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Foreword


Who was “Frogman?” I asked myself, reading the business card this tall athletic gentleman just handed to me. Having spent much of my life exploring the world for sunken shipwrecks, and having discovered Captain Kidd’s Adventure Galley and the world’s only pirate treasure, my curiosity ran wild.


Later that evening at the Vail Round Table, where I’ve been honored to share my lifetime adventures with men who’d walked on the Moon, war heroes who survived months in solitary confinement at the Hanoi Hilton, and many other legendary men and women, I would come to know this extraordinary fellow explorer, world-class triathlete, and Navy SEAL combat veteran.


After exchanging adventure stories of Panama in the early ’90s, when Don was involved in classified Navy SEAL missions and I was searching for the Viper Pit and Captain Morgan’s Satisfaction, it was as if two long-lost shipmates had returned to port to swap yarns. We talked of the ruthless bad guys we’d encountered, and the bewitching Kuna sorceress who led me through the jungle to the mythical Viper Pit. With Don as my jungle sidekick, we hope to return someday . . . but that’s another book.


The next week after returning to Cape Cod, I began reading Crimson Waters, and again found myself enthralled with Don’s lucid storytelling.


Over the decades countless books have been written about pirates, none of which were written from the perspective of an intrepid Navy SEAL pirate hunter who survived captivity. He has brought us this intuitive historical resource of skullduggery, mayhem, and murder, to the dread of countries that enslaved entire populations to mine precious metals, and companies that sold millions of Africans at auction.


Escaped slaves were experimenting in democracy with multiethnic crews aboard pirate vessels.


Beginning with pirates of the ancient world, three thousand years before Blackbeard had whiskers, we’ll meet mysterious Greek pierato and dreaded Tuscan Tyrrhenians who wreaked havoc up and down the Mediterranean, through the Golden Age of Piracy when renegade seadogs plied crimson waters for silver and gold, to modern day Somali pirates confronted by Don’s courageous brethren of SEAL Team Six.


Thus, with utmost sincerity, I am honored to present this foreword to Crimson Waters.




Introduction


The pirate captain stepped out onto the deck of the ship just as a wave crashed against its hull, sending sea foam soaring high into the air. The water hung over the bow of the vessel for just an instant, before it came crashing down on top of several crew members who scrambled to stay on their feet. A massive storm was quickly closing in, bringing high winds, heavy rain, and rolling seas along with it. The only question the captain had was whether or not the storm would arrive before the English frigate that was already bearing down on their position.


The Royal Navy had been dogging him and his crew for three days, giving chase around several islands in their attempt to engage the pirate ship in battle. The captain knew that if they caught him, he’d be hanged for sure. Even outnumbered and outgunned, he wasn’t about to let that happen.


Stepping to the stern of the ship, the crusty old buccaneer pulled a brass navigational telescope from inside his long, weathered jacket. Extending it to its full length, he raised it to his uncovered eye and peered back across the undulating sea behind them. On the horizon were the sails of the frigate, swelled to capacity as they caught the growing wind. Atop the main mast sat the Union Jack blowing wildly in the breeze, taunting him even from a distance.


“They’re still there,” he said quietly. “Still closing.”


Turning back towards his men, the captain barked an order, imploring them to raise the main sail. Until now, he had relied on maneuverability and guile to help him stay one step ahead of his pursuers, but with the storm quickly approaching, time was quickly running out. Now, speed would have to be their ally, allowing them to escape both the British pirate hunters hot on their trail and the growing ferocity of Mother Nature.
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A pirate captain.


Grabbing the wheel of the ship from his first mate, the old pirate steered the vessel out towards the open ocean. If they were lucky, they would lose their enemy in the wind, rain, and surf. If not, they would almost assuredly be sent to the bottom of the ocean.
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If popular culture is to be believed, these kinds of cat-and-mouse scenes played out on the high seas on a regular basis during the so called “Golden Age of Piracy.” This name was given to the era that ran from roughly 1650 to about 1730, when thousands of pirates were active not just in the Caribbean, but in the Indian Ocean, off the coast of West Africa, and along the eastern coast of North America too. Some of those pirates stayed in relatively small areas, using their geographic knowledge of the region to their advantage. Others sailed the globe in search of easy targets, plundering ships the world over in a never-ending quest for fortune and glory.


When most people think of pirates, they often envision larger-than-life characters from the Golden Age of Piracy. After all, books such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic Treasure Island and movies like the Pirates of the Caribbean series have clearly defined exactly how we envision what a pirate looks and sounds like. Stevenson himself helped create the perfect pirate archetype, with the introduction of Long John Silver, the main villain in his genre-defining book. Even though Treasure Island was first published in 1883, the image of a tall, imposing man, complete with a thick black beard, a wooden leg, and a parrot on his shoulder, remains in our collective unconscious even to this day.


