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Introduction

 


Pirates, like vampires, are high on the fantasy-lover
hot list, with Halloween emporia awash in sexy pirate costumes and
classic Hollywood movies having done their part in codifying a
highly eroticized image of sea-going men. Just think Douglas
Fairbanks (The Black Pirate) or Errol Flynn (Captain
Blood), with their heaving chests, shapely legs and golden
earrings, or even those light-hearted Gilbert and Sullivan
Pirates of Penzance. It takes a fundamentally secure man to
own a look so overtly sexualized, and that goes double for Johnny
Depp’s flamboyantly metrosexual Captain Jack Sparrow. That said,
the relationship between gay men and the sea goes back further, to
Moby Dick’s Queequeg and Ishmael, whose friendship Herman
Melville referred to as a “marriage” and which is by any standard
exceptionally and openly intimate—even by the standards of a milieu
that forces men into literal close quarters (bed-sharing close) and
intense reliance on one another.

The pseudonymous Neil J. Weston’s epic Naked
Launch: Book One (1968) and its equally lusty sequel, Naked
Launch: Book Two (1969), are all over the idea that pirate
ships were hotbeds of man love, and while historians could hardly
be said to be in consensus, it makes considerable intuitive sense
that at the very least, seagoing men engaged in a good deal of
situational same-sex activity and that some of it may well have
been more than making the best of what was available. They recount
the saga of English adventurers Alan Steele, Malcolm Lowe and Henry
Morgan—and a saga it is. The first book introduces them as callow,
17th-century youths who run away to sea in search of excitement and
fortune, only to find themselves separated—especially traumatic for
Malcolm and Alan, who fell in love at first sight—enslaved and
sexually abused. But by book two, Alan and Malcolm have been
reunited and are now the masters of their own, purpose-built pirate
ship—“There’s nothing like a new-ship smell,” Alan remarks when he
first boards the cheekily-named Ballocks Delight—manned by
an all-gay, perpetually naked crew. Morgan, married and a
respectable ship’s captain, nonetheless remains devoted to his
longtime friends.

Though Book Two doesn’t lack for maritime
adventure, its melodramatic focus is Malcolm and Alan’s
relationship and the growing tensions generated by their
conflicting natures: Malcolm is fundamentally inclined to monogamy,
while Alan wants both freedom and the security of a dedicated
partner. He adores Malcolm but has a seriously wandering eye—or
more correctly a wandering pego, to use the book’s preferred
historically accurate synonym for cock. Alan will always come home
to Malcolm (his devotion undeterred by Malcolm’s persistent
erectile dysfunction, an issue rarely encountered in adult fiction
of any persuasion), but since their home is a ship, turning a blind
eye to his sexual escapades is impossible. Everyone’s business is
everyone else’s business, particularly given the ship’s
free-and-easy standards of sexual conduct: Men kiss, fondle and
have sex in the open without embarrassment and without drawing a
crowd. It’s not frantic and desperate—indeed, the scene on deck is
worthy of a self-styled pastorale like Richard Amory’s landmark
Loon Songs trilogy (1966-1968).

Alan Steele’s Ballocks Delight is essentially
a floating commune—and as such a product of the ’60s
counterculture, which encompassed the sexual revolution, the
back-to-the-land movement and the rise of gay rights activism.
Alan’s men have a say in decisions that affect them and while there
are officers—starting with Alan and Malcolm—they’re not petty
dictators. Plunder is shared equally. And there’s no flogging or
tricing (securing someone spread-eagle with rope to a mast, in
preparation for flogging), since Malcolm and Alan had more than
their share of that as youths and know it does nothing but breed
fear and the kind of simmering resentment that fuels revolt.

It’s a utopian vision—if a particularly earthy
one—that has one foot in reality. Long-haul ships are
microcosms—and every oceangoing 17th-century vessel was a long-haul
one—whose culture is determined by the man (or, very occasionally,
woman) in charge. Youthful abuse often breeds abusers, but it can
also create revolutionaries, and Alan Steele’s one-man reformation
is rooted in notions of equality and freedom from sexual shame and
exploitation.

