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For anyone who has ever played at pirates, searched for buried treasure, or taken a voyage over the seas or in their dreams, but especially for Mary, Courtney, Bree, and Aidan


Preface:
Imagining Pirates and Piracy
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I grew up near the sea; first in Key West, Florida, where I was born, then variously along the Gulf Coast of the United States, then the East and West Coasts. As far back as I can remember, I have always been fascinated by the ocean, the great birth mother of humankind. It was not only a pathway to adventure, but it was also, itself, an adventure. It had treasures on its shores and beneath its waves just waiting to be discovered.

When I was ten years old, I read an annotated copy of Treasure Island, a gift from an aunt who has since passed away. The story, perfect for a ten-year-old boy, fascinated me, and the annotations helped me understand the background of the story—how a schooner was rigged, how a cannon was loaded, how a flintlock pistol was primed, even if, as I know now, not all the annotations were correct. I already knew something about pirates, or thought I did, mostly from Hollywood swashbucklers filled with tall ships and men with cutlasses who looted towns and buried treasure and, in the end, won the hand of the beautiful lady. But the book made me want to know everything there was to know about pirates.1

At the time, my father was away at sea and I lived inland for a year in a small town in Alabama, a state torn by social change and alien to me. Desperately in need of escape, I was determined to find my own buried pirate treasure, and I set about this adventure with a focused passion. On the forty acres—and beyond—in Alabama where my grandparents lived, I went to work looking for evidence of pirates and Indians and pioneers, and of the treasures they must surely have left behind. I slipped quietly through forgotten, overgrown cemeteries surrounded by old timber, inspected rusted whiskey stills, trekked into a swamp where renegade Creek Indians once holed up, clambered through rattlesnake-infested overgrowth looking for a pair of Indian mounds I never found. I discovered arrowheads, old ironwork, and cattle skulls. I once watched in near terror as a silver incandescent ball drifted through the night. I suppose it was ball lightning or marsh gas, perhaps, but I still like to think it was a corpse candle or will o’ the wisp, the ghost of some pirate or adventurer bound on an eternal search for his lost treasure.

But never did I find buried pirate treasure. Still, like the treasure of a mere handful of coins that would have made Tom Sawyer happy, my discoveries made me as happy as if I had discovered Captain Flint’s own treasure. In fact, one need only read Tom Sawyer to understand both the lure of buried treasure and of piracy: Who has not at one time or another wished to run away, set up camp on an island in a river or the sea, and plunder those who pass; who has not wished to discover a hoard of treasure hidden far into the dark passages of a ghostly cave or grotto?

Soon after I first read Treasure Island, I discovered an old copy of Alexandre Exquemelin’s The Buccaneers of America in the school library. I devoured it, although I did not understand many of the terms. Unconsciously, the book set the stage in my mind for an adventure through history, that of discovering the truth about pirates and other sea rovers.

A few years later, I read Rafael Sabatini’s Captain Blood, then similar novels, and then, often by accidental discovery, the published journals of the pirates themselves. After college, I entered the US Navy and became a Navy SEAL. There, I learned the reality of the sea and men-at-arms and I began to apply what I learned to the stacks of histories and journals of sea rovers. I began to write about pirates and privateers, and always when I wrote I wanted to follow the path to the truth, to the reality of these sea thieves. I discovered that much of what we thought we knew about pirates was wrong. These truths, buried beneath layer upon layer of fascinating, dusty old books and reels and reels of old film, became the treasure I had been seeking since I was young. But they were not what I had expected to find.

Yet, this was not discouraging! The truths, I discovered to my surprise, were even more fascinating than the myths, and seldom did reality detract from the pirate myths we—strangely enough, given that most pirates were cutthroats—hold dear. I discovered that there is room for them both in our learning and mythology. Not only is each fascinating in its own way, but also the path from one to the other—from reality to myth to reality again—is just as fascinating. It is a journey that begins with our history, wends its way through our literature and film, and arrives ultimately at the core of our very culture—our ideals.

Pirates are indeed part of our culture, and understanding how this came to be is a wonderful voyage of discovery, one that reveals both the good and the evil in human behavior. Yet it is also a voyage we need not think too hard about if we do not wish to: the stories themselves carry us away, like dreams that become reality and move too quickly for anything but the thrill itself. Here, within these pages, is what every wishful would-be sea rover, whether relaxing in an armchair or braced on the deck of a schooner in a rolling sea, dreams of: Adventure!


Prologue:
The Image of the Pirate

[image: image]

Imagine coming face-to-face with a living, breathing Caribbean pirate from three centuries ago. Do we recognize him as a sea thief? Of course we do. We don’t need to see him on the bloody, blackened, splintered deck of a ship, cutlass or rapier in one hand, pistol in the other, with bags of silver and frightened prisoners at his feet, in order to identify him. We already know him well from fiction and film.

We know him by the cunning squint in his steely eyes, by his ambling, rolling seaman’s gait, by his cocksure manner. He punctuates his nautical speech with salty language, sprinkled here and there with an “Arr!” and a “Yar!” and occasionally a variety of “Yo-ho-ho!” and “Shiver me timbers!” and “Me hearties!” and “Dead men tell no tales!”1 His expression might be fierce or jovial as the mood suits him—and according to how drunk he is.

We recognize his cocked hat: a tricorne, we often call it today. It has a feather or two in it and perhaps even a skull and bones on the front. The tops of the tall black boots he wears are folded down beneath his knees.

He has tattoos everywhere—one of them probably a skull and bones—and long, loose hair or even dreadlocks with beads in them here and there. He has a ring in one ear or even both, and rings on his fingers, doubtless stolen from rich Spaniards or English merchants. Perhaps he cut off their fingers to get at the rings more quickly or even slit open their bellies to get the rings after they were swallowed.

He wears breeches and a white shirt with a laced coat on top and over it, a sash, and over all of it, a baldric that holds his sturdy cutlass or rakish rapier when he is not using it. In his sash or belt are two or three pistols. He might have a dagger, too, and a cartridge box, and a squat bottle of rum in one hand while the other plies a willing wench with silver pieces of eight. Often his skin is dirty, his teeth rotting, and over one eye is a patch to cover the empty socket or even, if his eye is still there, to help him see better. He might have a peg leg, and surely on one shoulder is a large, multicolored parrot or small monkey of which he is inordinately fond. Of course, if he is a gentleman pirate, he has probably had a bath and his fashionable attire has a swashbuckling flair.

It is a romantic image, one that has become a warm memory of childhood adventure. The lights always come on when the film ends, we can close the book when we turn out the lamp to sleep, and we always wake from our dreams.

But for the pirate’s victim, the image was terrifying. Nowhere do we see the blood on the pirate’s hands from the throats he slit to steal the pieces of eight; nowhere do we see the stigma of murder, torture, and rape. Instead, we avoid facing this reality by turning the pirate into a fierce but friendly caricature, and even a hero at times. Some of us even imagine we are pirates—but usually pirates as seen through the eyes of myth, not of cold-blooded reality.

