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Societies get the crime they deserve.
—Ancient criminological proverb
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PART I

ANTECEDENTS

1596–1907






CHAPTER ONE

SHIVER ME NORTHERN TIMBERS

Pirates and Privateers of Atlantic Canada






BLACK BART

Without are dogs and murderers.

—Book of Revelation

The starless night was as dark as a black dog. The small fishing village of Trepassey, located on the southern tip of New-found-land’s Avalon Peninsula, was tranquil in the pre-dawn hours, on the twenty-first day of June, in the yeare of grace one thousand seven hundred and twenty.

But amidst this early morning solitude, a dark cloud of treachery hung over the town and a foreboding wind of menace blustered into the harbour, fiercely pitching the sloops, schooners, and brigs out of their slumber. Before the sunne had broken over the horizon, the calm of the somnolent village was shattered by the hellish uproar of a grande ship coursing through the long slender reach of the harbour “with Drums beating, Trumpets sounding, and other instruments of Musick, English Colours flying.” It was the sloop Royal Rover. And as she brazenly sailed into the dusk-veiled harbour, much unease and terror was stirred amongst the newly awoken townspeople who realized immediately what violent squall had broken their calm midst.

Pyrates!

Standing on the quarter deck of the marauding vessel, below death’s flagg flying at the topmasthead, was a tall, nut-brown figure attired in the most resplendent of finery — a rich crimson waistcoat and petticoat breeches, with gold braid, a red feather in a broad-brimmed hat that sat aloft his tarry locks, and a gold chaine wrapped ten times around his neck, with a diamond-encrusted cross, once destined for the King of Portugal, dangling in the middle. He laid bare a cutlash in the hollow of one hand, and at the end of a silk bandolier flung over his shoulders he carried two pistols. The sea-roving Turk at the helm of the infectious ship was none other than Black Bart, renowned navigator and true sea dog who went into the cannon’s mouth willingly, not for want of riches, but from a yearning for roving and adventure; for the wayward Captain was apt to say, “A merry life and a short one, shall be my motto!” And that destiny would grant him!

He was borne John Roberts in 1682 in the wee village of Castle Newydd Bach, a dreary blemish to be found on the southern slopes of the Preseli Hills in Wales. He would later change his name to Bartholomew, but, to his victims and enemies alike, he was known as Black Bart. Despite his errant ways later in life, he was not delivered into the vagabond class, but was sired from respectable, land-owning parents. “On the cusp of his teenage years, he was, when the young, curly sable haired, John Robert, with sable eyes, went to sea as a cabin boy.” He returned to the land, but conditions were poor, and “this olive-skinned broad-shouldered young man, who be fortunate enough to stand more than two yards tall, possessing good natural parts and personall bravery, returned to the sea,” whereby during the time of the Spanish Succession, betwixt the yeares one thousand seven hundred and two and thirteen, he served in the Royal Navy. His battle-hardened maritime expeditions granted John the skills of a highly proficient seaman, navigator, and natural leader of men. Nevertheless, at the end of the war, John Roberts, now 31, found himself without a vocation.

[image: image]

Dreaded flag of the pyrate ship Royal Rover

Roberts’ days as a sea raider began in the yeare of our lord one thousand seven hundred and nineteen, whilst serving as third mate on a slave ship captured by the tallowy pyrate Howell Davis. In the force of the moment, and with little recourse, Roberts and other crew members were press-ganged into service aboard the wicked pyrate ship. When Davis was killed whilst attacking the town of Principe off the Guinea coast, Roberts was elected captain of the buccaneer vessel, “as he had none of the appearance of a man who sailed before the mast; but seemed like a mate of skipper, accustomed to be obeyed or to strike.” For reality and in truth he loathed this wretched calling, but the extremity of want that whet his appetite for escapades and exploits overcame his trepidations, and thusly accepted the honour—evidently concluding, “since he had dipp’d his hand in muddy Water, and must be a Pyrate, it was better being a Commander than a common Man.” His life was now forever cast in the free trading commerce of the sea, without the folly swaddles, just as the Angel of Death created it. His first order as captain was to raze a select few homes of Principe as an act of revenge for the killing of Howell Davis.

Unlike the typical swashbuckling corsair, Roberts hisself was a prudish, fastidious, and pious man by disposition and custom. He dressed like a proper gentleman at all times, even in battle. Ne’er a vice ever threatened the sanctions of his piety; instead of playing cards, rolling bones, or cavorting around the barrel getting bowsy from drinking sittyated grog, he was wont to sit in his cabin alone, sipping tea and reading his Bible. Intoxicating liquor never touched his lips. He also expected the same of his crew, whom he loomed over as strict disciplinarian, not simply to impose order on the ship, but in his preferment that they be warded from the tempests of sin and idleness. Those roundhands not on duty were made to retire at nine bells every night. Women were never permitted to board his ships and the penalty for blowing off the groundsails with the gentler sex was death by dancing the hempen jig. His collection of cloyers were strictly forbidden from gambling aboard his vessels, and a man could be flogged for uttering a swear word or a blasphemy. In religious matters, all hands were expected to gather on deck every night to say prayers and Roberts ensured the Sabbath was strictly observed as a daye of reste. Any crew member who nicked from the company would hath his nose and ears split and thenceforth would be marooned. He tolerated no fighting on board; any quarrels were to be settled ashore by duelling with drawn pistols or through the brandishing of cutlashes. Roberts personally issued a standing invitation to any disgruntled swaddler to settle their mutual disagreement in a duel. No man ever took him up on this challenge; for despite his modest countenance, the Black Pyrate was one “of the most wickedness men that God ever allowed on the sea.” He ordered his pyrate knots to treat their victims equally roughly “in order to make them discover their Money, threatening them every Moment with Death, if they did not resign every Thing up to them.” Black Bart was indeed “the mildest manner’d man that ever scuttled a ship or cut a throat.”

The two and twenty merchant vessels in Trepassey’s harbour were easy prey for the Devious Captain’s calculating mind, his troupe of terrifying troubadours and the thirty-two cannons and twenty-seven swivel guns of the Royal Rover. As the Black Vessel flew into the harbour, it met with little resistance from the blubbering lubbers aboard the ships anchored in the harbour who, for want of courage, “all quitted upon Sight of the Pyrate.” One by one, Bart and his crew of forty-five swaggering skulks boarded the victim vessels. With a swarm at every turn, the cast of clapperdogeon cutthroats looted each one bare, and afterwards, the saucy sea robbers set the ships ablaze in a fire so spectacular, some say it outshone the aurora borealis. With musketry in hand, and without feare of resistance or molestation, the maritime raiders then went ashore to gull and gut the homes and plantations of Trepassey “like madmen, who cast firebrands, arrows and death,” forcing the poor villagers to deliver up their meagre possessions.

