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INTRODUCTION

Images of pirates are deeply entrenched in popular culture. The most universal image is that of a dashing, cutlass-wielding adventurer who defies unworthy enemies against a backdrop of sunlit seas and desert islands. In the popular imagination, the instantly recognizable features of pirate life include such things as skull-and-crossbones flags, eyepatches, buried treasure, pieces-of-eight and walking the plank, but the reality was far from romantic. Most pirates were greedy, treacherous robbers who preyed indiscriminately on defenceless merchant vessels. Violence was a way of life, and some took pleasure torturing or killing prisoners.

There have been pirates for as long as men have sailed the oceans. Their victims have ranged from the sea traders of ancient Greece and Rome to Spanish treasure galleons and East Indiamen laden with the riches of the Indian sub-continent. Few pirates made their fortune: most faced lives of extreme hardship and danger that ended prematurely in disease, drowning, murder or even execution.

Nonetheless, pirates have always appealed to the imagination. A few individuals, such as Sir Henry Morgan, Blackbeard, Captain Kidd and the women pirates Anne Bonny and Mary Read, have entered legend and the real facts of their lives have been forgotten. This book aims to reveal the truth behind the popular image.

 



TYPES OF PIRATES

The word ‘pirate’ describes any person who seeks plunder on the high seas, illegally attacking shipping of any nationality. The term includes the following sub-categories.

Privateers

A ‘privateer’ (or ‘privateersman’) was a pirate who (like Captain Kidd) held a ‘letter of marque’ which licensed him to attack the ships of a national enemy during wartime.

Buccaneers

A ‘buccaneer’ was a pirate of the seventeenth century who attacked Spanish shipping and possessions in the Caribbean. Famous English buccaneers included Sir Henry Morgan.

Corsairs

A ‘corsair’ was a privateer or pirate who attacked shipping in the Mediterranean. Most feared of all were the Barbary corsairs of north Africa.






PART ONE



Chronology



Pirates have roamed the seas of the world since ancient times. Generations of peaceful seafarers have learned to dread the appearance of pirates, and piracy itself has long been one of the most colourful threads running through maritime history.
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Viking longboats

These Scandinavian sea raiders were also intrepid sailors, navigating the Atlantic Ocean and venturing as far afield as the Mediterranean, Greenland and probably even North America in their sleek, square-sailed boats.





PIRACY THROUGH THE AGES



The earliest records of piracy go back thousands of years. Seafarers in the Mediterranean were falling victim to pirates even before the emergence of the ancient Egyptian civilization. Pirates continued to plague the Mycenean, Minoan, Phoenician, Greek and Carthaginian civilizations until they were suppressed by the Romans in the first century BC.

Piracy in the Mediterranean re-emerged during the period of the Byzantine Empire. The waters of northern Europe, meanwhile, were terrorized by Saxon and then Viking warrior-pirates. Maritime trade became busier in the medieval period, and with it came an increase in piracy. Islamic corsairs sailing out of the Barbary coast roamed the Mediterranean, while privateers were employed by various European monarchs.



SWASHBUCKLERS

The treasure ships carrying the wealth of the New World to Spain inspired an explosion in piracy in the so-called Spanish Main in the sixteenth century. This was the era of the swashbuckling privateers, buccaneers and English sea dogs, whose adventures became the stuff of legend.

The ‘Golden Age’ of piracy, however, opened late in the seventeenth century, when pirates such as Blackbeard terrorized the Caribbean and Indian Oceans under the skull-and-crossbones flag, earning fearsome reputations for cruelty and greed. Although most of them were dead within 20 years, they are still remembered in the popular image of the historical pirate, complete with cutlass, eyepatch and chest of buried treasure. The daring of the French corsairs added to the romantic image of pirates, as did the bravado of American privateers like John Paul Jones during the American Revolution and the War of 1812.



PIRATES OF THE FAR EAST

Few pirates were as vicious as those who swarmed the South China Sea and the Indonesian archipelago in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Pirate junks dominated sea lanes, and the power of the pirate chiefs rivalled that of the Chinese emperors themselves.





Piracy today

Piracy was curtailed in the mid-nineteenth century, but has never disappeared completely. Even today reports come in of acts of piracy off Africa and in the South China Sea.











THE SEA PEOPLES



The so-called ‘Sea Peoples’ were a loosely-linked confederation of piratical tribes who dominated the eastern Mediterranean around 1200 BC. Although little is known in detail about them beyond mentions in the hieroglyphics of Egyptian temples, it appears that they were nomadic and came originally from various parts of Asia Minor and elsewhere in the Mediterranean region. They probably included the feared Lukkan sea raiders, who had plagued coastal trade routes in the Mediterranean since the fourteenth century BC, making the trading ships of ancient Egypt a particular target.



