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PIRATES AND PIRACY

OSCAR HERRMANN

The Latin word piratia defines the crime, answering to robbery on land, with the distinction that it is committed upon the high seas or navigable waters generally. The law of nations has defined it as the taking of property from others by open violence, with intent to steal, and without lawful authority, on the sea. And with the stringency arising from the ever-growing depredations, and the community of interests of the civilized world, the crime was made punishable by death, and jurisdiction was recognized in that country into whose ports the pirate may be carried.

Piracy flourished in its reckless dare-deviltry and wanton lawlessness about one hundred and fifty years ago, its most productive operations being confined to the Spanish Main, over whose vast paths the newly discovered wealth and hidden treasures of the New World were carried. The unprotected state of commerce permitted these piratical invasions with immunity and thus allowed this nefarious trade to flourish and develop unchecked and uncontrolled. By reason of this the lawless element of the community was encouraged and allured by the visions of fabulous riches with the attendant excitement incident to its capture. Pirates, as a class, were principally outlaws, social outcasts, or ’longshoremen of a desperate and brutal character, who deemed it the more enjoyable the more hazardous their undertaking, and who considered it safer to maraud on the high seas than upon the land, in constant fear of the minions of the law. But not all pirates were of this character. Some, not inherently vicious nor absolutely depraved, had adopted this lawless calling by reason of some stigma which deprived them of their social position; others, by reason of their indolence; and others from sheer necessity, who found in their dire distress the justification for the dangerous step.

Whenever a band of these men had determined upon their new enterprise, they immediately seized some available ship in the shore waters, which was frequently accomplished by two or three approaching in a rowboat, in the guise of purchasers of merchandise. As a rule, a vessel, when in shore waters, is inadequately protected by guards, and thus the pirates, finding the deck is their control, would overcome the watch and, with drawn pistols and threats of death, proceed to make them helpless prisoners. With practical control of the vessel thus assured, some of the number would stand sentry at the hatchways while a signal to the shore brought the reinforcement of their comrades in crime. Should the captured crew show remonstrance or any intimation of resistance, the swords, cutlasses, and heavy chains were most effective as a quietus; and thus with sails all set, and flying the flag of the home port as a mantle to their knavery, they sailed forth to some small town in search of provisions, to dispose of their merchandise, release their prisoners (or, as frequently happened, maroon them upon some desolate island), and thus equipped and provisioned, with magazines ammunitioned, they set forth in search of prey.

Not infrequently the vessel captured would prove too small and insufficient for marauding expeditions upon the high seas, and unable to give battle or a spirited chase to a sturdy merchantman. In such event, their operations were confined to the coast-line and in the harbors which had been located by spies as having richly laden vessels ready for the outward journey; and, having ascertained the date of departure, the ship’s complement, its possible fighting strength, and its destination, a close watch was set, avoiding, however, all cause for suspicion, and, with lights extinguished, the careful, silent watch was kept till the midnight hour. As eight bells rang out upon the darkness, and the unsuspecting sailor keeping the midnight watch looked blankly into the night, several rowboats, with occupants armed to the teeth, would be lowered, and without a splash ride the waters, over which they glided, carrying the sea-robbers to the grim sides of their intended prey.

In many cases the decks, by reason of the fancied security afforded by the harbor, would be deserted, and, taking advantage of this opportunity, the attacking party quickly leap over the sides and, under the noiselessly given commands of their captain, creep stealthily to the hatchways, cautiously taking their positions so that no miscalculations might frustrate their designs. And so, invading below decks, with weapons poised and every fibre on the alert, the concerted attack upon the sleeping victims would be given. With one fell swoop, and with the savagery born of their nefarious undertaking, the crew would be ruthlessly butchered, some few, perhaps, escaping in the general skirmish and fleeing up the gangway, only to be struck down by the villain on guard. For the present we will close our eyes to the awful picture of torture and murder here enacted, to revert to it upon a subsequent occasion.

With the crew slain, gagged or in chains, with all possible resistance overcome, the coming of the day was awaited. And as the first faint streaks of gray broke in upon the darkness of the night and the harbingers of the dawn sent their shafts athwart the horizon, the ship rode proudly at her anchor, silently and stately, giving no indication of the carnage of the night. The creaking of the chain around the capstan was but the mariners’ music to sing the glory of the voyage to be begun, and so, without creating the least suspicion in the vessels lying round about, the captors brought their prize abreast their old vessel, transferred their stock of provisions and merchandise, if any, to the newly captured vessel, and, thus prepared, sailed grandly out of the harbor. When once again the breath of the ocean bellied their sails and sped them on to the unknown argosy, the dead, vanquished crew was rudely cast into the sea, without the semblance of respect for the dead, the decks thoroughly scrubbed, the scuppers flushed, the inventory prepared, and so, once again, the course was set for a port in which to dispose of their cargo. The argus-eyed lookout stationed far up in the foremast scanned every point of the far-reaching horizon, signalling to his mates the appearance of a spar against the heavens. Then, with course changed and wheel set, and sped on by conspiring winds, they bore down upon the unfortunate vessel, displaying at the proper moment the ominous and fateful black flag and its ghastly emblem of skull and cross-bones.

Thus, for months perhaps, the fitful winds and steady currents carried them hither and thither, ever alert, ever ready for combat and plunder. With guns primed and powder-horn stocked, these plunderers roamed the trackless sea, at times with impatience and drooping hopes, until the sight of a large, heavily riding merchantmen sent their blood a-leaping and transformed the deck into a scene of feverish activity. If we recall the peaceful errand of the merchantmen and reflect that their armature was little calculated to cope with the war-waging outlaws, it is quite apparent how gross the inequality of the struggle must necessarily be. While most of the merchantmen carried defensive armament, the unpractised, unskilled crew made the guns in their hands little more than ineffective. As the pirate ship approached, she displayed the same flag flying from the stern of the merchantman; and with the crew hidden below decks, in order not to betray their purpose, the vessels approached sufficiently close to enable the pirates to fire a broadside into the unsuspecting vessel and demand immediate surrender. At times a vessel, by reason of its superiority, would succeed in outsailing the pirates, but frequently the result was most disastrous. Often a stout-hearted merchantman, seeing that capture was inevitable, would offer battle in desperation, firing volley after volley of stone shot, the pirates, stubborn, furious, tenacious, fighting with all the ferocity their natures were capable of, resulting, after a decisive contest, in the lowering of the merchantman flag in disgrace and humiliation. With the lowering of the sails as an indication of surrender, the pirates sent out several boats with armed men, under the command of a chosen leader, who at once placed the captain under arrest and demanded the ship’s papers under pain of death. This request was usually, though unwillingly, acceded to. The old vessel was thereupon dismantled, the captured boat refitted, and, burning the hull of the forsaken vessel, the pirates once more set sail, with the imprisoned captain and crew in chains cast into the dark, foul hold of the ship. Immunity was sometimes granted the captives upon their taking the oath of allegiance to the piratical horde. Can we not imagine how the intense anguish and unendurable torture finally forced from the unwilling lips the fearful avowal of allegiance?