Throughout the day, the seafaring whip jacks remained in the harbour, raiding, stumping, and burning all manner of vessels that had the misfortune to sail in. By the time the sunne had descended from the cobalt sky, the scarlet scoundrels had plundered and burned to the cinder more than thirty ships great and small. “It is impossible particularly to recount the Destruction and Havock they made here,” Daniel Defoe wrote in the yeare one thousand seven hundred and twenty-four, “burning and sinking all the Shipping, except a galley from Bristol, and destroying the Fisheries, and Stages of the poor Planters, without Remorse or Compunction; for nothing is so deplorable as Power in mean and ignorant Hands, it makes Men wanton and giddy, unconcerned at the misfortunes they are imposing on their Fellow Creatures, and keeps them smiling at the Mischiefs, that bring themselves no Advantage.”

[image: image]

Captain Bartho. Roberts with two pyrate ships, viz. the Royal Fortune, in the foreground, and the Ranger to the left, with captured prizes off the coast of Guiney, 1721.

Reprinted courtesy of the W. D. Jordan Special Collections and Music Library, Queens University.

Ever solicitous to find a superior vessel, and never one to disregard his good fortune, Black Bart seized and refitted the reprieved Bristol galley, after being greatly impressed by the cut of her jib, her statuesque masts a pleasure to the eye, and her canvas sails both hearty and supple; she was enough to retract the breath of any seaman worthy of his salt, and that being enough for the now-smitten and coquettish Captain, he proceeded to mount her helm. He affixed twenty-eight new guns to his newest conquest, stocked her hold with provisions looted from his Trepassey adventure, coated her bottom below the waterline with a mix of tallow, red lead, and sulphur to allow her to slip through the waters well, and topped all this off by christening her the Royal Fortune. After making himself master of the harbour at Trepassey for a fortnight, and having now plundered near one hundred and fifty boats and twenty-six ships at Trepassey and St. Mary’s, and being fully satisfied with the execution of his old bold stratagem at New-found-land, Bart ordered his ships to beat out and stand to Ile Royale (known to later generations as Cape Breton Island), whence many French fishing boats rendezvoused, and where he was already renowned as le jolie rouge (the “pretty man in red”).

Thereupon and thenceforthe, he swept the coast like a hungry hawk, flying a “bewildering variety of flags” as he once scribed, “to confuse our adversary as to our intent” and then, at the last moment, unveiling the black Jolly Roger to the horror of his confused quarry. With much helter skelter, he took six more sails, one being even more spectacular than the Bristol Galley and this twenty-six-gun ship would become the next Royal Fortune. With a ballast full of bustle on deck, armaments, supplies, and Bart’s personal furnishings were transferred to his newest flagship. The leader of the sea gypsies also press ganged frightened fishermen into his family of freebooters, thereby and forthwith providing more complement to his strength. Those who resisted the entreaties to sign aboard were slaughtered with an unremorseful veracity so that they would never be tempted to tell tales. Reports were hastily made to His Majesty in Britain that some of the Frenchmen “were whipped nigh unto death.” Other poor swabs were hood-wink’d, shackled, and heaved overboard; had their ears docked; or were encased in fetters and hung aloft from a yardarm by the hands or feet and used for target practice. As he left this scene of devastation and death, the Captain of Darkness now had as many as four hundred sea dogs under his command, a band of barnacled badgers large enough for three ships. To accommodate them all, he captured and fitted two more prizes for his piratical depredations, the Great Ranger and the Little Ranger.

The Arch Rouge steered a course due south and tooke more English prizes off the New England coast, the most lucrative being the Samuel, bound to Boston, about eleven weeks from London and ten from land’s end, which he fell in with on the thirteenth of July one thousand seven hundred and twenty in the Latitude of Forty-four, Thirty or Forty Leagues to the eastward of the banks of New-found-land. The Samuel was filled with merchants and nobility, all of whom were ripe for the smouching and they submitted to their captors without hesitation. The Boston News-Letter of the twenty-second day of August one thousand seven hundred and twenty recounted the gloomy story “whereof the sloop being accosted and taken by two pyrate vessels, viz., a ship of twenty-six guns, and a sloop of ten, both commanded by Captain Roberts, having on board about a hundred Men, all English.” Foregoing the pretence of any proper formality or negotiations of terms, the bastard brigands boarded their victim vessel and their first act of debauchery was “to strip both Passengers and Seamen of all their Money and Cloths which they had on board, with a loaded Pistol held to everyone’s breast ready to shoot him down, who did not immediately give an account of both, and resign them up.” Next, the salty swig-men clambered below deck where they “tore up the Hatches and entered the Hold like a Parcel of Furies, and with Axes and Cutlashes, cut and broke open all the bales, Cases, and Boxes, they could lay their hands on.” Chests full of baubles and trinkets would be undubbed “by shooting a brace of Bullets with a Pistol into the Key-hole” and then turned out alow and aloft. Any wares that were brought on deck, but not favoured as booty by the scurrilous scallywags, were not returned to their rightful place in the hold, but were jettisoned. If any attempts were made to overpower the sea robbers, the merciless captain threatened to fire his pistol into the ship’s magazine so they would all goe “merrily to Hell together.” The oceanic miscreants were now flush in the pocket having fork’d the Samuel’s culls to the tune of eight or nine thousand Pounds Sterling worth of the choicest goods and, still insatiated, they stripped the Samuel of every article of value to the profligate pyrate ships: sails, cordage, guns, ground tackle, compasses, binnacle, and hogsheads full of gunpowder.

Whilst the sea glaziers debated the virtues of scuttling the Samuel, they spied a sail in the distance and so left their ravaged victim afloat and shab’d off in pursuit of their new prey, which they halted by pouring a well-placed broadside into her, and she proved to be the Snow from Bristol, bound to Boston. The scurrilous scabbies boarded and grappled the victim ship and “because he was an Englishman, they used the master in a cruel and barbarous manner.” Two days later, the dastardly dells swagged the Little York of Virginia, and the Love of Liverpool. “In three days they captured three other vessels, removing the goods out of them, sinking one, and sending off the other two.”

Roberts and his ravenous rogues then made haste for the West Indies, wantonly cloying and destroying ships encountered along their path. When landfall was made at Martinique in January, one thousand seven hundred and twenty-one, the evil plotter hatched a diabolical scheme. A Jack was hoisted atop the main mast, the traditional signal of a vessel desirous to trade, and how the sea swine did fob the many merchants and traders, who sailed up to the disguised pyrate ship to barter, and in doing so were surprised with much malice and forcibly deprived of their cargo and supplies. Whilst in the West Indies, Roberts also over-mastered a French man-of-war, carrying fifty-two guns, which he commandeered and renamed the Royal Fortune. Aboard the ship, the Lord of the Cannons discovered, with much glee, the Governor of Martinique, who was taken prisoner and then hanged by the neck until he was as dead as old Oliver Cromwell. The sadistic sea trotter thence displayed his distaste for the people of the West Indies by designing a jaunty new flag that showed a figure of hisself brandishing a cutlash in his right hand with each foot standing atop a skull. One skull had written beneath it the initials “ABH” (A Barbadian’s Head). The other had “AMH” (A Martiniquain’s Head).
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Black Bart’s tribute to the people of the West Indies

In June of one thousand seven hundred and twenty-one, with great aplomb and abandon, the sea-roving riff-raff arrived off the coast of Africa, whence they went hard with their watery prey and tooke four more sails, keeping one and renaming her the Ranger. On the coast of Liberia, the Pyrate Commander took the Onslow, with a cargo worth nine thousand Pounds Sterling. Having again put out from land, he sailed his private navy to the Ivory Coast and took at least six more prizes and then raided eleven slave ships, which he ransomed for eight pounds of gold dust each. One captain refused to submit to this extortion; in retaliation, Bart ordered the ship to be burned to the cinder. Eighty slaves were on board at the time.

