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Dedication
This book is dedicated to the living historians and reenactors throughout the world who devote many thousands of selfless hours in the pursuit of accurately portraying history and keeping it a real and interactive experience for those who attend their events and visit their historic sites.

The vast majority of these devoted individuals do this simply for the love of history, without any monetary compensation whatsoever. Each of them often bears a tremendous financial expense for clothing and equipment which they purchase on their own in order to make their historical interpretation as accurate and real as possible. They keep history alive.
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Preface
With each decade, there seems to be one historical time period that grabs the imagination and attention of the public. Sometimes this is brought on by the anniversary of a significant historical event, like the bicentennial of the Revolutionary War in 1976. Sometimes the craze is sparked by a blockbuster motion picture. Western re-enacting was extremely popular in the late 1990s after the release of Tombstone. Beginning around 2005, it seems to be pirates.

I am not a formally trained historian with years of experience researching facts in dusty archives and lonely corridors. I haven’t spent dozens of years of my life studying history in higher institutions of learning. I am an officer in the United States Marine Corps who retired after serving for 31 years. But in addition to my military service, for most of my life I have been a historical reenactor; a person dedicated to living history interpretation. I’m not a paid historian, but rather an amateur with a passion for history and historical accuracy. Being so involved with living history has given me a unique perspective on historical events. It has provided me with a first-hand look into the lives of people from the time periods I have re-created. My research has revealed that lifestyles in historical times were often very different, and more interesting than what is commonly believed today. The lives of real pirates, as described accurately in this book, are revealing examples.

My youngest childhood memories involve fascination with different time periods and historical events. Since 1971, I have been heavily involved in historical re-enacting and living history interpretation of one time or another from the Renaissance through the late 19th Century. The French and Indian War was my first era. That soon led to the Revolutionary War. Well, it had to. The date was 1974 and the entire country was gearing up for the Bicentennial. No self-respecting re-enactor could even begin to contemplate the idea of being left out of this momentous event. Back then, just about everything had to be handmade. With the exception of weapons and accoutrements, there were few vendors who manufactured clothing and other household articles.

As I portrayed each time period, I searched for someone, or some book, that would answer my questions. Things like, “What did they wear?” or “What did they eat?” And most importantly, “How did they think and behave?” There was very little written. Historians usually focus on the political, economic, and factual aspects of a person or era. That’s important to be sure, but for a living historian there needs to be more. I’m talking about the little details concerning everyday life that put things into perspective. Occasionally, there would be some old sage in the group who gave me a smattering of information. Often the information I received at first was incorrect. So, I would spend much time and money obtaining an outfit, only to find out later that most of what I had was not historically accurate.

About ten years ago I became involved with piracy. Not as a practicing participant in robbery on the high seas or illegally copying DVDs, but as a historical interpreter, re-enacting the thrilling time of the “Golden Age” of piracy for the general public. The bookstores of the world have been flooded with numerous volumes on pirates over the past several years. But in researching this period, I found that most of the historical events described in many books written about pirate history were highly contradictory. Also, there is very little written about how they lived, the clothes they wore, the weapons they used, the food they ate, and their general lifestyle. Hard facts from contemporary documents concerning pirate history are scarce. After all, as a rule, they were a very secretive group. They seldom filed reports or kept logbooks. There is almost nothing about how they lived or what they thought. But the real problem comes from the fact that the literary market has been flooded with hundreds of books professing to be historically correct—but they aren’t! Many modern works about pirates are simply re-writes of books written hundreds of years ago. It was assumed that these books are historically accurate simply because they were written at a time contemporary to the pirates themselves—but they weren’t. Most authors of the day were more interested in writing best sellers than scholarly works of history.

In this book, I have sifted through these works and looked for consistencies and inconsistencies. I have also searched for actual documentation from the period, such as newspaper articles. My goal in writing this book is to help clear up some of the inconsistencies about pirates and to portray them in a more accurate light. During this discourse, I will discuss the politics that motivated them. We must get the history right before we can understand how they lived and what they thought. Also, I will delve into their lifestyle as I examine clothing and fashion, weapons and tactics, food, ships, and attitudes which I hope will open a window into how they lived and what they thought.

You will find that I devote a large part of this book to the lives of three notable individuals: Henry Morgan, Blackbeard, and “Black Bart” Roberts. This is because these three men truly define their times. They are the quintessential examples of pirates from two very different eras. Henry Morgan represents the ultimate privateer of the 17th century; Blackbeard represents the ultimate pirate of the 18th century; Roberts represents the perfect image of everything we think of when we speak of pirates and was the last great pirate of the golden age. These three men give us a unique insight into three very different lifestyles and motivations of the men who chose piracy during their lifetimes. Additionally, they are without a doubt the most famous pirates ever.

In my experience, many authors who write histories about pirates take on each pirate, one at a time. In other words, they give a detailed account on the life of one individual then move on to the next. This doesn’t allow the reader to effectively understand how the actions of one individual affected the life of another. Also, it doesn’t allow the reader to understand the sequence of relevant historical events as they unfolded. Conversely, I connect the dots between the lives of the men and events of the day. To the greatest extent possible, I choose to relay all the historical events in a chronological order and explain how one event caused or affected the next. This puts a unique perspective on the history of pirates and sheds light on the possible reasons and the motivations for their actions. To assist the reader in keeping track of the current political situation and state of war, which plays such a dynamic role on the motivations of government officials and pirates, I will insert notifications into the text informing the reader of the beginning of each officially declared war, as well as who was on whose side and the dates of the conflict.

