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PIRATE

THE GOLDEN AGE

INTRODUCTION

The term ‘The Golden Age of Piracy’ is accepted by most pirate historians as a historical shorthand, although its chronological definition is loosely defined. The term itself was never used until the 1920s, when Rafael Sabatini penned the pirate novels Captain Blood and The Black Swan, which would later be adapted into swashbuckling films. The term was used with a sense of irony, as even Sabatini would admit that there was nothing romantic about piracy. It was, after all, merely a form of violent crime committed on the high seas. However, as a historical term, it serves the useful purpose of encompassing the great upsurge of piratical activity that took place during the first decades of the 18th century.

Some historians place it between the 1690s and the 1730s, but I favour a tighter historical span, a mere decade, from 1714 until 1724. Its end is marked by the publication of the mysterious Captain Charles Johnson’s A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates (referred to hereafter as A General History), which provided readers with a sensational account of the lives of some of the most notorious pirates of the previous decade, including Blackbeard, Bartholomew Roberts, and the female pirates Anne Bonny and Mary Read. This was the era when the most famous pirates in history made their mark, and where, from Johnson on, fiction began to draw away from fact. The aim of this book is to reveal as best we can the reality of pirate life and their appearance during this turbulent decade.


CHRONOLOGY
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While not technically accurate, Howard Pyle’s brilliant illustrations, such as The Buccaneer was a Picturesque Fellow, almost single-handedly changed the world’s view of pirates by making them picturesque and romantic. This has coloured our perception of the pirate ever since.
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Countless illustrators imitated Howard Pyle and the costumes he invented for pirates. Their work in turn inspired generations of children and adults. Therefore, the myths perpetuated by Pyle were reinforced.



	1713
	 






	April
	The Treaty of Utrecht ends Britain’s involvement in the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14).



	November
	Benjamin Hornigold establishes a pirate base on New Providence in the Bahamas.






	1715
	 






	June
	Spanish treasure fleet wrecked off eastern coast of Florida.






	1716
	






	January
	Henry Jennings launches raid on Spanish salvage camp.



	September
	Sam Bellamy leaves Hornigold and begins own cruise.






	1717
	 






	February
	Bellamy captures the Whydah.



	April
	Stede Bonnet begins his cruise. The Whydah is wrecked off Cape Cod, and Bellamy is lost at sea.



	June
	Blackbeard leaves Hornigold and begins own cruise.



	July
	New Providence is now a major pirate base.



	September
	British government offers a pardon to pirates.



	November
	Blackbeard captures La Concorde, renaming it as Queen Anne’s Revenge.






	1718
	 






	May
	Blackbeard blockades Charles Town (Charleston), South Carolina.



	July
	Governor Woodes Rogers establishes British rule in the Bahamas.



	September
	Blackbeard uses Ocracoke Island, North Carolina, as a base.



	 
	Stede Bonnet captured in Cape Fear River.



	 
	Howell Davis mutinies and turns pirate.



	November
	Blackbeard attacked and killed in battle off Ocracoke.






	1719
	 






	February
	Richard Worley hanged in Williamsburg, Virginia.



	March
	Blackbeard’s crew hanged at Williamsburg.



	April
	Christopher Condent establishes a pirate base on St Mary’s Island, Madagascar.



	May
	Bartholomew Roberts joins Davis’ crew.



	June
	Davis killed on Principe, off West Africa. Roberts assumes command.



	October
	Roberts captures Portuguese treasure galleon off Bahia, Brazil.



	November
	Bonnet and his crew are hanged in Charles Town, South Carolina.



	 
	Walter Kennedy defects from Roberts’ crew and begins his own cruise.






	1720
	 






	March
	Charles Vane hanged in Jamaica.



	August
	Jack Rackam, Anne Bonny and Mary Read begin their cruise.



	 
	Edward England captures East Indiaman in Indian Ocean.



	October
	Condent captures East Indiaman in Indian Ocean.



	November
	Rackam caught and hanged in Jamaica. His two female accomplices are spared execution.



	 
	Kennedy shipwrecked on western coast of Scotland.






	1721
	 






	January
	Many of Kennedy’s crew are hanged in Leith, outside Edinburgh.



	April
	Thomas Anstis defects from Roberts and begins his own cruise.



	 
	England deposed and replaced by John Taylor.



	May
	George Lowther mutinies and begins his cruise.



	July
	Kennedy and his remaining crew are hanged in London.



	November
	Edward Low mutinies and begins his cruise.






	1722
	 






	February
	Roberts is killed in battle with a Royal Navy warship, and his ships are captured.



	March
	Lowther disappears from the record; it is possible that he committed suicide.



	April
	Roberts’ crew are hanged at Cape Coast Castle, West Africa.






	1723
	 






	May
	Taylor surrenders in Panama, and walks free.



	 
	Charles Harris and his crew are hanged in Newport, Rhode Island.






	1724
	 






	January
	Low disappears from the record; it is possible that he was marooned by his crew.



	May
	Captain Charles Johnson publishes A General History.



	November
	John Gow mutinies and begins his cruise.






	1725
	 






	February
	Gow is captured in Orkney.



	June
	Gow and his crew are hanged in London. His exploits are included in new edition of Johnson’s A General History.





RECRUITMENT

Becoming a pirate was not a straightforward business – very few seamen of the early 18th century actually set out to be pirates. The usual way it happened was that seamen mutinied against their captain, were captured by pirates and elected to join them, or else found their way to a pirate haven and joined a crew. Probably the only exception was Stede Bonnet, the gentleman plantation owner from Barbados, who, suffering a mid-life crisis, bought his own sloop, hired a questionable crew, and so established himself as a pirate captain. For Bonnet, the allure was a romantic vision of piracy and an escape from the monotony of colonial life. He had the money, if not the skill, to indulge in his piratical fantasy, and ultimately he paid for his decision with his life.

