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Introduction

 


Gay Pirates of the Caribbean

 


Who didn’t take one look at Johnny Depp’s
Captain Jack Sparrow—the flouncing, the eye shadow, the general
peacockery and the coy finger to chin—and think, “So gay,”
especially considering he was the anchor character (if you’ll
pardon the nautical pun) of a major Disney franchise? And yet
Depp’s instincts and attitude—he said in 2015 he had told nervous
studio executives that all his characters were gay—were
vindicated and then some.

Neil J. Weston’s epic Naked Launch: Book One
(1968) and its equally lusty sequel, Naked Launch: Book Two
(1969) is 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.

To be fair, it’s hard to accurately judge
17th-century attitudes about sexuality, in part because the
mainstream historical record is generally hetero-normative, a
notion so deeply inscribed in the thinking of certain eras that it
was rarely, if ever, called into question. Yet anyone who’s visited
the portrait galleries of major museums, in person or online, can’t
help but see that the notion of what constitutes a “manly man” is
far from fixed. In 17th-century portraits, silk breeches and kitten
heels don’t denote femininity, nor do ruffles, powdered wigs, fancy
gloves, lace collars, flowing locks, full lips, manicured hands or
makeup. Male beauty and vanity are celebrated in images bursting
with pride in shapely legs, slim waists, liquid eyes and graceful
hands.

The very existence of the French word
mateolage—literally meaning “seamanship” but denoting a
partnership between two buccaneers that, in the event of one man’s
death, allowed the other to inherit his property—is food for
thought… perhaps with The Village People’s 1979 “In the Navy”
playing in the background (“where can you find pleasure/search the
world for treasure”). So, too, is the fact that societal notions of
masculinity are inconsistent across eras and cultures and that, as
novelist L.P. Hartley famously observed, “[t]he past is a foreign
country; they do things differently there” (The Go-Between,
1953). Or not, as the case may be.

Our protagonist Alan Steele—a porn star name if ever
there was one—is a restless, middle-class youth who dreams of
adventure and of making his fortune on the high seas. He indentures
himself in return for passage on a ship headed to Jamaica—in
essence selling himself into seven years of slavery, shipboard and
on tropical plantations, for the promise that when he’s done his
time he’ll again be free and still young enough to make his mark on
the world.

Departing from Bristol, England, he befriends two
other youths with similar ambitions: the practical Henry and
dreamy, stoic Malcolm, with whom Alan falls deeply in love. All
three discover that the old saying about sailing traditions being
defined by rum, sodomy and the lash (famously attributed to Winston
Churchill apropos the British Royal Navy, though there appears to
be some question about the attribution’s accuracy) is on the nose…
or rather, on the backs and backsides of Naked Launch’s
tender young men, who have no real idea what they’ve signed on for
until it’s too late. Backing out isn’t an option—where are they to
go when they’re surrounded by merciless water?—and when they reach
the Caribbean all three are sold off separately and Alan spends the
next decade-and-a-half bulking up, toughening his hide through
relentless flogging, and clinging to hope of somehow finding
Malcolm, even as he exercises his “pego” (an oddly charming synonym
for “prick” that appears to derive from Catalan/Spanish verbs
meaning “to strike”) as though he were preparing for the
17th-century Sex Olympics.

For all the novel’s erotic acrobatics, Naked
Launch is a vigorously old-fashioned mix of historical
adventuring and unabashed romance. Alan matures from a callow youth
into a scarred and toughened man, but remains a romantic to the
core; he pines for Malcolm and develops serious relationships with
several men. His heart may belong to his lost love, but he lives in
a world in which death by disease and violence are common, in which
devoted companions may be torn apart by sale, revolt and
happenstance, and where the comfort of another man’s arms can be
the difference between killing despair and holding fast to the
resolution to keep on living.

Author Weston clearly steeped himself in nautical
lore, peppering the novel with guest appearances by notorious
real-life pirates, buccaneers and privateers, of whom my favorite
is Captain Morgan, immortalized in the 20th and 21st centuries by
the annexation of his name to the popular spiced rum. (Here I must
note the recipe for the “Flaming Gay Morgan”: Captain Morgan spiced
rum, cherry liqueur, tonic water and a dash of Bacardi, served
alight).

