

[image: image]




BARBARY


PIRATE




BARBARY


PIRATE


The Life and Crimes of


JOHN WARD


GREG BAK


[image: image]




First published 2006


This edition published 2010


The History Press


The Mill, Brimscombe Port


Stroud, Gloucestershire, GL5 2QG


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


This ebook edition first published in 2013


All rights reserved


© Greg Bak, 2006, 2010, 2013


The right of Greg Bak to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB ISBN 978 0 7524 9666 5


Original typesetting by The History Press




For Grace,


Ruby and Fiona




Contents












	

 




	

List of Plates









	

 




	

List of Engravings









	

 




	

Acknowledgements









	

ONE




	

A Fish Day for Sir William Cecil









	

TWO




	

‘Through All Ranks of the Service’









	

THREE




	

The Thief’s Path









	

FOUR




	

Barbary Pirate









	

FIVE




	

Barbary Corsair









	

SIX




	

‘The Greatest Scoundrel that ever Sailed’









	

SEVEN




	

‘Princely and Magnificent’









	

EIGHT




	

The Reniera e Soderina









	

NINE




	

Shipwreck









	

TEN




	

‘The War against the Pirates’









	

ELEVEN




	

‘A Christian Turn’d Turk’









	

 




	

AfterWard









	

 




	

Notes









	

 




	

Bibliography














Engravings


ONE (p. 1) Ward and Danseker, two notorious pyrates. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


TWO (p. 11) ‘The vertuous maids resolution. Or The two honest lovers’ [s.n., s.l., 16–]. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


THREE (p. 28) ‘Terrible news from Brainford: or, A perfect and true relation of one Thompson a waterman’, printed for F. Coles, M. Wright, T. Vere and W. Gilbertson, 1661. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


FOUR (p. 47) Thomas Heywood, A true relation of the lives and deaths of the two most famous English pyrats, Purser and Clinton. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


FIVE (p. 65) Richard Knolles, The generall historie of the Turkes, London, printed by Adam Islip, 1603. (Courtesy of the Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, University of Toronto)


SIX (p. 87) John Mandeville, The voyages & travels of Sir John Mandevile, London, R. Scot [etc.], 1684. (Courtesy of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)


SEVEN (p. 105) ‘A looking glass for a Christian family; or, A warning for all people to serve God’, printed for R. Burton, at the sign of the Horse-shooe in West-smith-field. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


EIGHT (p. 117) ‘A new game at cards. Or, the three nimble shuffling cheaters’ [s.n., s.l., 16–]. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


NINE (p. 139) Lucas Waghenaer, The mariners mirrour, London, printed by John Charlewood [1588?]. (Courtesy of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)


TEN (p. 151) Ben Jonson, ‘A strange banquet; or, the devils entertainment by Cook Laurel at the Peak in Devonshire’, printed for F. Coles, in Vine-street, on Saffron-hill neer Hatton-garden [between 1624 and 1680]. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)


ELEVEN (p. 171) John Mandeville, The voyages & travels of Sir John Mandevile. (Courtesy of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)


AFTERWARD (p. 190) ‘Ward the Pirate!’, John Harkness, Printer, Preston [between 1840 and 1866]. (With permission of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)




Acknowledgements


This book could not have been written without the work of all of the archivists, librarians and scholars, past and present, who have helped to organize and make available the documentary and print history of the United Kingdom.


Early readers of the book included Megan Butcher, Paul Dechene and Grace Sheppard. Thanks are owed for their insightful comments. Susan Martins, Cathie Bergeron, Sandra Kehoe and Megan: thanks for your help in the completion of the book. My agent, Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson, played a key role in the early stages of the writing. It has been a pleasure to work with Jaqueline Mitchell and all of the staff at Sutton.


The first time that I wrote on John Ward’s life was in my doctoral dissertation. I owe a special debt to Dr Daniel R. Woolf, my academic supervisor, for developing my skills as an historian and for his contributions to the dissertation.


Thanks for the music, Air and Madrid.


But the greatest debt of all is to Grace, who gave me the opportunity to start writing this book, and to our lovely twin daughters, Fiona and Ruby, who encouraged the finish.


 


 


For whosoever commands the sea, commands the trade;


whosoever commands the trade of the world


commands the riches of the world and


consequently the world itself.