The rampaging ruffian was now such as a threat to British trade that he was zealously pursued by the Royal Navy and pyrate bounty hunters. The most dogged and determined of his dispatched shadows was Challoner Ogle, the commander of the British man-of-war Swallow. On the fifth of February in the year one thousand seven hundred and twenty-two, the Swallow caught up with the pyrates near Cape Lopez in Gabon. Ogle took a trick from the pyrate captain’s own book and disguised his ship as a Portuguese trader. Bart took the bait and gave chase. The Swallow pretended to flee, but once out of sight, she slowed to a crawl to allow the pyrate ship to draw near. “Upon her coming up to the Swallow, the pyrate hoisted the black flag, and fired upon her; but how greatly were her crew astonished, when they saw that they had to contend with a man-of-war.”

Bart was never one to swallow the anchor. Thusly, he put on “the most expensive garments in his wardrobe, made of magnificent red damask, he hung several fine pistols, handsomely carved, from his shoulders, and placed around his neck a costly solid gold chain, from which a cross of diamonds was suspended. As a finishing touch he donned his gala hat with a red peacock feather.” He forthwith ordered his mongrel crew to break out the cutlashes and pistols, prime the cannons, batten down the hatches, and grope up the dingle. The fighting commenced and the “cannonading was terrific, with neither side gaining the advantage. Scuppers ran red with blood. Hoarse cries mingled with the thunder of artillery and small arms. Powder and smoke drifted over the heaving vessels. It was a desperate and bloody engagement.” As the barrage reached a fevered intensity, a cry of anguish and pain was heard from the brigand captain. “He had now, perhaps, finished the fight very desperately, if death, who took a swift passage in a grape shot, had not interposed, and struck him directly on the throat. He settled himself on the tackles of a gun” and, within a moment’s breath, was no more. It was on this, the tenth day of February in the year of grace one thousand seven hundred and twenty-two that the life of Black Bart — notorious pyrate, scourge of the seven seas, brother of the blade, the buccaneer with whom “the devil himself would have been afeared to go to sea with” — was ended.

When the pyrate crew realized the conclusion of their leader had come to pass they jettisoned his expired body, “scarlet damask, white plumes, and all” to be forever entombed in Davy Jones’ Locker. This was in accordance with a standing command made by Captain Roberts that his body never be allowed into the hands of his enemies, dead or alive, lest he were forced to be “hanged in chains from a gibbet on shore.” Deprived of their captain, the crew of the pyrate vessel surrendered to Captain Ogle, upon which a celebratory chorus of huzzahs was sung by his victorious soldiers with much gaiety. The captured turks were shopt in irons and prosecuted in a special Assize, the likes of which had hitherto never been seen in the annals of pyrate history: one hundred and sixty-nine men were charged, forty-five of them free negroes. In excess of fifty men were condemned to the gallows, from whence they all swung to the Paddington frisk. The death of Black Bart — the most successful pyrate of all time who, betwixt one thousand seven hundred and eighteen and twenty-two, sniped and stripped more than four hundred prizes, surpassing any and all others of his yoke — was a symbolic end to what many have deemed the Golden Age of Pyracy.






THE BROTHERHOOD OF THE DEEP

It can be said that the first criminal organizations in North America were pirates operating off the eastern seaboard. To be able to hunt down and pillage their victims, pirate ships required many of the essential trappings that would come to define organized crime: a reliance on violence, a nose for profitable opportunities, a code of secrecy among the conspirators, access to black markets to sell their stolen wares, and connections with the political elite to protect and even sanction their predatory activities. Most importantly, a pirate ship demanded a large crew. Pirates captured and plundered their prizes by outnumbering and overpowering the victims, so ships that could carry large crews were preferred. Other pirate captains operated a fleet of smaller sloops or brigs, which were favoured because of their speed and stealth. Regardless of the size of their vessels, pirate captains had to constantly enlist crew members, often at sea. Most of these recruits joined willingly. Others were forced into their new occupation at the point of a cutlass or a pistol.

Large crews were necessary because pirate ships relied on intimidation to frighten their quarry into compliance. And while the sight of a fully manned deck and a well-armed hull of a pirate ship was often enough to quell any foolhardy resistance by victims, the most potent purveyor of terror was the pirate flag. Whenever a pirate ship was ready to attack, the Jolly Roger would be hoisted at the top of the mainsail to signal the pirates’ intentions and to scare victims into submission. Hundreds of years later, similar tactics would be adopted by the Hells Angels and other motorcycle gangs, by donning their menacing “colours” to intimidate “citizens.” The Hells Angels trademark winged-head death skull insignia is nothing more than a latter-day version of the pirates’ skull and crossbones.

The master pirate had to be a ruthless warrior, a competent sailor, and an astute navigator and tactician in order to locate and track down lucrative prey, as well as a disciplinarian who could keep order among a rough, unruly, and potentially mutinous crew. To help ensure order while at sea, pirates were among the first organized criminals to implement rules, regulations, and a code of conduct, a practice that would be emulated by such 20th-century criminal descendants as the Italian mafia, the Chinese triads, and outlaw motorcycle gangs. Before departing shore, a pirate captain and his crew often drew up the articles of a ship that had to be obeyed by all on board. Contravention of these rules could mean confinement in the ship’s stockade, banishment on a desert island, a taste of the cat-o’-nine-tails, other forms of gruesome torture, or even death. Some common articles of one rule-bound pirate ship commandeered by John Phillips in the 1720s included the following:

1.    Every man shall obey Civil Command. The captain shall have one full share and a half of all prizes.

2.    If any man shall offer to run away, or keep any secret from the Company, he shall be maroon’d with one Bottle of Powder, one Bottle of Water, one small Arm and shot.

3.    If any man shall steal any Thing in the Company, or gain, to the value of a Piece of Eight, he shall be maroon’d or shot.

4.    That Man who shall strike another whilst these Articles are in force shall receive Moses Law (that is 40 stripes lacking 1 on the bare Back.).

5.    That Man that shall snap his Arms or smoak Tobacco in the Hold without a Lanthorn, shall suffer the same Punishment as in the former article.

6.    That Man that shall not keep his Arms clean, fit for an Engagement, or neglect his Business, shall be cut off from his Share and suffer such other Punishment as the Captain and the Company shall think fit.

7.    If any Man shall lose a Joint in time of an Engagement he shall have 400 Pieces of Eight: if a limb, 800.

8.    If at any time you meet a prudent Woman that Man that offers to meddle with her without her consent shall suffer present death.

