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Introduction

When we think of pirates, we usually imagine those who operated in the
Caribbean and the American eastern seaboard during the decade on each side of
1700. In fact, pirates were around for a lot longer than that. Julius Caesar was
captured by pirates before Pompey swept them from the Roman Mare Nostrum
(the Mediterranean). Pirates plagued medieval and Renaissance shipping from the
Baltic to the Mediterranean, and Barbary Coast pirates operated until well into the
19th century. As European explorers ventured further afield, they encountered
new forms of piracy, off Africa, in the Indian Ocean and in the Pacific. Rivalry
among European powers as they carved out overseas empires also provided the
nucleus for a resurgence of piracy in foreign waters, often sponsored by the
European powers themselves. These ‘privateers’ were pirates in all but name, and
their ranks included national heroes, such as Drake, Hawkins and Frobisher.

As the spread of Spanish rivals into the Caribbean, or ‘Spanish Main’,
continued in the 17th century, a more organized form of piracy began. From the
1630s, many of these French, English and Dutch ‘interlopers’ took to piracy,
attacking passing Spanish shipping using small boats. Although not strictly
pirates, their actions were piratical in nature but often carried the blessing of their
sovereign country. Known as ‘buccaneers’, their name was derived from a word
referring to backwoodsmen on modern Haiti in the mid-17th century. The term
later came to be used when speaking of the mainly English and French raiders of
the Spanish Main, who acted as semi-legalized pirates, based in Port Royal and
Tortuga. A ‘freebooter’ or ‘filibuster’ was the name given exclusively to French
buccaneers, and came from the small ‘flibotes’ (fly boats) they sometimes used.

In 1655, the English captured the island of Jamaica, providing a safe harbour
for these buccaneers. The scale of the attacks intensified to encompass raids on
small Spanish settlements, until by the late 1660s full-blown amphibious
operations were being launched against Spanish strongholds in the New World.
Buccaneer commanders such as Henry Morgan plundered their way through the
Spanish Main, and by the time the buccaneering era drew to a close in 1697, the
Spanish American colonies had been devastated, and Spain reduced to the status
of a near-penniless minor power.

The end of the buccaneering era gave rise to the period known as ‘the golden

age of piracy', which encompassed piratical actions in the Americas as well as in



the Indian Ocean, the South China seas and off the west coast of Africa. The
piracy boom was the result of circumstances: the end of a long war between
Britain and France meant that ports were full of unemployed sailors and there was
a lack of legal employment. The majority of the pirates who have gripped the
popular imagination operated during this period, and characters such as
Blackbeard, Captain Kidd and Black Bart have become the stuff of legend.
Hollywood and the writers of historical fiction have done much to glamorize
piracy, particularly piracy during the so-called ‘golden age’. As this book will show,
however, instead of a life of glamour, with crews led by aristocratic swashbuckling
heroes, the average pirate was a doomed man, lacking the education, abilities and
pragmatism to escape his inevitable fate. A pirate’s life was usually nasty, brutish and
short. The romantic-sounding description of this era as a ‘golden age’ belied the
cruelty, harshness and misery created by pirates, and unlike other golden ages it was
never regarded with any form of nostalgia. The phrase itself was never used by those
who lived through it, but was subsequently applied by writers seeking to embellish
the pirate story with an aura it didn't deserve. Another term often associated with

pirates today is ‘swashbuckler’. Though this is a Hollywood epithet, it is based on

Scourge of the Seas

The Spanish Main encompassed
the northern coast of South
America and the entire
Caribbean basin. In this practical
Dutch chart dated 1683, the
navigntion3| lines crossing the
eastern approaches to the North
American continent were
dcsigned to aid navigators in
selecting the most appropriate
transatlantic course. The
near-barren patch east of the
Bahamas represents the
doldrums of the Sargasso Sea,
where no favourable winds could
be found. (Mariners’ Museum,
Newport News, Virginia)
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Edward Teach (Blackbeard) is
perhaps the most notorious of all
pirates. This painting by Oliver
Frey shows a scene from
Blackbeard’s last fight in
November 1718.

(Stratford Archive)

historical roots, bcing derived from ‘sword and buckler’, a prcfcn’{:d Spanish weapon
combination in the 16th century, when ‘swashbuckler’ referred to a weapon-armed
thug or brigand, the name coming from the sound of a sword striking a buckler.
Although the word fell into disuse, it was revived by rgth-century pirate fiction
writers, and has remained closely linked with piracy ever since. During the 17th and
18th centuries, it was never used in conjunction with piracy or piratical activities.
This book will also redress the popular conception of pirate ships as large,
well-armed sailing vessels. These vessels certainly existed, as both Blackbeard’s
Queen Anne’s Revenge and Bartholomew Roberts’ last Royal Fortune were vessels of
this type. They were the exception to the rule though, and for the most part, pirates

relied on smaller, less spectacular craft, such as sloops, brigantines and early

schooners. During the late 17th century, the buccaneers who harried the Spanish




in the Caribbean used a similar range of vessels, but they also employed even
smaller launches, pinnaces and even canoes. The types of pirate vessels therefore
covered the gamut from longboat to major warship. Some were custom-built
privateers, designed to legitimately harry enemy shipping, but whose owners began
to prey on any vessel they encountered. Others were vessels captured by pirates,
then converted for their own use. Still more were ships whose crews had mutinied,
and were then used for piracy instead of legitimate commerce.

Lack of strong government in the majority of the American colonies made the
seaboard a pirate hunting ground. The benefits of illicit trade between pirates and
townspeople were balanced against the disruption of shipping and rising insurance
prices. One by one the colonial governors clamped down on piracy in their waters,
and judicial pressure was backed by naval force to put an end to the outbreak. By
1730, the era of rampant piracy was all but over.

With the demise of the pirate scourge of the early 18th century, many sea captains
took to privateering as a means of making money. A privateer was a man or a ship
under contract to a government, allowing him to attack enemy ships during wartime.
This contract, called a letter of marque, meant that the government got a share of the
profits. (A pirate, by contrast, attacked any ship, regardless of nationality.) It is
important to note that the terms ‘pirate’ and ‘privateer’ were not necessarily fixed
labels. A privateer might turn to piracy (like Captain Kidd), after a major war.

Buccaneers such as Henry Morgan were really privateers, but when he attacked

Panama in 1671, England and Spain were at peace, and Morgan was acting as a pirate!

Scourge of the Seas

In his painting So the Treasure was
Divided, Howard Pyle shows the
democratic nature of pirate life
any plunder was divided fairly
amongst the crew. Unfortunately
treasure was a rare find, and
most plunder consisted of
everyday cargo — rum, sugar,
tobacco, cloth or slaves.

(Stratford Archive)
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This form of nationally sponsored piracy reached its peak during the late
18th and early 1gth centuries. Although a world-wide phenomenon, privateering
proved particularly popular in the waters of the Americas. Rivalry between
European powers and the rise of independence movements among the nations of
the New World provided ample opportunities for privateering captains.

Privateering had existed as a tool of maritime warfare since the Middle Ages.
Letters of marque, which provided an official sanction to those secking revenge
through retaliatory attacks, were issued to ship owners who had suffered loss from
vessels of an enemy country as early as the 14th century. This form of legitimized
piracy proved extremely popular, and soon letters of marque were issued to almost
anyone who applied for them. At minimal cost, a nation could attack the maritime
commerce of an enemy without diverting the resources of its national fleet. For
small maritime powers such as the United States of America during the American
Revolution and the War of 1812, this proved a vital part of its maritime strategy.

The War of the Austrian Succession in 1739 placed Spanish maritime links
with its New World colonies at risk from privateering attacks, and France in turn
suffered greatly when trade with her island colonies in the West Indies was
devastated. This disruption of maritime commerce proved so lucrative for British
and American colonial ship owners that the resumption of hostilities between
France and Britain in 1759 prompted an even greater wave of privateering. By the
end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, privateering was regarded as a vital element
of maritime warfare, and eastern seaboard ports such as Halifax, Salem and
Newport became thriving privateer bases.

When the American colonies rebelled against Britain in 1775, sea power
was regarded as a dominant issue by both sides. Britain maintained the largest
merchant fleet in the world during the late 18th century, and the successful
conclusion of the war in the colonies required its control over the Atlantic sea
lanes. Similarly, the American economy was dependent on maritime trade,
given the poor state of internal communications within the 13 colonies. A
crippling British blockade of the American coastline could be expected, so
many ship owners thought that their only chance for economic survival was
to turn to privateering. With no possibility of being able to match British naval
strength, the colonies had to rely on European allies to contest British maritime
dominance. All America could hope for was to cause sufficient losses in the
British merchant fleet to force her merchants to put pressure on the government

to end the conflict.



Scourge of the Seas

The Privateer Fly, a painting by
Francis Holman, 1779. In the
stern view she appears heavily
manned, as was often so with
privateers. Both the flags and
armament are consistent with
this being a portrait of the Royal
Naval cutter Fly of 1779. Fast
\'L‘SSC]S, I'll\(.‘ cutters :md SI(!()FS,
m:ld(.‘ tht: bCS[ privﬂlccrs.
(National Maritime Museum,
Greenwich, London)

The French Revolutionary War and the Quasi-War between America and

France both provided opportunities for privateers, but the failure of the French

fleet to effectively challenge British control of sea power meant that by 1802,
French prizes were rare. The French invasion of Spain in 1807 made the Spanish
allies of the British, reducing privateering opportunities still further. The golden
opportunity for ship owners on both sides of the Atantic came in 1812, when
Britain and America found themselves at war once again.

The War of 1812, which lasted until 1815, saw a resurgence of privateering,
and by the end of 1812 the actions of hundreds of British, American and Canadian
privateers began to take effect on maritime commerce. Ship owners launched
purpose-built privateering vessels, and privateering reached its peak during the
second year of the war. With over 500 American privateers at sea, the British
instituted transatlantic convoys for protection, and by late 1814 a powerful naval
blockade of the American coast kept the Americans in port. By the time peace was
declared in 1815, British ship owners had lost over 1,000 merchant ships, and the
American economy was in ruins. Peace brought a resurgence of maritime
commerce, but the threat of privateers was replaced by the spectre of piracy.
Privateering was used as a tool by the emerging Latin American nations, who were
less able to regulate its use. Many Latin American privateers turned to piracy, and
the 1810s and 1820s were marked by a struggle to make the waters of the
Caribbean safe for commerce. The eradication of piracy in the Caribbean marked
the end of centuries of conflict in American waters, where sea dogs, buccaneers,

pirates and privateers had all contributed to the disruption of maritime trade.
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Though the anti-piracy campaign ended piratical activity in the Atlantic and
Caribbean, for centuries piracy continued to be practised by non-Europeans in the
Far East, and piracy is alive and well today. Indonesian waters are still plagucd by
modern-day pirates, equipped with fast speedboats and assault rifles. Although the
methods have changed, the basic nature of violent crime and extortion on the high

seas is the same as it was in the time of Caesar.

A note on sources

Sources covering the buccancering era are sparse, although these can be combined
with other documentary evidence to fill the gaps in the story. Several buccaneers
and their contemporaries left chronicles of their activities, the most extensive
being the work by Dutchman Alexandre Exquemelin (also written Esquemeling),
first published in Amsterdam in 1678 and entitled De Americaensche Zee-Rovers.
An English translation, The Buccancers of America, was published in 1684. This
remarkable and vivid account was written by a man who joined the French
buccaneers on Tortuga in 1666. A surgeon, he lived among them for 12 years, and
the work became a 17th-century best-seller. It is still in print today.

Other accounts by English and French buccaneers and their Spanish victims
paint an equally vivid picture, and provide useful information concerning both the
driving forces behind buccaneering and the world in which they operated. Some
even include gazetteers of the ports of the Spanish Main, with instructions on how
best to attack them. A number of modern historians have examined the period in
some detail, and the work of Spanish scholars has proved particularly valuable.
Other sources include the Calendar of State Papers (Colonial Series), and other
similar collections of printed historical documents are readily available either in
the Public Record Office in London, the National Maritime Museum in
Greenwich, the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., or the library of the
Mariners’ Museum in Newport News, Virginia.

Legends in their own time, pirates such as Blackbeard and Bartholomew
Roberts now seem larger than life. What we really know of them is
surprisingly little and is drawn from the recollections of ex-pirates, former victims,
naval officers who encountered them, or the records of courtrooms and
confessions. One other source is the book A General History of the Robberies and
Murders of the Most Notorious Pirates (1724). The author, alleged to be a
Captain Charles Johnson, had extensive first-hand knowledge of piracy, and it is

suggested by literary critics that Johnson was the nom-de-plume for Daniel Defoe,
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the author of Robinson Crusoe. The book concentrated on pirates operating in
the 30 years before its publication. Characters such as Edward Teach
(‘Blackbeard’), Edward Low and Henry Every were portrayed as ogres, and their
actual deeds embellished with bloodcurdling fictional anecdotes. One of the
problems is that the line between fact and fiction is extremely blurred. While
many elements of his portrayals were based on fact, it is vital to sift through
his descriptions, comparing his version with the pirates mentioned in other
contemporary accounts.

Where possible, the section on privateering in the Americas has drawn on
original material — letters of marque, shipping records from ports such as Salem
and Baltimore, reminiscences of privateering captains and newspaper reports
written during the last upsurge of piracy. What is apparent is that these records
are often incomplete, as folios have been misplaced, returns were never submitted
or there was little documentation to begin with. Some of the gaps in the narrative
have been filled in by consulting a number of privateering histories, and the most

readily available of these are listed in the Further Reading section.

Scourge of the Seas

The fronlispiccc of the second
edition of Caplain_]ohnscn.s
History of Pirates published in
1725, with plates showing blind

justice and a sea battle between a

pirate ship and a vessel of the
Royal Navy. The book was an
enlarged version of the original
edition, puHishcd the previous
year. (Stratford Archive)
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The Buccaneers and

Their Victims

In 1650, the Spanish had just emerged from the traumatic Thirty Years’ War
(1618-48) with the country impoverished and in desperate need of a period of
peace. Peace was denied them, however, as war with the French dragged on without
intermission until 1659, while Oliver Cromwell turned on Spain in 1654, launching
a conflict that would continue intermittently until 1670. Spanish efforts in defending
the Catholic faith in Furope drained Spain’s coffers, and there was little or nothing
left to spend on the defence of her ports in the Spanish Main. Therefore, when the
buccaneering era began, Spanish overseas possessions were at their most vulnerable.

During the decade following Christopher Columbus’s first voyage (1492),
Spain established a firm control over the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola, creating
a base for further exploration, settlement and conquest. By 1540, her overseas
territories included most of the Caribbean basin and Peru. Under the terms of the
Treaty of Tordesillas (1497) arranged by the Papacy, a north-south line was
drawn in the Atlantic Ocean. Portugal was granted a monopoly of trade and
discovery to the east of the line, giving her control of the trade route to the cast
around Africa. Spain was awarded everything to the west, which included North
and South America except Brazil, which lay in the Portuguese sector. For the next
century and a half, the Spanish would fight an increasingly futile battle to maintain
this monopoly, particularly in the Caribbean basin, which contained most of
Spain’s colonial settlements. During the 16th century, interlopers from other
European nations raided the region, which by that stage had become known as the
Spanish Main. Francis Drake was one of the most notorious, and the Spanish
regarded him as a pirate. Justice was harsh in this undeclared war on the Spanish
monopoly: an encroaching French settlement in Florida was brutally destroyed in
1565, and its settlers massacred. The rallying cry for both the Spanish and other
European adventurers was ‘no peace beyond the line’.

By 1655, the Spanish monopoly had been broken. French, Dutch and English
settlers had established colonies in many of the islands of the Lesser Antilles, the
most prominent being the English colony on Barbados and the French ones on

Guadeloupe and Martinique. FEven more important was the English conquest of

Jamaica in 1655, which gave them a base in the very heart of the Spanish Main.

French settlers were also established on the western coast of the Spanish island of



Hispaniola, and within a decade this would develop into the French colony of

Saint Domingue. Both this colony and Jamaica would provide the buccaneers with
secure bases and supportive colonial administrations. These encroachments,
combined with the Spanish lack of preparedness in the Americas for what
amounted to a full-scale war, created ideal circumstances for the buccaneers who

saw the Spanish empire as a poorly defended treasure house.

Scourge of the Seas

Howard Pyle’s Extorting Tribute
from the Citizens appeared in
Harper's Monthly Magazine in
December 1gos, where it was
used to illustrate his article “The
Fate of a Treasure-Town'. Many
buccaneers tortured their
prisoners after capturing a town
in an effort to find hidden caches
of plunder. (Stratford Archive)
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Originally, ‘Spanish Main” was a term used to refer to the northern coast of
South America, the ‘mainland’ or Terra Firma. By the mid-17th century, its scope
had widened to include the entire Caribbean basin, and by 1650 the region was
divided into a number of principalitics, each commanded by a viceroy or governor.

Map of the Spanish Main, New Spain encompassed Mexico and parts of Central America, with its capital in
¢. 1670. The strategic location of
Jamaica in the centre of the

Caribbean basin allowed the answerable to the viceroy in Mexico. The viceroy of New Granada included what
buccaneers to threaten all parts
of the Spanish overseas empire,

whose principal ports are shown the viceroy of Peru encompassed what was once the Incan empire, the most
here. (The ths]cy Collection,
Ashville, North Carolina) lucrative part of the Spanish dominions in the Americas. Finally, the islands of the

Mexico City. Lesser governors controlled Panama and Honduras, but were

is now Venezuela and Colombia, with a capital at Cartagena. Further to the south,

P&rnc
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Greater Antilles including Cuba, Hispaniola and Puerto Rico all retained their own
governors, although the governor of Cuba, based in Havana, was the most senior.

For the Spanish, one of the most important functions of the Spanish empire
was to ensure that a continuous flow of precious metals was produced in her
American mines and was safely shipped to Spain. Although legend has
surrounded this whole area, go per cent of the precious metals shipped to Spain
were silver and gold, with the greatest silver mines being in Peru. Silver was also
mined in Mexico, while gold and emerald mines were found in Colombia.

The method of shipment centred around a system of secure ports and powerful
treasure fleets. First, silver was shipped up the South American coast to Panama,
where it was transported onto mules and taken across the isthmus to Porto Bello.
Similar shipments were gathered at the ports of Cartagena in Venezuela and Vera
Cruz in Mexico. Every year a fleet left Seville in Spain, bound for the New World.

It carried settlers, luxury items, weapons and tools, and once it reached the Spanish

Main it split into smaller squadrons. One portion sailed to Porto Bello to collect

Scourge of the Seas

The port of Cartagena seen from
the west, looking into the inner
harbour. This print, dat{ng from
the mid-17th century, clearly
shows the formidable modern
fortifications and outlying forts
that protected the town.
(Stratford Archive)
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the year's silver production from Peru, then sailed on to Cartagena. Another
squadron made for Vera Cruz, while other ships visited the smaller Spanish ports
in the region. All the ships then gathered in the Cuban port of Havana in order
that they could sail home in convoy. The same system was used throughout the
17th century, and it proved remarkably successful. Although one fleet was wrecked
off the Florida Keys in 1622, and another was captured by the Dutch in 1628, the
ships almost always reached Spain safely. For most of the 17th century, the fleets
seemed too powerful to attack, and the buccaneers left them well alone.

The weak point of the fleet system lay in the ports. While Cartagena and
Ha\"ana Were consid‘:ri:d too Strong fOr thc buccanccrs to attack, Uthcrs rcmaincd
poorly defended. Porto Bello, Panama and Vera Cruz were all vital parts of the
Spanish treasure-gathering operation, but they all succumbed to buccaneer
attacks. Although both Vera Cruz and Panama boasted impressive fortifications,
they were poorly maintained, and supplies of both men and matériel were minimal
as Spain required all her resources to fight her enemies in Europe. While powerful
colonial governors ensured that their own capitals were well defended, the smaller
ports of the Spanish Main had to make do as best they could. Local militias were
raised, although for much of the period they lacked the equipment and training to
defend their towns against buccaneer attacks.

It was only in the 1670s that the Spanish crown diverted resources to improve
the region’s defence. Regular Spanish troops were sent to the Americas, and
money was spent on the training and re-equipping of the militias. Fortifications
that had been easily overcome by the buccaneers were strengthened, and yet more
money was spent on local naval patrols by the Armada de Barlavento, tasked with
protecting Spanish shipping within the Caribbean basin. Although the Spanish
Main was still subjected to attacks from French buccaneers and others, the
Spanish were at least capable of putting up a more spirited defence. Spanish attacks
on Saint Domingue during the 16gos also showed that they had learned from
their enemies, and were capable of employing the aggressive defensive strategy

that had been used so successfully against them 30 years before.

THE RISE OF THE BUCCANEERS

While the first Spanish settlements in the New World were established in the
Antilles, by the 17th century the emphasis had changed to the development of the
more lucrative territories of the mainland of Central and South America. While

Spain still maintained colonies in the Greater Antilles, most of the islands in the



chain comprising the Lesser Antilles remained uninhabited by Furopeans.
Consequently, ‘interlopers’, or non-Spanish settlers, moved in and established
settlements where tobacco crops were grown for illegal sale to Spanish colonial
towns. The Spanish authorities undertook several punitive expeditions to drive
out these settlers, particularly when there was evidence that they provided bases
for English and Dutch ‘sea-dogs’ to raid Spanish ports.

One of the most devastating of these expeditions was conducted in 1629,
when a Spanish force attacked the colonies on Nevis and St Kitts and deported the
settlers, but the Spanish action proved to be too little, too late. More settlers
reoccupied the islands and even settled on the large Spanish island of Hispaniola.
While the Spanish presence on the island was restricted to colonies concentrated
on its southern side, the hinterland was unoccupied. This soon provided a haven
for English, Dutch and predominantly French settlers, who regarded the very
vastness of the island as a safe haven. The pattern was repeated on several of the
smaller islands of the Antilles, where cattle and pigs roamed wild and could be
hunted down for food and as a source of income. These hunters cured the meat
they caught by smoking it in a fire that used a smoking platform known as a
boucan, a word derived from a native Arawak source. The hunters became known
as boucanniers, which evolved into ‘buccaneer’.

The largest concentration of buccaneers was in the western portion of

Hispaniola, far from the centres of Spanish authority. These men established

Scourge of the Seas

The island of Hispaniola. The
Spanish po]icy of concentrating
in settlements on the south coast
left the rest of the island open to
the boucanniers and ncm-Sp:mish
settlers. (Stratford Archive)
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Depicted here are carly buccaneers
(c. 1630) in Hispaniola dressed

in home-made hunting clothes,
who were said to resemble ‘the
butcher's vilest servants who

have been eight days in the
slaughterhouse without washing
themselves’. In the background is
a Spanish patrol, which was almost
exclusively mounted and relied on
local Arawak scouts as guides.
(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)
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coastal trading settlements and dealt with smugglers and other passing ships,

exchanging smoked meat for weapons, powder, shot or other essentials, including
wine. They were constantly under threat of attack by the Spanish, either in the
form of coastal patrols or during one of the many Spanish raids into the
hinterland. Many of the men had been dispossessed, evicted from their

settlements by the Spanish, and they maintained a strong enmity for their old



enemy. This was fuelled by religious differences, as the majority of these
c:‘ll’l}f buccaneers were Protestants, and the Spanish viewed them as heretics. A
near-contemporary described the life of the early buccaneers: ‘In general they were
without habitation or fixed abode, but rendezvoused where the animals were to be
found.” When a ship appeared, they would take their meat to the shore and
establish a temporary marketplace. Theirs was an almost exclusively male frontier
society, rough men living in primitive conditions.

As a refuge from frequent Spanish sweeps through Hispaniola, the buccaneers
established themselves on the island of Tortuga, off the north-west coast. By the
late 1620s or carly 1630s, this had evolved into a permanent base, and the
buccaneers had discovered another, even more lucrative source of income.

The body of water that lay between the westernmost part of Hispaniola and
the eastern part of Cuba was known as the Windward Passage. During the early
r7th century it was a major coastal shipping lane, linking the ports of northern

Cuba and the colony of St Augustine in Florida with the ports of the Caribbean.

It was also used by the smaller elements of the treasure fleets heading for their
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A mid-17th-century French map
showing the island of Tortuga
and the nearby mainland of the
island of Hispaniola. The bay that
formed the harbour of Cayenne is
clearly seen in the centre of
Tortuga. (Stratford Archive)
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rendezvous in Havana, and by the early 1630s it had become a haven for
buccaneers. From harbours such as Cayenne on Tortuga, buccaneers preyed on
the Spanish ships using canoes (piraguas) or even light pinnaces purchased from
smugglers and traders. An early French exponent of this was Pierre le Grand, who
with 28 men and a small pinnace, captured a small Spanish galleon. The tactics
used by these early buccaneers are discussed later, but stealth and surprise were
key elements in buccaneer attacks.

Both the start of attacks on Spanish shipping and the establishment of a base
on Tortuga marked a transition for the buccaneers. While before they were
prcdominant]y hunters, from the 16308 they btgan to evolve into pirates, although
by restricting their attacks to Spanish shipping they posed no threat to their
native countries. Although buccaneers continued to hunt, as they did on islands
throughout the Antilles, the association of the name ‘buccaneer’ developed, until
by the 1650s it was used exclusively to refer to maritime raiders. As their numbers
grew and they acquired larger and more powerful ships, buccaneering settlements
attracted recruits: runaway indentured servants or slaves, deserting seamen or
simple adventurers. These bands began to call themselves the ‘brethren of the
coast, a romantic title for a violent collection of men.

For much of the 17th century, France, England and Holland were at war with
Spain, and the establishment of colonial administrations in several of the islands
of the Lesser Antilles provided an opportunity for the buccaneers to give their
piratical activities a veneer of legitimacy. Colonial governors were authorized to
issue ‘letters of marque’ (also known as ‘letters of reprisal’) during time of war,
granting the recipient the status of a privateer. While a pirate existed beyond the
law, privateers operated on behalf of a particular nationality. For example, if France
was at war with Spain, letters of marque could be issued to ship captains, and they
would then seek out and attack Spanish shipping. In return for a share of the
profits from the prizes captured and a secure port, the sponsoring government
created a tool with which to disrupt enemy trade. In the Caribbean, where
non-Spanish warships were rarely available, privateering became a vital aspect of
warfare. From the 1640s, buccaneering crews were granted French or Dutch
letters of marque by the governors of St Martin (for Holland) and St
Christopher/St Kitts (for France). This employment of buccaneers as auxiliaries
became part of national policy during the decades following 1650.

In 1655, an English expedition captured the island of Jamaica from the

Spanish. Almost immediately, the newly appointed English governor looked to the
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buccaneers for defence. While most of the French buccaneering groups remained
concentrated on Tortuga or the western portion of Hispaniola (Saint Domingue),
most of the English buccaneers moved to Jamaica. Although many of the Dutch,
English and French colonies on the Lesser Antilles harboured buccaneering
crews, by 1660 the buccaneers were concentrated in two centres, and were divided
along national lines. By 1660, the buccancers were firmly established as a force in

the Caribbean, and the hcyday of the buccanccring era had bcgun.

THE BRETHREN OF THE COAST

Between 1660 and 1690, long after the buccaneers had become maritime raiders,
many of the characteristics of their community could be traced back to their roots
as hunters. While historians are divided over the origin of the phrase ‘brethren of

the coast’, and some attribute it to an appellation created after the buccaneering

The English capture of Jamaica,
1655. The English soldiers’
lack of uniformity betrays the
lack of discipline in the army of
the West Indies. Religious
differences fuelled the troops’
antagonism for the Spanish
inhabitants, and while some
plundered what they could,
others desecrated the capital’s
churches. (Angus McBride ©
Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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This mural painted by Frank
Schoonover shows late
17th-century buccaneers and
local guests enjoying an
impromptu ‘banyan’ or beach
party. According to William
Dampier, the English buccaneer
Captain Swan enjoyed banyans
of this sort in the Philippines.
(Stratford Archive)

era, it serves to indicate the unique sense of brotherhood that dominated the
society the buccaneers had created for themselves. French writers referred to the

‘frércs de la céte’ or even the 'pcopft of the coast’ when spcaking of the inhabitants
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of Saint Domingue, whether buccaneers or colonists. Others suggest that the
term was used as carly as the mid-17th century, although the phrase was never
used by the contemporary writer Exquemelin. Its inclusion here is principally to

imply the social system under which the buccaneers operated.

COMPOSITION OF BUCCANEER BANDS

The historian David Cordingly described buccaneers as ‘several generations of
fortune hunters who roamed the Caribbean looking for plunder. They included
soldiers and seamen, deserters and runaway slaves, cut-throats and criminals,
religious refugees, and a considerable number of out-and-out pirates.” This amply
sums up the polyglot nature of buccancer crews, who were often men who
grouped themselves together for one particular expedition, and returned to the
melting pot of their home port when the expedition ended. The links established
between the boucanniers of the early 17th century and smugglers or coastal traders
were strong enough to force the huntsmen to turn their backs on the land. Both
groups were interlopers in the Spanish Main whose survival was dependent on
avoiding Spanish authority. These early colonial mariners established trading links
between the ‘interloping’ colonies, and sold the cash crops they produced to the
remoter fringes of the Spanish overseas empire. The buccaneers who first took to
attacking passing Spanish ships were therefore a combination of hunters (who,
incidentally, would have been skilled marksmen) and mariners who knew the local
waters and were skilled at avoiding detection.

The influx of refugees to these buccaneering communities altered this balance.
Every time the Spanish attacked a colony of interlopers in the Lesser Antilles,
many of the colonists evaded capture untl the Spanish went away. These
dispossessed farmers and settlers gravitated towards the buccaneering
communities who provided a safe haven, however transitory. The same maritime
traders \«Vho Scn’cd thc buccanecrs prO\-’idE:d thE: Conduit :llcmg Whlch thcse pcoplc
reached the buccaneering settlements. French, Dutch and English colonies
continued to develop in the Antilles as more settlers replaced those driven out by
the Spanish. This trend intensified during the 1630s as Spanish attacks became
increasingly infrequent because of the country’s involvement in the Thirty Years’
War. The cash crops produced in the island colonies were labour-intensive, and
indentured servants were increasingly used to provide a cheap source of labour.
Although they obtained their freedom after a tenure of several years, many ran

away, and once more the buccaneering communities provided a safe haven. The
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A 1gth-century depiction of an
early buccaneer produced by
Alexandre Debelle for

P. Christian’s Histoire des
Pirates (188g). Surprisingly,
blunderbusses of this type were
f()und on SCVCI’:I] C()ntcmpﬂrﬂr’\"
shipwrecks, so were clearly
popu]ar maritime weapons.

(Stratford Archive)
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same protection was sometimes offered to run-away slaves who were increasingly
being introduced to the region to work on sugar plantations, although many
buccaneers simply sold these unfortunate people back into slavery.

Following the establishment of colonial authority in Jamaica and Saint
Domingue, two fresh but vital groups were added to the pool from which
buccaneering crews were composed. When the Commonwealth was replaced by

the Restoration government in England in 1660, the soldiers who garrisoned

Jamaica were paid off. For the buccaneers based in Port Royal, this created a pool

of hundreds of skilled soldiers who were ideally suited to the techniques of
amphibious raids instituted by men such as the naval captain Christopher Myngs.
Similarly, following the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648, ex-soldiers sailed to
the Caribbean in search of employment, and many naturally gravitated towards
the buccaneers. From the 1660s, dozens of sea captains and crews arrived in the
Caribbean from Europe, drawn by the profusion of letters of marque and the

opportunities for plunder. Buccaneer crews were therefore drawn from various
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sources and were often composed of men of various nationalities, despite the
tendency of the French and English to operate independently. What united them

were the twin driving forces of a desire for plunder and a hatred of the Spanish.

BUCCANEER DRESS

A number of contemporary descriptions survive that refer to the dress of the early
boucanniers of Hispaniola and other Caribbean islands. The appearance of these
hunters is reconstructed in the illustration on page 22, although no visual image
can portray the smell that must have accompanied these men. Stalking prey and
dismembering the carcass was followed by days of smoking the meat, and according
to a French clergyman, the Abbé Jean Baptiste Du Tetre, they often slept beside
their smoking fires in order to keep the mosquitoes at bay. In an era when personal
hygiene was rudimentary at best, the boucanniers were clearly exceptionally smelly.
Du Tetre remarked, ‘You would say that these are the butcher’s vilest servants who
have been eight days in the slaughterhouse without washing themselves.’

By the time the hunters had become seagoing raiders in the middle of the

17th century, their appearance would have changed. Home-made hunting shirts

The island of Margarita off the
castern end of the Spanish Main
was an important Spanish
stronghold, as it guarded the
windward approach to this vital
Spanish coastline. Naturally the
island was extremely well
defended. Spanish map dated
1661. Original in the Archivo de
Indias, Seville. (Stratford Archive)
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The Buccancer Was a Picturesque
Fellow. Painting by Howard Pyle.
Like all of his pirate paintings,
P_\']\‘ C.l[“'lllrt:n.! 'li‘lc romance of the
pirate in his carly 20th-century
illustrations — mainly for
children’s books. The buccaneers
who accompanied Sir Henry
Morgan might well have looked
like this well-armed example.
(Stratford Archive)




and breeches were replaced by clothes typical of seamen of the period, and except
for | Surf(:it Df \Veapﬂns, thE: appﬂﬂrance Of 4 buccaneﬂr WDuld hﬂ\"c beﬁn thc same
as that of the smugglers and coastal traders who frequented the region.
Contemporary depictions in works such as sketches by the two Van de Veldes and
others show how European seamen dressed. The appearance of European seamen
in the Caribbean was similar, although allowances were made towards the climate,
with light cotton shirts and breeches replacing the heavier materials worn
elsewhere. Most commonly, a seaman wore loose, woollen knee-length breeches,
a coarse linen shirt and a neckerchief or scarf tied around the neck. Variations
included seaman’s skirts or wide-bottomed cotton trousers, while a sleeved vest or
more cummonly a short sailor’s jacket would be worn over the shirt. The jackets
were \VOD“CD or DF[CFI mﬂdﬂ from canvas, ﬂ.nd Contcmporary accounts mcntion
that they were soaked in a light solution of pitch or wax in order to make them
waterproof. Headgear was almost always worn as protection from the sun, usually
in the form of a scarf, a felt slouch hat, a knitted woollen cap or even a straw hat.
Footwear was rarely worn at sea.

By the 1660s, buccaneers were more amphibious raiders than privateersmen,
and their dress changed accordingly. Many of the discharged soldiers who
accompanied Christopher Myngs on his raid on Santiago in 1662 wore their old
military uniforms, depicted in the illustration on page 49. This introduced
a practical form of military dress, and by the late 1660s, buccaneers bore more of
a similarity to contemporary soldiers than sailors. Coats cut in a military style:
became popular attire, with variations based on a woollen or canvas coat or vest
which extended to the calf. The cut changed over the years in line with
contemporary military fashion. Following a successful raid, the buccaneers would
take clothing as part of their plunder, which further added to their eclectic
appearance. Above all, they carried weaponry and the accoutrements of war, and
regardless of any other aspect of their appearance, this was the first thing observers

noticed about them. Weaponry will be discussed later in this section.

ORGANIZATION AND ALLEGIANCE

Although characterized as a lawless group, buccaneers developed highly structured
codes of conduct, based on a system which dated back to the days of the boucannier
hunters. From their earliest days, buccaneers operated in pairs, living and fighting
together. The system developed from the need to protect one another while hunting

or while engaged in combat. According to contemporaries, the buccaneers took this
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Bartolemeo el Portugues (or
Bartolomew Portugues) was a
small-time buccaneer who was
plagued by an almost constant
run of bad luck. His story was so
pitiful that Exquemelin included
it in his book. (Stratford Archive)

]
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pairing even further. If one died, the other would inherit his possessions, and in the
buccancer ports where men outnumbered women, it was even reported that they
shared wives or-mistresses. This ‘buddy system’ appears to have died out by the
mid-1670s, as there is no mention of its survival after this time. Beyond this,
buccaneer organization appears to have been very fluid, but based on a particularly
strong sense of egality and pre-arranged terms and conditions.

Buccaneer crews were gathered by individual ship captains, and prominent
buccaneers with their own ships had no trouble recruiting suitable crews in the
harbour taverns of Jamaica and Tortuga. Exquemelin provides a description of the
procedure. After calling a gathering of all those willing to participate, the captain
would draw up a written agreement which spccif'icd aspects of the operation. This

included the division of plunder, compensation for any participant who suffered

injury, set wages for non-combatants such as a ship’s surgeon or a maritime




artisan, and a non-concealment clause preventing any one seaman from creating

his own cache of plunder. All who agreed would sign the document or make their
mark, and the crew would join the ship and prepare for sea. Unlucky or unpopular
buccaneer captains such as Bartolomeo el Portugues or Rok Brasiliano were
reduced to signing on a mere handful of desperate men, as all others avoided
contracting with them. Crews could vary from a mere two dozen for a pinnace, to

almost 200 for a large three-masted flagship. While the captain provided the ship,

Scourge of the Seas

The sack of Cartagena, 1697.
Depicted here is the return of the
buccaneers following the siege of
Cartagena by a joint French
naval/military and buccaneer force.
Cheated of their rightful share of
the plunder, the buccaneers are
heavily armed and intent on
revenge. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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Map of the isthmus and city of
Panama, ¢. 1670. The unusual
perspective has the city of Panama
and therefore the south at the top
of the map. Morgan’s buccancers
are shown crossing the isthmus,
following the line of the Chagres
River (from Exquemelin, 1684).
(Stratford Archive)
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provisions, artillery and powder, it was up to each individual buccancer to provide

his own personal weaponry, such as a musket, bandolier, sword, daggtr and pistol.

Large raids were organized by buccaneer commanders such as Henry Morgan
who sent word that they were organizing an attack. Individual captains would be
called to meet at a pre-arranged rendezvous, such as the Isle-d-Vache off the
south-western coast of Saint Domingue, or around the islands off the
south-western corner of Cuba. Once a fleet had gathered, the individual captains
would be called to a meeting, and another contract would be drawn up governing
the entire expedition. Sub-contracts were possiblt, involving groups of ships, and
this was the case during the Anglo-French raid on Cuba in 1668. The target of
the raid would be decided upon and all captains present would vote on the choice.
In theory‘ this democratic process was in stark contrast to contemporary military
or naval practice, although naval commanders such as Christopher Myngs
flourished by combining legitimate national forces with those of the buccaneers.
In such cases, Myngs represented the navy and ensured they would share the

p[under. A prirne example of what happened when this system broke down was



after the attack on Cartagena in 1697. As part of the joint naval and buccaneer
expedition, the French buccaneers who participated expected a proportionate
share of the booty. Instead, the naval idea of shares ‘man-for-man’ was based on a
naval system where ratings gained a fraction of the sum reserved for officers. The
buccaneers felt swindled and returned to Cartagena, plundering what they felt was
their fair share of whatever was left to take (see illustration page 33).

National allegiance was an increasingly important factor to the buccaneers. By
obtaining aletter ofm;quuc, buccaneer captains were cchcti\-'cly taking sides on behalf
of their sponsor's nationality. While everyone was fighting the Spanish, this was
never a problem. Following the Treaty of Madrid in 1670 when Spain and England
made peace, the English demanded that buccancers stop their raiding. Henry
Morgan's men attacked Panama flying the English St George's cross alongside
individual (and unrecorded) flags of green and red, even though the two countries
were not at war. It gave his expedition the appearance of legitimacy, although he still
faced charges of piracy on his return to Jamaica. Initally, many English buccaneers
obtained French letters of marque, but increasingly France, Holland and England

found themselves at war with each other. While buccaneers always fought under

their national flags, increasingly they did so against fellow buccaneers.
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A detail of the siege of Cartagena,
1697. The buccaneers, led by
Ducasse, hclpcd to position and
man the French siege guns
whose close-range fire forced the
city to surrender. Cartagena was
the only fortress city on the
Spanish Main to undergo a sicge
during the 17th century.

(Stratford Archive)
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The chcaneering Art of War

The buccaneering period introduced a new dimension to warfare in the Americas.
In the early 17th century, attacks on the Spanish empire in the New World had
been confined to small-scale raids, but from the 1660s, large expeditions were
launched into Spanish territory. The forces gathered together by the buccaneer
commanders represented the largest Furopean military gatherings seen in
America. Although many of the engagements were small by European standards,
the scale of warfare would not be repeated until the American Revolution a
century later. The buccaneers also evolved their own tactics based on the available
weapons and training, and their activities constitute a fascinating and largely

unknown chaptcr in American military histury.

BUCCANEER WEAPONS

For much of the buccancering period, the standard firearm was the
matchlock musket. As the weapon measured up to sft (1.5m) long, it was
CumbchDmE: to Cﬂrry ﬂnd Dpcratc, and Smaller and llghtcr Cali\"cr musktts
were sometimes used, although many buccaneers considered them less effective
in battle.