While it is true that Golden Age pirates were often larger-than-life figures, the history of piracy predates that era by thousands of years. Almost since the first humans ventured out onto our planet’s seas and oceans, others have sought to prey upon them on the water, claiming their cargo, crew, and ships for their own. In fact, history shows that pirates were active in a number of locations around the world dating back as far as 2500 BCE. And as we all know by now, the end of the Golden Age didn’t put a stop to piracy either. Even now, in the twenty-first century, there are still parts of the world where seafaring bandits are an active threat to commercial shipping and passenger ships alike.


Within this book, we’ll explore the history of piracy around the globe, from its origins in the ancient world, right up to the modern day pirates who still stalk the coastlines of continents and islands. Along the way, we’ll meet some of the most colorful characters to ever take to the seas; sharing strange, entertaining, and enthralling tales of their exploits. We’ll separate myth and legend from reality, and explore what life was like for a buccaneer. As you’ll see, the life of a pirate rarely involved secret hideouts, treasure maps, or a ship’s hold filled with plunder. More often than not, it was a difficult and challenging way of life that was fraught with danger. Many sailors who were pressed into service aboard a pirate ship were just as likely to end up hanging from the mast as they were to returning to a normal life.


Still, there is something undeniably alluring about the life of a pirate and the freedom of the open seas. So raise the Jolly Roger, buckle on your sword, and chart a course for adventure. This is going to be quite a journey.




CHAPTER 1


The Pirates of the Ancient World


Historians believe that the first maritime trading routes began operating about four thousand years ago. This likely means that the first acts of piracy followed almost immediately thereafter. Opportunistic individuals have existed since the dawn of time, and the most ancient of mariners probably could not resist the temptation to seize ships filled with all manner of goods.


While the practice of using the sea as a medium for trade developed at roughly the same time in parts of Asia and the Middle East, the civilizations that lined the Mediterranean were amongst the first to truly reap the benefits from ships durable enough to row over long distances and remain stable in rougher conditions. The Phoenicians, for example, were an early power in the region thanks to their seafaring capabilities and willingness to facilitate trade with their neighbors. Similarly, Cyprus gained wealth and notoriety for shipping copper to places like Egypt and Mesopotamia, where the metal was in both short supply and high demand. Even in an age were international trade was still in its infancy, this provided a degree of leverage and superiority over other nations, quickly establishing Cyprus’s sense of superiority and dominance in the region.


The creation of these trading routes initiated between the Phoenicians, Greeks, and Egyptians, amongst others, along with more durable and sophisticated boats, marked a turning point in human history. The Phoenicians also built the first cargo vessels, which meant for the first time, goods and services could be shipped over longer distances in a relatively short timeframe. This created opportunities for emerging civilizations and distant fiefdoms that had previously been unaware of each other’s existence to establish contact and begin exchanging a wide variety of items, including cloth, spices, wood, and other natural resources.


Perhaps more importantly, it also facilitated the spread of art, literature, and ideas. In this way, these kingdoms and city-states were able to maintain their own unique identities, while gaining knowledge and enlightenment from their neighbors at the same time. These trading routes also gave them the ability to adopt certain customs and philosophies, while sampling exotic delicacies and extravagant luxuries that could only be found in distant lands. In this way, Greek philosophy reached the distant shores of Egypt, while Phoenician cartography and navigation skills taught others to explore farther from home too.


The Egyptians, Minoans of Crete, and Phoenicians, who were especially adept at sailing, were able to parlay those skills into wealth and influence. They not only sold their own goods to neighboring states, they also bought products from some of those kingdoms and transported them to other parts of the Mediterranean where they were solid for a substantial profit. By adding more ships to their fleet, their commerce network continued to grow, allowing them to reach farther abroad and facilitate larger cargos. Naturally, that display of wealth and power didn’t go unnoticed for very long.


Egypt versus the Sea People


When, exactly, the first pirate attack took place has been lost to the mists of time and the shadows of history. But the earliest record of such raids can be found in Egypt, dating back to around 1350 BCE. At that time, clay tablets were the preferred method for recording important information and to commemorate historical events that had taken place. One such tablet from that era depicts an image of unidentified attackers making an assault on a ship, clearly displaying a band of brigands attempting to violently capture the vessel and its cargo.


What actual events inspired this carving remains unclear, but we do know that a battle took place and that a ship served as the battleground. It most likely wasn’t the first time that Egyptian sailors had experienced such an attack and it’s possible it was a fairly common occurrence even at that time. This particular clay tablet not only has the distinction of showing a naval battle taking place, but also having survived across the millennia, allowing modern day historians to discover it.


In 1208 BCE during the reign of Pharaoh Merenptah, a strange and mysterious people arrived on the geopolitical stage of the Mediterranean. Exactly who they were and where they came from remains a mystery, but they routinely launched attacks on both land and sea, striking fear in the hearts of their adversaries. At times, they seemed to have an almost supernatural ability to appear as if from out of nowhere, conducting fast and efficient raids, only to disappear again just as quickly as they had arrived. Where they went, no one knew, but they usually hauled off vast amounts of goods, gold, and captives with them when they went.