So what, then, does the pirate of the Golden Age, from 1655 to 1725, really look like? Does he resemble what we see on the screen or read in stories? Do we recognize him on a street corner? Of course we do, for the myth is not so far removed from reality in this case, yet the reality is often more interesting than the myth. We do, in fact, know much of what he looks like, but not from the illustrations in Alexandre Exquemelin’s late seventeenth-century book, The Buccaneers of America, or from Charles Johnson’s early eighteenth-century pirate history, for their illustrators almost certainly never saw their subjects and imagined them instead from the text. Rather, we have detailed written descriptions plus artifacts, and, in a great piece of luck, several highly detailed eyewitness illustrations from the 1680s, perhaps the only such illustrations of pirates of the Golden Age.2

Our real pirate walks toward us with a seaman’s rolling gait. On his head is a hat, a cocked hat perhaps, cocked on one, two, or three sides, or a broad-brimmed hat in the Spanish style, or a knit cap known as a Monmouth hat, similar to a modern navy “watch cap,” plain or with a variety of designs woven into it. He might even wear a broad hat whose brim has been cropped short on the sides and left long at the front, akin to a modern baseball cap and worn by the pig- and cattle-hunting boucaniers, and by some pirates as well. There may be a feather or even a long plume in his hat, but there is no insignia of skull and bones.3

If our pirate is a seaman (not all pirates were professional mariners) and his hair is long, it is usually tied back or even “clubbed” or worn in a tarred “queue,” for long, loose hair is dangerous shipboard: it interferes with sight and can get caught in blocks as rigging is hauled through them.4 Even so, we have eyewitness images of French filibusters with long, loose hair.5 Perhaps only if he is an African might our pirate have dreadlocks, although if he is a boucanier—a hunter of pigs and cattle who often sails with pirates—his hair might be matted with blood and resemble them.6

Our pirate might wear a large handkerchief on his head, but probably only for the same reasons non-mariners did: to cover a bald head, to keep sweat from one’s eyes, or to cover the head when—if he were a gentlemen, pretended or otherwise—he was not wearing his wig, which in the Caribbean was worn only on formal occasions.7 If he is a pirate of African descent, he might wear a similar cloth wrap on his head, as many slaves and former slaves do.8 The modern idea that pirates commonly wore bandanas, handkerchiefs, or scarves on their heads appears to originate from illustrators in the nineteenth century. In all of the eyewitness accounts of pirates, only Anne Bonny and Mary Read, dressed in “Men’s Cloaths,” are described as wearing handkerchiefs on their heads—and they may have done so in order to help disguise their sex.9

Our pirate might wear an eye patch, but only if he has lost an eye in battle or to disease. In fact, black patches were commonly used by persons from all walks of life to cover up not only blind eyes but also any disfiguring scar or blemish on the face.10 We can disregard the recently argued nonsense that pirates wore eye patches to aid their eyesight at sea. Not only is there no historical evidence to associate pirates with eye patches but it is the result of asking the wrong question, If pirates wore eye patches, why did they wear them? rather than Is there any evidence at all that pirates wore eye patches?

The myth that lots of pirates wore eye patches has its origin in both literature and our subconscious, with roots as far back as Polyphemus the Cyclops in The Odyssey. Its modern origin begins with buccaneer articles that included payment for a lost eye, with real-life one-eyed swashbucklers—such as the old musketeer Heredia in Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s eyewitness account of Spanish conquest—and with nineteenth-century novelists, including Sir Walter Scott, who described in detail the eye-patched soldier of fortune Captain Colepepper, and Charles Dickens, who described a pirate with “the one eye and the patch across the nose.” In these examples of fact and fiction, there is one common thread: the patches imply eyes lost in battle.11

And why are people inclined to believe the myth? Because an eye patch gives a pirate a frightening, fearsome aspect; because readers and filmgoers have seen fictional pirates wear eye patches; and because the myth has been enhanced recently with the suggestion that eye patches might aid eyesight in some circumstances. This last argument has inspired the ridiculous notion that pirates might have worn eye patches intentionally in order to help improve their vision for fighting below deck or improve their night vision or help them use telescopes or navigational instruments. There is zero evidence for this, and, in fact, an eye patch would severely restrict a pirate’s vision and destroy his depth perception, as it would anyone’s, making it difficult for him to move safely around a ship at sea, much less fight. In reality, the eye patch was never specifically associated with pirates except in fiction and film.12

Eye patches notwithstanding, our pirate squints from the sun and between his teeth is a short white clay pipe or, if he’s broke, a cheaper one of red clay.13 He smokes when he can, but never during battle for fear of igniting cartridges or, worse, an incidental powder train to the powder room that might blow up the ship. He smokes cigars when he discovers them among the cargo of his Spanish prey, and he chews tobacco when he cannot smoke it.

He does indeed drink rum, although some writers have suggested the association of rum with pirates is primarily due to literature—“Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum!” for example. But rum is cheap, is found everywhere in the Caribbean, and everyone drinks it, but most especially the poor and working classes. Our pirate therefore drinks plenty of it, sometimes straight, sometimes mixed with water, and sometimes in punch. In fact, our pirate drinks anything alcoholic he can get his hands on: “For the pirates being all in a drunken Fit, which held as long as the Liquor lasted.” In this case, the liquor was brandy and wine.14

Our pirate swears and curses much, even more than common seamen do: “Moreover, the execrable Oaths and Blasphemies I heard among the Ship’s Company, shock’d me to such a degree, that in Hell itself I thought there could not be worse; for tho’ many Seafaring Men are given to swearing and taking God’s Name in vain, yet I could not have imagined, human Nature could ever so far degenerate, as to talk in the manner those abandoned Wretches did.”15

What our pirate does not say is “Arr!” unless he is from the West Country of England—a Cornishman, in other words—to indicate “yes” or as part of a word, as in “When arr we going to attack, Captain?” The idea that pirates talk like this started with Robert Newton, who played Long John Silver in Treasure Island in 1950, and continued with Newton’s performances in Blackbeard the Pirate and in film and television sequels to Treasure Island.16 Our pirate says “yare” occasionally, but only to mean that something is done well or is otherwise fine, as in “the sloop is yare at the helm” or a ship is “yare-handed.”17 He says “Yo, ho!” or “Yo, hope!” but only when he is heaving on the capstan or hauling on the rigging. Although he might note that a round shot “shivered”—smashed into splinters—a timber, he does not yet say, “Shiver me timbers!”18

But if he is a captain, he surely shouts “My hearts!” when encouraging his men to fight harder, but perhaps not yet “My hearties!” or “Me hearties!” In literature, the former dates to the mid-eighteenth century, the latter to the late eighteenth, although the expression may have been pronounced like these even earlier. By the late nineteenth century, “My hearts!” in its various forms was common in popular literature, including when Tom Sawyer plays pirate.19

Our pirate might wear an earring but most sea rovers probably do not. There is no real evidence that pirates and other mariners of European descent of this era wore earrings as part of maritime dress—although some probably did before and certainly did after this time—except for a line in a late seventeenth-century play that speaks of the jewel in a man’s ear and also of his gunpowder spot (tattoo), which, depending on how you read it, refers to either a fop or a mariner, probably the former. Some gentlemen as late as the first quarter of the eighteenth century did in fact wear a single earring and some, as discussed below, also had “gunpowder spots,” thus the line probably refers to a gentleman.20

So, while we may doubt that earrings were commonly worn by seafarers and pirates, we can deduce that at least some pirates who pretended to gentlemanly or foppish airs probably did wear them. More importantly, though, all too often our idea of pirates is that all were of European origin, and we forget that many were of African or Native American origin and were more apt to wear earrings than their European counterparts.21

Our pirate might have jewelry around his neck, a coin perhaps, convenient for buying that last dram of rum after all the booty is gone. If he has done well by his plunder and not spent it all on rum, women, and dice, as pirates generally did, he might wear a “necklace of pearls of extraordinary size and inestimable price, with rubies of surpassing beauty” as Captain Nicolas Van Horn did, or a gold chain with a “gold toothpicker hanging at it” as Captain John James did (and many of his crew also wore gold chains), or a “gold chain round his neck, with a diamond cross hanging to it” as Captain Bartholomew Roberts reportedly did.22 Pirates often wore or carried gentlemanly accessories as well: Captain John Philips wore a “silver hilted sword, silver shoe and knee-buckles, a curious tobacco-box, and two gold rings.”23

He might have rings on his fingers but probably often not, at least not if he is a common pirate. Rings can cut or break fingers of seamen handling the rigging and hauling great guns, as mariners referred to cannon, in and out of gun ports. (But, for what it’s worth, a pirate might indeed threaten to cut a prisoner’s finger off if he did not give up his ring.)24 None of our pirate’s jewelry has a skull and bones on it except occasionally as a common memento mori that anyone might wear—a reminder that death comes to all.