Alth(}ugh thc Spanish Were one (]f EUI’DPC‘S lcadlng cxp{}ncnts (]f thﬁ:
development of flintlock ignition systems, few reached her troops in the New
World. Officers and dragoons sometimes carried ‘miguelet lock’ flintlock fusils from
the mid-17th century, but flintlocks were only introduced to infantry units at the
end of the century. Buccaneers were unconstrained by military contractors and
equipped themselves with flintlock guns whenever they were available. Gun dealers
in Port Royal performed a roaring trade in the new flintlocks, as bills of export from
London gunmakers testify.

Whatever the ignition system, the loading process was the same. A chargc was
inserted down the barrel followed by a shot and wadding, which was rammed into
place. Once the pan was primed, the weapon was ready to fire. Although most
Spaniards and some musketeers still relied on bandoliers carrying ‘apostles’
(individual powder containers) of powder, pre-rolled cartridges containing both
powder and shot were also widely used by buccaneers. Cartridges were faster to use
in action, but their preparation and use was restricted to the day of battle itself, as

the charges were very susceptible to tropical humidity. Bandoliers, with waterproof



and relatively airtight apostles, were simply more practical in most conditions

encountered on the Spanish Main.

Pistols were occasionally carried by buccaneers and by Spanish cavalry,
particularly in the later decades of the century. Although some of the earlier
wheel-lock weapons were used, most were flintlock pistols. Some English
examples certainly reached Port Royal’s gunshops, and like English muskets of the
time, they used a ‘dog-lock’ safety latch as part of the flintlock mechanism. Spanish

flintlock pistols were also widely available, often the product of Madrid gunmakers
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A matchlock musketeer following
the order, ‘Replace your scouring
stick’, returning his ramrod to its
slot in the base of the musket
after loading (from The Exercise of
Armes, 1607). The proficiency of
buccaneer musketeers in loading
and firing at speed gave them a
distinct advantage over the slower
and less well-trained Spanish
militiamen. (Stratford Archive)
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A European soldier of the 1670s
preparing a grenade for throwing.
From Allain Mallet’s Les Travaux
de Mars (Paris, 1672).
Buccaneers frequently used
grenades when storming Spanish
fortifications. (Stratford Archive)

who supplied the troops of the Spanish overseas empire and therefore by default,

the buccaneers, once the weapons were captured.
Unlike firearms, which were fairly standard throughout the period, swords

were a matter OI. pCT’SUﬂ‘.‘{I S(}'IC '.'ll"ld taste. An examination ()f- contcmpomry or
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near-contemporary illustrations reveals that the buccaneers carried a wide variety
of edged weapons. ‘Hangers’ were a form of hunting sword adapted for military or
naval use, and were the most popular form of blade, although by the end of the
buccaneer period they had developed into a weapon resembling the true naval
cutlass. Broadswords or other heavy blades were also popuiar, underlining the
buccaneer preference for ‘cut’” rather than ‘thrust’ weapons.

Spanish officers still used the rapier, and these Toledo steel weapons were
considered to be among the finest edged weapons available. As the century
progressed, the rapier was replaced by the small-sword, another narrow-bladed
thrusting weapon that became the standard sword of the European officer by the
last two decades of the 17th century. Both of these weapons were designed for
personal protection and were better suited for duels or for fencing than for use on
the battlefield. Spanish infantry were also equipped with either hangers or, by
1690, with a simplified ‘munition-quality’ version of the small-sword. The heavier
swords carried by the buccaneers gave them a distinct advantage in hand-to-hand
combat.

Spanish cavalry relied on both heavy cavalry broadswords or heavy thrusting
weapons, and at least in the New World rarely seem to have relied on the pistol
tactics commonly practised in Europe. This stemmed from the buccaneer’s
refusal to adopt the pike for defence, and the Spanish believed that a charge home
against buccaneer musket formations would be more effective than skirmishing at
a distance. Pistols were still widcly used by Spanish troops, as were flintlock
carbines, although supply was a constant problem for commanders in the
Americas, so equipping a militia cavalry or dragoon unit with homogenous
weaponry would have been virtually impossible.

Spanish infantry formations retained the pike throughout the period, although
the ratio of pikes to muskets fell from one in three in 1650 to one in five by 16go.
Despite the fact that the Spanish never needed protection from buccaneer cavalry,
their infantry commanders followed Spanish peninsular practices when it came
to including pikemen in foot formations. As for the buccaneers, they had no
standard tactical doctrine to restrict them, and there were simply not enough
Spanish cavalry to make the adoption of the pike worthwhile. By the late 1670s,
Spanish infantry in Europe were being issued with plug bayonets designed to fit
into the barrels of their muskets. It is probable that this innovation was adopted
readily by buccaneers as well as by the Spaniards, so any tactical advantage they

provided would be fleeting.
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To sum up, while the Spanish were fairly good at equipping their troops with
the best weapons available, the buccaneers were free to embrace weapons suited
to their style of fighting, not ones designed for a European battlefield. This,
combined with their training and better tactical prowess on the battlefield, made

them difficult to beat.

TACTICS

Following the establishment of buccaneering centres at Port Royal and Tortuga,
large txpeditions became possiblc, with buccaneer groups cumbining to form
striking forces capable of attacking well-defended Spanish towns and cities. In
both bases, but particularly in Port Royal, ex-soldiers made up a large pool of
skilled recruits and were able to train the less experienced sailors and landsmen.
The mid-17th century was a period when warfare was undergoing a transition.
The Thirty Years’ War was particularly destructive in its devastation of the
civilian communities, and rape, plunder and looting were commonplace. This
brutality spread to the Caribbean, where the inhabitants of towns captured by
buccaneers were often tortured and always plundered. The advantage of
employing hardened European ex-soldiers was that they provided training in the
latest military tactics, and buccaneer forces made full use of their skills.
Exquemelin describes Henry Morgan’s buccaneers advancing ‘with drums
beating and colours flying’, resembling a body of regular troops rather than a band
of pirates. These men were trained to fight in ranks in a military fashion, and
although they lacked harsh military discipline, they were united in a common
goal: the capture and plundering of enemy towns. In a period when the Spanish
were hard pressed to provide the garrisons and militia in the New World with
sufficient quantities of weapons and powder, the buccaneers had ready access to
WC&POHS, ﬂ.nd Ohscwers recount that t]‘le)f Oftf:n Carﬁed more [}lﬂn one WCaPDn. ln
1683, for an attack on Vera Cruz, the Chevalier de Grammont ordered his French
buccaneers to bring along as many firearms as they could, and they went into the
attack with three or more muskets, pistols or blunderbusses each. This basic
firepower was combined with training in the latest volley fire by ranks or even by
‘platoons’. The result was a unit which could produce such a volume of fire that
Spanish opponents would simply be shot to pieces. Pistols would be fired at close
range, thcn thc buccaneers Wﬂuld drﬂw their SWOI’dS and kniVCS, or even thr(}W
grenades. Until the very end of the buccaneering era, no Spanish army had the

ability to resist such powerfuf forces.



During the 1660s and 1670s, the Spanish militia lacked the training they
needed to oppose the buccaneers. A string of humiliating Spanish defeats forced
the Spanish crown to re-examine its military abilities. After the sack of Panama,
Spanish garrisons in the New World were augmented by an increasing number
of regular Spanish troops — men who were as well trained as the buccaneers.
Similarly, increasing quantities of modern military stores and equipment were
being shipped to the Spanish colonies, together with instructors to train the
colonial militia. By the 16gos, the Spanish had become a far more powerful force
in the region than they had been even 20 years before. Although Cartagena fell to
a large French army in 1697, the Spanish troops in the city fought well and almost
repulsed the attack. Furthermore, Spanish campaigns in Saint Domingue
demonstrated that given the right conditions — superiority in numbers and
competent commanders — the Spanish Army could defeat the buccaneers.

Most buccaneer attacks followed a similar pattern. A leader such as Henry
Morgan or the Chevalier de Grammont would gather a force together and agree
terms over the division of any spoils. An advance party would reconnoitre the
target to solicit intelligence. Often the buccaneer band would anchor their ships
well away from the target and either march overland or approach it in canoes
(piraguas). A favourite time of attack was at dawn, and Sundays or holy festivals
also helped to ensure the town would be unprepared to defend itself. The attack
would use the element of surprise to achieve its two main objectives. The first was
to prevent the civilian population from escaping. Once rounded up they were
often held prisoner in a suitably large building, usually a church. The second
objective was to overrun the garrison, assaulting any forts if necessary, but
by preference, capturing them by stealth and subterfuge. Once they held the
town the buccaneers would sack it, and if necessary they would torture their
captives to make them reveal where they hid their valuables (see illustrations
pages 42 and 55). Often ransom demands would be sent to the regional governor,
when the buccaneers would threaten to destroy the city if payment was not
forthcoming. After several days, the buccaneers would sail away, taking whatever
slaves they captured to sell in the markets of Jamaica or the West Indies. At
some agreed rendezvous they would then anchor their ships and divide the
plunder, allowing the various buccaneer crews to go their own separate ways.
This basic scenario had several variations, including using a city as a base for
further attacks into the hinterland, or even using it as a base for a large expedition

to another city.
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Morgan interrogating prisoners
outside Panama, 1671. The
buccaneers spent weeks torturing
the townspeople, forcing them to
reveal where they had hidden
their valuables. The real treasure
was spirited away by sea, while
the buccaneers captured the city,
as shown in the background of
the engraving (from Exquemelin,
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The effect on the towns and cities of the Spanish Main was catastrophic. One

Spanish resident of Cartagena noted that most of the towns in what are now
Venezuela and Colombia had been sacked at least twice and burned once, while
others such as Maracaibo and Santa Marta were sacked or burned regularly. Some
settlements such as Riohacha had simply been abandoned, as their inhabitants left

for the relative safety of well-defended cities such as Cartagena or Havana.

BATTLES

Although only the battle of Panama has received acknowledgement as a full-scale

battle involving a buccaneer army, several other engagements were also worthy of



the title. The basic nature of buccaneer tactics was to conduct hit-and-run raids,
and not to engage in a stand-up battle unless it could not be avoided. In some
cases, the buccaneers had to fight in order to gain control of the city they were
attacking. At Santiago de Cuba in October 1662, Christopher Myngs was forced
to fight a Spanish force drawn up in line of battle in front of the city. During Henry
Morgan’s Panama campaign, he had to defeat a Spanish blocking force at Venta de
Cruces in December 1670 before he could reach Panama.

Offensive action by the Spanish was a second cause of battle. A Spanish
invasion of Jamaica in 1658 by 550 troops and artillery from Vera Cruz was
defeated when Christopher Myngs met them with 500 buccaneers and ex-soldiers
from Port Royal (then called Cagway). The Spaniards were decimated by volley
fire, then surrendered en masse, and the captured guns were dragged back to
Cagway. Henry Morgan casily ambushed and defeated a Spanish force marching
to the reliefl of Porto Bello in 1668. During the Chevalier de Grammont's
campaign against Campeche, a Spanish relief force was defeated as it approached
the city from the north in August 1685, while a week later a buccaneer column

was in turn beaten by the Spanish at Hampolol in the Yucatan Peninsula. This last

action marked a change in the status quo, where better-trained and led Spanish

Scourge of the Seas

The battle of Panama, 1671, a
scene which includes many of the
features of the conflict, in no
particular order. Of note are the
stampeding cattle in the centre,
and a buccaneer musket body
repulsing Spanish cavalry in the
right corner (from Exquemelin,
1684). (Stratford Archive)
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In the battle off Maracaibo Bar
(1669), the English buccaneer
Henry Morgan attacked a
blockading Spanish fleet by
sending a fireship against the
enemy flagship. He then sailed
through the blockading line in
the resulting confusion.
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forces were able to defeat buccaneers in open battle. This Spanish victory was
repeated in 1691 during a Spanish invasion of the French-held island of Saint
Domingue (formeérly Hispaniola). The French tried to block the Spanish advance
along the north coast of the island at Sabane de Limonade. The resulting battle,
fought on 21 January 1691, saw the blocking force of heavily outnumbered
buccaneers defeated and the survivors put to the sword. In the summer of 1694,
Jamaica was invaded by French buccaneers led by Jean-Baptiste Ducasse. The local
English garrison at the landing site was no match for the buccaneers, so a
British-backed force of buccaneers was formed in Port Royal. Before they could
march on their French counterparts, Ducasse withdrew back to Saint Domingue.
Most of these actions involved forces of 500 to 1,500 men per side, and in the
Furopean scheme of things would hardly rate as a skirmish. In the Americas,
1,500 men constituted an army.

The battle of Panama (28 January 1671) is a perfect example of the
buccaneering art of war in action. Henry Morgan commanded a buccaneer army

of around 1,200 men, a force imbued with a confidence of victory that stemmed

partly from Morgan’s charisma and the rest from belief in their own abilities.




During the brief campaign, Morgan used surprise, mobility and superiority in
morale to cross the isthmus without any serious opposition from Spanish militia.
At Guayabal and again at Venta de Cruces, blocking forces melted away when
probed by the buccaneer vanguard. This gave the buccaneers an advantage in
morale by the time they reached the city of Panama, where the Spanish formed a
line of battle at Mata Asnillos, a mile in front of the city. The 1,200 militia infantry
were drawn up in six ranks, while their flanks were protected by militia cavalry,
200 horsemen on each side. Although it was not mentioned if artillery pieces were
present, they would have been deployed in front of the infantry.

Morgan began his final advance, ‘red and green banners clearly visible to the
Spaniards’, and he deployed into a three-deep line, his force split into three divisions.
The left flank was commanded by the Dutch buccaneer Laurens Prins, who
advanced in a wide sweep around the Spanish right flank and occupied a hill
overlooking the Spanish line. This stung the Spaniards into committing to an attack,
but it also disrupted their secret weapon. The Spanish commander Juan Pérez de
Guzmin had collected a herd of cattle and kept them behind his infantry line. His
intention was to let them pass through his lines and stampede them into the
buccaneers, disrupting them just before the Spanish foot advanced into contact. The
advance by Prins scared the cattle drovers, who fled, leaving the cattle to wander

through the Spanish lines (see illustration page 53). A simultancous advance on

Morgan’s men and on the hill held by Prins ended in disaster. Concentrated volley

Scourge of the Seas

The main square of the strategic
Spanish treasure port of Panama
as it appeared in 1670 — the year
Sir Henry Morgan captured and
sacked the city. Unfortunately for
the buccaneers, much of the
city‘:‘- wealth had been shippcd
out down the Pacific coast before
the buccaneers arrived. Original
in the Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)
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fire from the buccaneers felled the Spanish, who lost over 100 militiamen in the
first volley alone. Stampeding cattle and a withering fire were enough to break the
Spaniards, who fled the field, leaving between 400 and 500 dead and wounded. As
Pérez de Guzmin stated, ‘hardly did our men see some fall dead and others wounded
but they turned their backs and fled’. This was not completely fair, as even veteran
infantry, particularly those who suffered 40 per cent casualties in a few minutes,
would be inclined to break. As in numerous other actions, superior buccaneer
firepower and tactical initiative proved more than a match for the Spanish militiamen
who opposed them.

More common than battle was the assault of a Spanish-held fort (castellano).
Morgan'’s tactic of using a human shield at Porto Bello was unusual, and usually
surprise was the best ally of the buccaneers. If the defenders were forewarned, then
the capture of a fort was extremely difficult as the buccancers lacked siege
equipment. When Morgan's licutenant Joseph Bradley led an assault on Castellano
San Lorenzo guarding Panama’s Chagres River in January 1671, the Spanish knew
he was coming. The garrison had been reinforced and repulsed four buccaneer
ﬂSSaultS dcspite a constant b:lrl’age ﬁ'om Snipers and buccanccr WarShiPS. A ﬁ{th
assault found a weak spot and entered the fort, where the remaining defenders
were overwhelmed and massacred. This was an exception to the norm, where a
quick surprise assault would normally suffice to capture the crumbling and

undermanned Spanish defences guarding the ports of the Spanish Main.

FIGHTING AT SEA

The first buccaneers took to the sea as a sideline, augmenting the money they
made as hunters on Hispaniola by attacking passing Spanish shipping. The tactics
used were noted by Fxquemelin and others, the earliest being in reference to the
French buccaneer Pierre le Grand. These early buccaneers used small pinnaces or
even piraguas, exploiting their small size to avoid detection. If spotted, 1t was
hoped the Spaniards would think the buccaneer craft was a harmless fishing boat.
Once within range, marksmen would fire at the helmsman or anyone seen above
deck, preventing the Spaniards from handling their ship or raising more sails to
gtt ﬂ.wa)’. If more thﬂn one Craft was inVO[VEd, one Would Sﬂil to tl'le stern Of the
Spanish ship and immobilize its rudder. They then swarmed aboard.

By the 1650s, buccaneers were seamen rather than hunters with canoes, and
their method of attack altered. Largzr ships, such as Sloops and brigantines, were

available in Port Royal, most vessels being captured Spanish ships. The buccaneers

Scourge of the Seas

OPPOSITE  Henry Morgan at

Porto Bello, 1668, With Porto
Bello under his control, Morga
next task was to capture the m
fortress of Santiago. He forced

ns

ain

prisoners — most of whom were

priests and nuns — to advance
ahead of his storming party,
acting as a human shield. Here
the Spanish gun crew are
debating whether to open fire.
(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)
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The Spanish port of Santo
Domingo on Hispaniola (now the
capital of the Dominican
Republic) was no stranger to
attack. This chart, which was
probably produced by Baptista
Boazoi of Leiden in 1588, shows
Sir Francis Drake’s successful
attack on the settlement in
January 1586. (National Maritime
Museum, Greenwich, London)
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who cruised in these were able to venture throughout the Caribbean basin, and
Spanish coastal shipping provided their main target. Typically, the buccaneers would
overhaul a Spanish vessel, then fire on it using small arms rather than artillery to
prevent damage to the hull or sails. Their tactics were identical to those used by the
pirates of the early 18th century (see pages 79-83). If a quarry refused to surrender,
a volley of small-arms fire preceded a boarding action. As the buccaneers usually
outnumbered their opponents and were better armed, the result was rarely in doubt.

Although the emphasis changed from naval attacks to raids on Spanish
settlements during the 1660s, Spanish shipping was still attacked wherever it was
encountered. It simply made more sense to capture a port and all the ships at
anchor rather than to hunt down individual Spanish ships. It must be noted that
the buccaneers were never strong enough to attack the annual treasure fleets
which sailed between Spain and the New World, or if they were, the fleet was
deliberately delayed until the buccaneer threat dissipated. The few treasure

galleons captured by the buccaneers were all taken at anchor.



Buccaneer Commanders

This sample of the major buccaneering leaders of the period illustrates the range
of activities the buccaneers were engaged in and the scope of their raids on the
Spanish Main, tracing the development of buccaneering from the conquest of
Jamaica in 1655 to the sacking of Cartagena in 1697. For those secking more

information, the Further Reading section lists a number of excellent sources.

CHRISTOPHER MYNGS (1620-66)

In February 1658, the 52-gun Cromwellian warship Marston Moor dropped anchor
off Port Royal, and her captain Christopher Myngs became commander of the
squadron charged with the defence of Jamaica. He had been there before, having

served as deputy to the previous commander for 18 months from January 1656.

He already had some experience of raids on Spanish settlements, and he used this

Scourge of the Seas

Christopher Myngs assault

on Santiago de Cuba, 1662.
When Myngs and his force

of 1,300 buccaneers reached

San Juan Hill, they found the
outnumbered Spanish garrison
drawn up in front of the city.
The Spanish were quickly routed,
and the city fell to the
buccancers. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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to form a new strategy for the defence of Jamaica. For nine years, from 1656 to
1665, Myngs would pioneer the use of buccaneers to thwart an invasion by
leading pre-emptive raids on Spanish ports that could be used to launch an attack
on Jamaica.

In 1658, he repulsed a small Spanish invasion with a combination of
Commonwealth troops and buccaneers. He then sailed to the northern coast of
South America, where for the next two years he attacked Spanish ports from
Cumana to Santa Marta, capturing a substantial haul of booty and sending the
Spanish into a panic. These raids demonstrated that buccaneers were vital to his
strategy of an aggressive defence, and the role of the buccancer in the defence of
Jamaica was established. Myngs led these raids in his frigate Marston Moor
accompanied by two or three smaller buccaneer vessels, and ostensibly he
operated under the authority of the Commonwealth government. His biggest haul
came in mid-1659, when he captured Coro, a small port in modern Venezuela. A
large cargo of Spanish silver was captured in the harbour, the plunder valued at
over a quarter of a million English pounds. Contrary to orders, Myngs split the
haul with his buccaneers and crew before the treasure was brought back to
Jamaica. The governor of Jamaica accused Myngs of embezzlement, describing
him as ‘unhinged and out of tune’. Myngs was ordered home in the Marston Moor
to stand trial. Fortunately for him, the restoration of the monarchy paralysed the
government and the case was dropped. Myngs gained the support of Charles I,
and he returned to Jamaica in command of the 40-gun royal warship Centurion in
August 1662.

Although England and Spain were not at war, the new governor, Lord
Windsor, encouraged attacks on the Spanish as part of a secret national policy. He
paid off the remnants of the Commonwealth Army in Jamaica, creating a pool of
skilled ex-soldiers just when Myngs needed them most. Within two months,
Myngs led a buccaneer attack on Santiago de Cuba, defeating the garrison in a
brief pitched battle. After destroying the city’s formidable fortifications, he
returned to Port Royal accompanied by a string of prize ships filled with plunder.
This was the first instance of a full-scale buccaneer raid, and it set the scene for
scores of similar amphibious operations over the next 30 years.

During the winter, Myngs announced he would lead another expedition, and
hundreds of men flocked to Port Royal, including Dutch and French buccaneers.
In February 1663, Myngs set sail for the Mexican coast with 12 ships and

1,400 buccaneers. The buccaneers attacked Campeche, but Myngs was seriously



wounded during the assault. After plundering the town, the buccaneers withdrew
to Port Royal with a fleet of prize ships, and Myngs returned to England to
convalesce. A change of policy by the new governor, Sir Thomas Modyford, meant
that further raids were forbidden. In 1665, Myngs was promoted to vice-admiral,
and was knighted following the ‘Four Days” Battle” against the Dutch in June
1666. Two months later he was dead, killed by a cannon ball during another

engagement with the Dutch.

HENRY MORGAN (c. 1635-88)

Although his early life is obscure, Morgan, a Welshman, arrived in Jamaica in the
wake of the Cromwellian invasion in 1655. From 1658 until 1672, he was one of the
most formidable buccaneers in the Caribbean. He accompanied Myngs on some of
his expeditions, and in 1662 was named as the commander of a privateering vessel. In

1664, he sailed with a group of other buccaneer captains harassing Spanish shipping

and towns along the coast of the Yucatan Peninsula and even marched inland to

Scourge of the Seas

Henry Morgan standing before
the city of Panama in 1671.

The well-dressed buccaneer
commander is carrying a {lintlock
musket, indicating how readily
the buccancers embraced the
weapon, which was technically
far superior to the marchlock
musket. (Stratford Archive)
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sack the regional capital of Villahermosa. The same surprise attack overland was
repeated the following year when Morgan and others crossed Central America to
attack the town of Grenada (near the modern Nicaraguan capital of Managua).
Morgan made enough money to buy a plantation when he returned to Jamaica, and
married his cousin. He also became friends with the governor, Sir Thomas Modyford.

In January 1668, Modyford ordered Morgan to attack the Spanish in Cuba, so
armed with a privateering letter of marque, he gathered ten ships and 500 men,
half of them French. Havana was too well defended, so the cxpcdition landed in
western Cuba and marched inland to attack Puerto Principe. The Spaniards were
forewarned, and after defeating the local militia and capturing the town, Morgan’s
men had little plunder to show for their efforts. The French contingent sailed
home in disgust, but Morgan proposed to continue his raid, this time in the
isthmus of Panama.

Morgan had intelligence that the defences of the treasure port of Porto Bello
were not as formidable as they appeared, so he led his men in an attack on the city
in July 1668. Anchoring some distance away, he advanced by canoe, then on foot,
until he reached the southern side of Porto Bello. He seized one of the three forts
and the town itself in a lightning assault, then used a human shield of prisoners
to cover his men when he attacked the second fort (see illustration page 46). The
garrison was butchered, and by the time he advanced on the third fort the
following morning, the Spanish had had enough and surrendered. The buccaneers
looted the town and held it for ransom for a month. After his relief force was
defeated by Morgan's men, the governor of Panama paid the asking price and the
buccaneers returned to Port Royal laden with plunder.

In October, a second joint expedition with the Tortuga buccaneers got off to a
bad start when HMS Oxford, the warship lent by Governor Modyford, blew up at
its moorings. Cartagcna was abandoned as a target, and instead Morgan entered
Lake Maracaibo in Venezuela. The buccaneers held the region throughout the
winter, looting far inland and defeating a Spanish naval squadron sent to capture
them. Morgan spent a year adding to his growing estates, but in late 1670 he
proposed an attack on Panama, undertaken with the approval of the governor.

In December 1670, he sailed for the isthmus of Panama with a large fleet and
1,200 men. An advance force captured the fortress of San Lorenzo guarding the
Chagres River, allowing the buccaneers to cross most of the isthmus by canoe. In
early January, they defeated a Spanish army drawn up to defend Panama and they

captured the city. Forewarned, many Spaniards had fled with their valuables, but
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the buccaneers tortured those remaining to make them reveal where they had
hidden their possessions. By February, the buccaneers had given up, destroyed the
city and returned to their ships with a poor haul of plunder. This was Morgan's
last great raid, as a change of policy prevented further attacks on the Spanish.
Spain and England had been at peace when Morgan attacked Panama, and
within a year the governor was recalled to London to answer charges levelled by
the Spanish ambassador. The new governor had Morgan arrested in April 1672
and sent to England, but the buccaneer had powerful friends. He was never
imprisoned, and instead managed to have the new governor removed from office.
Morgan himself was knighted and appointed as the new deputy governor.
Morgan served as a colonial official for zight years from 1674 to 1682, during
which time he strengthened the defences of the island but never returned to
buccaneering. A wealthy landowner, he spent his last years plagued by disease
brought on by excessive drinking, but remained an influential figure and was
accorded full military honours when he died. More than anyone else, Morgan has
been regarded as the archetypal buccaneer, the terror of the Spanish Main and the

defender of Jamaica. It is also hardly surprising that he has a rum named after him.

Henry Morgan at Panama, 1671.
The Spanish commander planned
to stampede cattle in the
buccaneers’ ranks, but the
drovers ran away when the ﬁring
started: the cattle ran amok
among the Spaniards. Morgan
and his men decimated the
Spanish. The disciplincd nature
of the buccaneers’ line can be
seen here. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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JEAN DAVID NAU, T"OLONNAIS (c. 1635-68)

“The man from Olonne’, the Frenchman Jean Nau, arrived in the Caribbean in the
1650s as an indentured servant, but by 1660 he had joined the buccaneers in Saint
Domingue (now Haiti), the French-run western portion of Hispaniola. His
buccaneering career lasted seven years, beginning in 1662 when he participated in
several attacks on Spanish shipping and was given a prize vessel by the French
buccaneer governor of Tortuga. He cruised off Cuba and the Yucatan Peninsula, and
at some stage he was shipwrecked off Campeche. The buccaneers were massacred
by the local militia as they came ashore, but ['Olonnais escaped by feigning death.
In an attack on a town in Cuba, he held the town to ransom, then captured and
killed the crew of a ship sent to its relief. One man was spared to tell the governor
of Havana that L'Olonnais was responsible. By 1667, England and Holland were at
war, and the French buccancers sought to exploit the conflict as France had allied
itself with the Dutch. During the spring of 1667, L'Olonnais planned an expedition
to cruise the Caribbean looking for a suitable English target to attack.

Nau's growing reputation ensured that men signed on for his next expedition,
and he sailed from Tortuga with over 600 men in eight ships. While cruising in
the Antilles, news reached him that France was now at war with Spain, giving
him an even better opportunity to profit from Europe’s conflicts. In July, the
buccaneers set sail for Lake Maracaibo in modern Venezuela. The large lagoon
was defended by a small fortification with 16 guns, which Nau and his men
stormed from the landward side and captured. The lagoon was now at the mercy
of the buccaneers. The first town they attacked was Maracaibo, a prosperous
settlement which had been abandoned as the buccaneers approached. For the next
two weeks, L'Olonnais and his men searched the woods for the inhabitants, then
brought them back and tortured them until they revealed where they had hidden
their treasure. The buccaneers then crossed the lake and landed near Gibraltar, on
its eastern shore. The garrison outnumbered the buccaneers, but L'Olonnais
defeated them in a brutal engagement that left 70 buccaneers killed or wounded.
They plundered the town and its environs for a month, extorting a ransom that
was paid to prevent them burning the town. A return visit to Maracaibo boosted
profits and produced another ransom, then the buccaneers returned to Saint
Domingue and Tortuga.

In late 1667, [’ Olonnais orgnnizcd another expedition and 700 buccaneers
joined him. His six ships cruised off Cuba before sailing for Honduras. The flotilla

was becalmed in the Gulf of Honduras, and spent weeks foraging along the coast



before reaching the small port of Puerto Cabellos. 'Olonnais captured the town
without much problem, but when he marched inland to attack the settlement of
San Pedro his men were ambushed. He tortured Spanish prisoners until they
revealed a back route to the town, free of further ambushes. The buccaneers
reached the town and captured it, but there was little plunder to be had. Within
months of their return to Puerto Cabellos, L'Olonnais was reduced to one ship,

as his colleagues gave up and sailed home. In the spring of 1668, Nau sailed to

Nicaragua’s Mosquito Coast, where his ship ran aground. While some of his crew

Scourge of the Seas

L'Olonnais at Maracaibo, 1667.
Perhaps the most sadistic of all
the buccaneers, L'Olonnais
earned his reputation from the
excessive cruelty he showed to
Spanish prisoners. Upon
attacking Maracaibo, L'Olonnais
hacked several prisoners to death,
then tortured the rest to reveal
where they had hidden their
possessions. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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['Olonnais torturing Spanish
prisoners during his march
through the jungle of Honduras
in 1667. One is shown having
his tongue pulled out, one of the
French buccaneer’s less horrific
forms of cruelty. On another
occasion he reputedly cut out
and ate the heart of a victim,
(Stratford Archive)

built boats, L'Olonnais probed south, only to run into a Spanish patrol. The

buccaneers were defeated, and the dwindling band sailed south to the Gulf of
Darien. While attempting to find food in an Indian village, they were attacked and

slaughtered. According to Exquemelin, ’Olonnais was eaten by cannibals.

MICHEL DE GRAMMONT ‘LE CHEVALIER’

(c. 1650-86)

De Grammont arrived in the Caribbean during the mid-1670s, a Parisian serving
in the French Navy. Presumably he was paid off, as by 1675 he was a buccancer
captain with his own vessel, yet he clearly remained on the right side of the
authorities as he was given letters ofmaquuc.

This situation changed when he illegally captured a Dutch vessel and chose to
remain in Saint Domingue to avoid the repercussions. War between France and
Holland relieved any legal threat to de Grammont, who participated in an
expedition against the Dutch island of Curagao in 1678. The joint buccaneer and
French naval force was commanded by the Comte d’Estrées, who ran most of his
fleet aground on the Islas de Aves as he approached Curagao from the east. The
fleet withdrew to Saint Domingue, but the buccaneer contingent elected to stay
and raid the Spanish coast of Venezuela, after looting what they could from the
French wrecks. The charismatic de Grammont was duly elected their leader, and

he decided to repeat L'Olonnais’s achievement and enter the Lake of Maracaibo.



In June 1678, he captured the San Carlos bar fortification guarding the

entrance to the lake by landing guns from his ships and forming a siege battery.
The Spaniards were battered into submission, and de Grammont's six ships,
13 pinnaces and 700 men were loose inside the lagoon. His main ships remained
at the mouth of the lagoon to guard the entrance, while he led the rest to

Maracaibo. The long-suffering town was looted, followed by Gibraltar on the

Scourge of the Seas

The French buccancer Michel de
Grammont (known as the
‘Chevalier’) operated against both
the Spanish and the Dutch in the
1670s and 8os. He led several
large-scale and highly successful
raids against cities such as
Maracaibo, Caracas and Vera
Cruz, which made him the
French equivalent of Sir Henry
Morgan. (Stratford Archive)
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Buccaneers threatening to shoot
a Spanish captive unless he
reveals where he has hidden his
valuables. Spanish colonists
became adept at rapidly hiding
their possessions and flecing
when a buccancer force

approached. (Stratford Archive)

south-cast side of the lagoon, the same towns that had suffered from the
attentions of 'Olonnais. He then marched inland, and in September he captured
the town of Trujillo, even though it was defended by 350 militia and a gun battery.
His victory was assured when he circled the town undetected and stormed it from
behind. He also used captured Spanish horses to mount his men, creating
fast-moving raiding parties. The French buccancers returned to Petit Godve in
December, laden with booty.

In May 1680, he led a second expedition to Venezuela, capturing La Guaira,
the harbour port of Caracas, with 600 men. Although de Grammont’s men held
the town and its two forts, the prompt arrival of 2,000 Spanish reinforcements
from Caracas penned them inside the port. Several Spanish assaults were repulsed,
and de Grammont was seriously wounded in the fighting. The buccaneers
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returned to Petit Godve almost empty-handed.

wh
=~}



By May 1683, de Grammont was ready to go buccaneering again, and allied his
men with the Dutch-born French buccaneer leader Laurens de Graaf for an attack
on Vera Cruz. The assembly of over 1,300 buccaneers was probably the largest
since the days of Henry Morgan. The buccaneers reconnoitred the city and
decided a land attack was the most promising, as the landward defences had
been neglected. A dawn assault through the streets overwhelmed the garrison of
300 regulars and 400 militiamen, and the city was captured. The buccaneers
sailed away after a week of looting and torture, taking hundreds of prisoners with
them to ransom. As they left, they ran into the annual treasure fleet, but avoided
combat and returned to Saint Domingue to divide the spoils. In the summer of
1685, de Grammont and de Graaf joined forces again to attack Campeche, in
Mexico. They held the city for three months despite Spanish relief attempts, and
as a ransom was not paid, they burned it when they left in September 1685.

In the following year, de Grammont raised a new band and cruised off the
Yucatan Peninsula looking for a suitable target. He was planning a raid on Spanish
Florida when a hurricane scattered his squadron in August 1686. When the
tempest passed, de Grammont's ﬂ'.lgship was nowhere to be seen, and he was

presumed lost at sea.

LAURENS CORNELIS BOUDEWIJN DE
GRAAF (c. 1651—1702)

As a teenager, de Graaf spent three years serving as a sailor in the Spanish Navy
before deserting in the West Indies. By the mid-1670s, he had reached Hispaniola,
where he joined the buccaneers and pirates who operated in Samana Bay in the
north-cast of the island, beginning a career that lasted 19 years, from 1676 to 1695.
Although technically under Spanish control during the late 17th century, the region
was a lawless area beyond the reach of the colonial authorities. Jacques Pouangay,
the governor of Saint Domingue, recorded de Graaf’s rise to power, saying he
captured a small bark, then a ship, then a bigger one and so on until he commanded
the 28-gun privateering vessel Tigre, a ship he captured from the Spanish Navy in
late 1679. By this time, de Graaf was the acknowledged leader of the Samana Bay
buccaneers, who raided shipping throughout the waters of Hispaniola and the
Leeward Islands. In July 1682, he captured the Francesca in the Mona Passage off
Puerto Rico, a 30-gun warship that was carrying the annual pay for the Havana
garrison. This achievement brought de Graaf instant notoriety, and he was asked

to join an expedition raised by another Dutch buccaneer, Nikolaas van Hoorn.
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Together with the French buccaneer de Grammont, de Graaf and van Hoorn
attacked the Mexican port of Vera Cruz in May 1683 in one of the largest attacks
on the Spanish Main in a decade. The two Dutchmen fell out over the treatment of
captives, and de Graaf wounded his countryman in a duel. Van Hoorn died of his
wounds, leaving de Graaf and de Grammont as undisputed buccaneer leaders. In
December 1683, he was cruising off Cartagena when he was attacked by three
Spanish warships. De Graaf and his men captured them and sent a note to the city
governor, thanking them for their Christmas presents! He renamed the captured
40-gun San Francisco the Fortune (and later Neptune), making it his latest flagship.
In January 1684, he learned of a new war between France and Spain. He
immediately sailed to Petit Godve and was awarded with a French letter of marque.
De Graaf remained in the port until winter, then joined a buccanecer force
gathering off the Colombian coast. The buccaneers could not agree on whom to
attack, so in April 1685 de Graaf called his own rendezvous on the Cuban Isla de
Pinos. Together with de Grammont, de Graaf proposed an attack on Campeche.
Unlike the attack on Vera Cruz two years before, the Spaniards had advance
warning of the assault, and although the city was captured on 6 July and held for
three months, the inhabitants had time to remove most of their valuables. In the
bitter struggle for the city, de Graaf landed guns from his ships to lay siege to
strongholds in the city, including the cathedral and the main city fortress. As the
gD\-"ernOr DquCﬂtﬂn rcfuscd to Pay d ransom to thi: buccﬂnﬁcrs, thcy ch[rOyed thc
town when they left. On the return voyage to Saint Domingue, the buccaneer fleet
became separated, and de Graaf’s ship was caught by a Spanish naval squadron.
De Graaf in the Neptune spent a day exchanging broadsides with two large Spanish
ships before escaping under cover of dark. He repaired his ship on a remote spot
on the southern coast of Cuba and returned to Saint Domingue. The next year he
led 500 men in an attack on the Yucatan Peninsula, capturing Tihosuco and
threatening the regional capital of Valladolid before withdrawing. This was his last
major raid, as the French crown put pressure on the buccaneers to stop their
indiscriminate attacks on Spanish settlements. Although de Graaf participated in
Ducasse’s attack on Jamaica in 1694, he spent most of the next decade serving the
French governor of Saint Domingue as a military commander. He was present at
the disastrous battle of Sabane de Limonade in 16971, and in 1694 and 1695 he
fought against English buccaneer attacks and a full-scale Anglo-Spanish invasion.
After the invasion he retired, although he took part in the expedition that settled

Louisiana in 169gq.



The World of the Buccaneers

BUCCANEER PORTS

Although buccaneers used several remote islands or bays as temporary bases or
rendezvous, only two places could be considered safe home ports. The second half
of the 17th century was still a period when the Spanish dominated the Caribbean
basin, and other European nations had only begun to establish footholds in the
Spanish Main. The English used the islands of Barbados and Jamaica, although both
were struggling colonies under threat of attack from the Spanish. The French
position was more precarious. French buccancers in the west of Hispaniola
established their base on the offshore island of Tortuga, then in the 1650s they
founded several small settlements along the western coast of Hispaniola itself. The
French government declared that the settlements formed part of Saint Domingue
and sent a royal governor, but the Spanish were less enthusiastic. As the French
colony shared the same island with the Spanish, they were constantly threatened by

Spanish attack. Similarly, although the Spanish ostensibly controlled the chain of

islands which made up the Lesser Antilles, in practical terms most of these had been
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Long before the buccancers
bcg;m :m-.lcking Spanish ships
and cities, the Dutch had been
harrying the Spanish in the New
World. This engraving shows a
Dutch attack against Spanish
ships off Cuba during the carly
17th century. (Stratford Archive)
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By the 1650s, the French
occupied Tortuga and used it
as a privateering base to harry

Spanish shipping. Consequently,

the Spanish attacked and
stormed the island in January
1654, but failed to evict the
defenders of the island’s La
Roca fortress. Original in the
Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)

abandoned and were settled by French, English and Dutch colonists. Constant
warfare between all four European powers in the Caribbean meant that these
vulnerable outposts changed ownership regularly. The first of the great buccaneering
bases was established during the 1630s on the island of Tortuga, located off the
north-western corner of Hispaniola (now modern Haiti and the Dominican
Republic). le de La Tortue’ or Turtle Island was less than 12 miles long and six wide
at its broadest point, and took its name from its shape, which resembled the back of
a giant turtle. The name gradually evolved to become “Tortuga’.

