


William Claiborne

In 1607, the first English colony in North America was established at Jamestown, Virginia. Sadly, things did not go well for the colonists. Captain John Smith and the rest of the settlers almost immediately began to succumb to disease and starvation, and relations with the indigenous tribes of the Virginia coastline were hostile. If the British Crown wanted to maintain a foothold in the New World, then England needed to send support and relief in order for the Jamestown colony to survive. In response to the crisis, nine large ships loaded with settlers and supplies left England for Jamestown in 1609. They arrived on May 24, 1610, to find that only 60 of the original 104 settlers were still living. They abandoned Jamestown and sought locations for new settlements.

While the British fretted over Jamestown, Spain grew increasingly worried. For decades, the Spanish had held complete control over trade with the Western Hemisphere. The Spanish ambassador in England, Pedro de Zuniga, sent a frantic message to his king, Philip III, stating, “I believe that they [England] would again send people out, because, no doubt, the reason they want that place is its apparent suitability for piracy.” His fears were well founded. Multiple locations along the American coastline could be used to launch pirate raids on lucrative Spanish shipping vessels, which had always crossed the Atlantic virtually unchallenged. Suggestions were even made in the British Parliament that hundreds of Irish pirates who had been plaguing English shipping could be deported to Virginia to settle, establish colonies, and use their seaborne trade to pillage Spanish vessels.


In 1621, Sir Francis Wyatt arrived in the Chesapeake Bay region to assume command as governor of Virginia. Over the preceding decade, the colony had evolved to a reasonably well-ordered and prosperous state. In all, more than thirteen hundred settlers had arrived in the colony, where they set about clearing land for farmsteads and building new homes. They had finally established peaceful relations with the local Indian tribes, imminent starvation no longer threatened, the menace of possible Spanish intervention had subsided, and a crop of tobacco grown for export was thriving.

One of those who had sailed for Virginia on the same ship as future governor Sir Francis Wyatt was a thirty-four-year-old stockholder in the Virginia Company, a well-educated, hearty, and affable but pugnacious man named William Claiborne. Claiborne had been a friend of Captain John Smith's back in London and through political connections had secured a three-year appointment as the colony's land surveyor. Claiborne had courage, industry, and resolve, but little could he imagine as he was sailing toward the Virginia Capes that he would one day be branded a pirate. Nor could he have foreseen the turmoil that his personal enterprises would inflict on the political geography and future of the entire Tidewater region.

William Claiborne had become good friends with the new governor on the transatlantic crossing and rose rapidly through the ranks of the Virginia colony's governing council. By 1624, he was a valued and trusted member of the governor's council, and in 1626, he became secretary of state for Virginia. Claiborne acquired massive tracts of land, but he sought to expand his holdings, as well as those of Virginia, by exploring the head of the Chesapeake River and any parts of Virginia lying between latitudes 34 and 41 degrees north. He also hoped to establish further trade relations with the Indians.

The seaborne leg of Claiborne's expedition began on April 27, 1627, when he sailed northward along the rich and unsettled shorelines of the Chesapeake. It was during this exploratory voyage that Claiborne first sighted the fertile fields and forests of a large island. Perhaps because it reminded him of his native county of Kent, England, he named it Kent Island. He envisioned this as the perfect base from which to establish an Indian fur-trading empire. The island was nearly three-quarters of the way up the bay—close enough to the mouth of the Susquehanna River to have access to the northern tribes, yet within several days of Jamestown by water. By 1628, Claiborne was actively trading with the Indians and laying the foundations of a successful enterprise.

Less than three years later, with his commission as surveyor complete, Claiborne returned to England to secure financial support for a major trading operation on the Chesapeake. Apparently it did not take much to persuade a wealthy and influential London merchant named William Cloberry to invest heavily in Claiborne's fur-trading enterprise. Cloberry founded a new trading company, of which Claiborne was a partner and independent manager. While in London, Claiborne learned of a new colonizing effort being spearheaded by George Calvert, Lord Baltimore, who sought to stake out a portion of the New World as a Catholic stronghold. This would have been of little interest to Claiborne were it not for the fact that Lord Baltimore had his eyes set on a large expanse of coastal land immediately to the north of Virginia—too close for comfort to Claiborne's burgeoning trading empire. Storm clouds were gathering on the Virginia-Maryland horizon.

