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				Elegant and excellent was the pirate’s answer to the great Macedonian Alexander, who had taken him: the king asking him how he dare molest the seas so, he replied with a free spirit, “How dare thou molest the whole world? But because I do with a little ship only, I am called a thief: thou doing it with a great navy, art called an emperor.”

				—ST. AUGUSTINE, The City of God

				Suffer pirates and the commerce of the world must cease.

				—HENRY NEWTON
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			The Indian Ocean, west of Surat

			September 11, 1695
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			On a clear day, the lookout perched atop the forty-foot mainmast of the Mughal treasure ship can see almost ten miles before hitting the visual limits of the horizon line. But it is late summer, in the tropical waters of the Indian Ocean; the humidity lingering in the air draws a hazy curtain across the spyglass lens. And so by the time the English vessel comes into focus, she is only five miles away.

			The existence of an English ship in these waters is hardly noteworthy. They are only a few days’ sail from Surat, one of India’s most prosperous port cities, and the original headquarters of the East India Company. At first sight, the lookout doesn’t even think it necessary to sound an alarm. Yet as the seconds pass, as the blurred shape of the boat looms in the spyglass, something catches his attention in the approaching vessel: not her colors, but her speed in the water. The ship is in full sail, he can see now, running before the wind. And she is moving fast, at least ten knots, maybe more—easily twice the top speed of the treasure ship. The lookout has never seen a ship sail with such velocity across the open water.

			By the time the lookout alerts the crew below him, the English ship is already visible to the naked eye.

			From his vantage point on the quarterdeck, the captain of the Indian ship still has little reason to fear the approaching vessel, however fast she might be. He has eighty cannons lining his gun decks, supported by four hundred muskets and nearly a thousand men. From what he can make out, the English ship cannot have more than fifty cannons and a fraction of his crew. Even if she is under the command of pirates on the attack, the captain has been at sea for months without incident; he has sailed unchallenged through the notorious pirate’s nest at the mouth of the Red Sea. Now he is practically in sight of his home port in Surat. What pirate would dare to challenge him in these waters, with so little firepower?

			But the captain does not know the long history that has brought these two ships together. He does not know that the men aboard the English vessel have traveled thousands of miles to get this close to a ship returning to harbor with unimaginable riches in its hold, that they have waited more than a year for this precise opportunity. He does not know what these men are capable of, the crimes they have already committed.

			And he does not know the near future, the two improbable events that are about to unfold within seconds of each other, radically undermining his advantage.

			The sequence begins with the smallest of mistakes. An inexperienced gunner packs an extra ounce or two of gunpowder into the chamber of a cannon. Or perhaps, days or weeks earlier, the gun crew fails to clean the cannon properly, and a residue of gunpowder remains in the chamber, unnoticed. Or perhaps the chain of events starts much further back, in a blast furnace somewhere in India, where a minuscule flaw is formed in the cast-iron “reinforce” that houses the ignition chamber, a flaw that goes undetected for years, slowly weakening with each blast, until one day it fails.

			A cannon is a simple piece of technology. It is a device that takes the multidirectional energy of an explosion and channels it down a single pathway, defined by the cannon’s bore, the long cylinder down which the cannonball travels on the way to its intended target. The physics of the device are so intuitive that cannons were almost immediately invented once human beings first hit upon the chemical cocktail of sulfur, charcoal, and potassium nitrate—what we now call gunpowder—roughly a thousand years ago. Other uses of explosions—internal combustion engines, hand grenades, hydrogen bombs—would take centuries to emerge. But the cannon seems to have been a logical corollary to the discovery of gunpowder’s propulsive force. Almost as soon as we had figured out how to make an explosion, we figured out how to harness that energy to shoot a heavy projectile through the air at high speeds.