I’d also like to add a word of caution to researchers who read contemporary English documents with regard to the precise year. This can often become quite confusing due to the English day of New Year. Prior to 1752 in England, the New Year began on March 25th, which was Lady Day. This means that in the official record, March 24, 1715 was followed by March 25, 1716. To add even more confusion on the issue, other countries like Scotland had already changed the first day of the year to January 1st back in the early 17th century. This can become a problem for researchers who read documents that give the date for an event based upon this system. For example, a date that was documented as having occurred in February 1719 would have actually occurred in 1720 by our calendar. Some historians deal with this phenomenon by ignoring it and giving the dates exactly as they were written; however, this causes a great deal of confusion among modern readers. Other historians give the date indicating both years. In the example above, the date would be February 1719/1720. To avoid confusion, I have chosen to convert all dates to our modern calendar, with New Year’s Day occurring on January 1st of each year.
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“Its population consists of pirates, cut-throats, whores, and some of the vilest persons in the whole of the world.”
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Chapter 1
Let the Piracy Begin

It’s a sad but true commentary to say that the first human to build a boat was probably a merchant and the second was probably a pirate. Technically, a pirate is one who commits robbery at sea—well, on the water at any rate. I don’t want to limit the definition to just seagoing craft; there certainly have been plenty of river pirates throughout history. However, I would like to keep this book focused on the more romanticized European pirates of the 17th and 18th centuries. This book is about the pirates who plundered the Spanish Main; the pirates of the Caribbean; the pirates who raided ships and settlements all along the eastern coast of North America. It also includes the European pirates who sailed the Pacific and Indian Oceans.

Many scholars and authors have identified this era by the phrase “The Golden Age of Piracy.” The exact beginning and ending dates between historians don’t always match, but generally this period covers the years from 1620 to 1730. I place the beginning date for my exposé on the golden age of piracy at 1640 with the rise of the buccaneers and the ending date at 1722 with the death of the last great pirate, John Roberts, sometimes called Bartholomew Roberts, or just Black Bart. I certainly don’t want to imply that there weren’t any pirates before or after this time period. This term is like saying the golden age of baseball was from 1900 to 1950 or the golden age of television was from 1955 to 1980. The “golden age” refers to the era when the institutions grew and became recognized. It’s also a time when they developed all their customs, traditions, and even stereotypes.

For pirates, the period between 1640 and 1722 was when they became stylized and our perception of what we think of when we say “pirates” became defined. It’s when the most famous pirates lived. However, for these pirates, the golden age was not a period of development and growth of just one style; it was a period of remarkable transition and change. As we shall see, the motivation, political support, and social acceptance for these “pirates” dramatically changed four times during the years that mark the golden age. Some of these changes were brought about by war, some by political treaties, and some were brought about by the riches a country could gain through colonization. Religious freedom and political oppression also played a significant part. Therefore, this golden age can be divided into four distinct sub categories, or periods; 1640–1670 The Buccaneer Privateers; 1670–1702 The Buccaneer Pirates; 1702–1713 The Privateers of Queen Anne’s War; 1714–1722 The Pyrates. Before we get into action, we need a little background to set the stage. So, let’s set sail for the early 17th century and begin our tour of the pirates of the golden age.

In order to fully understand how pirates were used in the political arena, we must first become familiar with letters of marque and understand the subtleties between a pirate and a privateer; there actually was a huge difference between the two. The victims wouldn’t make any distinction at all, but for the individuals attacking and taking a prize, it meant the difference between acting within the law of your country and acting as a criminal. It’s the difference between having friendly ports to return to and entering port in secrecy.

In the 16th, 17th, and early 18th centuries, it was just too expensive for most nations to maintain large naval fleets during peace time. They did, of course, have some warships for protection of the major ports and to escort their kings and queens as they traveled abroad, but not enough to effectively wage a naval campaign. When war broke out, governments would have to rapidly expand their small peacetime navies into large wartime fleets. The best way to accomplish this was to hire one. Governments would issue letters of marque to any willing sea captain and crew, regardless of their nationality, giving them legal permission to attack any nation’s ships that were listed in the letters. Those letters were also referred to as commissions. Captains and crewmen sailing under letters of marque were officially called “privateers.” The French referred to them as “corsairs.” A percentage of the profits would be paid back to the government that issued those letters. In England, 1/15th of the profits went to the King and 1/10th to the minister of state or governor who issued the letters or who was appointed to supervise such activity. From the mid-16th to the mid-18th century, England, France, and the Dutch Republic all used privateers as a part of their official state policy. Between 1702 and 1714 during the War of the Spanish Succession, Queen Anne of England issued 128 privateer commissions through the port of Bristol alone.

Privateers were quite literally naval mercenaries. The ones being attacked always regarded them as pirates, but these men were generally thought of as heroes rather than outlaws by the governments that issued the letters. They were brave naval warriors attacking the vicious enemy and bringing valuable revenue back to the local economy. During the American Revolution (1775–1783) the greatest naval hero of the United States was John Paul Jones. He is considered a hero of the Revolution and the father of the U.S. Navy. But to the British, he was simply a pirate and was referred to as such. Letters of marquee were also issued by heads of state in peace time. It was a profitable way to wage a cold war against your enemies and generate some revenue at the same time. Governors also issued letters of marque to local privateers as a routine way of protecting their colonies and shipping lanes. As the English, French, and Dutch began colonization in the Caribbean, the use of privateers was an absolute necessity.

Privateer crews were normally a mix of sailors and landsmen in the form of soldiers, craftsmen, adventurers, shop keepers, and musicians. Privateer commissions often limited the number of seamen who could be taken aboard to not more than half of the total crew. A privateer captain didn’t need a ship full of sailors, he needed fighting men. Privateers only needed enough sailors to handle the ship, the rest were for boarding enemy ships or for attacking cities ashore. For example, in 1719 the English privateer, Captain Shelvocke, only had 20 sailors among his 101-man crew.

Recruiting privateer crews was often done about the same as recruiting for any other crew, by public advertising. Notices would be posted around the docks and taverns, coffee houses, and even in the newspapers. One newspaper ad read, “Captain Peter Lawrence is going a Privateering from Rhode Island in a good Sloop, about 60 Tons, six guns and 90 men for Canada and any Gentlemen of Sailors that are disposed to go shall be kindly entertained.”