The island’s first European settlers were boucanniers who used the island as a
safe haven from the Spanish, and by the 1620s a settlement called Cayenne had
been established on the island’s southern side. It included a marketplace where
beef and hides were traded for supplies from passing ships. Smugglers also started
using the island as a haven, and by 1630 the buccaneers based there began to
attack passing Spanish ships. The island elected an English governor, but most of

the settlers were wiped out by a Spanish attack in 1634. The Dutch took over the

island as a privateering base and lived alongside the mainly French boucanniers,




many of whom turned to piracy instead of hunting. A second Spanish attack
devastated the poorly defended island in 1638. The French contingent applied to
the governor of Saint Christopher for help, and in 1642 he sent a new governor,
Jean le Vasseur. A skilled engineer, le Vasseur built a stone fortress overlooking
the harbour with over 40 guns, and he encouraged the buccaneers to use the
island as a base by providing them with letters of marque. Exasperated by this
thorn in their side, the Spanish launched a third expedition against the island in
February 1654. Equipped with a siege battery, 700 Spanish troops captured the
fort and its buccaneer garrison, who were sent to France under parole. Hoping
that the Spanish had abandoned the island, three buccaneer ships returned in
August, but found that the Spaniards had already installed a garrison. The Spanish
troops were withdrawn a year later when an English invasion of Hispaniola
threatened the capital of Santo Domingo. The buccaneers reoccupied Tortuga in
1655 and continued to use it as a base until 1665, when it became part of the new
French colony of Saint Domingue. Bertrand d’Ogeron was appointed the island’s
French governor, and like his predecessors he encouraged buccaneering as a form
of defence for the island. Buccaneers such as Jean 1" Olonnais’ Nau used the island
as a base during the 1660s, but by 1670 its popularity was on the wane, rcplaced
by the Saint Domingue colony of Petit Goive, although some buccaneers
continued to use it as a base for another decade.

When the English Commonwealth expedition to capture Hispaniola failed, its
commanders looked around for a less well-defended alternative. In May 1655, they
landed at Cagway on Jamaica, a bay close to the Spanish capital of Santiago de la
Vega. The Spanish defenders were brushed aside, and the capital capitulated the
same day. The rest of the island fell within a few weeks, giving England a useful base
in the heart of the Spanish Main. Cagway was on the south side of the island and
formed a large and deep natural harbour protected from the sea by a spit of land. The
English quickly established a fortification on Cagway spit, and by 1660 the
settlement that grew around it was given the name ‘Port Royal’. Governor d'Oyley
feared a Spanish counter-invasion, so in 1658 he adopted a policy that encouraged
English buccaneers to base themselves in Jamaica by offering them a safe haven and
letters of marque. Cagway (or Port Royal) was well located for raids on the Spanish
Main, and it soon grew into a bustling port, providing a market for stolen cargoes
and plundered valuables. By the mid-1660s, dozens of buccaneer ships were based
in Port Royal, their crews augmented by discharged veteran soldiers. Even after an

uneasy peace was declared between England and Spain, Lord Windsor, the governor
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Morgan’s buccaneers in Port
Royal, 1668. Although it formed
the capital of the English colony
of Jamaica, Port Ruya] was
virtually abandoned to the
buccancers. A visiting clergyman
reported that ‘since the majority
of its population consists of
pirates, cut-throats, whores and
some of the vilest persons in the
whole of the world, I felt my

permanence thcrc was ()II no LISC..

(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)

of Jamaica installed after the 1660 Restoration, continued to promote Port Royal as

a buccaneer base and encouraged attacks on the Spanish as an aggressive form of
defence for the colony. Christopher Myngs used Port Royal as a base for his attack
on Santiago de Cuba in 1662, and although Lord Windsor's replacement, Sir
Thomas Modyford, publicly denounced attacks on the Spanish, he privately
encouraged them. During his tenure as governor, Port Royal thrived, playing host
to buccaneers such as Henry Morgan, John Morris and David Martien.
Buccaneering in Jamaica reached a peak in the 1660s, when profits from
Morgan's raids made Port Royal a boom-town of over 6,000 people, and
buccnnccring had become the island’s principa] source of revenue. Some
successful commanders such as Morgan purchased plantations on the profits of
raids against the Spanish Main, and investors and merchants thrived on the
plunder brought into the town. Port Royal was a lawless place, with one in every
five buildings containing ‘brothels, gaming houses, taverns and grog shops’; it
was, according to one righteous visitor, the ‘Sodom of the New World. A
clcrgyman claimed, ‘its population consists of pirates, cut-throats, whores and
some of the vilest persons in the whole of the world’. By the 1680s, the boom

had passed, and laws prohibiting buccaneering and piracy were introduced and



enforced. In 1692, Port Royal was struck by a devastating earthquake, and much

of the port collapsed into the sea, a disaster from which it never recovered. Some
saw the calamity as divine justice for ‘that wicked and rebellious place, Port Royal'.

The development of the French colony of Saint Domingue provided the French
buccaneers with their own reasonably secure base. While the French governor of
the colony and most of the military garrison and colonial administrators were based
in the small port of Petit Godve, the administration spent much of its time and
energy developing the northern portion of the colony, and the southern settlement
was left to its own devices. This suited the buccaneers, and by 1660 they had
established their own armed base in the settlement’s sheltered harbour. Sited at the
south-eastern corner of the Gulf of Logane, the port was protected by a fort,
garrisoned by both buccaneers and local militia and armed with guns captured from
Spanish ships or towns. The French governor of Saint Domingue during the late
1670s and early 1680s, Jacques Pouangay, actively encouraged the buccaneers with
a stream of privateering commissions and letters of marque in return for help in the
defence of the colony. The same policy was also initia]]y ac[opted by his successor,
Pierre-Paul Tarin de Cussy, when he took over control of the colony in 1685. This

encouragement ended when the French crown demanded that de Cussy call a halt
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The city of Santo Domingo

on the southern coast of
Hispaniola had once been an
important settlement, but by the
l?th ccntury' lts Wfah’h hﬂd gone.
Although its governor tried to
drive the early buccaneers from
Hispaniola, he succeeded only in
cncuur.’lging tl‘lcm to t:lkﬁ o [hl:

seas. (Stratford Archive)
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This unusual chart shows the
Spanish treasure-fleet anchorage
of Portobelo (originally Porto
Bello) as it looked in 1688

20 years after Sir Henry Morgan
sacked the port. The bay is still
dominated by two large forts —
one on either side of the
anchoragc. Origin:ﬂ in the
Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)

to the attacks of French buccaneers on Spanish settlements, although the
buccaneers still helped him defend the colony. Many buccaneers drifted away, and
the settlement staggered on pursuing its legal, although unprofitable, course until a
fresh war with Spain allowed the buccaneers to legitimately attack the Spanish once
again. Buccaneers assisted de Cussy in resisting a Spanish invasion in 1691, and
hundreds of them died with the governor when the Spanish defeated the small
French force in battle. The replacement governor, Jean-Baptiste Ducasse, had once
served as town governor of Petit Goave and was a former buccaneer, but even he
was unable to prevent the settlement’s steady decline as a buccaneering centre.
When Ducasse led the Saint Domingue buccaneers in the raid on Cartagena in
1697, it marked the end of a chapter for the port. Peace with Spain brought an end
to buccaneering, and the remaining buccaneers either took up legal trading or quit
the colony and became pirates. In its heyday during the 1680s, Petit Goave played
host to dozens of buccaneering ships and hundreds of buccaneers. By 1700, it had

become a sleepy French colonial backwater.

BUCCANEER PLUNDER

From the first raids on the Spanish colonies in America during the 16th century,

the Spanish Main was regarded as a veritable treasure house by other European
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powers. Although the flow of silver and gold from the New World to Spain was
drying up during the late 17th century, the treasure produced by the mines in
Peru and Mexico provided a tempting target for the buccaneers. Silver production
at Potosi, the richest silver mine in the world, reached its peak in 1600 at nine
million pesos a year. By 1700, this had droppcd to a mere two million pesos a year,
and the decline was repeated in silver mines throughout Central and South
America. The silver that actually reached Spain was less stll, as money was
absorbed for the defence of the treasure fleet and the ports of the Spanish Main,
by corruption and increasingly by the rising cost of mining and production.

To the buccaneers, there was still enough silver to go around. By 1660, much
of this silver was shipped in coin form, almost exclusively in pesos. Where the
denomination of silver was measured in reals, a peso was an cight«real piece and
contained exactly one ounce of silver. These eight-real coins (or pesos) became
the ‘pieces-of-cight’ of pirate literature. To give some indication of value, the
average seaman’s wage in 1660 was just six pesos a month, while a Spanish naval
captain earned 24 pesos. Measured in these terms, the hauls made by the
buccaneers during the late 17th century were truly phenomenal, and had a
catastrophic inflationary effect on the fragile Spanish economy.

De Graaf’s capture of a single warship carrying military pay in 1682 produced
120,000 pesos, to be shared among his crew of 100 men. Morgan’s raid on Porto
Bello in 1668 netted twice that amount, but the money was shared among just
under 500 buccaneers. His raid into Lake Maracaibo the following year produced
a similar quantity of silver, and although the sack of Pamama produced
disappointing results, the haul was probably cqually substantial, except that it had
to be shared among 1,200 men. As the buccaneers looted personal possessions as
well as money, ports such as Port Royal and Petit Godve became trading centres
for luxury goods, and plundered valuables were sold on to traders who shipped
them to Europe or even sold them back to the Spanish. By 1680, the English
colony of Jamaica was bringing in an income of 750,000 pesos a year through
buccaneering raids and her plantations, and Spanish currency was so common
on the streets of Port Royal that the authorities acknowledged the peso as legal
tender. The last great raid against Cartagena in 1697 brought an end to almost
50 years of plundering on the Spanish Main, but for the Spanish the end came too
late. By 1700, a combination of inflation and the devastation wrought by
buccaneering raids had plunged the Spanish empire into an economic decline from

which it never recovered.
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The buccaneering stronghold of
Tortuga was first occupied by the
Dutch in the early 17th century.
This chart of the island dated
1628 depicts an abortive Spanish
attack on the island’s fortress.
The Spanish returned ten years
later and drove the buccaneers
from the island. Original in the
Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)
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BUCCANEERING SHIPS

The carliest buccaneers took to piracy using piraguas or small fishing boats and

pinnaces, operating close to the shore of Hispaniola. Although the buccancers used
larger vessels from the 1640s, these small craft were still used extensively throughout
the period during raids on Spanish ports. They performed a role similar to modern
landing craft, transporting the buccaneers from a secluded anchorage where they
would hide their larger ships to a landing site close to the port they wanted to attack.
Canoes often formed part of the plans of Henry Morgan, who used them during
attacks on Tabasco (1665), Granada (1665), Porto Bello (1668) and the advance on
Panama (1670—71). During the first of these, Morgan's men returned from their
attack on the provincial capital of Villahermosa to find that the Spanish Navy had
captured their ships while they were away raiding. After driving off the local militia,
Morgan and his men escaped in two small coastal trading pinnaces.

Unlike a piragua, which could only hold six to ten men, the pinnace was a more
substantial vessel of between ten and 6o tons (discussed in more detail on pages
124-125). It was fitted with oars, although it also carried a single mast and a jib
sheet and mainsail. Pinnaces were used as tenders for larger ships, and buccaneer
VCSSCIS Oﬁ'cn tﬂwcd a pinnace bchind thcm, ﬂ.“o“’ing thcm to Opcratc ClDSﬂr inShOrC
than the draught of the larger boat allowed. These were ideal buccaneering craft for

raids, as they could carry up to 60 men. Most ships also carried longboats, which



were smaller versions of pinnaces, capable of holding 40 men, and were also oar

powered and fitted with a detachable mast if required. A buccancering ship on

its way to conduct a raid would therefore give the appearance of some kind of

17th-century amphibious landing ship, her decks crammed with longboats and
canoes, with possibly more longboats and a pinnace being towed behind her. In
several raids undertaken close to a home port, pinnaces accompanied the main
vessels of the expedition under their own sail. For example, de Grammont and de
Graaf’s attack on Vera Cruz (1683) was undertaken with a fleet of five buccaneering
ships accompanied by eight lesser craft (presumably pinnaces).

Each buccaneer captain had his own ship, and crews signed on for particular
ventures. Similarly, entire ships and crews signed on with buccaneer commanders to
undertake a major raid. Men such as de Grammont and de Graaf maintained a
following, often acting as the leader for buccaneering captains and their crews of a
particular nationality or from a particular port. The way these captains acquired their
ships is exemplified by de Graaf’s method of improving the ships he commanded:
From a small bark he took a small ship; from this a bigger one, until at last there
came into his power one of 24 to 28 guns.” The buccaneer continued the process by
capturing even larger Spanish warships of 30, then 40, guns. This process could be
taken to extremes. During the last cruise of L'Olonnais in 1668, he acquired the

prestigious prize of a small Spanish galleon, although it was such a ‘heavy sailer’ that
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A 1gth-century impression of a
battle between a buccaneer ship
and a Spanish vessel during the
late 17th century. On the few
occasions when Spanish warships
managed to catch buccaneer
vessels, the latter usually held
the attackers off through superior
gunnery. (Stratford Archive)
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The Spanish thought their rich
settlements on the Pacific coast
of South America were safe from
attack. However, in 1682 the
English buccancer Bartholomew
Sharpe penctrated into the ‘Great
South Sea’ and so opened the
way for subsequent expeditions.
This chart by William Hack
dates from 1685, (Stratford
Archive)

it was difficult to operate in the light winds and treacherous waters found off the
Honduran coast, and it ran aground. Like the pirates of the early 18th century,
while some sought prestigious flagships, others preferred smaller vessels which
combined speed with manoeuvrability. A buccaneer fleet would therefore contain an
assortment of vessels, ranging from small pinnaces to medium-sized warships,

although barks and small two-masted vessels would predominate.



The End of the Buccaneers

Several factors contributed to the end of the buccaneering era. The English,
French and Dutch had all been at war with the Spanish for much of the
17th century, but for the English this ended in 1670. Local governors such as
Sir Thomas Modyford of Jamaica found it impossible to lend their support to
buccaneering raids, either officially or otherwise. Henry Morgan’s attack on
Panama in 1670-71 marked a transition, as it occurred after the 1670 Treaty of
Madrid brought peace with Spain, and both Modyford and Morgan eventually
faced charges levelled in order to placate the Spanish. By the time Morgan
returned to Jamaica in 1674, England was at peace with the French and
Dutch, and the constant stream of letters of marque had dried up. Clearly, if
English buccancers wanted to continue their actions, they would have to sign
on with foreign commanders. Anti-piracy laws were introduced to Jamaica in
1681, making it virtually impossible to use Port Royal as a base. English
buccaneers such as John Coxton and Edmond Cooke raided the Pacific coast of
the Spanish empire, attacking coastal ports in Peru during the 1680s, but they
sailed under French colours. After 1670, the buccaneering torch had been passed
to the French.

Based in Saint Domingue, French buccaneers continued their raids on the
Spanish Main, assisted by France’s belligerent posture towards Spain. Since 1635,
the two countries had been at war almost continually, with only four periods of
relative peace from 1659 to 1667; 1668 to 1674; 1679 to 1683; and again from
1684 to 1689. Relative peace in Europe meant open hostﬁity in the Caribbean,
and the 1670s and 1680s saw a period when French buccaneers conducted some
of their largest raids: Maracaibo (1678), Vera Cruz (1683) and Campeche (1685),
irrespective of whether the two countries were at war. A succession of French
governors in Saint Domingue regarded the buccaneers as the best form of defence
for the colony and an excellent source of revenue. The end came with the Peace
of Ryswick in 1697. The buccaneers felt betrayed by the French government
following their treatment during the attack on Cartagena in 1697, and no more
large'scale buccancer rﬂ.ids WEre ever ﬂttcmpted, InStead, fomﬁr buccanecl’s
turned to legal activities or piracy. When the War of the Spanish Succession
(1701-14) broke out, many former buccaneers became privateers, but operated

independently. The great buccaneering fleets became a thing of the past.
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Which Shall be Captain? This painting by Howard Pyle
appeared in Harper's Monthly Magazine in January 1g11.
Given the democratic code enjoyed by pirates, leadership
contests of this sort were surprisingly uncommon and
were usually settled by straightforward elections.

(Stratford Archive)
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The Pirate Crew

The largest source of information on the composition of pirate crews comes from
court records, although a survey of seamen and a number of personal memoirs and
letters also provide valuable information. A study of 700 men indicted for piracy
during the early 17th century reveals that almost three-quarters were seamen.
Another analysis of early 18th-century pirates shows the overwhelming majority
had previously served on board merchant vessels, warships or privateers. They
were therefore almost always experienced seamen and came from a variety of
seafaring nations, although most were either English or from the American
colonies. The historian David Cordingly published a study indicating that of the
known pirates active in the Caribbean between 1715 and 1725, 35 per cent were
English, 25 per cent colonial Americans, 20 per cent from the West Indian
colonies (mainly Jamaica and Barbados), ten per cent were Scottish and eight per
cent were Welsh. The remaining two per cent were from other seafaring
countries, such as Sweden, Holland, France or Spain. As seamen, the majority
came from port cities, such as London, Bristol, Leith, Swansea and the West

Country in the British Isles, or Boston, New York or Charleston in the American
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This English version of an earlier
Dutch map shows the city of New
Amsterdam soon after the English
took control of it, when Ihey
renamed it New York in 1664. A
range of shipping can be seen at
anchor, including warships, coastal
trading sloops and pinnaces and a
fCW largcr mtrchant VCSSCIS.
Studies show that the majority

of pirates were seamen who

came from port cities such as

New York. (Stratford Archive)
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colonies. The majority of seamen in the early 18th century were young men in

their 20s, with an average age for seaman and pirate alike of 27. The stamina,
fitness and agility required to work a sailing ship precluded many older men from
crewing a vessel.

A large percentage of pirate crews were also black men of African descent. An
account of the crew of Bartholomew Roberts in 1721 reported that they were
composed of 180 white men and 48 French Creole” black men. When his crew
were captured by the Royal Navy off West Africa, the prisoners comprised 187
white and 75 black men. Many of these black men were escaped slaves from the
West Indies plantations, although a number were volunteers from captured slave

ships. As the racial composition contradicts that encountered in merchant or
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In the western side of the
Caribbean the prevailing winds
meant that ships from Jamaica,
Honduras or the Spanish Main
usually had to round the western
corner 0{ Cuba :tnd lhcn Sﬂi]
through the Florida Straits before
returning to Europe. This made
the area another prime hunting
gmund for pirates. Detail from a
mid-1 7th-century chart.

(Stratford Archive)
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opposITE William Kidd burying
his treasure on Long Island.

He is wearing the dress of a
gentleman captain as befits his
social station. His crewmen are
dressed in the standard sailor’s
garb of ‘petticoat’ breeches and a
linen shirt. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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naval ships of the early 18th century, it has to be assumed that the majority of
these black men were ‘landsmen’. This begs the question of what exactly their role
was on board a ship crewed by professional seamen. While a number of historians
argue that they served on an equal footing with white men, there is a large body
of evidence to suggest that they were regarded as servants, used to carry out heavy
or menial tasks on board the pirate vessel. As familiarity and experience grew,
these black men may have enjoyed a more integrated relationship with the crew.
According to trial transcripts, a number of inregratcd crews existed, where
Africans were considered full crew members. These men had the most to lose by
capture, knowing that if they were not hanged they would be enslaved. A number
of Africans, including cscapcd plantation slaves as well as new arrivals, did succeed
in becoming pirates in their own right. One exaggerated Jamaican newspaper
article of 1725 reported bands of African and African-American pirates marauding

the Caribbean and eating the hearts of the white men they captured.

MOTIVATION

The majority became pirates when their merchant vessels were captured, and they
elected to join the pirate crew. While landsmen would be killed or put ashore,
seamen often had no choice but to sign a charter and join the crew. Many of the
more successful pirates started their piratical careers in this manner. Another
common route was for privateering crews to turn to piracy. The profits of war
encouraged men to become privateers, and subsequently, when peace returned,
this caused massive unemployment among the maritime communities of Europe,
the Caribbean or the Americas. Although execution was the expected punishment
and life expectancy was short, piracy was an attractive alternative to dying of
starvation or becoming a beggar or thief on land.

The attraction of a pirate’s life was financial: the benefit of all that hard
Worl( went to the men themsel\«"es‘ A Seaman,s l]fc was grut‘.lling, ﬂnd Often
involved an existence of constant dampness and discomfort, poor conditions and
ever-present danger. Drinking water was usually foul and food was often rotten
and insufficient. Half of all sailors” deaths were caused by disease, ranging from
scurvy to typhus, tuberculosis, dysentery and smallpox. New ports meant
exposure to fresh diseases, and ships were the perfect incubators for illness, with
men sleeping and working in close quarters. Unlike sailors on naval or merchant
vessels, pirates and privateers at least had the promise of huge financial rewards to

make up for all the hardship.
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DRESS

Pirates were seamen, and their appearance was the same as that of other seamen of
the early 18th century. While ‘landsmen’ of the period wore knee breeches,
stockings, sleeved or sleeveless waistcoats and long coats, seamen wore their own
distinctive attire. Short jackets (‘fearnoughts’) were popular, often cut from a heavy
blue or grey cloth, and in bad weather heavier canvas coats were sometimes worn.
Some illustrations show sailors of the period wearing a form of waistcoat (red or
blue), either sleeved or sleeveless. Shirts were either plain linen or checked, frequently
in blue and white. Knee breeches were replaced by canvas trousers or ‘petticoat
breeches’, cut a few inches above the ankle, resembling the culottes of the French
Revolution. These were reportedly cut from a ‘heavy, rough red nap'. Both forms of
trousers were sometimes coated in a thin layer of tar as protection against water.
Shoes were often discarded altogether on board ship, although a pair would be
reserved for visits ashore. If stockings were worn, grey wool was the usual form for
seamen of the day. A neck scarf was commonly worn, reflecting a style common with
labourers on land during the early 18th century. Headgear consisted of either a
knotted scarf, a tricorne hat, a woollen ‘Monmouth’ cap, or a form of foul-weather hat
resembling a 17th-century ‘montero’ cap. Headgear was of vital importance as
protection against the sun in the Caribbean or off the African or Indian coasts.

As well as plundering the cargo of a captured vessel, pirates would also take
c]othing, retaining what suited them either to wear at sea or as a suit of shorc’gcuing
finery. There are records of pirates facing execution wearing velvet jackets, breeches
of taffeta, silk shirts and stockings, and fine felt tricornes. These were probably taken
from captives or made from plundered materials. Even in the austere navy of the time,
sailors retained well-kept clothes to wear when in port. It appears from several
accounts that many pirates also wore their finery when they were at sea.

Pirate captains frequently adopted the dress worn by successful merchants,
giving the wearer the appearance of a gentleman. This meant wearing breeches, a
waistcoat and a long outer coat. Both contemporary accounts and later
illustrations support the evidence for the adoption of this gentlemanly persona.
One pirate captain based on Madagascar was described in 1716 as ‘dressed in a
short coat, with broad plate buttons, and other things agreeable, but without
shoes or stockings’. The leader in piratical elegance was Bartholomew Roberts,
who, according to Johnson and contemporary accounts by his crew, ‘dressed in a
rich crimson damask waistcoat and breeches, a red feather in his hat, a gold chain

round his neck, with a diamond cross hanging to it’ (see illustration page r05).



Pirate Warfare

A successful pirate attack began with finding the quarry, and then attacking it. A
typical pirate sloop with a look-out at the masthead could expect to see a sailing vessel
up to 20 miles away, if the conditions were right. Unlike a naval squadron, which
could string ships out in a line and thereby search a large swathe of ocean, pirate
vessels often operated alone. On the rare occasions when secondary pirate vessels or
prize vessels were available, they could be pressed into service to help in the search.
At night, or in poor weather conditions, finding another ship was well nigh
impossible. Pirates also needed to be able to identify a vessel as quickly as possible
once they found it. Warships were to be avoided — in the worst cases they might be
part of a larger force located over the horizon, sweeping for enemy ships or pirates.
Pirates usually operated in cruising grounds that lay across major shipping

routes. The waters of the Bahamas were popular as they lay close to the narrow
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Scourge of the Seas

The Bahamas, from a detail of a
Spanish chart dated 1747. In the
original, west was at the top of the
map, with Cuba running down the
centre. The pirate base of New
Providence (marked ‘Providensia’
on this chart) is shown in the
centre of the Bahamas archipelago.
(Stratford Archive)
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Florida Straits, and the Bahamian shoals provided a good refuge if pursued. The
Windward Passage between Cuba and Hispaniola was another popular cruising
arca, as were the waters off Madagascar, the West African coast and the seaboard
of the American colonies. Pirates often followed seasonal patterns, preferring the
Caribbean in winter and the Atlantic seaboard in summer.

Once sighted, the potential armament and crew numbers of the quarry needed
to be accurately estimated, along with the vessel’s speed, sailing abilities and the
quality of her captain. These factors were vital in determining whether the vessel
could be overhauled without requiring a long chase. Once sighted and evaluated,
the quarry had to be overhauled. This is why the majority of pirate crews preferred
small, fast vessels such as sloops and schooners, which often had the edge over a
quarry in terms of speed. In order to close within gun range, the pirate vessel also
sometimes employed trickery. The use of false flags was fairly common, the hunter
trying to lull the hunted into a false sense of security. Another pirate trick was to
disguise a vessel by covering the gun ports with a painted canvas screen, or to add
impedimenta, like chicken coops, deck cargo or even female passengers in order to
get close enough to attack. Similarly, many merchant vessels painted fake gun
ports on their sides to make their vessels look like warships and to scare the
pirates off.

Once within range, the pirate vessel would usually haul down any false colours,
haul up her own, and demand that the quarry surrender by firing a gun. At closer
range, this would be accompanied by demands yelled between the ships with the aid
of a speaking trumpet. It was well known that any form of resistance could lead to a
wholesale slaughter once the pirates captured the defending ship. This meant that
intimidation was a major weapon in the pirate arsenal. A victim was then often asked
to lower her boats and ferry over a pirate prize crew. A typical assault was recounted
by the captain of the merchant ship Samuel, attacked by Bartholomew Roberts in
1721. The Samuel was overhauled by two ships off the Newfoundland Banks. The
larger vessel was a three-masted ship armed with 26 guns. There were about roo
men on board each of the vessels, and only ten on the Samuel. Once overhauled, the
Samuel’s captain was ordered to lower a boat and come on board. The pirates then
boarded the Samuel, took part of her cargo, threw the rest overboard, took the ship’s
boat and two guns, and press-ganged most of the crew. They were debating whether
to burn the prize or not when another sail was spotted, and the pirates gave chase,
leaving the Samuel’s captain and one crewman to sail the ship back to Boston. This

was typical of the majority of pirate attacks, where no resistance was offered.



If the quarry tried to defend itself, the pirates were forced to decide how best
to overcome the defending vessel. Obviously, the pirates would prefer to capture a
victim by boarding rather than by gunfire, which could damage their potential
prize. Also, intimidation was a double-edged weapon, as fear of reprisals when
captured would increase the ferocity of the defence. The mechanics of attack by
gunfire or boarding were straightforward, although effectiveness greatly depended

on skill, experience and (at least for the pirates) sobriety.

ATTACK USING GUNFIRE

In the early 18th century, even the smallest merchant vessel carried artillery pieces
(guns). To be correct, a cannon referred only to a specific size and type of
ordnance. By the late 17th century, cast-iron had replaced bronze as the most
common material used to manufacture ordnance, making guns cheaper and easier
to produce than before. The wars of the late 17th and early 18th centuries meant
that arming a vessel was a necessity. [t also meant that most sailors were proficient
to some extent in operating guns at sea.

A four-wheeled truck carriage was universally adopted by the late 17th
century, which allowed the pieces to be rolled easily back for reloading, The
simple but effective elevating system of quoin and stool bed was efficient enough
for use at sea. Gun tools such as worm, rammer, sponge and ladle would have been
kept beside each gun, ready for action, while powder charges were brought up
from the ship’s magazine. A 4-pdr, the typical gun size on a small sloop or
schooner, could fire a roundshot about 1,000 yards. Larger vessels such as
Bartholomew Roberts’ Royal Fortune carried a more substantial armament. Among
her armament she carried four 12-pdrs, 20 8-pdrs and a number of smaller pieces
(6-pdrs and 4-pdrs).

By the late 17th century, naval warfare followed a standard pattern. Ships fired
broadsides of roundshot at each other, and then boarded the enemy if they still
refused to surrender or were badly damaged. If artillery fire was employed, pirates
preferred a brief broadside, then tried to exploit the advantage of their superior
numbers by boarding ‘through the smoke’. In addition to roundshot, which
damaged the enemy hull, chain shot (or bar shot) was fired at the enemy’s rigging,
which cut down the sails and with it, the ability to escape. Grapeshot was fired at
close range in order to disable the enemy crew. Knowing what ammunition to load
and when was vital to success in warfare at sea. It also helped avoid unnecessary

damage to the potential prize.
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Henry Every and the crew of the
pirate vessel Fancy boarding the
treasure ship of the Great
Moghul of India, the
Gang-i-sawai, in 1694. One of
the most successful pirate prizes
ever c.l[\lun:d. the Gang-i-sawai
yielded a fortune in gold, silver,
jewels, spices, silks and
ornaments. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)

ATTACK BY BOARDING

Once the ships were alongside each other, the pirates would either fire or throw

over grappling hooks to pull the two ships together. This in itself was a skill, as
the vessels were likely to damage each other’s rigging if they were grappled in the
wrong way. The preferred method was to grapple from stern to stern, pulling the
ships together at the point that ensured minimal risk to rigging and provided the

largest possible area in which to fight. Once the pirates swung aboard, a fierce



hand-to-hand fight would ensue. Popular weapons were muskets, blunderbusses
and pistols, but swords and cutlasses would also be carried, and even pikes, axes
and belaying pins. A pirate favourite was the grenade. In an action between two
government sloops and a pirate vessel off Jamaica in 1718, the pirates ‘threw vast
numbers of powder flasks, grenado shells and stinkpots into her which killed and
wounded several and made others jump overboard’. Grenados (grenades) derived
their name from the Spanish granada (pomegranate).

Pistols were the most popular firearms simply because they were so compact.
Edward Teach (‘Blackbeard’) is reported to have carried three pairs of pistols, as
well as a sword and a knife, and others carried pistols tied with silk cords to
prevent them being dropped overboard during the fight. A pistol recovered from
the wreck of Samuel Bellamy's pirate ship Whydah, wrecked in 1717, was wrapped
in its own long, red, silk looped ribbon. Although full-size military muskets were
used at sea (especially by ex-privateering vessels), blunderbusses were more
popular, firing a blast of scrap-iron and nails into the face of the enemy. When it
came to cold steel, the most popular weapon was the cutlass. Manufactured as a
cheap but effective cutting weapon, it was related to the earlier English or Scottish
broadsword, or later heavy cavalry blades. Although a clumsy weapon in a
confined mélée, it was the maritime sidearm of choice. Naval officers and some
merchant captains preferred the more gentlemanly smallsword. A flimsy weapon,
it was designed to thrust with the point, and although effective in a confined space,
it lacked the robustness of the cutlass. Other edged weapons used in boarding
actions were six-foot boarding pikes, ship’s axes and hunting swords (hangers).
Every scaman also carried a knife and was presumably skilled in using it.

An account of the fight between Lieutenant Maynard of the Royal Navy and

Edward Teach (‘Blackbeard’) illustrates the violent nature of a boarding action:

Maynard and Teach themselves began the fight with their swords, Maynard
making a thrust, the point of his sword went against Teach's cartridge box, and
bended it to the hilt. Teach broke the guard of it, and wounded Maynard’s
fingers but did not disable him, whereupon he jumped back and threw away his
sword and cut Teach’s face pretty much; in the interim both companies engaged
in Maynard’s sloop, one of Maynard’s men being a Highlander, engaged Teach
with his broad sword, who gave Teach a cut on the neck, Teach saying well done
lad; the Highlander replied, ‘If it be not well done, I'll do better.” With that he

gave him a second stroke, which cut off his head, laying it flat on his shoulder.
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Pirate Dens

At various times throughout the go]dcn age, piratical bases were formed,
providing a safe haven to repair ships, divide plunder and hide from pursuers. The
requirements were usually that a base needed to be close to shipping routes,
difficult to attack and preferably contain a suitable market for the sale of stolen

cargoes. The following locations all provided these facilities during the era.

PORT ROYAL

During the latter half of the 17th century, the city of Port Royal, Jamaica, formed the
main buccaneering base in the Caribbean. As mentioned previously, in its heyday it
was described as a notorious den of vice, full of taverns, brothels, gambling dens and
stores of plundered booty. Between 1655 and 1680, the buccaneers of Port Royal
plundered hundreds of Spanish ships and raided scores of Spanish towns and cities.
Peace brought an end to the buccaneering era, and a devastating earthquake in 1692
destroyed much of the city. By the 1700s, a strong island government and increasing
legitimate profits from sugar made it an unsuitable base for pirates. The Royal Navy
maintained a naval base at Port Royal, and the city changed from a buccaneering den

to become the base for anti-piracy operations in the Caribbean.

NEW PROVIDENCE

Located close to major American and Caribbean trade routes, the island contained a
good natural harbour which was difficult for large warships to enter. It was arid and
sparsely settled, although it offered fresh water, timber and wild animals. This natural
pirate haven was nominally the capital of the British Bahamas, and the small town
there was named Nassau in 1695. Untl 1717, local governors accepted bribes to
leave the growing number of pirates alone. From the 168o0s, it had been used as a
small-scale privateering and pirate base, but Spanish raids from 1703 to 1706 made
the island untenable. Peace with Spain brought the pirates back in 1716, led by Henry
Jennings. The next year, over 500 pirates used the island as a base, including Fdward
Teach, Charles Vane, Jack Rackam and Benjamin Hornigold. The island economy
thrived through trade with the pirates, but word of the haven reached the authorities
in London. The British government decided to break up the pirate base, and in July
1718 the newly appointed governor, Woodes Rogers, arrived with three warships.

Many of the pirates fled, although Vane fired on the governor as he sailed away. Other



pirates gave up their piratical careers. When the warships left, Rogers appointed
Hornigold as his main pirate hunter, and a mass pirate hanging in December showed
the world that the governor meant business. Without piracy, the island returned to
being a backwater, and although Woodes Rogers continued to try to develop the
Bahamas, New Providence never regained its former economic vibrancy. Rogers died

in Nassau in 1732.

THE CAROLINAS

Although never a true pirate haven, the presence of a colonial government willing to
turn a blind eye to trade with pirates made the Carolinas on the American mainland
a possible successor to New Providence. When Woodes Rogers threw the pirates
out of the Bahamas, the inlets and rivers of the Carolinas appeared to provide a
suitable safe haven. Proximity to shipping routes and a ready local market for
plunder were other important factors. Edward Teach led the way by establishing a

base at Ocracoke, near Bath Towne. Subsequent piratical visitors to the area,
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Scourge of the Seas

LEFT After blockading Charles
Town (now Charleston, SC),
Blackbeard established a new
pirate lair on Ocracoke Island, in
the Outer Banks (incorrectly
marked ‘Raonack’ in this detail of
a French chart dated 1718). The
lack of widespread knowledge
about this isolated piece of
coastline suited Blackbeard
perfectly. (Stratford Archive)

RIGHT During the late 17th and
car!)-‘ 18th centuries, the island of
Madagascar in the Indian Ocean
became a pirate haven. From
their bases in the north-castern
corner of the island, pirates
preyved on East India Company

ships sailing between India

and the Cape of Good Hope.
This chart dates from the late
17th century. (Stratford Archive)
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A group of pirates burying their
treasure, a representation of a
pirate group operating in

the Caribbean in the early

1gth century. Of particular
interest is the depiction of an
African-American crew member.
Despite its popularity in pirate
fiction, accounts of pirates burying
their plunder are extremely rare.
(Stratford Archive)
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including Stede Bonnet and Charles Vane, led to fears among ship owners that
North Carolina would become a nest of pirates. Prompt action by the governors of
the neighbouring colonies of Virginia and South Carolina nipped the problem in the
bud. Following the death of Edward Teach and the removal of the governor of North

Cﬂl’Olinﬂ. l’l'{ll‘Sh l'{l\\-’S Were introduccd prcvcnting any U"«ld(ﬁ \\’it]’] knov.-‘n Pil"ﬂtCS.

MADAGASCAR

Madagascar in the Indian Ocean lay close to the profitable trade routes between
India, the Middle East and Europe. From the 16gos, privateers of various
nationalities used the island as a base, and by the end of the century it too was
known as a pirate haven. With no European power willing to subdue the local
population, the island was wide open, and its long coastline provided numerous
suitable harbours. The end of the buccaneering era in the Caribbean prompted a
growing number of mariners to relocate to the Indian Ocean. Naval expeditions
in the 169os failed to eradicate the pirate settlements, and the ejection of pirates
from New Providence led to many establishing a base in Madagascar, including
Christopher Condent and Edward England. By the 1720s, a permanent Royal

]\ﬂ\\ presence n thC [ndian OCC{I]"I mﬂdt‘. Pl[’aC} a I‘ISI(\ venture. Mi]ﬂ}-’ formcr

pirates chose to settle on the island rather than to return home.




Pirate Plunder

Pirates rarely found ships full of coin chests. In ecarly 18th-century America
and the Caribbean, coined money was in short supply, and what was in
circulation was rarely standardized. Settlers brought little cash with them, and
no mint was established in America until after the War of Independence.
Trade between colonists and pirates such as Edward Teach brought much
needed currency, and pirates found a ready market for their stolen merchandise.
Coins of all nations circulated freely, and each merchant had to be his own
exchange broker. Although a fictional character, a pirate in Robert Louis
Stevenson’s Treasure Island owned a notebook with a table for converting
French, English and Spanish coinage, so the problem was well known. The
problem was that most pirate victims didn’t carry much money. Trading vessels in
American or Caribbean waters carried cargoes such as sugar or rum from Jamaica,
tobacco from the Carolinas, wood from Central America or manufactured
goods from Europe. Other common cargoes included furs, ore, cotton or
slaves. Ships carrying substantial quantities of money were rare and frequently
well protected.

The slave trade was at its height. The triangular trade between Europe, Africa
and the Americas was a highly profitable one, and attacks on slave ships could
reap large rewards, depending on the leg of the voyage on which the ship was
captured. Trade goods such as pewter or iron from England were less profitable
prizes than slavers captured off the African coast, which could contain slaves,
gold, ivory and spices. Once the slaves were sold, the ship would load up with rum
or sugar for her return voyage to Furope.

Every attack on a slave ship yielded a different result. Pirate crews
who subscribed to the ideals of a free and democratic society might
welcome Africans as equals and teach them to become sailors. Less
idealistic pirates used the Africans for labour, treating them as slaves or
servants to the other seamen, but usually affording them some share of
the booty. Greedier pirates felt no sympathy for their Plight, and sold them
to the plantations, just as their original shippers had planned. Rum was another
welcome cargo. The theme of drinking is interwoven with the pirate image,
and frequcntly the capture of vessels carrying alcohol resulted in unbridled

drinking bouts.
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Pirate Captains and Characters

This sample of some of the most prominent pirates provides a useful insight into a
number of areas, such as motivation, how they held a crew together, weaknesses,
favoured tactics and, of course, their ultimate fate. What is instantly apparent is just
how short even the most famous pirates’ careers were. It also strips away many of

the myths and romanticism associated with some of the more notorious characters.

EDWARD TEACH (‘BLACKBEARD)

Period of activity: September 1717 to November 1718 (15 months)
Probably the most famous pirate of them all, Blackbeard became a legend following
his extravagant biography in Johnson's history. By ignoring Johnson’s misleading
deDniC P(thrﬂ.yﬂI Of Blackbeard and rcl}«’ing inStE:aC’L on CDntcmporary sources, an
accurate portrait can be sketched of this infamous character. A victim in 1717
described him as ‘a tall, spare man with a very black beard which he wore very long’.
He was apparently broad-shouldered and, according to his nemesis Lieutenant
Maynard, he tied his beard up with black ribbons. Johnson's account of him
wearing a sling over his shoulders with three brace of pistols is probably accurate,
given the limited effectiveness of firearms at sea in the period. A natural authority
figure, Blackbeard was obviously intelligent and both socially and politically astute.
Blackbeard’s real name is uncertain: Teach, Thatch or even Tache have all
been used. The most common and likely version is Edward Teach. He was born
in Bristol, but at some stage during his teens he took a passage to the West Indies,
and served in Jamaican-based privateers during the War of the Spanish Succession
(r701-14). After the war, he found his way to New Providence in the Bahamas.
There he encountered the pirate Benjamin Hornigold, who signed Teach on as a
crewman. He learned the trade of piracy quickly, and soon set off on his own, after
being given a captured slaver by Hornigold, which was renamed the Queen Anne’s
Revenge. e rapidly gained a reputation as bloodthirsty. Based in New Providence,
he operated in the West Indies, capturing several vessels. Johnson recorded a sea
battle with the frigate HMS Scarborough, but there are no official records to
support this. With the imminent arrival of Governor Rogers in the Bahamas, a
new pirate base had to be found to replace New Providence.

Teach sailed for the Carolinas, arriving at Bath Towne, North Carolina, in

January 1718. Establishing a base on nearby Ocracoke Island, he pillaged passing



ships and found a ready market for the plundered goods in the nearby town. A
bribe ensured a pardon from Governor Eden, providing safety from prosecution.
In March, the pirates sailed round Florida and cruised as far as Honduras,
capturing Stede Bonnet and his sloop Revenge en route. Adding more vessels to his
squadron, he plundered several more ships before returning north. His crew
numbered over 400 men. In May 1718, Teach blockaded Charleston, South
Carolina, plundering eight vessels and capturing, then ransoming, a prominent
citizen in return for a chest of medical supplies. It was rumoured that the crew
were suffering from a form of venereal disease. He then returned to Bath Towne,
but lost the Queen Anne’s Revenge on a sandbar.