			The cannon was simple and effective enough that its basic design and operation went unchanged for hundreds of years. Gunpowder is funneled down the bore to the ignition chamber in a process called muzzle-loading, and then packed by a wadding conventionally made of paper. A cannonball is then inserted and wedged up against the wadding. Above the chamber, a small tube leads up to the top of the cannon, ending in a tiny opening called the touch hole. A fuse trails down from the touch hole into the chamber. In normal operations, a gunner lights the fuse, and a moment later, the gunpowder ignites, triggering a devastating blast of energy contained on all but one side by the sturdy bonds of iron and carbon in the cast-iron reinforce. Almost all the energy of the explosion rushes out the bore, propelling the cannonball with it.

			Yet for all its strength, the crystalline structure of cast iron can sometimes be marred by invisible impurities, particularly when the ratio of carbon to iron is not properly regulated, making it prone to catastrophic failure. And when the cast-iron reinforce that houses the ignition chamber fails, a cannon ceases to be a cannon. It becomes a bomb.

			The four members of the gun crew standing next to that cannon, as its reinforce shatters into hundreds of fragments, are dead before the sound of the explosion reaches their ears. And they are the lucky ones. The gunpowder ignition creates a sudden increase in air pressure inside the chamber; air that is normally fifteen pounds per square inch in a matter of milliseconds is pressurized to more than a thousand pounds per square inch. A blast wave surges out in all directions, traveling at more than twenty thousand feet per second, ten times the speed of sound. The wave severs arms and legs from the torsos of the nearby gunners, ruptures their organs; the combination of heat and pressure liquefies their eyeballs. By the time the second wave of energy—called the shock wave—rolls in, carrying the cast-iron fragments of the cannon at supersonic speeds, the gun crew has ceased to exist. The shock waves and the cannon fragments simulate the effects of a modern-day nail bomb, burrowing into the flesh and bones of other gun crews standing farther away. Hands and ears and legs are blown off; vital organs are punctured. Within a matter of seconds, the gun deck of the ship is coated with blood and tissue. And then, as the blast wind rushes back to fill the vacuum caused by the explosion, the wooden planks of the ship catch fire.

			

			—

			A FEW HUNDRED FEET AWAY, on the gun deck of the English ship, powder boys shuttle ordnance to the crews gathered around their cannons. There is a mechanical, rhythmic order beneath the surface chaos of the scene. An officer surveys a collection of gun crews, barking commands at regular intervals. “Cast loose your gun,” he shouts, and the crews free the cannons from the tackles that hold them lashed to the ports. “Level your gun . . . Out tompion . . . Run out your gun . . .” With each order, the crews heave and thrust and balance in synchronized patterns, the deadly ballet of a ship engaged in battle. The midshipman commands, “Prime!” and a thin line of powder is poured down each touch hole. The crews do not notice the explosion that has unleashed such devastation on the gun deck of the Indian ship; they are intent on the most challenging of the midshipman’s commands, the final one before the firing: “Point your gun.”

			Aiming a cannon on a seventeenth-century vessel is not even an art, much less a science. Calculating the proper trajectories for a projectile hurtling through the air at hundreds of miles an hour is hard enough on land. In fact, few practical tasks have a longer history of inspiring mathematical ingenuity than figuring out the trajectory of a projectile. Some of the first differential equations were developed to predict the flight of a cannonball shot. Many of the original computers built during World War II were explicitly designed to calculate rocket trajectories. But standing there in the middle of the Indian Ocean in 1695, heaving a five hundred pound cannon toward a small opening as the ship rolls with the waves, the idea of taking true aim is almost laughable. There is no time for math. You point the gun in the general direction of the opposing vessel; you listen for the officer’s command; you hope for the best.

			Despite the inexact nature of these weapons, every now and then the physics comes together to produce the perfect strike. Just minutes after the explosion on the Indian ship, one of the cannonballs released in the broadside hurtles across the gap that separates the ships and collides directly with the base of the mainmast of the Indian vessel: the single most devastating blow you can deliver with one cannonball. The mast collapses, and a tangled heap of rope and canvas crashes onto the deck. Without the square rig sails, the Indian ship cannot harness the energy of the wind with anywhere near the efficiency that it possessed seconds before. Still ablaze and bloodied from the cannon explosion, the treasure ship is suddenly defenseless. Within minutes, the British have boarded her.