But Weston also brings a distinctly contemporary
perspective to his story of men, ships and whips. While
PTSD—post-traumatic stress disorder—lacked a name until 1980, it’s
clear that Alan is defined by it. He’s been systematically
brutalized and denied acknowledgement of his fundamental humanity
so long that down looks like up. And yet Alan sustains a core
belief that love matters and, in a broader sense, that the ability
to feel a deep emotional connection with another person—not just
visceral lust—is what makes him human, even when he’s being
treated, at best, like a beast of burden.

Weston also brings to the mix a distinctly personal
fetish (though by no means outré) regarding the hirsute and the
hairless. The young Alan is defined by his lush pelt of body hair,
signifying his masculine nature. But when a tropical fever leaves
Alan denuded, as bare as a newborn babe, Weston turns to a
celebration of ultimate nudity. Robbed of every vestige of his rude
ursine beauty, Alan becomes an exotic, stripped to his most naked
essence—nothing stands between him and the touch of various lovers.
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 a literary era characterized by two extremes: the
twink and the macho man.

Naked Launch is a period novel, but its
concerns remain strikingly modern: What does it mean to be a man,
specifically a gay man in a largely straight culture? How do
individuals find places for themselves within largely hostile
mainstream cultures? And what is love worth when laws and
conventions trend in a different direction? Naked Launch
comes down firmly on the side of love, 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 embraces a particular notion of masculinity whose
cornerstones are tough and hairy—oh, so very hairy. Though a
skinny, smooth-skinned youth when the novel opens, Alan matures
into a robust, muscular man whose luxurious pelt excites women and
men alike, though Alan, of course, has no interest in the ladies
who cast admiring glances his hirsute way.

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 pulp genre conventions—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, 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 lustily proclaimed his entry into a world
of insecurity to be wholly against his will. This was looked upon
by the midwife as a sign he would become a great man and she
ignored his protests while she deftly tied the knot. Seven months
later, happening to visit while he was about to be bathed, she gave
a toothless smile and exclaimed, “Fain be it, if his pego be so
stiff and grows with him, he’ll not have need to challenge men; he
will beckon and they will follow!” She nodded her head gravely,
certain of her prediction.

The family that came to have the surname “Steele” had
a discrete and modest beginning some 60-odd years before the birth
of Alan, around 1570, a wondrous feat brought about by none other
than Sir Walter Raleigh and one of the Queen’s maids of honor. They
chanced one day to meet in a remote corner of the palace garden
where Sir Walter had sought relief behind a tree. So absorbed had
he been in flipping about his gratifying appendage to create a
pattern on the bark that he had not heard her approach. He made no
compromise, releasing the last of his golden stream, grateful
because she had frozen in her steps. At the end he stepped back
and, with no wasted motion in his gallant fashion, swept off his
plumed hat with one hand, extended his cape with the other, made a
foot to her and bowed from his waist.

“If it please you, fair mistress,” he said with
smooth courtesy, but also a slight frown: In his haste to display
his gentlemanly air he had not completed his handiwork and those
inevitable last drops were now staining the fine satin of his
pantaloons. He wished strongly she would oblige him quickly and
release him from the strained position so he could shake out the
last of it and end his dripping.

“My lord,” she said demurely as she turned down her
head in proper fashion, lifted her skirts slightly and curtsied,
“’tis my pleasure.”

The sight of the trim ankles exposed under the skirts
turned the pleasure into a flood in Sir Walter’s mind. As he
brought his body upright, he evidenced his delight in a hastening
erection. The maid, seeing the plum-like tip emerging, cried out
and stumbled, her back pressing against the tree. Modesty was
upright in her mind and she drew up her skirts to shield her face.
Sir Walter—always a man of action upon seeing a damsel in
distress—cast his cape to the ground and sought to console her.

“What do you ask me?” she cried as he began boarding
her, then, “Will you undo me?” Her fear seemed not great, for she
hitched the skirts even higher when he did not answer, he being so
occupied in setting the plum to the ruby lips. Sir Walter, finding
such accommodation with the skirts, urged them higher, the better
to view his solid, throbbing flesh make its long journey into her.
And when that was done he caught her hips firmly and gloried in the
distance he had to swing his buttocks to heat and ripen the plum.
Each long traverse hardened the rod further, setting the veins to
bulging. Inside his pantaloons, his purse of balls lessened their
swinging as his passion mounted. “Nay, sweet Sir Walter,” she
cried. “Sweet Sir Walter! Sir Walter!” Each cry seemed weaker and
the quiver in her voice greater as she caught his spirit and began
crying out with ecstasy, setting her hips gyrating.

