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Dear Reader,

Anyone who knows us well understands our love of all things legendary, especially if the subject matter is a puzzle with more than a few missing pieces. Pirates are a lifelong fascination for many individuals, who devour reams of historical information as well as the innumerable myths and legends surrounding these renowned sea dogs. And we're suckers for a great myth.

If you love pirates, then you'll no doubt appreciate their rich history, lust for adventure, and never-ending zest for discovering the terminally elusive treasure chest brimming with gold and jewels. What you may not realize is just how long pirates have been around, and how hard the life of a sea robber was. And while this doesn't excuse their crimes by any means, it certainly sheds light on why they chose such a volatile career.

Our study was a journey that took us across oceans of time, sailing in calm waters that pirates so loved and stormy seas that struck sheer terror in the hear ts of all who crossed their varied paths. It wa s a voyage we wouldn't have missed for the world.
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Top Ten Things You'll Learn about Pirates


	Piracy wasn't just for men. Anne Bonny and Mary Read along with a host of other female pirates were just as tough as — if not tougher than — their male counterparts.


	Julius Caesar was captured and ransomed around 75 B.C. by Mediterranean pirates, whom he later hunted down and crucified.


	Pirate crews operated in a democratic fashion, with codes of conduct and each member receiving equal share of plunder.


	Most pirates died penniless, their high seas adventures lasting only a few years.


	Pirates continue to roam the oceans of the world in search of riches they can steal, or humans or cargo they can ransom.


	Piracy began around 3000 B.C. in ancient Egypt and throughout the Mediterranean Sea.


	Viking pirates often struck intended victims with such speed that by the time defending forces could be assembled, the Vikings were long gone.


	Modern treasure hunters are still discovering the wreckage of Spanish treasure fleets with cargoes of gold, silver, and jewels.


	Pirates often flew highly stylized and individualistic “Jolly Roger” flags of their own design.


	The “buccaneers” made their living smoking and selling beef jerky long before they began plundering ships and sacking cities.






  
    



Introduction

[image: illustration] When you hear the word pirate, what image immediately springs to mind? Do you envision a peglegged sea dog dressed in blousy attire, wearing a huge gold earring and sporting a parrot on his shoulder? Do you picture a vile smelly drunkard who shoots pistols into the air yelling “Yo ho ho and a bottle o' rum”? Or perhaps you see a tall spare man enveloped in smoke whirling about his face, whose long black beard fails to disguise his demonic intentions? Fear not. There's no wrong answer. Any of those images are likely suspects when the subject of classic piracy sails into view.

Those unfamiliar with the history of piracy are in for a treat, because there's plenty of it. Piracy began around 3000 B.C., and over the centuries many of the greatest civilizations known to mankind, such as the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans, fell victim to relentless groups of pirates. Over the millennia, pirates have evolved into efficient sailors, adventurers, and dastardly thieves and murderers, and they've done so with a style and panache that's entirely their own. Pirates, privateers, buccaneers, and corsairs had several things in common. They all shared a love of the sea, the lust for adventure and debauchery, and an obsessive drive for unbridled wealth. Many of the more successful pirates, like Blackbeard and Bartholomew Roberts, didn't live long enough to enjoy their infamy, but that didn't really matter to them. What meant the most was power and the freedom to do anything they pleased, and they'd stop at nothing to attain that goal.

When studied from an objective point of view, the subject of piracy inevitably requires an enormous amount of thought. For the majority of individuals, it's impossible at the outset not to picture pirates as being swarthy drunken sailors who swashbuckle their way across the silver screen. Upon closer inspection, however, one learns that a pirate's life was anything but glamorous and that many became villainous sailors out of necessity.

Then there's the inherent dark side of piracy, which centers on the astoundingly brutal acts pirates inflicted upon all measure of humanity, from men and women to children and slaves. Piracy is not for the faint of heart. Pirates are criminals, and like any individual who brings harm to others, there are accounts that cause one to feel pity and offer great respect to those unfortunate souls who fell victim to unimaginable cruelty. No act of forgiveness can be bestowed upon those who committed such heinous acts. Yet despite their atrocities, pirates remain a popular subject among people of all ages, and that speaks to their irresistible allure.

In this book, you'll find four different types of tips. Pieces of Eight are facts about pirates, privateers, buccaneers, corsairs, and all measure of piracy in general. Shiver Me Timbers are terms relating to piracy, nautical terms, and pirate phraseology. Scuttlebutts are questions relating to various piratical issues, and Sea Rovers are tidbits about various rogues who sailed the seas.