			

			—

			
			WHAT ARE THE ODDS of these two events happening in the same instant? Explosions had plagued cannon design from the very origins of the technology, and they remained an issue well into the modern age. (An 1844 explosion during a cannon demonstration killed the US Secretary of the Navy and the Secretary of State, and very nearly killed President John Tyler.) But the likelihood of a cannon exploding on any given firing was very small, probably less than one in five hundred. The odds of hitting the lower half of the mainmast with a single shot were not much better: The beam of the mast is two feet wide on a ship that is more than two hundred feet long. Aim too low, and the broadside lands in the water or barrels into the gun decks. It is at least a one-in-a-hundred shot. Thanks to the laws of probability being devised by Blaise Pascal right around the same period, we know that the odds of two unrelated events happening simultaneously can be calculated by multiplying the individual odds of each event. If you could somehow replay those seconds five thousand times, the combination of the cannon explosion and the mainmast strike might never happen again.

			You can measure the difference between these two events happening and not happening in inches and ounces. Remove that tiny impurity from the cast-iron reinforce, or shift the cannon an inch to the left as it fires, and the Indian vessel easily shakes off its underpowered attacker. But like the cannon explosion itself, an almost imperceptible difference—a few ounces of extra gunpowder—can trigger nonlinear results. In the case of these two ships confronting each other in the Indian Ocean, those nearly microscopic causes will trigger a wave of effects that resonate around the world. Most confrontations like this one, viewed from the wide angle of history, are minor disputes, sparks that quickly die out. But every now and then, someone strikes a match that lights up the whole planet. This is the story of one of those strikes.

			You can think of the narrative that follows as a kind of hourglass. At the waist of the hourglass—its center point—are those few seconds on the Indian Ocean in 1695: the exploding cannon, the destroyed mainmast. Before the waist is the layered history of events that made those extraordinary seconds possible. After the waist is the sweeping—truly global—chain of events those seconds unleashed.

			To do justice to that story—particularly on the pre-history side of the hourglass—the chains of cause and effect have to run at different scales. Some events have short-term causes, like that exploding cannon or the direct hit on the mainmast. But other causes roll in more slowly, like those that ultimately brought so much treasure aboard the Mughal ship, or the ones that ultimately incentivized a small band of human beings to deliberately become pirates. A full account of the events demands that you break out of the boundaries of period histories and traditional biographies. You have to jump around in time to get the facts right. Linear chronology makes for good popular storytelling, but it doesn’t always capture the deep causes that drive history. Some causes are proximate, in the moment. Some are echoes of distant shock waves, still reverberating a hundred—or a thousand—years later.

			

			—

			AT ITS SIMPLEST, this is the story of a rogue pirate and his sensational crime. While piracy is an ancient profession, the most famous pirates of history would not take the stage until two decades or so after the events chronicled in this book. But that “golden age” generation—Blackbeard, Samuel Bellamy, Calico Jack—was very much inspired by the notorious acts described here, and the legends that spun up around them. While the pirate at the center of this story is not as famous today as those iconic figures from the golden age, he had a more significant impact on the course of world events than Blackbeard and his peers. This book is an attempt to measure that impact, to chart its boundaries. It tells the story of the individual lives caught up in the crisis that erupted after the events of September 1695, but also the stories of a different kind of character, one step up the chain: forms of social organization, institutions, new media platforms. One of those institutions was as ancient as piracy itself: the autocratic theocracy of the Mughal dynasty. The others were just coming into being: the multinational corporation, the popular press, the administrative empire that would come to dominate India starting in the middle of the next century. In part, this is a book about a deeply flawed man who became a pirate for a very short, but very eventful period of his life, a life that is more intriguing and more mysterious the further you dig into it. But it also describes a different kind of life span, the story of how some of the most powerful institutions of modern history went from a fledgling idea, promising but not inevitable, to world conquest.

