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“Blood is thicker than water …”
 –old folk saying
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CHAPTER ONE
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DANIEL COLLINS had never been to a hanging before.

His uncle, a peaceful Quaker, had strictly forbidden him to attend these gruesome public spectacles. And Daniel always obeyed his uncle‧s wishes.

But here he was, clinging to the branches of a stout oak tree, less than fifty yards from the gallows.

It was Tuck O‧Neil who first told him about the hangings.

“You really should go,” Tuck always said. “It‧s your public duty to see the scoundrels hang. And besides,” he‧d say with a wink, “it‧s the best entertainment the streets of Philadelphia have to offer.”

Tuck was no Quaker. He was a red-haired Irish brawler who knew the city streets like the back of his hand.

On the outside, Tuck and Daniel were alike in many ways. They were long and lanky, with strong backs and large, capable hands. They were both tolerably handsome and clear-eyed. They were both in their fifteenth year, eager to cast off the ties that bound them to their homes and families and ship out for the open sea.

But on the inside, the two young men were as different as night and day. Daniel was no brawler. He had been raised in a pious Quaker household that sparkled with cleanliness and holy conversation. There was no music permitted in the house, no dancing, and certainly no talk of criminals and hangings. His Sundays were spent in the quiet meditation of Quaker Meeting, where he sat with Uncle Elias in the great holy silence, listening for the echoes of God‧s word.

When the other apprentices laid aside their tools and left the heat and dust of the shipyard to venture down to the execution dock, Daniel had always remained behind, secure in the knowledge that he was doing the right thing. He wanted adventure, sure enough, but he had no appetite for cruelty.

Later he would listen with downcast eyes and sweating palms as the rowdy boys described the neck-stretching in vivid detail.

He listened. But he did not laugh when they laughed. He did not make jokes. He did not gawk at their souvenirs—hanks of hair and rope and pieces of dead man‧s clothing. Instead, he vowed to himself that he would never take part in such savagery.

But today was different.

It was June 5, 1718. And this was no ordinary execution. Today the notorious pirates, Hatchet Jack Morgan and Moses Skellington, would be hung from the public gallows before a thousand eager spectators.

“You can‧t miss this, Daniel,” Tuck said. “There‧ll be a parade and a sermon and confessions and such.”

Daniel looked up from his place in the sawpit. The workday was nearly over. The sun was dipping down, casting a golden light on the water and the wharves and the hulks of the unfinished ships. A wind came up from the eastern shore, smelling cool and green.

For an instant, Daniel‧s mind swam with possibilities. A parade. A sermon. A last dying speech from each of the pirates. An execution. Suddenly his life seemed very small. Daniel had never seen any of these things. And he feared he never would.

“Well,” Tuck said, “are you comin’ or aren‧t you?”

“I must admit…” Daniel said slowly, “I would like to see a pirate.”

“Who wouldn‧t?” Tuck said, grabbing him by the arm.

Then, before Daniel had time to say another word, Tuck had pulled him up out of the sawpit and they were walking past the sawdust piles and the weathered stacks of lumber, past the barrels of lime and the piles of gravel, up out of the shipyard, toward the waterfront docks.

Daniel had to walk fast to keep up. He didn‧t want to be left behind, not this time.

And here they were, in the shelter of the leafy branches, twenty feet above the heads of the crowd. The tree they had chosen was close to the gallows and close to the river, standing alone along the muddy bank. Often the waters of high tide covered her roots.

From their perch in the fork of the tree, Tuck and Daniel could see everything.

To the north, a covey of graceful ships lay anchored in the depth of the river channel, copper-colored in the slanting afternoon light.

To the south, the Delaware River flowed on its twisting journey, nearly seventy miles downstream from here, through fertile farmlands and piney swamps, all the way to the Atlantic Ocean.

To the east, the green banks of New Jersey shimmered in the heat.

To the west, the sober faces of the red-brick buildings and ordered streets of the Quaker city receded into the haze.