Sir Walter Raleigh




ONE


A Fish Day for Sir William Cecil


The year of our Lord 1603: exchanging the folly of youth for the wisdom of age, John Ward, tired of the short wages of the Royal Navy, marked a half-century of life by leading a mass desertion from the service, stealing a civilian vessel and defecting to the Ottoman Empire’s outpost at Tunis. From Tunis he devilled the sea lanes of the Mediterranean for years as a captain among the Barbary Corsairs before converting to Islam and, finally, retiring. Meanwhile, back in England, in the forced rhymes and broken metre of popular ballads, Ward’s reputation skittered between admiration for a commoner made good (or at least rich), and vituperation for the most infamous infidel of the age. Why such a life at such an age? Poor financial planning. Two years before revolting from the ranks of the navy and heading for Tunis, John Ward had been a master at sea and lordly on land, a sea captain during the greatest age of English privateering. Nonetheless, when a royal decree unexpectedly brought an end to privateering, Ward was penniless.


Ward’s life, inevitably, was shaped by the political and social forces of his age. More than most, John Ward seems to have lived in reaction to official policy, especially navy policy. His story cannot be told without delving into naval history, for the two twine like hemp in an anchor rope, twisting into the early years of the reign of Elizabeth I. Ward’s story begins not with his birth – an event unrecorded by midwife or priest – but with the submission of a parliamentary bill that would revive the prospects of English mariners even as John Ward, perhaps ten years old, was just of an age to begin to work the boats.


In 1563 Sir William Cecil gambled his authority and reputation on the passage of one particular bill through Parliament. Elizabeth I had been on the throne for five years and Cecil’s place as her chief minister was established, though not unassailable. Nonetheless, Cecil, a member of the House of Commons, boldly opened debate on what he knew would be the most contentious, but believed with all his heart to be the most important, issue of the session. It might be expected that this would be a bill on religion, as Elizabeth was in the process of steering her beloved England back to the Protestantism of her father, Henry VIII. The nation had briefly but violently been compelled towards Catholicism under Elizabeth’s half-sister, whose bonfires of Protestants had earned her the sobriquet of Bloody Mary. In fact, when Sir William rose in the chamber it was not to pick at the festering sores of religion. He had cod, not God, on his mind.


Cecil, born in 1520, had witnessed personally the decline of fishing among the English. He could recall when the nation’s coastal waters had teemed with small craft, while larger vessels had made their way to the North Sea and the rich Grand Banks off Newfoundland. Results of the decline in fishing were as ominous as the causes were clouded: dilapidated ports and harbours, few English ships plying the waves, and a dearth of mariners in England. For an island nation, Cecil knew, the situation could be deadly, stifling economic growth and inviting foreign invasion. As he stood to speak on that day in 1563 Cecil was determined to illuminate both cause and effect.


‘The causes of the decay of fishing,’ intoned Sir William, ‘must be divided into two parts: small eating of fish in the realm and no selling of it abroad.’ A fine starting point, but as Cecil developed his argument he described a more tangled skein than just these two factors. Cecil instructed those members of Parliament who could to cast their thoughts back twenty-seven years and consider the state of England then, when fish was eaten by ‘the great multitude of people in the realm for superstition’.


The mathematics are obscure now but could not have been mistaken on that day in 1563: twenty-seven years back was 1536, the dawn of the Protestant Reformation in England. Between 1532 and 1536 Parliament had recognized the divorce of Henry VIII from his first wife, the mother of the future Bloody Mary, in spite of the fact that the divorce had been refused by the Pope. Henry had then married Anne Boleyn and a second daughter, destined to rule England as Elizabeth I, was born. Between 1536 and 1539 the Reformation, initially a reality only at the royal court and in Parliament, was forcibly extended into the countryside. Monastic religious communities were violently disbanded, their wealth and property seized by the state. Prayers were rewritten to exclude all mention of the Pope and to recognize the king of England as the principal religious as well as secular authority. The ceremony, iconography and language of religious services were made to assume a national outlook.


Ten years of Protestantism under Henry VIII were followed by six more under his son, Edward VI. Five years of fanatical and authoritarian Catholicism under Queen Mary were hardly sufficient to rekindle a love for the old religion, but quite long enough to drive Protestantism further into English hearts. Elizabeth inherited a nation that was ideologically Protestant. Now, several years into her reign, the young queen and her advisors, Sir William Cecil foremost among them, had to deal with an unintended and potentially disastrous effect of Reformation: a massive decline in fish in the national diet.


Roman Catholicism had required the consumption of fish in place of meat on numerous fast days, thus providing a steady market for English fishermen. This market had been especially rich among monasteries and convents, where fast days were observed rigorously and additional days of abstention were frequent. The Protestant Reformation had wiped out England’s monastic communities and all but eliminated fish consumption among the general population. As the Reformation penetrated the countryside common folk began to sneer at what they now called the superstitious practices of Roman Catholicism, including the observance of the Pope’s numerous ‘fish days’.