Crews of pirate ships often had to undergo a hazing ritual that, like the military, was used to forge a cohesive squadron of mercenary combatants that was necessary if a pirate ship was to overtake a prize or to survive a sea battle. For pirates, the traditional “crossing the line ceremony” — the point at sea where a vessel intersects the Tropic of Cancer, just south of Florida — marked the beginning of ceremonies that would allow a crewman the privilege of becoming a member of the brotherhood of the deep. This spot in the hemisphere was not just a symbol; it was also the point of entry into the most profitable fishing ground for the pirate ship: the treasure-laden waters off the coast of South America and the Caribbean. Captain Woodes Rogers, the commander of an English pirate ship in the early 18th century, used a common initiation ritual called “ducking at the yard arm,” which was both simple and symbolic: “Hoiste ’em halfway up to the yard and let ’em fall at once into the water.”

Like their modern-day criminal counterparts, pirates were wholly concerned with financial gain. Piracy held out the promise of an income that far exceeded the meagre wage of the merchant seaman or fisherman. A few of the most successful pirate captains were able to live a life of luxury, and even buy their way into nobility with the riches they harvested from their unlawful ventures. Available to the pirate was a number of revenue-generating opportunities; the most common, of course, was to rob ships of their cargo. Port towns were also targeted, not only for their valuables, but to refit ships, re-stock supplies, and to recruit crew members. Pirates were also known to use extortion, such as blockading harbours and trade routes and then charging a fee for any merchant vessel that wished to pass.

The great age of piracy coincided with the col-onization of the New World between the 15th and the 18th centuries. Not long after the Spanish and the Portuguese began to explore and lay claim to South America, pirates were attacking and looting their vessels, which were filled with gold, silver, and other precious metals. Most of these pirate ships sailed from English and Caribbean ports, often with the blessing of the British monarchy. While a ship carrying gold or silver was the pirate’s greatest prize, other commodities were highly sought after, including liquor from the old country, fur from New France, cured fish from Newfoundland, and spices, sugar, fruits, tobacco, and molasses from the West Indies. In addition to their cargo, ships that fell victim to pirates were often stripped bare of their sails, navigational equipment, weapons, and anything else of value.

In order to dispose of their seized bounty, some pirates were part of a network of black marketers. These mercantilist “fences” included prominent merchants and traders, including some from nobility, who sold or bartered stolen goods and captured ships. As Michael Woodiwiss writes in his book on organized crime, piracy was an occupation that was “well protected” by the economic and political powers of France, England, and other European countries. “Pirates could not have carried on their trade without the support of merchants, gentlemen and officials, especially admiralty officials, and measures taken against such abettors of piracy were for the most part ineffective, since all too frequently those responsible for executing the law were themselves notorious offenders.”

The aristocratic patron of many English pirates during the latter half of the 16th century was the English robber baron family the Killigrews. Sir John Killigrew was the vice admiral of Cornwall and the royal governor of Pendennis Castle, also located in Cornwall. In the years between 1560 and 1582, his wife, Mary Killigrew, was a Lady under Queen Elizabeth I. Together, the Killigrews were the secret financiers and brokers for syndicates of pirates that sailed the coast of Great Britain. They regarded these pirates as their agents-at-sea and even provided them with a safe haven in the waters that lay inland from their castle. The larcenous activities of the Killigrew family were not conducted entirely behind the scenes; they also had a reputation for plundering ships that had the bad luck of sailing too close to their Cornwall fortress.

In addition to their links with leading merchants, many pirates operated with the sanctioning of the sovereign of their native lands. During the reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603), hundreds of privately held ships were commissioned by Her Majesty. In fact, many of the English pirates that plied their trade during the 1600s began as “privateers” with licences issued by the Queen empowering them to seek out and rob merchant ships belonging to enemy countries, most notably Spain. Privateering was a form of commercial warfare that was directed, not toward an enemy’s military, government, or territory, but against their trade. Through hit-and-run tactics that would become the hallmark of guerrilla warfare centuries later, privateers became a potent weapon in a kingdom’s arsenal during wartime. While violence and intimidation would still be key tactics in privateering, as historian Carol MacLeod writes, “perhaps the one thing that could be said for privateers was they attempted to keep bloodshed to a minimum. They were more interested in plunder than murder.”

Commissioned by the Crown through “letters of marque,” these mercenary commerce-raiders sailed on armed, privately owned ships that acted either as a substitute for, or an adjunct to, a state navy and attacked the ships of enemy nations at virtually no cost to the sovereign. Under British law, any prize captured by a privateer had to be taken to the Court of Admiralty, which had jurisdiction over civil matters arising from actions committed on the high seas. If the Court declared a prize to be a legitimate catch — called a “condemnation” — it was auctioned off to the highest bidder and the proceeds divided between the Crown, the lawyers and magistrates involved in the condemnation trial, and the owner of the privateer vessel. The captain and officers of the privateer ship would share in the owner’s cut and anything left over went to the crew (all of whom joined under the assumption of “no prey, no pay”). Because the remuneration and functions of a privateer captain and crew were closer to that of a pirate ship than a naval vessel, the distinction between pirates and privateers was imperceptibly blurred and many consider privateering as nothing more than legalized piracy. The semantic difference between the two was that a privateer sailed with the official blessing of his government to capture and loot merchant ships, while the pirate ship plundered independent of any government.

Many privateers readily became pirates during peace time when their private warships no longer had legal standing, or when it simply suited their interest. Because of her indiscriminate issuing of letters of marque, Queen Elizabeth was responsible for a deluge of English privateers and pirates at the end of her reign. Sir Francis Drake, the first Englishman to circumnavigate the globe, is perhaps the most famous of all the privateer-cum-pirates. Although letters of marque forbade privateers from attacking towns, Drake captured a fortune through his many larcenous raids on gold- and silver-laden Spanish settlements in South America. In 1572, Drake raided the town of Nombre de Dios on the island of Dominica, stealing silver bars from the governor’s mansion. A few months later, he paid an unwelcome visit to Cartagena in Panama, where his ships sailed away with as much as 30 tons of gold and silver and an untold sum of money paid as ransom by the town to avoid being razed by the invaders. Drake epitomized the government-commissioned mariners who operated in that grey area between privateer and pirate, explorer and vanquisher; he was revered in his home country as a daring naval hero, a brilliant navigator, and a visionary explorer, but was vilified by his Spanish enemies as El Draque (the Dragon).