Using Cloberry's influential connections, Claiborne managed to acquire a royal license “to trade and traffic of corne, furs, or any other commodities…make discoveries for increase of trade” and “freely conduct said trade with his ships, men, boats and merchandise…in all parts of America for which there is not already a patent granted to others for trade.” Claiborne immediately set sail from Kent, England, aboard a ship named Africa, with a cargo of trade goods valued at more than 1,300 pounds sterling and about twenty indentured servants. They landed at Kecoughtan, Virginia, two months later.

At the time of his return, the island at the center of his plans was “unplanted by any man, but possessed of the natives of that country.” Claiborne purchased the island from the Indians and then proceeded to develop the land, putting a hundred men to work building homes and mills, laying out gardens, planting orchards, and stocking farms with cattle. Within a year, the island had its own representative in the Virginia Assembly.

Meanwhile, as William Claiborne systematically established a base for his new trading empire on the Chesapeake, Lord Baltimore continued pressing the British king, Charles I, for a charter to establish his new colony north of Virginia. The colony was to be named Maryland in honor of Queen Henrietta Marie. Lord Baltimore died in April 1632, but his efforts were not in vain. The king agreed to the charter in June, which was then granted to Calvert's eldest son, Cecilius, Second Lord Baltimore.

Unfortunately, the territorial borders assigned to the proposed Maryland colony significantly overlapped areas that had been granted to the Virginia Company and were claimed by the colony of Virginia. To make matters worse, Claiborne's Kent Island lay in the middle of the territory claimed by both Virginia and the proposed colony of Maryland. Aware of Claiborne's trading settlement, the new Lord Baltimore initially took a conciliatory stance toward the Virginia secretary of state's claim. He gave instructions that his brother Leonard Calvert—who would become the future governor of the Maryland colony—deal firmly but courteously with Claiborne. It was made clear that Lord Baltimore believed that Kent Island lay fully within the boundaries of the Maryland charter, and while they would permit Claiborne to continue trading, it would have to be under license and authority of Lord Baltimore.

Once word of Baltimore's charter arrived in Virginia, the colony's planters were enraged over the challenge to their established borders. They immediately petitioned the king to redress the issue. The king, however, decided to leave the colonists sort out the problem among themselves. It was a decision that would, in short order, result in charges of piracy, bloodshed, and the first naval engagement between English-speaking peoples in the New World.

Two small vessels carrying the first settlers for young Lord Baltimore's new colony arrived within sight of Point Comfort in the Chesapeake River on February 27, 1634. It was a dangerous landfall, as Baltimore had specifically forbade entry at either Jamestown or Virginia's new fort at Point Comfort.

The Maryland colonists, however, were treated kindly by Virginia's governor, John Harvey, despite the outright hostility of the Virginia Council. Governor Harvey seemed eager to lay aside the challenge to Virginia's territorial jurisdiction and assist the Maryland colonists. As a practiced politician, he obviously was motivated more out of a desire for personal gain than simple neighborliness. It seems that Harvey had made an arrangement with Lord Baltimore to assist the colonists, and in exchange he would “receive a great summe of money due to him out of the exchequer.”

After meeting with Maryland's future governor, Leonard Calvert, William Claiborne requested the Virginia Council's opinion as to “how he should demean himself in respect to Lord Baltimore's patent and his deputies, now seated in the bay; for that they [the Marylanders] had specified…that he was now a member of that plantation, and therefore should relinquish all relations and dependence on this colony.” The council—in opposition, perhaps, to the will of their own governor—stoutly reassured him that Kent Island remained part of the Virginia colony.

Each colony now seemed equally adamant in its claim to the island, so Claiborne decided to take matters into his own hands. Though he had served as both the secretary of state for the colony of Virginia and a member of the Virginia Council, he decided to oppose the king's charter and resist the authority that Lord Baltimore claimed over Kent Island. It was with this decision that Claiborne's real troubles began.

Leonard Calvert's band of colonists began establishing the settlement of St. Mary's City on a bluff overlooking a tributary of the Potomac that they dubbed St. Mary's River. They initially secured the friendship of the local Algonquin Indians, but by the summer of 1643, suspicion, distrust, and periodic hostilities were increasingly evident among the neighboring Patuxent tribe. Alarmed by this change in local attitude to their presence, the settlers of St Mary's abandoned their domestic projects and set about building defenses. A Virginia fur trader named Henry Fleet informed the Maryland colonists that none other than William Claiborne was spreading a rumor among the Indians that the new settlers were “Waspaines,” or Spaniards intent on murdering the local tribes.