Many of the pirates who began their careers in New Providence in the Bahamas were former privateers. When the Treaty of Utrecht brought an end to British involvement in the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14) in the spring of 1713, hundreds of former privateersmen found themselves out of work. While a few operated from British-owned ports in North America or the West Indies, a large minority were based in Port Royal, Jamaica. While many of these seamen turned to poorly paid legitimate work, others cast around for something more lucrative.

[image: image]

One of the most common grievances of merchant seamen during the early 18th century was a lack of provisions. Therefore the lifestyle of a pirate crew, able to forage where they will, and steal food from victims, had a significant appeal. This seaman of the period is catching a turtle, a useful source of food in Caribbean waters.

Their opportunity came in late June 1715, when a Spanish treasure fleet was caught by a hurricane and wrecked off the coast of Florida. The Spanish sent a salvage team from Havana to rescue what treasure they could, but others had the same idea. Led by a privateer, Captain Henry Jennings, a group of around 300 British former privateersmen raided the salvage camp and made off with a fortune in silver coins. As Britain and Spain were at peace with each other this could be construed as a hostile act, so the Governor of Jamaica distanced himself from the raid. Jennings and his men simply moved to New Providence and established a base there that was closer to the wreck sites and beyond the reach of the British authorities. Jennings repeated the raid a few months later, and captured even more plunder from the Spanish.

This meant that by the spring of 1716 the island of New Providence had become a makeshift haven for those operating outside the law. Many of these former privateers turned to piracy, although many still refused to attack British ships, concentrating their acts on their ‘natural enemies’ the French and the Spanish. Inevitably, this pirate haven attracted other criminals, as well as unscrupulous merchants, tavern keepers, prostitutes and so on – everything a pirate shanty town needed to thrive. The biggest upsurge in pirate numbers in a century had come about through a combination of unemployment and opportunity.

This was an exceptional chain of events. After 1715, for a decade, the only similar haven to New Providence was St Mary’s Isle (now Isle St Marie), off the north-eastern coast of Madagascar. Even then this pirate base was far from the busy shipping lanes, save for those used by well-armed East Indiamen, whose crews were highly unlikely to join the pirates. Still, merchant ships arrived at the island to trade with the pirates there, and there was always the possibility that some of these trading ships would provide fresh recruits. The biggest influx of new blood probably came in April 1698, when the pirate hunter Willaim Kidd arrived off the island in the Adventure Galley. Despite the claims of the East India Company, Kidd was no pirate, but he knew that the trading company viewed him as such. In order to clear his name he planned to attack the pirate haven, but instead his men mutinied and elected to join the pirates. By the 1720s St Mary’s Isle was a dilapidated shell of a settlement, as most of its piratical population had either moved away or been captured.

The end of New Providence as a pirate haven was even more spectacular. In August 1718 Governor Woodes Rogers arrived there in order to establish British authority over the Bahamas, backed by the guns of Royal Naval warships. While Charles Vane and a few other die-hard pirates fled to continue their depredations, the rest acquiesced and accepted a pardon. This pardon was part of a new ‘carrot-and-stick’ policy. It helped rid the seas of many of the less virulent pirates, and allowed the Royal Navy to concentrate its efforts against the few who remained at large. By the late summer of 1718 probably less than a dozen pirate ships and crews remained at large in the waters of the Americas.

Of course, several of the pirates who accepted a pardon eventually resumed their piratical activities, either by recruiting like-minded seamen in New Providence or other ports, or through mutiny. Those who chose the first option – men like ‘Calico Jack’ Rackam – were essentially opportunistic, small-time pirates, who tended to be caught before they could cause much damage. Rackam would hardly be remembered at all were it not for the two women who served aboard his ship – Anne Bonny and Mary Read. Like the rest of their shipmates they were recruited in the taverns of New Providence. Despite the establishment of British rule, few places in the world could boast a higher percentage of former pirates amongst their population, and inevitably some of these men – and women – were simply waiting for an opportunity to become pirates again.

Throughout the so-called Golden Age of Piracy the majority of pirates were recruited through mutiny or capture. The result was a thread of crime, where a crew would mutiny, and then capture other ships and recruit more men. While some pirate crews might split into factions, they all tended to repeat this process. Therefore, for each mutiny during this period, the chances were that a pirate crew would be created, then continue to grow, divide and grow again until all the various splinter groups could be tracked down and captured.
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Most pirates started out following more mundane occupations related to the sea. Shown here is the Newfoundland fishery in the late 17th century, a rich hunting ground for the pirate Bartholomew Roberts.
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A number of pirates originally served in the Royal Navy. Many were impressed into service or, like William Hogarth’s ‘Idle ‘Prentice’ in this print from Industry and Idleness, turned in desperation to a life at sea hoping that it would be better than that ashore. The dress of the seamen in this illustration is typical of the period.

A prime example is provided by Howell Davis, who led a mutiny on board two Bahamian sloops in September 1718. Most of his shipmates were ex-pirates, and these men began a long-running thread of piratical activity. Whenever he captured ships he tried to recruit some of the crew. In May 1719 the pirates took the Princess of London, and once again he recruited more men. One of these was Bartholomew Roberts (or ‘Black Bart’), who assumed the captaincy after Davis’ death a few months later.

Roberts then repeated the process in the Caribbean, despite the division of his crew when a rival – Walter Kennedy – made off with his flagship. Roberts
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