That is, to be sure, heavy cargo for a gay adult
novel to be hauling, and to be fair, Naked Launch: Book One
and Book Two are also grand old soap operas with a daunting
cast of characters and plenty of graphic sex. Both are a swirl of
long- and short-term relationships distinguished by the fact that a
surprisingly large number of them are defined by devotion—even
Alan’s exes, of whom there are many, remain part of the story until
their own narratives diverge from that of the Ballocks
Delight. And author Weston has a sentimental heart: For all the
novel’s erotic acrobatics, the majority of Naked Launch’s
characters are both lovers and friends, and by Naked Launch:
Book Two, many of them have been through hell on earth and
literal high water together.

Alan, who spent much of Naked Launch: Book One
driven by white-hot hatred of the Spanish plantation owners who
abused him to the brink of death, has found enough contentment with
Malcolm that he’s essentially come out the other side of his rage
and would genuinely rather make love than war. Spread out over two
books, that character development is both thoroughly convincing and
firmly rooted in Alan’s fundamental nature: Well before his
cathartic breakthrough, the depth of his relationships and extent
to which he cares for his ever-widening circle of friends make it
credible.

As in Book One, Weston’s commitment to period
detail is evident and lends the novel a palpable sense of place and
time. Equally apparent is Weston’s distinctly personal fetish for
hairy men. Even though Alan, who lost all his hair (from
scalp to ankles) to a tropical fever, continues to celebrate the
idea of ultimate nudity in which nothing stands between a man and
the touch of various lovers, a commitment that has inspired several
of his intimates to commit to shaving themselves from head to foot
(best not too think too much about the scary reality of straight
razors). Alan’s overt and hard-won masculinity—by the end of
Naked Launch, no one would ever mistake him for a callow
youth—combined with his eerie nakedness make him a distinctive
protagonist in an era when images of gayness were bracketed by two
extremes: the ephebic twink and the big butch bear.

Naked Launch is a period novel, but its
concerns remain strikingly modern: What makes a man masculine,
particularly a gay man in a largely straight culture? How do
individuals find places for themselves within largely hostile
mainstream cultures? And how much is love worth when laws and
conventions trend in different directions? Naked Launch
comes down firmly on the side of love saving the day, arguing
through the conventions of gay adult pulp fiction that love has
everything to do with it and that to deny one’s own nature is to
deny life itself.

It also simultaneously embraces and undermines a
particular notion of masculinity whose cornerstones are tough and
hairy—oh, so very hairy. A skinny, smooth-skinned youth when
Naked Launch: Book One opens, Alan matures into a robust,
muscular man whose luxurious pelt excites women and men alike, only
to find himself rudely denuded and forced to construct a new
self-image, once that not only encompasses his own complete
hairlessness but inspires others (though never his beloved Malcolm)
to emulate it. Alan and Malcolm are also the embodiment of the
notion that a problem discussed is a problem defanged—they’re all
about talking it out. You have to hand it to a novel about
free-and-easy love whose sybarites make time for a calm
conversation about jealousy.

Gay adult novels of the 1960s and ’70s were by no
means political manifestos; they were first and foremost
entertainments, erotic books aimed at a large but underserved
audience of gay men looking for sexually explicit amusement. But at
its best, the gay adult publishing industry provided an outlet for
writers who wanted to create accessible, popular fiction—often
crafted within the parameters of genre pulp—built around gay
characters navigating their lives and loves in their own way,
despite the hostility that eventually prompted the Stonewall riots
and launched an era of gay-rights activism. Simply by existing,
novels like Naked Launch: Book One and Book Two,
which use pulp conventions to explore the lives of gay men in full,
played their own part in that revolution and managed to be
enormously entertaining as well.

 


—Maitland McDonagh

Editor, 120 Days Books


Chapter One

 


Alan Steele awoke quietly that morning in 1667, lying
on his side, his completely hairless body in warm repose beneath
the heavy quilt. He took to watching Malcolm, who stood naked at
the bay window.

Malcolm Lowe was in that damnable position again and
Alan wanted to leap from the bed, meet their fronts and lean
forward to meet those warm lips and suck on their fullness, At 32,
Alan was a year older than his friend, but a burning fever had
stripped his body of every hair and given his flesh a soft,
resilient texture that belied his age.

His vision blurred by ebbing sleep, Alan strained to
focus on the face of his lover. Sixteen years before they had been
caught stowing away on a merchant ship; they had been flogged,
triced and sold into separate indentures.

Since that time each had suffered the brutality of
slavery, endured the agony of lost loves, watched men die fighting
with a common vengeance and narrowly escaped death in hundreds of
naval battles. Yet through it all Malcolm’s shining face still
seemed to hold the exuberance and energy of the ship’s youth Alan
had loved so dearly many years ago.