If he is white, our pirate’s skin is bronzed by the sun. He might have a tattoo, or several, but he does not call them tattoos and might not have one at all.25 If he does, it is probably on his hand or arm and he calls it a “gunpowder spot,” for his skin is “pricked” with a needle and crushed gunpowder, or sometimes antimony, is rubbed in for ink. Popular gunpowder spots for Christian pilgrims in non-Christian lands were the cross (especially the Jerusalem Cross), spear, and Jesus and Mary, both for faith and to ensure Christian burial should the traveler chance to die there.26

William Dampier, the famous buccaneer, explorer, naval officer, and privateer, wrote of the gunpowder spots “men” sometimes have, the Jerusalem Cross in particular, but we do not know if he were referring to any men or only seamen.27 In fact, there are records of seamen, soldiers, and civilians, including ladies and gentlemen, with tattoos. William Wycherley wrote a provocative poem about the gunpowder spot pricked on a lady’s hand: “Thy Gun-Powder, on thy Hand, shot // Me dead, half-dead with Love before …” In the case of gentlemen and ladies, the gunpowder spots were permanent beauty marks, usually on the hand—and this evidence of youth was often later surgically removed.28

In fact, buccaneer-surgeon Lionel Wafer attempted at the request of a fellow buccaneer named Bullman to “get out of his Cheek one of these imprinted Pictures, which was made by the Negroes.” He failed, even after “much scarifying and fetching off a great part of the Skin.”29 Certainly some other sailors and pirates were well-inked: one “saylor” in 1720 Virginia had “on one hand S. P. in blew Letters and on the other hand blew Spots, and upon one arm our Savior upon the Cross, and on the other Adam and Eve, all Suppos’d to be done in Gun powder.” 30 Pirates who have lived among Native Americans or are Native Americans or Africans or hail from certain lands in the Mediterranean or in the East beyond are often inked as well. But the tattoo as a definite part of maritime culture probably did not exist until seamen began visiting Polynesia in the late eighteenth century.31

Occasionally, we might see a monkey or parrot on a pirate shoulder, for exotic pets were popular among travelers, including mariners: an illustration by a late eighteenth ship’s surgeon shows a parrot or parakeet in a cage hanging at the break of the quarterdeck of an East Indiaman, for example.32 One pirate crew even brought away one or two parrots for every man, and a young Barbary macaque was aboard the French privateer Dauphine in 1704, almost certainly as someone’s pet.33 Even so, many pirates who had parrots or monkeys probably intended to sell them sooner or later, assuming they had a place to do so, for these exotic pets were as valuable then as they are today.

Our pirate’s shirt is plain or checked, often of coarse linen. If he is an early eighteenth-century pirate, he often prefers white shirts as gentlemen wear, to distinguish himself from common merchant seamen, who often wear checked shirts. He probably has a kerchief around his neck, or even a cravat with lace at the ends, and often wears a waistcoat over his shirt and under his coat. In the seventeenth century he wears wide seaman’s breeches, open or closed at the knee, or sometimes common narrower breeches secured at the knee, and in the eighteenth, similar breeches or long seaman’s trousers. He wears a short tarred seaman’s jacket of heavy linen, known as osnaburgs, or a medium-length coat, or even a long coat, sometimes an expensive one, sometimes not. French filibusters often wore blue coats of sackcloth—cheap, in other words.34

Only rarely does he wear a gentleman’s coat of rich fabric with silver or gold lace.35 If he happens to be a gentleman, or pretends to be one, he probably dresses as the middle and upper classes do in the Caribbean: in “Thread Stockings, Linnen Drawers and Vest, a Handkerchief tied round their Head, and a Hat above.” Only on formal occasions might a gentleman, or a pirate pretending to be one, wear a coat, much less a wig, in the tropical heat and humidity.36

In battle, at sea or ashore, he usually carries a musket, cartridge box, sword, a pistol or two, and often a grenade or firepot, and sometimes a boarding ax.37 Among the buccaneers and filibusters of the late seventeenth century, the musket, not the cutlass or pistol, was the primary weapon, especially the exceptionally long-barreled fusil boucanier.38 Our pirate’s sword, usually a cutlass, might hang from a baldric worn across his body, but probably only through the 1670s and rarely afterward except to support the occasional broadsword.39 Otherwise, he wears his sword in a scabbard hanging from his belt or even slips it through a mere “frog” or loop on his belt. Here and there we might see a pirate with a broadsword, backsword, or smallsword, but only a Spanish or Portuguese pirate or perhaps an Italian might wear a long rapier, and in most cases it is cup-hilted.

He might wear a sash at his waist over his coat, especially if he is French or Spanish (although we know of English pirates who did so, too), and if he wears a baldric, probably over it as well, for this keeps his sword from bouncing about.40 If he is wearing one, his belt, with or without a baldric, generally goes over his sash.

For convenience in describing the arms on his belt or sash, we will assume our pirate is right handed. At the left front he wears a cartridge box holding twenty to thirty cartridges, the latter being common among buccaneers. The pirates who sacked Veracruz in 1683 carried two cartridge boxes, the second probably worn at the back.41 Our pirate’s brace of pistols is tucked behind at the right front and right side, with the locks toward his body, belt hooks in front, butts to the left. He wears them this way both to protect hammers and primings and for ease of access because he shoots left-handed, with his cutlass in his right. However, if the pistols are very large—as many were, typically eighteen to twenty-two inches long—our pirate might wear them on the outside, via their belt hooks, so that he may have more freedom of movement. Some pirates carried as many as six pistols, but one or two was the norm.42

In the early eighteenth century our pirate might wear a brace of pistols slung from silk around his neck as a fad among pirates, mostly to show them off, but this is not a good way to wear pistols unless they are also tucked or hooked into a belt, at least not if you have any running, leaping, climbing, or close fighting to do.43 Our pirate wears his sword, pistols, and cartridge box when a fight might be imminent, aboard his ship at anchor, especially if there are prisoners or slaves aboard, and when ashore in his own ports—rare and short-lived though they were—or in distant places where there is no law or where he is the law. At Madagascar in 1720, for example, pirates strutted about with a brace of pistols at the waist and a naked sword in hand. As one might expect, this often led to “quarreling and fighting.”44

Even so, only a few blustering pirates of the early eighteenth century bore arms all the time; they get in the way, for example, of ship handling. Notably, even if pirates could go ashore anywhere they liked, most port cities only permitted gentlemen and those with military duties to bear arms in public except during militia drills and in time of emergency.