The study of piracy is typical of research into any historical civilization, group, era, and circumstance. On the one hand, pirates and their careers are utterly fascinating and it's easy to have a certain respect for the difficult lives they led. On the flip side, pirates themselves are an enigma. Yes, they were criminals and consummate robbers of the sea. And indeed, more than a few were black-hearted devils. But despite all their exploits, or perhaps because of them, they've fallen victim to romanticized stereotypes of themselves. It's an irony that's inescapable.

In the end it matters little which image individuals conjure up when thinking about pirates. What matters is that pirates and their stories continue to be told and their lives made known to all present and future generations. Pirates are fun, they're frightening, and they're some of the most intriguing historical characters you'll ever meet.
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Ahoy Mateys!

For thousands of years, piracy has been intrinsically linked to maritime history, and for as long as civilized peoples have sailed the oceans and rivers of the world, so have pirates been preying on unsuspecting ships whose cargoes represented nothing less than pure gold to crews of raging rogues. The lore and legends surrounding pirates rival the historic and often atrocious exploits of real-life pirates. Long John Silver may have captured the public's hearts, but it was the devilish Blackbeard and his kind who gave piracy its true immortality.


What Is a Pirate?

There's no escaping piracy in the modern world. Even today, the practice of thievery continues across a wide range of industries including computer software and hardware, music, and motion pictures. Maritime pirates are also in abundance prowling various rivers and oceans from the Amazon to Southeast Asia. But what exactly is a pirate and what do pirates do? By definition, a maritime pirate is someone who without government authorization appropriates goods or money from another party while at sea or who plunders goods on land, having made their approach from an ocean or body of water. The term is derived from the Latin word pirata, which literally translated means “marine adventurer.” Pirates, with very few exceptions, were seamen who possessed the abundance of skills necessary to sail a vessel, including a working knowledge of a ship's complex sails and its ropes and lashings (called rigging), and all things related to keeping a wooden vessel afloat and in top condition (see Chapter 10).


Buccaneers, Privateers, and Corsairs

To understand the evolution of piracy and how it came to be so prevalent throughout history, one must examine the events of each era that enabled piracy to flourish with reckless abandon. From its inception around 3000 B.C., piracy plagued entire civilizations such as those of the Greeks and Romans, and even brought the commerce of several nations to a screeching halt. For 300 years beginning around 789 A.D., the Vikings rampaged the Baltic Seas. Starting in the fourteenth century a new group of pirates, the Barbary corsairs, terrorized the Atlantic coast of Europe and the Mediterranean Sea around North Africa. Corsairs were embroiled in a battle between Muslims and Christians and would be hired by either side to attack the other (see Chapter 4).

The Privateers

With Spanish exploration in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries came decades of wars and riches that proved irresistible to pirates and to economically depleted countries such as England. Queen Elizabeth and her legendary sea dogs literally saved Britain with the riches they commandeered as a result of their “legalized” piracy (see Chapter 6). Privateers, as they were called, were pirates who were granted commissions by a sovereign nation and were issued letters of marque, which gave them the license to attack any ship that their nation was currently at war with. At face value, this amounted to nothing more than legal piracy, and in truth when privateering ended during times of peace, many of the privateers turned to piracy. On the other hand, it's sometimes argued that privateers weren't pirates at all, but instead men who were simply working for their government much like any military seamen.



[image: illustration]


The term Davy Jones' Locker basically refers to someone ending up at the bottom of the ocean. The exact origin of Davy or David Jones is unclear, though he has been immortalized as a type of oceanic demon or the devil himself. Typically, pirates used the phrase as a threat, swearing to kill a man and “send him to Davy Jones' Locker,” or as a reference to a pirate near death being in Davy Jones' hands.



The Buccaneers

Starting in the late 1400s, the Spanish took control of areas of the Caribbean and Central and South America. In total, these lands were known as the Spanish Main. As part of their own undoing, the Spaniards inadvertently created a new breed of pirates called the buccaneers, who are detailed in Chapter 7. Career hunters and tradesmen, these relentless rogues proved to be a major thorn in Spain's side for decades as they plundered Spanish galleons and port cities throughout the Main and beyond into the Caribbean. Among them was one of the greatest buccaneers, an intimidating force of a man called Henry Morgan, whose legendary raids and brutality put him in a class of elite pirates who would stop at nothing to achieve their dastardly goals (see Chapter 8).


Attack of the Scallywags

Over the centuries, thousands of pirates have prowled the oceans of the world, and most of them have been lost to antiquity. An impressive band of scoundrels engaged in such high-profile atrocities that they left their skull and crossbones permanently imprinted on history books, as a result of their highly successful pillaging, their outrageous behavior and antics, or the inhuman cruelty they inflicted upon their unfortunate victims. During the 1700s, the Golden Age of piracy showcased a handful of surly seafarers who rose above the rest to reach legendary status. The most famous among them is without a doubt Edward Teach, a tall, spare man known for his distinctively long beard and rule-by-fear tactics. Few would quickly recognize Teach were it not for his pirate name — Blackbeard.