The Maryland settlers were outraged and immediately made a formal complaint to Virginia governor John Harvey, who had Claiborne placed under bond and confined to Jamestown under the watchful custody of Captains Samuel Matthews and John Utie until the charges could be investigated. On June 20, 1634, commissioners from both Maryland and Virginia, along with Claiborne, met with the Indians at their village on the Patuxent River. As a consequence of the meeting, not only was William Claiborne fully vindicated of the charge of turning the Indians against the Marylanders, but it also became apparent that Henry Fleet had started the rumor because he was jealous of Claiborne's success in the fur-trading business.

Meanwhile, Claiborne's partners, William Cloberry and Company, had petitioned the king of England for protection of their claims on Kent Island. The king replied that it was contrary to justice and the intent of the colonial charter granted to the Calverts that the Kent Islanders be dispossessed. Furthermore, he directed that they should continue to enjoy full freedom of trade and instructed Lord Baltimore not to disturb or molest the island settlement in any way.

That should have been the end of it, but it wasn't. In September, news of the king's command and the charges against Claiborne both reached Lord Baltimore—but not the news that Claiborne had been exonerated of all charges. Based on this incomplete information, Baltimore became outraged. Ignoring the king's admonition to the contrary, he sent word to his brother, Governor Calvert, that if Claiborne continued to trade without an official Maryland license, he was to be arrested and held in St. Mary's jail, and his island settlement was to be confiscated. But arresting the secretary of state of a more powerful and better-established neighboring colony was not a simple matter. So Lord Baltimore used his connections at court to bring pressure on Virginia's governor to promise full support to Maryland in its claims. Opposition to both Governor Harvey and the Maryland colony was spreading throughout Virginia, and trade and commerce between the two colonies now virtually ceased.

William Claiborne resolved to stand fast, in spite of his own governor's support of Lord Baltimore. He prepared Kent Island for armed resistance while simultaneously expanding operations on the island. He imported more servants, cleared more land, and erected more houses. And his partner, William Cloberry, reassured by the king's support, sent new shiploads of goods to trade with the Indians.

When the Europeans’ squabbling over Kent Island became unbearable to the indigenous Indians, the island became the target of a raid by hostile Susquehannock and Wicomese tribes, who killed three of the islanders before being repelled. After the attack, the islanders erected two more fortifications as defense against enemies both foreign and domestic. As part of his overall plan, Claiborne had also commissioned the construction of a lightweight ship, known as a “pinnace.” Named the Long Tayle, it had been designed for naval defense as well as trade and transport. Once complete, Claiborne put the Long Tayle and her crew of twenty men under the command of Captain Thomas Smith.

The flashpoint for the escalating hostilities between the St. Mary's and Kent Island camps came when another pinnace belonging to Maryland, commanded by Sergeant Robert Vaughn, approached Garrett Island near the head of the Chesapeake with a large cargo destined for the Indian trade. The historical record is unclear as to how the altercation started or exactly what transpired, but a man named John Butler, agent for and brother-in-law of William Claiborne, seized the Maryland ship, its cargo, Sergeant Vaughn, and the rest of the crew. The prisoners were taken to Kent Island. This seizure became the first documented act of “Pyracie” on the waters of the Chesapeake Bay.

Claiborne quickly ordered the Marylanders released, but with the understanding that they would carry word back to St. Mary's of his resolve to resist any incursion on the part of the Marylanders. He then continued in his trading activities as though nothing had happened. On April 5, Captain Smith sailed the Long Tayle on a trading mission to the Indian village at Mattapany, on the shores of the Patuxent River in St. Mary's County. In retaliation for the earlier capture, Captains Fleet and Humber seized the Long Tayle and ordered Captain Smith to produce a valid trading license from Lord Baltimore. Smith could not produce the demanded license, but he did produce a copy of the king's commission and additional correspondence confirming it. The Marylanders declared the documents false and proceeded to confiscate the vessel and its cargo. They did, however, release Captain Smith. Apparently, they wanted it well known that Maryland would not tolerate any incursion into its territory.