And on his feet? He might have a peg leg if he has lost a leg, but peg legs make seafaring, not to mention warfare at sea, difficult and were not as common among pirates as the myth would have us believe. In the 1620s and 1630s, Dutch privateer captain Cornelis Jol was known as “Pie de Palo” or “Wooden Leg.” He had moderate success cruising against the Spanish in the Caribbean. In 1678 buccaneer surgeon and writer Alexandre Exquemelin described buccaneer articles that provided disability compensation for the loss of a leg, and in 1724 “Captain” Charles Johnson—a pseudonym—described a whiskered, peg-legged pirate, his belt stuck with several pistols. This possibly fictional pirate is probably the ultimate origin of Long John Silver, not to mention every other Hollywood peg-legged pirate ever filmed. Of course, we cannot forget Captain Ahab. Though not a pirate, his ivory peg leg has influenced our notions of what old seafarers look like.45

Our pirate might otherwise be barefoot or, more typically, shod with shoes of cow leather or cheaper pigskin, often with heel plates—“Sparrables of Iron”—to prevent their wearing out so quickly. He never wears these shoes into the powder room, unless he is a fool, for a spark there might blow up his ship.46

What he never wears unless he is riding a horse—and a ship is not usually a place for doing so—are high-topped riding boots, known then as jackboots and today often as pirate, musketeer, or bucket boots, which seem a part of every pirate costume in film, television, stage, and illustration, not to mention on Halloween. These boots were made for riding, and only riding. No one wore them for any other reason, and only a foolish sailor would wear them aboard ship. Even ashore, they were the “intolerable cloggs of a nimble footed Seaman.”47

In fact, they were so stiff that walking in them was uncomfortable and running in them so slow that a dismounted cavalryman in retreat would typically “slip his legs out of his jack boots, and save himself in his stocking feet,” as a French officer of the guards once did, fleeing from English sailors who had shot his horse dead.48 Illustrators and filmmakers have adapted jackboots and earlier similar boots worn by English cavaliers and musketeers (and probably also mistook the heavy, fashionable over-socks, worn through the mid-seventeenth century by French and Spanish foot soldiers, for boots), to pirates for the simple reason that they look the part of a swashbuckler—dashing, dominant, and sexy, in other words.49 For this same reason do Hollywood directors and costume designers often put women pirates in tall boots.

Yet some seamen—but not pirates—did wear boots. Fishermen often wore fishermen’s boots, known as cokers; whalers wore cokers fitted with irons similar to crampons to keep them from slipping off whales as they dispatched the carcass; and sailors in arctic or other cold waters wore boots to keep their feet and lower legs warm.50 But these were not the boots we see pirates wear on film and in popular illustrations.

In sum, our pirate, head to toe, smells of sweat, tar, rum, and gunpowder, and sometimes of blood as well. He might be tall or short, religious or irreligious, short-tempered or tolerant. He might be black, white, or brown. He is certainly a rebel, even if only by being a thief upon the sea, or for that matter, simply by being a seafarer. In his eyes, he is a “true Buccaneer,” an “experienced Soldier and Privateer,” a “Gentleman of Fortune,” even a “true Cock of the Game and old Sports-man.” He might even be a she, although so rarely as to be an extraordinary exception. In fact, he might be any of us, if only in our dreams.51

The following twelve chapters, beginning with pirate violence and continuing with pirate society, narrate, describe, and correct many of the myths that have grown up around the Golden Age pirates who cruised the Spanish Main and beyond from 1655 to 1725. This was the era first of the buccaneer and filibuster who sailed against the Spanish from 1655 to 1688 as privateers and quasi-pirates, and by the 1680s often as outright pirates. From 1688 to 1713 many sea rovers served as honest privateers during King William’s War and Queen Anne’s War, while others turned to piracy, often in the Red Sea. Finally, during the dozen or so years following, many sea rovers turned to true piracy, attacking flags of all nations, and with no pretense of serving under any flag but the black one.

Here we will see these pirates engaged not only in the kernel of truth that is the origin of each myth—when indeed there is a piratical origin—but also in the fascinating reality beyond.


PART I

“For Some Body Must Be Beaten”—Pirate Violence

[image: image]


CHAPTER 1

Death’s Head and Marrow Bones
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“There are no Men of War belonging to this River; nay, there’s no Vessel but mine, no variety of Ensigns or Colours. Deaths Head and Marrow Bones, is the only Flag in a Sable Field.” 1

—A Pacquet from Parnassus, 1715



The pirates—and they were pirates, even if they pretended otherwise—knew they could not wait forever. It was nearly too late, almost three hours past midnight. In a couple hours more, the sun would begin to rise and with it the local population. Worse, the sun would be in the filibusters’ eyes, making it more difficult to make their way ahead even as it became easier for them to be seen from shore. And if they were spotted this soon, they would have no chance to plunder the countryside of desperately needed provisions or to capture prisoners to guide their way and serve as hostages.

Indecisively they had waited in their several canoes, and much too long, these men who usually knew when it was wise to hesitate and when it was wise to seize the moment. They were seventy in all, nearly all of European extraction, mostly French, but for the half-dozen Africans. Far behind them lay their ship, a small Dutch-built pink or small flute known by the Spanish as an urqueta, named La Chavale (La Cavalle, the Mare), formerly known as the Saint-Nicolas of Vlissingen, with just enough men aboard to manage the sails. Immediately ahead lay waves breaking all across the river bar. It was a dangerous crossing even in the best of circumstances, and these men in their small, low-sided dugout canoes had to do so in the darkness of the early morn of December 4, 1688.2

They had been long from home, rapaciously cruising a part of the Spanish Main only rarely touched by the pirates of the Caribbean. Strictly speaking, these indomitable intruders were filibusters—the French equivalent of the English buccaneers, men who sailed under their own rules and drifted among legitimate privateering, outright piracy, and the murky area in between. From the Caribbean these sea thieves had sailed in July 1686, in their small vessel of one hundred tons and six guns, having first barely escaped capture at Samana Bay, Hispaniola, in late June by the HMS Falcon and HMS Drake, a pair of English men-of-war that pounded their thirty-six gun intended consort, the Golden Fleece. Commanded by Joseph Banister, an indebted sea captain who turned bold pirate (he made a daring escape under the guns of Port Royal by night in January 1685, receiving only three shots in his hull), their consort was so badly damaged that her captain burned her, then, along with a few of his crew, set sail with these Frenchmen.3

Soon they captured a small Spanish bark. Banister and his men parted company aboard the prize and cruised to the Mosquito Coast, only to be soon captured and delivered to Port Royal in a striking manner by the captain and crew of the HMS Drake. As the governor of Jamaica put it, “Captain Spragge returned to Port Royal, having succeeded in the task that I assigned to him, with Captain Banister and three of his consorts hanging at his yard-arm, a spectacle of great satisfaction to all good people and of terror to the favourers of pirates, the manner of his punishment being that which will most discourage others, which was the reason why I empowered Captain Spragge to inflict it.”4

From Hispaniola the French pirates sailed to New York and then toward Brazil and Africa, where just south of the equator they barely escaped alive from a fight with an English East Indiaman of fifty to sixty guns that battered them mercilessly, leaving many pirates dead and most of them wounded. On the coast of Africa, the pirates repaired their ship and tended their wounded. Soon after, they sailed first to the coast of Brazil, then south to the Strait of Magellan and into the South Sea.

Who commanded them has been the subject of some speculation, and, as we will discover, his identity might possibly give us some insight into pirate flags. To the Spaniards in the South Sea, he was generally known as a Dutchman or Fleming, possibly a Frenchman, named Francisco Franco.5 This is surely the Hispanicization of the Dutch Frans Franco or the French Francis François. However, there are no other records of a filibuster by this name.