Refusing to eat fish became a measure of religious commitment, and even patriotism, in the popular culture of the day. England was soon ringed with collapsing piers and crumbling moorings, the profession of fisherman all but abandoned owing to a lack of markets. Not that English coastal waters were no longer exploited: Cecil burned with resentment that God’s bounty continued to be harvested, but by French and Dutch rather than English fishermen. Even worse, these foreigners were bringing fish caught in English waters to English tables, selling a portion of their catch to those English who had not given up fish entirely (as indeed some had not given up the old religion entirely), whatever the ‘superstitious’ associations.


Meanwhile, Cecil was in the midst of engineering an economic boom. The mid-sixteenth century had witnessed prolonged economic recession, a crisis that forced English merchants to look for markets ever further afield. During the 1550s Englishmen made their way to Russia, Newfoundland, Africa and throughout the Mediterranean Sea. Previously content to allow the merchants of Venice to supply them with the silks, spices and drugs of the Orient, Englishmen now began to appear in the ports of Italy and the Middle East, their vessels’ hulls crammed with English wool and tin, and ready to trade. Cecil was pleased with the gains that English merchants had made in diversifying their ports of call, but recently progress had slowed on account of two rather substantial difficulties. There was a shortage of ships and a lack of men to work them.


The construction of ships was not an insoluble problem, but in his plea to the House of Commons Cecil cautioned against subsidizing shipbuilding. ‘To multiply ships and to lack mariners is to set armour upon stakes at the sea coast and to provide no people to wear it, or to build castles and put no soldiers in them’, he insisted. It also would have placed an intolerable drain on the royal coffers, a point that Cecil did not raise. Instead, he advocated an organic solution to the problem, identifying the root cause and seeking its remedy. If, Cecil reasoned, the market for fish could be increased, then Englishmen would cast nets once more. To cast their nets, fishermen would build ships: first small coastal vessels, but eventually great ocean-going ships to plunder the seas off Iceland and Newfoundland. These ships would need moorings; therefore ports would be maintained. Shipping would increase and a new generation of mariners would ride the waves, all at no cost to the crown.


Cecil proposed a number of measures to stimulate the market for fish. Foreigners would be forbidden from selling fresh fish in England, and the salted or dried fish that they supplied would be taxed heavily.* The export of fish from England would be tax-free, so long as it was carried in English ships. And finally, shockingly, every Wednesday and Saturday would be declared days on which all English men and women would eat fish and only fish. Two days of every week would be given over to patriotic fish-eating. It was this last proposal that provoked controversy, for to earnest Protestants it smacked of a return to Roman Catholicism.


Sir William Cecil was not a man to be trifled with. As a member of the Privy Council and Elizabeth’s chief minister, he was the most powerful man in a realm governed by an unmarried queen. And he was determined. Through all of the debates that followed that first speech, the shuttling of the bill from house to committee and back, Cecil gave ground on wording but not principle, and certainly not on the declaration of Wednesdays and Saturdays as fish days. In the end Cecil rammed the bill through Parliament by sheer force of will. His primary concession to his opponents – a clarification, really – appears in paragraph twenty-three of the act that entered the statute books. To prevent confusion about the intentions behind the bill, Cecil wrote that the fish days were ‘purposely intended and meant politically’, not religiously, their sole function ‘the increase of fishermen and mariners and repairing of port towns and navigation, and not for any Superstition’. The act goes further: ‘whosoever shall by preaching, teaching, writing, or open speech, notify that any eating of fish and forbearing of flesh mentioned in this Statute is of any necessity for the saving of the Soul of Man, or that it is the Service of God . . . then such person shall be punished as [a] spreader of false news.’


The need had been sufficient for Cecil fully to exert his authority, standing up in the House of Commons and insisting on the bill’s passage. The newly created Protestant fish days became known, derisively, as ‘Cecil’s Fast’. They were grumblingly and sporadically observed, but observed nonetheless. England began to eat fish again. And, just as the Reformation had had effects that Henry VIII could never have foreseen, so did Cecil’s Fast have implications that eluded Sir William’s sharp intellect. The revival of fishing brought new life to England’s ports and shipyards, but it also launched the career of the man who would become the most notorious English outlaw of the next century: Captain John Ward.
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In 1563, the year that Cecil’s Fast became law, John Ward – or Jack, the familiar name by which he was then known – was ten years old, of an age to help his father on the family boat, and of the generation that had arrived at Elizabethan Protestantism via the blood-stained Catholicism of Queen Mary. There is a woodcut picture of Ward, perhaps at the age of fourteen or fifteen, printed in a news pamphlet of 1609 (see p. 1). The woodcut shows two men in one of the sturdy, broad skiffs favoured by English coastal fishermen. An older man (Jack’s father, presumably) grimaces and hauls line as the younger man, Jack, strains and heaves at a net filled with fish. Overhead, clouds swirl as a storm rolls in. It is a cheerless image but one that would have brought a smile to the face of Sir William Cecil. The men are fishing.