Though not nearly as prolific as some pirates such as Bartholomew Roberts — or Black Bart, as he is commonly known — Teach perhaps more than any other rogue accomplished what the majority of pirates could never achieve, and did so during a short career that in the end has made him immortal (see Chapter 12). Of almost equal repute for various piratical successes or human atrocities were Charles Vane, Edward Low, Henry Every, Edward England, Calico Jack Rackham, and Black Sam Bellamy. Not to be outdone by their male counterparts, Anne Bonny and Mary Read were just two of the pirate queens who took to the high seas in search of adventure (see Chapter 15). These were the pirates of the Caribbean, and a few of the most famous of all maritime rogues whose scourge of the seas paralyzed even the sturdiest of landlubbers.



[image: illustration] PIECES of EIGHT

Statistics for just how many pirates sailed in an area at any given time are extremely difficult to ascertain. Records aren't always accurate, if they exist at all. In his book Villains of All Nations, renowned author Marcus Rediker notes that between 1716 and 1718 it's estimated that 1,500 to 2,000 pirates were active in the Caribbean, with numbers increasing to approximately 1,800 to 2,400 from 1719 to 1722.




Becoming a Pirate

In reality, a pirate's life was exceptionally hard and typically short, given the nature of their chosen career (see Chapter 9). Most pirates had no loyalty to any nation or government. They acted entirely on their own device, conducting raids and plundering as they pleased. Contrary to popular belief, however, they weren't entirely lawless individuals. Each pirate vessel had its own articles , or codes of conduct, that crewmembers had to sign and abide by if they were to remain on that ship. These articles, which outlined the share of booty, or treasure, a pirate would receive, were very specific about the conduct that was expected aboard ship and the punishments a pirate would incur for breaking any rules. Ultimately, the articles were such that pirates ruled themselves in democratic fashion, each receiving equal share in plunder and each having a say in where a ship was headed and who its captain was. Once a seaman signed the articles, he was considered to have gone on the account, meaning that he would have to account for his own illegal actions if he were caught, and would be paid only when there was booty to share.


The Pirate Realm

The history of piracy, like that of many other historical endeavors, contains numerous accounts of individuals and their piratical exploits. Given that the majority of pirates couldn't read or write, details of various events were related orally and have over many centuries become highly embellished. So too have “facts,” which are often blurred in a mire of hearsay and fictional accounts written by authors of the day. It's fair to say that the majority of traits and adventures that have become an amalgam of stereotypical piracy are a direct result of fiction and accounts such as Alexandre Exquemelin's 1678 work The Buccaneers of America.

Thirst for High Seas Adventure

Captain Charles Johnson was credited with the 1678 version of A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates (or Pirates, depending on the version). That was later changed when it was believed that Robinson Crusoe author Daniel Defoe wrote the book. Modern scholars, however, once again consider Johnson to be its author. A rich and violent account of high seas piracy, Pyrates sparked public interest in the murderous plundering rampages of pirates. So rabid was the general public that in two years Pyrates had two volumes and four editions. That interest in pirates didn't wane, and would eventually explode with the 1883 publication of Robert Louis Stevenson's Treasure Island. Arguably one of the most famous fictional pirates is Treasure Island's Long John Silver. At times a likable but primarily feared character, Silver walked with a crutch, and had a parrot perched on his shoulder (see Chapter 18).

The Romance of Piracy

In the grand scheme of things, conflicting information about pirates doesn't appear to have had a major impact on the general population, who continue to devour all historical and sometimes hysterical accounts of the world's most famous pirates. The overwhelming image of pirates continues to be that of a romantic rogue, a smartly attired man wielding a sword who swashbuckles his way into the heart of a fragile lovestruck girl. Alternately, pirates are often depicted as swarthy tricksters limping about on peglegs, sporting large gold earrings and bandannas, and carrying ever-present parrots on their shoulders. Still others are tagged as black-hearted devils — smelly, unkempt men who are loaded to the gills with munitions, impervious to drink, and drooling for busty wenches (see Chapter 17).


Call of the Mermaid

There's no denying that the oceans of the world have forever been an enticing and ideologically romantic lure to individuals of all cultures and nationalities. The smell of salt permeating the air, the sound of gently lapping waves, and the sight of crisp sails cutting through an azure sky have enticed many men into becoming sailors. Seamen who turned to piracy often retained this maritime intoxication; wishing to leave naval service for potential riches, they were easily recruited. Other men weren't so lucky — they ended up pirates as a result of being captured or by reluctantly joining to avoid being tortured or murdered.