THE PIRATES OF AVALON

The first pirates to come into contact with Canada sailed off the coast of Newfoundland during the early part of the 16th century. Like other seafaring pioneers, what initially drew pirates to Newfoundland was the fish. It wasn’t long after John Cabot’s 1497 discovery of the great cod stocks off the Grand Banks that opportunistic thieves began preying upon the cargos of fish that were now being regularly harvested, salted, and shipped back to Europe. The earliest record of a pirate ship off the Grand Banks was in 1517. The Mary Barking and the Barbara, two British ships that had been outfitted for the Newfoundland fishery, reportedly turned to piracy as soon as they arrived in the New World. Perhaps the most famous of the 16th-century pirates operating in Newfoundland waters was Jean Ango, a French shipowner, merchant, and adventurer who became notorious for attacking English and Portuguese ships off the coast between 1516 and 1520. Sailing as an explorer and privateer under a letter of marque issued by French king Francis I, Ango was said to have amassed a private fleet of seventy ships, which he used for exploration and to harass ships that flew the English, Spanish, or Portuguese flag. He sailed to Newfoundland sometime in 1516 and upon arrival he built the port of Havre de grace, the chief harbour in Newfoundland for the French and Ango’s main base of operations for the next five years. His private squadron of armed vessels provided protection to French ships fishing off the coast, which included attacking, pillaging, and sinking non-French vessels operating in the area. With Ango’s help, France was able to establish its early dominance in the New World.

The next recorded instance of piracy off the Newfoundland coast occurred in 1523, when an English captain named Cook robbed several French ships loaded with fish. In 1546, Jean Francis, the master of a French fishing ship, reported that an English pirate had stolen a load of cod that had been freshly caught off the Grand Banks. In 1582, two English gentlemen, Sir Henry Oughtred and Sir John Perrot, raided Spanish and Portuguese boats fishing off the coast of the Avalon Peninsula. A year later, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, the English explorer who set in motion the hunt for the Northwest Passage and the settling of America, travelled to Newfoundland for the purpose of annexation on behalf of Queen Elizabeth. Many of the crew members Gilbert hired had a nefarious past and volunteered for the trip to escape prison terms or even execution. While many were experienced sailors, their employment turned out to be ill advised as the crews of at least two ships mutinied and plundered a number of French and Spanish fishing vessels in Bay Bull harbour in Newfoundland before returning to England. Richard Clarke, the captain of a fishing vessel based at St. John’s, complained how the French commodore, Michel de Sance, had sailed into the harbour in 1596 with three ships and began robbing Clarke’s vessels, taking the captain and his crew prisoner for nine days. In 1597, Captain Charles Leigh visited St. Mary’s Harbour where he found three Basque and two French fishing ships. After a bitter fight, he captured one French vessel loaded with fish.

By the early 1600s, Newfoundland was home to numerous coastal villages and played host to hundreds of migratory fishing boats. The profitable fishing industry, a growing reservoir of manpower, an evolving infrastructure to service and supply seagoing vessels, and a strategic location astride the navigation route between Europe and the New World, combined to establish St. John’s and other harbours along the Avalon Peninsula as major outposts for ships from all over Europe. This bustling maritime activity also made the coast of Newfoundland a prime hunting ground for pirates, who found easy pickings among the merchant ships that came to trade or to be refitted before setting out on the long journey across the Atlantic. Pirate ships also came to Newfoundland to rest, repair, pick up supplies, and conscript seamen.

Soon, the main draw of Newfoundland for pirates lay, not in the plundering of ships or the tiny villages that dotted the coast, but as a staging area for excursions into the more profitable waters of the Caribbean and South America. Because Spanish ships generally followed the Gulf Stream when sailing from South America to the old country, they often came within only a few hundred miles of the Newfoundland coast. Thus, it was in early 17th century Newfoundland, according to Harold Horwood and Ed Butts, that the “pirate captains set up forts, careenages, docks; recruited shipwrights, sail-makers, iron-workers, deckhands by the thousands; then sailed south, well equipped to deal with the merchant ships of all nations, including their own.” As the authors note, there were three classes of English pirates during this period: those who attacked only the ships of their enemies, those who attacked ships of any foreign power, and those who attacked anything, including the ships of England. Pirates also found Newfoundland to be a safe haven in that there was little fear of being captured since there was no government, no constabulary, no courts, no military, nor even a militia at this time. The myriad inlets and fishing villages, the erratic coastline, and the many coves also provided numerous hiding places for pirate ships, not to mention temporary storehouses for their ill-gotten booty (which has given rise to many a tale of treasure still buried along Newfoundland’s craggy shores).

THE PIRATE ADMIRALS

Following the end of England’s war with Spain in 1603, many British naval officers and privateers found themselves unemployed. As a result, some turned to piracy. One of those was Peter Easton, who would go on to become the most successful and feared of the 17th-century pirates. The piratical pursuits of Captain Easton took him from the English Channel to the French Riviera, Africa, the Spanish Main, the Caribbean, and Newfoundland. Easton raided both English and foreign vessels with a fleet of armed ships that at one time was said to be forty strong. His cunning was so remarkable that despite the efforts of the British Admiralty, he was never captured. Although no portrait survives of the man referred to as the “Pirate Admiral,” he has been described “as a dark man of authentic build and medium stature.”

Easton hailed from a fabled English family whose ancestors fought in the Crusades. He visited Newfoundland as early as 1602, when England was still at war with Spain, under a commission issued by Queen Elizabeth to take three British warships to protect the Newfoundland fishing fleet from Spanish attacks. Bestowing responsibility over British navy vessels to a private sea captain was an early indication of Easton’s naval prowess. When James I succeeded Elizabeth in 1603 as King of England, he promptly ended the war with Spain, decreased the size of the Royal Navy, and revoked letters of marque given to English privateers. Stranded in Newfoundland with no source of income, Easton turned to piracy.

By 1610, the next time information on Easton is available, he was being described by his contemporary, Captain Henry Mainwaring, as a “notorious pyrate.” With his private army of sailors, including some recruited from Newfoundland docks, Easton sailed back to England, where he stationed his fleet at the mouth of the Avon River. From there he extorted ships moving into and out of the Bristol Channel by demanding a fee for their safe passage. Easton’s services had been secured by the Killigrew family, who financed his trip back to England and took a cut of the money Easton was able to wring from merchant vessels. After a while, Bristol merchants petitioned the Earl of Nottingham, the Lord Admiral of King James’ navy, for help and he responded by commissioning Captain Henry Mainwaring to capture Easton.

Like his nemesis, Mainwaring was a brilliant seaman. Born in Shropshire, England, in 1587, he was the second of four sons and two daughters of Sir George Mainwaring of Cheshire. Henry attended Oxford and upon graduation at the age of fifteen, he worked as a trial lawyer. But the call of the sea was too strong for young Henry and, after a short stint as a sailor, he applied to the King for a letter of marque to prey upon Spanish ships. Although England was at peace with Spain at the time, his commission was approved, with the stipulation that he confine his raids to the New World. At the helm of the Resistance, a small but fast and well-armed ship of 160 tons, Mainwaring set sail for the West Indies. As he neared Gibraltar off the coast of Spain, the captain ignored his king’s directive and began to attack any and all Spanish ships he could find. He had now crossed that fine line that separated the privateer from the pirate. His skills as a navigational tactician, his tenacity in pursuing his prey, and his violent broadside bombardments of enemy ships made him infamous among Spanish merchant vessels. Despite his impertinence towards the King’s orders, his aptitude on the sea could not be ignored by the British Admiralty and, in June 1611, at the age of only twenty-four, he was deemed worthy for the post of Captain of St. Andrew’s Castle, a fortress located near Southampton. That same year, he received a commission from the Lord Admiral to proceed against pirates infesting the Bristol Channel.