The use of privateers goes back hundreds of years before the 17th century and continued through the 19th century; but the period which begins around 1640 and ends in 1670, with the Treaty of Madrid, was truly unique in the annals of privateer history. It was a time when just about everyone sailing the seas looking for loot was a privateer and began with the Spanish persecution of the English, Dutch, and French colonists in the Caribbean who became the buccaneers.
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Figure 1:   The Caribbean
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Chapter 2
Chipping Away at the Spanish Main

Before we get into all the details of the pirates and buccaneers of the Caribbean, we must first understand why the Spanish were so hated by all the other European countries. The Treaty of Tordesillas signed by Spain and Portugal in 1497 drew an imaginary line around the world and granted Spain a total monopoly on trade west of that line in the Atlantic Ocean. The Spanish considered the Caribbean to be their own personal sea. Spanish colonization had already begun by Columbus on his second voyage in 1494.
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1500–1550


The Spanish control the Caribbean with well-established colonies in Mexica and on Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, Trinidad, and many of the smaller islands.


By 1600, the Spanish had well-established colonies on Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, Trinidad, and many of the smaller islands. They also ruled Mexico and all the territory between Mexico and Brazil, which was ruled by Portugal in accordance with the Treaty of Tordesillas. Spain had all the vast riches they took from the Inca and Aztec empires. In Europe, Spain was attempting to take over virtually every country possible and had been almost constantly at war with the rest of Europe since 1556, when the Dutch officially allied themselves with England and France against Spain. At sea, Dutch and English “pirates” began redirecting much of Spain’s treasure stream to their own governments. The English called themselves “Sea Rovers” while the Dutch referred to themselves as “Sea Beggars.” The Spanish called them “Pechelingues”. These privateers took prizes wherever they could, in European waters as well as in the Caribbean and the Pacific. Throughout this period, all the waters north of the coast of South America, including the Caribbean, were referred to as the Spanish Main, meaning that these waters were mainly the exclusive property of Spain. The Spanish took a very strict view of any interlopers. In other words, no settlers allowed. Those who tried were met with immediate attack from the Spanish forces which resulted in either death or slavery.

The Protestant Reformation played a major role in the colonization of the New World, especially for France. Martin Luther began the Protestant Reformation in 1517 and this new version of the Christian religion proceeded to sweep through Europe. In 1527 King Henry VIII began the Anglican Church in England, primarily to divorce his Catholic wife, Catherine of Aragon and marry Anne Boleyn. Then in the 1530s, a French scholar named Jean Calvin began the Calvinist movement, also known as Calvinism. His teachings rapidly spread thorough Europe. In Scotland, his philosophy became the Presbyterian Religion. In England, his followers were known as Puritans. Calvinism was embraced by the Dutch and Swiss whose rulers often converted from Catholicism. In France, his followers were known as Huguenots.

The Catholic French didn’t take very kindly to this new form of religion. Between 1536 and 1560, France fluctuated between tolerance and oppression of the Huguenots. To make matters worse, more and more well-to-do Frenchmen were converting. By 1560, many French statesmen, merchants, and military leaders had become Huguenots. This was becoming a real problem for Catherine de Medici, who was ruling France for her ten-year-old son, King Charles IX. Her solution was to encourage the Huguenots to form colonies in the New World. By the early 17th century the Spanish domination of the Caribbean islands and all the resources they offered was becoming increasingly annoying to the other European powers. To the rulers of France, sending the Huguenots to the Caribbean seemed a “win-win” for all. France got rid of the troublesome Huguenots while establishing a foothold in America, and the Huguenots got to leave France and enjoy religious freedom in their own colonies.
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1564


French Huguenots establish a colony near present day Jacksonville, Florida, but it is destroyed a year later by the Spanish who establish a permanent settlement at Saint Augustine, Florida.


Jean Ribault led the first attempt by the French Huguenots to establish a colony in the Spanish territory in the New World. In 1562 his small party built a tiny settlement named Charlesfort near the coast of South Carolina located between the modern cities of Charleston, South Carolina and Savannah, Georgia. Today, the original site of Charlesfort is on the Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island. The first settlement failed due to starvation.

Ribault returned in 1564 and built a larger colony near present day Jacksonville, Florida. This colony was protected by a wooden star-shaped fort named Fort Caroline. However, the Spanish discovered the colony and destroyed it the following year. St. Augustine, Florida, the oldest city in the United States, was founded by the Spanish in 1565 in order to prevent further enemy settlements along the Florida coast. The English made the next attempt in 1587 with a substantial colony on Roanoke Island, part of the Outer Banks of North Carolina. The “Lost Colony” as it is called, disappeared without a trace a few years later.
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1607

First permanent English settlement in the New World is established at Jamestown, Virginia.

Then, in 1607, the English finally established their first successful colony in the New World. Jamestown, as it was called, was not just a colony, but was strategically situated far enough away from the Spanish as not to draw their attention but close enough to their shipping lanes to serve as a base of naval operations if England wished to attack their fleets. But there still weren’t any English, Dutch, or French settlements in the Caribbean.
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1618–1648

Thirty Years’ War in Europe begins over religious persecution.

Then, the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) in Europe began and the situation for the Huguenots and other Protestant denominations became far worse. The war originally started over political control but rapidly became a war of religious persecution. In the 1620s the Huguenots began looking for places to settle in the Caribbean. As the 17th century progressed, King Louis XIV’s Catholic government in France went from legal percussion to full scale slaughter in order to rid France of the Huguenots. This may explain why so many French Huguenots in the Caribbean often sided with the English or Dutch each time those nations fought France.
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1620

Plymouth colony is established by English pilgrims in New England.