This would hardly have been surprising in pre-Reformation times. Faversham, the town of Ward’s birth and early life, had deep traditions of Catholic devotion and a long history of coastal fishing. King Stephen so loved the town, nestled in the Kentish countryside along the banks of a tidal inlet, that in the twelfth century he founded a monastery where he and all his family were duly interred. Also in the town’s church was a chapel, dedicated to St Thomas à Becket, that attracted pilgrims as they made their way to the saint’s principal shrine 10 miles down the road in Canterbury. Equally important to the local population was the chapel to Saints Crispin and Crispianus, who, it was said, had come to Faversham in ancient times to escape the persecutions of the Roman Emperor Diocletian. The fishermen of Faversham were kept busy supplying fish for the monks, and for the general population, during holy days, religious festivals and periods of personal and communal penance.


Whatever its traditions, during the sixteenth century Kent was at the forefront of the English Reformation. In 1538 Canterbury Cathedral was purged of all ‘superstitious’ Catholic relics and paraphernalia, including England’s principal shrine to St Thomas à Becket, who was now reviled as a defender of papal authority against royal supremacy. The cathedral became the epicentre of England’s Protestant Reformation, the headquarters of the new national church. In Faversham King Stephen’s monastery was closed after some 400 years, the monks expelled, their lands and buildings seized by the state. The shrines to Saints Thomas, Crispin and Crispianus were purged from Faversham’s church, the relics desecrated and destroyed. And fish dropped out of the local diet.


Among fishermen this new Protestant zeal was a bitter pill. There are no records of how the Ward family survived the crisis, but it is easy to guess. They, like other fisher folk, lived outside of the systems of communal charity and personal obligation that served for a social safety net in Tudor England. They were masterless men, men who lacked a feudal lord to whom they swore allegiance and who, in exchange, promised to protect them and provide aid in times of dearth. Nor did the fishermen belong to one of the trade guilds, the civic organizations that had evolved among urban craftsmen to take the place of feudalism’s bonds of personal loyalty. In good years it was a boon for fishermen to be outside these structures, for it spared them much taxation, but in hard years they could look for no assistance. They would survive or perish by their own effort and wits.


Fishermen of all times and places practise a patchwork economy, and this certainly was the case in mid-sixteenth-century Kent. The Kentish fishery had never been a rich one: William Lambarde, writing in 1576, described it as furnishing ‘neither so much in quantity nor in variety as some other coasts of the realm’. Even in good times the fishermen of Faversham were quick to seize other opportunities as they arose. The nature of such ‘opportunities’ is easy to guess.


Daniel Defoe described the county early in the eighteenth century, noting that ‘after I have mentioned the tombs of King Stephen and his Queen, in Faversham, I know nothing else this town is remarkable for, except the most notorious smuggling trade’. According to Defoe the fishermen of Kent ‘have carried on the smuggling trade for years, for which this creek [i.e. the Swale, a tidal inlet] lies very convenient’. Defoe offers a tip to prospective travellers: ‘Brandy, and often French wines, are sold here at very low rates, especially at such times as the smugglers have been apprehensive of discovery.’ In exchange for the wine and brandy of France the smugglers of Kent practised what Defoe calls ‘owling’, the illegal exportation of Kent’s principal commodity, wool.


In addition to smuggling, the fisher folk of Kent fell back on another traditional mainstay of coastal communities, salvaging or wrecking. Often such work began with children like Jack Ward ranging over the beaches and into the coves after a storm, eager to find wreckage or jettisoned cargoes. And, of course, when dearth and temptation grew too strong, it was sometimes necessary to give a little assistance to the foundering of a ship. When the fish rotted at market, when smuggling and salvaging were not enough to sustain a family, piracy was a last recourse of the fisherman.


We do not know how Jack Ward spent his boyhood, but we can imagine him walking the coast as a wrecker, half-playing and halfscouting, searching for washed-up cargoes either abandoned by smugglers or lost at sea during storms. As he got older he would have accompanied his father in the family’s boat, pulling an oar or helping to manage the simple rigging that was designed by coastal fishermen to hoist a single sail above their skiffs. Perhaps young Jack even made his way across the Channel, setting foot in a new country and hearing a strange language while exchanging illicit wool for bootleg brandy.


