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Introduction

	"The Black Corsair" and the Era of Piracy in the Caribbean

	 

	 

	 

	I


	n the latter half of the 17th century, the Caribbean became a stage for countless adventures and naval battles, marked by the rise of piracy. During this period, known as the "Golden Age of Piracy," Spain, England, France, and the Netherlands contested control of the islands and trade routes. 

	This geopolitical tension provided fertile ground for the emergence of pirates and privateers (also called “corsairs”), figures both feared and romanticized.

	Among the most famous were privateers like Sir Francis Drake and pirates such as Henry Morgan and Bartholomew Roberts, who navigated the Caribbean waters not only in search of fortune but also freedom. Privateers, unlike pirates, operated under "letters of marque," governmental permissions that allowed them to legally attack and plunder enemy ships and ports. This blurred line between legality and rebellion made them heroes to some and villains to others.

	It is within this context that Emilio Salgari, a prolific 19th-century Italian writer, introduces us to his work "The Black Corsair." Although Salgari never visited the Caribbean seas, he combined meticulous research with vibrant imagination to create a world filled with hidden treasures and heroic sea battles. "The Black Corsair" tells the story of a Venetian noble turned corsair seeking revenge for the death of his brothers at the hands of a cruel tyrant. The story of The Black Corsair is an idealized portrayal of these characters’ lives, similar in many ways to those depicted in the "Pirates of the Caribbean" movie series.

	The book not only provides a window into the exciting and often brutal realities of pirate life but also through the exploits of The Black Corsair, Salgari captures the eternal fascination with cause-driven rebels, those who, in the quest for redemption or vengeance, defy norms and venture into the unknown.

	The fascination with pirate life extends beyond movies to video games and youth literature. In video games like "Assassin’s Creed IV: Black Flag," players can explore the 18th-century Caribbean through the eyes of a pirate, engaging in naval battles and treasure hunts. In literature, series such as Justin Somper's "Vampirates" blend pirate mythology with fantastical elements, capturing the imagination of young readers and offering them a window into a bold and adventurous world.

	Piracy in the Caribbean was not merely a phenomenon of plunder; it was also a form of resistance against imperial control and the strict trade regulations imposed by European powers. In this context, figures like The Black Corsair become symbols of defiance, offering a romantic perspective that starkly contrasts with the often brutal reality of pirate life.
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ENCOUNTER AT SEA


	 

	 

	 

	A


	 small boat crewed by two men was approaching a formidable ship, such as those used by the buccaneers of Tortuga1 to hunt the Spanish galleons carrying treasures from America to Europe. These were swift sailers, with tall masts to catch even the slightest breeze, their bows and sterns highly elevated, and formidably armed. Twelve cannon ports glared menacingly to port and starboard, while atop the quarterdeck, the heavy chase cannons seemed poised to sweep enemy decks with their grapeshot. The corsair ship lay to, waiting for the canoe; but on the bow, under the light of a lantern, several men armed with muskets stood ready, just in case.

	As they reached the sailboat, the occupants of the small boat grabbed a rope ladder that had been thrown to them, secured the canoe, stowed the oars, and agilely climbed onto the deck.

	"Who are you?" asked one from the ship.

	[image: Image]"Well!" exclaimed the Basque, Carmaux. "Don't you recognize friends anymore?"

	"May a shark swallow me if you aren't Carmaux!" shouted the buccaneer holding the lantern. "How are you still alive? We all thought you were dead in Tortuga. And your comrade, isn't that the Hamburgian, Wan Stiller?"

	"In flesh and bone!" replied the latter, smiling. "Death did not want me, and seeing that, I thought it better to live a few more years."

	At that moment, from the command bridge descended a man, moving toward them with one hand resting on the butt of one of the pistols at his belt. He was dressed entirely in black, with an elegance rare among the buccaneers of the Gulf of Mexico, who cared more for arms than attire. His appearance was as somber as his clothing, for his pale face with regular features and broad forehead stood out among his long black hair and forked, slightly curly beard.

	His eyes shone like carbuncles and were animated with such a light that they must have frightened even the buccaneers of the Gulf. His tall stature and demeanor revealed him as a man of high station accustomed to command.