Today, modern historians and archeologists have taken to calling this mysterious group the “Sea People,” despite the fact that we know almost nothing about where they came from. We do know that they arrived at a time of political upheaval in the Mediterranean, with numerous kingdoms and factions—including the Egyptians and Libyans—at war. What isn’t clear is if the Sea People were the cause of that upheaval or only took advantage of it for their own gain. Regardless, they were one of the first recorded groups that actively understood the tactics and strategies necessary for attacking while at sea, often leaving chaos and destruction in their wake.


Evidence of their existence can be found on the walls of the Mortuary Temple of Ramses III at Medinet Habu, which was built in 1190 BCE. Inside that structure, which still stands near modern day Luxor in Egypt, visitors will find depictions of naval battles between Egyptian forces and those of the Sea People. These images are believed to be the earliest ever recorded of such battles, with the enemy ships featuring prows shaped like the head of a bird and using elaborate sails, rather than oars, as a form of propulsion.


Even today, the motivations of the Sea People remain as big of a mystery as their true identity. They would often side with the enemies of Egypt, indicating that by standing up to the wealthiest and most powerful kingdom of the day, they may have had altruistic intentions. But at other times they seemed to act very much in their own self-interest instead, grabbing loot and plunder wherever it could be found. Historical researchers have searched for clues as to their origins and what they were hoping to achieve on a grander scale, with the most likely explanation simply being that they wanted to acquire wealth and material goods. While it is possible they may have had ambitions of becoming a power on the Mediterranean, it seems just as likely that they simply were motivated by greed and ambition on a smaller scale.


During their years of raiding along the Mediterranean coast, the Sea People made devastating strikes against Syria, Palestine, Anatolia, and the Hittites. But even when they had those civilizations on the ropes, they never managed or bothered to deliver the killing blow to any of their enemies. Instead, they preferred to conduct raids that destroyed governmental seats of power, palaces, and temples, while leaving the residential districts that were occupied by the lower-class citizens alone. It seems they had no interest in conquering, but were instead just looking for plunder. Their tactics and approaches would be emulated by other pirates that followed in their wake for hundreds of years to come.


The Sea People’s reign of terror and destruction came to an end around 1175 BCE, when the “Battle of the Delta” took place close to where the Nile River flows into the Mediterranean Sea. According to ancient accounts of the battle, the seagoing invaders attacked Egypt but were repelled on land by forces led by Ramses III. As they fled back to their ships, Egyptian archers sent volleys of arrows raining down on them, slaughtering the Sea People by the dozens. This humiliating defeat not only decimated their ranks, it had a devastating effect on their ships too. With their fleet in tatters and the invasion turned back, the Sea People sailed away in defeat, rarely making an appearance in the years that followed.


The decisive battle exacted a significant toll on Egypt as well, and it would be many years before the country fully recovered. Ramses III won a hard-fought victory against a terrible foe, but it came at the cost of the lives of thousands of Egyptian soldiers. Of his enemy, the pharaoh would record in his personal accounts only, “Their hearts and their souls are finished unto all eternity.” After the Battle of the Delta, the Sea People slowly faded from the world stage, becoming just another mysterious footnote in history.


While the Sea People were almost certainly not the first pirate force to take to the sea, their success against the major powers of the day drew more attention than the less organized and focused brigands of the past. Using their swift ships to make quick, yet decisive, attacks on their enemies allowed them to disrupt trade, amass wealth, and shake the very political foundations of the Mediterranean. Ultimately, they may have lost the war, but the blueprint that was established in terms of sea tactics emboldened other pirates that followed. As a result of their defeat as a group, more than a few of the Sea People likely became independent pirates, pursuing their own self-interests instead.


Greek Pieratos


The Egyptians weren’t alone in their fight against pirates. In fact, the very term “pirate” can actually be traced back to the ancient Greeks. They used the word pierato not to describe seafaring outlaws, but mercenaries who would sell their services to the highest bidder. In this case, the one paying the bill was likely to be a political faction or a city-state, who hired these pieratos to provide protection from rival factions. The leaders of these pieratos were even given the title of archpierato, which roughly translates to “pirate captain.”


During an age when Greece dominated the Eastern Mediterranean, particularly around the Aegean and Adriatic Seas, piracy was actually encouraged. City-states allowed their citizens to become privateers, which meant they could outfit their own ships with weapons and use them to attack enemies of the state under an official charter from the government itself. This essentially amounted to state-sponsored piracy, with sailors given free rein to attack enemy ships, seize their goods, and even sell these stolen items off for a profit.


The privateer model was emulated by dozens of city-states and nations throughout the centuries. Not only did it offer a country the opportunity to quickly bolster its naval forces, it also gave pirates an opportunity to earn a pardon by sailing in defense of a royal sovereign or for a specific cause. Privateering also served to create a gray area when it came to defining exactly what piracy was, lending a measure of legitimacy and credibility to certain acts of the profession.