While Mainwaring was scouring the Channel for pirates, Easton had already set sail for the Coast of Guinea in Africa where he robbed Spanish and English ships of ivory and gold. From there he sailed to Newfoundland, arriving in 1611 with captured prize ships in tow. Easton established a fortress at Harbour Grace — the port founded by Jean Ango — and from there he began attacking ships and harbours along the coast from Trinity Bay to Ferryland. While Easton remained in Newfoundland until 1614, his main interests lay to the south. As he was stealing cargoes of salted fish and red wine from French and Portuguese vessels off the Newfoundland coast, Easton was also capturing ships, conscripting sailors, stockpiling arms and ammunition, and refitting his vessels in anticipation of setting sail to the Caribbean where he could prey on Spanish treasure.

Once in the Caribbean, Easton successfully attacked Moro Castle on the Spanish colonial island of Puerto Rico. While the capture of this supposedly impenetrable fort (which had previously withstood a siege by Sir Francis Drake) contributed to Easton’s budding reputation for invincibility, the daring raid was not conducted for glory, but for profit. At that time, Puerto Rico was a vast source of gold, which was Easton’s real object of desire. Among the ships accompanying Easton on his triumphant return to port in Newfoundland was the Spanish galleon the San Sebastian, which was said to have held the greatest treasure ever to have been captured from the Caribbean.

When Easton landed back in Newfoundland, he found Harbour Grace in the hands of a squadron of five French Basque warships, which had captured his fort during his absence. The enemy fleet, led by the largest ship, the St. Malo, engaged Easton, who was aboard the San Sabastian. With military precision, Easton captured or sank each of his adversaries, including the St. Malo, which sunk after being forced onto a small islet near the entrance to Harbour Grace. The Pirate Admiral then landed and recaptured his fort. Legend has it that the forty-seven men Easton lost in the battle are buried in unmarked graves at Bear Cove, just north of Harbour Grace, in a site appropriately named “The Pirates’ Graveyard.”

In June 1612, John Guy arrived in Newfoundland to take up his post as the first governor of the English colony, which he established at Cupid’s Cove. A letter from Guy to John Slany dated July 29, 1612, reported on Easton’s activities at Harbour Grace, a scant 15 miles by sea from the new colonial settlement:

Because the proceedings of one Captain Peter Easton, a pirate, and his company since, are most fit to be known, before I touch our plantation business, you shall understand what they have been unto this time. Until the seventeenth of this present, the said Captain Easton remained in Harbor Grace, there trimming and repairing his shipping and commanding not only the carpenters of each ship to do his business; but hath taken victuals, munition, and necessaries from every ship, together with about one hundred men out of the Bay, to man his ships, being now in number six.

As Guy noted, Easton remained in Harbour Grace until July 17, preparing his ships, reinforcing his fort, and recruiting men. That summer he invaded harbours along the Newfoundland coast with a fleet that was described by Sir Richard Whitbourne in his 1622 book as “ten sayle of good ships well furnished and very rich.” Easton plundered thirty English vessels in St. John’s Harbour and robbed French, Portuguese, and Flemish fishing vessels at Ferryland. The total damage inflicted by Easton on the fishing fleets was estimated at £20,400. As part of these latest raids, Easton recruited or forced into his service some five hundred men.

During the same raids, Easton captured Sir Richard Whitbourne, who had been sent by the King to help colonize the New World and who would later be appointed governor of a colony in Newfoundland. Because of the heavy losses being suffered by merchants and fishermen from piracy, Whitbourne was also instructed to establish a court under the British Admiralty to prosecute captured pirates. This would be the first English court of law established in the New World. By Sir Richard’s own account, he was held hostage by Easton for eleven weeks “and had from him many golden promises, and much wealth offered to be put into my hands as is well known.” Easton tried to persuade his prisoner to join him as his first lieutenant, but Whitbourne refused and admonished his captor “on the wickedness of piracy.” This lecture seems to have borne fruit, as the Pirate Admiral made an entreaty to Whitbourne to arrange a royal pardon for him. Easton instructed Whitbourne to tell the King that, if pardoned, he would return to England peacefully and abandon his life of piracy. If no pardon were forthcoming, he would continue to sail the high seas on his own terms.

While Whitbourne was in England advocating on behalf of the man he called “that famous Arch-Pirate,” Easton was moving his headquarters from Harbour Grace to Ferryland. Located on one of the easternmost points in North America, Ferryland boasted a harbour that was closer to shipping lanes and also provided greater security should the King or other forces decide to send a fleet against him. Easton built a fortified palace on Fox Hill, which overlooked the harbour and had a panoramic view of the ocean in every direction. He also kept his fleet of ships nearby in case of attack.

When Whitbourne arrived in England to inquire about Easton’s pardon, he found that one had already been granted to the pirate in February 1612 by the King, who had scented the possibility of sharing in some of Easton’s riches. By 1614, Easton still had not received his clemency, which only re-affirmed his commitment to piracy. In March of that year, Easton did hear from one of his scouts in the Caribbean that Spanish treasure ships were preparing to sail for Spain by way of the Azores, a set of islands located in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, about 1,500 kilometres from the Portuguese mainland. Easton quickly prepared to set sail so he could lie in wait at the Azores. He knew that the Spaniards could take any one of a dozen routes through the Azores, so upon arrival he shrewdly deployed his fleet of fourteen ships in a wide arc to the west and south of the islands, covering the different possible paths that could be taken by the Spanish convoy. His strategy met with great success; the Spanish fleet sailed directly into his dragnet and, before long, Easton was cruising towards the Barbary Coast with four treasure ships as prizes.

In 1614, when word got back to England that Easton was now operating out of Newfoundland, Captain Mainwaring was commissioned five ships to hunt him down. By the time he arrived in Conception Bay on June 4 of that year he had eight ships under his command (the additional three were either captured en route to Newfoundland or belonged to independent captains who fell in with Mainwaring). After docking in Harbour Grace, Mainwaring found that the King’s most famous fugitive had eluded him once again. After taking possession of Easton’s old fort at Harbour Grace he refitted his eight ships and recruited more crew members. (In a letter to the King written some years later, Mainwaring lauded Newfoundland as the world’s best station for refitting ships.) While still commissioned to capture Easton, Mainwaring’s revamping of his fleet appears to have less to do with his original mandate and more to do with his own personal enrichment, as he began raiding vessels along the Grand Banks, stealing wine from Portuguese ships, and snatching fish from the French. On September 14, 1614, Mainwaring and his private army of four hundred mariners departed Newfoundland for Europe, having with them stolen goods valued at approximately £5,400. In his letter to the King, Mainwaring tacitly acknowledged his piratical ways, but assured His Sovereign that he only attacked vessels belonging to His Majesty’s enemies. He also pronounced that into the trade of piracy “he fell not purposely but by mischance,” and once in the trade, his goal was to serve his King and country.