It might therefore be tempting to hope it was the veteran filibuster Pierre Lagarde, who had spent three years as the quartermaster of the famous Sieur de Grammont aboard the Hardy, formerly the Saint Nicolas, the ship of the famous Nicolas Van Horn, who fought a duel with the even more famous Laurens de Graff. After all, Lagarde and Banister, whose ship was destroyed at Samana, had been together at Île-à-Vache not two months before these French pirates arrived at Samana. Lagarde, commanding his “fregattela”—little frigate—named La Subtile, was also at Île-à-Vache a few months before that, hoping to sail to the South Sea and join Frenchmen already there. Unfortunately, Lagarde was giving a deposition in Martinique in January 1687 at the same time the French pirates were en route from Newfoundland to Brazil.6

To discover who Franco might really have been, we begin by taking a close look at the highly detailed journal of the voyage. From the handwriting it is clear that François Massertie, a Frenchman, was the author, although he identifies himself as such only very late in the voyage. Could he have been the captain? Francisco Franco could be a double wordplay on François. However, if Massertie were the captain, he only commanded after the original captain and a few of the crew departed on their own in a captured barque. This man, who doubtless commanded at Acaponeta, was very likely deposed by vote of the crew, and, rather than serve in a common capacity, chose to set sail on his own, along with eight of his most loyal followers—quite a bold act for nine men to set out sea roving in a small vessel in a Spanish ocean.7

So who else might have taken the nom de guerre of Francisco Franco? François Le Sage (or Lesage) is a likely candidate. He was yet another famous Dutch filibuster. Two years earlier he tried to sail into the South Sea, as the Pacific was then commonly known, but was turned back by weather and raided slave ships on the Guinea Coast of Africa instead. However, the ruthless Le Sage was apparently not in command of the South Sea voyage, for he is believed to have been in the service of the Compagnie de l’Orient at the time.8 Nonetheless, part of his crew may have desired to attempt the South Sea again.

And there is indeed a connection to Le Sage: several French scholars believe the captain was the famous Michel Andresson, a Dutch or French filibuster commonly known as “Captain Michel,” sailing under the false name of Guillaume Mimbrat after being accused of piracy. Governor Pierre-Paul Tarin de Cussy of Saint-Domingue had confiscated his ship, La Mutine, formerly the La Paz captured off Cartagena in 1683, and Andresson, along with many of his former crew, joined Le Sage on his attempt to sail into the South Sea. After capturing several Dutch prizes on the African coast, Andresson and his followers returned to the Caribbean aboard one of them. Buccaneers often used false names, and perhaps Andresson pretended to be Francisco Franco before he was turned out of office and set sail with eight followers, eventually crossing the Pacific and sailing into the South China Sea as far as Siam (Thailand).9

Andresson is an ideal candidate. A bold and experienced captain, he participated in the sack of Veracruz in 1683, was with Laurens de Graff when French filibusters under his command captured three Spanish ships sent to capture them off Cartagena in the same year, and a year later plundered two rich Dutch ships off Havana, Cuba. Such a captain would have been quite familiar with the conventions and tactics of buccaneers and filibusters, including their use of flags at sea and ashore.10

Under the command of Franco, whoever he was—but we will assume quite reasonably that he was the famous Michel Andresson—these dangerous men licked their wounds, then sailed around Cape Horn and into the South Sea. North they now cruised, sometimes plundering, sometimes escaping by the skin of their teeth from the valiant crews of Spanish men-of-war, as far as La Paz in the Gulf of California, where they made a winter base and translated its name as Port de Paix (Port of Peace), perhaps also after the French port of the same name on the northern shore of Hispaniola across from the island of Tortuga.

And now they lay before the breakers on the shallow bar before the Acaponeta River, almost two hundred miles south of the Gulf of California on the Mexican coast. Some of the filibusters were probably seasick and dry heaving over the gunwales of the canoes, for nothing compares to a small boat or canoe in a swell to cause this illness—and even seamen of this era were known to get seasick at times, especially in small boats adrift in a short, choppy sea.11 Given the breakers and the coming dawn, Captain Franco could not wait forever. Or as Massertie put it, “Where there is the necessity, there is never too much risk!”12

Franco gave the order, and with the word of command passed from canoe to canoe, the filibusters put their backs into their oars or paddles—canoes used by pirates and other Anglo-Europeans were usually rowed, not paddled, unless they were very small—and stroked toward the bar, aiming for areas where the white foam of breaking waves did not show. Of course, it is often impossible to know on a dark night when a wave might break upon you, until it actually does. The filibusters’ arms would have been lashed inside the canoes, and their cartridge boxes well waxed to help waterproof them.13

But the pirate gods, whoever they were—Castor and Pollux, the Gemini Twins, some said, because they had been pirates, although others said they were the gods of pirate hunters because they had hunted pirates—were on their side.14 This attack would not fail as it had a year before. One canoe touched the bar, but was spared capsizing. No men were lost. Once safely past the bar, the filibusters rowed into the lagoon at the mouth of the river and made camp on a small island. The next night they rowed quietly up the river until they found the main road to Acaponeta. Quietly they went ashore, then marched, all seventy of them, for another hour, then slept until an hour before dawn.

Their arms at the ready, they marched forward, knowing well that soon the alarm would be given. At a small house in the darkness they kidnapped a man and forced him to be their guide. A troop of Spanish cavalry rode quickly by, just missing them. It made so much noise that the filibusters could not have missed hearing them coming. Onward they marched and seized a small town with no resistance. The pirates took the mayor, the wife of the chief captain, and all of the priests captive.

The next morning they marched to Acaponeta, which lay on the road from Mexico City in the south to New Mexico in the north. The countryside was alarmed: this would be no picnic. In a ragged line the filibusters surged up the road, their prisoners and stores at the center. The path led across a hot, dusty, arid region whose dull flatness was relieved by adobe houses; by palm, guava, and banana trees; and by fields of grasses, low bushes, and cassava plants. Gnats and mosquitoes swarmed around the filibusters as they strode, long-barreled buccaneer muskets in hand.

By midday, three or four hundred armed Spaniards, all mounted, lay nervously in wait behind a nearby hill, perhaps more nervously than the filibusters as they had lain in wait before the breakers at the mouth of the river. A year ago they had repulsed thirty filibusters as they tried to come ashore. But today there were seventy and they were already ashore. It would not be easy to force them back, and Franco knew what he was doing. But the Spanish had tricks up their sleeves as well. Their plan was simple: hundreds of Native Americans lay in wait along the road, and when they ambushed the pirates, the cavalry would charge while the pirates were distracted. The pirates would be cut to pieces.

But the filibusters were not fools. They knew the Native Americans were there, and it was time to send them a message. The pirates furled the white banner of France they marched under, and in its place they raised high a “red flag with a death’s head at the center and two crossed bones below the head, in white, in the middle of the red.”15

The flag meant they would give no quarter.

At Franco’s order, the pirates fired musket volleys into the grasses where the Native Americans, who had been given a cow to slaughter and eau de vie to drink as encouragement to fight, lay hiding. The hot lead balls, whizzing by ears, cutting leaves, and killing and wounding warriors, scattered the Spanish allies. Hearing the fusillade, the mounted Spanish soldiery dashed to the road in a cloud of dust, expecting that the filibusters had been attacked by surprise—but when they realized their error they reined up and retreated, keeping their distance.