At times, these privateers would band together, finding strength in numbers or some other benefit from joining forces. Sometimes this would result in whole pirate fleets that had the strength to not only take on enemy armadas, but raid and sack entire towns as well. Those fleets often found safe harbor on islands that were sympathetic to their cause. Places like Melos and Aegina evolved into thriving markets where pirate crews could sell off their plunder, including men and women that had been captured during their raids.


Piracy was such an accepted way of life for the Greeks that even the heroes of Homer’s The Odyssey had no qualms about raiding and plundering enemy ships and towns. While Homer himself never refers to Odysseus and his men as pirates per se, he does note that they sack a city in Thrace on their way home from Troy following the conclusion of the Trojan War. During that raid, the Greeks not only kill the men of the village, but they also capture the women and steal all of the valuable goods, including the cattle. They then divide up the plunder amongst them as the spoils of war.


Other Greek storytellers also told tales about the most notorious pirates of the day, including the dreaded Tyrrhenians. These fearsome seagoing people were also referred to as the “Etruscans” and made their home in what is now Tuscany. Situated on the Adriatic, they earned themselves a reputation as shrewd traders and merchants, often sailing to Greece and Carthage to conduct business. They also happened to play a central role in the bustling slave trade, routinely raiding the coastline of the Mediterranean in search of potential victims that they could sell in a slave market and press into a life of servitude.
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Odysseus and the Sirens.


In the poem Homeric Hymn to Dionysus, Tyrrhenian pirates come across Dionysus, the Greek god of wine, as he wanders along the seashore. He is so handsome that they think he must be the son of a wealthy king or some other aristocrat. Believing that they can ransom him for a large sum of money, the sailors set upon Dionysus, overpowering him with their superior numbers. But when they drag him back to their boat and attempt to bind his hands and feet, they discover that the rope will not stay in place. One of the men, recognizing that great powers were at work, tries to warn the captain and his fellow crew members that they should let their captive go, lest something awful befall them.


This story being a classic example Greek tragedy, the captain fails to listen to his companion and is instead intent on carrying out his original plan. However, once Dionysus is brought onboard the ship he reveals his true nature. As the story goes, wine starts to flow throughout the vessel and a large vine—complete with grapes and flowers—grows out of the hold and around the mast and sail. The god then shape-shifts into a massive lion while also summoning a giant bear to fight by his side. The creatures instantly kill the commander of the pirates, while the rest of the crew dive overboard. As they hit the water, they are transformed into dolphins, swimming out to sea, cursed to live the rest of their lives in that aquatic form.


The causal mention of the pirates in that story is an indication of how well known they were when the poem was written. It is also an indication of how fearsome the Tyrrhenians were, as they were able to subdue a god, even if for just a short time.


Even though ships began to grow in size and became more capable of venturing farther from shore during this era, sea battles involving oceangoing vessels remained relatively uncommon. While naval encounters did occur from time to time, it was far more likely for pirates to attack seaside villages, which often proved to be much easier and more lucrative targets. Towns situated along the coast usually had more valuables on hand that could be looted than those carried in a single ship. These towns’ populations were also targeted by raiders. A bustling slave trade across the Mediterranean Sea turned human beings into an important commodity that could easily be bought or sold.


However, not all captives were destined for the slave market. Kidnapping young aristocrats and ransoming them back to their rich families—as demonstrated in the Homeric Hymn to Dionysus—also proved profitable. Pirate captains learned early on that wealthy friends and relatives would be willing to pay exorbitant amounts of money for the safe return of their loved ones. This quickly became a new revenue stream for industrious brigands and continued on as a popular tactic amongst generations of pirates.


Eventually, piracy fell out of favor with the Greeks; it went from a profession that their mythological heroes took part in, to a profession that was largely looked upon with scorn and derision. Occasionally, pirates were employed by generals and kings to serve as reserve forces or to help create a diversion from the sea, but for the most part they were viewed as outcasts that earned a living on the fringes of society. Just as banditry was viewed as a dishonorable act on land, piracy was seen in much the same way on the ocean.


During the Greek Classical Period, which began after the defeat of the Persians in the Battle of Salamis in 480 BCE, Athens rose as the dominant power in the region. Greece’s most preeminent city-state used its navy to maintain peace across the Aegean and Adriatic, suppressing pirate activity wherever it was found. Those efforts were largely successful, opening a new era of trade and prosperity in the Mediterranean, and bringing security and stability along with it.


Athens was able to maintain its position of power and keep pirate activity fairly low until its defeat in the Peloponnesian War in 404 BCE. After that, piracy returned with a vengeance, disrupting trade routes and creating chaos along the shores of the Mediterranean. It would take almost another century before the Athenians could reassert control in the Adriatic, reestablishing a measure of security for its trading ships. But its dominance over the seas never returned to its former glory, which meant piracy remained a constant threat, even if it was somewhat contained.