The compounded motion set Sir Walter’s vitals aflame
and he gave a lusty thrust that buried the burdened stem well
within her. For a moment he felt suspended, floating, while his
mind’s eye saw that tip blossom into fullness and become dark like
the choicest of purple plums, shiny of skin and filled with sweet
essence. Moments later, ever so weak and gasping for breath as he
withdrew, he was certain he had thoroughly inundated every inner
recess.

The maid, still quivering, was not certain of
anything but that she would swoon and she lowered her skirts
slowly. Before her, again, was the gentleman in full curtsy, with
foot extended and bowing at the waist. Her training prompted
immediate response with a curtsy, but then she caught sight of the
enormous plum, streaked with the excess and still throbbing, so she
swooned instead.

Month later, when her burden was well upon her and
the pleasures which began it were nearly forgotten, she went
stomping about declaring, “I swear upon my honor he did steal and
fill me with child upon which he will not put his name!” Then in a
moment of inspiration she proclaimed, “The child will have a proper
name and ’twill be Walter Dide Steale!” Raleigh, rather than find
anger in this accusative name, found amusement and set up a fine
manor for them.

In time, Walter Steale developed apprehensions and
artfully respelled the name, so it became “Steele.” This was almost
of no consequence, for he sired a family of 11 daughters and only
one son, whom he named Roger Steele. His opportunities to further
insure the name were limited, for he met his demise from a pistol
in the hands of an irate husband while involved in a game of
cuckoldry.

Roger Steele maintained the traditions of his
forebears. Of his legitimate children there were four daughters and
one son. Unlike his father, he lacked the perseverance to learn
whether she might produce more—he played far afield and reached the
conclusion that it was her fault, as all others bore only males for
him. His untimely fate came only moments after taking one young
maid’s honor, whereupon she had the indiscretion to cry out loudly
of her pleasure when her father was within earshot. Without regard
for that trying moment when the ball from the pistol created a
gaping wound in his chest, he plunged his shaft deeply and thrilled
as he begat another son.

William Steele, the son of Roger, set no procreative
records after his marriage. He was highly devoted to the manor, it
seemed, and raised it from the neglect into which it had fallen.
William’s constant presence there was due to the fact that he had
been kicked by a horse in a manner that throttled his fertility
without impeding his prowess. His pleasures came to him in the form
of maids and wives who took to hiding in the stable to pounce upon
him for a roll in the hay, knowing of their safety in so doing.
Word of his capability—or lack of it—spread, along with distorted
reports of enormity. Soon curious youths numbered among his
visitors and William enjoyed greater variety in his pleasure.

By the time Alan, William’s only son, achieved his
maturity, he had observed a great many things that fueled his
desires. One warm day he had climbed a tree in the orchard to seek
a breeze. The pressure against branches, the moisture of
perspiration and the roughness of his breeches combined to tease up
an attention-centering erection with the need for vigorous
exercise. He dropped to the ground and hurried his steps to seek
the intimacy of his bedchamber.

Alan never reached the room, for he caught sight of a
youth furtively stealing into the stable. Thinking the young man
was up to no good, Alan hastened there only to hear his father’s
voice from within. Curiosity prompted him to enter unobserved and
take a station at one of the stalls, since from this vantage point
he could see beyond the pile of hay without being observed.

Alan’s nerves were soon set to tingling and he
reached into the slit of his breeches; the game he observed excited
the inner reaches of his imagination and brought on him a rigidity
beyond all previous experience. The youth’s mouth was fully filled
by Sir William, who had both hands clasped behind the lad’s head.
Under William’s encouragement, the youth took to flaying his own
stiff cock and Alan attended to his own throbbing erection.
William’s buttocks were clenched and the youth’s shoulders shaking
violently as Alan beheld the unbelievable sight of the white burst
that issued from the youth’s member.

Their gasps covered the sounds of Alan’s escape. He
had not a chance of going very far with that unbendable rod
sticking out of his breeches, so he dashed behind the stable while
clawing at the fabric to pull it free from under his belt. Free of
breeches, Alan wrapped his fingers about the tool and was soon
writhing and gasping while flinging far and wide. Alan took to
hiding in the stable for many weeks after that and observed the
full gamut, continuing to extract his pleasure. Coincidental with
this was a turn of mind. Alan’s father was of the old generation,
content with work at the manor, bettering their way of living and
accumulating wealth. But Alan was of the new generation: There were
lands to be conquered, spoils to be won and wars to be fought. He
was not willing to sit back and restrict his living to ordinary
existence.