Meanwhile, after firmly establishing English settlements in Virginia and Massachusetts, the English decided to take a crack at the Spanish Main. The Lesser Antilles islands at the eastern end of the Caribbean seemed a good spot. They were out of the main Spanish shipping lanes and far from the large fortifications in Cuba. In 1623, Sir Thomas Warner led the first British colony in the West Indies which landed on Saint Kitts. The French government was on good terms with England during this period and wanted to get in on the action too. In 1625, the English willingly partitioned Saint Kitts giving half of the island to the French. This became the first French colony in the Caribbean. Also in 1625, English sailors began exploring Barbados and by 1627 the English had established a colony. The Dutch also wanted to get in on the action and established a small colony on Saint Maarten’s (St. Martins) Island where they began a modest salt mining operation.
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1621

Philip IV (The Great) is crowned King of Spain

Located to the east of Cuba, the island of Hispaniola is among the largest islands in the Caribbean. Today, it contains the nations of the Dominican Republic and Haiti. It has rich and fertile soil, lush vegetation, and an ideal climate well-suited for agriculture. Named “La Espanola” or Spanish Island, by its discoverer, Christopher Columbus, the island is where his famous ship, the Santa Maria, ran aground and sank. Spanish colonization began in December 1492 with 1,300 settlers, making this the oldest European settlement in the New World. The capital city of San Domingo on the south side of the island dates back to 1496 and was officially established as the capital on August 5, 1498. It was the center of Spanish political authority in the Caribbean for hundreds of years.
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Figure 2:   Hispaniola

Thousands of Spanish settlers, plantation owners, slaves, and bureaucrats flocked to Hispaniola throughout the 16th century. However, they primarily settled on the eastern end where the farming was good or along the south coast close to the main shipping port and capital city of Santo Domingo. This left the vast interior, the western end, and the northern coast completely unoccupied. By the early 17th century, the jungles were filled with wild cattle and pigs that had escaped captivity over the years and had bred in the wild.
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1620s

French, English, and Dutch begin small settlements in the Caribbean on Barbados, Hispaniola, Nevis, and Saint Kitts.

Even though San Domingo was the central point of the Spanish government in the Caribbean, the north side of Hispaniola seemed like an ideal place for the French and English settlers to establish a foothold in the Caribbean.

Beginning in 1625, some French Huguenots and a few English adventurers began arriving from Saint Kitts and settled on a tiny island off the northwest coast of Hispaniola. The island’s name was Tortuga and they built a small sea port and town named Cayenne along the natural harbor on the south side of the island. Almost immediately after Cayenne was established, the English and French settlers began to migrate to the rich interior of Hispaniola. Tortuga was close enough to the north shore of Hispaniola for dugout canoes to be used to travel back and forth. Unlike the settlers on Nevis and St. Kitts, they were sharing their island with the enemy, the Spanish. The settlers on Hispaniola had to take every precaution not to be seen by the Spanish and remain extremely mobile just in case they were discovered. If they were found, they would have to get away quickly by disappearing into the vast woodlands.

The island of Nevis was colonized in 1628 by English settlers from Saint Kitts, which became the premier base for English and French expansion in the Caribbean over the next 10 years. Soon after, the English established settlements on Antigua, Montserrat, Anguilla, and Tortola. While the French established settlements on Martinique, the Guadeloupe Archipelago, and St. Barts. The Spanish attempted to stop this colonization, but every time they attacked a settlement, the settlers would disperse until the Spanish left.
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Figure 3:   First Settlements
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Chapter 3
Birth of the Buccaneers

The English, French, and Dutch settlers had been settling in the Caribbean since 1623. Many of the English were adventurers and colonists sent by the King of England but many more of the English were religious dissenters escaping persecution back in England, like the Puritans of Massachusetts. Most of the French were Huguenots also escaping religious persecution in France. The Dutch, with far fewer numbers, were trying to establish colonies to help in trade or were refugees from the Thirty Years’ War which devastated Holland and the surrounding nations.

Beginning in 1625, the English and French settlers on Tortuga and Hispaniola had developed into a uniquely different type of settler. Living under constant threat of Spanish attack, they had to remain extremely mobile in order to make a quick escape. Farming of any sort was totally out of the question because it took a lot of land and a lot of time. Large crops would be fairly easy for the Spanish to find and destroy. The settlers had to find another means of making a living, and they found it. As you may recall, for over 100 years, livestock had been escaping the Spanish settlements to the south and breeding in the wild.

The woodland of the interior was filled with cattle and pigs. It was a hunter’s paradise. Hispaniola, like many of the islands in the Caribbean, was originally inhabited by the Tainos, an Arawak speaking people, believed to be originally from South America. Most of the Tainos had been killed by the Spanish or died from disease from European contact; however, there were a few left when the English and French settlers arrived. The Tainos had a very unique way of preparing meat. They wrapped the meat in wet leaves and placed it on a wooden platform over a very smoky, slow burning fire. In the Arawak language of the Tainos, that process was called “boucan” and the Arawak word for the dried meat it produced was “charqui,” which was pronounced “jerky” in English. Today, we call this process “pulled” or “jerked” pork or beef. The settlers perfected this technique that they had learned from the Tainos and went into the meat processing business. Hence, those early hunters and cookers of meat were called “boucanniors” by the French and “boucaneers” by the English.

The French boucanniors and the English boucaneers worked together, hunting wild boar and cattle deep in the interior of Hispaniola, all the while evading the Spanish patrols. To sell their product, they established costal trading settlements and small ports on the western part of the island away from the Spanish sphere of influence. The Spanish continually attempted to capture or kill these interlopers. Occasionally, the Spanish were successful, but generally the boucanniors or boucaneers would simply disappear into the jungle and return after the Spanish left. Since their operations were illegal in the eyes of the Spanish authority, their customers tended to be smugglers and other settlers also operating outside of Spanish law. They would trade for the necessities of life including weapons, powder, shot, and of course, wine.

Their appearance would have been more like that of a mountain man from the American west during the 1820s. They were hunters and dressed as such. Contemporary accounts describe them as wearing coarse shirts and other clothing made mostly of animal skins. No fancy garments, just homemade clothing that is adapted and practical for travel in the jungle. This lifestyle required them to be heavily armed with muskets and assorted skinning knives. They had to be prepared to either hunt wild boar or defend themselves against Spanish patrols. Additionally, they probably smelled horrible. Anyone who has spent time near a meat packing plant would testify to that. According to a French clergyman, Abbe Jean Baptiste Du Tertre, “these are the butcher’s vilest servants who have been eight days in the slaughterhouse without washing themselves.”