For the vast majority of pirates, treasure captured from plundered vessels primarily consisted of food and munitions supplies, trade goods such as sugar, spices, or silk, or human prizes consisting of slaves. Rarely did pirates find a treasure chest brimming with priceless baubles and gold, silver, and jewels. But that didn't stop them from trying, or from believing they'd someday retire to a life of luxury. Spanish galleons were cornucopias of wealth. Once their contents were collected and shared among pirate crews, however, the treasure provided rogues only a temporary measure of power. Most pirates didn't save their booty, instead choosing to waste it on gambling, drink, and prostitutes.
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The term booty was a favorite word used by pirates. By definition, booty is used to describe any material goods, money, or supplies obtained illegally either in secret or by force. Given that pirates are basically thieves, booty encompassed their various illegal acquisitions and how they referred to their individual share of goods obtained by a crew.



The Spanish began minting coins in the 1500s. Silver coins were properly called reales, but became known as pieces of eight. These coins were physically cut into eight pieces to make change. By today's standards, pieces of eight are worth approximately $27. Gold coins, called escudos, were popularly known as doubloons. Many ships transported gold and silver in the form of bars called ingots, a prize that a few lucky modern-day treasure hunters have painstakingly sought and found (see Chapter 19).


Come Sail Away

From a modern perspective, the ships pirates sailed are a feast for the eyes. Some vessels, like the Viking longships, were magnificently crafted with what were at best primitive tools. Galleons, cogs, schooners, sloops, brigantines, and square-riggers were all constructed by shipwrights whose primary goal was to make these ships highly functional for the purpose they served, be it cargo hauling, slaving, or warring. Pirates took great advantage of these vessels and worked hard to plunder and steal them. Once a ship was in their grasp, they typically made modifications within the ship's decks and to its armaments. When raiding an unsuspecting vessel, a pirate crew's attack was swift and unwavering, and among all pirates there was a common strategy of intimidation (see Chapter 10). Pirates would typically offer to give quarter to their victims, which allowed them to surrender without harm. But if the offer wasn't quickly accepted, it would be withdrawn and the battle would be a fight to the death.
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What kinds of weapons did pirates use?

Most pirates typically used pistols and would generally carry more than one so as to avoid constant reloading in battle situations. They also used axes, daggers, and a shorter, heavy-bladed curved sword called a cutlass. These weapons were more efficient for fighting in cramped quarters. They also used chemical warfare by concocting types of grenades called granado shells or stinkpots.




Raging Rogues

The mere mention of the word “pirate” conjures up a vast variety of imagery and fantasy, all of which surrounds a group of men and women who made their living terrorizing others. Over many centuries, piracy has intrigued, fascinated, and horrified the general population, who continue with their insatiable lust for all things pirate-related. What many don't know is just how long pirates have been around, and how deeply their exploits have affected individual victims, groups, towns, ports, villages, and entire nations and continents. Piracy is a plague that has never been entirely wiped out, and the voyages pirates made have resulted in a treasure trove of history that will either continue to be revealed or remain as elusive as the pirates who buried it.
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The First Pirates

As long as there have been ships navigating the oceans of the world, so have there been pirates who have robbed them of their crews and their riches. Entire civilizations have been marred and sometimes even fallen at the hands of pirates, from the ancient Egyptians to the powerful city-states of the Greeks. Though the dominance of pirates has taken many forms, no era has been devoid of their relentless assaults. No matter their methods or madness, they remain a fascinating part of seafaring history.


Ancient Plunderers

The history of piracy is as rich as the plunder that sea raiders have accumulated over the course of many millennia. When studying history, one doesn't often put into perspective the enduring legacy of piracy, which has been around as long as the civilizations that first set sail across as yet unexplored bodies of water. Some of the earliest seafarers were Egyptians and Mesopotamians who constructed floating vessels and took to the seas around 3000 B.C. These ancient mariners didn't often lose sight of land during their journeys, choosing instead to navigate the Nile, Tigris, and Euphrates rivers. The Phoenicians were another sea-trading civilization whose people lived in the coastal areas of what are now Lebanon, Israel, and Syria.

Growing ancient civilizations were intent on improving their seafaring savvy and technology so that exploration, trade, and warfare could be accomplished on a much larger scale. This would become evident with the rise of the Greek and Roman empires, whose naval fleets over the centuries rivaled each other in glorious fashion. Maritime ambition, however, would always be plagued by piracy in some form or another, as the Mediterranean Sea would quickly become an established shipping route and an irresistible target for pirates.