Directly ahead, a gallows had been erected on the black mud of the riverbank. Daniel had seen many wooden structures in his time, but none like this.

It was horrible in its simplicity: The framework overhead consisted of a heavy wooden beam supported by two stout timbers. From this beam, the ropes would dangle and the pirates would hang. The beam stood a good ten feet above the platform. And this platform stood like a stage a dozen feet above the level of the ground. This way, the whole crowd had a clear view of the hanging.

The cobblestone promenade surrounding the hangman‧s scaffold teemed with people of every description: Bankers and bootblacks, sailors and seamstresses, printers, pickpockets, and politicians all stood on tiptoe, jostling against one another as they craned their necks, each searching for a clear view of the execution site.

Somewhere a man with a cockney accent was plucking a fiddle and singing:


Hangin‧s the best way to die
for the poor, it‧s better than livin’
because when the gallows is high,
the journey is shorter to heaven …



Nearby a cluster of drunken men took up the tune, braying like donkeys. The laughter of their female companions was shrill, like carrion crows.

At the edge of the crowd, underneath the tree where the boys roosted, two men in red-striped shirts began selling bottles of apple cider and blackberry wine from a wooden handcart.

A dozen women, carrying huge pewter trays loaded with pastries and dried apples, moved like sailing ships through the crowd. A small army of barefoot children fanned out across the commons, hawking handbills that described the most lurid details of the pirates’ lives.

Tuck pulled one from his pocket, smoothing it out on his leg.

“Here,” he said to Daniel. “Cast your eyes on this.”

Daniel looked down at the trampled sheet. It was printed in brown ink on cheap yellow paper.

Across the top, he could make out a bold headline:


EXECUTION OF THE PYRATES. AN ACCOUNT OF THE MURDERS AND CRUELTIES COMMITTED BY HATCHET JACK MORGAN AND MOSES SKELLINGTON, FOR WHICH THEY ARE TO SUFFER THE PAIN OF EXECUTION AT THE PUBLIC GALLOWS.



But before he could read further, he was startled by a great shout that went up from the crowd. All eyes were turned to the River Road. Like the sound of distant thunder, he could hear the rumbling of wagon wheels on cobblestones.

The carnival of death was about to begin.

A wind came up, blowing from the east across the river. Daniel clung tight to the branches.

“He‧s coming now,” Tuck shouted, pointing with his chin. His eyes were on the River Road.

“Who?” Daniel asked.

“Look and see for yourself.”

Just then, the executioner appeared, driving a flatbed wagon pulled by a pair of black stallions. Two boys, whom Daniel took to be the hangman‧s apprentices, bounced along in the wagon bed. The executioner was a huge man, barrel-chested and broad-shouldered, with a long beard and heavy, arching eyebrows. He was dressed entirely in black, with a wide-brimmed hat and a strange overcoat that trailed down to the tops of his boots.

The hangman drove the wagon to the edge of the execution dock and climbed down, tying his horses to a post driven into the ground. He mounted the staircase to the wooden platform. Over each shoulder, he carried a coil of heavy rope. The boys followed behind, carrying a battered wooden ladder.

Daniel watched as the boys hauled the ladder up onto the platform. They leaned it against the overhead beam, then held it steady as the big man climbed to the top rung. One by one, he tied the ropes to the beam, making sure that each was positioned over a trapdoor Daniel could see cut into the platform below. With practiced hands, he fashioned the dangling end of each rope into a noose.

The hangman pulled a lump of something from his pocket. He rubbed it over the twisted strands of rope.

Tuck leaned close to Daniel‧s ear.

“Beeswax,” he said. “So the nooses slip like silk. Otherwise the poor fellows just hang there for a few moments and strangulate—dancing in the sheriff‧s picture frame, they call it.”

Meanwhile the apprentices were unloading their tar buckets and brushes.