By 1629, the Spanish had had enough. Not only were these settlers from enemy nations, they were heretics too. These English, French, and Dutch invaders were all predominantly Protestants. The task of driving these heretics out was given to one of Spain’s ablest generals in the Thirty Years’ War, Don Fadrique de Toledo. It was a Spanish “maximum effort” to rid the Caribbean of the heretics and foreigners once and for all. His first targets were the English and French settlements on the islands of Nevis and St. Kitts. He launched major military assaults on both colonies in 1629 and captured many of the settlers, but just as many managed to escape into the interior of the islands they were on or fled to other nearby islands. As soon as the Spanish left however, the escaped settlers simply returned and rebuilt their settlements. But many others decided to seek refuge and safety on the tiny island of Tortuga, just off the northern coast of Hispaniola, which seemed to be a fairly defensible position.

[image: sword divider glyph]

1629

Don Fadrique de Toledo’s Spanish forces attack all foreign settlements in the Caribbean.

Local Spanish attacks on the English and French settlers on Hispaniola had already intensified by 1629, causing many to flee to the safety of Tortuga. To the Spanish, it seemed that Tortuga was the last strongpoint of the Protestant invaders, so that’s where Don Fadrique de Toledo’s forces struck next. Don Fadrique de Toledo’s forces arrived suddenly at Tortuga and he easily overran the port. As the Spanish assaulted the island, the English and French settlers fled to the mainland of Hispaniola and disappeared into the jungle. To prevent their return, the Spanish began to build fortifications on Tortuga but then decided to leave the island in pursuit of those settlers who had escaped to the mainland. For the Spanish, it was just too expensive to maintain troops on a remote island, especially if there was no one to fight. The Hispaniola operation eventually failed due to the vast territory and jungle-like terrain. Large-scale efforts to expel the English and French settlers on Hispaniola dramatically slowed to an occasional raid.

Even though Don Fadrique de Toledo’s forces enjoyed some immediate success destroying settlements and rounding up prisoners, there was no permanence to his efforts. As soon as the Spanish forces left, the English, French, and Dutch settlers who escaped would return and rebuild. Overall, his campaign was a failure. Don Fadrique de Toledo did manage to achieve one thing, however. His attacks instilled a deep hatred for the Spanish among all the settlers. This hatred united them against the Spanish for the rest of the century.

The French boucanniors and the English boucaneers became organized into a resistance force. They decided to use their hunting skills against men instead of animals. In 1630, realizing that Tortuga was abandoned, the French boucanniors and the English boucaneers swiftly moved from the mainland back to reclaim their island. In a maximum effort to defend themselves, they completed the fortifications the Spanish had begun the previous year and made Tortuga their center of resistance and operations.

The most famous pirate port of all time, Tortuga has reached a legendary status within pirate lore, stories, novels, and Hollywood films. Despite this status, it’s a real place and very deserving of its reputation. Tortuga is a tiny island at 12 miles long and 6 miles wide off the northwest shore of Hispaniola, close enough to row between the two islands. Like Hispaniola, the island was originally inhabited by the Tainos. First named Santa Ana by Columbus in 1493, the 17th century French named it Ile de La Tortue meaning Turtle Isle. This name eventually became Tortuga. In the four years prior to the Spanish attack of 1629, the French and English settlers had established a small port town called Cayenne on a natural harbor on the south side of the island. Although it probably was unimpressive at the time, it had a market that was used primarily to sell beef and pork. It was also a central trading spot for smugglers. But beginning in 1630, Tortuga began a rapid development into a major port with impressive fortifications.
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1631

Tortuga established as a stronghold against Spanish attacks.

The harbor of Cayenne on Tortuga was very close to the main Spanish shipping lane making it fairly easy to prey on small Spanish ships. The French boucanniors and the English boucaneers continued their resistance against the Spanish. Since offense is the best defense, they began taking the fight to the Spanish instead of just waiting for an attack to come. The more they fought back against the Spanish, the more, they realized that taking Spanish property was far more profitable than selling meat to the odd passerby. I'm sure that a certain amount of revenge for previous Spanish atrocities also played into the situation. Additionally, capturing Spanish shipping was undoubtedly a lot more fun.
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Figure 4:   Tortuga

Soon afterwards, Dutch adventurers began arriving to join the English and French. Their strength grew significantly and began a French/Dutch/English partnership against the Spanish that would dominate the Caribbean for the next 60 years. The hunters, processors, and sellers of pulled pork made the transition to a warrior culture that took ships at sea. French boucanniors and the English boucaneers were called buccaneers and forever afterwards, the word “buccaneer” would be synonymous with “pirate.”

Meanwhile, Tortuga started a period of rapid growth with the beginning of the first plantations. Politically however, there was a sort of uneasy partnership between the English and French. Throughout the 1630s, the governors alternated between the Englishmen and the Frenchmen. In 1631, the first Governor was an Englishman, Captain Anthony Hilton. In 1633, the Dutch colony on St. Martin’s was attacked by the Spanish and Dutch refugees began arriving in substantial numbers. In 1634, African slaves were brought in to help increase the production of tobacco on the plantations; however, this was a disaster as no one really wanted to control the slaves and soon they were in revolt. Continual arguing between the English and French made the situation worse.

Then, in 1634, the Spanish returned and sacked the town. Soon after, Dutch pirates took over the island and began using the port as a base for their operations. This ended the slave market and served to slow the growth of the plantations. It also ended the meat processing markets and Tortuga adopted a pirate-based economy. This meant taverns, brothels, nautical stores, and businesses to buy and sell all manner of captured merchandise. As a result, the English/French authorities not only allowed the buccaneers to come and go as they pleased, their presence was strongly encouraged.
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1638

Louis XIV is crowned King of France.