Teach sold his plunder, bought a house and was granted another pardon by
Governor Eden. The governor even rigged the local Admiralty courts, who
recognized Teach as the owner of the vessels he had captured during his cruise.

However, resentment of this legitimized piracy was growing, and ship owners feared

that the area would become an established pirate haven. When Charles Vane visited

Scourge of the Seas

Edward Teach with a smoking
slowmatch tucked under his hat.
His ship is depicted as lying off
Ocracoke Inlet, North Carolina,
while the crew are shown
unloading a stolen cargo. Teach
found a ready market for plunder
in the nearby settlement of Bath
Towne. (Stratford Archive)
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Edward Teach, from an engraving
in an carly edition of Johnson's
Pirates. His reputation as ‘the
devil incarnate’ was probably
only partly deserved, and
Johnson clearly exaggerated
accounts of the pirate’s
appearance and actions. The
figure is shown carrying three
brace of pistols, a Teach
characteristic which can be
corroborated by contemporary
descriptions. (Stratford Archive)
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Teach in October, these fears increased. Complaints reached the neighbouring
colony of Virginia, and the governor, Alexander Spotswood, vowed to flush out the
pirate nest. As the waters around Teach’s base at Ocracoke were too shallow for
large naval vessels, Spotswood hired two sloops out of his own pocket, filling them
with Roya] Naval crews from HMS Pearl and HMS L_}-‘mc, both anchored in the

James River. Lieutenant Maynard of the Royal Navy was placed in command, ‘an

experienced officer and a gentleman of great bravery and resolution’.



Arriving off Ocracoke Inlet, Maynard attacked at dawn on Friday, 22 November
1718. Many of the pirates were away in Bath Towne, so with 60 men, Maynard’s
crew outnumbered the pirates by over three to one. Teach had one sloop, the
Adventure, which unlike the unnamed attacking ships carried nine guns, and tried to
escape through the shallows. In their hurry to pursue, the naval sloops ran aground.
According to Maynard’s account, Teach yelled, ‘Rank Damnation to me and my
men, whom he stil'd Cowardly Puppies, saying he would neither give nor take
Quarter.” The sloops freed themselves with the rising tide and rowed in pursuit.
Teach turned and fired a broadside of grapeshot, killing the midshipman in
command of the sloop Ranger, and killing or wounding several of her crew. Maynard
in the Jane fired a bow chaser at the Adventure, and a shot cut her jib, forcing her
aground. Maynard had hidden most of his men below decks, and Teach decided to
board the naval sloop. He came alongside, and as he did the naval crew swarmed on
deck. A vicious mélée ensued, and Maynard and Teach fought each other
face-to-face. Maynard wounded Teach with a pistol shot, but broke his own sword,
giving Teach the upper hand. Maynard was saved by a Scotsman who decapitated the
pirate. The mélée continued until all the pirates were killed or had surrendered.

Maynard sailed to Bath Towne, repaired his ships and sailed back to
Williamsburg, dangling Teach’s head from the bowsprit of his sloop. In the
subsequent trial, 13 pirates were convicted and hanged, while two were acquitted

or reprieved.

ANNE BONNY, MARY READE AND JACK
RACKAM (‘CALICO JACK)

Period of activity: July 1718 to November 1720 (29 months)
‘Calico Jack’ was typical of the small-time pirates whose small sloops preyed on
coastal shipping. Little is known of his origins, but by 1718 he had somehow
made his way to New Providence Island. He served with Vane, fleeing the island
when Vane escaped from the new governor, Woodes Rogers. By the spring of
1719, he was elected as quartermaster and became Vane's deputy. Soon after, a
ql.l:]rrcl brokc out among thﬁ: crew, Elnd Rackﬂm replaccd V:mE: as a Piratt‘. Captﬂin,
Vane was put ashore, and Rackam continued Vane’s cruise in two sloops.
According to some accounts, the vessels were both lost when a Jamaican-based
patrol sloop captured them while most of the crew were ashore. Rackam returned to
New Providence, and in May 1719 he was granted a pardon by Governor Rogers as

part of Rogers™ general pirate amnesty. It was there that he met Anne Bonny.
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Anne Bonny, the lover of Jack
Rackam. She is depicted baring her
breasts (to prove her sex), and is
shown wearing a seaman’s jacket
and canvas trousers. Both Bonny
and Reade wore men’s clothing
when at sea. (Stratford Archive)

Law-abiding life ashore proved unpalatable, and in August 1719 Rackam stole a sloop
named the William and returned to piracy. His crew included the female pirates
Bonny and Mary Reade. Based in Bahamian waters, he cruised between Bermuda and
Hispaniola, capturing several ships and a number of profitable cargoes. He then sailed

around Cuba, attacking local craft, before reaching the north coast of Jamaica. There
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Ninctccnth-:cntur}' illustration
by Alexandre Debelle for

P. Christian's Histoire des Pirates
(1889) shows Mary Reade
revealing her sex to a wounded
protagonist after a duel.

his luck ran out. While at anchor off the western tip of the island, he was surprised

by a sloop belonging to the governor of Jamaica. Most of Rackam’s nine male crew
were drunk, but according to testimonies, the women roused them into action. The
William cut her anchor cable and fled, but was overhauled by the Jamaican sloop
during the night. The ships exchanged fire, and then Captain Barnet led a boarding
party onto the deck of the pirate vessel. Bonny and Reade were the only members of
the crew who offered any kind of resistance. Rackam himself was apparently too
drunk to defend himself. The women were overcome, and the pirates were taken to
Port Royal to stand trial.

The background of the female pirates was recorded by contemporaries during
the trial, which caused a sensation throughout Europe and the Americas. The
excitement largely stemmed from the revelation that they had lived as men for
years, escaping the traditional restrictions imposed on the lives of contemporary
women. In other words, they were not only female pirates, but they broke

society’s strict rules. Their backgrounds were probably embroidered by Johnson,
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Mary Reade and Anne Bonny
rousing ‘Calico Jack’ Rackam and
his drunken crew when the pirates
were surprised by a warship off
the coast of Jamaica, 1720. Anne
Bonny (left) is dressed in a
captured gentleman’s waistcoat
and breeches, while Mary Reade
wears the dress of a common
seaman. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)

94

but his account was gleaned from contemporary press reports. Mary Reade’s

mother apparently ‘bred her daughter dressed as a boy’, and after serving as a man
in domestic service, on a warship and also in the British Army, she fell in love and
married a soldier. When he died, she reverted to her ‘male’ role and took passage
as a seaman on a Caribbean-bound ship. Captured by pirates in 1717, she joined
them and met Rackam’s companion, Anne Bonny.

According to contemporary sources, Anne Bonny was raised as a boy to fulfil
the requirements of a will, although she retained her feminine character. When she
left home she married a seaman, who subsequently turned to piracy. Her husband
used New Providence as his base, and there she met Mary Reade, although
accounts contradict each other as to the nature of their first encounter. In any
event, the women became friends, which is not surprising given their similar and
unusual backgrounds. In New Providence she met Rackam, who persuaded her to
abandon her husband. The women were tried separately from their fellow pirates
because of the notoriety of their case. In court, it was reported that ‘they were both
very profligate, cursing and swearing much, and very ready and willing to do
anything. Victims testified that they donned men’s clothing when in action, but
otherwise dressed as women. Following the trial, both women were sentenced to
death, but were reprieved when it was discovered that they were both pregnant.

Mary died subsequently in a Jamaican prison in 1721, but Anne’s fate is unknown.
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CHARLES VANE

Period of activity: July 1718 to November 1720 (28 months)

Charles Vane took to piracy in 1716 and served as part of Henry Jennings’ crew.
A Spanish treasure fleet had been wrecked on the eastern coast of Florida in 1715,
and during 1716 Jennings raided the camps of the salvagers, capturing large
quantities of silver. Originally based in Jamaica, Jennings found that his illegal
attacks made his presence unwelcome. He moved to New Providence in 1717, and
when Governor Woodes Rogers took up residence in 1718, he accepted a pardon,
settling down to live off his plunder. In this respect, Jennings was one of the more

successful pirates. Charles Vane was not so fortunate.

-

Scourge of the Seas

Charles Vane became notorious
when he defied Woodes Rogers,
the new governor of the Bahamas,
in the harbour of New Providence
in 1718. Subsequently, he was
voted out of his captaincy,
shipwrecked and then captured
by a passing ship. According to
Johnson, when hanged he
‘showed not the least remorse for
the crimes of his past life’.
(Stratford Archive)
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When the crews of Edward
Teach and Charles Vane met at

Ocracoke Inlet, North Carolina,

in 1718, they held a week-long
celebration and were joined by
women and traders from the
nearby settlement of Bath
Towne. This 1gth-century
engraving depicts the festivities.
(Stratford Archive)
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Just before Rogers arrived, Vane made his first independent cruise, capturing a
French merchant vessel. When the new governor appeared in August 1718, Vane
knew he would ¢ither have to give up his plunder or flee New Providence. He set fire
to the French vessel, sailing it straight for Rogers' flagship. As the warship carrying
Rogers was busy avoiding the fireship, Vane and his pirate crew sailed by in their
barquentine, firing at the Royal Naval frigate and jeering. Vane escaped
in the confusion, taking his plunder with him. Vessels were sent after him, but Vane
eluded them, although they caught a number of other runaway pirates. Subsequently,
Vane and his crew bore a grudge against the Bahamas and their governor, and
attacked New Providence shipping while passing by in the spring of 1719. Vane then
headed for the Carolinas, capturing a sloop which he used as a second ship, and taking
a number of prizes. The sloop‘s crew promptly deserted, the first indications of bad
blood between Vane and his men. A number of naval vessels were sent in pursuit by
Governor Spotswood of Virginia during late August and early September 1718, but
he evaded them. The same ships, however, managed to capture the pirate Stede
Bonnet and his crew, who were operating in the same waters.

While operating off the North Carolina coast, Vane met up with Edward
Teach and his crew at their Ocracoke base. The two crews celebrated their union
by holding a drunken party: a sort of pirate convention. By October, he had set
sail again, this time heading north towards New York, taking ships along the way.

Operating off Long Island in November, he captured a growing tally of ships

before heading back to the Carolinas to sell the cargoes.




He returned to the Caribbean in early 1719, this time operating in the
Windward Passage between Cuba and Hispaniola. His squadron now consisted of
two vessels. In March 1719, a quarrel broke out among the crew over an alleged
incident of cowardice on Vane’s part, and his shipmates elected Jack Rackam as
captain instead. Vane was given a small captured sloop and sent on his way with
the few remaining crew who remained loyal to him. Starting from scratch again,
he succeeded in capturing a couple of small ships before running into a hurricane
in the Bay of Honduras. His ship ran aground, leaving Vane and one other
survivor stranded on a small island for several months before being rescued by a
passing ship. One of the rescuers recognized Vane, and the pirates were locked up,
shipped to Port Royal and put on trial. Both Vane and his one surviving crewman

were found guilty and hanged in November 1720.

HENRY EVERY (‘LONG BEN)

Period of activity: June 1694 to September 1695 (15 months)

Little is known of Every‘s carly life, although in the early 16gos he served aboard
a slave ship. Accounts of an early piratical career based in the Bahamas appear
unfDundﬁd. [n ]694, he was Sen’ing as the ﬁrst mate on a pl‘ivateer namﬂd
the Charles, licensed by the Spanish to operate against the French colony of
Martinique. He engineered a mutiny, took over the ship and was elected captain.
Renaming the vessel the Fancy, the pirates crossed to the African coast, then sailed
south, capturing four vessels, including a French pirate vessel returning home
with her spoils. Off the Cape of Good Hope, Every wrote an open letter to the
English papers, proclaiming his loyalty to England and Holland. It also focused
attention on his exploits.

Entering the Indian Ocean, he found the waters around the Red Sea full of
pirates, and Every temporarily bonded a group of them into a fleet. Together, they
were powerful enough to intercept the well-armed treasure convoys which sailed
annually between India and the Middle East. When they saw the approaching
pirates, most of the Moghul of India’s fleet fled, and nightfall covered their
escape. Every was lucky, and when dawn broke he found two ships within range.
The smaller one, the Fateh Mobammed, was quickly overcome, but the larger, the
Gang-i-sawai, only surrendered after a tough, two-hour fight. Survivors were
killed, having been tortured to reveal hidden caches of treasure, and women
passengers raped. The brutality was in keeping with the era, especially given the

religious and racial differences between victor and vanquished.
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Henry Every shown wielding a
cutlass and armed with two brace
of pistols. In the background, the
engraving depicts the fight
between Every’s ship, the Fancy,
and the treasure ship of the
Great Moghul, the Gang-i-sawai.
(Stratford Archive)

Once the smoke had cleared, Every and his crew found they had captured the

fleet’s main treasure ship, containing over £600,000 of gold, silver and jewels.
Each pirate in the fleet received a share estimated at over £1,000, or over 8o years’
worth of the average scaman’s wages at the time.

The fleet disbanded, and the Fancy sailed back to the Caribbean. In New
Providence, the governor of the Bahamas offered protection in return for an
immense bribe. While many of his crew returned to England — only to be
apprehended and hanged — Every sailed for Ireland, then vanished into obscurity.

Known as the ‘Arch Pirate’, he was the only successful pirate who survived to
live off his plunder. Sightings were common over the next few decades, but none

proved to be accurate. His success also encouraged others to follow in his footsteps.



STEDE BONNET

Period of activity: March 1717 to November 1718 (20 months)
According to Johnson's history, Stede Bonnet was an ex-army major and Barbados
plantation owner who turned to piracy in 1717. Unfortunately, no record of him
can be found among the Barbadian archives. Johnson records that he actually
purchased his own ship, the sloop Revenge of ten guns, crewed it with piratical
volunteers and sailed for the Carolinas. Operating off the Atlantic seaboard, he
captured and plundered several ships from New York down to the Carolinas,
before he wintered in North Carolina, careening his ship and housing his crew
ashore. In the spring, he headed south towards the Gulf of Honduras, but en route
in March 1718 he ran into Edward Teach with a larger ship and crew. Bonnet
surrendered and was taken along as a virtual prisoner. Teach reportedly laughed
at the pirate gentleman while he took his ship from him.

By June 1718, he was released with his sloop off the North Carolina coast, and
hearing that the newly formed Great Britain was at war with Spain, he approached

the pirate-friendly governor of North Carolina for a pardon. He got it, and officially

set off towards the Virgin Islands to act as a privateer, with a letter of marque to prey

Scourge of the Seas

Stede Bonnet's execution, 1718.
The ‘gentleman pirate’ was
expected a degree of leniency, but
instead the judge took the
opportunity to moralize on social
issues, and he was sentenced to
death. It was reported that ‘His
piteous behaviour under sentence
very much affected the people of
the Province, particularly the
women. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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oppOSITE Captain Kidd shown
on the quarterdeck of his ship
Adventure Gaﬂzy. in an
illustration used in Howard
Pyle’s Book of Pirates (1921).
Pyle decided to show Kidd's
home port of New York in the
background, although the
Adventure Galley was built in
and sailed from London.

(Stratford Archive)
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on Spanish shipping. He still bore a grudge against Teach and tried to hunt him
down, but soon gave up the quest. He then changed the name of his ship to the Royal
James and adopted an assumed name (Captain Thomas), before reverting to his
chosen career of piracy. When lying in the Cape Fear River undergoing repairs, he
captured a local ship, and word reached the city authorities at Charleston, South
Carolina. A local ship owner, William Rhett, was authorized to attack the pirates
with two sloops. In October 1718, the Charleston sloops found the pirate lair and
attacked Bonnet, who retreated up the river. Running aground, he was forced to
fight. After a five-hour exchange of fire, Bonnet and the surviving crew surrendered.
The pirates were taken to Charleston, a city still smarting from its treatment by
Teach. While imprisoned in a private house, Bonnet escaped but was quickly
recaptured. He was found guilty and hanged in November 1718, along with 30 of

his crew. A pirate turned informant and four others were acquitted.

WILLIAM KIDD

Period of activity: May 1697 to April 1700 (35 months)

William Kidd is one of the better-known pirates, more for his fate than his
actions. He only made one voyage and took only one significant prize, but it was
enough to bring him to trial and cause a major political scandal. His inclusion here
is more because of this subsequent fame than because of his deeds.

Before he turned to piracy, the Scottish-born Kidd served in a privateering
vessel in the Caribbean. Kidd settled in New York, but in 1695 he sailed to
England, hoping to win more extensive privateering contracts. Once there he met
Richard, Farl of Bellamont, newly appointed governor of New York and
Massachusetts. Bellamont soon talked Kidd into a plan involving semi-legal
privateering, to be conducted by Kidd in a specially built vessel, acting on behalf
of financial backers. These backers included Bellamont and other influential
politicians. They bought Kidd the Adventure Galley of 34 guns and presented him
with a contract and a letter of marque against the French and against pirates. It
was implied the backers would also turn a blind eye to the odd piratical act if it
turned a profit. The contract was financially restrictive, meaning Kidd would
receive little financial gain for his efforts, and the crew would receive even less.
Most of the money was earmarked for the backers. The terms strongly influenced
the subsequent actions of Kidd and his crew.

Kidd sailed in May 1696, heading first to New York to sign on a crew of old

privateering hands, then crossed the Atantic to West Africa. He sailed into the
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Captain Kidd Burying His Treasure,
an illustration used in Howard
Pyle’s Book of Pirates (1g921).
Kidd was probably the only
historical pirate to conform to
this particular piratical
stereotype: unsure whether he
would be arrested, he buried his
plunder on Gardiner’s Island
near New York before entering
the port. He was, and the
plunder was later dug up and
confiscated by the authorities.
(Stratford Archive)
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Indian Ocean, and in April 1697 signed on more crew in Madagascar and turned
to piracy. In August, he attacked East India Company ships but was driven off.
Another skirmish with Portuguese warships proved uneventful, and after snapping
up a small English prize, Kidd retired to the Laccadive Islands for repairs. By
November, he was at sea again, but ran away from a couple of potential victims who
seemed too well armed. An argument with the ship’s gunner led to Kidd killing the
man, and any potential mutiny was quelled. After attacking a handful of small
prizes, Kidd came upon the Queddah Merchant in January 1698. Capturing her and
splitting the booty, Kidd abandoned the rotten Adventure Galley and shifted into the
prize, which he renamed the Adventure Prize. The East India Company forced the
government to brand Kidd as a pirate, and any potential pardon was now politically
impossible. It also meant his backers could not support him.

A wanted man, Kidd sailed back to the Caribbean, then on to Boston, where
he tried to make a deal with Governor Bellamont. He was promptly arrested on
Bellamont’s orders in April 1700 and shipped to England in chains. Thrown into
prison, he was now a political pawn. The opposition tried to make Kidd indict his
secret government backers, and Kidd testified in Parliament. The government
narrowly avoided a political disaster by ‘losing” incriminating documents, and the
case was dropped. To the British government, Kidd remained a dangerous liability.
In May 1701 after a heavily rigged trial, he was found guilty of murdering his
former gunner and of piracy. He was hanged at Execution Dock in Wapping, and
his body hung in a cage on the banks of the River Thames as a warning to
would-be pirates. Rumours that he buried his loot on Gardiner’s Island before
entering New York were probably true, although Governor Bellamont recovered
most of the plunder soon after Kidd was arrested. He was the only figure to profit

from Kidd’s pirate career.

BARTHOLOMEW ROBERTS (‘BLACK BART)

Period of activity: June 1719 to February 1722 (30 months)

Bartholomew Roberts was born in South Wales and originally called John
Roberts. In June 1719, while serving as the mate of a merchant slaver, his ship was
captured by another Welshman, the pirate Howell Davis. Davis, in his turn, had
chosen a career of piracy when he was captured by Edward England. Roberts
joined Davis’ crew, and when Davis was killed in a skirmish, Roberts was elected
captain. Changing his first name to Bartholomew to cover his tracks, he quickly

earned the nickname ‘Black Bart'.
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This somewhat dandified pirate is
meant to represent Howell Davis,
a Welsh pirate who operated in
the Caribbean and off the African
coast. He was killed during a
skirmish with Portuguese militia
on Principe Island in the Gulf of
Guinea in 1719. (Stratford
Archive)
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After cruising in West African waters, he sailed for Brazil. Coming across a
Portuguese convoy, he captured a number of ships, including a warship. Roberts
took his growing fleet to the American colonies. Selling ships and cargo in New
England, he plundered the fishing grounds of Newfoundland in the summer of
1720, capturing dozens of vessels and destroying numerous others. Trading
captured ships for a 26-gun French ship which he renamed Royal Fortune, he
sailed south along the American coastline, capturing more merchantmen on

the way. When he reached the Caribbean in the late summer of 1720, he captured




15 French and English ships and a well-armed Dutch ship carrying 42 guns, in a
four-day spree. An attempt at a transatlantic voyage was foiled by poor winds and
faulty navigation, so by the autumn the pirates had returned to the West Indies.
Attacks on St Kitts and Martinique netted a further haul of ships, and the rampage

continued until the spring of 1721. In the process, Roberts managed to capture a

Scourge of the Seas

Bartholomew Roberts during his
final moments, just before he was
killed by the broadside from
HMS Swallow in 1723. The faces
of the men behind him reflect the
multi-racial mix of Roberts’ crew.
Roberts’ flag in the background
shows the pirate drinking a toast
with death. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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sworn Encmy, the gOVCrnOr Df Mﬂrtiniqug, Who was promptly hangtd {rom [hﬁ
yardarm of his own ship. The 42-gun French warship carrying him was pressed
into service and renamed the Royal Fortune (as were most of Roberts’ large prizes).
He eventually returned to the African coast, where he captured several merchant
slavers during the summer of 1721. The Royal Africa Company’s ship Onslow
became the last ship renamed Royal Fortune. Roberts continued to cruise off
Liberia and Nigeria, capturing scores of slave ships. A Royal Naval force was
despatched to track down the pirates, and on 1o February 1722, Captain Ogle of
HMS Swallow caught up with the Royal Fortune.

The pirates were at anchor off Cape Lopez, after having captured prizes the day
before, and (apparently) having celebrated with a drinking spree. The morning
after brought a well-armed naval frigate at action stations as well as a hangover.
Roberts had to pass Ogle’s ship in order to escape, and steered for the warship,
while his crew scrambled to prepare their ship for action. As the ships passed, the
Swallow fired a broadside of grapeshot at point-blank range. Roberts was killed
instantly. His crew threw his body overboard still clad in all its finery, including a
splendid jewelled cross, partly to avoid the corpse being captured. The ships
continued to exchange broadsides in a running battle. After three hours, the
surviving pirates surrendered. Two other ships of the pirate fleet were also
Captured, :llcmg \-Vltl'l a hﬂul 0{ 300 tons Ofgold dust. In Wl'lat was the ]argcst piratc
trial and execution of the era, the survivors were tried and executed at Cape Coast
Castle, in West Africa.

Roberts’ boldness was his trademark. He led his crew into action wearing a
brace of pistols tucked into a silk bandoleer and carrying a sharp cutlass. He
attacked ships of all nations, but particularly singled out France and its colonies —
he hanged the governor of Martinique, and reportedly tortured and killed
French prisoners. A tall, handsome man who loved fine clothes, he was a
teetotaller, a rarity among sailors of the period. He was also a gifted leader of
men, and held his crews together by the use of prize money, codes of conduct and,
above all, constant success. Among the pirates who were hanged was Roberts’
lover, John Walden. Although called ‘Miss Nanny’ behind his back, Walden was
a tough character, who was accused during the trial of burning slaves alive.
Roberts’ career has been upheld as among the most successful and flamboyant
of the pirate era. He was one of the most prosperous pirates of all time, following
‘the pirate round’ from Africa to the Americas and back again, capturing more

than 200 ships in the process.



The Pirate Ship

THE DESIGN OF THE IDEAL PIRATE SHIP

All pirate ships tended to share certain qualities, irrespective of the size and origin
of the vessel. First of all, ships had to be seaworthy, as they sailed in stormy waters.
The popular areas for pirate activity during the period from 1690 to 1730 (known
as the golden age of piracy) were the Caribbean Sea, the Atlantic seaboard of North
America, the West African coast and the Indian Ocean. The first two areas were
particularly susceptible to hurricanes during the hurricane season, which lasts from
June to November. August and September are considered the peak hurricane
months in the Atantic and Caribbean. As early as the 17th century, mariners were
aware that a hurricane season existed, and that the West African coast was a
breeding ground for these storms, which then travelled west across the Atlantic
Ocean. They learned to look out for the signs of approaching hurricanes or less
dramatic tropical storms. They then had the option of putting to sea in an attempt
to ride out the storm, or of securing the ship as best they could in a sheltered bay
and hoping for the best. The catastrophic effects of winds of roomph or more have
decimated shipping and coastal communities for centuries. For these pirates, who

were denied the shelter of conventional ports, the dangers were increased. Their
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Scourge of the Seas

The Indian Ocean became a
notorious pirate haunt during the
late 17th century, when pirates
like Henry Every and William
Kidd preyed on British and
Indian shipping from the

Red Sea down to Madagascar,
and on the sea lanes between
India and the Cape of Good
Hope. Late 17th-century chart.
(Stratford Archive)
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Hurricanes were an ever-present
threat in the Caribbean, at least
during the hurricane season
which lasts from June until
November. The destruction of
the Spanish treasure fleet of
1715 off the east coast of
Florida led to many former
privateers and would-be pirates
becoming treasure hunters.

(Stratford Archive)
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ships therefore needed to be seaworthy enough to ride out these hurricanes, with

a suite of storm sails, a stout hull, reliable pumps and an experienced crew. For
pirates, the only benefit of hurricanes was the damage they inflicted on other
shipping. The pirate Henry Jennings started his career by plundering the salvage
camps of men recovering treasure from the wrecks of the 1715 Spanish treasure
fleet, which was dashed against the east coast of Florida in a hurricane. In the
Indian Ocean, the same weather conditions were known as tropical cyclones, while
the term typhoon was applied to them in the western Pacific Ocean and the China
seas. In the northern Indian Ocean, tropica] cyclones strike in May and November,
while further south the season runs from December to March. Meteorologists
estimate that around the world there are about 85 hurricanes, typhoons and
tropical cyclones per year, and we have to assume the same frequency applies to the
golden age of piracy. While these storms are dangerous enough to modern
shipping, the effects on small sailing craft that lacked any warning from satellites,
television or radio could be catastrophic. Added to this seasonal risk was the
ever-present danger of mid-Atlantic storms, or passage through notoriuusly
storm-ravaged waters, such as around the Cape of Good Hope.

One remarkable aspect of piracy during this period was the distances these
cut-throats were prepared to travel in their ships. Atlantic crossings were frequently

made by sloops and other small craft, often no bigger than a modern coastal fishing



boat. An example is the voyage made by Bartholomew Roberts, who crossed the

Adantic several times and ranged American waters from Brazil to Newfoundland.
The stress on a wooden hull making a I(mg ocean passage would have been similar
to that imposed on the vessel by a major storm, with the added problem of the

collection of marine growth on the hull. Weeds and barnacles adhering to the
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An Attack on a Galleon. This
painting by Howard Pyle
appeared in Harper's Monthly
Magazine in December 1905,
where it was used to illustrate
Pyle’s own pirate tale, ‘The
Fate of a Treasure-Town'.

(Stratford Archive)
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The port of Charles Town, as it
“"Uuld ha\'c ]UUde in thc Cﬂrl'\'
18th century. Shipping tended to
crowd into the inner harbour in
the Cooper River, where in
theory it was protected by the
guns of Fort Johnson. During his
blockade of the port in 1718,
Biackhcard t]’lrcalcncd to ]CUT'CC
hjS “"er\-' PZIS[' th(_‘ “r"(.‘ﬂk]r\-' :lr'mcd
fort, but his fleet remained at the
outer entrance of the harbour.
(Stratford Archive)
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underside of a hull could seriously impede the speed of a vessel by as much as three

knots. This meant that regular careening (hull cleaning) was vital. Unlike warships
or law-abiding merchantmen who could use the shipyard facilities found in the
major ports, pirates had to careen their vessels far from prying eyes, in secluded bays
or estuaries. For a small brig or sloop, the process could take a week, while for larger
ships the task was proportionately longer. During this period the beached vessel was
vulnerable to attack, and several pirates lost their ships when they were beached for
careening. Another problem affecting seaworthiness was the damage caused to a
wooden hull by the teredo worm. The waters of the Caribbean contained the highest
density of teredo worms in the world, meaning that wooden hulls had a short life
expectancy in the region. The Spanish, who maintained a number of gallcons
designed to carry treasure from the Spanish Main to Spain estimated that ten years
was the longest a hull could be expected to last if it sailed regularly in Caribbean
waters, even if protected. The same timescale would apply to pirate ships. That said,
longevity was never much of a problem for pirates, as even the most successful (such
as Bartholomew Roberts) never survived more than 2 /. years as active cut-throats.
While larger pirate ships were better suited to making transatlantic voyages, they
were harder to careen due to their size. It was far easier to beach and careen a small
vessel. Smaller craft with a shallow draught could also navigate the coastal waters
(such as the strip of crecks, estuaries, sandbanks and inland waterways) that typify
the Atlantic coastline of North America. In 1712, Governor Hunter of New York
wrote to his superiors in London, stating, “This coast has been very much annoyed
by a number of small privateers, who by the advantage of their oars and shoal water
keep out of the reach of H.M. ships of war.” He requested a flotilla of sloops, capable
of harrying any pirate who tried to establish himself in the shallow waters off Long

Island or the mouth of the Hudson River.



Another vital prerequisite for a pirate ship was that it had to be fast — as Captain
Charles Johnson (1724) put it, ‘a light pair of heels being of great use either to take
or to escape being taken’. A scientific correlation exists between ship size, hull shape
and the amount of sail carried which, taken together, results in speed through the
water. In theory, larger ships could carry a greater amount of canvas, and therefore
gained more impetus from the wind. Their disadvantage was that their larger hulls
displaced more water than smaller vessels, and therefore required greater forward
momentum to overcome water resistance. Once momentum was achieved, speed was
more dependent on sail power. Smaller vessels such as brigantines had less sail area,
but the ratio of sail to displacement was higher than for larger square-rigged ships,
giving them a slight advantage. Small, narrow and shallow-draught vessels like sloops
and schooners reduced water resistance through improved hull lines, which therefore
improved speed. Although the speed correlation was a complex three-cornered

equation, certain general rules could be determined. First, for the most part, small
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This colourful wind compass
or wind chart shows the

32 compass points which were
used by mariners until the
lq[h ccntur)’. \'thn tl‘l(‘y WEre
rcp]ﬂccd b\ a COmpﬂSS bESCd on
a 3607 circle. This version was
published in Amsterdam in
1693. (Stratford Archive)
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Buccaneers used fireships
regularly — vessels specially
converted by filling them with
combustibles before sending
them towards the enemy. A
skeleton crew would steer her
towards the enemy, then escape
in a small longboat at the last
minute. Mid-17th-century
Spanish watercolour. Original in
the Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)
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narrow-draught vessels such as pirate sloops were usually faster than larger
squarefﬁgged merchantmen. This said, well-designed, large, square-rigged vessels
capable of carrying a heavier press of sail (such as naval frigates, ‘zuineamen’ or slave
ships) could usually overhaul smaller vessels given time. Certain ships were favoured
by pirates due to their reputation of being fast-sailing vessels. For example, many
pirates based in the Caribbean favoured the small single-mast sloops built in Jamaica
and Bermuda, as they were known to be fast-sailing and sound sea boats.

This scientific correlation was also influenced by less tangible factors. The
cleanliness of a ship’s hull has already been mentioned. Pirates needed to careen
their ships regularly, as they never knew when they might need every available
knot of speed from their vessel. Certain ships performed better in certain winds,
or sailed better with the wind striking the sails in a particular way. For example,
gaff-rigged vessels were capable of sailing closer to the wind than square-rigged
vessels, while lateen sails were beneficial when the wind was on the beam or
quarter, but were virtually useless with the wind astern. Above all, the skill of the
captain and crew were crucial. Skilled seamen could squeeze another knot or so

from their ship by keeping a close eye on their sails, the wind and the performance
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of their ship through the water. With all other circumstances being equal, a
well-crewed vessel could always outrun or overhaul its opponent. When Royal
Naval warships were sent after the pirate Charles Vane's sloop in the Bahamas in
1718, Vane's skill and fast hull allowed him to evade his pursuers. As one naval
officer commented, ‘Our sloops gave over the chase, finding he {Vane] out-sailed
them two foot for their one.’

The final factor that defined the typical pirate ship was its armament. Clearly, the
greater the number of guns carried, the greater the displacement of the vessel, and
the slower the speed. To the successful pirate, guns were easy to come by, as they
could be taken from prize vessels whenever they were needed. Also, pirates
preferred not to rely on gunfire to defeat an opponent, as the hull of their victim
would be damaged. That said, it is surprising that so many pirates armed their ships
as much as they could, or even converted prizes into formidable warships carrying
as many guns as a small naval ship-of-the-line. This can be seen as mere bravado,
but there is another factor. The more successful a pirate became, the more attention
he attracted. Inevitably, warships would be sent to hunt him down. Preparation for
a fight with pirate-hunting warships may have been a major influence behind the
appearance of heavily armed pirate ships during the early 18th century. Large ships
could carry more guns than smaller vessels, and their hulls provided a more stable
gun platform. The armament of pirate ships will be examined later, but for the
moment, the balance between armament, speed and seaworthiness was approached
by different pirates in various ways. While some prcferred a small, shallow, fast
sloop, armed with fewer than ten guns, other pirates favoured large, imposing

warships, capable of carrying a heavy armament and a large press of sail.

THE ORIGINS OF THE PIRATE SHIP

No vessel was ever designed from scratch as a pirate ship. Unlike the navies of the
world, or even the owners of privateering ships, pirates could not commission the
building of a new ship specifically designed to suit their needs. Pirate ships were
created in one of three ways. First, they were created when the crew of a
law-abiding vessel mutinied, took over the Ship and turned to piracy. Second, and
only occasionally, the captain and crew of existing privateering vessels decided to
resort to piracy when legitimate targets were no longer available. Third, and most
commonly, pirate ships were captured. This occasionally happened in port, such
as when ‘Calico Jack’ Rackham stole the sloop William from New Providence in

August 1719, aided by Anne Bonny.
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Unlike other nationalities, the
Spanish retained the high-sided
galleon design well into the
I?th Ccnlury, and Smﬂ." g:ll]cuns
SUCh as thESE WEre {rtqucntly
used as guard ships and patrol
vessels during the buccaneering
era. Detail from a Spanish

chart of 1618. Original in the
Archivo de Indias, Seville.
(Stratford Archive)
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The most notorious pirate who gained a ship through mutiny was Henry
Every (or Avery), discussed previously on pages 97-98. In 1694, the Bristol-based
privateer Charles of 30 guns lay at anchor off the northern Spanish port of La
Corufia. Her captain had been granted a Spanish letter of marque to attack French
shipping in the vicinity of Martinique, and the privateer was preparing to sail for

the West Indies. Captain Charles Johnson recorded what happened:

On one of these ships ... commanded by Captain Gibson, Avery was First Mate,
and being a fellow of more cunning than courage, he insinuated himself into the
good will of several of the boldest fellows on board ... Having founded their
inclinations before he opened himself, and finding them ripe for his design, at
length, proposed to them to run away with the ship, telling them what great

wealth was to be had upon the coasts of India.

Every struck while the captain was drunk. He had already made sure that all
crewmen loyal to the captain were below decks, then the mutineers secured the

hatches and cabins:

When our gentry saw that all was clear, they secured the hatches, so went to work;

they did not slip the anchor but weighed it leisurely, and so put to sea without any

disorder and confusion, though there were several ships then lying in the bay.




Every renamed the ship the Fancy, and sailed towards Madagascar and a waiting
fortune in plunder. Off the African coast he released the captain, who was sent
ashore in a longboat, accompanied by the crew who remained loyal. Less than a
dozen men joined him, leaving Every with over a hundred pirates at his disposal.

The pirate Thomas Anstis conspired with several companions to steal the sloop
Buck from Providence, Rhode Island in 1718, making the event less of a mutiny
than a theft, while most of the crew were ashore. A similar fate befell the captain of

the small Royal Africa Company vessel Gambia Castle, of 16 guns and 30 men. The
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Like many pirates, Jack (or John)
Rackam (‘Calico Jack’) captured
his vessel. In August 1719, with
the help of Anne Bonny, he stole
a sloop named the William.
(Stratford Archive)
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Shipping off Maracaibo Bar, a
detail from a map of the Lake of
Maracaibo, 169q9. A brigantine
(left) and a two-mast yacht (a
forerunner of a schooner, right)
Sﬂil the waters Wl‘lcl’ﬁ‘.‘ chry
Morgan fought his sea battle in
1669. The setting of the sails on
both craft suggests an inshore
wind. (Stratford Archive)
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ship’s First Mate George Lowther colluded with John Massey, a young British Army
officer, and together they engineered a mutiny off the West African coast in 1721.

According to Rediker (1987), 48 recorded non-naval mutinies took place on
British ships between 1715 and 1737. Of these, as many as one-third (or
approximately 16) of the crews turned to piracy. Cordingly (1995) suggests that
during the golden age of piracy, no more than 1g9-20 pirate ships were acquired
through seizure by their own crews. Henry Every, Thomas Anstis and George
Lowther were obviously the exception rather than the rule.

As for privateer captains turning to piracy, this seems to have been an even
more rare occurrence. he most celebrated example of this kind was Captain
William Kidd (see pages 100-103), whose ideal pirate vessel was paid for and
fitted out by his privateering sponsors back in London. During the buccaneering
of the late 17th century, commanders like Sir Henry Morgan blurred the line
between privateering and piracy. When there was no convenient war between
England and Spain to provide a legitimate excuse for attacking Spanish shipping
and coastal settlements, Morgan and his men carried on regardless. The recorded
instances of this taking place during the golden age are rare, Iargely because of
numbers. While colonial governors, during the buccaneering era, turned a blind
eye to non-licensed attacks on the shipping of rival European powers, the political
situation had changed markedly by 16go. Privateers were closely regulated, and
illegal attack was regarded as an act of full-blown piracy. As privateering crews
were usually large, it was virtually impossible to persuade a majority of the seamen

to turn their back on society and turn to piracy.



The most common method of pirate ship acquisition was capture. By working
their way up the maritime ladder, longboats could be exchanged for sloops, and
brigs for large armed merchantmen. A prime example of how a pirate began his
career this way is Captain Worley, a character described by Johnson (1724)
without mentioning his first name. In September 1718, Worley and eight fellow
seamen rowed out of New York harbour in a longboat, in search of a vessel to
capture. They headed south, skirting the New Jersey shore, before entering the
Delaware River. Off Newcastle (now a suburb of Wilmington, Delaware), ‘they
fell upon a shallop belonging to George Grant, who was bringing household
goods, plate, etc., from Oppoquenimi to Philadelphia’. They looted the ship but

let the cumbersome merchantman go. The account of their plunder continues:

{they} met with a sloop of Philadelphia, belonging to a mulatto whom they
called Black Robbin; they quitted their boat for this sloop, taking one of Black
Robbin’s men along with them ... A day or two after, they took another sloop
belonging to Hull homeward bound, which was somewhat fitter for their
purpose ... and enabled them to prosecute their design, in a manner more

suitable to their wishes.

Three years later, the London-born seaman Edward Low served on board a
British sloop which was anchored off the coast of Honduras, loading a cargo of
logwood. Following an argument with her captain, Low and 12 companions seized
the ship’s boat and deserted. As Johnson (1724) reports, The next day they took a
small vessel, and go in her, make a black flag, and declare war against all the world.’

Once a pirate captain had his first Ship, he could ‘trade up' by transferring his
men and guns onto a captured prize, if the new ship was more suitable. Clearly, this
process was less than ideal and largely random. First, the pirate could only capture a
prize which his vessel could catch, and which he could overcome by boarding,
gunnery or even intimidation. Piracy was the ultimate crime of opportunity, as on the
high seas, the opportunities to identify a target in advance and lie in wait for it were
rare. Once a prize was captured, the pirate captain had to decide what to do with the
crew, its cargo and the captured ship itself. Unlike the pirates of fiction, the majority
of pirates during the early 18th century had to be content with plundering regular
merchant ships, which carried mundane cargoes of tobacco, sugar, rum, timber,
hides, slaves or other commodities. Often, pirates were denied the opportunity to sell

these cargoes, so anything other than rum, spices and, to a lesser extent, slaves were

Scourge of the Seas

117




Pirates 1660-1730

The pirate Edward Low in a
hurricane, with a three-masted
ship foundering in the
background. Low was active in
the Caribbean from December
1721 until he was marooned by
his own crew in c:irl_\'
1724.(Stratford Archive)
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of limited value. Most captured ships were either set ablaze or simply abandoned, as

their hulls were of little use to the pirates. Occasionally, a faster, better constructed or
more commodious vessel would be kept and converted into a pirate ship. As an
example, the pirate Charles Vane (see pages 95-97) escaped from New Providence in
the Bahamas in command of the sloop Ranger, a vessel of six guns. In August 1718,
when he captured a large, fast slave ship (a brigantine) bound from Guinea, he
transferred his guns and men, creating a more powerful pirate ship of 12 guns, which
he also called Ranger.