We can plainly observe the purpose of the pirates in endeavoring to capture a large, powerful, and speedy vessel, for that was the only safeguard of their barbarous trade. They readily recognized that success and security depended solely upon speed to overtake a fleeing ship or to escape a powerful adversary. Their motto, “He who fights and runs away may live to fight another day,” was in reality the only literature the bold and adventurous pirate would comprehend or accept. Therefore, well equipped in a stanch, trim vessel, with the lockers filled, the magazines stocked, theguns aimed and ready for action, they were brave enough to combat even a man-of-war. The books are replete with the thrilling accounts of engagements and set battles waged between pirates and resisting armed merchantmen, resulting completely in victory for the black flag which so defiantly floated from the mizzenmast. The gradual progress and growth of the energetic sea-robbers, from the looting of vessels riding peacefully at anchor in the harbors to the management of large and seaworthy craft, permitted them to undertake long and seemingly endless cruises, the most daring of which being undertaken, no doubt, by that notorious chieftain, Captain Nathaniel North, who cruised from Newfoundland to the West Indies, then across the Southern Atlantic to the Cape of Good Hope, thence via Mozambique to the Indian Ocean, and northward to the Red Sea, traversing the same track to the Arabian Sea and East Indies—a voyage of 28,670 miles, the toy of the monsoon, the victim of the typhoon, and the sport of the trade-winds in the many latitudes. History has reserved a rather infamous niche for such freebooters as Thomas Howard, Captain Misson, Captain Fly, and Captain Kidd, whose voyages and exploits have given themes to the historian, the narrator, and the novelist. It was during these long cruises that the coast towns suffered through the depredations, plundering, and pillage, and the inhabitants put in constant fear of these sudden and vicious onslaughts.

Not infrequently the pirates selected some desolate locality in which to bury their treasures and store their stolen goods, generally building a “village” inland, well hidden in the foliage of the forests or tropical shrubbery, and perhaps inaccessible save through the devious paths cunningly planned to secure immunity from attack. These natural defences were supplemented with a series of forts as a further protection from the incursions of the natives. The internecine wars so fiercely waged by the inhabitants of the African East Coast frequently brought the vanquished to these “villages” to secure protection—a safety usually given in exchange for practical slavery in tilling the ground and cultivating crops.

From time almost immemorial the word pirate has been synonymous with all that is villainous, bloodthirsty, and cruel, and capture by a gang of these assassins meant indescribable torture and suffering, and we will devote a few moments to a consideration of these awful scenes; the sudden attacks, the vain attempts at flight, the desperate hand-to-hand struggles for life, mingled with the brutal yells, interspersed with the piteous cries for mercy, followed by the horrible silence which finally settles over the slippery decks, and the gruesome spectacle of the dreadful vandalism as the murderers proceed to strip their victims.

Generally, after a successful attack, the captain of the unfortunate vessel would be placed in chains and questioned as to the cargo and treasures of his ship. A cutlass held menacingly over him indicated the danger of untruth, and frequently a savage gash brought a stubborn and silent captain to submission. Inquisitorial tortures, unrelieved by any mock civility, were continued to extract further confessions from the pain-racked prisoners. Devices born only of a devilish instinct and fiendish delight suggested all forms of suffering, and so the captain was frequently tied to the ship’s pump and surrounded with burning combustibles; or, fastened to the deck, surrounded with gunpowder, which they ignited; or his limbs were severed from his body and his flesh prodded with the points of the cutlass, the fiendish pirates forming a circle around him for this inhuman “sport.”

Despite these awful tortures, confessions were often suppressed, in the hope that the pirates would allow the vessel to proceed on its way (as was sometimes the case), and thus a part of the treasures be saved. But all hope of succor or consideration at the hands of these murderers was idle. Unsatisfied with the mere acquisition of booty, these human devils, devoid of the last spark of compassion, would mete out to each member of the crew and the passengers the most unheard-of tortures which human depravity could invent, for the amusement of the captors. Some were tied to a windlass and pelted into insensibility, or perhaps more charitable death. Others were lashed with ropes and cast, almost dead, into the sea; or, spiked hand and foot to the deck, were exposed mercilessly to the hot rays of the sun until the features were distorted into unrecognizability; some were placed before a gun and thus decapitated, while others were tied back to back and thrown into the waters. In fact, so low were these villainous wretches in their degradation that only the most cruel and cunningly devised torture could satiate their bloodthirsty cravings—human hyenas, who found rest only in the pains and shrieks of other mortals. By far the most favorite pastime was to make the victim “walk the plank” or hang him to the yardarm—a suggestion of the retribution suffered by the pirates when captured. No word picture can present the awful orgies indulged in by these social outcasts, who continued their carnage, assault, and abuse until the last victim had succumbed. Then, directing their attention to the ship, it was quietly dismantled, set adrift, or frequently burned to the water’s edge, allowing the hull to float about, a rudderless derelict.

One must not form the impression, however, that this reckless lawlessness was attended with insubordination or lack of discipline. On the contrary, they were rigorously governed by an iron hand and by the unwritten “code of honor.” A pirate entered upon “the account” (a term meaning piracy) by taking the oath of fealty to the cause, abjuring all social ties, pledging himself never to desert his ship or defraud his comrades or steal anything belonging to his fellows. Having thus bound him by an oath firm and dreadful in its malediction upon any violation of its terms, the organization is completed by the selection of a captain, who, usually, is the strongest, bravest, and most desperate of them all, well calculated to keep the crew in subjection. Mutiny and the spirit of insubordination frequently raised its ominous growl, to be quelled only by the fearlessness of the captain and his ability to keep his men in abject fear of his commands. It held the men in the thralls of hypnotism, and in its efficaciousness depended the safety of the captain and his “loyal” adherents. With some crews the title Captain did not convey autocratic power nor dictatorial prerogatives, his power to command absolutely being confined only to times of combat. A usurpation of power frequently brought death as a deterrent to any aspiring successor. In those cases where the captain was not recognized as the sole ruler, each man had a vote in affairs of moment, and had an undivided interest and title in all booty.

It can readily be understood how valueless the cast-iron oath of the pirate must be when occasion makes its rejection convenient, and thus apparent dissatisfaction with the captain or with his commands have frequently caused those secret plottings below decks, resulting in open revolt or mutiny:—pirate against pirate, brute force matched against brute force for power and supremacy. The severest punishment to a member of the crew for thieving from a fellow-pirate was marooning—slitting the ears and nose and depositing the offender upon some desolate island or lonely shore with but few provisions and limited ammunition. Life was little prized, for death had no terrors, and life beyond this world entered not into their calculations. Their fearlessness and courage was splendidly exampled when Captain Teach, alias Black Beard, appeared off Charleston in the year 1717 and sent word to the Governor of the colony to send out to him at once a certain number of medicine chests, in failure of which the port would be blockaded by his single vessel, and all persons on board in-going and out-going ships killed and their heads sent to the Governor as proof of the execution of the threat. He also threatened to set all ships on fire. It illustrates clearly in what dread these sea marauders were held in those times, when we learn that the Governor immediately complied with the demands and the embargo was raised. It is recorded that in moments of defeat pirates voluntarily have set fire to their powder magazines and thus were blown to destruction rather than plead for mercy. During long cruises, when no ships upon the horizon line varied the monotony of the daily routine, pastimes were invented, each one out-rivalling the other in sheer wickedness Captain Teach considered it rare sport to lock his men in the ship’s hold and then set sulphur afire to ascertain how long they could withstand asphyxiation. Yet his greatest “bravery” was displayed (and herein he developed commendable Spartan fortitude) when he married fourteen times with a fearlessness highly worthy of a better purpose! His wickedness was as great as his fearlessness was unbounded, but wickedness was voted manly in a pirate and assured the esteem and admiration of his comrades.