Diomedes and Alexander


The names of very few of the pirates that were active during this era have survived the passage of time. While many were no doubt notorious and rightly feared in their day, most of their deeds weren’t permanently recorded for future historians to study. While we do know that piracy was rampant, and a major concern of the Greeks, we generally don’t have any idea of the identities of any of the major pirate captains. However, the name of one such outlaw has survived the centuries, more so because of the man that he is linked with, rather than the deeds that he committed.


According to legend, Diomedes was a pirate of some renown who made a name for himself by raiding and plundering numerous Greek towns and villages. He managed to avoid capture, infuriating the authorities who had been charged with bringing him to justice. Smart, bold, and swift on the water, the pirate had earned himself a reputation for being fearless, confident, and clever. He built upon this reputation as he continued to elude capture and amass a small fortune in plundered booty.


However, Diomedes’ luck eventually ran out and he was taken into custody by Greek forces. Before long, he was dragged in front of Alexander the Great, who was emperor of all of Greece—and much of the rest of the known world—at the time. According to legend, Alexander turned his intense gaze upon his captive, ready to pass judgment. The pirate had been a thorn in his side for years and he was eager to be rid of him. But before he passed sentence, he asked Diomedes, “What gives you the right to sail the sea, taking that which is not yours and leaving destruction in your wake?”


Diomedes reportedly returned Alexander’s gaze without flinching. Boldly and without hesitation he answered that question with one of his own. “Let me ask you this,” he said. “What gives you the right to travel the world, taking things that do not belong to you either?”


Caught off guard, Alexander was momentarily stunned by the pirate’s words. But before he could respond, Diomedes pressed on. “You have occupied the land of Egypt, made yourself king of Persia, and have invaded India with a force of arms,” he said. “You have used your armies and your navy to conquer the world and have proclaimed yourself emperor. Yet I have used my boat in a similar fashion and you have labeled me a pirate and criminal.”


A hush fell over Alexander’s court. Rarely had those in attendance seen their great king spoken to in such a manner. They watched intently, waiting to see what fate would befall the pirate who feared not the emperor nor certain death.


“If you were to ask me, who is the greater criminal, I could not say,” Diomedes continued. “But know this; if I had the tools that you have at your disposal, I would be emperor too.”


Alexander paused for a moment, pondering the words of the pirate. He heard insolence and defiance in the voice of Diomedes, but he saw wisdom there as well. He could not deny that the two men were kindred spirits in a way, both looking out for their own self-interests.


The legend says that Alexander respected Diomedes for speaking truthfully and directly, something that didn’t happen often in the presence of the emperor. With begrudging respect, Alexander ordered his men to set the pirate free, allowing him to return to his life on the high seas. The eventual fate of the outlaw is unknown, but his name lives on as the pirate who stood unblinking and unimpressed before the most powerful man in the world, not only sticking to his convictions, but calling into question those of the emperor as well.


Alexander the Great would famously rule for just thirteen years, dying under mysterious circumstances at the age of thirty-two. Before his death, he amassed a vast empire that stretched from Macedonia to India in the east, and across the sea to Egypt in the south. During that brief time, he had dominion not only over the Mediterranean, but the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf, and the Arabian Sea as well. And while piracy was still rampant, the Greek navy did its best to maintain trading routes and protect against coastal invasions.


The Isle of Rhodes


As Greek influence in the Mediterranean Sea began to wane, others took up the mantle of power. For a time, the responsibility of battling pirates fell on the isle of Rhodes, which was once a part of Alexander’s vast empire. Following his death, the island gained independence in large part because of its wealth and complex sea trading network. As one of the main suppliers of grain for many parts of the Mediterranean, Rhodes soon found itself the target of pirates looking for a quick and easy score. Eventually, piracy became such an issue for the merchants of Rhodes that the government decided to take matters into its own hands. In order to combat the growing threat to its newfound power, Rhodes built a war fleet to help patrol trade routes to and from the five largest and most prosperous ports on the island. That fleet eschewed the design and tactics of previous navies, doing away with larger vessels that required hundreds of rowers in favor of boats that were smaller, lighter, and faster. The result was a flotilla of ships that attacked in swarming squadrons and at surprising speed. This change alone was enough to disrupt the balance of power out on the water, putting the seafaring marauders on the defensive and transforming the hunters into the hunted.
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Pirates fight for control of a ship.


This new approach to naval warfare proved to be an effective one. By 200 BCE, piracy in the Mediterranean had been reduced to almost nothing. By going on the offensive, Rhodes managed to secure its trading routes and grow into an economic powerhouse along the way. It had even managed to turn the well-known pirate haven of Hieraphytna into an ally. The town, which was located on the island of Crete, had previously served as a base of operations for some of the most notorious pirate groups of the age, but thanks to the efforts of the Rhodian navy, piracy was no longer a profitable venture. Hieraphytna saw the writing on the wall and turned to legitimate trade instead, seeking partnerships with its one-time rival.


