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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 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 reenacting was extremely popular in the late 1990s after the release of “Tombstone.” Beginning around 2005, there has been a renewed interested in pirates.

From my early childhood, I have been fascinated with different time periods and historical events. Since 1971, I have been heavily involved in historical reenacting 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 year was 1974 and the entire country was gearing up for the Bicentennial.

Around 2005, my interests shifted to piracy. Not as a practicing participant in robbery on the high seas or illegally copying DVDs, but as a historical interpreter, reenacting the thrilling time of the “Golden Age” of piracy for the general public. For many decades, the bookstores of the world have been flooded with numerous volumes on pirates. But in researching this period, I quickly found that most of the 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 often exciting and dangerous lives. 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 felt about their comrades and their risky, often violent encounters.

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 rewrites of older books written many years ago or are based upon local legends and unverified stories. For the books based upon works from the 17th and 18th centuries, it has generally been accepted that those books were historically accurate simply because they were written at a time contemporary to the pirates themselves—but most were not. Many authors of the day were more interested in writing bestsellers than scholarly works of history. For the books based upon local legends, few authors checked the facts. Many of them were content to retell the legends as if they were true. This compelled me to write my first book, A Pirates Life in the Golden Age of Piracy. Digging deep into the true history of piracy over a ten-year period, I unearthed a treasure of information that not only tells the truth about these pirates but examines the politics that motivated them. I also delved into their lifestyles as I examined their clothing and fashions, weapons and tactics, food, ships, and attitudes which opened a window into how they lived and what they thought.

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 recreated.

While selling my first book, A Pirates Life in the Golden Age of Piracy, I was frequently asked about pirates in Florida. That makes sense since I lived in Florida and most of my lectures, book signings, and sales events were in that state. Realizing the need for a follow-on book dealing specifically with piracy in Florida, I began examining the historical record and local legends about the pirates and privateers that operated along Florida’s 1,350 miles of coastline. But unlike most of the pirates of the 17th and early 18th centuries, where written accounts abound (accurate or not), most of the accounts of Florida’s pirates in the late 18th and early 19th centuries seem to primarily come from local legends. These legends are deeply rooted in local tradition and in some cases, have achieved the status of fact in the minds of many people.

Tourism has played a big role in the creation of many of the local pirate legends. Tales of swashbuckling pirates are good for business. Many local legends were invented by tour guides and in some cases fishing guides to amuse and please their clients. The original sources of many of these local pirate stories go back to the beginning of the Florida tourism industry in the late 19th century. Unfortunately for the historical record and for thousands of pirate enthusiasts who seek the truth, many of the late 20th and early 21st century publications about Florida pirates simply retell these invented and unverified local legends or quote older published sources that have done the same thing. In some cases, authors have even invented fictional stories about some of these pirates and represented them as factual.

Association with pirates goes far beyond local legend within the state of Florida. The presence of pirates in Florida has become institutionalized within the state’s tourism industry as is evident by the large number of pirate themed festivals. The most prominent one of these is the “Gasparilla Pirate Invasion” held each January and February in Tampa. Additionally, Florida has more pirate themed museums and gift shops than any other state. As if that isn’t enough to demonstrate Florida’s fascination with pirates, there are many athletic teams throughout the state with names like “Pirates” or “Buccaneers.”

I wrote my first book, A Pirates Life in the Golden Age of Piracy, to give the reader a comprehensive understanding of the events that transpired during the 17th and early 18th centuries. In Pirates of the Florida Coast: Truths, Legends, and Myths, I focus only on those who raided along Florida’s coasts. This includes the real pirates and privateers who are said to have visited Florida whether they actually did or not. It also includes the imaginary ones. But in order for the reader to fully understand the proper background and historical perspective of the Florida pirates and privateers, I have chosen to include several chapters and sections from my first book in a capsulized form. For those readers who have not read A Pirates Life in the Golden Age of Piracy, this will be vital in building the foundation for a full and complete understanding of the events that led up to Florida’s pirates and privateers. For those readers who have read my first book, this will serve as a review of the material that is essential to fully understand the pirates and privateers who operated along the east and west coasts of Florida.