With the progression of events and the growth of commerce, piracy waned, and gradually the black flag which had so long swept the Spanish Main was furled and drooped into the sea over which it had so long defiantly floated. The European governments made many futile attempts to check the rapid development of the unlawful enterprise, and many expeditions were successful, resulting in the trial, condemnation, and execution of the outlaws on land.

In England a proclamation of amnesty was issued, insuring freedom and rights of citizenship to all who renounced their calling—a privilege which many accepted, only to find their blood fire and yearn for the wild, aimless, and adventurous roaming on the seas, which gradually drew them back to their calling and away from the restraints of civilization. The capture of a pirate meant death, and, as no practicable defence was available, the prisoners usually entrenched themselves behind the plea that they were kidnapped or shanghaied and were compelled to enter into piracy for the preservation of their lives. But piracy, with its harrowing gruesomeness, its boldness and daring, its romance and adventure, its plunder and murder, its conflicts and reprisals, is a spectre of the past, and now is chiefly confined to the rivers and harbors of the Far East and Northern Africa. It has lost the glamor and enchanting, romantic atmosphere which pervaded the career of Captain Kidd and made him the worshipped hero of every school-boy, or which inspired the pen of a Scott, of an Edgar Allan Poe or Frank R. Stockton, or put the charm to the tales of W. Clark Russell, for pirates and piracy are now dead, and live ingloriously only in the pages of chronicling history.
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PIRACY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

HENRY ORMEROD




 Throughout its history the Mediterranean has witnessed a constant struggle between the civilised peoples dwelling on its coasts and the barbarians, between the peaceful trader using its highways and the pirate who infested the routes that he must follow. At different stages of their history most of the maritime peoples have belonged now to one class and now to the other. From the time when men first went down to the sea in ships, piracy and robbery have been regarded only as one of the means of livelihood that the sea offered. The earliest literature of Greece shows us the Homeric pirate pursuing a mode of life at sea almost identical with that of the Frankish corsairs; in our records of early Crete we can see the first attempts of a civilised state to cope with the evils of piracy and protect its sea-borne commerce. Only at rare intervals has a complete suppression been achieved. Perhaps the only times when the whole Mediterranean area has been free have been during the early centuries of the Roman empire and in our own day. The Romans succeeded by the disarmament of the barbarian communities, and still more by the spread of civilisation. In our own times an organised sea-police and the introduction of steam, for the time at any rate, have proved too strong for the Mediterranean pirate. But it is worth remembering that as late as the Crimean war, British ships were patrolling the Cyclades on the look-out for pirate-craft, one of which had contrived to rob a boat in sight of the harbour of Syra. If we remember that piracy was for centuries a normal feature of Mediterranean life, it will be realised how great has been the influence which it exercised on the life of the ancient world.

The coasts of the Mediterranean are peculiarly favourable to the development of piracy. Much of the shore line is rocky and barren, and unable to support a large population. We shall from time to time have to refer to particular localities, such as the Cilician, Ligurian and Illyrian coasts, where piracy was endemic. When the inhabitants took to the sea, navigation came easily to them on the land-locked bays and creeks of their native shore. By land, the poverty of the soil had forced them to become hunters and brigands rather than agriculturalists; the same pursuits were followed on the sea.

In addition to the natural allurements which drew the robber tribes to the sea, the features of Mediterranean lands are such as to make the pirate’s business a particularly profitable one. We may leave aside for the moment the economic conditions which promoted piracy, and consider only the geographical. The structure of most Mediterranean countries has decreed that the principal lines of communication should be by sea, and that the bulk of commerce should be carried by the same routes. The interposition of mountain barriers renders the land routes difficult and dangerous; navigable rivers are few. But the place of roads and rivers as a means of internal communication is largely taken in Greece and western Asia Minor by deep arms of the sea running far inland, while islands lying off the coast provide a natural breakwater and shelter for small coasting vessels. But if the sea invites, it also imposes certain limitations. In early days of navigation the shipper is forced to hug the shores, creeping round the coasts, often becalmed or driven back by contrary winds, and lying-to for the night. If he endeavours to cross the sea, he is compelled to follow fixed routes, by which alone he can keep in sight of land, threading his way between islands and following well-known channels. There can be little concealment of his movements; the prevailing winds at certain seasons of the year tend to drive commerce in definite directions. The corsair knows this and like the Cretan in Homer will make use of the favourable five days’ passage from Crete to raid the Egyptian coast, or way-lay the merchantmen who are following the same route. The French traveller D’Arvieux, in 1658, watched a corsair lying in wait for the merchantmen on their return journey from Egypt. One of the most illuminating descriptions of the corsair’s routine that I know is the account given by the Englishman Roberts, who was wrecked at Nio (Ios) in 1692, captured by a “crusal,” and compelled to serve as gunner on board. He tells us that the corsairs usually wintered at Paros, Antiparos, Melos and Ios from the middle of December to the beginning of March:


And then they go for the Furnoes, and lie there under the high Land hid, having a watch on the Hill with a little Flag, whereby they make a Signal, if they see any Sail: they slip out and lie athwart the Boak of Samos, and take their Prize; They lie in the same nature under Necaria, and Gadronise, and Leppiso in the Spring, and forepart of the Summer; Then for the middle of the Summer, they ply on the Coast of Cyprus; and if they hear the least noise of any Algerines and Grand Turks ships at Rhodes, away they scour for the Coast of Alexandria and Damiata, being shole Water, well knowing the Turks will not follow them thither. The latter part of the Summer they come stealing on the Coast of Syria, where they do most mischief with their Feleucca, which commonly Rows with 12 Oars, and carries 6 Sitters: For at Night they leave the Ship, and get under the shoar before Day, and go ashoar, where they way-lay the Turks ... From hence towards the Autumn they come lurking in about the Islands, to and fro about the Boakes again, until they put in also to lie up in the Winter.


During the winter, navigation was practically at an end; with it the pirate’s business was suspended and the opportunity taken to refit. It is only rarely that we hear of them keeping the sea during the winter. The seamanship of the Cilician pirates allowed it, and the Governor of Zante, in 1603, complains of the British pirates, who were seriously molesting Venetian commerce, that “they keep the sea even in midwinter and in the roughest weather thanks to the handiness of their ships and the skill of their mariners.” But the ordinary practice was a return to harbour or to a hidden base among the islands, where the pirate could be free from molestation. When the sailing season begins, there are many sheltered creeks among the islands, where a pirate vessel can lie hid and pounce upon an unsuspecting merchantman labouring up the channel.

The particular hunting-ground which Roberts’ friends patronised was chosen in order to catch coasting vessels coming from the south of Asia Minor, or those working through the Cyclades from the mainland of Greece, and sheltering from the north wind under the lee of Icaria and Samos on their voyage to the Ionian coast. This, it will be remembered, was the route followed by the Peloponnesian squadron in 427 B.C. Strabo describes the neighbouring Tragia, the Gadronise of Roberts, as infested with pirates. A little to the south-east Julius Caesar was caught at Pharmacussa. Further to the north, a passage of Arrian describes how Memnon, in the war with Alexander, posted a part of his fleet at the Sigrium promontory in Lesbos to catch the merchant vessels coming from Chios, Geraestos, and Malea. On the more direct route to the Hellespont the islands of Scyros and Halonnesos had a bad reputation and, according to tradition, the “Pelasgian” natives of Lemnos carried their cruises as far as the coast of Attica. The Gallipoli peninsula itself was full of pirates after the Persian wars, and was a constant source of danger in the fourth century.