The rest of the attack was anticlimactic. The Spanish cavalry, most of it probably composed of poorly trained and armed militia and volunteers, chose discretion over battlefield valor. Captain Franco led his men into Acaponeta unmolested and held it to ransom, using hostages, including the governor, as a means of additional persuasion. The Spaniards promised them one hundred thousand pieces of eight, eight hundred carts of wheat, two hundred mule loads of corn, and eight hundred salted cattle. This was an enormous ransom for so small a place! Too enormous, in fact—the filibusters should have been suspicious. The Spaniards, no fools either, delayed as long as they could, providing five cows and two loads of wheat per day, giving time for a small man-of-war to be dispatched from Acapulco to catch the pirates off guard.

Soon enough the filibusters aboard La Chevale sighted an unknown sail. The filibusters lowered their flag to half-mast and fired a cannon, the signal for those ashore to return to the ship. Quickly Franco and his men returned to their small pink. The unknown sail quickly turned into a Spaniard mounting twenty-two guns and bearing 143 men; the filibusters bore less than half of each. Franco knew that his ship and men might not be able to survive a long battering by the Spaniard’s guns. He chose to board instead, a tactic favored by French filibusters.

After an afternoon and night of playing cat and mouse, on New Year’s Day 1689, the helmsman steered La Chevale close, but just as the filibusters fired their first broadside—jokingly they referred to it as “throwing a biscuit” at the Spaniards, perhaps because the pirate ship’s guns were so small—the wind died. For four hours, the ships drifted alongside each other, each trying to smother the other with iron, fire, and lead. Perhaps the filibusters hoisted their red flag with skull and bones aloft, hoping to inspire dread or even terror in the Spanish crew.16

But the Spanish crew did not seem afraid, even though their guns did little damage. The filibusters might well have captured the man-of-war had they been able to come alongside. Instead, they could only follow conventional tactics: batter the Spaniard’s hull with their cannon and fire muskets and swivel cannon at the enemy’s gun ports to keep them closed, at any head that appeared, and at the sails and rigging. They were too close to aim their cannon into the rigging.17

Eventually, the swell of the sea pushed the ships apart, and when the wind came up, each ship bore away to nurse its wounds and wounded, although the Spanish claimed they pursued the pirates for two more days, and the French claimed the Spanish ship fled. The filibusters’ losses were two men killed and eighteen wounded, almost a third of their force. They gave up the attack and planned new adventures. These pirates continued their bloody trade in the South Sea until 1693. The South Sea Spaniards were never able to dislodge them.

The red banner the filibuster crew flew at Acaponeta, and which they may well have flown in their fight with the Spanish man-of-war, is the first known instance of Golden Age pirates of European origin flying the famous skull and crossbones. Importantly, this death’s head and crossbones were depicted on a red field, not a black one. And, unlike the famous black flag of pirates, this red flag was intended as a warning of “no quarter,” not as the first warning to surrender, as pirates commonly used the skull and bones. French pirates were particularly fond of the red flag of no quarter, and used it often.18

Can we assume that the use of a skull and crossed bones on the red flag of no quarter was commonplace at this time? Did other buccaneers and filibusters use it as well? Unfortunately, to date we have no way of knowing. Buccaneer flags are seldom described in journals, except when they are unusual. The fact that Massertie described the flag in detail suggests that the skull and crossed bones were not typical of the red banner of no quarter—or at least not to him. But perhaps this was not the first time that the veteran Captain Michel Andresson, if indeed he were pretending to be Franco, had flown the flag.

Notably, the flag used at Acaponeta was not called the Jolly Roger, nor even the “joli rouge” (“pretty red”), which many books, repeating a longstanding myth, incorrectly suggest may be the origin of the term Jolly Roger.

The Myth of Le Joli Rouge

In fact, le joli rouge does not appear at all among the journals of French pirates, privateers, and men-of-war, or any other sea rovers or mariners of any nationality, as a term for a flag or anything else. If you want to find the term in the age of sail, you need to look in books about painting and flowers, not in those about cannon and cutlass.

The origin of the mythical joli rouge almost certainly lies in the French revolution of 1848, with roots in the original French revolution. An unknown writer argued in 1921 that the term was a misattribution based on the bonnet rouge or red Phrygian ‘liberty cap’ and the associated terror and violence of the French revolutionaries who began to wear it circa 1789, but he did not provide his evidence.19

Even so, if this is the case, then joli rouge cannot be the origin of Jolly Roger because the events upon which it is based came later than the original accounts that used the name. But how is joli rouge derived from the cap of the French revolutionaries? The author did not explain, but using his clues we can trace a very strong argument. First we need to look beyond the original French revolution, to that of 1848. By now the French tricolor of blue, white, and red was no longer the flag of revolution, but of established government—of convention, not rebellion. A new flag was needed. The new French revolutionaries appropriated the color of the bonnet rouge to their new banner.

Often associated with this adoption of the red flag, which signified both death and life, were the death’s head and crossbones. One such flag was red with a death’s head capped by a Phrygian bonnet with fleur de lys on it, over crossed bones, with a hatchet and torch, and the motto (translated) of “Long Live Blanqui [a noted revolutionary] or Die.”20 And it was indeed a “joli” flag. In fact, the only reference the author has found to any flag as a joli rouge is an incidental description by Nineteenth-century historian and political writer Hippolyte Castille, of the 1848 revolutionary banner as the pretty red flag—“le joli drapeau rouge”—floating on the morning breeze from the Seine.21

From here it was but a simple misstep backward from the pretty red revolutionary flag, often enough with skull and bones, to the pirate’s fantasy joli rouge and his real Jolly Roger. Or perhaps it is the other way around: the black pirate banner with skull and bones, together with the red banner of no quarter, inspires the revolutionary banner, which inspires the myth of le joli rouge.

But as already noted, the pirate flag flown at Acaponeta was neither a Jolly Roger nor a joli rouge, nor was it a banner of nineteenth-century socialist revolution. Rather, it was a unique early instance of the piratical skull and crossbones, and not quite what we have come to expect.22

The Colors of Fear and Death

So is this red flag the origin of the black flag with skull and crossbones that has come to be known as the Jolly Roger? It might be, but it is more likely not, or at least not its sole origin. Rather, it is probably part of a common theme that runs through time across both land and sea. Until the early eighteenth century, a black flag flown at sea aboard European ships typically meant mourning: a captain or admiral had died, or perhaps a prince or king. To indicate a willingness to fight, especially to neither give nor receive quarter, a red flag, often known as the “bloody flag,” “bloody banner,” “flag of no quarter,” “pavillon de combat,” “pavillon sans quartier,” and “bloed-vlag,” was flown at sea, and occasionally ashore.

A nineteenth-century historian traces this red banner’s origin at sea to the red baucents—medieval pavilions or banners—flown in the thirteenth century AD, and probably earlier, by French ships of war. A document dating to 1292 notes that these red banners sent a message of “certain and mortal strife.” Ashore, the red banner has a more ancient recorded lineage: Lodowick Lloyd “Esquier” in 1602 traces the red flag to Hannibal of Carthage, and before him to Alexander the Great. Tamerlane employed it, too. Without doubt, the red banner, given its obvious connotation of spilled blood, and therefore of threat and violence, has originated independently many times throughout history: “While the Red Flags breathe on their Top-masts high Terror and War … ,” wrote poet Andrew Marvel in 1667.23

Early on, anyone at sea might fly the red banner: naval men-of-war, privateers, pirates, even merchantmen (a merchantman was any ship carrying merchant cargo). Later, beginning in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the red flag was largely abandoned by many navies, and retained only by privateers and pirates as a threat that no quarter would be given, or at least that quarter might not be given. But beginning in the early eighteenth century, a new wave of pirates who originated in the Americas began to fly a black flag.