But most importantly, in writing Pirates of the Florida Coast: Truths, Legends, and Myths, I hope to separate fact from fiction. Throughout this book, I shall examine the most commonly told stories of famous pirates and privateers who supposedly operated along the Florida coasts and compare local legend to documented fact. In the absence of documented facts, which is quite often the case with many of these legends, I shall examine and discuss the likelihood of truth.
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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, for the most part, I would like to keep this book focused on the more romanticized pirates and privateers who sailed the seas in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. We begin with the pirates who plundered the Spanish Main in the Caribbean and continue with those who plundered ships and settlements along Florida’s coasts.

“The Golden Age of Piracy” is an era that many scholars and authors have identified as approximately the second half of the 17th century to the middle of the 18th century. 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. This was when pirates became stylized and our perception of what we think of when we say “pirates” became defined. However, in Florida, this time period was just the beginning. Many of the pirates and privateers who visited Florida did so between the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

In order to fully understand the pirates’ role in the political arena, we must first become familiar with the term “of marque” (pronounced “mark”) and understand the subtleties and differences between a pirate and a privateer. There actually was a huge difference between the two. Their 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 their country and acting as criminals. It’s the difference between having friendly ports to return to and having to operate in secrecy.

Between 1520 and 1720, it was just too expensive for most nations to maintain large naval fleets during peacetime. 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 with a suitable ship, 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.” During the "Golden Age of Piracy,” a percentage of the profits would be paid back to the government that issued those letters. In England during the 17th century, 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. By the end of the 18th century, this percentage had increased to 50% going to the government. From the mid-16th to the mid-18th century, England, France, and the Dutch Republic all used privateers as 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 marque were also issued by heads of state in peacetime. 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. Those landsmen were commonly soldiers, craftsmen, adventurers, shopkeepers, 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 in the same manner as recruiting for any other crew, by public advertising. Notices would be posted around the docks and taverns, coffeehouses, 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 first person to raid the Florida coastline was a privateer, Francis Drake. In the late 16th century and throughout most of the 17th century, just about everyone sailing the seas looking for loot was a privateer. Later in the early 19th century, this phenomenon was repeated, when colonies such as Mexico, Venezuela, and Puerto Rico began issuing unlimited letters of marque to anyone in support of their revolt against Spain.

Most of the pirates and privateers who sailed the waters off the coasts of Florida were based in other colonies. English pirates and privateers usually sailed from Jamaica, the Bahamas, or Carolina. French pirates and privateers usually sailed from the Caribbean or from Louisiana. Dutch pirates and privateers usually sailed from the Caribbean. Spanish pirates and privateers sailed from Florida, but they also sailed from the Caribbean. In order to gain the proper background and historical perspective of pirates and privateers who may have visited the Florida shores, it is necessary to fully understand the development of those colonies, especially with regard to the pirates and privateers who lived in those colonies in what many call The Golden Age of Piracy.

I place the beginning date for the period 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 Black Bart. However, the golden age was not a single period. It was a process of development and growth and remarkable transition and change. As we shall see, the motivation, political support, and social acceptance for these “pirates” dramatically shifted 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 subcategories, or eras; 1640–1670 The Buccaneer Privateers; 1670–1702 The Buccaneer Pirates; 1702–1713 The Privateers of Queen Anne’s War; 1714–1722 The Pirates.
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Chapter 2

The Spanish Main

Before we get into all the details of the pirates and privateers who raided or operated along Florida’s coasts, we must first understand how the Spanish established colonies in America. Spanish colonization of America began with Christopher Columbus’ second voyage in 1494. He claimed the island of Hispaniola for Spain. This island is known today as the Dominican Republic and Haiti. His brother Bartholomew established the capital city of Santo Domingo in 1496 and served as governor. 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 and North America as their rightful territory.
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1500–1630


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


The capital of the Spanish Caribbean remained Santo Domingo, from 1496 to the early 19th century. The port city of Havana on the island of Cuba was established as the main seaport, where all valuables from the Caribbean would be exported back to Spain. Additional seaports were established to connect their empire. These included Veracruz in Mexico, Maracaibo in Venezuela, and the two ports of Portobelo and Nombre de Dios on the Caribbean side of the Isthmus of Panama. In the Pacific, the primary ports were the City of Panama on the Pacific side of the isthmus and Acapulco along the Mexican coast. By the 1570s, a regular treasure route was established to take the riches from their colonies in the New World and from their colonies in the Pacific back to Spain.
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Hernán Cortés conquered the Aztecs of Mexico in 1521. Francisco Pizarro conquered the Incas of Peru in 1536. Miguel López de Legazpi founded the first Spanish settlement in the Philippines in 1565 and later established Manila as the capital of the Spanish East Indies in 1571.