Mainwaring was welcomed back to England and even offered a pardon by King James I — if he agreed to give up piracy. Mainwaring consented, and to show appreciation for his own clemency, he wrote one of the first discourses on pirates entitled Of the Beginnings, Practices, and Suppression of Pirates, which he presented to the King in 1617. Now a respectable citizen, the corsair–turned–king’s courtier sailed for Dover where he rescued a Newfoundland trading fleet captured by pirates near Gibraltar. In 1618, he was knighted and, three years later, he was elected to Parliament as a member for Dover. Ending his career as a vice-admiral in 1639, Mainwaring fought for King Charles I in the English civil wars, spending whatever fortune remained to him from his days as a pirate in the losing battle against Oliver Cromwell. Because of his loyalty to the deposed King, Mainwaring was removed from Parliament in 1646. He accompanied Charles into exile in Jersey where he lived the short remainder of his life in poverty. He died less than two years later and was buried in an unmarked grave in St. Giles’ Church in Camberwell.

Peter Easton fared considerably better in his retirement from piracy. After he divided the Spanish treasure among his crew, he disbanded his fleet, renounced his life of crime, and sailed off with a personal fortune estimated at an astounding £2 million. His destination was Villefranche in Savoy, near the present Principality of Monaco, which was then a French free port for pirates. Because of his considerable wealth, Easton was cordially received by the Duke of Savoy, who invited him to settle there. Easton accepted the offer, purchased a palace, and acquired the distinguished title of Marquis of Savoy. Upon learning that the Duke of Savoy actively courted the riches of Easton, Sir Richard Whitbourne wrote, “Thus in that somewhat free and easy time a pirate owning ten good ships rich with gold, and full of fighting men, was evidently a personage who sovereign princes were by no means to snub.” Whitbourne also describes how Easton “covered himself with glory” while serving as an officer under the Duke of Savoy during his raids on the Duchy of Mantua. Among Easton’s many accomplishments was his skill in “laying guns,” which was such, “that a few shots by him produce more effect than most gunners produce with many.” Easton added to his affluence by marrying into a wealthy French family and sired children of his own, and their descendants live on the French Riviera to this day. Easton remained with the Duke of Savoy until 1620, after which history fails to record any further details of his life.

THE ENEMY PLUNDERED, RUINED, AND FIRED

Although not as famous or successful as Peter Easton or Bartholomew Roberts, numerous other pirates plied the seas off the Newfoundland coast during the 17th and 18th centuries. After serving as a gunner on an English naval ship, John Nutt, who settled in Torbay, Newfoundland, with his family in 1620, was another ex-navy sailor-turned-pirate. In the summer of 1621, Nutt and several others seized a French fishing boat, fit her out as a pirate ship and, over the next two years, raided fishing and trading boats along the coast. Nutt and his crew then sailed back to England and fenced much of their bounty through the Killigrews. Before he left for England in 1623, he wrote a letter to John Eliot, the vice admiral of Devon, who had been ordered to arrest him. Nutt offered to pay Eliot £300 for a pardon, and although Eliot agreed to petition the King on his behalf, he secretly harboured plans to capture Nutt.

Eliot accepted the pirate’s invitation to his ship to discuss the pardon, and according to Eliot’s 19th-century biographer, Sir John Forster, “The first thing he saw, on reaching the pirate’s deck, was that Nutt, even while the negotiations for his submission were in progress, had made prize of an English merchantman, a Colchester ship with a cargo of sugar and timber.” When Nutt was separated from his crew, Eliot seized the opportunity and had him arrested and imprisoned. Nutt was tried as a pirate and sentenced to be hanged, but was spared the gallows by the intervention of England’s secretary of state, George Calvert. As the first Lord Baltimore, Calvert was responsible for establishing a colony in Newfoundland for King James I, who had awarded him the Province of Avalon in 1621. In a clemency letter written on behalf of Nutt in 1623, Calvert acknowledges the help he received from the condemned man in protecting his plantation from pirates, “Wherein I have no other end but to be grateful to a poor man that hath been ready to do me & my associates courtesies in a plantation which we have begun in Newfoundland, by defending us from others which perhaps in the infancy of that work might have done us wrong.” Calvert’s letter of support may have also been prompted by his fears that the reciprocal arrangement — whereby Lord Baltimore tolerated Nutt’s pirate activities in return for a cut of his ill-gotten gains — would be exposed. Thanks in part to Calvert’s intervention, Nutt did obtain his pardon in 1623. After he was released from prison, he returned to the sea to loot and pillage, this time under a letter of marque issued by the king to attack French merchant ships.

Meanwhile, back in Newfoundland, Lord Baltimore was experiencing troubles with French pirates. In 1628, the Marquis de la Rade, commanding three ships and four hundred men, raided St. John’s and other English settlements along the Avalon Peninsula. In retaliation, Calvert seized several French vessels that were berthed in Trepassey. In 1629, when a French pirate captured a number of ships during a raid on the fishing community of Cape Broyle, Calvert ordered one of his armed ships to give chase. The French pirates were captured and brought back to Ferryland to face justice. Lord Baltimore left Ferryland soon thereafter.

In 1637, Sir David Kirke was appointed governor of Newfoundland and, in 1639, he settled in Ferryland. Kirke was an English privateer who, in 1628, had captured Nova Scotia and Quebec from French forces in the name of King Charles I. On his way home, he looted a French fleet of eighteen ships in the Gulf of the St. Lawrence carrying supplies to New France. For his heroics, Kirke was awarded with a royal charter giving him absolute control over Newfoundland, which he abused by instituting new taxes and levying tolls on all fishing boats, the proceeds of which went into his own pocket. “Becoming governor of Ferryland meant only one thing to Sir David Kirke,” Frank Galgay and Michael McCarthy wrote in their book Buried Treasures of Newfoundland and Labrador. “He could now legally rob every settler and summer fisherman who came to the Southern Shore area. His taxes were high and he collected without mercy.” As a result, he amassed a personal fortune and, in 1639, moved in the manor that Lord Baltimore had built for him and his family. Kirke was dismissed from his post in 1651 for violating his charter by keeping the tax revenue he collected. He returned to England where he was found not guilty of the charges, but was imprisoned after successfully being sued by Lord Baltimore’s heir for illegally seizing his estate in Newfoundland. Kirke died in prison in 1654, but his wife and family were allowed to return to Ferryland, and were still living there in 1673 when Captain Jacob Everson of the Netherlands captured and sacked the settlement.

By the halfway point of the 17th century, Dutch pirates had become the new scourge of Newfoundland’s colonies. Between 1652 and 1674, England and Holland went to war twice and the conflicts inevitably spilled over to the protectorates of both nations. In June 1665, a year after the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam (present-day New York City) surrendered to the English, Holland’s Admiral De Ruyter raided St. John’s and other ports, looting and burning ships and stealing shore equipment. In 1673, the year the Dutch recaptured New Amsterdam, Captain Jacob Everson and his fleet of four ships and 152 guns returned to Newfoundland. On September 4 of that year, he laid siege to settlements along the Avalon Peninsula. English captain Dudley Lovelace, who was a prisoner aboard one of the Dutch ships when the harbour of Ferryland was attacked, wrote, “the enemy plundered, ruined, fired, and destroyed the commodities, cattle, household goods, and other stores” belonging to the inhabitants. “They also took away 4 great guns, the fort being out of repair, and no commander upon the place.” The next day, thirty fishing ships “were burned in the harbour, and as much fish as the ships could carry away, taken. They also forced the inhabitants to send 6 hogs, and one bullock, to each ship.” On September 9, “the Dutch went unto William Pollard’s house, 3 miles distant and plundered him of 400 quintals of fish, provisions and household stuff amounting to £400 sterling. They likewise burned at that place 40 Fishing boats, the house, warehouses, etc. belonging to the fishery in that harbour, besides several English prizes.”