One of the most dangerous passages was the Cythera channel. It was a favourite hunting-ground of submarines during the late war, and at all times has had a bad reputation. Thévenot describes the passage between Cerigo (Cythera) and the mainland as very much quicker than between Cerigo and Cerigotto. For this reason a Venetian galeace was stationed near Cerigo to guard the channel. His compatriot and contemporary, D’Arvieux, was chased by a suspicious vessel when making the passage. A storm of wind nearly carried him on to the point of Cerigo. Here the dangers of shipwreck were increased by the nearness of the Mainotes. Small mercy was shown to their captives, Christians being sold to the Turks and Turks to Christians. Dr. Covell describes the capture of some of the crew of his ship who had landed on the island of Elaphonisi, and were sold to the Turkish galleys. “These miscreant wretches lye constantly watching upon the rocks and mountains, not so much to secure themselves from the injuries of the pirates as themselves to thieve and rob whom they catch.” It is in accord with the general principles of Mediterranean piracy to find that the Mainotes soon advanced from the stage of kidnappers and wreckers to that of genuine pirates. Beaufort, among others, states that there was a “regularly organised system of absolute and general piracy among them.”

It was therefore not only the risks of storm that gave rise to the proverb “Round Malea and forget your home”; the risks from pirates in the Cythera channel were not less in antiquity than in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. At the time of the Peloponnesian war, the Spartans maintained a garrison in the island to prevent its occupation by pirates, and to give security to merchantmen coming from Libya and Egypt. At an earlier date, Chilon the wise had said that it would be better for Sparta that Cythera should be sunk in the sea. We shall find Malea haunted by Cretan, Illyrian, and Laconian pirates in the days of Nabis.

The small islands and rocks with which the Mediterranean is studded have always been a favourite haunt of the pirate, whether as a lurkingground to catch merchantmen, or as a base for plundering the opposite mainland. In the West the Massaliotes were driven to occupy the Stoichades, to the East of their town. With these in pirate hands the land-route from Marseilles to Antipolis could be rendered as unsafe as a voyage along the coast. In the Black Sea an inscription of imperial date records the occupation of the island of Leuce at the mouth of the Danube by pirates. Their object, no doubt, was to catch the traffic as it issued from the Danube. The corresponding station in the Mediterranean would be at the mouth of a gulf. Such islands were Myonnesos at the entrance to the Malian Gulf, and Sciathos among the northern Sporades, through which ships northward bound from the Euripos and from the Malian and Pagasaean gulfs would pass, and a rich booty be taken from the traffic coming southward from Thessalonica and the Thermaic gulf. The Sporades are thus described by a traveller at the beginning of the last century:


The group of isles at the entrance of the gulph of Salonica has been a principal resort of pirates, partly from the number of vessels passing this way; partly from the facility with which they can recruit their numbers among the Albanians who come down upon the coast ... In this unlawful vocation large row boats are chiefly employed; they are crowded with men, armed with pistols and cutlasses, who usually attempt to board the vessels on which their attack is made. On this coast the great number of the pirates are said to be native Albanians ... It must be remarked that on this side the Grecian continent every desperado is currently called an Albanian. In the Archipelago the pirates derive peculiar advantages from the isles which crowd its surface, some of them uninhabited, others having a population easily made subservient to schemes of illegal plunder.


The same writer alludes to the pirates of Meganisi on the western shore of Greece and to the protection given to them by the authorities of Santa Maura before the British occupation. They were largely recruited from the brigands expelled from the mainland by Ali Pasha of Janina. Dodwell also says that the canal of Santa Maura was looked upon as one of the most dangerous places for pirates, who “conceal themselves among the rocks and islands with which the canal is studded, and if they find themselves in danger, escape in a few minutes either to Leucadia or to the coast of Acarnania.” The predecessors of these rascals in heroic days were the Taphians, the typical pirates of the Odyssey, who are located by later writers in these islands. They acted as carriers and slave-merchants to the inhabitants of the Ionian islands, with the authorities of which they cultivated good relations, the raids of which we hear being directed elsewhere—against Epiros, Sidon, and Mycenae. For the last exploit they and the Teleboans, who are perhaps identical with the Taphians, were punished by Amphitryon. Mentes’ followers in the Odyssey were doubtless as mixed as the Meganisi pirates at the beginning of the last century, and made as good a thing out of the traffic which followed this coast.

When sailing vessels hugged the shore, an equal danger was presented by promontories. The cowardly man in Theophrastus is ridiculed for thinking every promontory at sea a pirate galley, but it was always possible that one was lurking there, to catch the merchantman endeavouring to round it. The emperor Julian compares the Cynics to brigands and those who occupy promontories to damage voyagers. D’Arvieux speaks with satisfaction of doubling Cape Spartivento without seeing any of the corsairs who usually haunted it. Cockerell had pointed out to him from Aegina the pirate boats lying off Sunium, one of their favourite haunts. We have already examined Memnon’s ambush at Cape Sigrium. One of the best examples from antiquity is the advice given by the Milesians to the Peloponnesian privateers to lie off the Triopian promontory in order to catch the Athenian merchantmen on the voyage from Egypt.

From many of the illustrations which have been given it will have been realised that much of the work in more recent times was done close in shore and with small craft. The same was undoubtedly the case in antiquity. Frequently the pirate-boats were quite small, only large enough to hold the number of ruffians required to surprise the crew of a merchantman lying-to for the night, or off their guard. The boats used by the Megarian privateers for this purpose in the Peloponnesian war were small enough to be placed on a wagon. In the Black Sea we hear of a special kind of boat, the camara of the Caucasian coasts, capable of holding twenty-five or thirty men, which was so light that it could easily be lifted from the water and hidden in the scrub. In these craft the pirates would attack merchantmen at sea, or sail to raid the neighbouring coasts, where the boats were left in the marshes, while the men wandered through the district in search of prey. The sea-going ships of the Ligurian pirates are spoken of as wretched affairs, cheaper than rafts. The inhabitants of the Baleares kept watch from the rocks for the approach of foreign vessels, and then assailed them with a crowd of rafts. The ease with which such craft could be removed from the water and hidden made the task of suppression a peculiarly difficult one in certain localities. The authorities in the East Indies were faced with a similar difficulty in dealing with the Dyaks of Borneo. On an alarm, the pirates would sink or hide their boats in creeks and rivers, and it was only by intercepting the whole fleet on its return from a plundering expedition that Rajah Brooke was able to deal with them.

A shallow draught was, as we saw from Roberts’ account, a necessity in the pirate boat. The warships, which the Cilicians are said to have built towards the end of their career, were unusual, and date from the time when the pirates were organised by Mithradates almost as a part of his regular navy. Normally, a light build was preferred, as it gave the speed necessary both in attack and in flight. When pursued by the heavier warships of the maritime powers, the pirate could easily escape by entering shoal waters, or if forced ashore could often save his ship by means of a portage. Spratt recounts the loss of the British frigate Cambrian in 1829, while operating against pirate shipping inside Grabusa harbour off Crete, on a reef running across the harbour like a mole.