Unfortunately for traditional traders, Rhodes’ dominance over the seas did not last. In the ensuing decades, a series of wars throughout the Mediterranean would undermine its power, eroding its economic might and leaving its navy a shell of its former self. This cleared the way for Rome to rise to prominence, eventually becoming the most dominant force that the Mediterranean geopolitical sphere had ever seen.


The decline of Rhodes was due in part to Phillip of Macedon, who had long envied the island’s wealth and the iron grip that it held over the seas. In order to break Rhodes’ hold, Phillip enlisted the aid of pirates from Sparta and Crete, promising them that they would find plenty of plunder aboard the Rhodian ships. After being systematically hunted for decades, pirates eager for payback soon began attacking their former antagonists with wild abandon.


Beginning in 205 BCE and running through 167 BCE, ongoing conflicts completely eroded away the influence that Rhodes exerted over the Mediterranean. By then, their rivalry with Rome was on the rise as well, which saw the Roman Senate enact economic measures that had a direct impact on the island nation’s diminishing wealth. With less money in its coffers, Rhodes could no longer afford to cover the expense of its pirate patrols, which created new opportunities for seagoing outlaws to wreak havoc across the Adriatic and Aegean Seas once again.


But Rhodes wasn’t the only traditional Mediterranean power to find its star fading just as the Roman Republic’s influence was on the rise. In 146 BCE, Carthage was utterly annihilated by Roman forces, bringing a violent and dramatic end to one of the region’s oldest civilizations. Meanwhile, in the east, the Seleucid Empire was in sharp decline too and the Ptolemaic Dynasty in Egypt had become a shadow of its former self. As a result, there was a power vacuum on the sea that the Romans weren’t yet in a position to fill, which created new opportunities for mayhem on the open ocean.


With Rhodes, Carthage, and other traditional powers filling diminished roles on the world stage, and Rome seemingly unconcerned with piracy in general, it was a good time to be a marauder on the Mediterranean. The island of Delos created a major slave market, which served to fuel the demand for captives. When this market was paired with a decline in anti-piracy patrols, it opened the flood gates for seafaring raiders to return in great numbers. It should come as no surprise then, that out of this era came one of the most powerful and notorious band of outlaws in history—the Cilician pirates.


Cilicia and Illyria


Without a major naval power to enforce law out on the seas or protect the towns and villages that lined the coast, many of the smaller, less powerful communities were forced to broker deals with pirates instead. Typically, those deals consisted of towns providing a safe haven for the pirates in exchange for amnesty from attack and protection from other marauders. Thanks to these arrangements, hundreds of small pirate refuges sprang up all along the Mediterranean coast.


One of these places was in a stretch of the coastline known as Cilicia. Part of the Seleucid Empire, and located along the shores of modern day Turkey, Cilicia featured numerous rocky cliffs that were well suited to serve as natural harbors. The rugged terrain along these shores made it difficult for attacking fleets to locate pirate strongholds. Additionally, those outposts were relatively easy to defend, making it a potentially costly proposition to pursue marauders when they fled back to their bases of operation. Thus Cilicia was the perfect hiding place for large bands of pirates, who could easily sail out onto the sea, attack merchant vessels and raid towns, then return to the safety of their hidden coves relatively unmolested.


Unable to deal with the pirates directly, the weakened Seleucid Empire could only watch as its southern coast turned into a lawless land ruled by oceangoing outlaws. Only Rome was in a position to do anything to prevent piracy in the region, but because the marauders provided the Republic with a steady supply of cheap slaves, there was no real incentive to address the problem. This would become an ongoing theme for the Romans, whose unquenchable thirst for slaves only continued to grow over time.


By 140 BCE, sea travel had degenerated into a decidedly risky affair. The predominant naval force in the Mediterranean was, without a doubt, the Cilicia pirates. This band of brigands had become so well known and feared that the term was used to describe all of the raiders who were operating in the Eastern Mediterranean at the time, whether they sailed out of Cilicia or not.


As the dominance of the Cilicians grew, massive pirate fleets sprang up and began working with one another. These armadas would coordinate attacks, share information, and provide support for their brethren, allowing them to range farther afield on the Mediterranean. Some of the outlaws actually grew so bold as to conduct raids inland, operating miles from the sea. Others even attacked coastal cities in Italy, most notably Ostia, which served as the port of Rome. Towns were sacked, fortresses assaulted, and temples pillaged. It was as if the pirates had impunity to go wherever they wished and take whatever they wanted—not even the might of Rome gave them reason to take pause.


If the Greek philosopher and writer Plutarch is to be believed, the Cilicia pirates were a formidable force indeed. In his writings, he estimates that the pirate armada at its height consisted of more than a thousand ships and that the marauders were responsible for capturing over four hundred cities. The ransoming of entire towns was not uncommon, and as piracy spread across all of the Mediterranean it completely choked off traditional commerce and trade. Merchants were forced to take overland routes rather than travel by sea, which required far more time and added expense. The prices of goods also rose dramatically, directly impacting rich and poor alike.


