On Drake's boat was an African man called Diego… P.T.O. 



Diego, the Circumnavigator 
  

Diego had originally been enslaved (forced to become a slave) by the Spanish. He was 
probably born in Senegal, in West Africa (red circle on the map below). The Spanish 
took him from Africa to Panama (purple circle on the map below). His slave owner, a 
Spaniard, was the Captain General of a small town in Panama. This meant that Diego 
learnt the language(s) used in Latin America. (‘Latin America’ refers to Spanish-
speaking America, in the Centre and South). 
 

 
  
At some point, Diego travelled to England. He learnt English and became a free man. 
Drake hired Diego to come with him on his circumnavigation of the globe. Drake 
thought that Diego's language skills would come in useful. Diego could act as an 
interpreter in the Spanish-speaking Americas. Drake promised Diego that if they 
managed to capture his old slave owner, they would make the Spaniard into a slave! 
The historian Miranda Kauffman mentions that 'we don't know if this came to pass.' 
This suggests that she could not find contemporary sources that say what happened. 
  

Questions (answer these four questions in full sentences, using the sentence starters): 
  

1. How did Diego, a West African man, end up in Panama? 
  Start the sentence: Diego, a West African man, ended up in Panama because… 

 
2. Which country was in control of many places in Central and South America at this time (such as 
Panama), making them the greatest of the European countries of the Tudor world?  
  Start the sentence: At this time, many places in Central and South America were ruled by… 

  
3. Why did Drake take Diego on his circumnavigation of the globe in 1577-80? 

  Start the sentence:  Drake took Diego on his circumnavigation of the globe in 1577-80 because… 
  

4. The story shows that Miranda Kauffman cannot find out everything that happened to Diego. 
Give an example of a part of Diego's story that she could not find sources for.  
Start the sentence: The historian Miranda Kauffman could not find out if… 

 