The pirate boat is nearly always distinguished from the warship. As a rule, however, we do not find that the pirates made use of any particular rig or build. Probably, in most cases, the would-be pirate was content with the first boat that came to hand by theft or purchase. Some types of craft are native to, or named after particular communities, such as the samaina of Samos; the lembus, pristis and liburna were originated or developed among the tribes of the Illyrian coasts. But the latter designs were widely imitated by the shipbuilders of the naval powers, and were much employed in the regular navies from the third century onwards. Even the two vessels which in Hellenistic and Roman times are most closely associated with the pirates, the hemiolia and myoparo, were widely used by others. The hemiolia was employed by Alexander for river work, by Philip V of Macedon, and in the Roman fleets. As no ancient representation of it has survived we are uncertain as to its exact design and rig; it is usually held that it possessed one complete and one half-bank of rowers, the upper bank being reduced to give room for the fighting men. It is clear, however, that both the hemioliae and the myoparones used by the Cilicians were smaller than the two-banked vessels and triremes with which they were beginning to replace them. The myoparo was broader than the regular warship in proportion to its length, and, we may assume, more suitable for stowing loot. Both vessels were sea-going ships, the myoparo, at any rate, possessing a mast and sails, as well as oars.

For their in-shore work at Pylos the Messenian privateers were using a thirty-oared vessel and a celes, a small vessel built for speed, and used as a despatch-boat with the Greek navies. Although the celes is not often mentioned in connection with pirates, it is probable that its speed and size made it a convenient craft for this kind of work.

It goes without saying that the seamanship of the pirates was of the highest order. Their safety, as well as their success, depended on it as well as on a thorough knowledge of the coasts where they operated. When inexperienced landsmen took to piracy, their end was swift. In the Jewish wars with Rome a number of refugees seized Joppa, and building ships, endeavoured to plunder the trade route from Syria and Phoenicia to Egypt. When Vespasian sent to attack them, they fled on board their boats, but were soon caught by a squall (the Melamboreion), driven ashore, and destroyed.

So far, we have considered only one aspect of the pirate’s activity, his attacks on ships, at sea or sheltering. There is a still more sinister side to his work, the plundering raids on shore and constant kidnappings of individuals. It was this that made him most feared and has had the greatest effect on Mediterranean life. When piracy was active, there could be little or no security for inhabitants of the coast; if ransom was not forthcoming for the victim, his inevitable lot was slavery.

The passage from Roberts has already indicated in what way this kidnapping was carried on. A small party would put into the shore at night and carry off anyone whom they met. Certain localities were particularly dangerous. The difficult road along the coast from Megara to Corinth by the Scironian rocks bore in the seventeenth century the name of Kake Skala, from the frequency of the corsairs’visits. The Turks, in consequence, were afraid to use it. Though the robber Sciron in the Greek legend is a brigand rather than a pirate, the story may nevertheless have arisen from similar descents from the sea on travellers using this path. The lonely traveller carried off by pirates was a familiar figure in Greek story. “I was carried off by Taphian pirates as I was returning from the fields.” “Did hostile men take you with their ships, as you were alone with the sheep or kine?” Normally a ransom would be accepted by the pirates. Julius Caesar was ransomed for the sum of fifty talents; Clodius on the other hand nursed a hatred against Ptolemy Auletes, because he had considered a subscription of two talents sufficient.

We have, unfortunately, little information as to how these matters were arranged in antiquity, and how the pirates were approached, but the transaction probably differed little from the scene attending the redemption of Stackelberg by his friend Haller. Stackelberg had been caught while crossing the gulf of Volo, and it fell to Haller to arrange the matter with the help of the Armenian Acob, who acted as intermediary. A sum of 60,000 piastres had been demanded: “The conference was opened by Acob with singular address: he represented himself as the captain of a privateer in those seas, assured the pirates that they were mistaken in supposing their prisoner was a man of fortune since he was merely an artist labouring for his bread, whose prospects they had injured by the destruction of his drawings; that if they rejected the offers he now made he should depart satisfied with having done his duty, and finally he represented to them that a Turkish man of war was on the coast, as really was the case, to the commander of which, if they continued obstinate, he should leave their punishment.” Acob then offered 10,000 piastres, which the pirates refused. After an offer by Haller to take Stackelberg’s place they retire, but are roused in the night by one of the pirates, offering to come down to 20,000 and finally 15,000 piastres. “Acob, however, conjecturing that they were in some alarm, remained steady to his former determination, which in the course of an hour brought the chief himself to their lodging, where the bargain was at last concluded for 10,000 piastres with an additional present of 1,000. A shake by the hand was the seal of this negotiation, as sacred and valid as the firman of the sultan.” The ransom was paid next day by Haller in person. “Baron Stackelberg was then shaved by one of the gang, a ceremony which they never omit on these occasions, and handed over to his friends. They were all pressed very much to stay and partake of a roasted lamb and an entertainment about to be prepared. ... The robbers then wished them a good journey and expressed their hopes of capturing them again at some future time.”

Dodwell, speaking of the pirates of Santa Maura, says that “one of the thieves takes a letter to the prisoner’s friends demanding a certain sum for his liberty. If the sum demanded can be paid, a person accompanies the thief to the place appointed; and on his depositing the money, the prisoner is set at liberty. They never fail in their engagement when the sum is delivered; and the person who takes it risks nothing, as a deficiency of mutual confidence would ruin the trade.”

In antiquity, the Black Sea pirates, according to Strabo, used to send word of their captures to the victim’s friends and then took a ransom; the inhabitants of Bosporus not only provided them with an anchorage but also with the means of disposing of their plunder. The same was often the case in the Mediterranean, when control was lax. The Cilicians openly frequented the slave-market of Delos, and the people of Side in Pamphylia were in league with them, as were also the Phaselites in Lycia. The complicity of local authorities has, of course, been one of the pirate’s chief advantages. The well-known inscription of Teos contains imprecations against magistrates who harbour pirates. The Venetian despatches are full of complaints against the Turkish authorities for abetting the English pirates. Frankish corsairs disposed of most of their booty through the socalled consuls. Doubtless a handsome profit was made both by consul and Turkish official, but frequently the authorities were compelled to come to terms in order to recover stolen goods.

In his kidnapping raids the pirate was quick to make use of the opportunities which chance might offer; one of the most favourable would be the celebration of a festival in the country or near the seashore, attended only by women or unarmed men. In Crete, Spratt heard the story of an event which was supposed to have happened some centuries earlier at the Chapel of St. Nikolas. When it was crowded with pilgrims on the eve of a festa, the fires lighted by the visitors were seen by a cruising corsair, who landed his crew, and stealing up to the sacred cave locked the door on the Christians. But the Saint showed a miraculous way of escape through the rock. Similar attempts were common in antiquity. Herodotus describes how the Pelasgians of Lemnos, “knowing well the festivals of the Athenians,” lay in wait for the women celebrating the feast of Artemis at Brauron. An inscription of the second century B.C. tells of a descent made by pirates on the territory of the Ephesians and the capture of a number of persons from the shrine of Artemis Munychia. The Chian refugees after the battle of Lade were similarly thought by the Ephesians to be pirates come to carry off women on the occasion of the Thesmophoria, and were at once attacked and killed by the population.