With such a large section of the world completely under their sway, the Cilicia pirates began to set up satellite bases in other parts of the Mediterranean. This gave them even greater freedom to strike at will and to operate farther from the safety of their rocky hidden ports. With their ships sailing to every corner of the region, the sea had become a desperate, hostile place. Anyone who dared sail on it risked losing their cargo, being killed, or being sold off into slavery.


[image: images]


Pirates with prisoner.


Not yet a naval power itself, Rome was content to allow the pirates to rule the seas rather than confront them directly. At times, the massive pirate presence in the Mediterranean served as a proxy for the Republic’s interests, supplying a steady stream of slaves to be used as labor throughout the Italian Peninsula while keeping many of Rome’s rivals preoccupied too. The alliance was a tenuous one at best however, as the waterborne outlaws had no qualms about capturing Roman ships or pillaging Roman towns. Still, the Senate usually turned a blind eye to those activities, as the raiders often proved to be extremely useful in promoting Rome’s military and economic agenda in the Adriatic and Aegean Seas.


However, the Romans did not tolerate all piracy. In fact, the Republic went to war against the kingdom of Illyria to put an end to its state-sponsored pirate activities. During the second century BCE, the Illyrians saw piracy as just another form of politics and warfare that could be used to further its own ends. For the upstart nation, sending its citizens to sea on raiding missions was just as useful as sitting down at the negotiating table. Because of this, many Illyrians became privateers, arming their ships to attack merchant and enemy vessels alike. From time to time, that included raiding Roman ships, which often had cargo holds full of precious loot.


The seat of power for Illyria was located in what is now modern day Croatia, although the kingdom spread out into parts of Bosnia– Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Albania. As some of the more traditional Mediterranean powers waned in influence, Illyria grew in stature, in part due to its swift and powerful navy. Eventually, its aggressive tactics brought Illyria into contact with Rome, particularly as its privateers increasingly attacked and raided Roman vessels.


Looking to put an end to the conflict before it spiraled too far out of control, two Roman ambassadors traveled to Illyria in 230 BCE to negotiate a peace settlement. At the time, the kingdom was ruled by Queen Teuta, who was a strong proponent of the use of piracy as a diplomatic and political tool. Teuta defended the right of her nation to use its navy as it saw fit and refused to sign an agreement ending the practice. The pirates that sailed under her command were given full permission to raid enemy coastlines and expand the borders of Illyria as they saw fit. She was not about to abandon that approach at the request of her Roman rivals. This earned her the nickname of “pirate queen,” even though she never sailed out to battle herself.


Their diplomatic mission a failure, the two Roman ambassadors set out for home. But before they could reach their destination, the ship that was carrying them was unfortunately—and ironically—beset by pirates. The attack left one of the dignitaries dead and served to infuriate the Roman Senate, which had attempted to extend an olive branch to Queen Teuta.


It is unclear as to whether or not Teuta ordered the attack on the Roman ship or if the raid was simply an untimely coincidence. Either way, with one of its envoys dead, the Roman Republic soon declared war on Illyria, and by default the privateers that flew Queen Teuta’s banner. According to historical records, more than two hundred ships were mustered for an invasion, carrying several Roman legions to the rival kingdom. Those ships made short work of the pirates they encountered while en route and quickly subdued any land forces that stood in their way. Seeing she had no chance of defeating the Romans on the battlefield, Teuta sued for peace and by 228 BCE Illyria and its coastline were completely under Roman control.


In the years that followed, Rome curtailed pirate activity and revoked the privateer status of the Illyrian ships. Piracy in the area dropped off dramatically, although it did not disappear altogether. Much like in Cilicia, the Illyrian coast had many rocky inlets and natural harbors that were difficult to map out and attack. Therefore, marauding ships continued to be a problem even long after the Romans took power.


Decades later, the Romans found that they faced a similar challenge with the Cilicia pirates, although this time there was no central ruler that they could negotiate with, nor was there a single seat of power that they could attack. In spite of the Seleucid Empire, the pirates controlled the coastline.


Eventually the incessant raids and pillaging across the Mediterranean grew untenable. Roman interests in the entire region grew steadily and while the pirates were once seen as a valuable asset, they were quickly turning into a serious liability. By 102 BCE, the Senate decided that it was finally time to take action, so they dispatched Marcus Antonius—the Orator to Cilicia—with a powerful fleet and a well-trained army at his disposal. His mission was to crush the pirates irrevocably.


It did not take long for the seafaring raiders to realize that they were completely outclassed by the Roman forces. Antonius steamrolled over all who opposed him on land and sea, sending the pirates fleeing as he approached. He quickly cleared all of the outlaws from Cilicia and returned to Rome as a conquering hero. The Senate even threw the general a triumph to celebrate his victory. Serving as both a victory lap and a parade, the triumph was the highest honor a Roman general could receive.


