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    Balancing lawful profit and peril on unknown seas, A Cruising Voyage Around the World centers on the charged boundary where state-sanctioned privateering, exacting seamanship, and human endurance meet, tracing how commerce and conflict drive a circumnavigation that tests bodies, instruments, and ideals alike, as storms, scarcities, rival empires, uncertain charts, and the constant calculus of risk and reward press a captain and crew to navigate not only capes and currents but also the shifting ethics of violence, alliance, and survival that accompany a mission authorized by war, financed by investors, and executed in fragile wooden ships at the edge of the mapped world.

A Cruising Voyage Around the World is a firsthand maritime narrative by the English privateer Woodes Rogers, first published in 1712 in the early eighteenth century. It recounts his circumnavigation during the War of the Spanish Succession, when letters of marque licensed attacks on enemy commerce and opened the Pacific to audacious raids. As travel writing, logbook, and military report in one, the account moves from the Atlantic into the South Sea and onward across the Indian Ocean toward home. Its settings encompass coastal settlements, open-ocean passages, and contested waters where European imperial rivalries shaped daily decisions aboard crowded ships.

Rogers narrates as captain and businessman, steering readers through preparation, departures, long stretches of blue water, and calculated engagements that aim to secure lawful prize while surviving storms and disease. The voyage’s itinerary includes rounding a dangerous southern cape, entering Spanish-dominated Pacific waters, and encountering a marooned Scottish sailor whose fate would echo in later literature. The voice is pragmatic and observant, attentive to soundings, winds, provisions, and morale, yet animated by quick, dry judgments shaped by pressure and fatigue. The tone is disciplined rather than romantic, privileging the immediacy of a working journal over retrospective embellishment.

Much of the narrative unfolds in dated entries that accumulate into a rhythm of vigilance, repair, and decision, punctuated by descriptive passages about unfamiliar coasts, provisioning, and the bargaining that keeps crews afloat. Rogers explains course changes, divides spoils according to agreed shares, and records counsel taken with officers, all in compact prose that expects readers to meet the language of anchors, leagues, and latitudes. Yet the book is not merely technical. It pauses for scenes of fellowship and strain, sketching personalities without ornament, and it acknowledges the limits of knowledge when charts prove unreliable or rumors outrun the horizon.

Among its central themes is the thin line between piracy and privateering, a legal distinction that depends on documents, allegiance, and the shifting geopolitics of wartime trade. The book interrogates leadership and accountability at sea, from discipline and mutiny prevention to the distribution of gains and losses. It registers early modern knowledge-making—how charts, testimony, and experiment converge under duress—and it records encounters shaped by unequal power, where languages, customs, and ambitions meet in port or at gunpoint. Rogers’s perspective is unmistakably English and commercial, and reading it today invites attention to the assumptions, omissions, and hierarchies embedded in its matter-of-fact record.

For contemporary readers, the narrative offers a rigorous case study in leadership under uncertainty, the ethics of sanctioned violence, and the birth of globalized commerce that continues to shape routes, prices, and policies. It illuminates how risk is socialized and profit privatized, how information circulates imperfectly, and how logistical expertise can be decisive when resources are thin. As a primary source, it anchors histories of navigation, medicine at sea, and early insurance and investment practices. As literature, it rewards attention to pacing and understatement, showing how cumulative detail can build suspense without ornament, and how a working vocabulary can carry wide cultural consequence.

Approached with curiosity and care, A Cruising Voyage Around the World remains both a gripping journey and a document that clarifies how war, commerce, and knowledge intertwined on the world’s oceans in the early eighteenth century. It welcomes readers who value clear reportage more than flourish, and it rewards those interested in how decisions made under pressure ripple across ships, markets, and shores. Without revealing particular outcomes, this introduction invites you to listen closely to Rogers’s measured voice, to the weather he cannot command, and to the legal and moral frameworks he must navigate, and to consider how such frameworks persist in altered forms today.
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    A Cruising Voyage Around the World, published in 1712 by the English privateer Woodes Rogers, presents a first-hand chronicle of a privateering circumnavigation undertaken during the War of the Spanish Succession. Commissioned by Bristol merchants and armed with official letters of marque, Rogers records his enterprise as a working journal: preparations, orders, observations, and the measured progress of a long campaign at sea. The narrative frames commerce, war, and navigation as intertwined pursuits, tracing how a small squadron seeks lawful prizes while maintaining discipline, health, and seaworthiness. Rogers’ tone combines pragmatic detail with restrained appraisal, situating events within the practical limits of wind, provisions, and intelligence.