Mistakes of this character were always liable to happen. In a story preserved by Apollodorus, Catreus, landing in Rhodes in search of his son, was mistaken for a pirate and killed, because his explanations could not be heard owing to the barking of the dogs. At sea, honest men were often mistaken for pirates. Peter Mundy, off Cape St. Vincent in 1608, nearly got into trouble through mistaking the King of Spain’s fleet for “Turkish Pyrats,” “there being notice of twenty-six saile lyeinge about the Straights mouth ... but God bee praised we parted friends.” Conversely, the pirate would pose as an ordinary trader. In the seventeenth century, the Turkish authorities did not allow Christians to come up the gulf of Corinth, through fear that the corsairs of Malta would get in under the guise of merchant-ships loading currants at Corinth, and the Venetians in 1491 were compelled to increase the duty on the export of wines from Candia, because the pirates were in the habit of going there to load wines, and on their way back captured and plundered merchant-ships. The pirate posing as trader is as old as Homer; Strabo’s account of the Corycian trick shows that when admitted to harbour the pirate could acquire much information that was useful to him.

Frequently, however, the pirate would boldly enter port without disguise and attack the shipping lying there. An inscription of Aegiale in Amorgos gives an account of an episode of this character. When he was strong enough for this, there was no need for petty subterfuges, nor were his attacks limited to the kidnapping of women or single travellers. The shores of the Mediterranean still bear traces of the effect which the continued descents of the pirates have wrought.

In his account of early conditions in Greece, Thucydides lays stress on the fact that the oldest inhabited sites, both on the mainland and in the islands, lay at a distance from the sea owing to the prevalence of piracy. It was only with the development of the Greek marine and increased wealth from trade, that more recent foundations could be planted on the shore and fortified by walls. Outside Greece the difference, which Thucydides notes between the ancient and more recent sites, has an important bearing on the history of Greek colonisation. The colonists found the best sites round the Mediterranean coast for the most part unoccupied at a time when they themselves had grown strong enough to occupy and fortify them. What Thucydides observes of primitive Greece has been the case all over the Mediterranean. Until the middle of the last century it was normal to find the principal towns or villages at some distance from the sea, and often hidden from it. The town was served by a skala on the shore, consisting only of one or two houses. In the Cornice, and also on the coast of Calabria, villages and ruined castles may be seen built high up on the cliffs to give protection against the Barbary pirates. Even on the Mainote coast of the Peloponnese the villages were built inland. The practice may best be illustrated from the Aegean islands. Thus in Leros, Nisyros and Telos, the principal villages are hidden from the sea and lie about half-a-mile from it. In Cos, the village of Antimachia was situated inside the circuit of an old castle of the Knights of Rhodes, on a hill some forty minutes from the sea. It was inhabited until the Crimean War, but the inhabitants have now dispersed to form villages round. In contrast to this modern dispersion, it is interesting to notice that the motive for the unification of Attica was said by an ancient writer to have been the “Carian” descents from the sea and Boeotian raids by land. The increased protection thereby offered was a strong motive for the inhabitants of a number of villages to combine and occupy a single fortified site. Thévenot records it of Scio, and says that all over the island groups of two or three villages had thus been united. In his day also there was only one village in Pholegandros, consisting of about 100 houses, three miles from the sea and approached by a rocky valley. There were no other houses in the island. The village, according to Tournefort, was of the usual semi-fortified type; there was no surrounding wall, but the houses on the outside of the town faced inwards and were joined to form a continuous blank wall at the exposed points. The more wealthy inhabitants might, in some cases, possess fortified houses of their own, but where no fortified refuges existed, the islands became uninhabitable. There was no fortress in Myconos in the seventeenth century and, consequently, no Turk would live there through fear of the Christian corsairs.

An interesting relic of one method of protection adopted by the Ancients survives in the numerous Towers, which are to be found in the Aegean islands. They are round, like the Naxian example, or square; some of them possessing a court-yard, others standing by themselves. The towers are placed for the most part in the more fertile parts of the islands at a distance from a town, and probably served as temporary refuges in the case of a raid, the towers sheltering the men and the courts the flocks. Some of them were perhaps intended to serve rather as forts to ward off attacks than as mere places of refuge.

Forts of this kind to serve as a protection against piratical descents were common in the Mediterranean at all times, when the dangers of piracy were great, and are frequently mentioned by later travellers. Thévenot, in the seventeenth century, says that in Scio, owing to the descents of corsairs, towers had been built round the island at intervals of two or three miles, each village sending two men as guards, who gave the signal when pirates approached. On the Syrian coast, D’Arvieux describes two towers, one square, the other round, connected by a curtain wall and mounted with small guns, which had been built to prevent the landing of the corsairs who infested this coast. In Crete, Spratt speaks of a small mediaeval fortress on a rocky eminence between Praesos and Rhokaka with the ruins of a large church in it, which was probably used by the inhabitants of villages on the slopes of Dicte when in danger from pirates.

Thévenot’s description of the towers in Scio suggests that the ancient towers in the islands, in addition to being places of refuge, served also as signalling stations in the event of a raid. The signal would naturally be given by the smoke of beacons or by their flames at night. This was a common warning in later days. While Thévenot was sailing from Acre to Jaffa, his ship was suddenly fired on from a fort on shore, and flares were lit all along the coast. As he approached Jaffa, the ship was again fired on, and when admitted to harbour he found the inhabitants under arms and the women and children fled. The reason was that the boat had been mistaken for an Italian corsair operating off the coast, which had recently made a descent at Castel Pelegrino, between Acre and Jaffa. The flare was a recognised signal in antiquity in such emergencies. During Verres’ government of Sicily, the news of the approach of the pirate squadron that had destroyed the guardships was flashed to Syracuse as much by the flames of the burning Sicilian vessels as by the fires of the regular beacons.

The fires which Odysseus saw burning in Ithaca were probably beacons of this kind. In this passage the explanation usually given is that the fires were the watchfires of the shepherds, or that it was a fire lighted to guide the ship in, or merely a fire on the farm “introduced into the picture to show how near they had come to their home.” Spratt speaks of an Hellenic watch-tower called Palaeokastro, above Poro bay in Crete, on which the coast-guard in his day lit a signal fire at sunset, if any ship was in sight, as a warning against smugglers or pirates. This is obviously the case in the Homeric picture. Odysseus has been away for ten years, and his vessels are not recognised as Ithacan ships returning from Troy. As they draw near to the land, they are seen by the lookout men posted on the heights, and the warning beacons were fired.

To return to the towers—it is hardly to be expected that we should find much allusion to them in literature, but a series of inscriptions from the Southern Sporades contains interesting information regarding them, at a time when Rhodes was at war with certain of the Cretan states, and a Cretan attack on her allies and her dependants was expected.

The first inscription sums up the character of the war as waged by the Hierapytnians of Crete. The Cretans were noted corsairs, and their raids on this occasion differed little from those of the ordinary pirate. Information was received regarding an impending attack, which was met by the Rhodian admiral off the promontory Laceter in Cos (Antimachia Point), a Calymniote especially distinguishing himself in the action.