The Kent Islanders were enraged by the capture of their only ship and sought revenge. They fitted out and armed a sloop named the Cockatrice, manning it with a crew of fourteen. Claiborne issued a special warrant to Lieutenant Ratcliffe Warren to seize any vessel belonging to Maryland. It was a warrant that was—depending on one's point of view—either a declaration of war or a letter of marque for privateering. Governor Calvert, fearing the escalating vendetta, armed and readied two vessels of his own, the St. Helen and St. Margaret and placed them under the command of his most trusted officers, Captain Thomas Cornwaleys and Cuthbert Fenwick.

Just over two weeks after the confiscation of the Long Tayle, while cruising in the Pocomoke River on Virginia's lower eastern shore, Lieutenant Warren sighted the St. Helen and moved to take the ship. Just as the Cockatrice cruised into range, its crew was surprised by the arrival of the St. Margaret, commanded by Captain Cornwaleys. Undaunted, the Kent Islanders shifted direction, closed, and attempted to board the St. Margaret. A short, brutal hand-to-hand battle ensued, resulting in the deaths of Warren as well as two other Kent Islanders and one member of the St. Margaret's crew. Several more crewmen on both sides were wounded, and the Cockatrice was captured. The first blood of naval combat on the Chesapeake Bay had been spilled. It would be far from the last.

For William Claiborne, the loss of the Cockatrice was devastating, but he promptly dispatched another armed vessel under the command of Captain Thomas Smith to patrol the mouth of the Pocomoke. On May 10, Smith encountered Cornwaleys and his ship in the harbor of the Great Wicomico. Though the details of the ensuing engagement were never recorded, the Kent Islanders apparently emerged victorious as Cornwaleys's corn, furs, trading goods, and possibly his ship were captured. They had settled the score for the loss and capture of the Cockatrice. Claiborne next sent Captain Philip Taylor in another vessel up the Patuxent to retake the Long Tayle, but once again the tables turned, and this time Captain Taylor was taken.

While his “privateers” were waging recurring battles on the Pocomoke, Claiborne was at Jamestown garnering support against Governor Harvey. Governor Calvert of Maryland, having failed to capture Claiborne, demanded that the Virginia governor surrender the pirate for trial in Maryland, but Harvey had been growing increasingly unpopular and was now facing open insurrection because of his support for the Marylanders’ claim against the Kent Islanders. As a result of his problems at home, Harvey was unable to comply with the demands of his northern neighbors. In fact, Harvey was impeached and sent to England to face charges. In his place, the Virginia Council elected Captain John West as acting governor, and forged an uneasy truce between the Marylanders at St. Mary's and the Kent Islanders.


Next George Evelin arrived on the scene. When Evelin came to Kent Island in December 1636 with a one-sixth share in Cloberry and Company, he seemed a welcome asset. But when the first shipment of supplies, trade goods, and servants arrived a couple months later, the islanders learned that Evelin had somehow managed to acquire power of attorney through Cloberry, and now he declared that he had been granted command of Kent Island and full control of all its operations. William Claiborne was ordered to return to England to explain his actions against Lord Baltimore. Claiborne dutifully made preparations for his transatlantic voyage, but before he left, he made rapid progress on a permanent plantation and trading center under the command of Captain Thomas Smith on Palmer's Island, strategically located at the head of the bay and in the heart of Maryland territory. He also prepared an inventory of company property and made Evelin sign a bond agreeing not to sell or assign away Kent Island or its goods.

As soon as Claiborne disappeared over the eastern horizon, however, Evelin broke the bond and began personal negotiations with Maryland's governor. Courted, flattered, and likely bribed by the clever Governor Calvert, Evelin soon transferred his allegiance from Cloberry and Company to Lord Baltimore. Calvert instructed him to secure the goodwill of the Kent Islanders in support of Lord Baltimore, and in exchange, the governor would appoint him as commander of Kent Island, from which he would receive a share in all proceeds.

The Kent Islanders, however, viewing Evelin as both a traitor and a turncoat, were loath to transfer their allegiance to Lord Baltimore, despite the best efforts of their new commander. Trade deteriorated and the Marylanders severed the supply lines. The threat of starvation was growing among the islanders, who almost universally despised Evelin. Two of Claiborne's most trusted and loyal agents, John Butler and Thomas Smith, led the islanders in resistance against the usurper Evelin and soon became marked men among Maryland's officers.