Mediterranean Marauders

Spanning the coastlines of southern Europe, Asia Minor, and North Africa, the Mediterranean Sea was destined to become a major factor in the economies of many civilizations. As commerce and trade increased beginning in the Early Bronze Age around 4000 B.C., so did riches and technology — and piracy. Cargo-laden ships inspired piratical practices, with sea raiders quickly establishing themselves as a menace to all who had the misfortune of crossing their paths. This was clearly the case for the people and armies of ancient Egypt.

Egyptian Ships

The Egyptians were arguably the master builders of the ancient world, and the craftsmanship of their ship designers, or shipwrights, was displayed in their impressive fleets of vessels. Early mariners were ultimately focused on trade, and Egyptian ships were built for transport and cargo. Illustrations show these ships to have been long, elegant, and gondola-like in their curvature. They were designed as galleys, which by definition were single-deck vessels powered by sails and oars. The Egyptian vessels were without keels, very light in weight, double-masted, and powered by oarsmen. Later ships would prove to be sturdier in order to accommodate enormous quarry loads and increased cargo, but would continue to retain much of their initial design. The fact that early shipping was navigated through rivers and within view of land was advantageous to pirates, who boldly attacked these ships. Ultimately, Egyptian progress would become challenged by these rogues with the arrival of the Sea Peoples.
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Ancient Egyptian shipwrights were among the earliest known ship designers to build watertight hulls that were made of wooden planks cut from tree trunks and assembled with treenails and pitch. Treenails are wooden pegs that fastened the planks together. Pitch is heated tar that was applied to the edges of the planks to make the seams watertight.



The Lukka

One of the earliest groups of sea raiders were the Lukka. Recorded in Hittite texts, these ancient mariners lived around the fourteenth century B.C. in Asia Minor in what is now the Turkish coast. Despite cultural and political differences with the Hittites, the Lukka allied with them for a battle against Egyptian Pharaoh Ramses II. They also combined forces for the Battle of Kadash in the eleventh century B.C. in what is now Syria. The latter battle ensued over political and geographic boundaries of the predominant Mediterranean powers of the time. After a century, however, the Lukka turned on the Hittites and ultimately contributed to their demise. It's said that the Lukka were one of the tribes that constituted an ancient contingent of pirates called the Sea Peoples.


Who Were the Sea Peoples?

Historians and scholars alike continue to debate and theorize about the origins and exploits of the so-called Sea Peoples who terrorized the Mediterranean's eastern coast during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries B.C. What is known about the Sea Peoples is mostly gleaned from Egyptian inscriptions that describe a battle waged during the reign of the Egyptian king Merneptah in 1208 B.C. According to the inscriptions, the Sea Peoples were an amalgam of migrating tribes, six of which were named: Tjeker, Denyen, Peleset, Weshesh, Shekelesh, and Shardana.
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As a combined force, the Sea Peoples led maritime invasions in areas along the eastern Mediterranean and later took aim at Egypt during two epic battles, once during Merneptah's reign and again twenty years later during the kingship of Pharaoh Ramses III.



Voracious in their attacks on villages and merchant shipping, the Sea Peoples were maritime raiders on a grand scale. In 1190 B.C., one of the scribes serving Ramses III described the Sea Peoples as a tour de force both on land and at sea — a combination of men, women, and children whose numbers grew as they raided and moved through coastal regions. Their seafaring contingent was allegedly a formidable and savage group of warriors who were so feared that “no land could stand before their arms.”

Of Unknown Origin

The Sea Peoples' place in history is secured by the historical theory that as a collective force they brought about the collapse of key Mediterranean powers during the Late Bronze Age between 1600 and 1000 B.C., including the Greek and Hittite empires in Anatolia (the Asiatic area of Turkey) and northern Syria. Some scholars conclude that the Sea Peoples were from the Aegean area or Anatolia, were Greek, or were even the original inhabitants of the fabled lost city of Atlantis. One of the prominent theories regarding their formation into a cohesive civilization is that various separate tribes were forced into a southern migration as a result of eroding economic factors, desperation driving them to pillage and piracy.

Attack on Egypt

Egyptian pharaoh Merneptah came to power in 1213 B.C. after the death of his father — the legendary Ramses the Great — and ruled until approximately 1203 B.C. In antiquity, the death of any leader was often followed by a period of panic when civilizations feared being overtaken by neighboring factions. Such was the case after Ramses' death, but an incursion didn't come from the Hittites as might have been expected. Instead, it is said to have been a contingent of Libyans — enemies of the Egyptians — who joined forces with the Sea Peoples. In the fifth year of Merneptah's reign, the Sea Peoples began an assault on the Nile Delta in an effort to block the supply of wheat that Egypt was providing the Hittites. With numbers estimated as high as 5,000, the Sea Peoples attacked, but in the end their efforts proved to be no match for Merneptah's forces.