“After the pirates are cut down,” Tuck explained, “they‧ll lay them on the street and coat their bodies with tar to keep the birds and insects away. Then the corpses will be hung in chains at the head of the harbor, in plain view of every passing ship—I suppose that would make you think twice about going a-pirating, wouldn‧t it?”

Daniel didn‧t answer. He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. This was no theater play. This was for real.

Suddenly the crowd began to cheer.

“There‧s the execution procession,” Tuck said, nodding toward a column of men marching down the River Road.

A solitary man, dressed in a blood-red waistcoat and a white powdered wig, walked twenty paces ahead of the others. As he came closer, Daniel could see that he carried a long oar, painted silver and inscribed with many curious symbols. He held it high, so all could see.

“That‧s The Man with the Silver Oar,” Tuck said. “The Silver Oar is the sign of a pirate execution. It is the token of authority of the Lord High Admiral in London. You can see the gallows are not erected on dry land, but on the river bank, in between the high and low tide marks, to show that this is a crime of the sea. The legends say that one out of every thirteen pirates dies on the gallows. And when a pirate‧s end is near, he will often say that the Man with the Silver Oar has come for him at last.”

So, Daniel thought, this is Death Himself, elegantly dressed in a waistcoat and powdered wig, with red ribbons fluttering in the wind.

Behind the oarsman, a formation of red-coated British regulars walked in lockstep, with feathered hats, shiny boots, and muskets at their shoulders. Following them were the dark ranks of the Anglican priests, stoop-shouldered in their black coats, clutching their Bibles to their chests, looking for all the world like a flock of hungry vultures.

And behind them, barefoot and in chains, were the pirates themselves.

When the crowd caught sight of the sea rovers, a thunderous roar again filled the commons. Tuck roared too, raising both fists into the air.

Daniel had never seen a pirate before. And here were two of them, in broad daylight, less than fifty yards away.

As they mounted the platform, Daniel devoured them with his eyes, feasting on their misery.

Hatchet Jack was a small, angular man with a face like a weapon, sharp-edged and cruel. His eyes were small and black as coal tar. His thin gray hair was pulled back into a tight braid. Dressed in baggy blue seaman‧s trousers and a ragged red shirt with billowing sleeves, he moved quickly, twitching and licking his lips, like a rabbit caught in a trap.

Like his companion, Moses Skellington was dressed in colorful rags. But Skellington was an entirely different creature. He was tall and powerfully built, a man in his prime, with hair that hung long down his back, shining blue-black, like a crow‧s wing. His eyes danced with a strange, almost primitive light. On his chin was the hint of a wispy beard. The corners of his mouth were upturned slightly, as if he were amused by all of the excitement.

Daniel watched as two soldiers led the pirates to their places on the execution stage.

“How does it work?” Daniel asked.

Tuck grinned.

“Gravity.”

“No, really, how does it work?”

Tuck sighed. He pretended to be annoyed, but Daniel could see that he was clearly enjoying his role as the execution guide.

“See those two taut cords tied to the beam at the back of the platform?” Tuck asked.

Daniel nodded.

“Each one is stretched tight across the platform and holds a trapdoor in place. The hangman cuts the cord, the trap falls away, and the pirate drops. Or at least that‧s how it‧s supposed to work. Things do not always go so smoothly. Execution is an imperfect science, you know.”

Daniel was still thinking that over as the hangman slipped the stiffened nooses over the pirates’ heads and snugged them tight.

A handsome naval officer with an ornate sword at his belt stepped forward and, producing a small key, unlocked the chains that encircled the pirates’ ankles and wrists. Two soldiers dragged the chains away. The hangman bound the criminals’ wrists before them with tight cords. The officer looked at each condemned man‧s face, then turned on his heel and descended the stairs, taking his place among the military ranks.

A tall, somber-faced clergyman mounted the platform and raised his right hand. As if this were a play that had been rehearsed many times, the crowd fell silent.

“Let us pray.” the minister murmured, removing his black-brimmed hat.