			This book is not intended to be anything close to a comprehensive account of the rise of those institutions. It focuses, instead, on one key challenge that threatened to undermine their ultimate triumph. We tend to think of grand organizations like corporations or empires coming about through deliberate human planning: designing the conceptual architecture for each imposing structure, brick by brick. But the shape an institution ultimately takes is not so much designed in advance by a master engineer as it is carved away by challenges to its outer boundaries, the way a coastline is partly formed by an endless battering of much smaller waves. The core values of long-standing institutions are often first established by the founders and the visionaries that traditional histories foreground, for understandable reasons. But the ultimate structure of those organizations—the limits of their power, the channels through which they can express that power—are more often than not defined by edge cases, by collisions at their borders, both geographic and conceptual.

			Sometimes those collisions involve equally powerful organizations—as in the clashes between the Mughal empire and the British Crown that animate so many of the events in this book. But sometimes the collision comes via a much smaller force: a ship sailing the Indian Ocean with less than two hundred men on board, led by a captain who has been dreaming of this encounter for almost two years.

			The crew had christened the ship the Fancy fourteen months before that showdown in September 1695. Their captain, on the other hand, went by many names.
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			THE EXPEDITION
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			1

			ORIGIN STORIES

			Newton Ferrers, Devonshire

			August 20, 1659

			Sometime around the year 1670, a young man from Devon in the West Country of England joined the Royal Navy. Given that he would spend the rest of his adult life on the water, it is possible that he willingly volunteered for service. There were economic advantages to volunteering: the navy offered two months’ salary in advance, though it was expected that the new recruit would spend some of those funds purchasing equipment (including the hammock they would sleep in on board). New volunteers were also protected from creditors if they owed less than £20. But roughly half the sailors in the Royal Navy had been forced into service thanks to one of the most notorious institutions of the period: the impress service.

			To be a young man in England in the seventeenth century—particularly a young man of limited means—was to live with a constant background fear of the impress service, roving bands of informal agents for the Royal Navy known colloquially as “press-gangs.” Impressment was a kind of hybrid of the modern military draft and state-sponsored kidnapping. A seventeen-year-old could be standing on a street corner, minding his own business, and out of nowhere a press-gang could swoop in and make him a Godfather-style offer he couldn’t refuse: he could voluntarily join the navy, or he could be forced into service under worse terms. The choice was his to make—as long as it ended up with him on a Royal Navy ship.

			Newly impressed sailors confronted a grim reality once they had been loaded onto the guard ships where the men were held until they could be assigned to a specific ship. An eighteenth-century tract called The Sailors Advocate described the scene: “They found seldom less aboard the Guard-ship, than six, seven, or eight hundred at a time in the same condition that they were in, without common conveniences, being all forced to lie between decks, confined as before, and to eat what they could get, having seldom victuals enough dressed, which occasioned distempers, that sometimes six, eight, and ten, died a day; and some were drowned in attempting their escape, by swimming from the Guard-ship; many of whose bodies were seen floating upon the River. . . .”

			Impressment arose in part because the age of exploration created a demand for labor at sea that could not be met through normal financial incentives. But it also arose because of changes on land. The shift from late feudalism to early agrarian capitalism, the great disruption that would fuel the growth of the metropolitan centers in the coming centuries, had disgorged a whole class of society—small, commons-based cottage laborers—and turned them into itinerant free agents. By the late 1500s, the explosion of vagabonds made them public enemy number one, triggering one of the first true moral panics of the post-Gutenberg era. Everywhere there were wanderers, whole families lost in the changing economic landscape. Serfs once grounded in a coherent, if oppressive, feudal system found themselves flotsam on the twisting stream of early capitalism. To everyone sitting on the banks above that stream, the change must have seemed something like the modern fantasies of zombie invasions: you wake up one day and realize that the streets are filled with people who not only lack homes, but also suffer from some other, more existential form of homelessness—not even knowing what kind of home they should be seeking.