By 1638, the English population had dwindled and a second Spanish attack in 1638 devastated the Island. The Spanish occupied the island for a short time, but eventually the French and Dutch re-organized and managed to drive the Spanish out. Once regaining control of Tortuga, they petitioned the Royal French Governor of Saint Christopher on the island of St. Kitts for help.
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1640

Buccaneers from Tortuga begin raiding Spanish shipping.

Jean le Vasseur was officially appointed as the first Royal French Governor of Tortuga in 1640. He was an engineer as well as a politician and immediately began construction of a large and imposing stone fortress with 40 guns on a rocky hill overlooking the natural harbor. The fort was named Fort de Rocher and it commanded the entire city. Le Vasseur also issued letters of marque against the Spanish to all who applied. This act alone served to encourage buccaneers of all nations to flock to Tortuga. If that wasn’t enough, in 1645 he imported 1,650 prostitutes to Tortuga in an attempt to bring harmony and control to the unruly pirates. At least that was his official story. From 1645 through the 1660s, Tortuga lived up to every elaborate description and portrayal in novels and in Hollywood films. It was a sea port filled with taverns, brothels, smugglers, and buccaneers. It was a no holds barred kind of town with a huge fortress on top of a hill to protect the pirates against the Spanish. It was a place where buccaneers could walk the streets and trade all their stolen booty for whatever they wanted free from worry of being arrested. It was a port with large buccaneer fleets in the harbor re-fitting for their next venture. In 1650, Tortuga was the buccaneer’s haven. It was a pirate paradise that was totally unique from any other port in the world.
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​Part I.I: The Buccaneers 1640–1670
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“You are hereby further authorized and required to land and attain any other place belonging to the Enemies.”
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Chapter 4
The Buccaneer Privateers

This chapter, which I call “The Buccaneers,” marks the first time period of the “Golden Age of Piracy.” By 1640, the buccaneers had become a real force to be reckoned with in the Caribbean. They had an island stronghold on Tortuga that offered them a support system to obtain goods necessary to sustain their operations. And what they couldn’t get in Tortuga, they took from the Spanish. But more importantly, the buccaneers were united against the Spanish. The deep hatred the original buccaneers had for the Spanish went back to the 1620s and still remained strong. Generally, the buccaneers didn’t attack ships from non-Spanish nations. Since England, France, and the Dutch Republic were in a constant state of war with Spain, officially declared or otherwise, there were no complaints from them concerning the buccaneers’ actions. Most likely, they were secretly delighted. The colonial governors of all three governments realized that this was a golden opportunity to bolster protection for their settlers and shipping lanes and challenge the vast resources of the Spanish at the same time. The settlements in the Lesser Antilles were left alone primarily because the Spanish had their hands full with the buccaneers of Tortuga. The buccaneers provided the balance of power that kept the Spanish occupied so their fledgling colonies could thrive.

The only drawback was that these buccaneers were pirates and were breaking the law. The royal officials might have asked, “How would it look back home if I was condoning piracy?” Well, that was an easy fix; make the actions of the buccaneers legal! As soon as Jean le Vasseur was appointed the Royal Governor of Tortuga, he began issuing letters of marque to just about everyone. This was the start of the era of the “Buccaneer Privateers.” The buccaneers were already holding the Spanish in check and letters of marque were all they needed to justify their actions legally. The Spanish followed suit, issuing letters of marque against the other nationalities. To the Spanish, their privateers were a cost-effective way to enforce policy and prevent other nations from infringing on Spanish operations. To the English, Dutch, and French, the buccaneers were now an essential element of the colonization of the Caribbean and a vital part of national policy.

Throughout the 1640s, the buccaneers developed their own unique society, with rules, codes, and traditions. It was then that they became organized into the “Brethren of the Coast.” No one knows if they actually called themselves Brethren of the Coast, but that’s how they lived. Their rules were set down in prearranged agreements that they called “ship’s articles.” These ship’s articles could be permanent for one particular ship or could be established before a particular venture. Before joining a crew, one would have to “sign articles.” This was also a term used for reaching an agreement. Ship’s articles could include anything from chain of command to treatment of prisoners. They would almost certainly establish rules for discipline and for the division of captured goods. Normally, the silver and gold taken in a buccaneer raid was divided among the crew according to the ships articles; however, individual pirates were allowed to keep any jewelry, clothing, weapons, or other personally acquired booty they desired. This changed their appearance dramatically from that of the boucanniors. Now as buccaneers, pirates of the sea, they could have worn just about anything. Most likely, their clothing would have been a mix of practical nautical dress and stolen fancy clothing.
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1648

Thirty Years’ War ends with the treaties of Osnabruck and Munster.

By 1650 the buccaneers of Tortuga were well-established and organized. Their success at privateering and piracy attracted more and more recruits. Escaped slaves, escaped prisoners, religious refugees, adventurers, and true pirates all wanted in on the action. Suddenly, around 1650, a new group of recruits flocked to Tortuga. The Thirty Years’ War in Europe ended in 1648 and tens of thousands of soldiers were out of work. They migrated to the Caribbean looking for easy money using the only skill they had, warfare. This brought a whole new level of military expertise and weapons to the ranks of the buccaneers. Also, these ex-soldiers retained much of their uniform items and equipment. Above all, they would have been extremely well-armed. Their weapons were the first thing contemporary observers noted about their appearance.

As the size and skill of their crews grew, so did the boldness of their attacks. They acquired bigger ships, more arms, and better supplies and often banded together to form small fleets. The buccaneers were expanding all along the western end of Hispaniola. The small port of Petit Goave is ideally located on the mainland of Hispaniola on the north shore about 40 miles to the west of the modern city of Port-au-Prince. This port quickly became their second favorite port next to Tortuga. The French colonists and plantation owners were expanding their territory as well and making a serious attempt to establish the western end of Hispaniola as a bonafide French colony. It was the “golden age” for the buccaneers.