While most pirates settled on a particular vessel (usually a sloop or brigantine)
and used it for the duration of their pimtica] careers, others continued the process
of trading up, until they acquired vessels which were powerful enough to
challenge all but the largest warships sent against them.

During his carcer, Bartholomew Roberts (see pages 103-106) traded up
several times, after gaining command of the pirate ship Ranger of 30 guns in July

1719 off the West African coast. When he was on board a prize sloop, the crew



of the Ranger deserted. Roberts renamed his ten-gun sloop the Fortune, and used it
to cause mayhem from Africa to Newfoundland, before exchanging it for a 16-gun
galley from Bristol. Within weeks, he used this new ship to capture a 26-gun
French merchantman, which he renamed the Royal Fortune. In the West Indies, he
captured a fast 18-gun brigantine, which became the Good Fortune. Together, these
two ships captured a 42-gun French warship which he also renamed the Royal
Fortune. This was the ultimate prize in trading up, a formidable warship that could
hold its own in any fight. Roberts captured the Royal Africa Company ship
Onslow and converted her into a pirate ship, again renaming her Royal Fortune.
This was the vessel that took part in Roberts’ last fight against HMS Swallow in
February 1722. His reason for abandoning his powerful French-built warship in
favour of the British armed merchant ship is not recorded, but it is likely that as
the French vessel had spent several years on station in the West Indies, her hull
was in an advanced state of decay. Edward Teach (Blackbeard; see pages 88—gr)
followed the same path, trading up until he commanded a fast and commodious
40-gun vessel capable of blockading Charleston. The Queen Anne’s Revenge ran

aground at Beaufort Inlet, North Carolina, and it has been argued that the

accident was a deliberate ploy by Teach, who transferred his plunder to one of his
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The small sloop Fancy served as
the private yacht of Colonel
Lewis Morris, a militia
commander in New York during
the early 18th century. It was
also typical of the smaller sloops
found along the American
coastline during the golden age of
piracy. Detail from an engraving
of New York by William Burgis,
dated 1717. (Stratford Archive)
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sloops, then left the crew of his flagship stranded off the Carolina shore. It meant
fewer men to share the spoils with. Possibly he was prepared to sacrifice his
prestigious flagship in return for financial gain, secure in the knowledge that he
could always begin the trading up process again whenever he chose.

It was rare that the process continued long enough for a pirate to capture a

major warship, or to convert a merchantman into one. Both Bartholomew

Roberts and Edward Teach achieved just that.

THE CONVERSION OF A PRIZE

Once pirates captured a ship, the prize had to be converted into a vessel that was
ideally suited to the pirates’ needs. Unlike the conversion of warships, or even of
merchant ships to take different types of cargo, little is known about this process.
Few pirates kept records, and the fitting out of captured vessels either took place
on the high seas, or in some secluded anchorage, well away from prying eyes.

We do know of the general changes made to prizes, though, as hinted at by
survivors of piratical attacks and in the pages of Charles Johnson's A General
History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pirates (1724). In this
work, three passages mention the process of ship conversion. The first is a brief
note in “The Life of Captain England’, which states that in early 1719, ‘Captain
England took a ship called the Pearl, Captain Tyzard commander, for which he
exchanged his own sloop, fitted her up for the piratical account.” The Pearl was
later renamed the Royal James. The short entry fails to explain what fitting her up’
for the piratical account involved, although “The Life of Captain England’ provides
a little more information. When George Lowther incited the crew of the vessel
Gambia Castle to mutiny in 1721, his new-found crew set about converting the
ship into a pirate vessel: “They one and all came into the measures, knocked down
the cabins, made the ship flush for{e] and aft, prepared black colours, new named
her the Delivery, having about 50 hands and 16 guns.’

Finally, in “The Life of Captain Roberts’, Johnson records the conversion of the

large frigate-built Onslow, captured by Bartholomew Roberts in early 1721:

The pirates kept the Onslow for their own use, and gave Captain Gee the French
ship, and then fell to making such alterations as might fit her for a sea rover, pulling
down her bulkheads, and making her flush, so that she became, in all respects, as
complete a ship for their purpose as any they could have found; they continued to

give her the name of the Royal Fortune, and mounted her with 40 guns.



We now have a reasonable picture of what was involved in ‘fitting up’ a pirate
ship, custom-building her to become the ideal tool for men like Roberts or
England. First, the pirates removed any temporary bulkheads set up in the hold,
used to keep cargo from moving. This large, open lower deck space could then be
pierced to accommodate ordnance. Few merchant vessels of this period carried
guns anywhere other than on the upper deck. By piercing the hull for additional
ports, the pirates converted the vessel into a warship. Similarly, in line with the
egalitarian nature of pirate ships, most internal cabin bulkheads were also
removed, with the possible exception of the captain’s cabin in the stern, which was
seen as a perk of the pirate commander. This knocking-down of the cabins
extended to the forecastle as well as the stern, removing partitions used to house
ship’s stores.

The pirates went even further. Both Roberts and Lowther made their ships
flush fore and aft’. This involved tearing down the forecastle and lowering any
superstructure abaft the mainmast, creating a smooth, flush-decked vessel without
any break or step from bow to stern. In the stern on most frigate-built ships or even
smaller sloops and br’igantincs\ a roundhouse or cabin Uccupied a significant
portion of deck space, which could otherwise be used to house guns and men. Any
impractical decorated rails could also be removed if they were considered likely to

get in the way during action. The new deck layout was better suited to the carrying

of ordnance or large numbers of boarders when in action, creating an unobstructed
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Although this rgth-century
illustration is more dramatic than
realistic, it does underline the
point that pirates didn’t often
begin their careers with their
own ships, but had to seize one
h}’ “"I'lﬂtc\"[‘r means 1]1(.‘}-" CUUI&.
usually by overpowering her
crew while she lay at anchor.

(Stratford Archive)
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George Lowther, an English
pirate active in the Caribbean and
Atlantic seaboard between 1721
and 1723. His ship, the Happy
Delivery, is beached and heing
careened in the background while
the crew live in tents on the
shore. During the process, the
pirates were defenceless, and
Lowther’s crew were attacked
and caplurcd while careening
their ship on the Venezuelan
coast in 1723. Lowther escaped
but was killed soon after.
(Stratford Archive)
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platform for the pirates to fight from. Ordnance was then transferred from the old
pirate ship to the new one, and in cases such as the Onslow/Royal Fortune, guns
were mounted both in the main (lower) deck and on the newly expanded upper
deck. On larger ships, the result was the creation of a formidable fighting warship,
capable of taking on all but the most powerful opponents. On smaller craft, such as
the Pearl/Royal James and the Gambia Castle/Delivery, the addition of a lower deck
armament was probably impossible, but fresh gun ports cut in the upper deck in
place of any forecastle or after-deck platforms provided space for additional

armament. One further advantage of removing the quarterdeck and roundhouse if

present was that this allowed guns to be mounted as bow or stern chasers.




Finally, reports of captured pirate vessels indicate that in some cases, the rig of
the vessel was altered. If the pirates disliked the rig of a particular vessel, they
would change it in an effort to increase speed and, where possible, to provide extra
space. This conversion work might involve the replacement of lateen yards
with square-rigged ones, the removal of the mizzen mast (the mast aft of the
mainmast), and even the stepping of the mainmast aft slightly, to improve the
performance of the ship. For example, brigs and snows were both mercantile
versions of the brigantine, but with gaff-rigged mainsails. It appears several pirates
preferred the more conventional square-rigged brigantine, so they would have
converted prizes to suit their requirements. Certainly, the procurement of
materials to undertake these conversions was never much of a problem. Johnson
describes the haul made by Bartholomew Roberts’ men when they captured the

Samuel of London: “They carried with them sails, guns, powder and cordage, and

8,000 or 9,000 PUUT‘IdS of thC ChUiCCSt gOOdS,’
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The Ro_y.lf James and the Henry,
Cape Fear River, North Carolina,
27 September 1718. Hearing of
Stede Bonnet's presence nearby,
the governor of the colony of
South Carolina sent Colonel
William Rhett to hunt him
down. Rhett’s sloop Henry closed
in on Bonnet's Royal James,
ultimately leading to Bonnet's
surrender, trial and hanging.
(Tony Bryan © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)
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A piragua was a large canoe,
more akin to the galleys found in
the Renaissance Mediterranean
than to any native craft. They
could be fitted with ordnance,
and served as inshore raiding
craft for both pirates and
buccaneers in the Caribbean.

(Stratford Archive)
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SMALL PIRATE VESSELS

We have already noted that the majority of pirates began their careers in small
craft. Even if they lacked a proper sailing vessel such as a sloop or a brigantine, this
type of ship was their first real stepping stone, allowing the pirates to sail wherever
they wanted, and even to undertake transatlantic voyages if need be. For those
pirates without a suitable vessel, they had to use whatever craft was available in
order to steal something better. Of the smaller craft found in the waters of the
Americas during the buccaneering era, the pinnace, the barca longa, the fly-boat
and the piragua were the most common. Many of these had been in use in
Caribbean waters since the 16th century. The term ‘pinnace’ had two different
meanings. The first (discussed previously on pages 68—6g) referred to a small,
narrow-beamed, open-topped ship’s boat with a single mast, of less than 6o tons’
burden. Confusingly, the term ‘pinnace’ also applied to larger vessels, of
40-80 tons, which were independent vessels in their own right, not the tenders
of larger craft. This definition was later expanded to incorporate a three-mast
vessel with its own armament, displacing 200 tons or more. Clearly, the

terminology meant different things to different people, and these definitions

were prone to evolve with time.




The term ‘pinnace’ originally referred to the oared longboat of a larger ship,
fitted with a single mast and rigged with a single lateen or gaff-sail. Typically, these
measured less than 35ft (10.7m) in length and served as the tender to large
merchantmen or warships. Although maritime historians still disagree on its exact
definition, the term ‘shallup’ most probably also referred to similar tenders, but
these craft were usually (but not exclusively) fitted with square sails. The Spanish
equivalent of these smaller vessels was the barca longa, a vessel that carried a
single square sail, rather like a shallop. The Dutch equivalent was the ‘pingue', a
term which applied to small trading vessels that plied the waters of the Caribbean
during the 17th century, and which could displace as much as 80 tons. All these
small craft were used as raiding vessels by buccaneers during the late 17th century,
and were often towed behind larger craft, ready for use as assault craft.

The other definition of a pinnace refers to independent vessels of anything from
40 10 200 tons’ displacement. These could have any number of masts, but by the
buccaneering period, three-mast pinnaces were commonplace. These craft carried a
variety of sails, but usually included a combination of square and lateen rigs. The
armament of one of these larger pinnaces could range from eight to 20 guns. During
the late 17th century, buccaneers such as Sir Henry Morgan used larger pinnaces as
the mainstay of their fleets, although these squadrons usually formed around a
handful of larger, better-armed, square-rigged sailing ships. A variant was the
fly-boat’, a term originally associated with the Dutch merchant vessel fluyt’. By the
late 17th century, the term ‘fly-boat’ had come to signify a small rounded vessel, used
as a small coastal trader but equally valuable as a converted warship. A Spanish
version of this craft was the balandra. Both were used extensively as coastal patrol
craft, scouting vessels, troop carriers and even as small warships or raiders. At the
bottom of the maritime ladder in the 17th-century Caribbean was the canoe used by
the indigenous peoples of the region. Inevitably, these boats were used by buccaneers
and varied in size from craft capable of carrying fewer than four men to the piragua, a
large canoe fitted with a mast, ordnance and served by a sizeable crew.

By the last decade of the 17th century, the terms ‘pinnace’, ‘barca longa’ and
‘fly-boat” had fallen into obscurity. Although there was no sudden change in the
appearance of the craft that plied the waters of the Americas, a new series of terms
had come into being. Small merchant ships were now classified more by their sail
plan and number of masts than by hull shape or purpose.

Before we continue, it is important to define the basic forms of small craft that

operated during the golden age of piracy. A sloop was a small vessel with a single mast,
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The barca longa was the Spanish
version of a pinnace and was
widely used as a fishing craft in
the waters of the Caribbean
during the 17th and carly

18th centuries. Buccancers
favoured these craft for coastal
raids or night attacks on larger

ships. (Stratford Archive)
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riggcd with a forc~and—aft-riggec[ mainsail :mdjib foresail. A brig:mtinc was a two-mast

vessel with a square-rigged foresail, a fore-and-aft-rigged mainsail and square-rigged
topsails on both masts. In addition, she carried jib sheets attached to her bowsprit. A
variant of the brigantine was the brig, which carried square-rigged lower sails on both
masts and a fore-and-aft sail, which in turn was related to the snow.

An analysis of pirate attacks between 1710 and 1730 in American waters
shows that over half of those recorded were conducted by sloops (Cordingly,
1995). The majority of the remainder were carried out by square-rigged ships,
such as Bartholomew Roberts’ Royal Fortune. At the bottom of the list, one attack
in cight was made by a brigantine, brig or snow, while a mere handful of attacks
were conducted by pirates in open boats such as ships’ longboats. However
impressive the pirate flagships of Roberts and Teach might have been, they were
less successful than sloops. In part, this bald statistical analysis hides some
important facts. First, the success of individual pirates such as Bartholomew
Roberts, who captured over 200 prizes, clouds the statistics, as vessel for vessel

his series of square-rigged flagships were far more effective than a host of smaller
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This merchant ‘snow’ is typical
of the long-distance European
trading vessels which plied

the waters between the
Caribbean and Britain during
thl:' ISth ctnlury. A snow was
[I'Il: ]argcst l:wu'mastcd \"CSSC] 0{
its day, and differed from a brig
by having a small trysail mast
stepped immediately behind its

mainmast. (Stratford Archive)

craft. Also, pirates such as Teach and Roberts operated in squadrons of several

vessels, and the smaller sloops in the force would be sent ahead to intercept
merchantmen, knowing that the larger pirate flagship was near enough to support
them if they encountered any heavy resistance.

That said, it is clear that vessel for vessel, the sloop was the most important
type of pirate ship of the period, as almost all pirates began their careers in this
type of vessel. To modern sailors, the term ‘sloop’ refers to a sailing vessel with a
fore-and-aft rig carried on a single mast. This usually takes the form of a mainsail
and a single foresail jib. During the golden age, the term was less clearly defined,
and it was used to refer to a variety of vessels with a selection of different rigs.
Sloops appeared in naval service from the mid-17th century, one of the first being
a prize captured from the privateering port of Dunkirk by the Commonwealth
Navy. With a keel length of 4oft (12m) and a beam of just over 12ft (3.7m), she
was one of the smallest independent warships in service. This vessel and other
naval sloops of the late 17th century carried a minimal armament of four guns.
Interestingly, the English also used the term ‘sloop’ in reference to small, two-mast
vessels, with a square-rigged mainsail and topsail. Some naval sloops were

three-masted.
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The hull plan and lines of a
Bermudan sloop, from
Chapman’s Architectura Navalis
Mercatoria (1768). Sloops such

as this accounted for the majority
of pirate vessels operating in

the Caribbean during the early
18th century. (Stratford Archive)
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The plans of HMS Ferret, a naval sloop of 1711, stll survive and serve as an
indication of what the larger sloops of this period looked like (Cordingly, 1995). She
had a soft (15.2m) keel, a 6sftlong (20m) open deck, a beam of just under
21ft (6.4m) and a depth in the hold (draught) of gft (2.7m). With a displacement
of approximately 115 tons, she was large enough to support an armament of
1o-12 guns. In addition, a series of eight oar ports were cut in her hull below the
line of her gun ports, enabling her to use oars when she was becalmed. Although it
is unclear whether she was fitted with one or two masts, the latter is more likely, as
naval sloops built five years later were twin-mast types. While we have a rough idea
of what naval sloops looked like, the appearance of pirate sloops is more
problematic. Although no plans of merchant sloops of the period have survived, we
can try to reconstruct the appearance of these craft from a combination of pictorial
evidence and mid-18th century plans, compiled in Frederick Henry Chapman’s
Architectura Navalis Mercatoria. We know that sloops built in Jamaica and Bermuda
were particularly prized for their speed during this period. The Jamaican vessel,
developed from the fast pinnaces of the previous century, was built of red cedar and
was recognizable by its low freeboard and steeply raked mast. Similar fast sloops
were built in Bermuda, and Chapman provides plans for a vessel of this type.

The sloop shown by Chapman is 6oft (18.3m) long (with a 45ft keel), and has
a beam of 16ft (4.9m), making her smaller and narrower than her naval counterpart.

This sloop also carried a Singlc mast, fitted at a rakish anglc of approximately



12 degrees from the perpendicular, sloping aft. She is fitted with a long bowsprit,
angled upwards at 20 degrees from the horizontal. Judging from the yards depicted,
her rig consisted of a gaff-rigged fore-and-aft spanker, a square-rigged topsail, and

probably one or two foresail jibs. The upper and lower booms of the driver are

almost as long as the sloop itself, meaning that she carried a large amount of

sail compared to her size and displacement (which has been estimated at around
95-100 tons). Like the Ferret, Chapman’s Bermuda sloop was pierced to carry
12 guns. Despite an upwards slope towards the stern, the vessel is flush-decked, with
no break for a quarterdeck.

This depiction ties in perfectly with three rare depictions of colonial American

sloops of the early 18th century. An engraving showing New York harbour

produced by William Burgis in 1717 shows the small sloop Fancy, a vessel that
served as a private yacht. Like many of the other sloops in the engraving, the Fancy
is shown with a single mast and a sail plan that follows the one outlined by
Chnpman in his mid-1 8th-ccntur}’ study. An interesting touch is her roundhouse,

a curved shelter covering the rear of her quarterdeck. An engraving by William

Burgis dated 1717 shows a sloop anchored off Boston Lighthouse. Although well
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Edward England, wearing a
gentleman’s coat and smallsword
with the battle between his

ship the Fancy and the East
Indiaman Cassandra depicted in
the background. After a brutal
action where the two ships
cannonaded cach other for hours,
(bL‘ C\IS!{”}L{]“ SUTTL‘ndCrL‘d.
England’s leniency towards the
enemy crew led to his removal
as captain. (Stratford Archive)
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A brigantine, identified b}' her
two square-rigged foremast sails,
and a gaff-rigged sail on her
mainmast. Thl:sc Crﬂrt were USCd
by Caribbean pirates during the
golden age, but were more
commonly associated with the
buccaneers of the 17th century, a
link that may suggest the origins
of her name — as a brigands’
vessel. Engraving from Lobat’s
Nouveau Voyage (Paris, 1722).
(Stratford Archive)
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armed, with seven gun ports per side, she represents a merchant vessel, rather

than a warship. This is supported by contemporary accounts referring to the
increased sale of small guns to merchant ship owners in the early 18th century, as
threats from both privateers and pirates encouraged the increased armament of
merchant vessels. A third engraving, of the port of Charleston, South Carolina,
shows a range of shipping in the foreground, including several sloops, These are
all single-mast, but only one is shown carrying a square-sail yard on her topmast.
Although we cannot be certain as to the appearance of pirate sloops, the similarity
of these depictions to the Chapman drawings and the Ferret plans provides us with
a more accurate picture of their appearance than we could reasonably hope for,
given the paucity of precise information that has survived.

Brigantines are slightly more straightforward. We have several contemporary
descriptions of these vessels, and their rig continued unchangcd for a century after
the golden age. Again, Chapman provides a series of plans that aid our
understanding of what these ships looked like and how they sailed. Whatever the
term ‘brigantine’” had meant before 16go, by the start of the golden age of piracy it
had come to mean a square-sailed rig on a foremast, and a fore-and-aft rig and
square-sail rig combined on the mainmast. The term was abbreviated to ‘brig’ by
the middle of the 18th century, but by that time this term referred to a vessel with
a fore-and-aft-rigged spanker, no square-sail in front of it, and a trapezoid main

staysail stretched between the foremast and the mainmast. It is likely that earlier in
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The pirate schooner Panda,
commanded by perhaps the last
Caribbean pirate, ‘Don’ Pedro
Gibert. A smuggler who only
committed one pir:lticn] act —
when he captured the American
vessel Mexican in 1832 — Gibert
also became the last man to be
executed for piracy in the United
States. (Stratford Archive)

the century, the term ‘brig’ was used when referring to this variant of the standard

brigantine rig, in much the same way as the term ‘snow’ was applied to a
square-rigged variant with a secondary vertical mast mounted immediately behind
the mainmast. All of these vessels were used in small numbers by pirates, but
largely as a matter of necessity rather than choice. The brigantine and its variants
lacked the high proportion of sail area to displacement that characterized the sloop,
and to a lesser extent the faster square-rigged ships of the period such as slavers.
During the early 18th century, a new type of vessel made its appearance on the
Atlantic seaboard. The schooner was a vessel with two masts, a fore-and-aft rig,
and sometimes an additional square topsail rigged on her foremast to provide
increased momentum. The first mention of a schooner appeared in the Boston
Newsletter of 1717, and six years later another Boston newspaper wrote an account
of a pirate schooner commanded by John Phillips, operating off Newfoundland. In
fact, the schooner was a New England vessel, captured by Phillips off the Grand
Banks. While schooners were certainly used by some of the later pirates, and
while two-mast vessels of this type may have existed in North American waters
before 1717, they were never popular, accounting for a mere five per cent of all
pirate attacks from 1710 to 1730. Despite this, schooners were popularized by
later writers ofpiratical fiction, as thcy corrcspondcd closcly with the vessels these
writers could see in everyday use. The true small pirate vessel par excellence of the

golden age remained the sloop.
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PIRATE FLAGSHIPS

As we have seen from the statistics given in the preceding text, just over a third of
piratical attacks conducted during the golden age were made by cut-throats in large,
square-rigged vessels. The ultimate goal of any pirate who wanted to trade up was
the acquisition of a powerful vessel, capable of being turned into a formidable
warship. A single pirate ship of this kind could devastate trade in its area of
operation, as was the case when Blackbeard arrived off Charleston in 1718, and
when Bartholomew Roberts cruised off the West African coast three years later.

In order to understand the effectiveness of these ships, we need to examine what
kinds of larger vessels were in operation at this time. We are also fortunate in being
able to draw on evidence from a number of pirate shipwrecks during this period.

Today, the word ‘ship’ means any large, seagoing vessel. To the mariners of the
18th century, the term had a far more precise meaning. To them, a ship was a sailing
vessel that had three masts and carried square-rigged sails. This included the majority
of warships, including ships-of-the-line, the larger merchantmen, East India Company
ships and some slave ships (or ‘guineamen’). Other substantial sailing vessels such as
polaccas (polacres), tartans and fluyts were not strictly considered ships.

A fluyt was the most common type of merchantman of the 17th century.
Originally a Dutch design, these high-sided vessels with two or (more commonly)
thrcc masts were designﬂd fDl‘ ecconomy Of Cffort. -I—hey were SIOW and Car‘l’ied a
relatively small sail area for their size, but they could be operated by a far smaller
crew than other vessels of a comparable size. Although they were of little use as
buccaneering or pirate ships, buccaneers during the late 17th century sometimes
used them as transports for men, supplies or plunder. By the 18th century, other
faster vessels were available to the pirates, and the lumbering fluyts became
nOthlng more than gasy prey.

In the waters of the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian Ocean, pirates
sometimes adopted the local craft of the area. Of these, the most common were
polaccas, feluccas or tartans. Of these, the polacca was found as far west as the
Caribbean, and its type of rigging could be found in other three-mast vessels, even
ships. Its distinguishing characteristic was that its square-rigged yards could be
lowered for ease of setting, and a fore-and-aft-rigged spanker was fitted to her
mizzen mast. Although similar to a ship, its form of sail plan gave the vessel type
1ts own identity. A felucca was a narrow, fast vessel of Arabic origin, occasiona]l}rr
used by pirates in the Indian Ocean. It carried lateen sails on its two masts. A

smaller version was the tartan, which was distinguishcd by the pronounccd



forward rake of her foremast-cum-bowsprit and her ability to operate under oars.
Another more common variation on the ship was the bark (or barque). It was
essentially a three-mast vessel rigged like a ship, but instead of square-rigged sails
on its mizzen mast it carried a fore-and-aft-rigged sail, usually lateen-rigged.
Returning to fully fledged ships, a number of pirates used these vessels as their
flagships, armed with up to 40 guns. The French warship that Bartholomew
Roberts renamed the Royal Fortune and the Royal Africa Company ship Onslow
were exceptions to this rule, as they were better armed than any other pirate ship.
Ships of this size were hard to find. The average size of English (from 1707,
British) merchant ships during the golden age of piracy was between 100 and

200 tons, the larger vessels usually being from London, and engaged in trade with

the West Indies or the American colonies. Specifically, many of these larger ships

Scourge of the Seas

This well-armed fluyt of the
late 17th century is pierced for
18 guns, an indication of the
threat posed by pirates to maritime
trade in the Americas. The
shallow draught of these vessels
made them well suited for trade
with smaller Caribbean ports
and ideal as buccaneering
transport vessels, capable of
carrying 150 well-armed men
apiece. (Stratford Archive)
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Bartholomew Roberts (‘Black
Bart’), at Whydah, on the West
African coast, 1722. Behind him
his pirate ‘flagship’, the Royal
Fortune, is shown entering a
roadstead, following the Great
Ranger. In the background a fleet
of anchored slave ships await

their fate. (Stratford Archive)

were involved in the ‘triangular trade’, shipping trade goods to West Africa, slaves
to the Caribbean, and rum or sugar back to London. By contrast, the majority of
the coastal vessels that plied the waters of the Atlantic seaboard or the Caribbean
displaced less than 100 tons.

Even the largest merchant vessels tended to be undermanned, as wages cut
into profit. The 180-ton slave ship Henrietta Marie, which was wrecked off the
coast of Florida in 1700, had a crew of only 20 men and was defended by eight
small minions (3—4-pdrs). She was a typical merchantman, meaning that the
pirates who attacked such ships heavily outnumbered the majority of merchant
crews. Even a small pirate sloop with a crew of 30 men could capture a large
merchantman, if the attack was made with enough vigour. Faced with a vessel like
the Queen Annes Revenge, the merchantmen had no chance whatsoever. A
merchant captain captured by Blackbeard in December 1718 reported what he
saw on board the pirate flagship to the colonial authorities: ‘the ship ... was a
French “guinea man” [he heard on board], that she had then thirty six guns
mounted, that she was very full of men. He believes three hundred ... and that
they did not seem to want for provisions.’

Not long after, Blackbeard used this floating fortress to blockade Charleston.

Local citizens reported what they saw: This company is commanded by one




Teach (alias Blackbeard), who has a ship of 40 0dd guns under him and 3 sloops
tenders besides and are in all above 400 men.’

Fortunately for us, the Queen Anne’s Revenge grounded in Beaufort Inlet,
North Carolina (then called Topsail Inlet) in June 1718, just weeks after raising
the blockade of Charleston. Although Blackbeard removed his booty when he
abandoned the vessel, her remains provide archacologists with a useful insight
into pirate flagships of the period.

The Queen Anne’s Revenge probably began life as the Concorde, a French 14-gun
ship of 200-300 tons. The ship became a well-armed merchantman, and made
three slave-trading voyages to the Guinea coast. In November 1717, she was
captured off St Vincent by Blackbeard. Blackbeard increased her armament to
40 guns. An archaeological investigation of the wreck that began in 1997 has
revealed the physical remains of the Queen Anne’s Revenge, her armament and her
fittings. The wreck lies in 24ft (7.3m) of water, and to date 21 guns have been
observed and six recovered, of various sizes and nationalities, although these are
predominantly British. The team expect to find more ordnance on the site during
the excavation. Musket shot, roundshot and small arms all suggest the vessel was

cxtrcmcly well armed. A bell dated 1705 fits the proﬁ]c of Blackbeard’s ﬂagship,

as does the presence of a pewter syringe similar to those that would have been

Scourge of the Seas

A view of the harbour and town
of Boston in 1723, from an
engraving based on an original
drawing by William Burgis. It
shows a range of vessels, from
large three-masted transatlantic
merchantmen to New England
coastal sloops and fishing vessels.
The Royal Naval guard ship in
the foreground is shown firing a
salute. (Stratford Archive)
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included in the chest of medical supplies Blackbeard took on board off Charleston.
As both archaeological and archival research are continuing, it is hoped the wreck
will provide us with enough information on the vessel to confirm its identity, and
to further our understanding of Blackbeard and his flagship.

One of the only pirate flagships to exceed the size and power of the Queen
Anne’s Revenge was the Royal Fortune, the ﬂagship of Bartholomew Roberts. A
Danish victim of Roberts recalled what the ship looked like:

The said Roberts’ ship is manned with about 180 white men and about 48
French Creole negroes and has mounted 12 eight-pounders; 4 twelve-pounders;
12 six-pounders; 6 {bronze} eight-pounders, and 8 four-pounders; and in
[bencath} her main and foremast has 7 guns, two- and three-pounders, and 2

swivel guns upon her mizzen.

This powerful 42-gun ship was originally a French Fifth Rate warship, which
had been relegated to service in the Garde de la Coste under the orders of the
governor of Martinique. She was captured in the West Indies and sailed to West
Africa as the Royal Fortune. Her hull was probably too rotten for Roberts’ crew to
operate her effectively, and she was abandoned in favour of the Onslow which, as
mentioned previously, was duly re-christened Royal Fortune, after the pirates
transferred the guns listed above from one ship to the other.

A smaller vessel but still a powerful one was the Adventure Galley, commanded
by Captain William Kidd. Built in Deptford, London, in 1695, the vessel was a
purpose-built privateer, combining the conventional square-rigged sail plan of a
ship with a series of oar ports in the lower hull, which enabled her to be rowed
during a calm. She displaced 287 tons, carried a crew of 152 men and was armed
with 34 guns. Although no illustration of this famous pirate vessel survives, she
would have been similar to her sister vessel the Charles Galley, built in the same
yard some 19 years before for naval service. Her keel was 114ft (34.7m) long, and
the galley had a 28 '/.ft (8.7m) beam, with a draught of just over 8 '[ft (2.6m).
Kidd abandoned the Adventure Galley in a bay in north-eastern Madagascar in
1698, as her hull was rotten. Her hulk was then torched and sunk by the pirates.
In the summer of 1999, the first of three expeditions led by pirate historian Barry
Clifford and archaeologist John de Bry searched the area and uncovered the
remains of two ships, some s0ft (15.2m) apart, in shallow water. It is believed that

one is the Adventure Galley and the other is the wreck of a smaller pirate ship,
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known as the Fiery Dragon (commanded by Captain Billy One Hands). The burnt

remains of English oak timbers and pewter suggest the first find was Kidd's
flagship, but more work needs to be undertaken to positively identify the
shipwreck. The Fiery Dragon was probably a smaller ship, of some 150 tons, and
was known to have been filled with p]undcr when she sank fo]fowing an accidental
fire in 1721, some two decades after the loss of Kidd's vessel.

The Adventure Galley was the second pirate ship discovered by Barry Clifford.
In 1984, he located the wreck of the Whydah, the flagship of the pirate Samuel
Bellamy, which was wrecked in a storm off Cape Cod in April 1717. For the past
two decades, the Whydah has been salvaged by Clifford and his team, revealing a
wealth of information on pirate ships of the period. The Whydab (named after the
West African slave port) was a three-mast ship of some 300 tons, built in London
in 1715-16 probably for use as a slave ship. Like the Adventure Galley, she was
fitted with oar ports and oars (sweeps). She was captured by Bellamy on her
maiden voyage in the spring of 1 717 as she was returning to London from Jamaica,
laden with rum and sugar. Bellamy eclected to turn her into his flagship and
increased her armament of ten guns to 26 pieces, making her an extremely
powerful vessel. Clifford and his team recovered a range of artefacts from the

wreck, including ordnance, a ship’s bell, small arms, shot, grenades, swivel guns,

Scourge of the Seas

The sleek French merchantman
shown in this engraving dated
1714 is very similar to the
description of La Concorde, the
Nantes slave ship Blackbeard
took as his flagship. He re-named
her Queen Anne’s Revenge, and
turned her into a floating fortress
armed with upwards of 40 guns.
Slave ships were built for speed,
and so made excellent pirate
ships if they were captured.
(Stratford Archive)
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The Queen Anne’s
Revenge, 1718

Stern lantern

Blackbeard's flag

Spanker yard

Crosstrees

Mizzen mast

Mainmast

Poop deck

Quarterdeck

Minion (4-pdr)

Converted gun port

Swivel gun (1-pdr)

(8-pdr) gun

Saker (6-pdr)

Deck beams

Waist

Original gun port

Cut-down forecastle

Foremast

Spritsail topmast

Bowsprit

Position of figurehead (lost in

storm before vessel was captured)

22 Cathead

23 Heads

24 Anchor (one of three, with one
stowed in the hold)

25 Cable tier

26 Capstan

27 Crew's quarters

28 Hatchway to crew's quarters

29 Ballast (ballast stones and spare
ordnance)

30 Water casks

31 Cargo space (hold): gold dust

found in this area by
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archacologists
32 Shot locker
33 Powder room
34 Ship's pumps
35 Entry way
36  Warping capstan

37 Rum store and armoury
38 Dry provisions store
39 Master’s cabin

40 Blackbeard's cabin
41 Stern windows

24

42 Stern gallery
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This gold ring and Spanish eight
escudos gold coin (known as a
‘doubloon’) were recovered from
the shipwreck of Bellamy's pirate
ship Whydah, which was lost in a
hurricane off Cape Cod in April
1717. Beneath the gold coin lie
irregularly shaped silver eight

the ‘pieces of

cight'of pirate fiction. (Corbis)

escudo coins
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timber, iron hull fasteners and other objects that were indispensable to a
well-equipped pirate. An analysis of everyday items such as eating utensils, gaming
picces and other personal items might reveal hitherto unknown information about
the pirates themselves. A survey of the wreck site reveals that her hull was only
rooft (30.5m) long, making her small, compact, but heavily armed. It is hoped
that work on this fascinating site, plus the three other identified pirate wrecks in
North Carolina and Madagascar, will provide us with a greater understanding of
how these ships were built and operated, although at present only general facts
have emerged from the investigations. First, all these ships were very heavily
armed, carrying a range of weapons, from pistols and grenades to large guns.
Second, apart from Queen Anne’s Revenge, their hulls betrayed damage by teredo
worms or poor construction, suggesting the waters of the Caribbean Sea and
Indian Ocean were extremely harmful to wooden sailing ships. Finally, all these

pirate ships were lost due to accident or carelessness, which underlines the point



that the piratical life was an extremely dangerous one. Life expectancy was short,

for ships as well as for the pirates themselves.

THE PIRATE SHIP IN ACTION

Large pirate ‘flagships’ needed large crews. In the Royal Navy during the ecarly
18th century, a Fourth Rate armed with 40—50 guns usually carried a complement
of 250 men, as an average of six to eight men were required to crew the guns. Even
if only one broadside (or one side of the ship) was crewed at any one time, that
still left only a handful of crew to trim the sails and steer the ship. In a large pirate
ship, the same numbers were involved, although the tendency would probably be
to provide minimal crew of four to six men for each gun and keep the rest of the
crew back, in readiness to fight a boarding action. This still meant the ships
needed a lot of men, and to fight the Queen Anne’s Revenge, 60 men were needed
just to man one of her broadsides.

As for the guns themselves, archaeological evidence shows that these reflected
what one would expect from a cross-section of maritime ordnance of the period. The
majority were of British manufacture, cast-iron pieces, predominantly produced in the
Wealden region of Sussex. The five guns recovered from the Queen Anne’s Revenge
show a smattering of other nationalities, especially French, and all were cast-iron. By
that stage, bronze pieces were both rare and expensive. As the reliability of cast pieces
had increased markedly during the later 17th century, bronze guns were limited to
use in major warships or Fast Indiamen, when they were usually mounted near the
ship's compass to reduce magnetic distortion. In addition to the main armament of
the pirate vessel, evidence from shipwrecks suggests they were extremely well
equipped with small arms, shot, powder and grenades.

As discussed previously, for the most part pirates managed to capture their
prizes without fighting. Occasionally, though, they encountered a well-armed
merchant vessel willing and able to stand its ground. In some cases, this resistance
forced the pirates to give up the fight and sail away in search of an easier victim.
In other notable cases, the pirates were determined to quash this resistance, and
an incredibly bloody fight ensued. The intention here is to look more closely at
how they performed during this type of action.

In an account of the engagement between the English Fast India Company
ship Cassandra and the pirate Edward England in July 1720, Captain James McRae
described how his opponent attacked with two vessels, one of 30 guns and the

Fancy of 34 guns. The Scottish captain was deserted by the English Fast Indiaman

Scourge of the Seas
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Blackbeard’s last fight, 1718.
This scene depicts the brutal
mélée that ensued when Teach
Zlnd h'lS crew b(lardcd Maynﬂrd‘s
Royal Naval sloop. Teach and
Maynard exchange pistol shots,
then draw swords and close for
their fight to the death. Teach's
body was found marked with
five bullet wounds and 20 sword
cuts. (Angus McBride ©
‘D:ipr::y pub“:&hing |ld}
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Greenwich and the Dutch East India Company ship that sailed with her, and she

was left alone to face the pirates:

For thoug}) we did not doubt that he {the Grccnwfcb] would juin us, because
when he got about a league from us, he brought his ship to, and look'd on, yet
both he and the Ostender basely deserted us, and left us engaged with barbarous
and inhuman enemies, with their black and bloody flags hanging over us, without
the least appearance of escaping being cut to pieces. But God, in his good
Providence determined otherwise, for notwithstanding their Superiority, we
engaged them both about three hours, during which the biggest received some
shot betwixt wind & water, which made them kccp off a little to stop their leaks.

The other endeavoured all she could to board us, by rowing with her oars,
being with half a ship’s length of us above an Hour, but by good Fortune we shot

all her oars to pieces, which prevented them, and by consequence, saved our lives.



LAFITTE,

THE FAMOUS PIRATE OF THR GULF OF MEXICO.

Lafitte boarding the Queen East Hm

With a History of the Pirates of Barrataria—and an|
account of their vohenteering for the defence of New Or-
leans ; and their daring gtdu r General Jack-
son, dunng the battle of the 8th of Jgnuary, 1815. For
which important service they were pardouq! by Prmduj

Madison.

Scourge of the Seas

Jean Laffite was a French-born
smuggler who rose to command a
pirate community located outside
New Orleans in the first decade
of the 1gth century. In this
account from a 1gth-century
pirate hismr"\', he is confused
with Robert Surcouf and
credited with capturing an

East India Company ship.
(Stratford Archive)
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orrOSITE Blackbeard's last fight,
1718. This scene depicts
Blackbeard's sloop Adventure
cngagcd in battle with Ma}'nard's
s|00p Jane. M:l)'nard hid most of
his men below decks, surprising
the pirates when they boarded
the navy ship. Blackbeard was
killed in the bloody mélée that
followed. (Tony Bryan ©
Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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About 4 o'clock, most of the Officers and men posted on the quarterdeck
being killed and wounded, the largest ship making up to us with all diligence,
being still within a cable’s length of us, and often giving us a Broadside, and no
hope of Captain Kirby coming to our Assistance, we endeavour'd to run ashore;
and tho’ we drew four foot of water more than the pyrate, it pleased God that he
stuck fast on a higher ground than we happily fell in with; so was dissapoint'd a
second time from boarding us.

Here we had a more violent engagement than before. All my Officers, and
most of my men behav'd with unexpected Courage, & as we had considerable
advantage by having a broadside to his bow, we did him great damage, so that
had Captain Kirby come in then, I believe we should have taken both, for we
had one of them for sure, but the other pyrate (who was still firing at us) seeing
the Greenwich did not offer to assist us. He supplied his Consort with three
boats full of fresh men. About 5 in the evening, the Greenwich stood clear away
to Sea, leaving us struggling hard for life in the very jaws of death, which the
other pyrate, that was now afloat, seeing this, got a warp out, and was hauling
under our Stern, by which time many of my men were killed or wounded, and
no hopes left of us from being all murdered by enraged barbarous Conquerors,
I order’d all that could, to get into the longboat under the cover of the smoke of
our guns, so that with what some did in boats, & others by swimming, most of
us that were able reached ashoar by 7 o' clock. When the Pyrates came aboard,
they cut three of our wounded men to pieces. I, with a few of my people, made
what haste I could to the Kingstown, 25 miles from us, where [ arrived next day,

almost dead with fatigue and loss of blood, having been sorely wounded in the

Head by a musket ball.