As it turns out, the pirates were not defeated as many regrouped on the island of Crete. There, they continued their lawless ways, biding their time and waiting for Rome to lose interest as it had in the past. Eventually, the Senate was distracted by other conflicts and matters of state, allowing the outlaws to sail back to Cilicia and take refuge amongst the cliffs once again. It didn’t take long for them begin raiding vessels throughout the Mediterranean, regaining their status as a constant thorn in the side of the Republic.


From 79–74 BCE, the Romans waged another active campaign against the pirates of Cilicia. But this time the Roman approach was less focused and determined, and while piracy was greatly reduced by those efforts, the Republic was never able to completely wipe out the threat. It was at this same time that a young Roman by the name of Julius Caesar encountered pirates on several occasions, which taught him some valuable lessons that he carried with him later in life.


Julius Caesar and Gnaeus Pompey Magnus


In 75 BCE, at the age of twenty-five, Caesar set out by ship from Rome to Rhodes where he planned to study public speaking in order to sharpen his oratory skills. As a young lawyer, he knew that improving his vocal abilities could further his political ambitions and potentially allow him to rise up the ranks of the Senate. He even hoped to one day be named Consul, claiming the rank of the highest elected official in the Republic.


While en route to the island, the ship he was traveling aboard was beset by pirates, and the young nobleman was taken prisoner. According to Plutarch, Caesar did not behave like any captive that the pirates had ever taken before. As was typical, the brigands held the young man for ransom, demanding a sum of twenty talents of silver (roughly 1,455 pounds) for his release. When Julius heard this, he reportedly scoffed at the demand, rebuking his captors for not asking for more. After all, he was a prominent member of Roman society and from an upstanding family no less. Caesar himself dispatched members of his own entourage to instead raise fifty talents of silver, the equivalent to about 3,400 pounds, effectively outbidding his own captors.


While he waited for the revised ransom to arrive, Caesar made himself at home amongst the pirates. It wasn’t long before he was giving them orders and making demands of his own. He would tell them to be quiet when he was trying to sleep and force them to listen to the speeches and poems that he composed while in captivity. He even joined the pirates in their training and recreational games, although—ever the Roman nobleman—he continually looked down upon them. According to the existing stories, young Caesar would often disdainfully address the men as if he were their commander rather than their prisoner.


From time to time, one of his captors would do something to annoy or enrage Caesar. Plutarch says that it was not uncommon for Caesar to lash out at the pirates, calling them uncultured and illiterate savages. He would even threaten to crucify all of them, which invariably led to a round of chuckles from his captors.


After thirty-eight days in captivity, the ransom was delivered and Caesar was set free. His first order of business was to travel to the nearby city of Mietus, where he immediately set to work raising a naval force. His aim was to procure a few ships and well-trained Roman men so that he could return and deliver on his promise of exacting revenge upon the pirates. Despite the fact that he was just a private citizen, and held no public office or military titles, he succeeded in those efforts, taking charge of a strong fighting force.


It was not long before Caesar sailed back to the island where he had been held prisoner. Once there, he discovered his captors were still in the same camp, having grown complacent in their confidence. Ordering his recently acquired forces into action, he managed to not only capture all of the pirates, but reclaim the fifty talents of silver that had been paid out as his ransom. He even confiscated all of the outlaws’ possessions in order to increase his own wealth.


With the pirates subdued, Caesar delivered them to a prison at Pargamon, where he petitioned the proconsul of the region to have them all executed. The proconsul refused, preferring to line his own pockets by selling the pirates into slavery instead. Caesar was not one who was known for going back on his word, thus he immediately returned to the prison and had his kidnappers brought before him. After they had all been gathered, he gave the order to crucify them. Just as he had promised them while he was in captivity.


By 67 BCE, the Romans decided that the pirate threat had once again risen to such a high level that it called for mass action. The Republic turned to one of its greatest generals, granting unprecedented power to Gnaeus Pompey Magnus, or Pompey the Great as he had come to be known. At a young age, Pompey displayed a talent for war, continually leading Roman legions to victory both at home and abroad. He also served as the consul of Rome on three separate occasions, making him an outstanding candidate for leading the attack against pirates on the Mediterranean.


The Roman Senate boldly granted Pompey full power in the Mediterranean Sea, which allowed him to deal with the growing pirate threat as he saw fit. His sovereignty wouldn’t end at the coastline however, but would instead extend up to fifty miles inland, allowing his forces to pursue the outlaws wherever they fled. Furthermore, Pompey was awarded this unusual level of power for three years, giving him all of the time that he needed to stamp out the enemies of the Republic.


According to Plutarch, Pompey was given five hundred warships with full crews, 120,000 soldiers, and five thousand mounted cavalry, along with six thousand talents as a budget to conduct his war. He was also assigned twenty-five assistants, who were given senatorial rank, to allow them to efficiently cut through the bureaucratic red. Rome had finally grown serious about eliminating piracy from its expansive territorial waters.
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