Through it all the sea surges and flows. Sir William Cecil’s revival of English fishing came as Ward was about ten years old. We can imagine him at sea with his father, old enough to remember the horrible poverty and terrible anxiety that had prompted secretive night voyages. No doubt the boy was thankful to cast a net by day. But did he miss the excitement?


As the boy became a fisherman, the lessons he learned on his father’s skiff would prove invaluable. Jack was inducted into the dangerous practice of coastal navigation, an art that in those days relied as much on intuition as information. Fishermen work in all conditions, at all times of the day, and Ward learned to navigate through fog and night by the presence and behaviour of seabirds, animals and plants, the sound of surf on rocks, beach and cliffs. An instinctive awareness of the tides was essential to the fisherman who ventured without charts or books. This instinct was inculcated through observation and repetition, slowly attuning the body to the rhythms of the moon and sea instead of those of the sun. Such accumulated wisdom, learned at his father’s hand, would later set Ward apart from socially superior captains who studied the sea through professional apprenticeship and books.


As Jack Ward acquired the arts of the fishermen he was absorbed into their fraternity. These men were masterless and they formed a distinctive band, a breed apart, complete with their own costume – rough jackets, loose trousers, oiled cloth – and their own dialect, the argot of the sea, too salty for the God-fearing burghers of Faversham. This sense of being apart from mainstream culture, of belonging to a restricted brotherhood, remained with Ward his entire life.


It is not clear when Jack Ward stopped working the coastal fishery in Kent, but it is safe to assume that he was not there for long. Cecil’s Fast was successful in reintroducing fish to the English diet, but even more successful were those measures that Sir William had taken to favour the exporting of fish from England. These included prohibitions on the importation of foreign-caught fish and the elimination of tariffs on English-caught fish sold abroad, measures that created a favourable environment for an export boom in dried fish. During the 1560s and 1570s English Protestants became primary purveyors of fish to Catholic tables on the continent, once again profiting from the many fast days of the Roman religion. As Sir William Cecil had foreseen, English fishermen and merchants soon outgrew the coastal fishery, and the North Sea and New World fisheries beckoned.


As expeditions to Iceland and Newfoundland were financed and outfitted, coastal fishermen became highly prized crew members. Already seasoned in the ways of the sea, they took to the ropes and sails of ocean-going ships with ease. Arriving at a distant fishery, they proved equal to the brutal work that followed, their callused hands tirelessly hauling nets while exhausted landsmen collapsed and nursed bloody wounds inflicted by the rough hemp of rope and net. Fishermen like Jack Ward were the men of the moment, and the sure wages offered on ocean-going voyages were sufficient to lure them from the vicissitudes of coastal fisheries and the fluctuating returns of local markets. Did Jack Ward, not one to shirk adventure, abandon the coastal fishery of Faversham and cast nets in the transoceanic harvest of the legendary Grand Banks of Newfoundland? There is no record of it, but it is easy to imagine: Ward, perhaps sixteen years old, unfurling sails and hauling rope on his first voyage to the New World.


This was Ward’s apprenticeship: a childhood of poverty rooted in nationalistic religious fanaticism, relieved only by wrecking, smuggling and hauling nets to feed England’s enemies. It is impossible to imagine better training for a man who would regard the laws of nations as flexible rather than fixed, nationality mere affectation, religion a convenience.


* Salted and dried fish were a necessity in any long-distance venture at sea, for these, along with salt pork and the hard-as-iron ship’s biscuit, were the seamen’s staples of the day. Until the English fish industry had returned to health, Cecil knew that it would only harm English shipping to prohibit the importation of salted and dried fish altogether.




TWO


‘Through All Ranks of the Service’


Sir Francis Drake’s most famous voyages and battles occurred while he was a pirate. John Ward, despite isolated acts of piracy, was a privateer for virtually his entire life. The difference? The privateer’s assaults are made under the aegis of a sovereign power, a practice recognized within international law, while a pirate is a thieving miscreant who operates outside the law. Nonetheless, history celebrates Drake for his patriotism and condemns Ward as a lawless renegade.


Between 1577 and 1580 Drake circumnavigated the globe. When he set forth on this voyage he had no intention of charting new lands, encountering new peoples, or even claiming valuable natural resources in the name of queen and country. From the start his goal was simply to plunder and pillage, and his decision to take the long way home from the New World was made solely out of fear of capture. As he sailed through the Caribbean, down the Atlantic coast of South America, through the Straits of Magellan and back up the Pacific coast, he pillaged Spanish ships and settlements in South America, Central America and Mexico: acts of piracy, for there was no declared war between England and Spain, and Drake did not carry letters of marque or letters of reprisal, documents that license privateering. That he dedicated his actions to Queen Elizabeth is of no moment, nor is the fact that Drake gave his monarch a generous share of the plunder when he finally returned to England. Had Drake’s circumnavigation occurred a decade later, after 1585, things would have been different.