Throughout the year, huge amounts of gold and precious jewels plundered from the Aztecs were sent to Veracruz and then shipped to Santo Domingo. At the same time, valuable commodities from Venezuela and Colombia would also be shipped to Santo Domingo from the port of Maracaibo. On the Pacific side, vast amounts of gold and silver were either taken from the Incas or mined by slave labor. Those riches would be sent by ship to Panama on a regular basis. Meanwhile, riches such as pearls, spices, and other highly valuable commodities from their colonies in the Philippines were shipped across the Pacific Ocean to Acapulco onboard treasure ships known as Manilla Galleons and then sent on to the City of Panama. All the riches from the Pacific and from South America that accumulated in the City of Panama were then carried across the Isthmus of Panama by well-guarded mule caravans to either Nombre de Dios or Portobelo on the Caribbean side. From there, the riches were shipped to Santo Domingo. As the capital city of the Spanish Caribbean, Santo Domingo received all these riches for processing and accounting before transportation back to Spain. Once all the paperwork was complete, the valuables were sent to Havana where they remained in storage until it was time for the yearly treasure fleet to sail. Once a year, a huge treasure fleet containing all those riches that had been accumulating throughout the year departed Havana and made the perilous journey back to Spain. After leaving Havana, the fleet sailed past the Florida Keys then north through the Florida Straits and along the east coast of Florida. Once reaching the trade winds, the fleet turned eastward and crossed the Atlantic back to Spain.
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1570s–1821

Yearly Spanish Treasure Fleets sailed from Havana to Spain.

Because the large treasure fleet was well armed, pirates and privateers were seldom a concern. The real threat came from hurricanes which are common along the Florida coast from May to October. A storm like that could quickly destroy an entire fleet and many Spanish treasure ships were lost during this time, the most famous being the Nuestra Señora de Atocha, which sank off Key West, Florida in 1622.
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1618–1648


The Florida Straits connects the Gulf of Mexico to the Atlantic Ocean and is located between Florida (including the Keys) and Cuba and the Bahama Islands. The Gulf Stream is a 75-mile wide current that forms just off of Cancun, and then flows north almost to New Orleans, back down to Havana then up through the Florida Straits all at about the speed of a human walking. It maintains this speed beyond Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, where it veers off to the northeast and eventually dissipates in the North Atlantic. It is a 4,000 mile “river” in the ocean.
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Figure 1:   The Spanish Caribbean
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Chapter 3

Raiders of The Main

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 both English and Dutch pirates “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 up to Bermuda were referred to as the Spanish Main. These waters included the Caribbean, the Gulf of Mexico, and the waters around the Bahamas. It was called the Spanish Main because the Spanish government mainly considered them as the exclusive property of Spain. As such, 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 their death or enslavement.
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The Protestant Reformation was started by Martin Luther in Germany in 1517

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 in the 1530s, a French scholar named Jean Calvin began the Calvinist movement, also known as Calvinism. His teachings rapidly spread through Europe. In England, his followers were known as Puritans and in France, his followers were known as Huguenots. While Puritans were accepted in England in the 16th century, the Catholic French didn’t take very kindly to this new form of religion.

By the mid-17th century, the Spanish domination of the Caribbean islands and Mexico with all the resources they offered was becoming increasingly annoying to the other European powers. Beginning in 1560, King Charles IX of France encouraged the Huguenots to form colonies in the New World. 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.

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 on 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. However, that first settlement failed due to starvation.
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1564

French Huguenots establish a colony near present-day Jacksonville, Florida

Ribault returned in 1564 and built a larger colony near present-day Jacksonville, Florida. That colony was protected by a star-shaped, wooden fort named Fort Caroline. However, the Spanish discovered the colony and in September 1565 they sent a large military force under command of Admiral Pedro Menéndez de Avilés to destroy it. First, he needed a base of operation with buildings and supplies capable of supporting his force. But instead of a temporary camp, Avilés decided to build a permanent town that could support a new colony. The site he chose was along the shore about 45 miles to the south of Fort Caroline, close enough to launch a land attack. He named this new town St. Augustine. 