			In 1597 Parliament passed a vagrancy act that attempted to combat the scourge of homelessness. The language of the act includes an almost comical catalog of the various species of vagabonds currently at large on the public roads and in the town squares of England:

			
				Wandering scholars seeking alms; shipwrecked seamen, idle persons using subtle craft in games or in fortune telling; pretended proctors, procurers, or gatherers of alms for institutions; fencers, bear wards, common players, or minstrels; jugglers, tinkers, peddlers and petty chapmen; able-bodied wandering persons and laborers refusing to work for current rate of wages; discharged pensioners; wanderers pretending losses by fire; Egyptians or gypsies.

			

			The Vagabond Act had a clear message to local authorities: any of these characters were to be “stripped naked from the middle upwards and openly whipped until his or her body be bloody, and then passed to his or her birthplace or last residence.” But the act also empowered the press-gangs. If the wandering scholars and jugglers didn’t want to be stripped naked and openly whipped, they could always join the Royal Navy. What better way to clear the streets of the refugees from a fallen feudal order than to send them off to sea?

			Whether he joined the Royal Navy on his own accord or was forced into service by the press-gangs, the Devonshire sailor would have grown up in a culture that was heavily shaped by stories of seafaring life. No region of Britain is more closely associated with maritime adventure than the West Country, the rugged moorlands that jut out into the Atlantic, wedged between the English and Bristol Channels. Almost all the legendary sea dogs of the Elizabethan age hailed from the region. Both Walter Raleigh and Francis Drake were born in Devon. While the West Country mariners led many naval battles on behalf of the Crown—including the sinking of the Spanish Armada in 1588—many of them also crossed over into piracy. (The two most notorious pirates of the 1700s—“Black Sam” Bellamy and Blackbeard—were also West Country natives.) The prominence of the swashbuckling lifestyle had geological roots: the West Country’s position at the mouth of the English Channel gave its captains unrivaled access to the shipping networks of Europe, and the many coves and inlets carved into the coastline made the landscape ideal for smugglers. The link between piracy and Devonshire lives on in our speech patterns more than three hundred years after that Devonshire boy first joined the navy. When we adopt a stereotypical pirate accent today—“Arr, shiver me timbers”—we are, unconsciously, mimicking the lilt and idiosyncratic grammar of West Country–vernacular English.

			The mystery that surrounds the life of the Devonshire sailor begins with his name. The first biographical account of his exploits, published in 1709, referred to him as Captain John Avery. As a young man, he seems to have briefly adopted the alias of Benjamin Bridgeman, though his nickname, “Long Ben,” has led some historians to speculate that Bridgeman was his original name and Avery the alias. Most scholars agree that he was born near Plymouth, in Devonshire, on the southwest coast of England. An acquaintance would testify under oath in 1696 that the sailor was a man of about forty years of age, dating his birth back to the late 1650s. Parish records in Newton Ferrers, a village on the River Yealm southeast of Plymouth, note the birth of a child to John and Anne Avery on August 20, 1659. Perhaps that child grew up to be the notorious Henry Avery, the most wanted criminal on earth. Or perhaps the real Avery was born in another West Country village in that same period. In part because a family by the name of Every had been prominent landowners in Devonshire for centuries before his birth, many accounts of his life refer to him as Henry Every. Almost every legal document written in English that would eventually mention his name spelled it “Every,” and the one piece of his correspondence that survives was signed “Henry Every.” Every was the name most often invoked by the public after he became one of the most notorious men in the world. For that reason alone, it seems appropriate to call him Henry Every.

			Almost nothing is known about Henry Every’s childhood. A memoir published in 1720 keeps his early years heavily veiled: “In the present Account, I have taken no Notice of my Birth, Infancy, Youth, or any of that Part; which, as it was the most useless Part of my Years to myself so ’tis the most useless to any one that shall read this Work to know, being altogether barren of any Thing remarkable in it self, or instructing to others.” Given that this memoir was almost certainly a sham—some believe it was, in fact, the work of Daniel Defoe—the omission of childhood details most likely reflects how barren the historical record was, and not the uselessness of Every’s actual upbringing.