The brutality of this hard-fought action is repeated several times in
accounts of actions with pirates featuring Henry Every in the Indian Ocean, Stede
Bonnet and Blackbeard in the Carolinas, Bartholomew Roberts off West
Africa and several others. This was unlike any neatly fought naval action, with
the exchange of long-range broadsides. Instead, these engagements more
resembled street fighting, with both sides aware that no quarter was expected nor
given. Both sides used terrain (shoal water, land or reefs) to best advantage, and
combined manoeuvre with point-blank exchanges of ordnance, small arms and
grenades. A draw was out of the question. These engagements were bloody

fights to the death.
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Pirate Codes

The popular image of pirates is one of a lawless group of cut-throats, operating
beyond the fringes of society. While elements of this conception are correct, they
were also frequently well organized, at least in terms of self-imposed legal codes
and charters. Piracy in the early 18th century actually provided an example of
experimental democracy in action, long before such notions became popular. In
most recorded cases, a pirate vessel was owned and operated by the crew, who
conducted themselves according to rules they imposed to control most aspects of
their piratical activity. The division of plunder was agreed to and laid out, officers
were elected, codes of discipline enforced and punishments defined. Rather than
an anarchic body, a pirate crew, although having immense individual freedom,
were constrained by a code of conduct, in a way similar to the articles employcd
on contemporary merchant or naval ships.

Every pirate ship followed its own set of rules (or articles) that were actually
written up and agreed to by all parties before the cruise ever started. If the crew of
a merchant ship mutinied and turned to piracy, this was often the first action after
taking over the ship. The precedent for this had been set in the preceding century.
In the late 17th century, buccaneers had used a form of written charter (or
Charte-Partic), outlining conditions of service, restitution in case of death or injury
and the agreed division of any booty. This was considered a legal document and
was even used in Jamaican courts to settle disputes. As buccaneering gave way to
piracy in the late 17th century, these became more like secret charters than legal
documents. A number of different examples have been preserved. Some, such as
those drawn up by Bartholomew Roberts and his crew, were quite draconian, but
all provide a rare and useful insight into the pirate’s life at sea. Whatever form they
took, the articles were rigidly adhered to. The pirates had to turn their backs on
the law of nations and the near-absolute power granted to captains at sea. To
replace them they set about establishing their own egalitarian form of
constitution, and surviving examples all follow a similar pattern.

The captain was usually elected into office by the crew, often by a majority
show of hands. He could just as easily be voted out if the crew became dissatisfied
with his perforrnanc& He had complete authority when the ship was In action,
much as was the case on naval vessels. He could kill a crew member who refused

to follow orders, and made all the decisions without question.
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A Selection of Pirate Ship Names

Some ship names were used by more than one pirate, and some pirates,
such as Bartholomew Roberts, renamed their ships several times. Also,
some pirates were associated with several ships during their careers. Only
the most important ones are recorded here. Ships were often renamed with
various names, and the names used indiscriminately. Roberts had a ship
called the Fortunc which was renamed the Good Fortune, and later Royal
Fortune. Changing names was also a means of avoiding identification, or
was undertaken as a form of camouflage.

Pirate Ship Associated Captain

Adventure Galley William Kidd

Fancy Henry Every, Edward England

Flying Dragon Edmund Condent

Happy Delivery George Lowther

Liberty Thomas Tew

Pearl Edward England

Queen Anne’s Revenge Edward Teach (Blackbeard)

Ranger Charles Vane

Revenge John Gow, Stede Bonnet, John Phillips,
Edward Teach

Rising Sun William Moody

Royal Fortune Bartholomew Roberts

Whydah Samuel Bellamy

When the smoke cleared, the quartermaster took over the division of the
spoils. The only other elected officer, the quartermaster shared power with the
captain and was his second-in-command. His duties included supervising the
running of the ship, except when in battle, and he decided what p]uncler to take,

which captured ships to keep and which should be burned. He was in charge of
OVERLEAF Entitled This Lean
Straight Rover Looked the Part of a
until it was divided. He then supervised its distribution and resolved any  Competent Soldicr, this painting
by Frank Schoonover depicts
Blackbeard’s pirates as they land
and the absolute power of a naval captain was an anathema to them. Their  in Charles Town during the

: y : : ; pirate’s blockade of the port in
solution was this form of power sharing between captain and quartermaster. Like ;8. On that occasion the
pirates held the port to ransom,
and it was spared being put to

the flame. (Stratford Archive)

everything of value taken from a captured ship, which he placed in a common fund
arguments that arose. The majority of pirates had previously served on warships,
the captain, the quartermaster could be removed from power at any time by a
majority vote.
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In most cases, the other officers on board a pirate ship were appointed by the
captain (or by both captain and quartermaster). The master (or sailing master)
was responsible for navigation, and was a valued member of the crew (often
being the only literate person on board). The boatswain was in charge of all
seamanship tasks, as well as maintaining the ship, the sails, rigging and tackle.
The gunner supervised the gun crews and maintained the ship’s armament and all
communally held small arms. Other posts included the sailmaker and ship’s
carpenter, and occasionally larger vessels (including many ex-privateers)
employed a surgeon of sorts.

The division of plunder was always a possible area of contention among a
pirate crew, so the process was recorded in detail. If a number of ships were
operating in consort [as was the case with Bartholomew Roberts’ fleet in 1722],
the plunder was divided equally between all the ships, in proportion to the crew
carried. This aimed to reduce the chance of any one ship absconding with all the
loot. The booty was normally divided at the end of a voyage. Before it was split,
deductions were made to men who had suffered injury, following a pre-arranged
rate. Unlike the prize money of naval service, the ships’ officers received at most
two shares to the average crewman’s one. (In the Royal Navy, a captain could keep
up to a quarter, depending on circumstance.) Unlike the buccaneering era, where
captured goods frequently included hauls of specie, the usual pirate hauls of sugar,
cloth, rum or tobacco were harder to divide. The romanticized view of the crew
sitting on a beach dividing up chests full of treasure is a fantasy. More commonly,
the cargo would be sold to a known ‘middle man’ in a secluded inlet or small port.
The income would then be divided by the quartermaster. If this was impossiblc, a
rough division was made and agreed upon using the raw commodities themselves.
Some forms ofplunder, especia]ly rum or other liquor, were divided at the time of
capture, as it would be almost impossible to avoid pilfering during the voyage.

Many parts of the pirate code were designed to prevent potential sources of
conflict among the crew. In fairly strict examples, like those of Roberts’ crew (see
page 152), these included rules against gambling, womanizing, fighting and
drinking, all the elements that are usually associated with pirates. If plundered
alcohol was divided, the crew would get drunk, and this inevitably led to conflict.
Even Edward Teach recorded problems with keeping the crew happy (and
therefore not voting him out of office) when his ship had run out of rum. The
codes are an interesting example of man trying to constrain himself against his

worst excesses, while being free to indulge in them at will!
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2 OPPOSITE  Frank Schoonover’s

Plrate Flags painting Blackbeard in Smoke and
Flame appeared in the American
Boy magazine in September 1922.
The artist captured the bizarre

While the precise origin of the pirate flag remains unknown, its ancestry can be ;4 ferociouf appearance of

America’s most notorious pirate

as }lC Would h:l\"e ﬂthﬂde

and was designed to conjure up fear and dread. It was an important part of the  during his heyday in 1718.

(Stratford Archive)

traced with some certainty. The flag was used to intimidate the enemy or victim

pirate armoury and was the piratc‘s best form of psychologic al warfare, especially
when combined with a preceding reputation of not showing any quarter if
opposed. If a pirate could intimidate an enemy to heave-to without offering
resistance, then danger to the pirate crew would be eliminated, and the victim’s
ship could be taken undamaged, thus maintaining its value. Threatening images
on the flags were often associated with a known pirate (and hence his reputation),
or could conjure up more specific warnings. For example, Bartholomew Roberts
bore a grudge against the island colonies of Barbados and Martinique, so in their
waters he used a flag showing a pirate figure (presumably Roberts himself)
standing on two skulls. Under one were the letters ‘ABH’ (standing for ‘A
Barbadian’s Head’), and under the other was ‘AMH’ (for ‘A Martiniquan’s
Head’). The threat was clear, and sailors from these colonies would expect no
mercy if they offered any resistance.

Identifying an enemy at sea has always been a difficult task. In the 16th century,
royal ships painted their sails with national emblems (e.g. Tudor roses for English
vessels, Catholic crosses for Spanish ones), but these ships operated in distinctive
naval squadrons, treasure flotas or other armada-like forces. For other vessels,
no such symbols were used. Instead, national flags or banners were employed,
an identification technique first used in the medieval period. By the r7th and
18th centuries, national symbolism had stabilized enough for publishers to be able
to produce flag identification charts, listing the flags of all known maritime nations.

At sea, these symbols indicated national identity and whether the vessel was
potentially friendly or hostile, although this was not always a reliable indication.
Privateers or pirates (as well as national warships) often used foreign flags and
banners in order to entice the enemy within range. As long as these flags were
replaced with the appropriate national emblem, this was seen as a legitimate ruse
de guerre. The best policy was usually to assume all shipping was hostile, especially
in time of war.

Privateers, approved as such by their national governments, flew their

respective national flag (e.g. the cross of St George for England or the Dutch
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Charter of Bartholomew Roberts” Crew, 1722

Every man shall have an equal vote in affairs of moment. He shall have an equal
title to the fresh provisions or strong liquors at any time seized, and shall use
them at pleasure unless a scarcity makes it necessary for the common good that
a retrenchment may be voted.

Every man shall be called fairly in turn by the list on board of prizes, because over
and above their proper share, they are allowed a shift of clothes. But if they
defraud the company to the value of even one dollar in plate, jewels or money,
they shall be marooned. If any man rob another he shall have his nose and ears
slit, and be put ashore where he shall be sure to encounter hardships.

None shall game for money, either with dice or cards.

The lights and candles shall be put out at eight at night, and if any of the crew
desire to drink after that hour they shall sit upon the open deck without lights.

Each man shall keep his piece, cutlass and pistols at all times clean and ready
for action.

No boy or woman to be allowed amongst them. If any man shall be found seducing
one of the latter sex and carrying her to sea in disguise, he shall suffer death.

He that shall desert the ship or his quarters in time of battle shall be punished
by death or marooning.

None shall strike another aboard the ship, but every man’s quarrel shall be ended
on shore by sword or pistol in this manner: at the word of command from the
Quartermaster, each man being previously placed back to back, shall turn and fire
immediately. If any man do not, the Quartermaster shall knock the piece out of
his hand. If both miss their aim, they shall take to their cutlasses, and he that
draws first blood shall be declared the victor.

No man shall talk of breaking up their way of living till each has a share of £1,000.
Every man who shall become a cripple or lose a limb in the service shall have eight
hundred pieces of eight from the common stock, and for lesser hurts proportionately.

The Captain and the Quartermaster shall each receive two shares of a prize, the
Master Gunner and Boatswain, one and one half shares, all other officers one and
one quarter, and private gentlemen of fortune one share each.

The musicians shall have rest on the Sabbath Day only, by right, on all other
days, by favour only.

tricolour for Holland). By the mid-17th century, privateers flew privateering
symbols in addition to national flags. Without the national flag, they would have

been considered as pirates. Although the nature of these early privateering flags is



unrecorded, in 1694 an English Admiralty law made the flying of a red

privateering symbol mandatory for English privateers. The red flag is depicted in

earlier Dutch maritime paintings, but the meaning was not recorded. The red flag

Scourge of the Seas

The female personification of
Colonial America besieged by
pirates, the line of bodies
hanging from the gallows proving
that she emerged victorious from
the bloody struggle. The flag
pictured here includes a number
of piracy-related symbols: the
skull and cross-bones, sword,
skeleton and hourglass. Such
images suggest just how seriously
the pirate threat was taken in
Colonial America during the
carly 18th century. An engraving
from a contemporary publication.
(Stratford Archive)
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today is associated with warning, and in the context of late 17th-century
privateering, it served the same purpose of warning another vessel not to resist.
The flag as defined by the Admiralty in 1694 was an all red flag known as “The
Red Jack'. Its description as ‘that recognized privateering symbol’ indicated that
the device was flown earlier in the century. Privateers later referred to ‘sailing
under the Red Jack’. At around the same time a new symbol appeared. References
to a black flag were noted in reports of privateering actions, the first in 1697. This
was raised by a privateer if the victim’s vessel showed any kind of resistance, and
was a symbol that little or no quarter would be given. Yellow flags were also
mentioned, although unlike their current association with quarantine, their
precise meaning in the late I7th century is unknown. Therefore by 1700, red and
black were flag colours associated with privateering. When the outlets for
legitimate privateering dried up at the end of the War of the Spanish Succession
in 1714, many privateers turned to piracy. They simply retained their old
symbols, although black became the favoured colour. Red continued to be
associated with privateering until the 1gth century. The American 18th-century
privateering colour of a red flag overlaid with white horizontal stripes provided the
inspiration for part of the existing flag of the USA.

The use of the term Jolly Roger’ was not a Hollywood myth and is derived
from one of a couple of sources. The French name for the privateering red flag
was the Jolic Rouge (Jolly Red), and this was said to have been converted into
Jolly Roger’. Another possible derivation comes from the word ‘Roger’. In late
17th-century England the word ‘rouge’ was used in association with the rouge laws
limiting vagrancy in England. ‘Roger’ sprang from this, and was used as a slang
word for vagabond, beggar or vagrant. The privateering association with ‘Sea
Beggars’ goes back to the phrase used by Dutch privateers (and freedom fighters)
in the late 16th century. It continued to be used as a romanticized description of
privateers operating in the English Channel, particularly those from the port of
Dunkirk. The Jolly Roger’ described the privateering symbol, whether a red or a
black flag. It later changed from the description of a privateering symbol to a
piratical one.

The first reference to a modified basic Jolly Roger’ was in 1700, when the
French privateer Emmanucelle Wynne flew a black flag embellished with a skull,
cross-bones and an hourglass. It was presumably also used before the turn of the
century, although there is no surviving evidence. It may also have indicated that

the flyer no longer considered himself a privateer, and was a full-blown pirate.



What is known is that following 1700, additional emblems on the basic red or

black flags were increasingly associated with piracy, and different symbols were in
turn associated with individual pirate captains.

Of these, the most common symbol was the skull, the symbol of death. It was
also frequently depicted in association with cross-bones, another death symbol.
Both signs were cumm:miy ‘momento mori on 16th- and 17th~ccnlury
gravestones all over the British Isles. Other symbols were complete skeletons,
spears, swords, hourglasses, initials, hearts, crossed swords, wings and raised
glasses. In an era where symbolism in art and everyday life was commonplace,
each had a distinct and immediately recognizable meaning. Apart from the death
association with bones, skeletons and skulls, dancing skeletons meant dancing a
jig with death, a fatalistic reference that suggested the flyer didn’t care about his
fate. This was also the source of the raised glass symbol (‘toasting death’).
Weapons were a portent of slaughter to come, while hourglasses and wings
indicated that time was running out (or flying away). All these symbols can be
found in contemporary allegorical paintings of death or on gravestones.

The symbols were often combined. For instance, Christopher Moody, who
operated off the Carolinas in 1717, used a skull and cross-bones, a raised sword
and a winged hourglass. Edward Teach flew a flag depicting a skeleton holding an

hourglass and a spear, next to a bleeding heart. In addition to his ‘ABH/AMH’

Scourge of the Seas

Blackbeard’s own version of the
']u“}-‘ R:lgcr' was Supr\nstd 1o
depict a skeleton toasting the
devil and piercing a heart with a
spear. These gruesome images
served to underline the fearsome
impression cultivated by most
pirates. They also suggested that
any resistance would result in
death. (Stratford Archive)
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The pirate crew of Thomas
Anstis holding a mock trial while
ashore on Cuba, 1721. Crewmen
dressed as judges and bailiffs
question a pirate captive with a
noose around his neck. Anstis
and his crew deserted from
Bartholomew Roberts in 1721.
After killing Anstis in 1723,
most of his crew surrendered to
the Dutch authorities on
Curagao. (Stratford Archive)

flag, Bartholomew Roberts also flew one depicting a pirate holding an hourglass,

alongside a skeleton clutching a spear. The fatalism in pirate symbolism was
evident, and it probably applied to pirates as well as their victims.

National flags were still flown, often in an attempt to show that the pirates still
wanted to be seen as privateers who only attacked the ships of other nations. If the
countries were at peace, or if the pirate held no privateering commission, this
meant little or nothing. In 1718, Charles Vane flew the English flag from one mast
and a black pirate flag from another. In 1720, Edward England flew a black flag
from his mainmast, a red flag from his foremast and the English flag from his

ensign staff.



Pirate Justice

Most pirates during the golden age knew that their run of luck could not go on
forever. With the odd exception of the pirate who knew when to retire or accept a
pardon and start a new life, almost every pirate met death either in battle or on the
gallows. If condemned in England, pirates were taken from a prison in London to
Execution Dock at Wapping on the banks of the River Thames, where a wooden
gallows was built on the low-water mark. After a brief prayer from a chaplain, the
pirate was allowed a few last words, then he would be hung. After three tides had
washed over the body, the corpse was usually buried in an unmarked grave.

From 1701, Admiralty Courts, which oversaw all trials involving crime ‘below
the high-water mark’, were established in the American colonies, including
English possessions in the Caribbean, and these courts followed the same routines
as in England. In the late 17th century, only the captain and leading pirates were
hung, but as Admiralty Courts in the Americas cracked down on the pirate
scourge during the early years of the 18th century, whole crews were sent to the
gallows. This led to a spate of mass trials and hangings, designed to deter others
from taking up piracy. In effect, the courts were combating the rise in piratical
activities by a propaganda war aimed at potential pirate recruits.

The dates of these executions show that the golden age was really a brief
period of ten years, during which the worst pirates and their crews were hunted
down, killed in action or executed en masse. The way this business worked is
worth examining.

When Captain Ogle captured Bartholomew Roberts’ fleet, he netted
264 pirates. This was perhaps the largest pirate band afloat at the time. Of these,
187 were white and 77 were black. Regardless of whether the black prisoners
came from West Africa or the Americas, they did not face trial, but instead they
were sold into slavery. Captain Ogle, his crew and the admiral of the station
shared the profit in the same way they did from the sale of the pirate vessels. The
remaining white crew members were brought to trial in Cape Coast Castle in
West Africa. Of these prisoners, 52 were hanged, while 77 were acquitted. Of the
rﬁmaindﬂr, 37 were sent to priSOn; 20 Df thcsc were Scnttnctd to seven )’Cars Of
hard labour in the mines on the African Gold Coast (which was effectively a death
sentence), and a further 17 were transported to England where they were

imprisoned in Marshalsea Prison for various terms. Two prisoners were released
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Prominent Admiralty Court Executions

May 1701

William Kidd and eight pirates at Execution Dock,
London

May 1701

24 French pirates at Execution Dock, London
June 1704

Captain Quelsh and six pirates at Boston,
Massachusetts

Summer 1705

Captain Green and 16 pirates on Leith Sands,
Edinburgh

November 1716

Jack Rackam and nine pirates in Kingston, Jamaica
October 1717

Seven pirates from Bellamy’s crew in Boston,
Massachusetts

March 1718

13 pirates from Blackbeard’s crew in Williamsburg,
Virginia

October 1718

Stede Bonnet and 30 pirates in Charleston, North
Carolina

December 1718

Eight pirates captured by Woodes Rogers in New
Providence, Bahamas

November 1719

Charles Vane and one pirate in Kingston, Jamaica
March 1722

52 pirates from Roberts’ crew in Cape Coast Castle,
West Africa

May 1722

Caprain Luke and 40 pirates in Kingston, Jamaica
Summer 1723

Captain Finn and four pirates in St John's, Antigua
July 1723

Caprain Harris and 25 pirates in Newport, Rhode
Island

March 1724

11 pirates from Captain Lowther’s crew in St Kitts
May 1724

Captain Archer and one pirate in Boston,
Massachusetts

May 1725

Captain John Gow and seven pirates at Execution

Dock, London

July 1726

Captain William Fly and two pirates in Boston,
Massachusetts

July 1727

Captain John Prie at Execution Dock, London

on probation; their sentences frozen ‘pending the ang's pleasure’, they were

probably press-ganged into naval service. Nineteen men died of wounds or disease

before they could be brought to trial.

OPPOSITE An c:lr]y 1gth-century

After a prominent pirate was hanged, the Admiralty Court often wanted to  gepiction of Blackbeard’s last

make an example of him, as a warning to others. The body was removed from the

fight. The cartoon-like quality of
Blackbeard and the 1gth-century

gallows and then tied to a post to be washed over three times by the tide, ‘as  uniform worn by Licutenant

Admiralty law proscribes’. Then the corpse was cut down, tarred, bound in chains

Maynard are only the most
glaring inaccuracies. An even

and placed inside an iron cage. This was suspended from a gibbet on a prominent  greater error is the presence

of the cannon — the fight took

headland, often on a busy waterway, or in a similar highly visible location. These  [jacc on the deck of Maynard's

gibbets were usually set up at the entrance of ports, like the shore of the Thames

sloop, but only Blackbeard’s

vessel carried any ordnance.

estuary near London, at Gallows Point outside Port Royal, or on Hogg Island,  (Stratford Archive)
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The head of Blackbeard hanging
from the bowsprit of Licutenant
Maynard’s sloop, the Jane, as it
sailed up the James River to
anchor in Jamestown Roads,
near Williamisburg, Virginia.
(Stratford Archive)
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opposite Charleston, North Carolina. The tarred body was left to rot inside its
cage, a process that often took up to two years.

This is what happened to the corpse of Captain William Kidd, ‘whose body
was visible for years after his execution’. The sun, rain and frost rotted the body
and seagulls pecked out its eyes, but the cage kept the bones in place, ‘as a great
terror to all persons from committing ye like crimes’. Pirates later said they would
sooner die in battle than ‘be hanged up drying, like Kidd". Due to the cost (and
probably the stench), it was usually only the pirate captains and sometimes their
lieutenants who were displayed in this way after being hanged. Kidd, Vane, Finn,

Archer, Gow, Fly, Pric and Rackam were among those who had their bodies
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displayed in this manner. Ordinary pirates were simply buried in unmarked
graves. The rash of pirate trials around the world in the 1720s and the draconian
punishments inflicted proved a great deterrent, and directly led to the end of the

major piratical activities which placued European trade.
jor p plag
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The French privateering captain Robert Surcouf is shown

attacking the English merchant vessel Hope in 1798.
Surcouf’s privateering sloop Emille operated with
considerable success against British shipping in the
Indian Ocean. (Stratford Archive)
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The Development of

Privateering
COLONIAL ROOTS

Traditionally, conflicts between European powers were reflected by the extension
of the war to include their American colonies. War between France and England
during the War of the League of Augsburg (1690-97) and the War of the
Spanish Succession (1701-14) had few repercussions in North America. The
involvement of Spain in both these conflicts laid her open to attacks by the French
and then the English. The English colonies (or British from 1707) were too
preoccupied with the threat of Indian raids on land and piratical attacks at sea to
consider the disruption of their fragile economy or to conduct widespread
privateering. Instead, British privateers established bases in the colonies and in the
West Indies, and prosecuted their own attacks on the French and Spanish.
Privateering in American waters became established with the War of Jenkins’
Ear in 1739 (which preceded Britain's entrance into the War of the Austrian
Succession, 1740—48), when colonial privateers were fitted out for attacks against
the Spanish. When France entered the conflict in 1744, American privateers
began operating in the Gulf of St Lawrence and off the French islands of the West
Indies, while French Canadian privateers cruised off New England. Privateers
assisted the British Army to transport troops to attack the French fortress of
Louisbourg in 1745, and their independent cruises began to demonstrate the
effectiveness of privateering. In June 1744, two New York privateers captured a
French prize valued at over £11,000, while the following year the 20-gun privateer
Shirley captured eight French vessels in Canadian waters. In 1746, New York
privateers captured several valuable French prizes, and the New York courts
record the division of cargoes of indigo (a valuable blue dye), sugar, coffee and
cotton, the produce of the French Caribbean provinces. That summer, the
privateers Greybound and Dragon captured a Spanish privateering vessel, so attacks
were not limited to French shipping. One New York paper records a Danish ship
being stopped by a New York-based privateer, and Spanish passengers forced to
hand over their possessions. As Denmark was neutral, the Danish caprain was
paid for his trouble and allowed to proceed. Although this clearly overstepped the
line between privateering and piracy, the perpetrator, one Captain Troup, was

never prosecuted.



Chronology

The War of the Austrian Succession, 1740—48

(Britain versus Spain and France)

1739 Wiar of Jenkins’ Ear provokes British
conflict with Spain

1744 France allies with Spain

1748 Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle ends conflict

The Seven Years’ War, 1755—63 (Britain versus France)

1755 Undeclared war between Britain and
France in the Americas, also known as
the French and Indian War

1757 Official declaration of war between
France and Britain

1762 Spain allies with France

1763 Treaty of Paris ends conflict

The American Revolutionary War, 1775-83
(Britain versus the American colonies)

filio Enown as the American Wix of Tidlependence)

1775 The 13 American colonies rebel
against British rule

1778 France allies with America

1779 Spain allies with America

1780 Holland allies with America

1783 Treaty of Versailles ends conflict

The French Revolutionary War, 1793—1802

(Britain versus France)

1793 Louis XVI executed, France declares
war on Britain, Spain and Holland

1794 Holland, overrun by France, forms
Batavian Republic (French ally)

1795 Treaty of Ildefenso — Spain makes peace,
and allies with France

1802 Peace of Amiens ends conflict

The Quasi-War, 1798—1801 (France versus the United States)

1798 ‘Covert’ war between France and
United States

1801 President Jefferson ends conflict

Scourge of the Seas

The Napoleonic Wars, 1803—15

(France and Spain versus Britain)

1803 Britain declares war with France
1804 Spain allies with France
1808 France invades Spain, Spain at war

with France, and allied to Britain
1814 Treaty of Paris ends conflict

1815 Napoleon returns from exile, Britain
and Holland declare war on France

Peace following Napoleon’s surrender to Royal Navy

The War of 1812, 1812—15 (Britain versus the United States)
1812 United States declares war on Britain

1815 Treaty of Ghent ends conflict

The Latin American Wars of Independence, 1808—30

(Spain versus her colonies)

1808 Spain and Portugal invaded by France.

1809 Insurrection against Spanish rule in most
of South America

1811-19 Independence granted to Paraguay (1811),
Argentina (1816), Chile (1818) and
Colombia (1819)

1822 Ecuador and Brazil (a Portuguese colony)
become independent

1823 United provinces (much of Central
America) become independent (dissolved
in 1839)

1824 Peru and Mexico independent

1825-28 Bolivia (1825), Uruguay (1828) and
Venezuela (1830) become independent
(Note: Civil wars and disputes continued

throughout South America during this period.)
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The start of the Seven Years’ War provided similar opportunities for the
American colonists, although French Canadian privateers preyed on New
England shipping in retaliation. Although the conquest of New France (Canada)
ended privateering activities for a time, fresh opportunities arose when Spain
entered the conflict in 1762. For the next two years, ports such as New York,

Boston and Charleston all recorded the capture of Spanish prizes.

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The heyday of privateering in the Americas followed the revolt of Britain’s
American colonies and lasted intermittently until 1814. A few statistics
demonstrate the importance of privateering to the American revolutionary cause.
Congress commissioned fewer than 50 warships during the revolt, and they were
almost exclusively employed as commerce raiders, capturing 196 British vessels.
During the war, 792 letters of marque were issued, and these privateers captured
in excess of 600 British merchant ships, with an estimated total value of
$18 million in contemporary value. Of even greater importance, the privateers
captured around 16,000 British seamen, at a time when the Royal Navy was
desperately short of men and ships. Losses also included troops, munitions and
military equipment vitally needed in the American theatre. Although individually
insignificant, losses such as the 240 Hessian troops captured by the privateer
Mars, or the oo British soldiers capturi:d by the privateer Warren, accrued to form
a significant drain on British resources. Post-revolutionary American propaganda
claims the capture of over 16,000 military prisoners by the navy and privateers,
but modern scholarly assessments place the figure at fewer than 2,000 — still a
significant loss when for most of the southern campaign of 1780-81, Cornwallis
had a field army of fewer than 2,000 men.

The colonists had no purpose-built privateers when the war started, and no
regular navy. Initial attacks were conducted using hastily adapted merchant vessels
and small inshore rowing craft known as ‘spider catchers’, a form of improvised
coastal gunboat. The Americans had a number of ports which specialized in
building vessels well suited to privateering; small, fast-hulled topsail schooners,
which were easily adapted with the addition of guns and crewmen. The first prizes
were captured in the summer of 1775, and by the winter of 1775-76, American
privateers had become a serious nuisance in the waters of New England and the
middle colonies. From November 1775 until April 1776, 31 British or loyalist

ships were captured off Boston, and these attacks helped induce the British to



withdraw from the port in March. Similarly, the Royal Navy captured several

privateers during the same period, carrying them into Boston as prizes.

With colonial merchant trading virtually at a standstill, many American ports
turned to privateering as a means to make a living. As the first wave of converted
merchant vessels, whalers and fishing boats were captured by Royal Navy patrols,

ship owners began to launch purpose-built privateers, and increasing numbers of

SCCILI'I.'gC Of th(‘. SC&S

Early Revolutionary War privateers
off the coast of Rhode Island,
1775. Depicted here is an early
spider vessel — a popular small
privateering craft distinguished

by its pairs of oars — in the waters
of Rhode Island, where attacks
between loyalists and rebel
colonists occurred throughout
the war. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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letters of marque were signed by Congress or by state authorities. In two years
from the summer of 1775, the fol]owing privateering licences were granted (listed

by state and principal ports):

State Licences Port

Massachusetts 53 Boston, Salem, Marblehead,
Gloucester, Portland, New Bedford

New Hampshire 7 Portsmouth

Rhode Island 6 Providence

Connecticut 232 Bridgeport, New Haven, New London

New York 7 New York

New Jersey I New Brunswick

Pennsylvania 21 Philadelphia

Delaware

Maryland 6 Baltimore, Annapolis

Virginia o

North Carolina 3 Wilmington

South Carolina 6 Charleston

Georgia o

The British occupation of Rhode Island, New York and parts of New Jersey
limited privateering activity in those states, while in the south, a lack of suitable
vessels and the proximity of British squadrons made extensive privateering
impractical. Loyalists (or Tories) also fitted out privateers, principally based in
New York and Newport, Rhode Island.

Privateering continued to provide a popular source of income for these colonial
ports, but shipping losses led to a brief decrease in numbers before specially built
privateers became active. During 1777, only 73 American privateers were
registered, but the numbers increased steadily until 1782, when many vessels

were converted to merchant ships:

1778 115 vessels
1779 167 vessels
1780 228 vessels
1781 449 vessels

1782 323 vessels



essel. While the

essels and carried

The biggest difference was not in numbers but in the size of
first wave of privateers were converted from small merchant v
fewer than ten guns, by 1779 large privateers carrying over 20 guns were
common, and many were capable of cruising in the mid-Atlantic or in British
waters. Vessels such as the General Washington or the General Pickering were
considered the most powerful American ships afloat, given the almost complete

demise of the Continental Navy. The Royal Navy would have diverted resources

to counter the activities of privateers (as she did so successfully in the War of

1812), but the involvement of France, Spain and Holland stretched the British to
There w
The adoption of convoy systems limited but failed to prevent losses t

and by the

the limit. ere simply no ships to spare for a blockade of American ports.
o privateers,

early 1780s, merchants were lobbying the government to bring an end

Scourge of the Seas

One country’s privateer or
patriot was often seen as little
more than a pirate by other
nationalities. The Scottish-born
Captain John Paul Jones, founder
of the US Navy, was accused of
piratical attacks around the
British Isles. This engraving
shows the battle between his
Bonhomme Richard (44 guns)

and HMS N..l'\ 5 {+
Flamborough Head in September
1779. (Mariners’ Museum,

Newport News,

guns) off

Virginia)
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to the war. By disregarding the threat of privateering until it was too late to
control, the British sealed their own fate in the Americas. While the intervention
of other European powers on America’s behalf turned the course of the rebellion
in America’s favour, the economic warfare wrought by the privateers made the

outcome inevitable.

THE WAR OF 1812

Although an unpopular conflict with many Americans, the War of 1812 initially
provided a great opportunity for the ship owners of the United States and to a
lesser extent, Canada. British naval power was stretched thin because of the
demands of the Napoleonic Wars. A series of trade embargoes and import laws,
coupled with a European blockade, had reduced the commercial profits available
to many American merchants, so the opportunity of widespread privateering was
welcomed as an alternative to commercial trading.

War was declared by President Madison in June, and the small United
States Navy scrambled to face a conflict for which it was not prepared. Privateers
were seen as a vital part of naval policy, and letters of marque were issued
almost immediately. From the onset of the war until its end in January 1815,
517 privateering licences were granted by the president, and over 1,300 prizes
were taken, the majority within the first ten months of the conflict.

The effects of such heavy losses were pronounced. British newspapers
recounted the damage done to the maritime economy, and in Liverpool, a master
of a British merchant ship described how he saw ten American privateers during
his voyage over from Nova Scotia. By late 1813, insurance companies refused to
insure any vessel bound for Halifax, Nova Scotia, and premiums for other
destinations had increased by between 25 and 50 per cent.

The British were not the only nation to suffer. Forty-one privateering licences
were issued in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia during the war, and these
Canadian privateers preyed on the coastal shipping of New England. To many
Canadian ship owners, privateering was a less attractive option than commercial
trade, as her merchants still maintained a brisk business with Britain and her
colonies in the West Indies, so there was still a less risky alternative. Despite this,
Halifax and Liverpool, Nova Scotia, bustled with privateering activity, and one
Canadian vessel, the Liverpool Packet, captured 50 American prizes alone. From
late 1813, British privateers began to operate in American waters, and newspapers

printed in the English ports of Liverpool and Plymouth soon reported the sale of
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American prizes and their cargo. The waters around Cape Cod became almost too
dangerous for American ships to enter by the spring of 1813.

By the end of 1813, the privateering heyday was over. A British naval blockade
was established along the American Atlantic seaboard during the winter of
1813-14, and although numerous American privateers continued to operate from
ports in France, the Caribbean or South America, the numbers fell sharply, so that
by the summer of 1814, insurance rates had almost returned to pre-war levels.
Canadian and British privateers were converted back into merchant ships and
denied the income from prizes, and American privateering ports such as Salem,
Boston, Newport, New York and Baltimore all suffered economic ruin. The
blockade effectively halted American trade, and the same ship owners who had
welcomed the war as an opportunity to profit from privateering now clamoured for

peace. Peace commissioners met in Belgium, and in January 1815 the futile war

Levi Barlow's privateers attacked
by loyalists on Nantucket, 1782.
Here Barlow and his men are on
the jetty, trying to return the
I(‘J'\-':].I"IS'ES. fire. Thcy are hc:lviiy
armed, carrying French Charleville
muskets converted for sea service
and a shortened version of the
British India-pattern musker.
(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)
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A privateering lugger being

chased by a British warship in the
English Channel, c.
copy of a painting by an unknown

1814, in this

artist. Bizarrely, the French
privateer is shown flying a pirate
flag rather than a national
tricolour — presumably an artistic
way of suggesting it was a pirate
ship rather than a ]cgilim.nc
privateer. (Stratford Archive)

was brought to a close. Former privateersmen returned to their peacetime

pursuits, and although Latin American countries continued to use privateers in
their independence struggles with Spain, privateering ceased to be a legitimate
occupation. Apart from an outbreak of piracy in the Caribbean, American vessels
were free to trade wherever they wished, and the decades following 1815 saw a
boom in American maritime trade. For Americans, privateering was no longer an
option, and there was simpl}' too much Icgitimntc activity to make the risks of
piracy appealing. Certainly, pirates such as Jean Laffite existed, and a number of
former American privateersmen turned to pimtica] activities in areas outside the
reach of the authorities. For the vast majority of mariners and ship owners,
however, the trading opportunities presented by a world at peace filled the
economic niche once offered b}' privateering.

One valuable benefit of the privateering experiences of both the American
Revolution and the War of 1812 was the development of ships designed from the
ich as the Prince de Neufchatel or the

hull up as large, fast privateers. Vessels su



General Armstrong of New York were a new class of ‘super privateers’, and together
with the converted Baltimore schooners, they assisted in the evolutionary process
which produced the fast slaving ships or the schooners of the post-war years, and

eventually developed into the design known as the clipper ship.

THE LAST PIRATES

Both the Anglo-American War of 1812 and the Napoleonic Wars ended in 1815.
Privateering was in its zenith, and although most mariners returned to legitimate
employment, several did not. Some sought service as privateers working on behalf
of the new Latin American states, while others simply opcrated outside the law,
turning to piracy. For 15 years, a new wave of attacks swept through the American
seaboard and the Caribbean. It was the worst outbreak of lawlessness on the high
seas for a century.

Although some of these pirates, such as Jean Laffite, were American, the
majority came from Latin America. When France invaded Spain in 1808, many
Latin Americans took advantage of the Spanish preoccupation with affairs at home
and rebelled against their colonial masters. Rebel governments such as those of
Van:ZLlE:la and Colombiﬂ handﬂd out hundr{:dS Dfprivateering contracts to anyﬂne
willing to attack Spanish shipping. Many of these privateers were unwilling to
restrict their attacks to Spanish vessels, and by 1820 vessels of all nationalities
entered the waters of the Caribbean at their peril. These piratical attacks were
finally ended by aggressive naval action by Britain and the United States.

Victims for these latter-day pirates were easily found. Following the end of the
Napoleonic Wars, merchant shipping tried to fulfil the increasing demand for
trade goods and raw materials, and bo(}ming European and American economies
provided ready markets on both sides of the Atlantic. The numbers of merchant
vessels in operation doubled over a ten-year period, meaning that the shipping
lanes of the world were busier than at any other time in history. The demand for
rum, sugar, spices, slaves, timber and other commodities meant that the waters of
the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico were used by thousands of vessels, and
areas such as the Florida Straits, the Bahamas Channel and the Windward Passage
became some of the busiest shipping lanes in the Americas.

Many of the pirates who preyed on these ships were opportunists, simply
attacking vulnerable ships if the opportunity presented itself. Others were more
methodical, preying on certain types of vessels such as slave ships with a view to

selling the cargo to fulfil a demand by merchants in league with the pirates.

Scourge of the Seas
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The Prince de Neufchatel pursued
by a British frigate, HMS
Endymion, 1814. The wind has
dropped, allowing the British
frigate to close with the
American privateer. The
French-born Captain Ordronaux
is shown anxiousl)* hoping for

the wind to pick up before the
enemy frigate can close within
range. (Angus McBride

© Osprey Publishing Ltd)

American shipping was particularly badly hit. Maritime insurance rates soared

between 1815 and 1820, and eventually many companies refused to underwrite
vessels sailing into Caribbean waters. From 1820, the American and British navies
diverted resources to combat piracy in the region, regardless of the political or
diplomatic consequences. A combination of aggressive patrolling and attacks on
pirate bases eventually forced most surviving pirates to abandon their attacks, and

by 1826 this last wave of piracy had been contained.
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A handful of particularly brutal pirates still remained at large into the 1830s,

but one by one they were caught and executed, and by 1840 piracy was considered
a thing of the past in American or Atlantic waters. These last cut-throats
included the Portuguese pirate Benito de Soto (c. 1828-29) and Pedro Gibert
(c. 1832-33), and their attacks provided the newspapers with suitably shocking
copy. Their capture marked the end of almost 400 years of piracy, buccaneering
and privateering in American waters, although it has been argued that the
Confederate raiders followed in the footsteps of these earlier cut-throats, and the
Northern press during the American Civil War (1861-65) referred to these

maritime raiders as pirates.