LORDS OF THE MEDITERRANEAN

These early pirates used highly manoeuvrable and fast oared galleys and made trade between early civilizations in the Mediterranean a perilous business. No trading vessel sailing in the Mediterranean or in the Persian Gulf was safe from interference.

The Sea Peoples appear to have forged alliances with Egypt’s enemies from time to time and the Egyptians fought pitched battles with them on at least one occasion (off the Nile Delta in 1186 BC). At the height of their power they commanded the whole of the eastern Mediterranean, attacking shipping and conducting coastal raids. Major cities and even entire regions fell under their control. After their defeat by the Egyptians most of the Sea Peoples appear to have settled in Palestine and turned to farming, possibly becoming the ancestors of the Phoenicians.

The influence of the Sea Peoples is thought to have had a significant effect in slowing the development of ancient civilization in the Mediterranean region.
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[image: image] This engraving shows an early sailing vessel, complete with sails and oarsmen.









PIRATES OF ANCIENT GREECE



Pirates were a threat to shipping in the eastern Mediterranean throughout the period of the Ancient Greeks. Several Greek city-states, including those of the fourth-century BC Aetolian League, adopted piracy to protect their trade against their neighbours, allowing pirates to establish lairs in their territory. Others built up fleets to suppress the pirates who attacked their ships.
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[image: image] One Ancient Greek legend relates how pirates once kidnapped Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. When Dionysus transformed himself into a lion the pirates jumped into the sea, where they were themselves turned into dolphins.



The Aegean Sea, with its numerous islands and inlets, proved ideal for piracy, offering havens where pirates could shelter. Particularly notorious were the Dorian Greek pirates who overwhelmed the Minoans in the tenth century BC and made Crete a pirate base for the next 800 years. Another major pirate lair was Lemnos, from which pirate fleets raided Athens itself.



TREASURES OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

The richest prizes included Phoenician traders carrying silver and precious metals, although pirates also attacked humble fishing boats and conducted coastal raids. Any captives were sold as slaves.

Like pirates of all ages, those of the ancient world used whatever vessels they could obtain, though they preferred fast, shallow-bottomed galleys powered by oars which were easy to manoeuvre and could cross shallow waters where larger vessels could not follow.

Piracy declined with the establishment of large navies by the Greek city-states and the campaigns of Alexander the Great. The pirates of Lemnos were dispersed in the sixth century BC, while those of the islands of Kithnos, Mikonos and the Sporades were suppressed in the following century. A similar fate befell the pirates of Crete in the second century BC.







ROME AND THE PIRATES



Having been suppressed by Alexander the Great and others, the pirates of the Mediterranean enjoyed a revival in fortune with the decline of Macedonia and the outbreak of war between Rome and Carthage in the second century BC. At different times large fleets of pirate ships were employed as mercenaries by one side or the other. Regions such as Dalmatia and Illyria embraced piracy as a means of enriching themselves at the expense of Roman and other shipping. Cilicia (in what is now southern Turkey) and various islands in the western Mediterranean, such as Corfu and Cephalonia, became notorious pirate lairs.
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[image: image] The pirates typically used fast oar-powered bireme galleys



 




Julius Caesar

As a young man, Julius Caesar was captured by Cicilian pirates while sailing to Rhodes. After five weeks in captivity he was released for a ransom. Caesar later attacked the pirates who had taken him and had them crucified.





The pirates’ fast galleys often had eyes painted on the prow for luck. There were plenty of Roman merchant ships for them to attack and cargoes of grain, wine and olive oil to be seized. Pirates also found a ready market for prisoners and kidnap victims in the Roman slave markets of Delos and elsewhere.



CONQUEST OF THE CILICIAN PIRATES

The Roman army conducted several campaigns against pirates in the Mediterranean, including those of Illyria, Istria and Dalmatia, and ultimately drove them out. Pompey the Great finally broke the power of the Cilician pirates with a huge fleet in 67 BC, and Cilicia itself was seized by the Roman army. By the time of Emperor Augustus, the Mediterranean was largely clear of pirates and it was not until the decline of the Roman Empire early in the fifth century that piracy emerged as a significant factor again.







THE VIKINGS



The Vikings were fierce sea raiders from Scandinavia who terrorized the coastline of northern Europe for some 300 years from the late eighth century AD. The appearance of Viking longboats caused panic among local populations, who had good reason to fear these sword and axe-wielding warrior-pirates with their long beards and battle-loving reputations.

The Vikings were skilled navigators and boatbuilders and their square-sailed longboats took them all round northern Europe and beyond, reaching Russia and the Mediterranean and probably landing as far away as the coastline of distant north America. Their preferred method of battle was to swarm ashore from a beached longboat, catching their enemies by surprise, or else to come alongside another vessel and board it. Such was their success that few merchant vessels dared to venture on the seas for fear of being intercepted.