Throughout the 1560s and 1570s Protestant England under Elizabeth I was poised for war with the Catholic Spain of Philip II – Elizabeth’s sworn enemy, but also her brother-in-law, for he had been husband to her half-sister and predecessor, Queen Mary. Whatever the personal relations between the rulers, King Philip had declared himself the leader of the Roman Catholic Counter-Reformation, a militant movement designed to check the spread of Protestantism in Europe and foment Catholic rebellion where Protestantism had taken root. As Elizabeth set about undoing Mary’s attempts to rekindle Catholicism in England, Philip began to encourage Catholic rebels in Ireland and sought, as much as possible, to hamper the new queen’s movements on the European stage. In the process Philip not only established Spain as the defining foreign policy challenge of Elizabeth’s reign but also delivered the queen the credentials she needed to reinvent herself as the de facto head of Protestant Europe. Already the open enemy of the leader of the Counter-Reformation, Elizabeth needed only the censure of the papacy to clinch the admiration of continental Protestants. In 1570 Pope Pius V graciously aided Elizabeth’s political ascendancy by singling her out for excommunication.


For her part, Elizabeth encouraged Protestant rebels in the Netherlands, which was Spanish territory at the time, and pretended to be unable to do anything about hot-headed English pirates like Sir Francis Drake who preyed upon Spain’s shipping and New World colonies. Nonetheless, though happy to accrue prestige by having powerful enemies and willing enough to replenish state coffers with ill-gotten Spanish booty, Elizabeth was not foolish enough to bait Philip and his globe-straddling Spanish empire into open warfare.


This changed in 1585 when a Spanish treasure fleet, bound for the Netherlands to provide overdue payment to Spanish forces fighting Protestant Dutch rebels, was forced on to English shores by a storm. Elizabeth’s admirals detained the ships and claimed their treasure. In response, Philip ordered his officials to seize all English shipping and goods in Spanish territories, thus injuring the large number of English merchants for whom commerce knew no religion. To make good their losses Elizabeth ordered her lord admiral to issue letters of reprisal to the affected merchants. These letters licensed merchants to outfit privateering voyages with the stated intent of attacking Spanish shipping, private or state, to recover the value of goods and investments lost in the Spanish seizures of 1585. In practical terms the queen had declared war, though she would maintain to the end that English privateering was nothing more than private citizens recovering the wealth that had been stolen by Spain.


Truth be told, English letters of reprisal were issued judiciously at first. Merchants applying to the lord admiral had to provide convincing evidence of their losses in the illegal seizures made by the Spanish crown. Letters of reprisal, valid for six months, were issued only for that amount. Within a year the system had fallen apart. Lord Admiral Nottingham had begun issuing letters to his friends, his friends’ friends, and anyone who could afford to bribe him and his subordinates. It is no mystery why Elizabeth did nothing about this situation: in addition to satisfying her subjects’ calls for war against Spain, privateering was enormously profitable to the state, and all the more attractive given that the financial risks were assumed by private investors and the personal risks by England’s civilian seamen.


Through customs tariffs the queen received 5 per cent of the value of every prize brought back to England. The lord admiral received an additional 10 per cent as recompense for administering the privateering system. This included managing the High Court of Admiralty, where neutral or friendly foreigners might plead cases against English privateers whose enthusiasm had led them to attack non-Spanish shipping. Operating expenses notwithstanding, the lord admiral earned himself a tidy profit, without any personal or financial risk whatsoever – even when he was not bribed.
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We know very little about John Ward before 1603, the year that he became an outlaw, for Ward belonged to the lowest orders of English society. These are the hardest people for historians to study, for they left few traces. Almost entirely illiterate, they kept no diaries or journals. Having little property, they did not draw up the complex wills that provide modern researchers with snapshots of the household goods of the upper orders of society. Disenfranchised from the local court system (on account of having neither master nor guild), they left few records of their disputes and crises. Attempting to track individual members within this population is hopeless.


Hopeless, that is, if they remained anonymous their entire lives. The fact that John Ward eventually became a celebrity means that information about his early years became a commodity. People interested in exploiting Ward’s story for personal profit found eager buyers among newsmen, balladeers, playwrights – and the English authorities. Much of our information about Ward’s life before 1603 comes from these sources, and it is to one particular report, purchased by the English ambassador to Venice and shuffled among his papers in the Venetian archives, that we owe the titbit that Ward ‘rose through all ranks of the service of our wars with Spain’.