The voyage begins with the outfitting of two ships, the Duke and the Duchess, and the appointment of experienced seamen, notably the navigator William Dampier as pilot. Rogers outlines the chain of command, the legal and financial structure of a privateering venture, and the routines that govern watches, diet, and sanitation. The squadron stands down the Atlantic, balancing speed with the need to husband resources and keep crews effective. Early passages emphasize sail-handling, repairs under way, and the use of signals to coordinate maneuvers. Weather, currents, and the hazards of unfamiliar coasts press the company to rely on observation, consultation, and conservative seamanship.

Rounding Cape Horn tests the expedition’s endurance and judgment. Rogers describes heavy seas, variable winds, cold, and the navigational uncertainty of high southern latitudes. The successful entry into the Pacific opens a new operational phase, focused on intercepting Spanish shipping and gathering intelligence from captured vessels and coastal contacts. The account details reconnaissance, the weighing of risks, and the periodic need to refit and redistribute men. Rogers treats discipline as a matter of procedure as much as authority, documenting councils, articles, and punishments while guarding against disorder that could endanger ship handling. Charts, soundings, and bearings anchor the narrative in methodical practice.

A notable episode occurs at the Juan Fernández Islands, where the squadron encounters a mariner who has survived alone for years after being left behind by a previous voyage. Rogers records the recovery of this skilled seaman, his condition, and the practical knowledge he contributes in hunting, provisioning, and shipcraft. The island’s resources and hazards are described with an eye to navigation and health, from anchorages and freshwater to supplies of meat and wood. This interlude underscores the expedition’s reliance on adaptable expertise, as individual experience, improvisation, and careful husbandry of stores become decisive in sustaining long operations far from home.

Operating along the Pacific littoral, Rogers narrates a sequence of pursuits, engagements, and negotiations, conducted with attention to the laws of war and prize-taking. The ships replenish at remote anchorages, including the Galápagos, and confront calms, fog, and contrary currents that complicate gunnery and chase. A sustained effort is mounted to intercept the annual trade route linking the Americas and Asia, culminating in the capture of a richly laden galleon off the coast near the tip of California. Rogers emphasizes planning, signal discipline, and damage control, and he notes the treatment of prisoners and cargo as matters of both humanity and legal accountability.

With operations in the eastern Pacific concluded, the squadron commits to the long passage across the ocean to Asia. Rogers’ journal traces the measurement of latitude, the management of scurvy and fatigue, and the careful rationing that marks a successful crossing. Landfalls at Guam and later at Batavia in the Dutch East Indies bring encounters with colonial administrations, merchants, and pilots, as repairs, victualling, and finance are arranged. The return leg across the Indian Ocean and around the Cape of Good Hope is narrated in the same practical vein, with notes on winds, currents, and port formalities that reveal the global web of maritime commerce.

Throughout, A Cruising Voyage Around the World balances action with documentation, preserving routes, bearings, and coastal descriptions alongside accounts of combat, bargaining, and shipboard life. Rogers presents privateering as an organized business shaped by law, capital, and seamanship, offering one of the early English perspectives on the Pacific and the Americas from a working commander. Without overstatement, the book shows how information, discipline, and adaptability turn uncertain seas into an intelligible enterprise. Its continued resonance lies in its utility to historians of navigation and empire and in its clear view of how maritime knowledge is made, tested, and recorded under pressure.
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    A Cruising Voyage Round the World (1712) recounts an English privateering expedition that sailed from Bristol in 1708 during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714). The Act of Union (1707) had just created Great Britain, and wartime policy encouraged licensed privateering against Bourbon Spain. Woodes Rogers, commanding the Duke with the Dutchess in company, operated under letters of marque and the oversight of Admiralty courts. The voyage targeted Spanish commerce across Atlantic and Pacific waters long dominated by Habsburg and then Bourbon institutions. Rogers’s narrative situates itself in this legal and imperial framework, illustrating how global conflict opened maritime routes to sanctioned predation.