The Dutch continued towards St. John’s, but it was saved from capture by forces organized under the command of Christopher Martin, who had spent seventeen years as vice admiral of St. John’s. Despite a militia of less than thirty men, Martin was able to maintain a defensive battery at the entrance to the harbour by extracting six cannon from his vessel, the Elias Andrews, and constructing an earthen breastwork at the entrance of the narrows leading into the harbour. Martin and his followers also stretched a heavy iron chain from south to north through the harbour. After trapping the Dutch ships in the narrows of the harbour, several were burned to a cinder by shallops and dories that were filled with combustibles, set on fire, and steered towards the Dutch invaders.

Despite the relative calm that followed their successful defence against the Dutch, the British colonies in Newfoundland were subject to numerous attacks from French troops and privateers before the end of the century. In 1689, England and France were again at war. The French authorities, who had established a fortified beachhead in Newfoundland at their main fishing port in Placentia Bay thirty years earlier, sent out small bands of soldiers and privateers to loot and destroy English settlements. In 1690, an English privateer ship commanded by Herman Williamson plundered Placentia. The French retaliated by their own assault on Ferryland and the Bay of Bulls. In 1692, the English Navy attacked Placentia Bay.

The battle over Newfoundland took a decisive turn towards the French around 1696 when Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville, a soldier, ship’s captain, explorer, trader, colonizer, and privateer was asked to lead a charge against St. John’s and other British settlements along the Avalon coast. D’Iberville was born in Ville-Marie (present-day Montreal) and baptized there in 1661. He was the son of Charles Le Moyne de Longueuil who had come to New France in 1641 and settled at Ville-Marie where he worked as an emissary to the aboriginals on behalf of the French government. Charles was also active in the fur trade, which made him one of Montreal’s wealthiest citizens when he died in 1682. Like most of his eleven brothers, Pierre took part in numerous incursions against English posts in North America, and it was because of his many military successes that he was tapped to lead French forces in their attempt to capture Avalon from the British. According to historian and biographer Bernard Pothier, this command coincided with d’Iberville’s own ambitions, which were becoming increasingly commercial in nature. During his patrols of the North Atlantic as a sea captain in the early 1690s, d’Iberville was well aware of the lucrative fishing opportunities that could be realized by controlling the Avalon coastline. As a privateer, he was also promised a share of the profits of any cargo captured and “even before leaving France d’Iberville had hoped to market 200,000 quintals of cod.”

D’Iberville’s novel offensive strategy against St. John’s was to shun the traditional sea attack, where he would face formidable cannon batteries, and approach the town from its unfortified landward flanks. Meeting some 50 miles south of St John’s, d’Iberville’s troops, along with another French detachment, marched north to the English capital, and captured it on November 30, 1696. After setting fire to St John’s and demolishing the English fisheries along the eastern shores, d’Iberville’s soldiers successfully laid siege to the rest of the coastline. Over the next four months, the French divisions destroyed thirty-six settlements, killed two hundred people, and took another seven hundred prisoner. By the end of March 1697, almost all of Avalon was in French hands. Because of his impressive victory, d’Iberville was able to satisfy his mercantilist ambitions and, as Pothier writes, spent at least “two months in Placentia marketing the cod and other booty he had amassed, and supervising the fishery he had organized on his own account, using not only his own men but prisoners from the English fishing settlements as well.” Profiteering always appeared to be d’Iberville’s overriding ambition, which left one French governor convinced that he “has his interests and his trade much more in view than the king’s service.”

[image: image]

Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville

Illustration by Ben Frisch

Between 1696 and 1705, the French and English continued their assaults upon one another in Newfoundland and many of these battles were between private navies. The British Navy’s postponement of an attack on the French stronghold at Placentia left it up to English privateers, who boldly descended on the bay and captured a third of the French fishing fleet. As a result, France surrendered and England took control over Newfoundland for good. French authorities commissioned d’Iberville to take the fight against the English elsewhere in the New World and, in early 1706, he was commanding a squadron of twelve warships and two thousand soldiers and privateers. His most decisive victory took place on the Caribbean island of Guadeloupe, which fell into his hands after only a day’s battle. As his biographer recounts, “Once again, as in so many of d’Iberville’s previous campaigns, there was much bad faith and ruthless looting; by the time the French departed on 22 April, Nevis, the garden of the Caribbean, had been completely desolated.” D’Iberville did not enjoy the fruits of his Caribbean conquest, as he died shortly after his victory. Accusations that d’Iberville used his military position for personal profit culminated with a French military commission that convicted him posthumously for theft and embezzlement and even demanded his widow make restitution for her husband’s ransacking of Guadeloupe.

DEAD CATS DON’T MEOW

Between 1702 and 1713, the European powers continued their running battles, this time over the succession to the Spanish throne. In the New World, the fighting not only pitted the British against the French in the north, but also the British against the Spanish in the south. As part of Britain’s war effort, Queen Anne commissioned approximately one hundred privateer ships, which reportedly captured two thousand French and Spanish vessels. As a result of the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht that ended the war, the British were given full possession of Newfoundland, as well as Acadia (later renamed Nova Scotia), and the fur-trading posts in Hudson Bay. The end of the war had another consequence: it unleashed into the waters of the New World a legion of unemployed privateers, naval officers, and regular seamen. The result was a titanic outburst of piracy that would terrorize parts of the western hemisphere for the next forty years.

Unlike previous British “gentlemen” pirates, such as Easton, Mainwaring, or Drake who had military backgrounds and came from patrician families, many of the privateers commissioned by Queen Anne were men of lesser birth and distinction. Devoid of any military education or discipline, and conditioned by the predatory profiteering that came with the privateer vocation, the pirates that emerged following the war were far more ruthless, indiscriminate, and violent. Their prey was any merchant ship that sailed the bustling trading routes between European countries and their outposts in the New World. The pirate ships also benefited from a well-established privateering infrastructure in North America, which included shipbuilders and outfitters, armament suppliers, black-market buyers for the proffered booty, and sailors well schooled in high-seas thievery. As Philip Gosse wrote in his 1932 book, The History of Piracy, “Willing volunteers were to be found at most of these ports, the favourite recruiting ground, as before, being Newfoundland.” Bartholomew Roberts was perhaps the most famous of these postwar pirates, although he had numerous contemporaries and competitors, including Henry Morgan, Anne Bonny, Blackbeard, and Captain William Kidd.

One pirate based
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