FEARLESS RAIDERS

Calling on Odin and the rest of the Norse gods, the Vikings prided themselves on knowing no fear, and their raiding parties often penetrated far inland in search of plunder. Any captives taken could expect little mercy, and priests and peasants alike were slaughtered or carried home as slaves. Villages and towns were commonly torched. Some communities only saved themselves by paying large ransoms.

Eventually, around the early twelfth century, the Norsemen mostly gave up raiding and settled in the lands to which they had sailed, turning to maritime trading and other more peaceful pursuits.
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[image: image] The term ‘Viking’ actually means ‘going on an overseas raid’.









BYZANTINE PIRATES



The Byzantine Empire emerged from the ruins of the Roman Empire in the fourth century AD to dominate the eastern Mediterranean for 1,000 years. Although piracy was quite rare, the empire declined and came to depend increasingly upon the help of mercenary pirates to fend off seaborne enemies, particularly after the collapse of its own navy.

After Constantinople was sacked in 1204, pirates operated throughout the Aegean Sea. Occasionally they forged new alliances with the Byzantines against the growing power of Venice and Genoa. In the late thirteenth century, the pirates (most of whom were Italian, Greek or Balkan by birth) acted as Byzantium’s navy, attacking Italian shipping in the Aegean.




Eclipsed by the corsairs

In the fourteenth century, the influence of the Byzantine pirates was eventually contained by competition from the Ottoman Turks, who employed their own fleets of Islamic pirates – the corsairs of the Barbary Coast.











MEDIEVAL PIRATES



Maritime trade grew steadily, providing opportunities for pirates. The Hanseatic League, formed by German ports on the Baltic in 1241, tried to keep piracy down but after its decline shipping in the area became vulnerable. An English version of the Hanseatic League, called the Cinque Ports, started out with similar aims but restricted itself to protecting English shipping and attacking ships of other nations.



RIGHTS OF REPRISAL

The outbreak of the Hundred Years’ War between England and France provided opportunities for English pirates, who preyed on French and Spanish shipping. In response, the French and Spanish granted their own pirates the right of Reprisal, authorizing them to seize English shipping in compensation.




Government protection

Eustace the Monk was protected by the English crown when plundering French shipping, but when he attacked English ships he had to flee to France and was employed by the French.











BARBARY CORSAIRS



The Barbary coast of North Africa became home to one of the most feared of all pirate confederations in the late fifteenth century when Islamic corsairs serving the Ottoman Empire set up bases in Tunis, Algiers, Tripoli and other local ports.

Over the next 150 years the Barbary corsairs attacked non-Muslim targets throughout the Mediterranean, seizing shipping and conducting raids on the coast as well as protecting Islamic trade routes. Although their motivation was partly material profit, it was also partly loyalty to their Muslim rulers, who came to rely upon their share of pirate income.

The corsairs of the Barbary coast sailed in long, sleek, swift galleys and smaller, even nimbler galiots.




Christian corsairs

Curiously enough, the ranks of the Barbary corsairs included many renegade Christians, who adopted the Islamic faith in order to share in the riches to be had from taking part in the corsairs’ piratical activities.
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[image: image] The Barbary corsairs were feared by Christians throughout the Mediterranean for their brutality.






Brutal pirates

The corsairs had a reputation for brutality among Europeans, who considered them as the worst of pirates, although they were seen as legal privateers and heroes in the Islamic world.





Any prisoners whom the corsairs took were likely to be pressed into service as oarsmen on their galleys or sold as slaves. When major battles were fought between the Ottoman navy and their Christian enemies, corsair vessels usually made up a significant part of the Muslim fleets.

Celebrated corsair leaders included the Barbarossa Brothers, Murat Rais and Uluj Ali. The network of corsair bases was managed by a council called the Taife Raise, which answered in turn to the Ottoman Empire itself. The Ottomans for their part provided Turkish troops to defend the corsair ports, especially from attack by Christian Spain.

The Barbary corsairs were less of a threat after the mid-seventeenth century but remained active for another 150 years or more until they were finally suppressed by combined European and American fleets early in the nineteenth century.







HUGUENOT PIRATES



In the early sixteenth century the Huguenots (French Protestants) were engaged in a religious war with Catholic Spain in the Americas, and French Huguenot captains realized they could make a fortune by attacking Spanish treasure galleons sailing back from the Caribbean. After the French established a Huguenot pirate base at Fort Caroline in Florida in 1564, the Spanish ordered nobleman Pedro de Menéndez de Avilles to drive out the pirates. He seized the fort and massacred the pirates who fell into his hands, destroying the power of the Huguenots in the New World.




Raids on the Spanish

Led by such captains as Jean Florin (or ‘Fleury’) and François de Clerk (nicknamed Jambe de Bois or ‘Pegleg’), French pirates attacked French shipping and coastal settlements on both sides of the Atlantic. They conducted numerous raids on the coast of Hispaniola and even captured the cities of Havana and Santiago in Cuba. The Spanish were forced to strengthen their defences throughout the New World.
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