Reflecting, Alan wondered what fate had carried him
to that specific tavern where he had instantly recognized his
long-ago lover. Alan had been searching for experienced officers to
serve on a ship of stark-naked pirates to seek revenge against the
enemies who would enslave free Englishmen. With him was William,
his recent love, who had known immediately that he would lose
Alan’s heart when the swarthy stranger approached their table.
After the joyous reunion and a hearty meal, William gracefully
retired, leaving the enraptured couple to their secret glances,
knowing eyes and, later, enthusiastic lovemaking.

Alan’s life was full once more, his heart singing
with happiness again. Now that they were both powerful of build and
wise beyond their years, nothing could ever separate them—never
would they part, except in death.

Malcolm was learned in the business of ships and
sailing, and it would be he who would organize and command the
vessel Alan had acquired. Together they would avenge the long years
of suffering: They would free the enslaved, punish the enslavers
and find an island paradise where man could love man and always be
free.

His mind afire with inspiration, Alan wondered if the
figure at the window could be thinking the same thoughts. His chin
close to his angled, powerful chest, Malcolm was looking through
the glass, peering from under thick brows. The vision bringing such
intensity to his eyes and a beautiful smile to his lips could not
be of Bristol. His cock was hovering, rising perceptibly with each
pulsation, its cover gradually withdrawing from the expanding
end.

Malcolm blinked his eyes a few times, returning to
presence in the room, and then surveyed his upward-reaching
prick—its mobility seemed to reassure him. He maintained his gaze
at it while he said, “You are watching me—I know you are
awake.”

“Is it that you raise up only in the morning? I was
sorry to find I could not excite you so readily last night.”

“I am not like other men, Alan, ever anxious to raise
my pego, though I would never decline one to my liking when offered
me. I received gratification last night. But now I have come stiff
from the thought of how excited you would have me in naked tricing.
Where those memories have stiffened me and where I can almost feel
the white cream quickening its flow, would you take me?”

They met at the foot of the bed and Alan’s mind
swirled with memory of the time, like this, when Malcolm’s body was
far back from his hips and Alan was on his knees before him. The
hair of Malcolm’s legs pressed about Alan’s chest and Alan’s hands
cupped the buttocks, which were solid as the cock he drew into his
throat. What Malcolm lacked in length he made up in width and put
demands on Alan’s capacity in the last swelling.

There was only a perceptible tightening in Malcolm’s
thighs when the pounding began in Alan’s throat. When he eased away
to gain his breath, he was willing to swear that the trickle over
his tongue had the tang of the sea in it. His nostrils flared
widely to pass air, but he was not willing to relinquish the hold
of his lips behind the thick flare while the heavy throbs continued
to force the last trickles. From the mass of short black hair
before him, his eyes shifted upward slowly.

The bold crop was almost crescent shaped, with the
flat abdomen broadly covered by a copious amount of fine black hair
which was truly apparent only at close range. The fine hair peaked
upward and terminated slightly above the navel, with indentation
looking like the eye of a needle. To each side, Malcolm’s chest
mounded where the nipples erected brazenly, surrounded by dark
brown circles which were fringed with fine black hair.

Alan’s lungs had stopped their heaving, but his
breath caught when he saw the eyes looking at him. Deep inside,
brilliant flames danced in the darkness and their softness was of
one who had yielded his soul as he had never before done to anyone.
Alan found his hands kneading, wanting to release the buttocks and
take hold of his own cock, where the clear fluids had rushed and
were slowly coursing down the sides. But the hips moving toward him
made Alan skim his hands over the thighs and put them flat on the
hard belly that angled from him. As Alan’s lips raced along
Malcolm’s length, his hands glided upward until his palms met the
hard mounds on Malcolm’s chest. His throat filled suddenly with a
new bursting fury: Alan could delay no longer and his hand dropped
rapidly. In a moment he had to pull away from Malcolm, choking,
gasping and shuddering as his chest and belly were lashed with hot,
white streaks.

Alan came out of his brief oblivion and found Malcolm
crouched before him, lips reaching as their faces neared. Malcolm
paid to no heed to Alan’s attempt to keep from soiling him, but
eased Alan back until he was sprawled on the floor, their bodies
pressed tightly and Malcolm’s lips as flaming as his eyes in their
crushing search for all Alan could give. Alan’s lips gave willingly
and he struggled to encompass Malcolm’s tight body; the floor could
have been a soft mattress for all Alan knew when they were spent
with exhaustion from kissing and embracing.