One by Land, Two by Sea

For the next two decades, the piratical Sea Peoples continued their relentless raids on the east coast of the Mediterranean, liberating any and all goods and capturing men, women, and children who could be sold as slaves. For their efforts, they ultimately controlled entire ports, cities, and surrounding lands. Twenty years after their attempted assault on Egypt, the Sea Peoples once again attacked the Nile Delta. This battle, fought around 1175 B.C. during the reign of Ramses III, is described on the walls of his mortuary temple in Medinet Habu in Thebes (present-day Luxor). The battle against the Sea Peoples depicted in the temple of Ramses III bears striking similarity to the invasion previously fought by Merneptah two decades before, a fact that has led some scholars and experts to believe that there was no second invasion by these seafaring pirates.

Regardless of whether a second battle took place, inscriptions show that Ramses' forces waged an enormous fight against the Sea Peoples and their allied forces. Apparently overconfident, the raiders allegedly sailed into the Nile Delta unprepared for the battle to come. Their method of attack was swift and they relied on the element of surprise and the use of swordplay at close quarters. While this tactic had traditionally proven successful against less experienced forces, the Egyptians had a distinct advantage in the form of archers armed with bows and arrows. Before the invaders could get close enough to inflict harm, they were cut down and their ships destroyed. Ultimately, the Sea Peoples fought to the bitter end, but were resoundingly defeated. The damage they'd inflicted upon the lands surrounding the Mediterranean, however, was undeniable.
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The term bitter end is often used in modern-day vernacular, especially in regard to a fight or battle. In the nautical world a bitt is the post that protrudes from the deck of a ship that is used to secure the anchor rope or chain. The final link of the chain or end of the rope is called the bitter end.




Greek Seamanship

Seamanship and piracy in Greece are bound together in the rich mythologies and recorded realities of ancient Grecian history. With coastlines that constitute more than 90 percent of its borders, few roads, and relatively little agricultural land, the earliest Greeks naturally looked to the sea as a way of life. As a result, Greece would become a pillar of expert seamanship and hub of merchant shipping routes in the ancient world, and it remains so to this day.

At the center of the Mediterranean Sea, Greece was virtually at the crossroads of seagoing commerce and shipping lanes that reached from Asia to northern Africa, and from Italy to the east. It was also directly connected to the Balkan countries to the north. As trading ebbed and flowed throughout the region over the centuries, piracy would also ebb and flow in near-perfect unison. Much of our knowledge of ancient Greece is cloaked in mythology and the fictionalized historical accounts of the Greek poet, Homer. The rise in power and influence of the Greek island of Crete is generally undisputed, and Cretan shipping and trade was extended to virtually all ports in the Mediterranean. On the mainland of Greece, the Mycenaean Greek civilization also flourished and overlapped the Cretan civilization, with trade likely occurring between the two powerhouses.
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Who were the Achaens?

In Homer's much debated epic work the Odyssey, he describes at length a Greek civilization called the Achaens, who were probably mainland Mycenaeans. He further describes the people who inhabited Greek isles as pirates.




Grecian Maritime Power

Ancient coastal communities along the mainland and on the numerous islands of ancient Greece grew into major port strongholds that operated independently of one another, becoming what are commonly referred to as city-states, separate territories governed by a single sovereign city. Throughout the Bronze Age, from 4000 to 750 B.C., many of these city-states grew to dominate the seas surrounding their territories and islands, and piracy against foreign vessels was generally regarded as a virtuous undertaking of seamanship and courage. Captured merchant ships and their cargo could be sailed into cooperative harbors, where goods were split with the city authorities and sold at open markets. Crewmembers were often taken and sold into slavery, while wealthy passengers would be held for ransom.

The Menace of Safe Sailing

Seafaring navigation for trade vessels in the ancient Mediterranean world was generally limited to sailing along the coastlines in calm weather, keeping land in clear view. To avoid losing their way in the dark, ships usually anchored close to land or even beached on the shore at nightfall, resuming their journey at daybreak. The coastlines that merchant ships followed were dotted with bays and inlets that presented perfect hideouts and camouflage from which pirates would sprint, in their light and highly maneuverable warships, to attack a potential victim.