	Seeing him approach, the sailors in the canoe exclaimed in unison:

	"The Black Corsair!"

	"Who are you? Where do you come from?"

	"We are buccaneers of Tortuga, two brothers of the coast," replied the Basque Carmaux, "and we come from Maracaibo, after having escaped from the Spaniards."

	"To which ship did you belong?"

	"To your brother's, the Red Corsair."

	The Black Corsair grabbed Carmaux by the arm and looked at him intently. He was paler than usual and very agitated. He mustered his strength and asked hoarsely:

	"They've killed him, haven't they?"

	"Yes, commander, just as they did with the other brother, the Green Corsair."

	A harsh cry, both savage and wrenching, erupted from the commander's throat.

	"I feared I was too late!... But revenge remains! Was he shot?"

	"No, my commander. They hanged him at noon today in the square of Granada. I myself saw him die bravely. The noose tightened, and he still found the strength to spit in the face of Governor Wan Guld."

	"Him! Always him!" roared the Black Corsair. "He has sworn a fierce hatred, but I will not die without confronting that Wan Guld and his entire family, and laying waste to the city he governs! Even if I must enlist the help of all the buccaneers of Tortuga, I will not leave a stone upon a stone in Maracaibo!"

	After uttering that threat, the Black Corsair asked Carmaux to explain how they were captured.

	"It was treachery, my commander," said the Basque. "You know your brother went to Maracaibo to avenge the death of the Green Corsair, his other brother. We were eighty men, resolute and determined, but we did not anticipate the bad weather. A tremendous hurricane surprised us at the mouth of the Gulf, shattering the ship. After many hardships and dangers, only twenty-six of us reached the shore. We were exhausted and unarmed. Your brother encouraged us and led us through the swamps to elude the Spaniards in case they had discovered us. And just when we thought we would find safe refuge in the thickest part of the forest, we fell into an ambush. Three hundred Spaniards, led by Wan Guld himself, fell upon us, killed those who resisted, and finally led us to Maracaibo."

	[image: Image]"Was my brother among the prisoners?"

	"Yes, commander. He only had a dagger but defended himself like a lion, yet the Fleming recognized him and ordered that no one kill him. Led to Maracaibo, after being insulted by the populace and maltreated by the soldiers, we were condemned to death. But yesterday morning, Wan Stiller and I managed to escape, hiding in the hut of an Indian, from where we saw your brother and the other filibusters die. Then, by night, aided by a black man, we embarked on a canoe, resolved to cross the Gulf of Mexico to set foot on Tortuga."

	"Is my brother still hanging from the gallows?"

	"He'll be there for three days."

	The corsair abruptly rose and, facing him, asked if he was prepared to follow him to Maracaibo to retrieve his brother's body. Carmaux affirmed that both he and Wan Stiller would follow him wherever he desired. Upon this, the corsair ordered him to provision the small boat with food and weapons to depart immediately.

	As Carmaux followed his instructions, the Black Corsair approached the second commander, Morgan, who was on the command bridge. He gave his orders and then joined the filibusters, who, grasping the oars, steered the craft towards the coast, followed from a distance by the ship, which extinguished its running lights to avoid detection.

	Half-reclining at the bow, his head resting on an arm, the corsair remained silent, but his gaze, as sharp as an eagle's, scanned the dark horizon as if trying to discern the American coast.

	Wan Stiller and Carmaux rowed vigorously on the calm sea. An hour later, the Black Corsair stood up and pointed towards a light that bobbed on the water's surface to the southwest at one-minute intervals.

	"Maracaibo2!" he exclaimed with a somber tone.

	"Yes, captain. We must be about three miles away."

	"Then we'll arrive around midnight. We must avoid encountering any Spanish ships."

	"We know a place where we can land quietly and hide the canoe."

	"Let's go there. Morgan has turned and will wait for us offshore."

	The corsair fell silent for a moment. Then he asked the filibusters if it was true that there was a Spanish squadron in the gulf. Carmaux affirmatively replied, stating that Rear Admiral Toledo was patrolling the area.
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