This report corroborates what we otherwise know of Ward. His skill as a seaman, his intimate knowledge of ocean sailing from ropes to rudder, his ability to manage men, his grasp of naval gunnery, and his mastery of the strategy and tactics of small-scale naval warfare – all of these qualities point to his experience as a commander among the Elizabethan privateers. More than this, when Ward made his move from England to Tunis he replicated there the political and practical organizational structure of English privateering, demonstrating knowledge not only of maritime command, but of virtually every aspect of English privateering from provisioning to the division of prizes.


In 1585, when the lord admiral began to issue letters of reprisal licensing English privateering, John Ward was about thirty-two years old. If it is true, as is likely, that Ward had already made the transition from the Kentish coast to the richer North Sea or New World fisheries, then he would already have mastered coastal sailing and attained experience as an ocean-going mariner. What would he have learned during his years as an English privateer? This is the question that makes privateering’s economics and culture of moment here.
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One of the unusual aspects of the privateering culture of Elizabethan England was the ease with which ships’ crews were replenished. Privateers of other nations and other times might resort to forcing men into their service, abducting them from taverns or seducing them with promises that overstated both the abundance of treasure and the share to which new crew were entitled. In Elizabethan England the popular press, combined with late-century economic doldrums, furnished the privateers with an inexhaustible supply of volunteers.


Mariners were the action heroes of the Elizabethan age. During the 1580s and 1590s stories were told and songs rang out describing their adventures around the globe, and especially their bearding of the Spanish lion. Canny businessmen exploited the craze by having scribes copy down these stories and songs, using pen and paper to make physical that most fleeting form of communication, the spoken word. Clutching their papers, these men approached the printers of London and had the sea shanties and travellers’ tales printed, transforming dockside gossip and tavern revelry into neat stacks of verse ballads and prose pamphlets. These were then offered up for sale by the booksellers who clustered in and about St Paul’s churchyard.


What began as a phenomenon within London soon spread into the countryside. Moving throughout England at this time was a small army of itinerant pedlars, men and women who, like John Ward, came from the lowest ranks of society, the masterless men. William Shakespeare has left us a portrait of one such pedlar in his play The Winter’s Tale. Shakespeare’s pedlar is an unrepentant rogue, a shameless scam artist who cheats those not wise enough to avoid him. The pedlars’ reputation for dishonesty was not limited to the playhouse. English statute books of the day include many laws intended to circumscribe the movements of these men and women, or even to apprehend them and punish them by flogging or expulsion from the community. Among honest folk pedlars were often considered to be scarcely better than vagabonds, the rootless social exiles who often figured as villains in popular ballads of the day.


In a society where social prestige hinged on whose name you invoked when you identified your master – the most powerful serving only the queen, the less powerful serving local potentates – itinerant pedlars, the fishers of Faversham and other men and women who claimed no master were feared. This independence was dangerous, for it meant that there was no master who could be called to account for the actions of these men and women. But more than this, masterless men like John Ward and the rogue pedlar of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale were viewed as having renounced the very ties that bound society together, even though their status was more usually determined by birth or misfortune than choice.


Despite their seamy reputation, the pedlars, like Faversham’s fishermen, provided an essential service. Fishermen supplied cheap, protein-rich food for their communities, while pedlars carried into the countryside inexpensive commodities that were otherwise available only in cities and towns. Shakespeare’s pedlar in The Winter’s Tale enters his big scene singing a song that describes his wares:


Lawn as white as driven snow,


Cypress as black as [ever] was crow,


Gloves as sweet as damask roses,


Masks for faces and for noses,


Bugle-bracelet, necklace-amber,


Perfume for a lady’s chamber,


Golden coifs and stomachers


For my lads to give their dears,


Pins and poking-sticks of steel;


What maids lack from head to heel –


Come buy of me, come, come buy, come buy;


Buy, lads, or else your lasses cry; come buy.*


Single-page news ballads and narrative pamphlets formed a perfect complement to these small luxuries and cheap wares, for they were light to carry and easy to sell. Shakespeare’s play gives a sense of what sort of stories passed as ‘news’ among these pedlars and their rustic audience.


Male Villager: What hast here? Ballads?


Female Villager: Pray now, buy some. I love a ballad in print, a-life, for then we are sure they are true.


Pedlar: Here’s one to a very doleful tune, how a usurer’s wife was brought to bed of [i.e. gave birth to] twenty money-bags at a burden, and how she longed to eat adders’ heads and toads carbonadoed [i.e. flayed and grilled].


Female Villager: Is it true, think you?


Pedlar: Very true, and but a month old.


Second Female Villager: Bless me from marrying a usurer!


Pedlar: Here’s the midwife’s name to’t, one Mistress Taleporter, and five or six honest wives that were present. Why should I carry lies abroad?