Monoreme Pirate Galleys

Some of the earliest boats used by Grecian pirates were variations of war galleys known as monoremes that relied on oars for propulsion. The monoreme style of craft is still represented today by the modernized sweep boats used in Olympic rowing competitions. The Greek monoreme was built to accommodate oarsman situated in two rows along either side of a boat, each rower handling a single long oar. With as many as forty oarsman, these sleek boats were capable of rapid bursts of speed that could easily overtake wind-powered trading vessels. High fighting decks were built on the front of the boats, or bow, and the back of the boats, called the stern. Marauding monoremes allowed for quick boarding by well-armed pirates, who could jump directly down onto the decks of their intended victims. This was usually followed by the rapid capitulation of the merchant ship captains and their crews, who were not accustomed to or equipped for hand-to-hand combat.

By around 1000 B.C., war galleys of the city-state navies of Greece were outfitted with fortified bows and battering rams, devices that would quickly change the nature of battle on the open seas. These ships were essentially turned into huge seagoing weapons capable of ramming and debilitating enemy vessels during combat. Often the damage was enough to sink both craft and crew. Because the goal of a pirate is to capture his prey intact, ramming and destroying hapless merchant vessels was pointless. On the other hand, the threat of this new development to pirate fleets was very real, as pirate-hunting naval vessels from opposing city-states utilized the rams against them, destroying their ships.

Stacking the Decks

The monoreme was eventually updated to the bireme design, with two rows of oarsmen stacked one deck above the other. With this design, developed and utilized primarily by Greek city-states with relatively sophisticated shipyards, the length of the ship could be cut in half and still retain the same number of oarsmen, thus presenting a smaller target for ramming. With the success of the bireme, shipwrights continued the concept of stacking oarsmen by designing and building the trireme, which included three rows of oars on separate decks located on either side of the ship.
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The bireme and trireme designs of the ancient Greek shipbuilders were eventually adopted by subsequent seafaring nations that came into power around the Mediterranean Sea. Centuries later, the Romans, led by Pompey the Great, adapted the bireme model for the naval fleets that would prove to be the undoing of Mediterranean pirates.



The trireme eventually became the classic Greek battle galley, with as many as 150 rowers handling oars up to 15 feet long. With an additional sailing crew of two dozen sailors and another two dozen armed warriors, the trireme proved to be a formidable weapon of war. Often used as escort ships for merchant convoys, only the most foolhardy pirates would dare challenge the size and speed of a trireme battle galley.


Easy Prey

The vessels that Greek merchants used in ancient times were meticulously crafted by expert shipbuilders, although the science of the day presented serious flaws that pirates could easily use to their advantage. Grecian ports and harbors were often relatively shallow, and it was common practice to build vessels with wide beams and flat bottoms that could literally be hauled onto the shore by the crew. Because of the shallow draft design, heavily laden merchant vessels were clumsy and slow, presenting perfect prey for smaller and much nimbler pirate craft.

The nearly intact recovered remains of a Greek trading vessel that has been carbon dated to 350 B.C. is illustrative of merchant ships of the era. About 50 feet in length and 15 feet across, the ship was capable of carrying an estimated seven tons of cargo. Fully loaded, the deck of the ship would ride only 2 feet above the surface of the water, and the single square-rigged sail could provide a speed of about five knots.
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The word knot is common to sailors and pirates alike. A variety of knots are obviously used for a ship's ropes, or rigging, but it is also the term used to describe the speed of a sailing vessel. A knot designates a nautical mile, which is the equivalent of 1.2 miles.



Unescorted by protective warships, such vessels would have no defense and no escape from the swift oar-propelled craft favored by pirates of the day. Piracy would continue to tax the patience and commercial aspirations of ruling nations in the Mediterranean Sea well into the era of Roman rule, and into northern Europe, where the Vikings would begin wreaking their own brand of terror and plunder.
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Hellfire and Brimstone

Throughout the Bronze Age and into the Middle Ages, piracy continued to maintain a fearsome foothold in the Mediterranean that would not be shaken until well after the Romans and Byzantines came into power to dominate the entire region. Farther north, along the Atlantic coastlines of Europe, a different breed of seamen, the Vikings, would come into power. Their influence during the Dark Ages would expand the arts of navigation, exploration, and commerce — and piracy, into one of its most frightening forms.


Piracy under Roman Rule

The maritime power of Grecian city-states underwent social and economic declines and resurgences over the last of the ancient centuries, until the Romans finally conquered Greece in 146 B.C. Although Rome's military muscle and political control became dominant in the Mediterranean, Romans relied heavily on the traditional merchant marine trade of coastal countries and provinces surrounding the area. Unfortunately for Rome, relying on traditional marine traffic for commerce and travel would also include fighting the pirates who hounded it.