Although Alan had not taken very well to tutoring,
his reading ability was considerable and he could not get enough
books to satisfy him. Systematically, he exhausted the collection
put at his disposal by the minister of their church at
Buckinghamshire. It took a full year and set his mind to daydreams
about the intriguing West Indies.

Alan was 18 and a few months the afternoon he
informed his mother he was on the way to return some books to the
minister and would be a while.

“It forebodes a long while,” she said, commenting
about the strength of the hug he gave her.

“’Tis to be,” said Alan, holding some misgivings
about the rush of affection he had displayed. “’Tis not to worry if
I do not return in time for supper. ’Tis old enough I am to take
care of myself.”

“That you are, Alan my son.” She chewed on her inner
cheek with some anxiety and then said, “Well, give my regards to
them. Be sure to thank them if you take supper at their home.”

Alan rushed out of the house, his eyes moist, as he
least expected they would be. He turned to the orchard, hoping his
father would understand his lack of farewell, the better to enjoy
the wench who was stealing into the stable. In the orchard, he
recovered his cape, with food and other items wrapped in a large
kerchief, the lot hidden earlier that day. Without creating any
suspicion, he supped with the minister and family and took his
departure, explaining that he would not borrow any books because
other matters would occupy him. At the crossroad, he turned into
the one which would eventually lead him to ships.

Although weary and footsore, Alan Steele was
wide-eyed with excitement from the moment he caught his first
glimpse of the activity at the docks in Bristol. The smell of tar
and salt, mingled with those of fish, of spices and of tea, became
an elixir. The sound of water slapping against the sides of ships,
the severity of commands, the harsh swearing… all were like the
finest music. He set foot on the quay and begin walking, seeing so
much of what he had read become a reality. Seamen did walk with
that swaggering clumsy sea walk; they were burly fellows; they did
wear loops in their ears; they did pull back their hair to be held
in place by tarred pigtails, while that on their faces—if there
were no smooth chin—formed whiskers curled in ringlets. One lad,
who looked even younger than Alan, stopped his diligent swabbing of
a deck to wave. Alan dropped his bundle to wave back. There was a
friendliness here, a kinship which he liked.

Where William Steele had taken great pains to
instruct his sons in exercise, his intentions had not been general.
Alan Steele was an odd sight on that quay. He was a tall, gangling
youth, as narrow at his shoulders as at his waist and hips. His
head seemed large against these proportions and yes, if it were
carried on a developed body, it would cause others to take notice.
There was a handsome face below the tousle of lush black hair, with
keen eyes scanning under heavy black brows which ran straight
before sweeping into shapely arches. His nose was fine and
straight, slightly tanned, but looked pale next to the bloom on his
cheeks. His mouth was always open, as if ever on the verge of
becoming a warm smile, showing enough of the sound white teeth
between the full lips. His chin contradicted the deception given by
his mouth, being nearly square and almost with a cleft, marking the
will and determination his character bore. Alan Steele was handsome
of face and much too fine an individual to be found as a messmate
aboard a ship or to be wandering along the quay. Two hands from a
merchant command thought so too, and they blocked his path.

“What have we here?” said the short one, exaggerating
a look of surprise. “A ship’s lad, I’d say, and fine one, too.”

Alan, still starry eyed, was barely able to take his
eyes from their stare at the man’s earlobe, where the loop had
stretched the hole to let the ring swing freely. He forced his
attention to the other man who was saying “Aye, mate. Would you be
telling us what vessel you’re with?”

Alan felt please to find they did not consider him to
be a landsman. “I have to find my ship,” he told them. “I have not
yet been to sea.”

“And here ’twas thought he had the smack of the sea
about him,” exclaimed the short one

“Aye,” agreed the other, “and where would you be
bound?”

“To the West Indies, if you please. I have read much
about them, and ’tis there I shall seek my riches.”

“Polite he is and has some learning,” said the short
one. “A young man should be looking to his future, I says. And on
what vessel were you planning to purchase passage?”

Alan’s teeth glistened brightly as he formed a full
smile. “I have barely a shilling and a few groat. I shall work my
passage.”

Both men look at each other with horror. “Aye, dearie
me, I say,” proclaimed the short one. “I would not have been so
brave in my youth!” The other was shaking his head with wonderment.
“Nor me!”
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