A thousand heads were uncovered and bowed in the sunlight. It was a long prayer, mostly inaudible, giving the spectators time to review their private thoughts and still their racing pulses.

Then the minister replaced his headgear and smiled at the citizens of Philadelphia.

He half-turned to the pirates, as if he were addressing them. But Daniel could see that he was really speaking to the crowd.

“O wicked men,” he began, “You know that the sins for which you are about to die are mighty and many. But you also know that there is a kind and compassionate God who will forgive your dark deeds, even at this late moment.

“If you will make an honest repentance before this assembly, you will be favorably received at the throne of judgment and will not bear the full brunt of the Creator‧s fury. Otherwise, the eternal fires of the underworld await you.

“In the final weeks before this execution, I have visited you men daily, sharing the dankness of your cell and endeavoring to impart the wisdom of the Scriptures. I take heart in knowing that my words did not fall on deaf ears. I have seen that the glory of God‧s word has ignited the fires of shame in your minds and that you are now ready to face the terrible magnitude of your crimes. I see that you are prepared to receive the full measure of God‧s mercy.”

The minister gave the crowd a thin smile.

“The pirates have asked that they each have a few moments to atone for their sins. We will begin with Mr. Morgan.”

He turned and nodded to Hatchet Jack. The small man was silent.

The minister leaned close to his ear and whispered something.

The pirate lifted his head, gazing at the sky.

“I am not afraid of death,” Hatchet Jack said, his voice rising high and shrill above the crowd. “And I am not afraid of the gallows. But I am afraid of the great God and of the judgment that is to come. I have little to say, except that I have lived a vile and wicked life.

“If there are any amongst you who might be tempted to follow my sorry example, I say unto you: Avoid the sea rover‧s life. Avoid boisterous company and strong drink. But most of all, avoid the seductions of wealth and glory, for they are hollow rewards.

“I am deeply vexed that my own mother might someday learn of my dark deeds and might think that she had somehow failed to teach her son …”

Here the pirate hung his head and wept silently for several moments, his shoulders heaving, his breath coming in fast, shallow gasps.

It was a heartbreaking moment. All across the crowd, handkerchiefs appeared, like fluttering moths.

When Hatchet Jack recovered his composure, his eyes were luminous with tears.

“I repent for all that I have done,” he continued, “and forgive those who are about to take my life, for I know they do it justly, as instruments of the great and powerful God. May He have mercy on my scandalous and wretched soul.”

Daniel saw heads nodding approvingly and people whispering to their neighbors.

Then Daniel saw the minister nod to the hangman. He saw the swift arc of the executioner‧s knife, the taut cord that parted like a strand of hair, the thin form of Hatchet Jack dropping through the floor.

Most cruel of all, Daniel saw the pirate‧s body leap against the rope and spin like a top, making a weird shadow on the ground. For a few horrible moments, Jack violently scissored his legs in the air. With a merciful suddenness, the thrashing body went limp, swaying like a clock pendulum, his filthy bare feet dangling just above the level of the street.

There was an eerie silence, broken only by the whispering of the wind and the creaking of the gallows timbers.

Then the crowd erupted in a roar that shook the very air around Daniel‧s perch. Off in the distance, someone was beating on a drum.

Through all the noise and confusion, Skellington simply stood with the noose tight around his neck, surveying the boisterous crowd with a faint smile on his lips. He did not look down at the swaying body of his companion. He did not seem agitated or concerned. He seemed to Daniel as if he were smiling into the very face of Death.

The minister stepped forward and raised his hand. Again the sudden silence filled the commons.

“Now,” the clergyman said, “another sinner will speak to you.

He nodded to Skellington.

A hush settled over the crowd. The vagrant wind came up again, blowing from the east, flapping the tail of the executioner‧s long coat.

Skellington squared his shoulders and began, speaking in a fine voice that carried far over the heads of the crowd.

“You have heard a repentance speech from Hatchet Jack,” he said, “but I can assure you, you won‧t hear one from me.”