Governor Calvert, whose past forays against the Kent Islanders had not fared well, was reluctant to employ force of arms to reinstall Evelin to command without clear instructions from his brother, Lord Baltimore, who remained safely back in England. In the late autumn of 1637, however, news reached the Marylanders that a possible attack on the colony by Susquehannock Indians was likely. Maryland feared that the Virginians might supply the Indians with guns and powder via the trading post at Palmer's Island. They decided, therefore, that both Kent and Palmer's Islands would have to be taken by force. Calvert immediately set about gathering a force of roughly thirty musketeers under the command of Cornwaleys, which moved out with George Evelin in tow. Meanwhile, the Kent Islanders had heard about the Marylanders’ fear of an Indian attack and decided it might actually be a good idea to supply and encourage the Susquehannocks while simultaneously fortifying Palmer's Island.

The Marylanders landed at the southernmost point of Kent Island a little before sunset near Captain Claiborne's house, which was “seated within a small fort of Pallysadoes.” The Marylanders took the lightly defended fort by surprise and without opposition. Claiborne was still in England, and a thorough search failed to turn up Butler or Smith, “the chief incendiaries of the former seditions and mutinies upon the island.” Undeterred, Governor Calvert rounded up everyone in the fort and set off on a march toward Butler's plantation five miles to the north. He directed his ship to rendezvous with them at Craford, Evelin's headquarters on the island. When the Marylanders came within half a mile of Butler's plantation, Calvert dispatched an ensign named Clerck with ten musketeers to surprise and capture Butler and bring him to Craford. He next dispatched his sergeant, Robert Vaughn, along with six musketeers to Thomas Smith's plantation at Beaver Neck, located on the far side of a small creek. They captured both Butler and Smith, who put up little resistance, and confined them aboard the pinnace on charges of piracy.

Having thus captured the leaders of the opposition, Governor Calvert issued a proclamation of general pardon to any remaining Kent Islanders who submitted to Lord Baltimore's government within twenty-four hours. Not surprisingly, this is precisely what all the residents of Kent Island did. Calvert then directed that the islanders would have to accept Lord Baltimore's letters patent for their holdings on the island, telling them that new boundaries would be surveyed in the spring. Happy with the outcome of his mission, Calvert sailed back to St Mary's with Smith and Butler under heavy guard, leaving George Evelin firmly in command of Kent Island.

Once he arrived at St. Mary's, Calvert faced the vexing question of what to do with Butler and Smith. In an effort to win him over to Lord Baltimore's side, Calvert brought Butler out of the sheriff's custody and into his own home. If he could somehow manage to successfully secure the influential Butler's support, he hoped the rest of Kent Island might follow suit. Smith, on the other hand, had commanded two of Claiborne's ships and was responsible for the death of William Ashmore at the Battle of Pocomoke, as it had come to be called. Calvert needed to make an example of Smith and could not treat him as generously as he had Butler, so in March 1638, Smith was indicted, found guilty, and sentenced to be hanged for piracy and murder.

As a show of mercy and clemency, however, Governor Calvert issued a stay of execution and released Smith on bail, hoping he had made his point and duly demonstrated his power and authority. Now free on bail, Smith returned to Kent Island, where he immediately set about raising a revolt against Maryland.

Calvert fitted out a second expedition and returned to the troublesome island with fifty musketeers. They reinforced the Kent Island fort with several cannons and removed all of Cloberry's goods and servants. The Marylanders once again captured Smith and took him to St. Mary's under guard. This time, though, there would be no mercy. He was hanged—not for piracy, but for rebellion.

Butler eventually converted to the Maryland cause and was appointed captain of the Militia Band of the Isle of Kent. Ironically, his commission included mustering inhabitants capable of bearing arms to repel pirate invasions and Indians, as well as suppressing mutiny and civil disorder.

Meanwhile, Captain William Claiborne, whom the Maryland Assembly charged on March 24, 1638, with “grevious crimes of pyracie and murther” for the Battle of Pocomoke, became a wanted criminal and outlaw in the Maryland colony. Consequently, he forfeited all of “his lands and tenements” as well as his “goods and chattels which he hath within this Province” to Lord Baltimore.