Roman conquest and the relative stability it brought to the Mediterranean generated a brand new aspect to the marine trade as tourists and passengers began exploring the known world. Businessmen, students, sightseers, public servants, and Romans on vacation began traveling to Mediterranean ports in large numbers, and pirates took notice. Pirates in the Mediterranean were quick to recognize the value of passenger traffic, and prizes from captured ships would soon include captives who were ransomed for handsome profits.

Cilician Stronghold

On the southern shores of what is now Turkey, Mediterranean pirates found the perfect political and economic climate for plying their trade. Cilicia was a rugged, inaccessible, and undeveloped territory that had managed to operate independently from earlier Persian conquests, and continued to do so under Roman rule. Provincial governors often viewed piracy as an integral part of the seafaring trade, and turned a blind eye as long as they collected a share of the spoils.

The Ransom of Julius Caesar

The Greek historian Plutarch recorded that around 75 B.C., Julius Caesar, who at the time was a law student in his early twenties, was captured by Cilician pirates near the port of Miletus, a port city that still exists on the western coast of what is now Turkey. Caesar was apparently highly contemptuous of his captors, and increased the ransom they asked for him of his own accord. Over a month passed before the ransom was paid, and as soon as Caesar was released, he hired ships and soldiers and immediately set sail to hunt down the pirates who'd kidnapped him.

According to Plutarch, Caesar took the pirates to the city of Pergamum and imprisoned them. Caesar then approached Junius, the Roman governor of Asia, and demanded that the scoundrels be severely dealt with. For the Roman authorities, a handful of pirates was hardly cause for concern, and it's likely that Junius would have accepted a ransom from the pirates themselves and gladly released them to go back about their business. Annoyed at Junius' lack of outrage, Caesar returned to Pergamum and crucified the pirates himself. During his captivity, Caesar had promised the pirates that he would find them and kill them, but as the story goes, they mistakenly assumed he knew that kidnap and ransom was all simply an everyday business transaction and didn't take him seriously.
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There are many versions of the story of Julius Caesar and his capture and execution of the pirates who had taken him. One of the most colorful tales relates that Caesar took pity on his former captors because of their kindness toward him during his confinement. To save them the slow, painful death of crucifixion, he ordered their throats to be slit, and then crucified them.



While Caesar's plight is the stuff of legend, and is probably partially fanciful, it does contain enough fact to illustrate the lack of provincial concern for piracy in the Mediterranean and the growing threat to the security of Roman citizens and Roman trade interests. The fiercely independent Cilicians prowled the Mediterranean coastline, attacking and capturing merchant ships at every opportunity and taking cargo and wealthy hostages for ransom. As the boldness and activity of the pirates gained momentum, the Romans were forced into serious military reprisals.


Pompey the Great

While a number of Roman naval expeditions were sent to the coast of Asia Minor over the course of several decades to deal with Cilician piracy, most of them either failed completely or served only to temporarily push the pirates into hiding. In 67 B.C., Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, known as Pompey, had risen to powerful heights in the Roman military. Although he was greatly feared and distrusted by the Roman Senate, Pompey was given virtually unlimited power and funding to destroy Cilician piracy in the eastern Mediterranean. With this power, Pompey led an enormous armada of warships into the sea and swept the pirate fleets onto the coast of Cilicia.

After a short siege of the last pirate holdout in the port of Coracesium, Pompey arranged a peaceful solution for the pirates and gave them the opportunity to either quit seafaring and move inland or face his wrath. Completely overwhelmed, the pirates capitulated and accepted Pompey's mercy. During Pompey's campaign many thousands of pirates were killed, hundreds of ships destroyed, and scores of ports and harbors destroyed. The campaign lasted only forty days, and piracy in the Mediterranean was reduced to isolated incidents for the next 400 years.


Viking Voracity

During the Dark Ages, the world would come to know a breed of warrior that would leave an indelible mark on both pirate and human history. For 300 years, commonly called the Viking Age, Scandinavian men from the cold depths of what is now Sweden, Norway, and Denmark would pillage and plunder the Baltic and Mediterranean Seas and Russian rivers, and even reach as far as Iceland, Greenland, and Newfoundland in the North American continent. A force to be reckoned with, these Vikings, or Norsemen, were known as much for their brutal warring and terror as they were for the culture, civilization, and commerce they brought to the world through the colonies they settled throughout Europe and other continents.

Vikings were pagans who for the most part were skilled traders, craftsmen, explorers, fishermen, or farmers. Harsh weather or poverty are likely what drew Norse pirates from their homeland to the sea and beyond in search of plunder or to areas they could establish as settlements. As their shipbuilding and navigational skills advanced, however, so did their piratical ambitions, and their rule-by-fear tactics would become evident to the unfortunate victims of their assaults, many of whom were killed, captured for ransom, or sold into slavery.
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