Alerted to the Spanish presence, Ribault launched a naval attack, but as his ships approached the Spanish settlement, they were hit by a tropical storm that blew the ships about 15 miles to the south and wrecked them on the beach. While Ribault and his survivors struggled to stay alive on the beach, the Spanish forces marched overland and made a land attack on Fort Caroline. With the majority of the fort’s defenders stranded on a beach about 60 miles to the south, the fort quickly fell, and the Spanish destroyed it.
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1565

Spanish forces led by Admiral Pedro Menéndez de Avilés establish the fortified town of St. Augustine, Florida.

Soon afterwards, the Spanish forces located Ribault and his survivors on the beach near an inlet and executed all of them. The inlet became known as Matanzas Inlet as Matanzas is Spanish for “massacre” or “slaughters”. St. Augustine, founded in 1565, flourished as a colony and today is regarded as the oldest city in the United States.

Meanwhile, tension between England and Spain was becoming quite severe. Prior to Queen Elizabeth I assuming the throne in 1558, her sister Mary I ruled England and had married King Philip II of Spain. When Mary died, Philip felt he had a claim on the English throne. Additionally, Elizabeth I was financially and militarily supporting Spain’s enemies. England and Spain were now officially political adversaries and war seemed inevitable.

England was desperate for money and taking it from Spain seemed to be achieving both political and financial objectives at the same time. Elizabeth I issued letters of marque to a select group of English privateers with orders to attack Spanish shipping and ports. The most successful of those was Francis Drake. In 1572, Drake successfully landed on the Isthmus of Panama and his men quietly melted into the jungle to wait for the treasure mule caravan that regularly traveled from the City of Panama to the Caribbean. When the caravan reached Drake’s men, they successfully ambushed it and took a huge haul of treasure back to their ships and eventually back to England.
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Chapter 4

First Privateer Raid on Florida

In 1585, with England threatened by the looming war with Spain and possible invasion by the Spanish armada, Sir Francis Drake seemed like England’s best hope. Drake returned to the Caribbean late in 1585 with a fleet of 21 ships. On January 1, 1586, he made an amphibious assault taking the Spanish capital city of Santo Domingo, plundering the town, and leaving with 25,000 ducats in treasure. A month later, Drake repeated his actions by taking and plundering Cartagena, leaving with an additional 110,000 ducats in treasure. From there, he sailed north through the Florida Straits and along the coast until he arrived at St. Augustine. It was May 26, 1586, when Drake’s 21 vessels suddenly appeared at the entrance to the harbor. 
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May 27, 1586


Francis Drake was the first privateer in Florida waters, attacking St. Augustine and taking treasure in the amount of about 2,000 gold ducats.


The following day, May 27, 1586, Drake ordered approximately two hundred of his men to climb over the side of their ships and into pinnaces which had been lowered from his ships earlier that morning. With no artillery, Drake’s well-armed men rowed their small boats up the inlet and directly towards a Spanish log stockade named Fort San Juan. This fortification mounted fourteen bronze artillery pieces and guarded the entrance to the town. After the Spanish fired a few ineffective shots, the English landed and swarmed over the walls. By then, the Spanish had fled, leaving the fort deserted. Fort San Juan had been captured with only a few casualties. But in their haste to run from the English, the Spanish had failed to destroy any of their artillery pieces. They also left behind a chest containing about 2,000 gold ducats which was intended to be used as the garrison’s payroll. The gold was quickly loaded onto the pinnaces and the privateers proceeded towards the main settlement of St. Augustine itself.
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Ducats were gold or silver trade coins with a fixed international value that were often used to conduct business between different nations. In 1586, gold ducats were commonly used in England and the Dutch Republic and had a consistent weight of 3.515 g.


Upon arrival, Drake’s men found no sign of any Spanish soldiers. In fact, the town was totally abandoned. As Drake’s men wandered through the empty streets and buildings, they found almost nothing of value. But as the privateers reached the outskirts of the town, they were suddenly confronted by a skirmish line of Spanish soldiers. Suddenly, a thunderous roar of gunfire came from the Spanish line and bullets whizzed past Drake’s men. A few of the bullets found their mark and several of the privateers were either dead or wounded. Drake’s men quickly rallied and returned fire. Once again, the Spanish fled. The English privateers remained in the town overnight searching for valuables.
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Pinnaces can refer to several different vessels depending upon the nation. In the 16th and 17th centuries, the English used the term “pinnaces” to describe small rowboats carried aboard larger vessels; however, the Dutch used the term to describe much larger two masted sailing vessels.


