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Part I



ALL ABOUT PIRACY
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Early Piracy



Pirates have almost always been around. Records show that piracy dates back more than 2,500 years. Piracy was biggest during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. That was the Golden Age of Piracy.


This was a time when many European countries were at war with each other. Their governments let privateers attack enemy ships. Privateers were nothing more than pirates who had permission from their king or queen. Privateers shared what they got with their government. The government needed the money to pay for wars.


Queen Anne’s War was the biggest war of that time. It was between England and France, and it lasted ten years. Thousands of men served in the British Royal Navy and as privateers. When the war was over in 1713, they were no longer needed. There were no jobs, so they became pirates.


A popular sailing route was from Europe to the Caribbean and back again. Merchant ships carried food, fine fabrics, rum, tobacco, gunpowder, coffee, gold, and many other valuable goods. Pirates also traveled this route to steal from the merchant ships.


Favorite places for pirates to weigh anchor included ports in Jamaica and Madagascar, as well as in Cuba, Hispaniola, and the Bahamas. The Bahamas were called New Providence back then. Pirates liked these places because there were not many laws. These islands welcomed pirates and their money.


Piracy has changed over the years. But pirates are still sailing the seas.



Life of a Pirate



Who were these men and women who chose to become sea robbers? Most pirates were poor men who were just trying to make a living. They did not have any education or job skills. A few of the famous pirates, like Captain Kidd and Anne Bonny, had other reasons. Stede Bonnet and Captain Kidd became pirates because they were bored with their lives. They wanted excitement. Anne Bonny chose piracy rather than marry a man her father had chosen for her. You’ll find out more about them in the next section.


Pirates lived hard and fast. They spent what they got as fast as they got it. They did not save money because most pirates did not live to be old. They often died in battle. Sometimes they got caught and sent to prison—or they were hanged.


Sometimes they died from the harsh conditions on pirate ships. Pirate ships had big crews. Lots of men were needed to fight when they attacked merchant ships. There was not enough room for all of them to sleep at the same time. They had to take turns. Pirates got sick because they did not eat enough fruits and vegetables. This caused a disease called scurvy. There was not enough fresh water either. Battle wounds were often not properly treated.


So why would anyone want to be a pirate? Some men joined for adventure, but most had no choice. They had no skills to get a job. Some men were even tricked or forced to become pirates.


A pirate crew was led by a captain. He was elected by the crew. His job was to find treasure! The quartermaster was second in command and was also elected. The quartermaster had many important jobs. He gave each man his share of what they stole from other ships. He punished crew members when needed and was also in charge of prisoners. He let the captain know when the crew was unhappy about anything. Other officers on pirate ships were the boatswain, gunner, sailing master, first mate, surgeon, carpenter, musicians, and sailmakers.


Life at sea was usually exciting. Pirates chased merchant ships and were in battle often. They also partied and played. But life at sea could be boring at times. Pirates sometimes sat around with nothing to do. They had to wait for winds so they could sail. Or they had to wait for a merchant ship to come their way. Or they had to do chores. It could take weeks to clean the ship’s hull or repair sails after a bad storm.
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What did pirates eat?


Whatever they could get their hands on! They ate mostly soups or stews made with potatoes and fish. They had dry biscuits called “hardtack” at almost every meal. Treats were turtles, turtle eggs, hens, hen eggs, and wild pig.





When they were not at sea, pirates spent many hours making ship repairs that could only be made when the ship was out of the water. This was called “careening.” First the pirates had to find a spot on the beach that would be hard for others to find. This gave them the chance to do their work without getting caught by the authorities. Then the ship was run ashore at high tide, with one of the ship’s sides in the air. That way the pirates could fix and clean the hull or other parts of the ship. Pirates also enjoyed the pleasures of life on land when they were no longer at sea. They went into port cities and spent their loot on food, drink, and whatever else they needed or wanted.


Maybe the best thing about being a pirate was that he could work when he wanted to. A pirate could spend months on shore having a good time in the Caribbean. Then when he got bored or ran out of money, he could join the next pirate ship.



Pirate Truths and Myths



There have been many things said about pirates over the years. Some are true. Some are not. Did pirates really have wooden legs? Did pirates really walk around with parrots on their shoulders? Did they really maroon mutinous pirates? Did anyone really walk the plank? Did pirates really bury their treasure? Let’s explore these questions.


Did pirates have wooden legs? Yes! If a pirate lost a leg during battle, it was replaced with a wooden one. If a hand was lost during battle, it was replaced with a hook.


What about parrots? Yes, they were popular with pirates. Pirates kept them as pets during long voyages to entertain the crew. They were also sold at market for high prices.


Was there such a thing as marooning? Yes, pirates who tried to take over from the captain were marooned, or left behind, in a tiny rowboat or on a deserted island. Sometimes they were given a jug of water and a pistol with one bullet. Pirates liked to punish when necessary, but they did not like to kill one another. Marooning a fellow pirate or a prisoner was their way of getting rid of someone without killing him. Survival was possible if the pirate got rescued from the deserted island or boat. Charles Vane is one example of a marooned pirate who survived.
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Did pirates bury their treasure? Not very often. The only time a pirate would bury treasure was when he thought he was about to get caught. Then he might hide it and return as soon as possible for it. Captain Kidd buried his treasure so that he wouldn’t be caught with it when he came back to America. He knew that the authorities would take it away from him. He didn’t want that to happen because he wanted to use the treasure in exchange for his freedom.


Was walking the plank fact or fiction? This did happen, but it was rare. Instead, other pirates who needed to be punished were usually marooned in a rowboat. Prisoners didn’t normally walk the plank either. They were more often thrown overboard into the sea to drown. Henry Avery threw some prisoners overboard when food supplies began to get low.



Pirate Ships



To win any war, two things are needed: a good plan of action and weapons. The most important weapon was the ship.


If a pirate knew he would be at sea attacking large merchant ships, he would use a large ship that had three masts. These three-masted ships were also called square-rigged ships. They were not as fast as smaller ships because they weighed more—up to 300 tons. But they held more crew and could carry up to forty cannons.


Smaller ships were used by pirates who were not far out at sea. These ships were made for speed. They were easier to move around in shallow water, such as the inlets and sounds of the Carolinas.


There were many different types of ships, but these were three of the most popular during the Golden Age of Piracy:


The sloop was the smallest. This ship weighed less than 100 tons. It was the fastest and was easy to use. A sloop could hold up to twelve cannons and fifty pirates. It was usually a single-mast ship, but it could have as many as two or three masts.




The most popular name for a ship at that time was Adventure. Pirates usually painted over the outside of their gun ports. This was done to hide them. They didn’t want merchant ships to know they were pirates until it was too late!





The schooner weighed a little more than a sloop and had a different design. Since it was heavier, it was not as fast. It held up to eight cannons and seventy-five pirates. These ships had two to six masts. The two-masted schooner was the most common kind.


The brigantine was bigger than the sloop and the schooner. It weighed about 150 tons. This type of ship could carry one hundred pirates and twelve cannons. It usually had two masts.



Pirate Weapons



Boarding ax: This is like a regular ax but heavier. It was used to slash sails, cut through wood, smash skulls, and break down doors.
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