			No doubt young Henry Every (or Avery or Bridgeman) grew up hearing folk tales about the globetrotting exploits of Drake and Raleigh, both of whom skirted the line that separated pirate from privateer in their careers at sea. (As we will see, the legal conventions of the period kept that line deliberately blurry.) The faux memoirs claim that his father had served in the Royal Navy as a trading captain; the Devonshire Every clan included at least a few captains in their family tree. Whatever the details, Every seems to have been, as he puts it in the fictional memoirs, “bred to the Sea from a Youth.” Appropriately enough, the first real biographical detail we have of Every’s life—beyond those parish records in Newton Ferrers—is that he joined the Royal Navy, likely as a teenager.

			The fog around the birth of that Devonshire sailor is almost as thick as the one that surrounds his death. The truth is we don’t really know when or where he was born, or even what his name actually was. It is fitting that there should be a certain blurriness to Henry Every’s roots. All the great legends have palimpsest narratives of their origins, different plots layered and threaded together through rumor and hearsay and the subtle transformations that befall any story passed down from generation to generation. For a time, Henry Every was a legend as widely known as any in the pantheon, a hero and inspiration to some, a ruthless killer to others. He was a mutineer, a working class hero, an enemy of the state, and a pirate king.

			And then he became a ghost.

		

	
		
			2

			THE USES OF TERROR

			The Nile Delta

			1179 BCE

			To modern eyes, the hieroglyphs that line the external northwest wall of Medinet Habu, the Mortuary Temple of Ramses III, are inscrutable, written in a language that only a small group of Egyptologists can now read. But the images etched in bas-relief on the temple walls are easily deciphered. They depict a scene of terrible carnage: warriors carrying javelins and daggers, fortified by shields and Aegean armor, fending off a shower of arrows; an officer wearing Egyptian headgear a split second away from decapitating a fallen enemy; a bloodied mound of corpses signaling the total annihilation of the invading forces. The images—and the hieroglyphs beside them—tell the story of one of the ancient world’s largest naval battles, the clash between Egyptian forces and a band of itinerant raiders known today as the Sea Peoples. Because they left behind archaeological wonders like the temple of Ramses III and the pyramids, not to mention the treasures of Tutankhamun, the Egyptian dynasties to which Ramses III belonged have long held a vivid place in our historical imagination. Every grade-schooler can tell you something about the pharaohs. The Sea Peoples did not attract the same legacy, largely because they spent most of their prime living an entirely nautical existence. They did not leave temples or monuments behind to astound tourists three thousand years after their demise. They did not pioneer new forms of agriculture, or compose philosophical tracts. They left no written records at all. But the Sea Peoples should loom larger in the modern memory of the ancient world for one reason. They were the first pirates.

			The geographic origins of the Sea Peoples remain a matter of debate among historians. The prevailing theory is that the Sea Peoples were a collection of refugees from Mycenaean Greece who first took shape as a coherent cultural group at the end of the Bronze Age. Some of them were warriors and mercenaries, others ordinary laborers who had previously been employed at borderline slave wages building the immense infrastructure and fortifications that marked the heyday of the Mycenaean age: the network of roads in the Peloponnese or the deepwater harbor at Pylos. Their origins are necessarily murky because the Sea Peoples ultimately became, like so many pirate communities since, a multiethnic group, defined not by their allegiance to a single city-state or emperor, but rather by their own elective allegiance to the floating community they had formed. Their homeland was the Mediterranean, and the ships they sailed upon it. They built customs and codes that helped define their tribal identity: they sported distinctive horned helmets—clearly visible in the Ramses III engravings—and their ships were adorned with figureheads of birds. But what made them so unusual was their rootlessness, both in the sense of leaving behind their geographic homelands and of being perpetually in motion, never stopping long enough to put down roots.