The following day, Drake destroyed St. Augustine. All the buildings and crops were torched and anything of value that Drake’s men found was either taken or destroyed. Traveling back to their ships, Drake’s men also destroyed Fort San Juan and took the 14 artillery pieces. The only substantial profits of the entire operation were the 2,000 gold ducats they found at the fort and the 14 artillery pieces. Drake’s real success came from the destruction of a Spanish city in the New World and the political statement that it made.
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Figure 2:   St Augustine, 1586
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Chapter 5

Jamaica

Throughout the 16th century, the French and English had made several attempts to establish settlements in North America, but they all failed. This changed in the 17th century. In 1607, the English finally established their first successful colony in the New World. Jamestown, named for King James I, was not just a settlement, 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. Other English settlements from Virginia to Maine quickly followed. But there still weren’t any English, Dutch, or French settlements in the Caribbean.
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1607


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


The situation for Huguenots and other Protestant denominations quickly deteriorated in Europe with the beginning of the Thirty Years War (1618–1648). Originally started over political control of Bohemia, the war rapidly transformed into 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 persecution to full-scale slaughter in order to rid France of the Huguenots. Even those in Europe who weren’t persecuted for their beliefs were anxious to get away from the turmoil of a vicious war and for many the Caribbean seemed like a good refuge.
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1618–1648

Thirty Years War in Europe begins over religious persecution.

The Lesser Antilles islands at the eastern end of the Caribbean appeared to be the safest location. Those islands were out of the main Spanish shipping lanes and far from the large fortifications on Cuba. English settlers began arriving in 1623, when Sir Thomas Warner established the first British colony in the West Indies on St. 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 St. Kitts giving half of the island to the French. This became the first French colony in the Caribbean. Other English colonies soon followed—Barbados in 1627, Nevis in 1628, and soon afterwards, Antigua, Montserrat, Anguilla, and Tortola. Meanwhile, the French established settlements on Martinique, the Guadeloupe Archipelago, and St. Barts. The Dutch also wanted to get in on the action and established a small colony on St. Maarten’s (St. Martin’s) Island where they began a modest salt mining operation. Later on, in 1634, the Dutch colonized the island of Curaçao which became the Dutch center of operation in the Caribbean. 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

Around 1625, some of the French Huguenots and English adventurers who had recently arrived on St. Kitts, relocated westward and established a small settlement on a tiny island off the northwest coast of Hispaniola. The island’s name is Tortuga, and it is 12 miles long and 6 miles wide. 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. The new settlers built a small seaport 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.
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1620s and 1630s


French, English, and Dutch begin small settlements in the Caribbean on Barbados, Hispaniola, Nevis, St. Kitts, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Tortuga, and Curaçao.


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 Christopher Columbus, the island is where his famous ship, the Santa Maria, ran aground and sank. The capital city of Santo 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 from the 16th to the early 19th century.

Thousands of Spanish settlers, plantation owners, and bureaucrats flocked to Hispaniola throughout the 16th century, bringing a large population of slaves with them. 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.

Even though Santo Domingo was the central point of the Spanish government in the Caribbean, the north side of Hispaniola had no Spanish settlements and seemed like an ideal place for the French and English settlers to establish a foothold in the Caribbean. Unlike the settlers on Nevis and St. Kitts, they were sharing their island with their enemy, the Spanish. Consequently, the settlers on Hispaniola took every precaution not to be seen.
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Figure 4:   Hispaniola
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Chapter 6

From Pork to Gunpowder

Living . under constant threat of Spanish attack, the French and English settlers on Tortuga and Hispaniola had developed a uniquely different type of lifestyle. They had to remain extremely mobile just in case the Spanish discovered them. If they were found, they would have to get away quickly by disappearing into the vast woodlands. Farming of any sort was totally out of the question because it took a lot of land, a lot of time, and could not be hidden. Large crops would be fairly easy for the Spanish to find and destroy. The settlers needed to find another means of making a living, and they found it.
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Mid-1620s

Early English and French hunters settle on Hispaniola.

For over 100 years, livestock had been escaping from the Spanish settlements to the south and breeding in the remote forests. 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
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