Scourge of the Seas

Although a lot of artistic licence
has been used in this rgth-century
illustration by Alexandre Debelle
for P. Christian's Histoire des Pirates
(188g), pirates did tend to drink
Wha[EVCr rum [hc}’ plundertd. Thl:
ﬁgurc PUI’PU“S to bﬁ Slr chry
Morgan. (Stratford Archive)
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Organization and Recruitment
PRIVATEERING CONTRACTS

The practice of privateering was well defined in the late 18th century, with British,
French and American privateers following similar internationally rccognizcd
procedures. The application and award of a letter of marque, the procedure
involved in taking a prize, and the subsequent adjudication of the sale of the vessel
and cargo followed a similar pattern in Liverpool, Dunkirk or Boston. When war
was declared, the government passed a General Prize Act or similar form of
legislation, effectively legitimizing privateering. It could then issue privateering
commissions (letters of marque). An application was made for a privateering
commission by the captain of a privateering vessel, either individually or in
conjunction with a consortium of ship owners. In Britain or France, the
application was made to the Admiralty, and in America, letters of marque were
initially issued by state governors. From April 1776, the Continental Congress
issued privateering commissions, and state commissions were discarded in July
1780. The letter of marque ensured that in time of war, the privateer was entitled
to his prize and, at least in theory, was safe from prosecution. The official sanction
of a government was vital, as without it, captured privateersmen could be tried and
hanged as pirates. The letter stated the names of the ship’'s owners (and their
town of origin), the names of the captain and senior officers and described the
vessel’s name, tonnage, crew size and armament, making the documents uniquely
tailored to a particufar ship and her crew. Similarly, a letter only gave official
sanction to attack the shipping of one particular country. If the war cxpandcd to
include fresh enemies, separate letters of marque had to be granted to cover the
new belligerents. An example of the wording from an American letter of marque
dated 1812 included the phrase, “This commission to continue in force during the
pleasure of the President of the United States for the time being’. In other words,
as soon as the president made peace with the enemy, the document was invalid.
In addition to the application for the letter, the government almost always
established rules under which privateers were required to operate. Ship owners or
investors were usually required to post a bond with the government to guarantee
the good behaviour of the privateering crew. In 1812, this was set at between
$5,000 and $10,000 in the United States, or between £1,500 and £3,000 in

Britain or Canada, depending on the size of vessel and crew. At the start of the
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American Revolution, a bond was required from both Congress and the individual
state, but this was streamlined in 1780 when the states withdrew from
sanctioning privateers. A sworn affidavit from the backers agreed to government
control over their activities. The following example (page 179) of the
‘Instructions’ supplied when a letter of marque was issued by Congress in 1776 is
typical of the restrictions imposcd by most privateering nations during the period,

The issue of letters of marque and ‘instructions’ was a vital part of the waging of
maritime war by the late 18th century, and the system was recognized throug]'lout
the maritime world. It was also vital to start issuing them as soon as possible after
war was declared, in order to catch enemy shipping before they could start arming
themselves. During the War of 1812, Britain (and Canada) held off making a formal
declaration of war for several months, so privateering was slow in receiving official

approval. Meanwhile, although the United States Navy was ill prepared for the
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Copy of a privateering letter of
marque issued in 1800 on behalf
of the President of the United
States of America. It entitled
Caprain Nathaniel Silsbee and
the ten-gun privateer Herald to
‘seize and take any armed French
vessel’. (Stratford Archive)
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A Certificate of Membership of
the Salem Marine Society, dated
December 1815. It shows a
\l,',l.'nu"!] view of Crowinshield
Wharf in Salem and the launch
of the privateer Fame in 1812,
one of 40 based in the port
during the War of 1812,
(Stratford Archive)

conflict, Cungrcss had the administration rcquircd to grant privateering licences
already in place. This meant that letters of marque were being issued within weeks
of the president’s declaration. It also bears testimony to the international nature of
privateering that although thousands of vessels, both British and American, were
captured by privateers during the War of 1812, only a handful of official complaints
were made by the victims against their privateering captors. The bonding system
and the strict rules governing the distribution of the capuu‘cd ship and cargo were

sufficient to prevent most transgressions of maritime law.
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IN CONGRESS

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 3, 1776

INSTRUCTIONS to the COMMANDERS of Private Ships or Vessels of War, which shall have Commissions
or Letters of Marque and Reprisal, authorizing them to make Captures of British Vessels and Cargocs.

I YOU may, by Force of Arms, attack, subdue, and take
all ships and other Vessels belonging to the Inhabitants of
Great-Britain, on the High Seas, between high-water and
low-water marks, except Ships and Vessels bringing Persons
who intend to settle and reside in the United Colonies, or
bringing Arms, Ammunition and War-ike Stores to the
said Colonies, for the use of such Inhabitants thereof that
are Friends to the American Cause, which you shall suffer
to pass unmolested, the Commanders thereof permitting a
pcaccab]c Search, and giving satisfactory Information of the
Contents of the Landings, and Destination of the Voyages.

II.  You may, by Force of Arms, attack, subdue, and take
all Ships and their Vessels whatsoever carrying Soldiers,
Arms, Gun-powder, Ammunition, Provisions, or any other
contraband Goods, to any of the British Armies or Ships of
War employed against these Colonies.

IIl.  You shall bring such Ships and Vessels you shall take,
with their Guns, Rigging, Tackle, Apparc]‘ Furniture and
Landings to some convenient Port or Ports of the United
Colonies, that Proceedings may thereupon be had in due
Form before the Courts which are or shall be there
appoinrcd to hear and determine Causes civil and maritime.

IV.  You or one of your Chief Officers shall bring or send
the master and Pilot and one or more principal Person or
persons of the Company of every Ship or Vessel by you
tﬂk{:’n‘ as soon ﬂftcr thc Cﬁptul’c as mﬂy bC. o thc_]udg{: or
Judges of such Court aforesaid, to be examined upon Oath,
and make Answer to the Interrogatories which may be
PrOPDundcd touching [hc [n[crcst or propl:rty Of thc Shlp or
Vessel, and her Lading; and at the same Time you shall
deliver or cause to be delivered to the _]udgc or Judges, all
Passes, Sea-Briefs, Charter-Parties, Bills of lading, Dockets,
Letters, and other Documents and Writings found on
Board, proving the said Papers by the Affidavit of yourself,
or some other Person present at the Capture, to be
produced as they were received, without Fraud, Addition,
Subduction or Embezzlement.

V. You shall kccp and preserve every Ship or Vessel and
Cargo by you taken, until they shall by Sentence of a Court

properly authorised be adjudged lawtul Prize, not selling,
spoiling, wasting or diminishing the same, or brcaking the
Bulk thereof, nor suffcring any such Thing to be done.

VI. If you, or any of your Officers and Crew shall, in cold
Blood, kill or maim, or, by Torture or otherwise, cruelly,
inhumanely, and contrary to common Usage and the
Practice of civilized nations in War, treat any person or
persons surprized in the Ship or Vessel you shall take, the
Offender shall be severely punished.

VII. You shall, by all convenient Opportunities, send to
Congress written Accounts of the Captures you shall make,
with the Number and names of the Captives, Copies of your

Journal from Time to Time, and Intelligence of what may

occur or be discovered concerning the Designs of the
Enemy, and the Destination, Motions and Operations of
their Fleets and Armies.

VIII. One Third, at the least, of your whole Company shall
be land-Men.

IX. You shall not ransome any Prisoners or Captives, but
shall dispose of them in such Manner as the Congress, or if
that be not fitting in the Colony whither they shall be
brought, as the General Assembly, Convention, or Council
or Committee of Safety of such Colony shall direct.

X.  You shall observe all such further Instructions as
Congress shall hereafter give in the premises, when you
shall have Notice thereof.

XL Ifyou shall do any Thing contrary to the Instructions,
or to others hereafter to be given, or willingly suffer such
Thing to be done, you shall not only forfeit your
Commission, and be liable to an Action for Breach of the
Condition of your Bond, but be rcsponsiblc to the party

grieved for damagcs sustained hy such Mal-versation.

By Order of Congress,
Jobn Hancock PRESIDENT
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RECRUITMENT

Before a letter of marque could be issued, the ship owners or investors who backed
the venture had to appoint a captain and also at least two of his senior officers —
the first licutenant (or ‘master’) and his next-in-command (the second licutenant
or ‘mate’). These ship’s officers would be selected through reputation as sea
captains, or occasionally appointed because of family connection or because of
their own financial investment in the privateering venture. Few of these men were
formally educated, but all shared a similar background of maritime experience. It
was not in the owner’s interests to appoint captains who did not have the
experience needed to undertake the challenging tasks required of them, or to have
men who lacked the respect of the crew.

Once a vessel was selected and the captain and officers appointed, the next task
was to find a crew. In theory this was a simple process, as most seamen were hired
from the home port of the privateering vessel. After a period of warfare, naval
recruitment (or the activities of press-gangs) and the sheer number of privateering
vessels at sea meant that suitable seamen were hard to find. Most privateering
instructions specified the hiring of a certain percentage of ‘landsmen’ — men with
no previous maritime experience — a device used to expand the available pool of
labour. The crew were usually recruited for a specific duration or for a single
voyage, and paid off when the ship returned to port. Obviously, the more
successful the privateering captain and vessel, the easier it would be to find a crew.
Advertisements were posted in taverns and in local newspapers, such as this

example from the Boston Gazette of November 1780:

An Invitation to all brave Seamen and Marines, who have an inclination to
serve their country and make their Fortunes. The grand Privateer Ship DEANE,
commanded by Elisha Hinman Esq., and prov'd to be a very capital sailor, will
sail on a cruise against the enemies of the United States of America, by the 20th
instant. The DEANE mounts thirty carriage guns, and is excellently well
calculated for Attacks, Defence and Pursute. This therefore is to invite all
those Jolly Fellows who love their Country, and want to make their Fortunes at
One Stroke, to repair immediately to the Rendezvous at the Head of His
Excellency Governor Hancock's Wharf, where they will be received with a
hearty welcome by a number of Brave Fellows there assembled, and treated
with what excellent Liquor call'd Grog which is allow'd by all true Seamen to be

the Liquor of Life.



LL GENTLEMEN SEAMEN and able-bodied LA
who have a Mind to ‘Ml‘wl&hﬂhtﬁeam
CAUSE of their Countay, and make their Fortunes, an, Op
portunity now affers on haurd the Ship R ANGER, of Tweaty
- . Guns, (for Frarce) now laying in Pontsmouin, in the State of New-Haupe

siire, conninaftded by JOHN rave !ouzs Efg; let them repaic to the Ship's Nesdz-
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Iy estertained, and reccive the Fucouragemcnt.- =’ he Ship Raxcra, in the Opuion of
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Tylb.uuluoevaodiuysnmw finan, any Sum not exceeding T WEN-
DOLLARS, to be dedu@ed from their future Brise-Money.
By Order of Conoansg,

JOHN- HANCOCK, Puunsur,
Dl”’llllm~ E. Rvsszis, at the Howls late the Beli-Tavem.

Once these volunteers arrived, the captain would select the most promising or
experienced men, including the required quota of landsmen, or ‘landlubbers’.

Compared to the navy, privateering offered the opportunity of short voyages, less
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A recruiting poster produced by

John Paul Jones in an attempt to

recruit sailors and landsmen for
his command, the 20-gun corvette
USS Ranger. Recruiting for the
navy was a problem given that
privateering was considered far
more lucrative. (Stratford Archive)
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The American Revolution became
a far more widespread conflict
from 1778, and by early 1781,
English privateers were licensed to
attack French, Spanish and Dutch
shipping. Advertisement from the
Excter Flying Post, April 1781.
(Stratford Archive)

For SALE by the CANDLE,

T the Loundon Tavern, Foxhole-
: ftreet, Plymouth, on Wednefday the gth of
% May, 1781, at Ten o’Clock in the Forenoon pre-

Cilely,
=9 TheGood Ship TWEE GEBROEDERS,:
buiit, round ftern’d, Burthea oo Tons, more or lefs,
almoft New, and is a real good Ship, well found in Stores, and
is fit for the Eaf Country, or Norway Trade, a Dutch Prize,
taken on her Paffage from Alicant to Amfterdam, by the Britifh
Lion Private Ship of War, Arthur French, Efg. Commander,
aow lying at Plymouth, and there to be delivered.

Inveatories will be timely delivered on Board, at the Place of
Sale, or by applying at the Brokes’s Office, on the New Quay,
Plymouth.

PETER SYMONS, Sworn Broker,

severe discipline and far greater financial reward. While the Royal Navy had to
resort to the use of ‘press-gangs’ to crew its ships, privateers had their pick of crew,
especially as once on the books, they were largely exempt from the press. The
sailors in regular merchant service were not so fortunate, and often service aboard
a privateer became the only safe haven if impressment into the navy was to be
avoided. The only real drawback was that the privateersmen received no regular
wages; they were paid only when they successfully captured a prize.

This reward came in the form of shares, and the method of apportioning them
was laid down in the ship’s articles, signed by everyone on board when they
joined. The articles also stipulated that the captain and his officers abide by the
‘Instructions’ laid down by the government issuing the letter of marque, and that
before the apportion of share money following the legal sale of the prize ship and
her contents, the owners and financial backers would get their own return. The
standard for this was that the backers divided 50 per cent of the value of each prize
between them, leaving the rest of the value to be apportioned between the crew in
accordance with the articles. An example of the articles from a Salem privateer of

1780 shows how this worked (opposite).

PRIVATEERING CREWS

It has already been noted that privateers rarely had a problem recruiting crewmen.
At least two out of every three sailors were experienced seamen, either from naval

or mercantile backgrounds. The principal privateering ports of America, Britain
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Rewards and Punishment

Any of the company losing an arm or a leg in an
engagement, or is otherwise disabled and unable
to earn his bread, shall receive £1,000 from the

first prize taken.

Whoever first discovers a sail that proves to be
a prize, shall receive £100 as a reward for his

vigilance.

Whoever enters an enemy ship after boarding
orders are issued, shall receive £300 for his

VleOul'.

Whoever is guilty of gaming or quarrelling shall
suffer such punishment as the Captain and

Officers see fit.

Any man absent from the ship for 24 hours
without leave shall be guilty of disobedience.
Whoever is guilty of cowardice, mutiny‘ theft,
pilfering, embezzlement, concealment of goods
belonging to the ship or her company, stripping
or threatening any man or behaving indecently
to a2 woman shall loose his shares and receive
such other punishment as the crime deserves.
Such forfeited shares shall be distributed to the
remaining ship’s company.

Seven dead shares shall be set aside by the
Captain and Officers among those who behave
best, and do most for the interest and service of
the cruise. The Captain, Licutenants, Master,
Surgeon and Officer of the Marines shall not be
entitled to any part of the dead shares.

When a prize is taken and sent into port, the
Prize Master and the men aboard are
responsible for watching and unloading the
prize. If any negligence results in damage, their

shares will be held accountable.

10.

IT1.

If the Commander is disabled, the next highest
officer will strictly comply with the rules,
orders, restrictions and agreements between the

owners of the privateer and the commander.

If any Officer or any of the company is taken
prisoner aboard a captured prize vessel, he shall
receive a share in all prizes taken during the
remainder of the cruise, as he would if actually
aboard. However, he must obtain his liberty
before the end of the cruise or make every effort
to join the privateer, or else his prize money is

forfeited to the owners and the ship’s company.

The Captain shall have full power to displace

any officer who may be found unfit for the post.

The Caprain and his principal officers shall have
full power to appoint an Agent for the ship’s
company.

Shares are to be apportioned as follows:

Captain: ..................... 8 shares

First Licutenant, Second Licutenant,

Mastet, Surgeon v e varmsin 4 shares

Officer of Marines, Prize Master, Carpenter,
Gunner, Boatswain, Master’s Mate, Captain’s

Clerk, Steward: ................ 2 shares
Sailmaker, Armourer, Sergeant of Marines,

Cook, Gunner’'s Mate, Boatswain's Mate,

Carpenter’s Mate, Surgeon’s Mate,

(EOOPIER: 5005 iea i) ivsandrts 1 . shares
Gentlemen Volunteer, Seaman: . .. 1 share
Boy under 16 years: ............ /. share
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Privateers depicted by Frank
Schoonover for the children's
book Privateers of '76 by Ralph
D. Paine, which appeared in
American Boy Magazine, July
1923. Although a dramatic
representation, the i‘igurcs

are dressed appropriately.
(Stratford Archive)

and France were all bustling maritime centres, and the sailors and fishermen that
inhabited them were for the most part well suited for the requirements of the
privateer captains. In some cases, as a war progressed, captured seamen volunteered
to join the crew of a privateer, and recruitment was not limited to seamen from the
nation under whose flag the privateer was operating. An American privateer
captured in 1814 by a Royal Navy frigate reportedly included British, French,
Canadian, Dutch and Swedish seamen among her American crew.

Another group were landsmen, and most ‘Instructions’ specified that the crew
must contain an agreed percentage of these inexperienced volunteers. For the most
part, they were required to learn the skills of their new profession as rapidly as

possible, but as privateering cruises were so short and the ships so well manned, they

were spared many of the more skilled tasks asked of the professional seamen. These




landsmen came into their own during a boarding action, and as many were recruited
from ex-soldiers or marines, they proved their worth in combat. A further group were
the ‘gentlemen volunteers’, often the offspring of the ship owners or ship’s officers.
Unlike midshipmen in regular naval service, there was no requirement to train these
young men to become officers, although that was certainly a widespread practice.
Instead, they often acted as a marine guard, maintaining order within the ship and
serving as leaders of boarding parties or sharpshooters when in action. The more
experienced gentlemen formed a pool from which ‘prize masters’ were drawn,
although the command of prize ships could equally be given to an experienced mate.
Promotion was rare during a cruise, but good performance was rewarded, and skilled
mates or gentlemen volunteers were often considered suitable candidates for ships’
officers once they had gained enough experience.

Being a sailor was a young man’s profession. As with pirate crews, statistical
studies have shown that the average privateersman was in his 20s, and few were
older than 40. The physical stamina and exertion required of a sailor during the
period, combined with the often dangemus and unhca]thy conditions, meant that
older men were often not up to the task.

The dress of a privateering crew was typical of that of other sailors of the period.
No uniforms were worn, but certain adaptations were made to clothes that were
usually found on land. Pantaloons or ‘petticoat breeches’ were common, usually cut
from white canvas. These were usually cut to reach above the ankle, and if shoes
or stockings were worn, they were clearly visible below the breeches. These
trousers developed into the more modern style of bell-bottomed white duck
trousers by the early 1gth century. Both were held up by leather belts. Plain cotton
shirts were common, either with or without a collar, and secured by buttons or a
drawstring. From the 1760s, woollen knitted shirts resembling a modern
long-sleeved T-shirt were worn, often adorned with horizontal coloured bands. In
cold weather, a ‘sailor’s coat’ or ‘pea coat’ was worn, usually made from blue canvas
or wool impregnated with tar. A cloth neckerchief, or ‘sweat rag, was also
commonly worn according to contemporary illustrations. Headgear included
regular cocked or tricorne hats, wide-brimmed round hats, slouch hats made from
canvas or knitted woollen caps. Privateering officers often wore coats resembling
the uniforms of the regular navy — long blue woollen coats with naval-style buttons
and wide lapels. Contemporary paintings show that waistcoats and naval-style
white breeches were also common, but certainly practical considerations would

have outweighed almost all dress requirements for both officers and men.
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The Privateering Art of War

THE PREY

After the first weeks of a war, unarmed enemy merchant ships sailing alone had

Privateers and Pirates 1730-183

either been captured or reached the safety of a friendly port. Merchant captains
armed their ships before sending them to sea again and clamoured to insure their
vessel and cargo. Gunfounding records from the iron industries in the Weald
(Sussex and Kent) record a boom in trade at the start of all the conflicts of the

18th and early 1gth centuries. Similarly, as shipping losses mounted, insurance

companies stipulated the need for increased armament on all ships.

They Rushed into the Moonlight, a
painting by Frank Schoonover
used to illustrate Ralph D. Paine’s
book Privateers of '76, published
in 19273. It shows the preferred
boarding weapons of the era
cutlasses and pistols.

(Stratford Archive)
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Within a few months, most unarmed enemy merchant vessels could only be  The threat by French privateers
: ; - i such as Robert Surcouf forced
found in waters they considered safe (usually their own coastal waters), or else | English East India Company
they travelled in convoys. Some faster vessels opted to avoid the delays of waiting  to group many of their most

: . ; k : ’ important ships into convoys
for a convoy to sail and relied on speed to avoid enemy privateers. Convoys were  during the French Revolutionary
and Napoleonic Wars. A Fleet of
East Indiamen at Sea, oil painting
was worth the increased risk of being attacked by privateers. Often these by Nicholas Pocock, c. 1803.
, (National Maritime Museum,

large, slow-moving affairs, and many ship owners felt that operating indcpcndcnt]y

fast-sailing single ships carried perishable or high-value cargoes, and the worth of Greenwich, London)
the cargo would be affected if the ship waited for the next convoy. These
independent vessels were well armed and crewed, and were also more inclined to
oppose a privateer who attacked them than a less well-armed vessel in a convoy.
Studies have shown that during the American Revolution and the War of 1812,
as many as half of the British vessels sailing between the West Indies and Britain
opted to sail independently. The captains of these ships knew the risks they faced,
risks which were not run by the British alone. The instructions given to the
captain of a New England ship from the vessel's owner in 1777 reveal some of the

more elementary precautions their crews could take:
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The General Armstrong repelling a
British attack off the neutral
Portuguese port of Fayal, in the
Azores, 1814. The height of the
British night attack is shown
here, with the privateer crew
trying to repel the boarding
attempt. Privateer Caprain
Samuel Reid was ultimately
forced to land his crew and then
scuttle his ship. (Angus McBride
© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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half hour for your own safety... if any vessel should give you chase then make
from her with all heart. Don't speak with any vessel on your safety if you can
hclp it. Don't trust to no one at the dangcr times. Don't run after night, as nigl‘lt

has no eye.

During the American Revolution and again in the War of 1812, the British
instituted a convoy system, where merchant vessels were escorted by Royal Navy
warship& often forming convoys of over 100 ships, and sometimes cxcccding 200
vessels. One port was designated as the gathering place for ships bound for a
particular destination, and on a prcscribcd da}-’ the convoy would sail. In thcory.
all the vessels in the convoy were under the command of a senior naval officer,
whose warship acted as the convoy flagship. In practice, it was almost impossible
to instil naval discipline into the merchant crews of the convoy, and the warships
spent much of their time acting as shepherds, continually exhorting their charges
to keep formation and a steady speed. Most attacks on convoys were made at
night, so during the hours of darkness the convoy would reduce sail and the ships
would cluster as close together as possible, surrounding the flagship. Smaller

warships would patrol the perimeter of the convoy.



Like the U-boats when they attacked the Atantic convoys during World
War 11, privateers found that their chances improved if several vessels attacked a
convoy as a group. Although most privateers preferred to operate independently, the
introduction of convoys during the American Revolution forced them to rethink
their method of operation. It became common for two or three privateers to
combine for an attack on an enemy convoy, and on rare occasions as many as seven
or eight privateers might operate as a unit. While some lured the guarding warships
away from th{: COnVUy, Gthers Would ClDSE \rVith it, bﬂ&rd and Cﬂpturﬁ s0me Df thﬁ
merchant ships, then escape with their prizes. Darkness or the cover of bad weather
or fog helpcd during the approach, and the same conditions also made it harder for
the convoy to maintain a tight defensive formation. If a convoy became strung out

during rough weather, it became particularly vulnerable to attack.

THE CHASE

A look-out in the mast of a typical privateering schooner of the period could
expect to see about 15 miles in good visibility, placing him in the centre of a
30-mile circle of visible sea. Look-outs were encouraged to maintain a sharp watch
by financial reward, typically a £100 bonus in British ships. Once a prey was
sighted, the privateer would give chase.

By sailing on a parallel course to the prey, the privateer could determine quite
quickly if he was faster than the other vessel. If the privateer was to windward (i.c.
upwind) of the merchantman, and was a faster ship, it could afford to make a
series of tacks towards the enemy, getting progressively closer each time. If the
enemy was to leeward (i.e. downwind), it could sail away more easily, meaning a
angﬂr ChaSc, but the fﬂS[Cr Shlp Would E\«’Cntually D\“'Crhﬂ.ul the SI.OWCI' one. The
need for speed in a privateering vessel is evident. A privateer usually had a larger
crew than a merchantman, so if there was little or no wind, one option was to
‘man the sweeps’. This meant fixing oars through oar ports in the side of the
privateer’s hull. Not many vessels were equipped in this style, but those that were
had an advantage over any opponent in light airs. Another option was to tow the
privateer after the enemy vessel. The privateer would lower its boats and rig
towing ropes between them and the ship; the sailors would row, thereby towing
the ship. As privateers invariably had more men on board than their prey, they
“«"Duld l'l?].\«"e an ad\«’ﬁntagﬁ over tl'lE: ZlClVE:rS:lry,

In most cases the privateer was a faster and more manoeuvrable ship than the

merchant ship it was chasing, and was able to sail closer to the wind and carry

SC ourgc D{ t}‘lc SBBS
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In this romanticized engraving by
August-Frangois Biard, c.n'l)'
1gth-century pirates are shown
using subterfuge to close the gap
between them and an American
merchant ship without raising
the alarm. Tricks of this kind
were commonplace during the
age of pirates and privateers.

(Stratford Archive)

more sail. By manoeuvring onto the windward side of the enemy, the privateer

gained an advantage, being able to react more readily to any change of course made
by his opponent. In a strong breeze, it also meant that both ships would heel over,
with the leeward ship exposing more of its hull to the enemy than its rival.

The best circumstances for an attack were during darkness or restricted
visibility, when the enemy would be sighted at close quarters. Privateers also
preferred to operate in areas where they could surprise an enemy, lurking behind
a land mass or an island. Another method was to pretend to be a friendly ship. A
sensible merchant captain in hostile waters would run from any approaching sail,
but often the prey could be fooled to delay fleeing until it was too late. A
privateering captain would often go to great lengths to disguise his ship by
hanging strips of painted canvas over his sides to cover the gun ports, carrying old
and patched sails to make his ship seem less threatening, or even towing barrels
to make his ship seem slower than it really was. Once an enemy was lured to
within gun range of a privateer, the guns would be run out, and a shot fired over
the bows of the merchant vessel. In most cases, the victim realized that resistance

would only lead to an unnecessary loss of life, and they surrendered. Sometimes,
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fake guns (called ‘quakers’) were used, fashioned from logs shaped to represent
guns. Faced with ovcrwhclming ﬁ'repowcr, an enemy ship would be cxtremcly
likely to surrender rather than fight. If they still offered resistance, the privateer

would try to board the enemy.

BOARDING

When a privateer was left with no option but to attack the enemy vessel, the
captain had to decide whether to use gunfire or try to board the enemy. As
discussed previously, the advantage of boarding was that there was less risk that
the enemy ship or its cargo would be damaged in the fighting, therefore
maintaining its value. Privateering was a matter of profit or loss, and if the enemy
looked too powertul, the privateering captain would leave him alone. He weighed
up the risks involved and made his decision according to the chance of making a
profit by attacking the enemy. Methods of boarding had changed very little over
the previous 200 years. Before they attacked, the privateers would have already
taken their assigned battle stations. The crew were divided into two halves or
‘watches’ (port and star-board watches). One would man the guns, while the
other prepared to board the enemy. Sand was scattered on the deck to provide a
firmer grip for bare feet. The boarders would be formed into small boarding parties
of perhaps a dozen men, each group led by a mate, gentleman volunteer or ship’s
officer. Part of each watch were assigned as ‘topmen’, standing by to trim the sails
or to tack the ship. Some of the boarders would act as marksmen, arming
themselves with muskets, hunting rifles and even swivel guns, ready to sweep the
cnemy dccks Wlth muskctl’y‘

The captain would try to draw alongside the enemy ship on the windward side.
He would then order the wheel to be put over and the two ships would converge
until they locked together. Grappling hooks would be thrown to bind the two
hulls together. At that point both sides would loose a volley of musketry, trying to
cut down as many of the enemy as possible. The privateer’'s boarding parties
would then clamber over the side and onto the enemy ship, supported by gunfire
from the marksmen. Before they boarded, the watch manning the guns would
abandon their firearms and arm themselves with boarding weapons. There was
usually a financial incentive to take part in the boarding of an enemy ship, so
nobody wanted to be left behind.

Boarding weapons included the cutlass, boarding pike and boarding axe, but the

seamen would also use whatever else lay to hand, such as belaying pins, gun tools,
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boat hooks and capstan bars. Privateers were usually well provided with boarding
weapons and firearms, the weaponry being supplied by the vessel's owners. The
Liverpool Packet, a small Canadian privateer of 1812, carried a crew of 40 men,
armed with 40 cutlasses and 25 muskets. Pistols were also popular, together with
blunderbusses, volley guns, muskets, carbines — anything that could fire. Both
British and American gunsmiths provided boarding pistols — hand firearms that
included a small bayonet for use in hand-to-hand fighting. Hand grenades and even
‘stink pots’ were also used, the latter being a simple form of chemical weapon,
which when lit emitted a sulphurous smoke and vile stench. It was useful in
discouraging resistance below deck when thrown through a hatch or gun port.
Accounts of boarding actions involving privateers are rare, the most common
being the reports of defenders who either drove off their attackers or surrendered
after a particularly brutal fight. These were unusual, and in most cases the defender
only put up a token resistance, if they resisted at all. Action between privateers or
against warships was rare, and usuaﬂy Dn]y attcmpted if it was thought that the prize
was especially valuable. They usually resorted to gunnery duels from the onset, as
both vessels had a substantial crew, making boarding a risky venture. A boarding
engagement could last up to ten or 15 minutes, and surrender was signalled when
the officers laid down their arms, or their crew were simply overpowered by
numbers. A typical example was the capture of the British ship Pelham by the
Charleston privateer Saucy Jack in May 1814. The Pelbam surrendered after a
ten-minute boarding action that left 14 of her 30 crew dead or wounded, including
her captain. The privateer had a crew of 50 men, giving them a substantial
superiority of numbers. Often, the initial volley from the privateer would cause
sufficient casualties for the recipient to surrender as soon as the privateers tried to
board. Sometimes, when boarding followed a gunnery engagement using the ship's
broadside, the defending ship was so disrupted by cannon fire that the defenders

were too disorganized or dazed to put up much of a fight.

GUNNERY

If it was unavoidable, privateers were prepared to capture an enemy ship by
gunnery. A typical privateer of the American Revolutionary War was armed with
4- or 6-pdr guns although, at least in the case of British ships, carronades were
sometimes carried. Changes in gunfounding technology meant that larger-calibre
guns were carried towards the end of the period, so that during the War of 1812,

9-pdrs and even 12-pdrs were not uncommon. They were all smooth-bored,



cast-iron, muzzle-loading pieces, with all but carronades mounted on
conventional four-wheeled truck carriages. Convention in British privateers and
merchant ships was to paint carriages grey, while the Americans favoured red
carriages. Yellow or red were both popular with the French and Spanish, although
outside the rcgu]nr navies of these maritime powers, no standard colour scheme
existed. Carronades were mounted on slide carriages specially designed for the

weapon. The following gun sizes and weights were common to all privateers

during thC I'{ltC IST.'.}'] CCﬂtUI’_\'.
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Captain William Rogers Capturing
the Jeune Richard, 1 October 1807,
a painting by Samuel
Drummond. This illustrates the
use of boarding weapons in
close-quarter combat. Muskets
and pistols were often used as
clubs. (National Maritime
Museum, Greenwich, London)
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Robert Surcouf and French
privateers are in the act of
boarding the East India Company
ship Triton in 1796. East
Indiamen were well defended

and carried their own marines,
making them a tough opponent.
(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)

Calibre Length Weight - -
3-pdr 4 Lft 7 hundredweight

4-pdr 6ft 12 /. hundredweight

6-pdr 7t 17 hundredweight

9-pdr 8 /ft 23 /. hundredweight

r2-pdr 9oft 32 % hundredweight

From: George Smith, An Universal Military Dictionary (London, 1779)

Note: A British bundredweight (cwt.) contains 112 pounds

Ranges were difficult to gauge given the need to smash through ship timbers, but

in the carly Igth century the effective pcnctmting range fora 6—pdr was estimated
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as being 280 yards (256m). The piece had a maximum range of almost a mile
(1,610 yards at 6 degrees of elevation). This was for roundshot. Shot designed to
cut enemy rigging (such as chain shot or bar shot) had a shorter effective range.
In order to fire grape or canister shot, the same gun needed to be within 80 yards
(73m) of the enemy ship. A 12-pdr carronade had an effective range of 200 yards
(183m). By comparison, the 18-pdr long guns carried on many naval frigates
during the War of 1812 could penetrate the hull of another frigate at around
500 yards (457m). When ships were close enough to fire canister at each other,
swivel guns mounted on the ship’s rail were used to fire langrage, or ‘diced shot’,
at the enemy crew. This anti-personnel weapon was particularly popular with
privateers, as the fire of several of these little pieces could severely disrupt an
enemy vessel immediately prior to boarding it.

In most gunnery engagements with relatively equal odds, tactics and skill
rather than weaponry proved decisive. In 1782, the British privateer General Monk
(formerly the American privateer General Washington) met the American privateer
Hyder Ali, carrying 16 6-pdrs. The American crossed the bow of the British ship
and the two ships were locked together. While marksmen and swivel gunners
kept the British privateersmen at bay, the American captain repeatedly fired his
guns into the hull of the British vessel, forcing her to strike her colours.

Later that year the captured privateer (renamed the General Washington) was
fitted with 9-pdrs, and in an engagement with a British merchantman off the
Turks and Caicos Islands, six of her guns burst, killing or wounding some of her
crew. The British ship raked the American, splitting her mainmast. The General
Washington was saved by nightfall, and she escaped in the dark. The inferior
quality of some home-produced American naval guns during the American
Revolution was so marked that some privateering captains preferred to use
captured British picces.

Another example, from the War of 1812, saw the American privateer Grand
Turk ranged against a British brig called the Acorn, armed with 14 12-pdrs. The
American vessel carried 18 pieces of the same calibre, and her crew had been
operating together for almost two years. The American captain ranged alongside
the British ship and forced her to strike in ten minutes, devastated by the faster
American rate of fire. Ironically, the fight took place in March 1815, two months
after the end of the war.

Gunncry was a last resort }—Dr thc pri\-’:ltccrsmc‘n, but lf forccd Into a sea bﬂttlc,

the skill and speed of the crews were vital. Experienced privateering captains
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In May 1814, the American
privateer Grand Turk attacked the
HM Packet Hinchinbrook in the
mid-Atlantic as she was heading
home to Britain from the West
Indies. The heavily armed
privateer badly damaged the
British pnckct, which put up a
spirited resistance, but eventually
the Hinchinbrook managed to

drive off her attacker. (Corbis)
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exercised their gun crews rcgu]arl}' and cncouragcd their men to practise using
boarding weapons. The best weapons of a privateer (or an carly 1gth-century
pirate) were speed and deception — luring a victim within range before he could
escape. In the event that the victim would try to fight back, privateers also had to
be thoroughly versed in using their armament to its best advantage, as a quick
surrender saved lives and prevented excessive damage to the prize. They also
needed to know when to avoid risking a fight they had little chance of winning,
such as one against a superior enemy warship. American privateering was
effectively ended towards the end of the War of 1812 because they were unable to
risk fighting their way through the Royal Naval blockade that scaled off the
American Atlantic ports. The few privateers still at large (such as the Grand Turk)
were also unable to return home, as no privateer was a match for a blockading

British frigate or a ship-of-the-line.



Privateering Vessels

A pri\-'atccr was almDSt ﬂlwal\r’s a Pﬁ\’atcly 0“’ncd VCSSCI f]tted out ﬂ.nd armtd at th(:
owner’s expense, with a specially selected crew. Its object was to capture enemy
merchant shipping in time of war, not to fight enemy privateers or warships. The
prime prerequisite for a privateering vessel was that she should be fast, able to
catch her prey and to escape pursuers. At the beginning of any of the 18th-century
or early 1gth-century maritime conflicts involving America, Britain and France,
purpose-built privateering vessels were a rarity, as they served no legitimate
function during the long intermediate periods of peace. At the start of a conflict,
it was customary to fit out merchant vessels of all types as privateers, although
speedy vessels were the preference. A particularly popular vessel type was the
slaver, built to transfer her human cargo across the Atlantic Ocean as fast as
possible. Smuggling craft were also ideal as small privateers, and these vessels were
especially common along both the British and French coasts of the English
Channel. In the Americas, schooners proved ideal craft and were usually capable
of overhauling most of the other types of merchant vessels in common use. These
makeshift privateers enjoyed an initial period of success until the enemy state

began to arm its merchant fleet and send small warships to sea to intercept the
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Profile, plan and isometric view of
a former privateering schooner
captured and purchased into the
Royal Navy in 1780, when she
was renamed the armed schooner
Bernice. Although her original
name and port are unknown, she
was almost certainly an American

vessel. (Stratford Archive)
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Profile, deck plan and isometric
reconstruction of the 20-gun
American privateer Rattlesnake,
launched in June 1781 at Salem,
MﬂSSﬂChUSCt[S, :md capturcd ]:‘\
the Royal Navy in the same year.
She was one of the largest
privateering vessels built during
the American Revolutionary
War. (Stratford Archive)
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privateers. The number of privateers at sea was gradually reduced as smaller and
weaker vessels found their prey too well armed, and slower vessels were captured
by the enemy navy. After the end of the first year of the maritime conflict, the
numbers of privateers started to rise again as specially built vessels were launched,
designed from the keel up as privateering vessels. This pattern was noticeable
during the Seven Years’ War and the Napoleonic Wars, although it was even more
clearly defined during the American Revolutionary conflict and the War of 1812.

What characteristics did ship owners look for when thcy commissioned a
purpose-built privateer? As already noted, speed was vital, but this was a difficult
attribute to guarantee when a ship was being designed. Ship designers recognized
the basic correlation between a sleck hull design and a suitable spread of sail, but
at least until the late 18th century they tended to copy existing fast designs rather
than producc their own (:\-'Ulutionar}-' craft. A privateer had to be scaworthy,
capable of cruising the enemy sea lanes regardless of the weather conditions.
Crucially, she must be capable of handling well in strong breezes with more sail
than was commonly carried, and able to sail as close to the wind as possible.
Armament was less important, although a privateer had to have sufficient
firepowcr to overawe any merchant ship it came across. The idea was not to fight
enemy warships or well-defended merchantmen in a conventional sea battle, but

to capture the enemy ship by intimidation, preferably without damaging her hull




or cargo. As most privateers had a comparatively large crew compared with their
mercantile opponents, boarding was the favoured recourse if the enemy chose not
to surrender on demand. This large crew was required to man prize vessels as well
as to ensure victory in a boarding action. Another vital feature was hull strength.
The need for a slim and sleek hull which ensured speed had to be balanced with
the requirement to make the frames of the ship heavy enough to withstand the
pressures imposed by a larger spread of sail than would normally be carried in a
similarly sized merchant vessel. As only a small broadside of ordnance was usually
carried, the stresses imposed on the hull by gunfire were less than those when
under a full press of sail, and the hull had to be designed accordingly, with special
attention given to the strength of the masts. As it was rare for privateers to stay at
sea for extended periods, there was little requirement for extensive hold space for
stores and provisions, or to house the cargoes taken from an enemy vessel. The
custom was to send the captured vessel back to the privateer’s home port with a
prize crew, so only money and particularly valuable cargoes were transferred to the
privateer herself.

As for the vessels themselves, while the first wave of privateers were small
converted fishing vessels or merchantmen, many smaller vessels were retained
as privateers. The French, Dutch and British all favoured small cutters, luggers
and ketches in European waters. These ‘corvettes’ were ideally suited to coastal
waters but were unable to venture far into the Atlantic Ocean. In his Architectura
Navalis Mercatoria of 1768, the Swedish naval architect Frederick Chapman
included plans for a privateering frigate, designed as a deep-water
commerce-raider. Chapman’s privateer was 16oft (49m) long, with a beam of
47ft (14.3m) and displaced 950 tons. She was armed with 40 guns (6- and 28-pdrs
in two decks), and carried a crew of 400 men. As most privateers of the day were
less than 85ft (26m) long, with a displacement of 120 tons, this was a significant
departurc fl’om the Privatccrs Df thc pcﬁod. Althﬂugh never as l:lrgi: as Chapmﬂn‘s
frigate, some French privateers of the French Revolutionary War exceeded
500 tons, and during the War of 1812 American shipyards produced a range of
‘Super»privatecrs'. The ground for these specia]ist vessels had been laid even
earlier. Several large and specially built privateers were captured by the Royal
Navy during the American Revolution, and brought into service. The process
involved completing a detailed survey of the ship, and plans were made of the
vessel. These provide a useful insight into American privateering design during

the late 18th century.
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Gunners on board the American
Revolutionary era privateer
Pickering are shown attacking a
vessel of the English East India
Company in this spirited and
fairly accurate illustration by
Frank Schoonover painted in
1921. (Stratford Archive)

200



In 1778, the British captured the privateer American Tartar. She was 115t
(33“‘]] long ﬂnd Carricd 20 guns. ThlS was a re\"clﬂtion, as thc Privﬂtﬂﬂr was }arger
than anything the Royal Navy had encountered before. In 1781, the American
privateer Rattlesnake was captured and used by the Royal Navy. She was a
miniature version of the ship designed by Chapman. It appears she was built in
Salem and carried 20 guns and a crew of 85 men. She was probably built by John
Peck of Boston, who reputedly had never heard of Chapman. The Rattlesnake was
therefore a pure American design, intended to fill the perceived need of an ideal
privateering vessel. A smaller privateer for which plans exist was the Bernice, used
by the Royal Navy as an armed schooner. It was clearly capable of great speed and
is similar in its lines to later Baltimore and Chesapeake schooners.