[image: ]

Figure 5:   French Hispaniola
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1642–1651

English Civil War

England’s official interests in the Caribbean had diminished after the 1620s. Political issues at home took precedence. In 1646, Charles I was deposed in the first of three English Civil Wars. Two years later, the Thirty Years’ War in Europe ended, and thousands of soldiers returned home which added to the volatile situation. Then, in 1649, Charles I was beheaded and his son, Charles, fled to France and then the Netherlands. Shortly afterwards, Oliver Cromwell became the ruler of England with the title of Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England. For the first time in English history, there was no king on the English throne and the word “Royal” as in Royal Navy, was replaced with the word “Commonwealth.” The new English government desperately needed money. The combination of supporting the Thirty Years’ War and fighting civil wars at home had just about exhausted its resources.
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1649

Charles I of England executed—Oliver Cromwell becomes Parliamentary ruler of England.

At this same time, the Dutch Republic had established the largest maritime trading network in the world with merchant fleets trading all over the globe. Their trade in the Indian Ocean threatened the English East India Company’s monopoly and the Dutch support for the recently executed Charles I of England made Cromwell uneasy. Additionally, because the French had supported Charles I in the recent English Civil War, Cromwell issued letters of marque against all French ships and any neutral ships carrying French goods. Using this excuse, Admiral George Ayscue captured 27 Dutch trading vessels that were trading with the English colony of Barbados and the Dutch declared war on England on July 8, 1652.

The war was fought entirely at sea with large naval engagements throughout European waters. In the Caribbean, the war was fought completely by privateers on both sides. English privateers completely dominated the efforts of the Dutch and inflicted serious damage on Dutch shipping. This war must have created friction between the English and Dutch buccaneers, who joined opposite sides as privateers. The Spanish saw this as an opportunity to finally drive out the buccaneers on Tortuga.
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1652–1654

The First Anglo/Dutch War—England against the Dutch Republic.

In February 1654, the Spanish launched a major amphibious expedition against Tortuga, which comprised of 700 troops and siege weapons. Tortuga fell to Spanish control once again. Not wishing to start a war with France, all the captured inhabitants of Tortuga were sent to France alive. But the Spanish occupation of Tortuga didn’t last long and England and the Dutch signed a peace treaty on April 18, 1654.
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Chapter 5
Jamaica

The war against the Dutch left England in even more desperate need of money. So, the Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Oliver Cromwell, turned his attentions toward the Spanish Main. Taking a few of the ships from the Spanish treasure fleets would help fix the economy, temporarily, but Cromwell’s real goal was to expand England’s sugar production in the colonies of the Caribbean. Why sugar? Sugar was the cash crop of the day and worth a fortune. England needed a colony that produced sugar if it was going to get back on its feet. For the past 30 years, the English had maintained modest colonies along the outer islands of the Caribbean but had not really established any colony of great size. These colonies did contribute to the English economy, but sugarcane production was limited on these outer islands. In a bold move, Cromwell ordered his army to take Hispaniola, the jewel of the Spanish Caribbean.
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1655

English forces under General Venables and Admiral William Penn captures Jamaica.

In December 1654, an invasion force of 34 ships carrying 13,120 soldiers including 7,000 marines, 6,000 infantrymen, and 120 cavalry left England under the commands of General Venables and Admiral William Penn, who was the father of William Penn for whom the state of Pennsylvania is named. The strategic objective was the capital of Hispaniola, San Domingo. However, the Spanish were forewarned and withdrew almost all of the Spanish occupation forces on Tortuga to help in the defense of Hispaniola. Unaware of the Spanish preparation, Admiral Penn landed his forces away from any Spanish fortifications and began advancing toward the city. But the Spanish mobilized their defense force of about 2,400 and ambushed Penn’s force, causing the entire English invasion force to flee back to the ships. Not wanting to return to England unsuccessful and face the wrath of Cromwell, Admiral Penn and General Venables decided to attack a smaller island, less likely to offer the kind of resistance that Hispaniola had offered. On May 10, 1655, Penn and his forces landed on Spanish held Jamaica and easily swept the tiny and poorly armed Spanish forces away.

Jamaica was also originally inhabited by the Tainos who named the island “Xaymaca” meaning land of wood and water. Columbus landed there in 1494 on his second voyage and was marooned there for about a year in 1503 during his 4th voyage. A permanent settlement began in 1509 when Juan de Esquivel landed with a group of settlers. Because the Spanish had Hispaniola and Cuba, they didn’t see much profit in developing the island of Jamaica. There was only one small Spanish city on the island, the city of Santiago de la Vega close to a deep natural harbor on the south side of the island. The English landed and made a swift assault on the city. Spanish resistance was very weak, and the city and island quickly fell to English authority. Santiago de la Vega, sometimes called Villa de la Vega, was renamed “Spanish Town” by the English, a name that it keeps to this day.
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Figure 6:   Jamaica 1670

Cromwell was determined to succeed in the Caribbean and he continued to send supplies, ships, and troops to support the Jamaican settlement against a Spanish counter attack. Time was of the essence as it was certain Spain would be quick to respond. To organize the colony and plan for its defense, Colonel Edward D’Oyley was appointed the first Governor of Jamaica. When the news of the English invasion reached Spain, the English act of aggression against Spanish territory in the Caribbean soon led to war which was declared in October 1655.
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1655—1660

1655–1660 The Anglo/Spanish War—England against Spain (France joins England in 1657).

Spain and England were now officially at war. In January 1656, in an effort to defend Jamaica, the English sent naval flotilla under the command of Subcommander Christopher Myngs, captain of the frigate Marston Moor. However, a Spanish fleet didn’t materialize and Myngs was soon ordered to return to England. On Jamaica, Spanish resistance continued on the island but on a very small scale. Most resistance was in the form of guerilla action for the Spaniards that fled into the mountains when the English first landed.

[image: sword divider glyph]

1659

Port Cagway (later to be re-named Port Royal) established as a major English port on Jamaica.