They had barely completed washing their bodies when a
light tap on the door sounded and William’s voice spoke in muffled
tones.

“Alan? Are you awake?”

Alan was at a loss and showed it. He looked at their
nakedness and then at Malcolm’s eyes. Malcolm said nothing, but
read Alan’s thoughts and went to the door.

“Tis the ship I must be on,” said William as he
entered. He glanced at Alan and then took a long time to look over
Malcolm, who was nonchalantly relaxed. He turned back to Alan and
asked, “Have we a member?”

“Would you approve?” Alan asked.

William turned back to Malcolm and surprised Alan,
for his hand came to rest on Malcolm’s face—Alan had been sure
William would have reached for the chest or genitals. His hand
rested lightly, then moved upward to reposition the fall of
Malcolm’s hair over his brow. He spoke quietly as he said, “You are
more beautiful now than you were last night. For years I had
wondered, but I now know why Alan spoke of you so frequently.

“I can see where I shall be hard pressed for his
attention and I cannot say but that I approve with all my heart.”
His fingers continued to twist through Malcolm’s hair as he turned
to Alan and softly stated, “My heart is overjoyed while filled with
despair.”

William turned back sharply as Malcolm’s arm came
about his waist.

“I have dreamt of being with Alan for many years,” he
told William. “But this does not mean I am to be a hindrance to
your affection for him. I am not averse to sharing a bed. I learned
this morning that his feelings for me are deep and”—he glanced at
Alan—“his look of concern is equal for both of us. If I can
restrain jealous, so do I wish yours to be.”

Alan let out a sigh of relief.

“’Twas a fateful moment there and I rejoice to have
it past. ’Tis to my liking if we can take of each other. Come, be
seated. Malcolm has still to learn of my plan.”

Malcolm, without previous insight, looked puzzled and
gave William a confirming squeeze before settling into a chair,
sprawled and relaxed. Alan took a chair opposite him and leaned in,
ready to launch into the details.

William sounded haughty as he said, “If you do not
have the decency to invite a man to do the same as you sit there
with your ballocks free, then I say ’tis to Hell with the both of
you while I liberate mine.”

Malcolm peered from under his brows when William
settled close to Alan and automatically began playing his hand
along the side of Alan’s chest. William was no great
contest, Malcolm decided: He was a youth ensnared by flesh and
lust. Malcolm put his attention on Alan.

Through his disclosure, Alan artfully worked in
Malcolm’s part and leaned heavily on his ability to navigate. At
the end and with little thought needed—for the mention of a pirate
vessel had immediately stirred him—Malcolm agreed to become ship’s
master. No sooner had he accepted than he defined their immediate
goal as searching for a master’s mate, a quartermaster and mate, a
boatswain and a gunner.

“I see only a problem in finding qualifications plus
your other requirements for the men,” Malcolm said, peering gravely
at Alan. “From what you require, I almost fail in one respect. This
need for stark bodies, barren and with marked parts, may take some
time to fulfill. Can you say whether any less barren than yourself
would be accepted, perhaps heavier of hair on the chest? You imply
that mine is already distracting.”

Before Alan could respond, William interjected, “’Tis
not bad on a chest so broad with a waist so small, but ’tis an easy
matter with a razor.”

“I’ll not have one strand taken!” the horrified
Malcolm cried out brusquely. Alan was surprised to see the degree
of temper Malcolm could display.

“Have no fear, Malcolm. This boy sets eyes on my lack
and he has been obsessed with razors since. It is almost unusual to
see him bear as much of a crop as he has.”

Alan glanced over just as William ruffled his hand
through the auburn crop: “I will admit I have gained excitement
when he brought it to none. He also becomes impossible—the lack
keeps his pego full though his ballocks be already emptied.”

“That is one thing that strikes me, Alan,” said
Malcolm. “I still find myself constantly looking. With you it
appears as though it had always been so, wholly natural. Those
weighty ballocks and pego are done great justice. I do not believe
you were done any disfavor and find poor reason for revenge, though
I back you completely in the endeavor.”

Alan passed his hand lightly over his abdomen, along
his cock and down his thigh. It was all satiny skin and reaction
had pressures concentrated in his groin. He had long known Malcolm
was right—everyone he and William had picked up for interviews had
difficulty keeping hands off him, striving for greatest
contact.