Female Villager: Pray you now, buy it.


Male Villager: Come on, lay it by, and let’s first see more ballads. We’ll buy the other things anon.


Pedlar: Here’s another ballad, of a fish that appeared upon the coast on Wednesday the fourscore of April forty thousand fathom above water, and sung this ballad against the hard hearts of maids. It was thought she was a woman and was turned into a cold fish for she would not exchange flesh with one that loved her. The ballad is very pitiful, and as true.


Second Female Villager: Is it true too, think you?


Pedlar: Five justices’ hands at it, and witnesses more than my pack will hold.


So it goes. The pedlars must have memorized the contents of their ballads and pamphlets before leaving London, for it would be very surprising if even one of them could read. This did not stop them from singing out great tracts of text, the better to draw an audience and hawk their wares.


Mixed in with the tales of greedy usurers and cold-hearted maids were songs and stories praising English naval assaults on Spanish tyranny, extolling the selfless bravery of seamen and the riches that had been won: bars of gold and silver from the New World, sacks of pearls, rubies and diamonds, thick golden doubloons and shining Spanish reals. And, proving that gullibility is at least as old as the printing press, there have always been people like Shakespeare’s bumpkin who loved ‘a ballad in print . . . for then we are sure they are true’.


The flood of print ballads and pamphlets that pedlars humped on their backs from London and into the English countryside did more than give small-time operators one more chance to fleece hardearned cash from naïve rustics. They also proved to be a potent recruiting tool for the privateers. The transformation of sea shanties and travellers’ tales into a printed product that was carried inland from the ports coincided with a downturn in the rural economy, the effects of this recession multiplied by a series of crop failures. So, while villagers toiled in the dust for scant return they heard tales of the brave men who struck a blow for Protestantism and God while reaping treasure whose only limits were the imagination of the scribes who penned the ballads and the pedlars who recited them.


Men flocked to the docks. There they found ready reception. Unlike soldiers and other seamen, the men who worked privateering voyages were not paid wages. Instead, they were offered shares in the prizes they captured. If no prizes were captured, they received no money. This system furnished strong motivation for bravery and risk-taking among privateering crews, but it also meant that it was in the interests of the promoters of the voyages to cram as many as possible on to the decks. Extra men resulted in no additional costs for the promoters, though it did mean that individual prize shares would be smaller on account of the larger number entitled to a cut.


At sea these extra men were worse than useless. The green landsmen who were drawn to the privateering ports from far inland were capable of only the least skilled shipboard duties. For the most part they got in the way of the experienced seamen who made up the core of the sailing crew, crowding the decks and making dangerous inroads into the stingy provisions allowed by the investors of the privateering venture. Worse, the crowded, unsanitary conditions below decks promoted the spread of sickness and lice among unwashed bodies. Privateering ships became notorious carriers of disease, and the English were so strongly associated with privateering that some Mediterranean ports refused to allow any Englishman ashore without a period of quarantine. The privateers themselves, hoping to stem the spread of disease, were known to abandon diseased men on foreign shores at the first hint of illness. Even so, privateering voyages often reported the deaths of as much as one-third to one-half of a crew to disease and malnutrition, even before a shot was fired.


Once battle was met the landsmen were more favourably looked upon, for they made excellent cannon-fodder. Man-to-man combat, conducted by boarding parties largely composed of landsmen, was the preferred method of taking a prize, for attempts to bombard enemy ships into submission risked damaged cargoes or, worse, sunken prizes. If prize ships were seaworthy after capture, seasoned crewmembers of the privateer could be divided between the vessels, their ranks filled out by semi-trained landsmen, and both ships navigated back to England. This precluded the labour of transferring cargoes and increased the value of the capture by bringing home the additional ship. Enemy crews were landed at the nearest port of call or absorbed into the crew of the privateer if they were willing to lend a hand (as often they were).


Seamen like John Ward were usually sufficiently generous to let the landsmen absorb the first, and worst, volleys of cannon and smallarms shot, but were loath to allow them pride of place in capturing a Spanish vessel. Judged by his later behaviour, Ward would have ignored the danger and joined the first ranks of rail-jumpers to storm a prize. It was neither glory nor duty that drove him on to enemy decks. It was the time-honoured right of pillage.


Among the privateers, pillaging was limited by some standard rules. These rules excluded from pillage anything valued over 40 shillings, established that nothing was to be removed from the cargo proper, and demanded that all pillage was properly to be brought to the privateer’s mainmast after the battle to be shared out by rank among seamen and soldiers. These rules were designed to ensure that the seasoned seamen consigned to the riggings during an assault received equal share of the plunder.
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