To supply the colony, the English constructed a port on a natural harbor on a large sand spit on the south-central coast of the island near Spanish Town. That port was ideally positioned to support large ships. Immediately afterwards, the construction of a fort was begun. It was situated at the tip of the sand spit separating the harbor from the Caribbean and commanded complete control of all access to the harbor through the narrow entrance. The fort was named Fort Cromwell in honor of Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England. The tip of the sand spit was called Point Cagway and a small town developed next to the fort which was named Port Cagway.

Jamaica was well-situated to raid Spanish shipping and with all the loot that was coming in from the buccaneer raids in 1658 and 1659 Port Cagway began to grow rapidly. Its first inhabitants were mariners, merchants, craftsmen, and of course prostitutes. By 1659, two hundred houses, shops, and warehouses surrounded the fort. From modest beginnings, this port was destined to become one of the most famous and important ports in all of pirate history. A year later, Port Cagway was renamed Port Royal.
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1655—1656 & 1657–1661

Edward D’Oyley, Governor of Jamaica

With a major Spanish counterattack looming, the new Governor of Jamaica, Colonel Edward D’Oyley decided to use the same defensive strategy that had worked so well against the Spanish at Tortuga. He used buccaneers to go on the offensive and his first Spanish target was Tortuga. Governor D’Oyley realized that Tortuga was virtually undefended since most of the Spanish troops were sent to Hispaniola. This was a terrific opportunity to regain control of the buccaneer stronghold and reorganize the buccaneer fleets against the Spanish. In 1656, he rounded up as many buccaneers as they could find and launched an invasion of Tortuga.

The Spanish defenders were easily overwhelmed, and Tortuga was once again under English rule, this time by the Governor of Jamaica. He immediately offered all buccaneers letters of marque and a safe haven in both Port Cagway and Tortuga. Most buccaneers moved to Port Cagway since Tortuga had been largely destroyed by the Spanish. It would take a while for Tortuga to bounce back. In European waters, General-at-Sea Robert Blake intercepted a Spanish treasure fleet in 1656. Then, in April 1657, Blake’s English fleet completely destroyed the Spanish West Indies battle fleet in Santa Cruz harbor off the Canary Islands leaving all of the Spanish treasure fleets virtually defenseless. This gave the buccaneers operating out of Port Cagway and Tortuga a distinct advantage as the bulk of the Spanish escorts for their treasure fleets were at the bottom of the ocean.

France and Spain had been fighting in Flanders for years and King Louis XIV of France saw this war as a golden opportunity to recover land lost to the Spanish. With the Treaty of Paris in March of 1657, France joined England as allies against Spain. Now that France and England were allies again, the two nations began to restore the relationship they had back in the 1620s when they divided St. Kitts into English and French sections.
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1659

West side of Hispaniola officially deeded to France and named Saint Domingue.

Tortuga, of course, was of great interest to King Louis XIV of France and England gave Tortuga back to France in 1659, officially declaring Tortuga as a French possession. France then went on to develop a full-scale French colony on the west end of Hispaniola which they named Saint Domingue, no doubt named for Hispaniola’s Spanish capital city of Santo Domingo. The English withdrew from Tortuga completely and the French and Dutch buccaneers returned.
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Chapter 6
The Pirate King

Christopher Myngs was the clear leader of all buccaneer activity in the Caribbean from 1658 to 1665. He organized the buccaneers like never before, forming an incredibly large fleet. He was a daring and cunning captain whose remarkable accomplishments and superior leadership gave him the reputation of one of the most respected buccaneer captains of all time. Myngs not only held the buccaneers together, he molded them into highly-effective fighting teams. He also perfected the techniques and tactics of large-scale naval operations and amphibious assaults; that is to say, landing large amounts of infantry ashore and taking port cities from the landward side. He was given the title “The Pirate King.” So why isn’t he as famous as Henry Morgan or Blackbeard? The answer is simple. He was Captain Christopher Myngs of the Royal Navy, and by his death, Vice Admiral Sir Christopher Myngs. Pirates become famous only through the stories that authors write about them. Even if the books are highly inaccurate, the public learns their names through literature. If fact, it generally works out that the more inaccurate the story, the more famous the pirate becomes. Books about naval officers on assignment in the Caribbean can’t compete with blood thirsty pirates in the Caribbean. Perhaps that’s why Christopher Myngs’ name remains virtually unknown.
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1656

Christopher Myngs establishes buccaneer fleets from Jamaica.

As you may recall from Chapter 5, Sir Christopher Myngs was appointed captain of the frigate Marston Moor and was sent to Jamaica in 1656 to serve as the subcommander of their naval flotilla. His stay was brief, and he soon returned to England. By late 1657, a Spanish invasion of Jamaica was imminent and Myngs was ordered to return, arriving in February 1658 as the naval commander of the area. He returned with hundreds of ex-English soldiers fresh from the wars in Europe. The problem for Myngs was a serious lack of ships. He had plenty of men but precious few vessels, certainly not enough to fight the Spanish. As soon as he arrived, he recruited as many buccaneers as he could get. He skillfully combined the buccaneers with English soldiers to form the bulk of his force. This was the beginning of the large buccaneer fleets that sailed the Caribbean well-supported by the English government. Soon afterwards, buccaneers from all parts of the Caribbean flocked to Jamaica to get in on the action.

The Spanish counterattack came in February 1658 when 550 Spanish troops with artillery sailed from Vera Cruz and landed on Jamaica. They were met by Myngs with a force of 500 buccaneers. The Spanish were decimated by well-disciplined volley fire from the English ex-soldiers and the buccaneers and the Spanish surrendered in mass. Christopher Myngs was the hero of the day. Governor Colonel Edward D’Oyley of Jamaica was anxious to continue the privateer policy against Spain and encouraged Myngs to stay and further organize the buccaneer resistance. Myngs began to perfect his tactics of large amphibious forces consisting of those ex-soldiers and dozens of
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