Naturally, Claiborne petitioned the king. The Crown, however, wanted nothing more to do with the quarrelsome colonies and referred the matter to the Lords Commissioners of Plantations. Fortune continued to frown on the former Virginia secretary of state, as in April 1638, the Lords Commissioners predictably ruled in favor of their peer, Lord Baltimore. Baltimore's power and influence in England was simply too great to fight.


With such powerful political forces in England standing firmly behind Maryland, and with both Kent and Palmer's Islands firmly under the control of Governor Calvert, the newly elected governor of Virginia withdrew all support from William Claiborne. He was ruined. And the islands became a permanent part of Maryland.





John Paul Jones

The title of this book is Pirates of Virginia, but it might be more accurately called Pirates IN Virginia, as the only pirate discussed thus far who was actually from Virginia was William Claiborne, whose story was told in the first chapter. Of the rest, although their travels brought them to Virginia to prey on the rich shipping, none of them stayed for very long—at least not voluntarily. John Paul Jones was also not a native Virginian, nor, in fact, did he spend much of his career in the colony; he was born in Scotland, and although he considered himself an American in every sense, he never established a permanent home here. But if he had considered anywhere in the world to be his home, it would have been Fredericksburg, Virginia. Whether Jones was a pirate depends entirely on your point of view. The British Crown, which held claim to the colonies, certainly thought he was, but the Americans for whom he fought considered him a hero.

John Paul (later known as John Paul Jones) was born at Arbigland, Scotland, on July 6, 1747. His father, also named John Paul, was a gardener and his mother, Jean MacDuff, was the daughter of a farmer in the neighboring parish of New-Abbey. Although not poor, the Pauls were decidedly working-class. Some of John Paul Jones's early biographers refused to accept his humble origins, insisting he was the illegitimate son of the Third Earl of Selkirk. In truth, he was an average boy who overcame class prejudice and succeeded in a world dominated by the rich and powerful.

John was the fourth of seven children. The firstborn was William Paul, who went abroad early in life and settled and married in Fredericksburg, Virginia. It appears that William was the only one of John's siblings with whom he kept close ties. John finished his schooling at twelve and insisted on going to sea, so his parents apprenticed him to local ship owner John Younger. Lacking the social connections necessary for quick advancement, the apprentice committed himself to seven years’ service. In 1761, at age thirteen, he made his first trip on the Friendship to Fredericksburg, Virginia, where he visited his brother William, who had established a tailor shop there.

A number of voyages between England, the West Indies, and the Chesapeake followed. The next year, John Paul again found himself in Fredericksburg, where he stayed with his brother, reading books and studying navigation. John Paul loved Fredericksburg, felt comfortable there, and hoped that one day he might purchase a home in the bustling town. John Paul came and went with the tides and the shipments until 1764, when Younger went bankrupt and released him from his apprenticeship. Young John Paul then looked for other work to continue his study of seamanship. He took a position as third mate on the Two Friends, a ship operating in the African slave trade, which was the most dangerous and least desirable job for a sailor. He could not abide what he called that “abominable trade,” but even though he was unhappy in his position, he made the most of it, and in 1768, by the time the twenty-one-year-old left the slaver, he had become its chief mate. Separating from the Two Friends in Jamaica, John Paul took passage home on a brig named the John. When both the captain and chief mate died of disease en route to Scotland, John Paul was the only person aboard who could navigate, so he assumed command and brought the vessel and its crew of seven safely to Kirkcudbright.

The owners of the John, pleased with John Paul's performance, asked him to continue as captain, and for the next two years, he served as master and selling agent for the John, making several voyages between Scotland and the West Indies. By 1772, he had graduated to command of the Betsy, a large, square-rigged merchant vessel. Through personal initiative, merit, force of character, and luck, in the space of eleven years John Paul had risen from ship's boy to captain. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he did not have his opportunities provided to him; he made his own way and achieved much.

John Paul's life took a dramatic turn in 1773 as a result of his ferocious temper. One of the seamen on the Betsy, to whom he later referred to simply as the “ringleader,” challenged John Paul's authority and fomented a mutiny when the ship arrived at the West Indian island of Tobago. John Paul confronted the ringleader with a sword, intending, he later claimed, to intimidate the sailor into obedience.