The second inscription records that a certain Diocles, having made arrangements with the commander of a Rhodian ship (or squadron) to land light-armed troops, held up the enemy at the peripolion and prevented them from doing damage to the countryside.

The third gives an account of the measures taken by Theucles, for the defence of the countryside. Realising that the most exposed districts of the island lacked protection, he arranged for the hurried fortification of the peripolion, so as to ensure the safety of the inhabitants of Halasarna with their wives and children; foreseeing also the enemy’s attacks and the extent of the danger, he provided sufficient money for the walls to be put into a state of defence, but with an eye to the future arranged that the capital sum devoted to the peripolia should remain untouched. When the enemy attack was made on the city and countryside, he caused the country-folk to be released from service in the town garrison of Cos, thinking that they ought to remain in their own district to guard the forts. Without failing to make adequate provision for the defence of the capital, he displayed the greatest care for the peripolion, increasing the number of guards and their pay. When the country was overrun, he arranged for a covering force of cavalry and infantry, giving special instructions regarding the Halasarna district. As the weapons of the country-folk were inadequate or wanting, he also provided money for the proper arming of those entrusted with the duty of guarding the peripolion.

The fourth inscription narrates that Pamphilidas so encouraged his men that the enemies’ attacks were beaten off, and “We in danger with our wives and children found safety,” while the peripolion was held for the people.

This last inscription clearly deals with an attack on the peripolion itself, in which the natives of Potidaea had taken refuge with their families. The valour of Pamphilidas (or possibly his timely arrival with a relieving force) had driven off the enemy and saved the spot. In the second and third, it is not clear whether a peripolion already existed but had fallen into disrepair, or whether Theucles caused a new one to be built to meet the emergency. In any case, it was ready to receive the country-folk when the danger arrived. If the published reading of the second text can be trusted, it was not actually assaulted, the enemy attack being stopped at or below the peripolion with the help of troops landed from the fleet. It is clear that the peripolia on occasions of this kind, when the islands were attacked by enemies or marauders, served not only as refuges, but as strong-points, from which troops could operate to protect the countryside.

In the peripolia of these inscriptions we have something that exactly answers the purpose for which the towers in the islands were intended. The word is rightly explained by the editor as meaning not a “suburb” (a later use of the word) but a station for peripoloi, a guard-house. This exactly suits the character of the towers which we find in the Greek islands, the single towers being more in the nature of a fort, where only a few persons could take refuge, the towers with a surrounding or adjacent courtyard offering protection to a greater number. In some of the surviving Greek towers the courtyard does not surround the tower, but is adjacent to it. It cannot in such cases have been an outer line of defence to the tower itself, but only an additional place of refuge.

As the result of this general insecurity and continued harrying of the coasts, wide tracts of country passed out of cultivation. At the same time, the existence of fortified villages and strongpoints inland gave a peculiar character to the pirates’ descents, which may best be illustrated by a passage in the Odyssey:


The wind bearing me from Ilios brought me to the Cicones, to Ismaros; there I sacked a city and slew the men, and taking from the city their wives and many possessions we divided them, that no man for me might depart deprived of an equal share. Then, indeed, I ordered that we should fly with nimble foot, but they, fools that they were, obeyed not. But much wine was drunk, and many sheep they slew by the shore and shambling, crook-horned kine. Meantime Cicones going called unto Cicones, who were their neighbours, far more numerous and warlike, dwelling inland, knowing well to fight with men from chariots and on foot when need be. They came then, in number like the leaves and flowers in their season, in the morning. Then did an evil doom come upon us ill-fated.


The whole passage has been carefully examined by Bérard and illustrated with a wealth of quotation from the journals of travellers of the seventeenth century. He notes that the wide coastal plains of Thrace, equally with the lands of the Egyptian Delta, have always been the most exposed to the corsairs’ raids. To his illustrations may be added what Polybius says about the exposed character of Elis and Messenia at the time of the Illyrian piracies: “The expedition began by making a descent on Elis and Messenia, lands which the Illyrians had always been in the habit of pillaging, because, owing to the extent of their seaboard and owing to the principal cities being in the interior, help against their raids was distant and slow in arriving; so that they could always overrun and plunder those countries unmolested.”

The “city” which Odysseus and his companions sacked was therefore a small and unprotected site on the coast, which the captain was anxious to leave before the Cicones of the interior, “far more numerous and war like,” could rally to the assault. To “flee with nimble foot” was the corsair’s regular practice, as soon as the spoils lying ready to his hand had been collected. Muntaner thus describes a raid by Roger di Luria in Provence: “The pursuit lasted to within a league of Beziers, but it was vesper-time and the admiral feared that they would not be able to return to the galleys by daylight, and they were on the worst beach that there is, East or West.” But Odysseus’ men disobeyed the order to embark before night, and fell to carousing on the shore. The miseries of the corsair’s life at sea, of which Roberts and Thévenot, who also was captured, give ample illustrations, were sufficient inducement to run the risk; much wine was drunk and cattle devoured, and in the morning the inhabitants, rallying from the interior, came down on them.

There are a few minor points in the description of this raid which Bérard remarks. He notes that here, as on other occasions, the spoils are equally divided among the crew, but contrasts the practice of the Franks, among whom the ordinary members of the crew got nothing. The difference, however, is only superficial; the crew of the Frankish corsair was divided into fighting men and those who worked the ship. The latter, in some cases, were actually slaves, or more usually men enticed or pressed on board at Italian ports. There was little chance of escape; if any succeeded in leaving the boat, Greek priests were captured on shore and forced to raise the natives to search. The fighting men on Roberts’ ship consisted of about forty “Voluntiers,” all ruffians guilty of crimes at home and without motive to return; they spy on the crew, and if a mutiny takes place, on board, it is “for want of Compliment of these Hell-hounds.” They get all the plunder that there is but there are fixed perquisites belonging to the senior officers. The same principle prevailed among the British pirates of the Western seas, whose “articles,” if we can trust the account given by Captain Chas. Johnson, contained a fixed system for the disposal of loot.

The priest figures also in the epilogue to the Ismaros raid. The wine with which Odysseus drugged the Cyclops is said to have been given to him by Maron, the priest of Apollo at Ismaros. It is possible that the priest Maron, as Bérard hints, was in league with the corsairs, or was utilised by them, in much the same way as Roberts’ men employed the papadhes of the islands, to guide them to what they wanted. Hughes was warned against the papas at Delphi, who was reported to be in league with the Clephts, and quotes an earlier traveller’s statement that a gang of robbers or boat of pirates was seldom without its chaplain. The case of Maron, however, is somewhat different. His life is spared, but his “gifts” to Odysseus, in addition to the twelve jars of wine, consisted of seven talents of gold and a silver bowl. The pirates’ “reverence” for the priest did not prevent them from acquiring most of his substance, although no personal violence was offered to him or his family.

It is never easy to comprehend the part which superstition played in the pirate’s life. Stackelberg gave an amusing description of the religious views of his captors, which is of considerable interest: They were mostly Turks, “but with the most imperfect knowledge of the Mussulman faith: in the hours of danger they had recourse to all kinds of superstition, but when secure they indulged in the most horrid blasphemies. In their bark a light was always kept burning before a picture of the Virgin, and in storms they vowed the dedication of wax tapers to St. Nicholas ... in a church dedicated to that saint upon an island which they sometimes visited; these vows they religiously performed.”