There was a moment of stunned silence. Then a few drunkards by the wine cart began laughing.

The minister glanced long and hard at the pirate, his eyes burning like fire coals, as if he were willing him to silence.

Skellington smiled back.

“I think you should know,” he said, “that what you have just heard were not Jack‧s words. Oh, no—that touching confession was written for him by this soul-grabbing minister.”

The crowd rumbled.

The clergyman, visibly shaking with anger, nodded to the hangman.

But before the knife could be set to the rope, Skellington shouted, “Can‧t a dying man speak? Can‧t his last words be heard?”

“Yes, let the man speak,” Daniel heard a man under the tree say.

“Let him speak,” people all around were saying.

It occurred to Daniel that the crowd was interested in entertainment, not justice, and did not wish to end this bizarre spectacle until it had wrung the last drop of drama from the pirate‧s death.

The minister glanced nervously at the crowd. He motioned for the man in black to put his knife away.

Again the crowd cheered.

When it was quiet again, Skellington spoke, his voice ringing off the brick walls of the buildings that bounded the commons.

“For seven years,” the pirate said, “I have lived the life of a pirate. And I regret not a day of it.

“My friends, I have seen sights no landbound soul can even dream of.

“I have fought and adventured beside the bravest and most hearty companions a man could ever wish to know.

“I have tasted strong drink and howled at the ocean moon.

“And now that the Man with the Silver Oar has come for me at last, I go without repentance or complaint.”

He gestured to the minister.

“This official calls men like us pirates, we who rob but little and sail under the flag of our own courage. But he and those like him—they are the real pirates. They are the ones who drain the lifeblood from you each day, with their tariffs and taxes and laws. They are the ones who keep your children in bondage and your elders in debtor‧s prison.”

“He‧s right about that!” a man beside the wine cart shouted.

“Right as rain!” an old woman blurted out.

“And so,” Skellington continued, “to any young men who might be tempted to follow my example, I would say: Be bold, be bold!

“Take to the sea!

“Take up the pistol and the sword and claim what is rightfully yours!”

The crowd cheered. Many young men were on their feet, shouting.

The minister had reached the limit of his patience. He nodded to the man in black.

“Break free!” the pirate shouted, his voice disappearing under a tidal wave of cheers.

Daniel watched as the executioner drew his knife and, with a swift, practiced motion, sliced through the cord. The trapdoor dropped.

Daniel closed his eyes.

But the crowd raised such a howl that he couldn‧t help but open them and look.

And there was Skellington, going hand-over-hand up the gallows rope. He had snapped the cord that bound his wrists and was climbing like a wild animal above the heads of his executioners. As Daniel watched in amazement, the pirate swung one leg up and straddled the wooden beam. Looking down at the crowd, he tore the noose from around his neck and flung it away.

The hangman reached up and caught Skellington by the ankle. He raised his blade and was about to sink it into the pirate‧s calf when Skellington lashed out with his free foot, kicking the big man in the face. The hangman took two stumbling steps backward and toppled off the edge of the platform, falling like a slaughtered ox into the crowd.

Skellington dropped barefoot to the platform. From there, it was just a small leap to the executioner‧s wagon seat. He snatched up the long leather reins, pulling them free from the post, and lashed the horses across their hindquarters. The black stallions reared and plunged forward, into the heart of the crowd. People tumbled against one another in their haste to leap away. Some did not make it and were trampled as the mounts surged forward.

The soldiers began shooting, aiming high and wild. A musket ball tore through the air and slammed into the tree trunk above Daniel‧s head.

“May the Virgin save us!” Tuck swore, clinging to the tree.

Now the people beneath them were running toward the shelter of the buildings, shouting and trampling one another in their terror. The muskets were still going off, covering the commons with a haze of bluish gun smoke. The shots cut through the leaves overhead, slicing them from the branches.

Cautiously Daniel peered from the side of the tree. He and Tuck were in a very dangerous position, exposed to the gunfire. But that was not the worst of it. Daniel
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