According to John Paul's account, the ringleader then went berserk, picked up a piece of wood, and came at the captain, who defended himself with his sword against repeated blows. Finally John Paul, in self-defense, stabbed his attacker and killed him. If this account is accurate, his subsequent actions seem strange. A few days after the incident, John Paul fled Tobago, traveled incognito to America, and “reinvented” himself. He added a new last name—Jones—probably chosen because it was commonplace. Either Jones's rendition of events leading to the sailor's death were not as he later portrayed them, or the killing of the man, though justifiable, so inflamed the local population that John Paul and his friends feared he would never receive a fair trial.

His recovery from what he later called “that great Misfortune of my Life” was a turning point in Jones's career. While creating the new John Paul Jones, he headed for Fredericksburg, which, he later wrote, had long been his “favorite Country.” He intended to settle there permanently and “quit the Sea Service,” using money owed him as a merchant captain to “purchase some small tracts of Land.” With three thousand inhabitants, the town was a prosperous, bustling port of well-cared-for houses and shady streets. Thomas Jefferson, a frequent visitor to Fredericksburg, wrote, “The town was constantly filled with sailors from all parts of the world.”

When the thirteen-year-old John Paul first arrived in Fredericksburg back in 1761, the Rappahannock River valley was lush and verdant. But when the man calling himself John Paul Jones returned in the winter of 1774, he found Fredericksburg cold, gray, and unwelcoming. Worst of all, his older brother had died. Before his death, William Paul had separated from his wife, and the executors named in his will refused to serve. Thus the will could not be executed, and John Paul inherited nothing from his brother's tailoring business.

Jones needed friends and a place to stay, but none of his brother's friends stepped forward. He probably found lodging in one of several boardinghouses or inns. There still stands in Fredericksburg a carefully preserved late-eighteenth-century inn called the Rising Sun, typical of the accommodations available to a traveler of Jones's day. The class divide is stark. As one enters, to the left is a wainscoted room with Queen Anne furniture where the gentlemen ate. Dinner, an ample two-hour affair, cost one shilling and six pence. A private room for the night was one shilling and three pence. To the right is the tavern room, where the barkeep stood behind a wooden enclosure for protection in case the customers became violent. For a penny, a fellow could sleep above the barroom on a straw pallet in a fifteen-by-eighteen-foot room along with fifteen other men, who were required to give the innkeeper their boots at night to keep them from leaving without paying.

There is little doubt Jones would have preferred a gentleman's lodgings. It is true that he was a commoner, but he had shouted commands from the quarterdeck and slept in a captain's cabin. He had no desire to return to the dank intimacy of the lower deck, where the crew slept, their hammocks hanging cheek to cheek. But Jones was short on cash. When he fled Tobago, he had the considerable sum of fifty pounds sterling, but as it turned out, this would have to last him nearly two years.

Serious rumbles of discontent had been rolling through the American colonies in the winter of 1773–74. In December 1773, the Sons of Liberty dressed up like Indians and threw hundreds of crates of tea into Boston Harbor to protest British tax policies. In Virginia, young radicals like Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, and Richard Henry Lee formed a Committee of Correspondence to share their views and experiences with their brethren in the northern colonies. The following September, the First Continental Congress would meet in Philadelphia to take the initial steps on a path that would lead to America's independence from her mother country in less than two years.

But neither rebellious murmurings nor outright defiance against the Crown meant that a social revolution was imminent, at least not yet. All men were not created equal in the Virginia commonwealth, certainly not in the Tidewater region of great estates along the James and Rappahannock Rivers. A “squirearchy” of forty families owned most of the land and kept their subordinates in their place. Gentlemen ate with silver, common folk with a wooden spoon or their fingers.

The outsider John Paul Jones was not welcome in Fredericksburg. He could not count on the goodwill of his brother's friends, because William had been out of favor because of his marital problems, and newly arrived gentlemen from far-off places were expected to present letters of introduction. In eighteenth-century America, strangers were viewed with suspicion and even openly gawked at, particularly when they had a thick Scottish brogue. The landed gentry looked down on Scotsmen, who were seen as crass money-grubbers. In 1781, a wealthy Virginian named Charles Lee complained that Virginia was becoming a “Mac-ocracy,” overrun by a Celtic “banditti.”

Jones, however, was welcomed by one group of Virginians—the Freemasons, whose local lodge met regularly at an inn called the Townhouse. Already a member of the brotherhood, Jones was free to attend. Masonry gave its members a sense of exclusivity and gave Jones the social network and sense of belonging he desired. Dr. John K. Read, who was the local grand master, befriended the carefully dressed stranger with a hidden past and a familiar brogue. In a letter he later wrote to Jones, Read reflected on “the many sentimental hours which passed between us at the Grove,” a plantation outside Fredericksburg.