But why not black before this, and red only as a banner of no quarter? Foremost, until the early eighteenth century, most pirates and quasipirates—buccaneers and filibusters, for example—flew the naval ensigns of their home countries. English buccaneers flew the Cross of St. George or the English naval ensign with a red field and a Cross of St. George in the canton. French filibusters usually flew the “pavillon blanc,” or white banner of France. Spanish pirates flew a white ensign with a red Cross of Burgundy, except for Spanish pirates from “Biscay,” who often flew the reverse, a red ensign with a white Cross of Burgundy. Dutch sea rovers often flew the tricolor of the Netherlands or the “States General” flag with a lion holding a cutting sword and a sheaf of arrows on a red field.24

Only rarely did Golden Age pirates prior to 1716 fly their own distinct colors. Each company of buccaneers that crossed the Isthmus of Darien in 1680 had its own distinct banner, for example, but none was black and none bore a skull and crossbones—and none was flown at sea, as far as we know. Instead, at sea they flew the ensigns of England and France. When three “pirate kings” at Madagascar went to war around 1720, each flew his national colors: English, Danish, or Scottish, rather than the black flag of piracy.25

Why did most pirates fly the colors of their home countries? Because it was a pretense of legitimacy: they did not want to be hanged. Local governments often quietly supported their piracy, or at least looked the other way because it was profitable to do so. Pirates pretended that their crimes were in fact legitimate, even when they knew they were not. Further, most pirates of this era remained loyal in many respects to their home nations, even when they were part of a multinational, multicultural band of brethren pirates.

But much of this changed with the coming of the cutthroats who came to be defined by their rejection of nation-states and by their unity under their own colors. After Queen Anne’s War ended in 1713, privateers were no longer necessary and diminished trade meant fewer seafaring jobs. A brief attempt to turn former privateers into pirate hunters hunting Spanish pirates failed when the hunters set their sights on honest Spanish shipping, attempting to continue a sea-roving tradition begun in 1655. But no longer would blind eyes be turned to pirates who attacked the Spanish. In retaliation, pirates now set their sights on the shipping of all nations. The final period of the Great Age of Piracy had begun.

And this is when we see the black flag become synonymous with piracy, although it had been flown by pirates of European origin before this time, at least once. In 1700, at Brava Island in the Cape Verdes, the HMS Poole chased and briefly trapped French pirates commanded by Emanuel Wynne. The pirates, the Poole’s captain noted in his log, flew a black flag with skull, crossbones, and hourglass. But there are no other accounts of European or American pirates flying such a flag around this time, and Wynne cannot be considered as one of the great band of pirates who came into being after Queen Anne’s War ended in 1713.26

Curiously, a poem published in 1702 described Charon, the ferryman of the River Styx, as flying a “sable” flag with “Death’s Head and Marrow Bones.” Charon ferried souls—who had to pay him a tiny silver coin called an obol—to Hades.27 The meaning of the skull and crossbones on a black flag was clearly obvious. This was without doubt the perfect symbolism for a pirate willing to stand against all nations. Even so, not all pirates chose black. At least two, one of them French and the other almost certainly so, chose white flags with black skull and bones or black skeletons. Very likely, the white flag with black bones was a symbol both of piracy and of French nationality—and a reminder to us that even pirates who claimed no flag or nationality but that of piracy still held significant attachment to their national origins.28 Even some notorious early eighteenth-century English pirates who flew the black flag were not known to “drink any other Health than King George’s.” And when they heard that King George I had died, these same pirates lowered their black flag to half-mast.29

Yet might we not wonder why the great majority of pirates, beholden now to none but themselves, chose black instead of the traditional bloody red? Foremost and obviously, in many cultures black represents death—the eternal sleep, the impenetrable blackness, the void of nonexistence. Further, grieving is a somber time, typically one of darkness, not of light. Black clothing, draperies, flags, even sword hilts and sword knots were all used in the West to indicate grief. It therefore seems obvious that Western pirates would likewise choose black. Still, why choose black rather than red as their forebears, even recent ones, had? Red, as noted, is the color of blood: of anger, violence, rage, warfare—of death as it happens. Red can be viewed as an opposite of white, for the white flag of surrender is a request that no blood, or no more blood, be spilled.

There are two compelling reasons. The first is identity. Unlike most pirates of the past, the sea thieves who now flew the black flag considered themselves as apart from any nation, at least nominally or rhetorically. The red flag had been used by all sorts of nationalities at sea and by all sorts of vessels at sea, ranging from man-of-war to common pirate. The black flag, however, as a banner of identity would, at sea, be unique to pirates alone. As a French eyewitness to a pirate attack put it, these new pirates wanted “by these sorts of liveries to distinguish themselves from others [other sea rovers, that is] who sail the sea.”30

The second reason relates to the first, as well as to the symbolism of the color itself. Black flags were not flown just at times of mourning. Importantly, the black flag is the true antithesis of the white flag: it indicates the opposite of surrender and has been used in centuries past both to threaten death to the besieged, and especially by the besieged to indicate defiance, that they would neither give nor take quarter. The symbolism was well known in the seventeenth century: “the black Flag of defiance, death and destruction.”31 In 1714 at the siege of Barcelona, for example, the besieged Catalonians planted a black flag with a death’s head in a breach in a wall of Montjuïc Castle to send a message that they expected no quarter and would fight to the death.32

This defiant siege mentality is important to understanding another of the reasons pirates may have chosen black: theirs was also a defiant siege mentality—they saw themselves as physically and psychologically besieged, for in their eyes they stood defiantly against the world. They needed no flash of inspiration to realize this, for it was written into the maritime law of the time. Pirata est hostis humani generis: A pirate is an enemy of all mankind.33

Death’s Head and Marrow Bones

Inseparably associated with the black flag of piracy are the symbols or devices arrayed upon its sable field. The meanings are usually obvious. The skull or “death’s head” and crossed bones below or behind were the most common “mortuary” and memento mori (reminder of death) symbol at the time, and for centuries before. It was used on tombstones, in paintings, on mortuary rings and watches, and in various architectures.

Strictly speaking, a “death’s head” was only a skull, but the term appears to have also been used at times to indicate a skull with crossbones. Sometimes the crossbones were called “marrow bones”—the femur or thighbones. To be on one’s marrow bones was to be on one’s knees. A “death” or “anatomy,” also often used as a mortuary symbol, was usually a full skeleton, although at times the term “death” indicated only a skull. Typically, these symbols were used to remind people that the clock was ticking, that death would come inevitably sooner or later. Often, an hourglass, sometimes with wings to remind one that “time is flying,” was associated with the skull and crossbones or anatomy.

The skull and bones was also used at times, for obvious reasons, to strike fear into one’s enemies. The combination was used in antiquity by the Thracians, then by the Romans and Turks, and in the Middle Ages by many peoples.34 As far as we know, it was used ashore far more often than at sea. The use by Catalans defending Barcelona in 1714 has already been noted, for example, and a seventeenth-century Swedish cavalry regiment had long used the skull and crossbones as a device on their hats. In fact, the best-known skull and crossbones ever recovered from a shipwreck of the Golden Age—a gold button or pin—belonged to a cavalry officer who died when the Swedish man-of-war Kronan blew up and sank during battle in 1676.35 Clearly, the use of the skull and crossbones was well known for many centuries as both a mortuary symbol and as one of terror.