“If you find that not valid…” he groped about for a
reason, “then take the whippings and the maltreatment.”

“Like I did with the bosun?”

“Yes, a good example, that.”

Malcolm eyed Alan critically—Alan had grabbed at this
response. Slowly, he declared, “Alan, you have only a desire in you
to seek blood. If a man is to your liking, you cannot get enough of
his precious cream. If otherwise, you want his blood.” He gave a
short laugh like a cough. “We are much alike, I fear, in that
regard. If there be hot red fluid striking me as I withdraw my
cutlass, the next thrust is doubled in strength. If it be hot white
fluid, I need not tell you how fired I become.”

Malcolm’s eyes danced with flame when Alan’s flashed
open at the memory, then he turned his attention to William. “And
you? I have seen you only with dreamy eyes for Alan while you
fondle him. Are you for pleasure in killing or pleasure only in
Alan and carry a farce?”

William bolted up in his chair and his eyes took on a
hard quality. “I stay by Alan, ’tis true! And the war taught me the
pleasure of a sharp blade passing through a man like in a churn of
butter—I know well of what you speak.”

William’s features contorted and he looked chagrined.
“I must confess of the time in close combat when I had neatly
pressed my blade through the neck of my foe; as he fell, his body
lashing out at all angles, I became aware that his hot blood had
burst upon my cheek and was running down my neck and under my
singlet with unaccustomed warmth…

“Danger was forgotten and I watched his life leave
him in heavy spurts. If I had not been confronted at that moment
with another, where his redness flowed down my singlet my whiteness
would have been flowing from my breeches. ’Tis only Alan who has
ever raised me to greater excitement!”

Malcolm had not failed to observe the youth’s cock
confirming his words. Malcolm’s eyes were mere slits as he said,
“We may yet see problems develop between us in this regard.”

As he returned to peering from under his brows at
Alan, Malcolm said, “I see no fact but that we will be Devils of
the Coast rather than The Brethren, which thought pleases me
greatly. For you, Alan, I will be willing to take the view that men
are a scourge in the Indies and I shall be happy to help you kill
them off!”

It made no difference what label the act went under:
Alan wanted only the thrill of snatching away men’s dreams of their
futures. He still felt his own had been spoiled and—rightly or
wrongly—he would see to it that no Spaniard would be entitled to
one.

“I fear,” Malcolm said, interrupting his thoughts,
“that it will be some time before we find the officers we will
need. But it makes little difference, if you say the ship will not
be ready until spring.”

Days dragged into months and Malcolm’s pressure to
ease on the requirements often had Alan ready to relent, but he
never let Malcolm know. Their first find—actually, Malcolm’s—was
Thomas Nelson, who had come in from the Caribbean. He had been a
quartermaster for Jackson in his buccaneering forays and became
quartermaster of Alan. William was quite taken at the sight of him
and openly voiced the opinion that if Alan and Thomas were
representative of buccaneers, he should have joined their forces
years before.

Thomas’ bright, alert face broke into a gleaming
smile and he denied there was any number like them. From the way he
cast off clothes and sprawled around in final examination, Alan was
inclined to suspect that the buccaneers were easily inclined this
way. For fighting they never wore anything but breeches, and this
was only one step beyond. That Thomas had frequently worn them
alone showed in the golden tint of the bronzed skin of his lower
legs, arms and chest. It appeared that only his armpits succored
hair, for his lower abdomen had a spread that was sparse. He was a
good find: His body had a massiveness to it, given by a full waist
and supported on ample thighs. To Alan, he was clearly a man to
have at the bulwark at the moment of boarding.

In short order Alan and William found themselves
shifting into the background; Malcolm and Thomas, having greater
experience in spotting capabilities beyond the ordinary and
temperament of the type needed in a pirate, became the recruiters.
Alan’s room at the inn served for interviews, with all parties
generously refreshed by tankards of ale.

Ian Miles was one who upset their procedures in the
course of defining his expectations. He first complained of the
heat from the roaring fireplace and, when pressed on his competence
as a runner in a particular attack on a Spanish vessel by John
Morris, proceeded to demonstrate with an imaginary cannon how they
had gone about it. As he began illustration, he found himself
encumbered and, to the amusement of the others, stripped to the
pirate minimum. He became animated, his flexible frame twisting and
bending with loading, ramming and aiming to such an extent that his
muscles were in constant rippling motion. Alan credited him with
experience.
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