During those solitary hours spent in the company of Dr. Read at the Grove, Jones indulged his appetite for reading and thus was obtaining an education. “Any young gentleman traveling through Virginia was presumed to be acquainted with dancing, boxing, card and fiddle-playing and the use of the small sword,” wrote Philip Fithian, a Princeton graduate who tutored the sons of Virginia gentry. Jones's lack of skill in these arts proved he was not a gentleman, but gentlemen also prided themselves on their classical learning, and here Jones could catch up. One of his midshipmen later observed, “The learning he obtained…from the age of nine years, was from close application to books, of which he was remarkably fond.” Jones wished to be, as he later wrote, “a citizen of the world.” If he could not join the Virginia landowners, he would transcend them.

But first he wanted to marry one of their daughters. Dorothea Spottswood Dandridge was a dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty of nineteen who came from an established Virginia family. She was the granddaughter of Governor Alexander Spottswood and a cousin of Martha Washington. We do not know much about Jones's courtship of Miss Dandridge, except that he managed to win her heart but not the approval of her father. Jones wrote only that he relinquished “the softer affections of his heart” to go to war. He later learned from Dr. Read that Dorothea had married the governor of Virginia, Patrick Henry. Henry was nearly twice the age of young Dorothea, but he came from a socially acceptable family and was the governor of the colony. According to a biography of Henry, it was known that Dorothea, known as Dolly, “had fancied an impecunious young sailor named John Paul Jones, then visiting cousins on a nearby plantation, but her father dashed her hopes in favor of the more glorious match with the governor.” The “cousin” was in all likelihood Dr. Read.

After a year in Virginia, Jones was nearing the end of his savings. He was dependent on Dr. Read's kindness, lodging, and hospitality and appeared to have little or no prospect for employment. But everything was about to change. The declaration of war between the colonies and the Crown saved Jones from his brooding over Miss Dandridge and provided him with a career opportunity.

On April 22, 1775, a horseman rode into Fredericksburg with ominous news. In the dead of night, British marines had removed the gunpowder from the armory at Williamsburg, lest it be seized by rebels. A few days earlier, a British column had marched out to destroy a rebel cache of arms in Concord, Massachusetts, and the colonists resisted. Fighting broke out at Lexington Green and Concord Bridge, and on their retreat to Boston, more than two hundred British redcoats were slain by colonial militia.

Rebellion against the Crown, fueled by hatred of the colonial governors, was boiling over. In March 1775, Governor Patrick Henry thrilled a convention of Virginia delegates by exclaiming, “Give me liberty or give me death!” Predictably, an increasingly nervous British government clamped down on dissenters. On April 29, the streets of Fredericksburg were filled with volunteers, eager to form up and do battle for “liberty.” One observer
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“A compelling read and a worthy addition to the canon of litera-
ture on the epic history of piracy in American waters, Pirates of
Virginia brings authentic pirate adventure to ife. Readers will
quickly find their hearts racing as they meet real pirates face-to-
face on rolling, blood-washed decls.”

—BENERSON LITTLE
‘Author of The Buccaneer's Realm

*In Pirates of Virginia, authors Donnelly and Diehl capture the
essence of the lives of such famous sea rovers as William Dampier,
Captain Kidd, Black Sam Bellamy, and Blackbeard, who all plied
their nefarious trade in the blood-soaked waters of the Chespeake
Bay and the Atlantic off Virginia. I love this book!”

—DAVENICHOLS
Editor of Pirates Magazine

irates swarmed along the Old Dominion's coastline, from
‘the earliest days of the Colonial Era until the end of the
Revolution, in search of plunder and rich prizes. This book
recounts the adventures and dastardly deeds of such famous
characters as Edward “Blackbeard” Teach, Maj. Stede Bonnet, John
Paul Jones, and William Claiborne, among several others, and
recounts stories of Revolutionary War privateers.

MARK P. DONNELLY and DANIEL DIEHL and have collaborated
on 18 books, including Pirates of New Jersey, and more than 150
hours of documentary television, including programs for Discov-
ery, History, and Biography channels.