To discover why, soon after 1700, the iconic skull and crossbones became the symbol of piracy, we must take a look at how the early eighteenth-century American pirates designed and used their flags.

Bartholomew Roberts’s Legacy

As Bartholomew Roberts lay spilling his blood onto the powder-blackened deck of his Royal Fortune, his best days were long behind him. Not only would he soon bleed to death from the grapeshot wound in his neck, but also almost his entire crew would soon surrender meekly after their mainmast was shot “by the board.” No grand exit for them—they had not even inflicted a single casualty on the victorious pirate hunters—nor any pride at their exit from him, had he lived. A few of his crew tried to kill themselves by blowing up some powder, but they failed miserably, succeeding only in charring their flesh. Many of the survivors would hang, their lifeless bodies tarred in chains and gently swinging with the breezes for a long time afterward as a warning to other seamen who might choose to sail under the black flag.36

Roberts, of whom we will say much more later, had neither the time nor the inclination to ponder his legacy as he lay dying. For one thing, one of his crew was reportedly busy upbraiding him for cowardice, at least until he realized Roberts’s throat had turned thickly scarlet. It was quite the legacy indeed that Roberts left—a swath of plundering terror from the Caribbean to North America to Brazil to Africa: a great number of vessels captured, exceeding that of any other pirate of the early eighteenth century, and hundreds of slaves captured aboard slave ships and many of them ransomed back to their owners. So successful was he that his name—“the pirate Roberts” as he was usually known—became the byword for piracy for a few years. Even today, some consider him the greatest pirate ever, but this is another chapter.

However, his real legacy may be the name he gave to his black flags. Like many men, Roberts had turned pirate in the years immediately following the end of Queen Anne’s War in 1713. Many seamen had been privateers, and with peace came the eventual disbandment of these lawful plunderers: the brief attempt to turn them into pirate hunters failed miserably. In general, many seamen were put out of work after the war. Piracy was an alternative for the daring, the disenfranchised, and the foolish.

Around 1716, these pirates began flying the black flag, often with a death’s head, with or without crossbones but probably more often with, and often with an hourglass, which was also a maritime symbol. Half-hourglasses were used to keep time aboard ships. Other symbols included a powder horn or pistol, daggers or swords, an arm or a full figure holding a sword, and a heart pierced by a dart. In spite of written descriptions, it is impossible to know exactly what these symbols looked like on pirate flags and how they were often arrayed. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century gravestones show a remarkable variety of arrangements of these symbols, for example.

Pirates were not the only ones to use some of these non-mortuary symbols. A blowing horn (a cow’s horn used for sounding calls) resembling a powder horn was used in the late seventeenth century on the flag of Hoorn in the Netherlands, for example, and in 1693 the black general of the Akwamus, who had captured Fort Christiansborg (now Osu Castle) from the Danes at Accra on the Guinea Coast of Africa, flew a white flag “with a black man painted in the middle brandishing a scymiter.”37

The black flag anointed with these various devices became a symbol of unity and identity, for reasons already discussed. And these pirates revered their black flag as much as patriots of any kingdom or republic did theirs: the crew of Captain Spriggs hoisted their black flag, gave three huzzahs, and “fir’d all the Guns in the Ship, with repeated Shouts,” when one of their prisoners finally, but voluntarily, agreed to join their crew. Very likely this was a common ceremony.38

No matter its devices, the black flag, flown variously as an ensign at the stern, at the main-masthead, and as a jack at the bow, was used not only to unify the crew but most especially to inspire fear among the prey, and it was arguably the most effective weapon in the pirate arsenal at this time—flying the flag was a tactic of threatened violence, of inducing fear and thus surrender by its threat. Pirate prey were primarily merchantmen, most of them poorly armed and with small crews. These men were easily frightened, or at least easily intimidated. But the crews aboard many larger ships came to be easily intimidated as well, once they learned what the black flag meant. The color was far more important than the images upon it, for the images might not be easily identified except up fairly close, even with a telescope.

In theory, pirates usually flew the black flag first, then, if the prey did not surrender, the red to indicate that no quarter would be given. The articles of the French pirate Jean Thomas Dulaien of the late 1720s provided that no quarter was to be given only if the enemy fired three or more cannon shot after the red flag was raised.39 In other words, black meant “Surrender now or we’ll give no quarter!” Strictly speaking, red meant “Too late, we’ll give you no quarter, don’t expect us to leave any survivors, we’ll probably murder you all!” If the pirates captured their prey, they might do as they pleased to their victims: they might murder them all, or some of them, or none.

In practice, however, the use of the black and red flags varied among pirates, or at least their interpretation did among pirate prey. Some thought the black flag was a new version of the red flag of no quarter, used instead of the red.40 Others considered it a warning to be heeded lest the red flag suddenly fly to the masthead. In fact, pirate prisoner Captain Richard Hawkins wrote that “When they [Spriggs and his crew] fight under Jolly Roger they give Quarter, which they do not when they fight under the Red or Bloody flag.”41 In one battle, a small group of pirates alternated between white and black colors, then flew the bloody red, then finally hoisted black again, as if unsure which to use.42 Most early eighteenth-century pirates appear to have used both red and black, more often flying the black first, then the red as a final threat.

Bartholomew Roberts and crew flew several black pirate flags over his career. His first had a death’s head and cutlass on it.43 Further, aboard a sloop captured at St. Kitts by these pirates, one of the crew scrawled in chalk, “For our word’s sake we let thee go, But to Creoles we are a foe,” alongside a drawing of a “Death’s head and arm with a Cutlace.”44 This is certainly evidence of the black flag and it symbols being more than merely an instrument of terror. Clearly it is also a symbol of identity, in this case left as a calling card to remind merchant seamen precisely who was there.

Amusingly, at the same time aboard a different captured sloop, another pirate scrawled, “In thee I find content of mind.” The verse has perhaps confused some pirate historians, but it is nothing more than a common seventeenth- and eighteenth-century wedding motto often inscribed on wedding rings. It just goes to show that pirates had a sense of humor. (So did people getting married back then: “Let me in thee most happy bee” and “Lye still Joan, and don’t wince” are also wedding ring mottos from those years.) And pirate humor may have had a role in the creation of the Jolly Roger, as we shall soon see.45

Another of Roberts’s flags reportedly depicted a pirate with the skull of a Barbadian and a Martinican underfoot, for according to Charles Johnson, Roberts detested the Barbadians and Martinicans who had fitted out armed vessels against him, in one case forcing him to flee with his tail between his legs.46 Most famous, though, were his flags depicting full skeletons—“deaths” or “anatomies,” as they were often known—although Roberts was not the first to fly such a flag.

In August 1717 an English pirate ship of fourteen guns and at least one hundred forty men flew a flag described as “black, with a skeleton in the middle, holding in one hand a dart and in the other an hourglass.” Three months later an unidentified pirate in a ship of eighteen to twenty guns flew a black flag with a full skeleton depicted on it. In March of 1718, a pirate flew a white flag with a full skeleton, and in October 1718 Richard Worley flew a “black Flagg with a humane Skelleton on it which so much terrified” a merchant crew that they refused to fight.47

Roberts’s most famous flag, flown in 1722 aboard the Royal Fortune at Whydah on the West African coast, was described by Charles Johnson as having “a Death [skeleton] in it, with an hour-glass in one hand and cross-bones in the other, a dart by it, and underneath a heart dropping three drops of blood.” This was almost certainly the flag known in Johnson’s famous book, A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pirates, first published in 1724 and then in an expanded edition in 1726, as Jolly Roger.48
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