Privateering blended military objectives with investment. Rogers’s ships were financed by Bristol merchants and crewed under share-based articles that promised portions of prize value in lieu of wages. Legal authority rested with the High Court of Admiralty, which adjudicated captures and distributed proceeds. The expedition drew experienced talent, notably the navigator and buccaneer-author William Dampier, who served as pilot and brought practical knowledge of Pacific coasts. Rogers records contracts, oaths, and disciplinary measures, showing how commerce, law, and naval practice intertwined. His account documents a regulated alternative to piracy, revealing the institutional architecture that allowed private ships to wage war for profit.

The voyage unfolded within contested global trade systems. Spain’s American empire supplied silver from Potosí and Mexico to Panama and Acapulco, while the Manila galleons linked Asia to New Spain across the Pacific. These routes, guarded yet vast, were primary wartime targets. English mercantilism, reinforced by the Navigation Acts, sought to disrupt rival monopolies and capture bullion, cargo, and intelligence. Rogers details coastal patrols, blockades, and information gleaned from prisoners and charts, reflecting contemporary intelligence-gathering practices. His narrative maps the seams of Spanish logistics and governance, highlighting how privateers exploited seasonal sailings and choke points without claiming to overturn imperial control.

Seamanship and observation anchor the book. Before reliable marine chronometers, longitude was estimated by dead reckoning, while latitude was taken with instruments like the Davis quadrant. Rogers describes storms, currents, and lee shores around Cape Horn, the provisioning challenges that compounded scurvy and fatigue, and the value of island waypoints such as the Juan Fernández and Galápagos groups. He prints logs and bearings, contributing practical hydrographic notes used by later mariners. The emphasis on measured detail reflects early eighteenth-century empiricism and the authority of navigational evidence, presenting privateering as a disciplined, record-keeping endeavor rather than a purely adventurous enterprise.

One episode with lasting cultural resonance is Rogers’s 1709 rescue of the Scottish sailor Alexander Selkirk on the Juan Fernández Islands. Selkirk had been marooned in 1704 by Captain Thomas Stradling during a prior privateering voyage and had survived alone for years. Rogers’s published account of Selkirk’s condition, skills, and reintegration circulated widely and later informed Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). The incident underscores the porous boundary between factual voyage reporting and literary adaptation. By documenting it with dates and witnesses, the book exemplifies how authenticated seafaring narratives fed the period’s appetite for credible yet extraordinary accounts of human endurance.

Rogers’s operations along the Pacific coast of Spanish America illustrate wartime raiding and negotiation. The expedition sought ransoms from coastal towns and pursued richly laden targets, culminating in the capture of a Manila galleon off Baja California in 1709. Such actions were framed as lawful prize-taking under British commissions, and Rogers recounts terms offered, truces observed, and medical care extended to prisoners. The narrative emphasizes logistics—careening, provisioning, and refitting—required to sustain a prolonged cruise far from friendly ports. In doing so, it portrays privateering as methodical commerce-destruction tightly coupled to diplomacy, rather than indiscriminate violence divorced from policy.

Return, accounting, and publication formed the voyage’s coda. Rogers reached England in 1711, and A Cruising Voyage Round the World appeared in 1712, addressing investors, officials, and a broad reading public. The text includes journals, lists, and certificates designed to support prize claims and validate narratives in Admiralty proceedings. As with many privateering ventures, disputes and delays over distribution were protracted. By presenting evidence and argument in print, Rogers aligned his story with contemporary expectations of documentary candor. The book thus functions as both travel narrative and legal-economic brief, reflecting how wartime enterprise depended on paperwork as much as seamanship.