			That rootlessness implied a political stance, one that would be adopted by the most radical of pirates in the centuries to come. The Sea Peoples did not respect the authority of the existing land-based regimes that surrounded the Mediterranean. They were not bound by the laws of terrestrial states. This is one of the key ways in which the Sea Peoples mark the point of origin for piracy as a form of self-identity. Before the Sea Peoples, there were no doubt acts of piracy committed on the open sea; as soon as human beings began transporting valuable goods via ship, you can be sure there were criminals scheming to intercept those vessels and run off with the loot. But a true pirate is not just a subclass of criminal like a bank robber or a petty thief. Most people we consider to be criminals are people who break the law deliberately, but who still, in other aspects of their lives, acknowledge the rule of law. They get driver’s licenses, and pay taxes, and vote. They consider themselves citizens, just not entirely law-abiding ones. To be a true pirate implies a broader disavowal. The pirate renounces the long-distance authorities of nations and empires. This is why the pirate flags that every grade-schooler can recognize today—centuries after they were last flown in earnest—carried so much symbolic heft. The pirate sails beneath the colors of his or her own rogue state, “reckless wanderers of the sea,” as Homer described them in The Odyssey, “who live to prey on other men.”

			Not all pirates were willing to make such a complete break with their national allegiances, of course. (The tension between open rebellion and patriotic loyalty would shape many of the events in Henry Every’s brief career as a pirate.) But the pirates’ willingness to challenge the legal and geographic boundaries of state power—not to mention their fondness for pillaging—made them frequent enemies of centralized authority. Nimble, unburdened by legal or moral restraints or by state bureaucracies, the pirates had many advantages over their larger antagonists. But they were not invulnerable to a concerted effort by a centralized government to defeat them. In 1179 BCE, the Sea Peoples launched an attack on Ramses’s forces in the Nile Delta. Anticipating their attack, the pharaoh had constructed ships designed specifically to combat the Sea Peoples’ naval advantage. He set up a network of scouts to watch for invading ships, and anchored his new fleet just out of sight in the many channels feeding the delta. The drawings at Medinet Habu show the Sea Peoples without oars in their galleys, suggesting that they were ambushed. The scenes bring to mind the storming of the beaches at Normandy: a scattered mass of boats washing ashore and men scrambling off into the waves, only to be picked off by distant Egyptian archers. Many bled to death in the shallow water.

			For once, it was the Sea Peoples’ turn to feel the wrath of a merciless military force. “They were dragged, overturned, and laid low upon the beach; slain and made heaps from stern to bow of their galleys, while all their things were cast upon the water,” Ramses III inscribed on the walls of Medinet Habu. “His majesty is gone forth like a whirlwind against them, fighting on the battle field like a runner,” other hieroglyphs at his tomb attest. “The dread of him and the terror of him have entered in their bodies; [they are] capsized and overwhelmed in their places. Their hearts are taken away; their soul is flown away.”

			The inscription was more prophetic that its authors might have realized at the time. After their defeat at the Nile Delta, the Sea Peoples exited almost immediately from the world historical stage. Scholars are as divided about their ultimate fate as they are about their enigmatic roots. The ones who were not executed after the Battle of the Delta appear to have been scattered along the eastern frontier of the Egyptian realm, some of them on the Palestinian coast. But as a coherent—if itinerant—group, they had ceased to exist by the time Ramses died in an apparent assassination in 1155 BCE. In this respect, too, the Sea Peoples established a tradition that many a pirate would emulate in the centuries to come. Some pirates go out in a blaze of glory. Some end up hanging on a gallows. But some of them just disappear.

			The legacy of the Sea Peoples also included another key element that would come to define the pirate culture of Every’s time: the tactical deployment of spectacular violence and terror. Under siege by the Sea Peoples, King Ammurapi of Ugarit—part of modern-day Syria—sent a desperate missive to another ruler in Cyprus: “My cities were burned, and [the Sea Peoples] did evil things in my country. . . . The seven ships of the enemy that came here inflicted much damage upon us.” The inscription at the temple of Ramses III sounds a comparable note in its description of the coastal raids of the Sea Peoples: “All at once the lands were removed and scattered in the fray . . . A camp was set up in one place in Amor. They desolated its people, and its land was like that which has never come into being.”