During the War of 1812, American designers built even larger privateers, such
as the Prince de Neufchatel. She was built in New York but followed the designs of
contemporary French privateers. At about 130ft (40m) long, she carried 18 guns,
mOSIIy Carronadcs, W'.[th ](Jng IS’pdrS as b(JW ChaSE:I'S. ThlS ‘Supt:l’—p‘n'vatec‘r" l'lﬂd a
spectacular career, capturing numerous British prizes and fighting off a British
boarding attempt before finally being captured in December 1814. American
maritime historians have described the vessel as the pinnacle of privateering
design, combining power, speed and superb handling qualities. In fact, she was
distinctly smaller than many of the large French privateers that operated in the
West Indies and Atlantic, and she was matched in size by privateering schooners
from Baltimore, Salem and Boston such as the Herald, America or Boxer, all
considered examples of ‘super-privateers’, or at least specialist privateering ships.
The American schooners of the War of 1812 were perfectly designed for their
privateering role, and their list of prizes betrays their efficiency at hunting and
capturing enemy shipping. Compared with earlier vessels, they were spectacularly
successful, with a combination of expert crews and ideal vessels.

American privateers during the American Revolution were painted almost
exclusively using the earth-pigment paints available in the American colonies at
the time. Particularly common was a brick-red colour produced from iron oxide.
Similarly, a yellow ochre was also readily available, as was a mid-brown Sienna and
a mid-grey lead-based paint. Of these, the three former colours appear to have
been the most popular for vessels. Black, or ‘lamp black’, was also available but
became more common as a privateering and merchant ship colour during the early
Ig[h Ctntury. \/\fhitc was rarcl}" LlSCd., ﬂlthough 1t was prular as a lﬂnd’bﬂﬁed

paint. It was relatively expensive, and at sea the colour tended to yellow and fade
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Benito de Soto and his crew of
the Black Joke sailing away from
their prey, the British barque
Morning Star, in February 1832,
The pirates locked the barque’s
crew below decks and scurtled
the ship before abandoning her.
(Stratford Archive)
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rapidly. Other colours, such as blues, reds and greens, were used sparingly, as the
paint had to be imported from Europe and was consequently expensive. Certain
combinations appear to have been common: an ochre or sienna hull with black
stripes was popular, as was a black hull with red oxide or ochre stripes. Gun ports
were never chequered on privateers as they were on warships during the
carly 19th century. These colour schemes reflected merchant practice and allowed
the privateering vessel to disguise herself as a merchantman if desired. By the
War of 1812, many British and American privateers favoured black hulls with a

horizontal ochre stripe down the side. Paintings depicting French privateers

during the period show black hulls with white stripes or, more commonly, all

black hulls.




Privateer Captains and
Latter-day Pirates

Of the hundreds of privateering captains of the period, the following form a
representative sample, although they include some of the more successful
commanders. The list also includes a naval officer and a selection of the last

Caribbean pirates active during the early 1gth century.

JONATHAN HARADEN

Period of operation: 1776-82

Jonathan Haraden was born in Gloucester, Massachusetts, in 1745, but moved to
Salem as a child. He served his apprenticeship at sea, and when the American
colonies revolted in 1775 he was a natural choice as a privateer. In 1776, he was
appointed first licutenant on the privatcering schooner T;vmnnicidc, commanded
by Captain Fiske of Salem. During that summer, the Tyrannicide captured a Royal
Nava] cutter, a Pﬂcket SChGOnCr ﬂ.nd S{:\«"Crﬂl mcrchﬂnt ShiPS, and rcpcﬂtcd hcr
successes on several other cruises reaching as far afield as Bermuda. In August
1779, she was burned on the Penobscot River to avoid letting her fall into enemy
hands. Haraden returned to Salem.

In the spring of 1780, he sailed as the captain of the new Salem privateer
General Pickering, a 180-ton schooner armed with 14 6-pdrs and carrying a crew
of 45 men. Haraden planned to make the Spanish port of Bilbao his base and sailed
with a cargo of West Indies sugar to help pay for supplies in Europe. During the
voyage, he was attacked by a British cutter, which he fought off, and in the Bay of
Biscay he came upon the British privateering brig Golden Eagle. It was night, and
both vessels were taken by surprise and could hardly see each other. Haraden
called on the British captain to surrender, claiming he was ‘a United States frigate
of the heaviest class’. The British privateers surrendered, only to find that the
General Pickering was no more powerful than their own ship.

When he was approaching Bilbao with his prize on 4 June, Haraden was
attacked by the large British privateer Achilles, of 40 guns. The British recaptured
Haraden’s prize, and as spectators watched from the shore the two privateers
fought for three hours, before the Achilles gave up the contest and sailed away with
the Golden Eagle as a consolation prize. Haraden’s ship limped into Bilbao. Haraden

returned to Salem in the autumn and continued his activities, capturing dozens of
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British vessels off the New York coast. Haraden won a reputation for deception and

h]tlﬁ-. and ].'\\ II’]C cnd U{ t}']C war hﬂd '{lm'[ISSCd d hard’won rUI'U.lnC n PTiZC money.

SILAS TALBOT

Period of operation: 177581

Born into a poor family in Dighton, Massachusetts, Silas Talbot went to sea as a boy,
and by 1772 appears as a house owner and sea captain in Providence, Rhode Island.
In 1775, he joined a Rhode Island infantry regiment as a captain, and served in the
operations around Boston which culminated in the British withdrawal from the city
in March 1776. In New London, he met Captain Esek Hopkins and offered to help
guide his Continental Navy ships to a secure haven in Providence. He then rejoined
the Continental Army outside New York. The British captured the city in a
brilliantly fought campaign and forced Washington to retreat up the Hudson River.
A plan was laid to attack the British fleet anchored off the city, and Talbot offered to
help. The fireship attack was a failure, and Talbot was badly injured. He returned to
Providence to recuperate, and then in 1778 the newly promoted Colonel Talbot

assisted in another failure, a French attack on Newport, Rhode Island.

Scourge of the Seas

OPPOSITE A portrayal of the
probably fictitious incident
where John Paul Jones shot a
sailor under his command when
the man wanted to surrender
during the battle between the
Bonhomme Richard and the
Serapis, September 1779,
(Mariners’ Muscum,

Newport News, Virginia)

Captain Silas Talbot was a
distinguished Rhode Island
privateering captain who led his
men in attacks on British
warships on the Hudson River in
1776, then operated off New
England against Tory shipping
until he was C.l[‘lurcd in 1780.
(Stratford Archive)
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Turm'ng his back on regular service, Talbot fitted out a small privateering
schooner called the Hawk with two guns and 60 crew. He captured the British
blockading vessel Pigot, then set out in search of larger prey. He captured several
British merchantmen during 1779, as well as two loyalist privateers, including the
powerful Newport brig King George. While still officially serving in Washington’s
army, Colonel Talbot had become a successful privateer.

His privateering sloop Argo of 100 tons carried a respectable 12 6-pdrs and a crew
of 60 men, all ‘ex-army’ seamen, and in 1779 he began a fresh cruise, operating off
Long Island, Nantucket and Cape Cod. He sent scores of prizes into New Bedford,
Massachusetts, including two more privateers, the Dragon of 14 guns and the
Hannah, also of 14 guns, including r2-pdrs. For his achievements, he was made a
captain in the Continental Navy. In 1780, he took command of the privateer General
Washington, carrying 20 6-pdrs and a crew of 120 men. After a few successes, he ran
into a British fleet and was captured. He was released from prison in Britain in 1781
and eventually returned to Providence. After the war, he continued in naval service

and even commanded the frigate USS Constitution during the Quasi-War with France.

JOHN PAUL JONES

Period of operation: 177581

Born John Paul in south-west Scotland in 1747, he sailed to Virginia in 1760 to
join his elder brother. He became a seaman and within seven years had become
the captain of a West Indies merchantman. Some unrecorded incident prompted
him to change his identity, adding Jones to his name. In 1775, John Paul Jones
was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Continental Navy and commanded a
number of ships. In carly 1778 he sailed for Brest, with orders to use the French
port as a base for commerce raiding.

By April 1778, he was attacking shipping in the Irish Sea, then landed at
Whitchaven, where he destroyed a small fort and burned the ships in port.
Slipping away, he made his next appearance on the Scottish coast near
Kirkcudbright, where he tried to kidnap the Earl of Selkirk from his home. The
carl was away, so Jones took the family silver instead. This was considered an act
of piracy by the British public, and he was demonized in the British newspapers.
He then captured the 20-gun British brig Drake before returning to Brest.

Jones was rewarded with a new command, a converted French Indiaman
renamed Bonhomme Richard. In August, he put to sea in company with French

privateers and captured three British ships off Ireland. By September, he was in the
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North Sea but became separated from all but one of the French vessels. Bad weather
forced him to abandon a raid on Leith near Edinburgh, and he continued to
cruise down the coast. On 23 September 1779, he encountered a British convoy off
Flamborough Head. Jones attacked the escort, the 50-gun Serapis, while his consort
engaged a British sloop. Jones resolved to fight the British ship at close quarters, and
the ships exchanged broadsides at point-blank range. When asked to surrender, he
replied with the now famous line, ‘T have not yet begun to fight.” American musket
fire swept the British decks, and Jones eventually boarded the enemy, forcing it to
strike. Both ships were severely damaged, and the Bonhomme Richard eventually
sank, leaving Jones to limp away in his prize.

In France Jones was regarded as a hero, and he went on to serve in the Russian
Navy before dying in 1792. Today he is regarded as the father of the United

States Navy.

John Paul Jones raiding the Earl of
Selkirk’s house, 1778. Jones is
shown here inside the carl’s
mansion, wearing the uniform of
an officer in the Continental

Navy. As his looting suggests,
Jones oc:asionz]]}' skirted the
boundaries between legal and
illegal behaviour. (Angus McBride
© Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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The Emille, a French privateer
commanded by Robert Surcouf,
attacking the English merchant

vessel Hope in the Indian Ocean,

¢. 1798. Surcouf continued his
success after the French
Revolution and was created a
baron by Napoleon Bonaparte.
(Stratford Archive)

ROBERT SURCOUF

Period of operation: 1794—1810
The French Revolutionary War began in 1793, and while the French fleet found
itself blockaded in the ports of Brest and Toulon, other harbours became centres
of privateering activity. As the Royal Navy also maintained a powerful presence in
the West Indies, larger French privateers opted to cruise in the less heavily
defended waters of the Indian Ocean. The most successful of these privateer
captains was Robert Surcouf, who originated in the privateering port of St Malo,
in Brittany.

He began his carcer at 13, when he ran away to sea. He worked through the
ranks, and when the French Revolution began he was the captain of a French slave
ship, operating between the colony of the fle de France (Mauritius) and the East

African coast. When the French revolutionaries outlawed the slave trade in 1795,

Surcouf looked elsewhere for employment. His ship was ideally suited for




privateering, and Mauritius lay astride the British sea lane from India to Furope
via the Cape of Good Hope. The governor of the island denied him a letter of
marque, probably because he was unable to raise enough of a bond. Undeterred,
Surcouf re-armed his small slaving brig Emille and went in search of prey.

One of his first successes was the capture in the Bay of Bengal of the Triton, a
British East Indiaman returning to London with a rich cargo. He captured several
other ships, only to have them confiscated by the governor of Mauritius. Surcouf
promptly sailed for France, acquired a letter of marque and returned to Mauritius
to claim his prizes. He continued to harass British shipping throughout the war,
and captured another valuable East Indiaman, the Kent, with two small privateers,
the Confiance and the Clarisse.

During the Peace of Amiens he returned to France, and when war broke out
again refused a commission in the regular navy and operated his privateering
squadron from St Malo. In 1807, he sailed for the West Indies in the
‘super-privateer’ Revenant, and then retired after two successful cruises. Feted as a
hero by the French and awarded with a barony by Napoleon, Surcouf continued

to invest in privateering ventures until the end of the Napoleonic Wars.

THOMAS BOYLE

Period of operation: 1812-15

Thomas Boyle remains one of the few privateer captains who captured a regular
enemy warship. His roots are obscure, but by the start of the War of 1812 he was
considered one of Baltimore's most distinguished seamen. In July 1812, he was
given command of the privateering schooner Comet, a converted merchantman
armed with 16 guns. He captured a well-armed British merchantman carrying
sugar and cotton from Surinam, which surrendered after a bitter gunnery duel.
The Comet went on to take two more sugar carriers before returning to Baltimore
in November. A British squadron moved up the Chesapeake while the Comet was
in port, but Boyle ran through the blockade in late December and escaped with
only minor damage.

By January, Boyle was off Pernambuco in Brazil, and by pretending to be a
Portuguese vessel he approached a small convoy of three British ships and a
Portuguese escort. The Portuguese brig tried to defend the convoy, but after a
lengthy fight the Comet captured one of the merchantmen and escaped. The
Americans captured a British ship, only to be chased from the area by the frigate

HMS Surprise. Boyle evaded the British warship and set course for the West
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Indies. In February 1813, he captured a merchantman off St Johns which turned
out to be a straggler from a convoy. The Comet gave chase and captured two more
stragglers before being chased off by the escorts. Boyle returned to Baltimore and
was given command of the ‘super-privateer’ Chasseur. His first cruise was off the
British coast, where he captured 18 ships, before returning to New York in
October 1814.

In February 1815, the Chasseur was cruising in the Florida Straits when she
encountered the Royal Naval schooner St Lawrence. The two ships were well
matched, with 12 guns each, but the American privateer was better handled. After
exchanging several broadsides, the privateers eventually boarded the British
warship and captured her. The Chasscur took her important prize back to

Baltimore, only to find the war had ended.

JEAN LAFFITE

Period of operation: 181020

The details of Jean Laffite’s early life are vague, but he was probably born in France
around 1780. By 1809, he and his brother Pierre ran a blacksmith’s shop in New
Orleans, which also providcd a cover for a smuggiing operation. From 1810 Laffite
became the leader of a band of pirates and smugglers based in Barataria Bay, south
of the city. For four years his men attacked Spanish shipping in the Gulf of Mexico,
selling plunder and slaves to Louisiana merchants and slave traders in a series of
secret auctions. In 1812, the governor of Louisiana arrested the Laffites on charges
of piracy, but the brothers escaped on bail, and their activities continued largely
unhindered. In 1814, a British fleet had blockaded the mouth of the Mississippi
Delta. Laffite impressed the British with his ability to evade the blockade, so they
decided to use the pirates to help them. In September 1814, British officers met
Laffite, offering him a reward if he would help them attack New Orleans. Instead,
Laffite warned the Louisiana authorities, an action that resulted in state warships
locating his base and destroying it. By then, a British attack was considered
imminent, and General Andrew Jackson proposed a truce with the pirates if they
would help defend the city. In January 1815, a British force landed, and in the
resulting battle of New Orleans the invaders were repulsed with heavy losses.
Laffite and his pirates were rewarded by an official pardon from President
Madison, and while many gave up piracy, the Laffite brothers ignored the offer,
stole a ship and sailed to Galveston in Texas. Laffite’s piracy continued until 1820,

when he made the mistake of attacking American ships. The US Navy sent a force
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that destroyed Galveston and its pirate fleet. Laffite escaped, but it is considered

likely that he died in Mexico a year later.

BENITO DE SOTO

Period of operation: 182733

Benito de Soto was a Portuguese sailor who led a mutiny on an Argentinian slave
ship in 1827. The loyal crewmen were cast adrift off the Angolan coast, and de
Soto was elected leader of the mutineers, who chose to turn pirate. De Soto
renamed the vessel the Black Joke and sailed for the Caribbean, where he sold the
cargo of slaves before commencing his attacks. He concentrated on Spanish ships,
killing the crews and sinking every vessel he came across. The old pirate adage
‘dead men tell no tales’ was evidently taken to heart. By early 1830, the pirates

were operating off the coast of Brazil, occasionally sailing into the mid-Atlantic to

Jean Laffite at the battle of New

Orleans, 1815. Laffite and his
men are manning a ship's
cast-iron carronade behind the
American earthworks. The
American fire shredded the
attacking British ranks, and
General Jackson thanked Laffite
for his part in the victory,
earning the pirates a pardon.
(Angus McBride © Osprey
Publishing Ltd)
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cruise the busy trade route between Europe and the Cape of Good Hope. His prey  oprosiTe Benito de Soto in
Gibraltar, 1832. Here Benito is

were ships returning from India and the Orient, laden with spices, opium or tea. ..
discovered on the streets of

On 21 February 1832, de Soto captured the barque Morning Star, on passage from  Gibraltar by a wounded soldier,
: ’ i : \\'I‘lU was a pﬂsscngtr on tl-ll:

Ceylon to England. The pirates fired into the merchantman at point-blank range,  British Morning Star - a ship
captured and scuttled by de Soto.
De Soto was subsequently
Joke, he cut him down with a cutlass, then sent his men on board the defenceless  arrested and hanged, along with

: -~ ; y : ; - his crew. (Angus McBride
prize. After killing and raping at will, they locked the survivors below decks and Gprey Publishing Lxd)

forcing the survivors to heave to. Ordering the British captain aboard the Black

the ship was scuttled. The pirates then sailed off in search of fresh prey. The
prisoners cscaped and kcpt the vessel afloat using her pumps until t}]cy were
rescued by another ship early the next morning.

De Soto headed for the coast of Spain, where he sold his plunder. There his
luck ran out. The Black Joke struck a reef near Cadiz and sank. The surviving
pirates walked to Gibraltar, where they hoped to steal another ship. Instead, they
were recognized by one of their former victims, arrested and sent to Cadiz to stand

trial. De Soto and his crew were subsequcntly hangecl in 1833.

PEDRO GIBERT

Period of operation: 183233

In 1830, the former privateer Pedro Gibert commanded a trading schooner called
the Panda. He decided that smuggling and illegal slave trading would prove more
profitable, so from 1830 until 1832 he operated a smuggling business between
Florida and Cuba, with a base on Florida’s St Lucie Inlet. On 20 September 1832,
he sighted the American brigantine Mexican in the Florida Straits. The American
vessel was chased and captured in what may have been an impromptu act of piracy.
Before his vessel was boarded, the captain of the Mexican hid his ship’s paychest
containing $20,000 in coins.

The pirates boarded the prize, locked up the crew, then ransacked the ship.
Gibert tortured the captain, forcing him to reveal the location of the chest, before
returning to the Panda with the plunder. When asked what to do with the
prisoners, Gibert told his men, ‘Dead cats don't mew. You know what to do.” The
pirates locked the crew below decks and set fire to the Mexican before sailing away.
Somehow, one of the crewmen escaped and freed his companions. The crew put
out the fire and limped north to New York.

The Panda remained in Florida waters until January 1833, when it sailed for
Africa. By March, Gibert was off the West African coast hoping to find slaves, even

though the trade was illegal in the area. A British warship came across the Panda,
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the schooner was boarded, and Gibert and his crew were arrested as illegal slavers.
Despite an attempted escape, the pirates were transported to England, where their
true identity was discovered. Gibert and 11 other pirates were extradited to the

United States to stand trial for piracy, and in a Boston courtroom they were

identified by the crew of the can. Pedro Gibert and three pirates were

getting lesser sentences, and the condemned men were

sentenced to death, the rest

hanged in 1835, the last pirates to be executed in the United States of America.
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Privateering Ports and
Pirate Dens

PRIVATEERING PORTS

Privateers operated under strict rules, one of which was the requirement to bring
prizes back to a home port. There a marine court would decide if they were taken
legally and then put the vessels and cargo up for sale. Finally, the profits would be
divided between owners and crew. Most privateers recruited their crew from their
home port, the base where the vessels were built. Local ship owners and investors
backed the privateering venture, and the prizes were sold there. The result was
that in these centres, privateering provided a major economic boom, and the
successes and failures of the privateering war had a direct influence on the
economy of the port and its hinterland.

In Britain, France, Canada and the United States, certain ports developed into
privateering centres during the period. Although this study concentrates on
privateering in American waters, the British and French privateering structure
provides a useful counterpoint to an examination of American privateering. Each
country approached privateering in a different way and achieved a range of results
from its privateering expeditions. In some cases, ship owners took to privateering
on an opportunistic basis, or were faced with little alternative if the war prevented

their merchant shipping from freely engaging in trade. As such, it provided the

only alternative to the economic ruin of the port. Failure in an individual

The American colonists made
extensive use of privateers to
counter Britain's naval supremacy
in American waters. It was only
following the French naval success
at the battle of the Chesapeake in
March 1781 that the British naval
stranglehold of the colonies was
lifted. (Mariners’ Museum,
Newport News, Virginia)
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Map showing the principal
American privateering ports
during the American Revolution
and the War of 1812. (Author)
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privateering venture might also bring private ruin, but failure to succeed in the
privateering war could ruin the fabric of the port's economy. This was the
situation faced by most American ports during the War of 1812; initial successes
were reversed by a crippling blockade of her ports and consequently their

near-ruin.



America

During the American Revolution, a number of ports became established as
privateering bases, principally in New England: Boston, Salem, New Haven and
Bridgeport were the best examples, although Philadelphia was also prominent undl its
capture by the British in October 1777. In the War of 1812, Baltimore replaced
Philadelphia as the largest privateering centre south of New York. New York itself
served as a base for loyalist privateers during the Revolution, and in 1812 it was ranked
alongside Baltimore as the major privateering port on the Adantic seaboard. The
majority of these ships were tiny, mounting fewer than four guns, but as most of the
Canadian and British shipping within reach was unarmed, that seemed unimportant.

Privateering became an American obsession, and a Boston observer recorded
in late 1776 that ‘the spirit of privateering is got to the highest pitch of
enthusiasm: almost every vessel from 20 tons to 400 is fitting out here’. The
target of these New England privateers was initially the British and Canadian
fishermen operating off the Grand Banks. As the war devclopc&, largcr vessels
were able to range as far as the West Indies, or even reach British waters, from
French or Spanish bases. The same level of activity was repeated during the War
of 1812. In July 1812, the Boston Globe reported that ‘the people of the Eastern
States are labouring almost night and day to fit out privateers. Two have already
sailed from Salem, and ten others are getting ready for sea.’

Taking Salem as an example, the small Massachusetts port provided a base for
over 158 privateers of various sizes throughout the Revolutionary War, although
it scems no more than 40 were operating at any one time. Many of these were
prizes captured by Salem privateers and bought by local ship owners, who turned
them into privateers. During the War of 1812, Salem shipbuilders began
constructing purpose-built privateers as soon as war was declared. The America
was one of the first of these, capturing 40 prizes during four cruises. Her owner,
George Crowninshield of Salem, made a profit of around $600,000, a fortune for
the time. While American privateering ports underwent a boom during the
American Revolution, the reverse was true during the War of 1812, especially
after the full impact of the British blockade was felt. Initial success was replaced
by a complete blockade of the privateering ports and a steady loss of privateering
vessels. A widespread reliance on privateering in any community imposed a strain
on available local manpower and natural resources. Ships were being built, timber
brought to the shipyards, and seamen and carpenters recruited to serve in the

privateering venture. This was all undertaken when the country was at war, and
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resources were needed elsewhere. During the American Revolution, hard
currency was at a premium, and the fledgling United States had no national
reserves. Consequently, the economy was volatile and inflation was rampant.
Probably the only places where currency was brought into the country were the
privateering ports. By providing a rare source of imported commodities, these
ports were vital to American material and economic survival. It can even be argued
that despite the blatantdly profiteering nature of the enterprise, the privateers from
Salem, Boston and New Haven did as much to secure America’s independence
from Britain as any soldier in George Washington's army. By waging an economic
war, the American privateers kept their own economy alive and subjected the

British economy to pressures that made the continuance of the war unpalatable.

Britain and Canada

Canadian ports were used to harbour privateers during both wars, and Halifax,
Liverpool and Yarmouth in Nova Scotia, and Eastport in New Brunswick
maintained active privateering communities. In Britain, naval bases such as
Portsmouth and Plymouth were often avoided, at least until after 1805, so preferred
privateering ports included the Channel Islands, London, Bristol or Liverpool.
American vessels were a secondary privateering target, with French shipping
providing the traditional staple for British privateers. Britain was never blockaded,
so both her privateers and her merchant fleet were free to operate throughout the
period. Despite shipping losses through enemy privateering, British maritime
commercial activity was so widespread that privateer attacks had little overall effect
on the island’s economy. The British privateering peak came in the last years of the
American Revolutionary War, when Dutch and French prizes proved easy targets
for the British. Over 800 British privateering licences were issued during the
American Revolution, compared with only 175 during the War of 1812. Unlike
their American opponents, most British privateers were coastal vessels, designed to

capture shipping in the English Channel, not in the middle of the Atlantic.

France

The principal French privateering ports were La Rochelle, Nantes, Bayonne, St Malo
and Dunkirk; privateering crews largely avoided Brest and Toulon because of the
strong naval presence there. During the American Revolution, French, Spanish and
Dutch ports provided bases from which American privateers could raid British

territorial waters. They also provided sources for French guns and munitions. Prize
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agents were established in ports such as La Rochelle and Nantes, and American
privateers even cruised in company with their French colleagues. During the French
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, privateers (or ‘corsairs’ to the French) thrived

in ports where a British blockade was incomplete or difficult to maintain due to wind
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and tidal conditions. Ports such as Nantes and Bayonne on the Bay of Biscay became
corsair havens, supported by capital from cities where the blockade was more strictly
enforced. A tight blockade of the Channel ports effectively quashed privateering in
Dunkirk and St Malo after the heady period of Robert Surcouf’s privateering raids
into the Indian Ocean. As the Napoleonic Wars progressed, economic decline
within France and the increased risk of capture made privateering an enterprise that

was too risky to undertake for most ship owners.

THE LAST PIRATE DENS

The wave of piracy that was unleashed on the Caribbean in the decade after 1815
was a direct result of the end oflcgitimatc wartime privateering, This new wave of
pirates thrived on the political instability of the Caribbean basin, and flourished in
arcas where government authority was lax or non-existent, or where they were
able to bribe local officials. Pirates needed access to markets for the sale of their
plunder, and as slaves constituted one of the most common forms of plunder,
regions that supported a slave economy were particularly popular. Although the
export of slaves from Africa was illegal, cities such as New Orleans provided a
ready market for slavers and pirates. Pirate bases had to be remote from areas of
authority, but they also needed to provide access to these marketplaces. The

following three areas provided for the special needs of these last pirates.

Barataria

Barataria Bay was an inlet to the west of the Mississippi Delta, linked to the river
by a network of small rivers, bayous and lagoons. It is perhaps most famous as
being the base used by Jean Laffite from 1812 to 1815, but there is evidence it was
used even earlier by both smugglers and pirates. Laffite used the island of Grand
Terre as a base, and a nearby island contained slave pens (barracoons). Many of
the pirates came from the local Cajun population, a community expert in
navigating the hidden bayous of coastal Louisiana. The maze of waterways made
it difficult to find the pirate base, while the same waterways provided easy access
to the markets of New Orleans. Merchants and slave owners were brought to
hidden meeting places, where slaves and stolen goods were auctioned by Laffite’s
men, and the local Cajun population and informants within the city provided
warning of any government attack on the pirate base. In 1814, a concerted effort
by the US Navy led to the discovery of Barataria, and although the pirates escaped

capture, their base was no longer considered a safe haven. After the establishment
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of military authority following the battle of New Orleans in 1815, many pirates

looked elsewhere for a secure base of operations.

Galveston

Laffite and his men moved along the Gulf of Mexico to Galveston in Texas, a small
settlement which for a few years became a new safe haven for pirates. Texas was a
frontier region operating in a section of disputed territory beyond the authority of
Texas, Mexico, the United States or Spain. Piracy thrived along the Texan coast
for five years from 1815, and both Mexican and Texan traders saw Galveston as a
lucrative source of contraband, including slaves, guns and more conventional
cargoes. Other pirate settlements were established on Matagorda Bay and on the
Sabine estuary, although Galveston became the premier pirate base in the region
from 1817. All three boasted easy access to the sea, combined with safe inland
CSCHPC routes thr()l.lgh thc bﬂ}"S, rivers and Coﬂstﬂl waters 0{. thc TCX'-]]"I coast.
Mexican shipping was particularly susceptible to pirate attacks, but the authorities

were too concerned with the threat of a Texan rebellion to launch a punitive
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During its anti-piracy operations,

the US Navy employed a flotilla
of small ‘mosquito boats’ which
were capable of secking out
pirates in the coastal waters of
Cuba. This scene depicts an
attack by these craft against
Cuban-based pirates in 1823,
(Stratford Archive)
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expedition. As American shipping losses mounted, in 1820 an American naval
force was sent to Galveston to deal with the pirates. The base was destroyed and
the vessels either burned or captured, but pirate attacks continued. It was only in
the late 1820s when a concerted anti-pirate campaign was conducted by American
and British naval forces that pirate operations ended along the Texan coast. Many
former pirates settled in Texas, and a number turned to privateering on behalf of

the fledgling state of Texas when it rebelled against Mexico in 1836.

Cuba

From 1820, the ports and inlets along the northern coast of Cuba provided a new
base for pirates. Spanish colonial officials turned a blind eye to pirate attacks, and
pirates such as Charles Gibbs purchased political protection at the cost of giving
local authorities a share of their plunder. Particularly popular bases were the ports
of Matanzas and Caibarien, as they lay astride the busy shipping lane through the
Florida Straits.

From 1823, American naval forces patrolled the coast, and a diplomatic drive
spearheaded by President Monroe forced the Spanish authorities to crack down on
corruption and piracy. By 1824, the threat was past, and with their vessels

destroyed, many pirates turned to banditry on Cuba itself.
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The Anti-piracy Campaign of

the 1820s

The 1820s saw a resumption of piracy which had not been experienced in
American waters since the days of Blackbeard and Bartholomew Roberts a
century carlier. The end of the War of 1812 (in 1815) and the Latin American
Wars of Independence (1810-25) meant that the waters of the Caribbean were
full of privateers, not all of whom wanted to return to peaceful commerce.
American shipping was particularly badly hit, and in 1823 a Baltimore newspaper
estimated that there had been over 3,000 attacks on American vessels during the

previous decade. Insurance companies raised their premiums to levels that

surpassed those charged at the height of the British blockade in 1815, and ship

The armed brig USS Enterprise
sailing into action against pirates
off the coast of Cuba, c. 1821.
The vessel went on to clear
pirates from the coastal ports of
TCXZIS |atcr [h:lt same '\'Cﬂ'l'.
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Commaodore Porter and the
‘Mosquito Fleet. Porter is shown
embarking on a launch in Key
West harbour to conduct a
Sunday inspection of his ::hi}‘\s at
anchor. He wears the full dress
uniform of a United States Naval
commodore. (Angus McBride
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owners, the press and the public all demanded action. The Royal Navy stepped up

its patrols, making Jamaica a centre for its anti-piracy patrols, while Barbados
served as a base for operations in the West Indies and off the coast of South
America. A small American squadron was already operating in the Gulf of Mexico,
and in October 1821 the USS Enterprise caught four pirate ships at anchor off the

coast of Cuba. The schooners were the fleet of Charles Gibbs, an American



privateer-turned-pirate. The pirates were either killed, captured or forced to flee
ashore, although Gibbs would remain at large for a further ten years. The United
States government was impressed by the action, and President Monroe ordered
the establishment of an anti-piracy squadron to be based in Key West, off the
southern tip of Florida.

This US Naval force was known as the ‘Mosquito Fleet’ due to the small,
shallow-draughted vessels used by the anti-piracy squadron. The phrase had extra
meaning for the American sailors, as in the summer, malaria-carrying mosquitoes
plagued the island base. The fleet consisted of 16 vessels including well-armed
brigs, fast Baltimore schooners, an early paddle steamer and even a decoy
merchant ship armed with hidden guns. The fleet commander was Commodore
David Porter, a veteran of America’s attack on the Barbary pirates in 1801 and the
War of 1812. Porter’s orders were to suppress piracy and the slave trade, protect
the commerce and citizens of the United States, and transport American specie
when required. The orders given to the various commanders of the Royal Naval
West Indies or Jamaica Squadrons were similar, and all three formations faced a
daunting task.

The ‘Mosquito Fleet' was operational by the late summer of 1822, and Porter
commenced cruises off the coast of Cuba and in the Gulf of Mexico. He immediately
ran into diplomatic problems, as Cuba was one of the main pirate havens but fell
under the control of the Spanish crown. The pirates proved clusive, and often their
attacks were little more than crimes of opportunity, with seemingly innocent
merchant vessels and fishing craft attacking passing shipping, then fleeing into
Cuban ports or into the backcountry of the Florida Keys to escape retribution. Pirate
attacks on shipping in Florida waters and the threat of Indian attacks on settlements
forced Porter to divert precious resources to safeguard Florida's citizens, but by 1825
the Keys were protected by troops, and Porter turned his attention to Cuba. The
Spanish authorities resented American or British interference, and many local
officials were prepared to turn a blind eye to piracy, particularly if they were suitably
rewarded. Porter called for a condemnation of piracy by the Spanish authorities and
cut out pirate vessels in Cuba’s smaller harbours and inlets, bringing a barrage of
official complaints by the Cuban administrators. Eventually, Spanish ship owners
saw the benefits of Porter’s actions and lobbied the Cuban authorities to support
Porter’s activities. In April 1823, he defeated the infamous Cuban pirate known only
as Diabolito (‘Little Devil’). The pirate and his band were cornered off the northern
coast of Cuba and forced to abandon their ships and flee inland. The Royal Navy had

Scourge of the Seas
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Commodore David Porter,
commander of the American
West Indies Squadron based in
Key West during the late 1820s.
His success ensured that the
threat of piracy was removed
from the Caribbean once and for

all. (Stratford Archive)

similar successes off the coast of South and Central America, and by 1824 both the

British and American navies turned their attention to the Gulf of Mexico, where
dozens of pirates had sought refuge in what is now Texas and northern Mexico. By
1825, hundreds of pirates had been captured, killed or forced to accept the lesson
that piracy no longer paid. Piracy had virtually ceased to exist in American and
Caribbean waters by the end of the year, and although a handful of rogue pirates
continued to operate in the Atlantic or the Caribbean as late as the 1830s, they could

be counted singly, and not in their hundreds.
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GLOSSARY

Abaft
Barca longa

Barquentine
Blunderbuss
Bowsprit
Brig
Brigantine

Buccaneer

Careen
Carronade

Castellano
Chain shot

Felucca
Flibotes

Fluyt

Fly boats

Fore-and-aft rigged

Gaff-rigged

A nautical term meaning ‘to the rear of .
A Spanish vessel that carried a single square sail.

Also known as ‘barque’ or ‘bark’; a sailing ship with three to
five masts of which only the foremast is square rigged, the
others being fore-and-aft rigged.

A muzzle-loading firearm with a flared, trumpet-like barrel.

A spar extending forward from a ship’s bow, to which the
forestays are fastened.

A two-mast vessel, with square-rigged masts, and a
fore-and-aft sail abaft the mainmast.

A two-mast vessel, with a square-rigged foremast and a fore-
and-aft-rigged mainmast, with a square-rigged topsail.

The name given to backwoodsmen on modern Haiti in the
mid-17th century, which came to be used when speaking of
the mainly English and French raiders of the Spanish Main;
from boucannier.

The process of beaching a sailing ship, heeling her over,
then cleaning weed and barnacles off her underside.

A short smoothbore, cast-iron cannon designed as a
short-range naval weapon with a low muzzle velocity.

A Spanish-held fort.
Cannon balls linked with chain.

A narrow, fast vessel of Arabic origin occasionally used by
pirates in the Indian Ocean.

A term that refers to the small ‘fly boats” used by
French buccaneers.

A merchant vessel of Dutch design, with a shallow draught
and a narrow, rounded stern. By the 18th century the term
had changed, and the same vessel was known as a ‘pink’,
which could carry anything from one to three masts,
although traditionally a fluyt had three masts, fitted with
square sails.

See flibotes.

A vessel with sails set in line with the hull, not at right
angles as is the case with square-sails.

A vessel with a fore-and-aft-rigged sail, mounted on a
fore-and-aft yard extending from a vertical mast. It could be
used in conjunction with a corresponding lower yard at the
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Glossary

Galleon

Grapeshot
Guineaman

Interloper

Jib

Lateen-rigged
Lateen yard

Letter of marque

Mizzen mast
Pink

Pinnace

Piragua

Pirate

Polacca

Privateer

base of the sail. Most gaff-rigged sails during this period were
referred to as ‘spankers’.

A large, three-masted square-rigged ship, used chiefly by the
Spanish as an armed transport for treasure being taken from

the New World to Spain.

A cluster of iron balls shot out of a cannon.

A slave ship.

A non-Spanish settler in Central and South America.
A triangular staysail set ahead of the foremost mast.

A vessel with triangular sails on a long yard at an angle of
45 degrees to the mast.

A triangular sail set on a long yard mounted at an angle on
the mast, and running in a fore-and-aft direction.

A government-issued contract granting privateers official
permission to attack enemy ships during wartime under the
condition that the sponsoring government got a share of
the profits.

The mast aft of the mainmast.
See fluyt.

A term that refers to the oared longboat of a larger ship,
with a single mast, of less than 6o tons’ burden. It also refers
to larger vessels, of 40-80 tons, which were independent
vessels in their own right.

A dugout canoe used in and around the Caribbean. While
most were fairly small, some were larger, fitted with sails for
open-water journeys. By the early 18th century the term
had also come to be associated with a two-masted flat-
bottomed coastal vessel found in the Caribbean that shared
many characteristics of these larger dugouts.

One who robs at sea or plunders the land from the sea,
regardless of nationality and without commission from a

sovereign nation.

Also known as ‘polacre’; a 17th-century sailing craft
commonly found in the Mediterranean and distinguished by
its square-rigged yards, which could be lowered, and a fore-
and-aft-rigged spanker fitted to her mizzen mast.

A privately owned warship whose captain held a privateering
commission (known as a letter of marque), permitting him to
attack the merchant vessels of an enemy nation in time of war.
This term also refers to the man who held the commission.



Quoin and stool bed A system of elevating guns on a ship which involved a

Schooner

Shallop

Ship

Slaver

Sloop

Snow

Spanish Main
Spanker
Square-rigged

Staysail
Swashbuckler

Tartan

Topsail
Trysail mast

Windward Passage

quoin, or wedge manipulated at the breech end of a cannon.

A two-mast vessel with fore-and-aft-rigged sails on both
masts. Some larger schooners could carry one or more
square-rigged topsails.

A large vessel with one or more masts and carrying
fore-and-aft or lug sails.

A vessel with three masts, fitted with square-rigged sails.
More recently, the term has come to refer to any large vessel,
but in the 18th century, only vessels fitting this definition
were referred to as ships.

A fast, square-rigged ship used to transport slaves.

A vessel with a single mast, with a fore-and-aft-rigged
mainsail, and a single fore-and-aft-rigged jib foresail. By the
mid-18th century the term had also come to refer to armed
warships fitted with more than one mast.

A vessel fitted with two masts, outwardly resembling a brig
or brigantine, with a square-rigged mainsail, foresail and
topsails. In addition the fore-and-aft sail abaft her mainmast
was set on a separate mast pole (a ‘trysail mast) attached
immediately behind the mainmast.

The name given to the Caribbean coast of the Spanish
empire, which included the northern coast of South America
and the entire Caribbean basin.

See gaff-rigged.

A vessel whose sails are set on horizontal yards mounted at
right-angles to the ship.

A triangular fore-and-aft sail extended on a stay.

A term derived from ‘sword and buckler’, a preferred Spanish
weapon combination in the 16th century, when ‘swashbuckler’
referred to a weapon-armed thug or brigand, the name coming
from the sound of a sword striking a buckler.

A smaller version of the felucca, which was distinguished by
the pronounced forward rake of her foremast-cum-bowsprit
and her ability to operate under oars.

A sail set on the upper portion of a mast (the ‘topmast’).

A separate mast pole attached immediately behind the
mainmast.

The body of water that lay between the westernmost part of
Hispaniola and the eastern part of Cuba.

Scourge of the Seas
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[etter from the buccaneer Henry Morgan

to Don Agustin de Bracamonte, Spanish Governor of Panama
Sefior,
Tomorrow we plan to burn this city to the ground and then set sail with
all the guns and munitions from the castles. We will take all our prisoners
with us ... and we'll show them the same kindness that English prisoners
have received here. However, departure could be delayed and the city

saved on payment of 350,000 pieces-of-eight.

Henry Morgan

Porto Bello, 14th July 1668

Reply from the Governor

[ take you to be a corsair, and [ reply that vassals of the King of Spain

do not make treaties with inferior persons.

Reply from Henry Morgan

€no

’/.l

\Ilhuuwh your letter doesn’t deserve a reply, since you call me a ‘corsair’,
nevertheless I write you these few lines to ask you to come quickly.
We're waiting for you with great anticipation, and we've powder and shot
with which to receive you. If you don’t come very soon, with the favour

of God and our arms, we'll come and visit you in Panama.

US $24.95 / $32.95 CAN
ISBN 978-1-84603-211-0
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