The work also foreshadows shifts in Atlantic governance after peace. Following the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) and royal anti-piracy campaigns, Rogers was appointed governor of the Bahamas in 1718 and moved to suppress the pirate enclave at Nassau. His earlier insistence on commissions, prize law, and discipline contrasts with the freebooting practices he later confronted as a colonial official. Read in this light, A Cruising Voyage Round the World documents a transitional moment: the culmination of licensed private war and the rise of centralized naval order. Its sober tone and legal framing both reflect and endorse that early Georgian recalibration of maritime power.
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The sea has long been the cradle of the English race, and, as an old chronicler boasted, “English ships visited every coast” and “English sailors excelled all others both in the arts of navigation and in fighting.” From this tradition the west country produced Drake, Raleigh, Hawkins, and the colourful Captain Woodes Rogers, a daring navigator, colonial governor, and the man whose rescue of Alexander Selkirk[1] lit Daniel Defoe’s imagination. His background was shadowy, yet records trace the Rogers line in Poole since the early sixteenth century: John Rogers wed Ann Woods, their descendants adopting the compound name Woodes Rogers.
Woodes Rogers, probably born in Bristol around 1679, followed his father to sea and appears in Captain William Dampier[2]’s Voyages as “my worthy friend,” contributor of vivid notes on hippopotami, trade-winds, and the coast of Natal. By 1705 he had married Sarah, daughter of Admiral Sir William Whetstone, and the city rolls honoured him: “Woodes Rogers junior, Mariner, is admitted to the liberties of this city.” In 1708 he burned to break France and Spain’s South-Sea monopoly; French ships were said to carry home a “hundred million dollars” a year. “Necessity has frequently put private men on noble takings,” he declared.
He secured Bristol merchants’ backing—Sir John Hawkins, Christopher Shuter, James Hollidge, Captain Freake, Thomas Clements, John Romsey, Thomas Goldney—and fitted out two private men-of-war: the Duke, 320 tons, 30 guns, 117 hands, and the Dutchess, 260 tons, 26 guns, 108 hands. Officers included Captain Stephen Courtney, Dr. Thomas Dover, Captain Edward Cooke, and the seasoned pilot William Dampier. A “Constitution” signed 14 July 1708 ordered that “all attempts, attacks, and designs upon the enemy” be first debated by council. On 2 August the little squadron sailed from King Road with “Tinkers, Taylors, Hay-makers, Pedlers, Fiddlers” and a bulldog, bound for glory.
“Most of us, the chief officers,” Rogers declares, “embraced this trip of privateering to recover our losses.” Down the Bristol Channel the Duke and Dutchess chase a vessel, but with “not twenty sailors” aboard they lose her. Cork is reached on September 6; Noblett Rogers completes stores, hires good hands, dismisses “ordinary fellows,” repairs rigging, and careens hulls. The crew “were continually marrying”: a Dane weds an Irish girl “without understanding a word,” needs an interpreter, then mourns while others “drink cans of flip.” On September 1 the ships sail with twenty merchants escorted by Hastings, Rogers resolved “to teach the gang discipline.
Rogers musters the crews before leaving Hastings; only a tything-man fears his wife’s forty-shilling levy, then drinks away the worry. Captain Paul gifts “scrubbers, iron scrapers, a speaking-trumpet.” Restowed, the Duke overhauls a Swedish trader, releases her “without embezzlement,” swapping hams for cyder. Disappointed men mutiny; ten go in irons, the “most dangerous fellow” sent ahead, all soon repent. Light airs make them skip Madeira; among the Canaries they capture a Spanish bark, carouse with a friar, ransom her at Oratava, then cross the tropic, ducking novices. At St Vincent they re-water, trade, lose a deserter, and sign prize shares—£10 a sailor, £100 a captain.
They steer for Brazil; only one small breach of discipline mars the run. On November 19 the ships anchor at Ilha Grande; guns fall silent when they show English colours, and friars with the governor treat them “handsomely.” Rogers joins a procession, band playing, while two Irishmen flee, fear monkeys, and return. On December 3 they leave for Juan Fernández. Gales rise; on the 13th the Dutchess reefs her mainsail. New Year’s Day they share “a tub of hot punch” and three huzzas. Tailors stitch warm clothes before both ships fight heavy seas round Cape Horn; at 61°53′ Rogers cries, “We now count ourselves in the South Sea.
Freezing crews and scurvy drove Duke and Dutchess south to Juan Fernandez; doubtful charts nearly beat them until Dampier made the landfall, “W.S.W., about seven leagues,” 31 January. At dusk a shore blaze alarmed Rogers, who cleared decks for battle, yet dawn revealed only a man in goat-skins waving. The yawl brought Alexander Selkirk aboard, tongue rusty, joy fierce after four years alone. Ashore, “we have a little town of our own here,” Rogers joked, while the “Governour” snared goats, greens cured scurvy, and sea-lion oil filled lamps. Sailing 14 February they armed the prize Beginning, soon added Increase under Selkirk, and on 5 April captured the 500-ton Ascension.
Treasure tales from prisoners spurred action. At dawn 12 April Rogers convened council aboard Duke: all portable goods were plunder, save “money and women’s ear-rings, with loose diamonds, pearls, and precious stones.” They sailed
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