			The carnage unleashed by the Sea Peoples was so extreme during their heyday in the thirteenth and twelfth centuries BCE that it provoked a massive crisis among the previously flourishing Mediterranean civilizations of the Bronze Age. Today, this period is known as the Late Bronze Age Collapse, one of those stretches of history where the march of technological progress reverses course. The great palace societies of Greece and the Levant disintegrated into loosely organized village cultures, after the Sea Peoples laid waste to their coastal capitals. They brought a near apocalyptic destructiveness to their interactions with all land-based communities, a violence that seemed almost arbitrary in its intensity. The Sea Peoples did not invade lands to claim them as their own, or extract treasure or slaves to bring back to their homeland. They torched the great capitals of the Bronze Age just to watch them burn. While they lacked the armies and fortresses of their mainland foes, their strategic use of terror allowed them to wage what we now call “asymmetric” warfare: a much smaller force successfully challenging a much larger one.

			From its beginnings, piracy has shared many key traits with the modern concept of terrorism, both in terms of its hold on the popular imagination and in its legal definition. One of the first known uses of the word “terrorism” in the English language appears in a letter written to Thomas Jefferson in 1795 by James Monroe, then the American ambassador to France. Writing from Paris a year after the execution of Robespierre, Monroe referred to the Jacobin attempt to restore “terrorism and not royalty.” The terminology appears to have spread quickly among the American political elite. In a letter written just a few weeks after Monroe’s, John Quincy Adams alluded to the “partisans of Robespierre’s dominion” as “terrorists.”

			The sense of terrorism as a tool to advance radical political values through the use of targeted public violence belongs to both its original use and its modern deployments. But in one crucial sense, the contemporary definition no longer matches its original meaning. Until the twentieth century, the idea of terrorism took its cues from the actions of the the Comité de Salut Public (Committee of Public Safety) and other arms of the French revolutionary government. Terror, in other words, was a political tactic that belonged to the state apparatus. It wasn’t until the rise of the anarchists a century later that the idea of terrorism would come to be associated with non-state actors, small groups disrupting civilian life with carnage and explosions as a way of fighting a proxy war with massive governments and military powers. Robespierre’s terror took the state’s legal monopoly on violence to devastating extremes. It was a way of making a ruling power even more formidable. Modern terrorism does the reverse: it grants a disproportionate power to small bands of insurgents and shadow networks. The whole notion of asymmetric warfare that characterizes so many contemporary military conflicts—in which a superpower finds itself engaged in battle with an enemy thousands of times smaller in terms of manpower and military might—has its roots in this reversal of terrorism’s meaning. Modern terror is a force multiplier. You don’t need a vast standing army or a fleet of aircraft carriers to create a gnawing sense of fear among millions of people. You just need a few well-placed explosives—or even box cutters—and a network of media outlets willing to amplify news of your attack.

			While the actual etymology of the word “terrorism” dates back to Robespierre’s reign, some of the first real practitioners of terrorism’s contemporary form—extreme violence carried out by non-state actors, creating disproportionate effects through media dissemination—were pirates. And the first convincing proof that such a strategy could work—that a handful of men could effectively hold entire nations hostage with a few acts of grotesque barbarity—would play out in the clash between the Fancy and the Mughal treasure ship in 1695.

			There was precedent for that strategic terror, of course—starting with the legendary brutality of the Sea Peoples. Another pioneer in that bloody tradition was a French noblewoman named Jeanne-Louise de Belleville, born in the first year of the fourteenth century. In the middle of the Hundred Years’ War between France and England, Belleville’s second husband, Olivier de Clisson, was executed by the French king Philip VI for treason, his head mounted on a spike and publicly displayed in Nantes, Brittany, near Clisson’s estate. Outraged by the king’s actions, Jeanne sought vengeance by selling her lands and property and assembling a small fleet of three ships. For dramatic effect, she painted the ships black and hoisted sails that had been dyed blood red. Legend has it that she prowled the English Channel for thirteen years, assisted by two of her sons, attacking French ships and decapitating the supporters of Philip, always leaving a handful of survivors to bring back word to the mainland of the “Lioness of Brittany.”

			“Dead men tell no tales” is the pirate mantra often invoked as a justification for killing off one’s enemies, but for pirates like Clisson and her descendants, the slogan has an alternate meaning: dead men by definition
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