Plutarch alludes to the strange sacrifices and secret rites practised by the pirates of Cilicia; but it would be obviously unwise to build much on his statement that the worship of Mithras was first disseminated by them.

Methods of dealing with these miscreants, when captured, have varied little in different parts of the world, the object in most cases being to ensure that the punishment should, so far as possible, fit the crime, and by its publicity act as a deterrent to others. In sixteenth century England it is said that “the punishment for corsairs is to hang them in such a way that their toes well night touch the water; so they are generally hanged on the banks of rivers and on the sea-shore.” The later performances at Execution Dock were of a similar character, and Roman law provided that the punishment of brigands and pirates should be carried out as openly as possible. A public execution was no doubt a gratifying spectacle to those who had to fear the corsair’s crimes. Cicero, at any rate, is insistent on the disappointment felt by the Syracusans, when deprived by Verres of the iucundissimum spectaculum of seeing the arch-pirate executed. Little mercy was shown to the pirate when he fell into his victims’ hands. Miller quotes the case of a Turkish corsair who was driven ashore at Melos and slowly roasted for three hours by the populace about the year 1500, and burning seems to have been the usual penalty inflicted by the Turkish and Syrian peasantry. The official punishments of the Romans, however, were beheading, crucifixion and exposure to the beasts. Since pirates were regarded in Roman law as the general enemies of mankind, it was the duty of every provincial governor to proceed against them. The individual also was empowered to take the necessary measures of self-defence against pirates and brigands, but how far Julius Caesar was justified in ordering the crucifixion of his captors, in defiance of the governor of Asia, is doubtful.

We have little information regarding Greek law on the subject of piracy. It is probable enough that full provisions were made in the Rhodian code, if we may argue from one of the few fragments of it that have survived. An inscription from Ephesos tells us that captured pirates were dealt with in a “manner that befitted their villainy”; but having examined some of the methods favoured in the Mediterranean, we may perhaps refrain from further inquiries. There is, however, one interesting monument, which shows us that the practice of keel-hauling, beloved of the pirates of the Western seas, was known also to the ancients. But there is, unfortunately, nothing to show whether the patient on this occasion is the pirate or his captive.
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CAESAR AND THE PIRATES

PLUTARCH, TRANS. JOHN DRYDEN




 After Sylla became master of Rome, he wished to make Cæsar put away his wife Cornelia, daughter of Cinna, the late sole ruler of the commonwealth, but was unable to effect it either by promises or intimidation, and so contented himself with confiscating her dowry. The ground of Sylla’s hostility to Cæsar was the relationship between him and Marius; for Marius, the elder, married Julia, the sister of Cæsar’s father, and had by her the younger Marius, who consequently was Cæsar’s first cousin. And though at the beginning, while so many were to be put to death, and there was so much to do, Cæsar was overlooked by Sylla, yet he would not keep quiet, but presented himself to the people as a candidate for the priesthood, though he was yet a mere boy. Sylla, without any open opposition took measures to have him rejected, and in consultation whether he should be put to death, when it was urged by some that it was not worth his while to contrive the death of a boy, he answered, that they knew little who did not see more than one Marius in that boy. Cæsar, on being informed of this saying, concealed himself, and for a considerable time kept out of the way in the country of the Sabines, often changing his quarters, till one night, as he was removing from one house to another on account of his health, he fell into the hands of Sylla’s soldiers, who were searching those parts in order to apprehend any who had absconded. Cæsar, by a bribe of two talents, prevailed with Cornelius, their captain, to let him go and was no sooner dismissed but he put to sea and made for Bithynia. After a short stay there with Nicomedes, the king, in his passage back he was taken near the island of Pharmacusa by some of the pirates, who, at that time, with large fleets of ships and innumerable smaller vessels, infested the seas everywhere.

When these men at first demanded of him twenty talents for his ransom, he laughed at them for not understanding the value of their prisoner, and voluntarily engaged to give them fifty. He presently despatched those about him to several places to raise the money, till at last he was left among a set of the most bloodthirsty people in the world, the Cilicians, only with one friend and two attendants. Yet he made so little of them, that when he had a mind to sleep, he would send to them, and order them to make no noise. For thirty-eight days, with all the freedom in the world, he amused himself with joining in their exercises and games, as if they had not been his keepers, but his guards. He wrote verses and speeches, and made them his auditors, and those who did not admire them, he called to their faces illiterate and barbarous, and would often, in raillery, threaten to hang them. They were greatly taken with this, and attributed his free talking to a kind of simplicity and boyish playfulness. As soon as his ransom was come from Miletus, he paid it, and was discharged, and proceeded at once to man some ships at the port of Miletus, and went in pursuit of the pirates, whom he surprised with their ships still stationed at the island, and took most of them. Their money he made his prize, and the men he secured in prison at Pergamus, and he made application to Junius, who was then governor of Asia, to whose office it belonged, as prætor, to determine their punishment. Junius, having his eye upon the money, for the sum was considerable, said he would think at his leisure what to do with the prisoners, upon which Cæsar took his leave of him and went off to Pergamus, where he ordered the pirates to be brought forth and crucified; the punishment he had often threatened them with whilst he was in their hands, and they little dreamt he was in earnest.
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THE DANISH AND NORMAN PIRATES

CHARLES ELLMS




 The Saxons, a people supposed to be derived from the Cimbri, uniting the occupations of fishing and piracy, commenced at an early period their ravages in the German Ocean; and the shores of Gaul and Britain were for ages open to their depredations. About the middle of the fifth century, the unwarlike Vortigern, then king of Britain, embraced the fatal resolution of requesting these hardy warriors to deliver him from the harassing inroads of the Picts and Scots; and the expedition of Hengist and Horsa was the consequence. Our mention of this memorable epoch is not for its political importance, great as that is, but for its effects on piracy; for the success attending such enterprises seems to have turned the whole of the northern nations towards sea warfare. The Danes, Norwegians, and Swedes, from their superior knowledge of navigation, gave into it most; and on whatever coast the winds carried them, they made free with all that came in their way. Canute the Fourth endeavored in vain to repress these lawless disorders among his subjects; but they felt so galled by his restrictions, that they assassinated him. On the king of Sweden being taken by the Danes, permission was given to such of his subjects as chose, to arm themselves against the enemy, pillage his possessions, and sell their prizes at Ribnitz and Golnitz. This proved a fertile nursery of pirates, who became so formidable under the name of “Victalien Broders,” that several princes were obliged to arm against them, and hang some of their chiefs.

Even the females of the North caught the epidemic spirit, and proudly betook themselves to the dangers of sea-life. Saxo-Grammaticus relates an interesting story of one of them. Alwilda, the daughter of Synardus, a Gothic king, to deliver herself from the violence imposed on her inclination, by a marriage with Alf, the son of Sygarus, king of Denmark, embraced the life of a rover; and attired as a man, she embarked in a vessel of which the crew was composed of other young women of tried courage, dressed in the same manner. Among the first of her cruises, she landed at a place where a company of pirates were bewailing the loss of their commander; and the strangers were so captivated with the air and agreeable manners of Alwilda, that they unanimously chose her for their leader. By this reinforcement she became so formidable, that Prince Alf was despatched to engage her. She sustained his attacks with great courage and talent; but during a severe action in the gulf of Finland, Alf boarded her vessel, and having killed the greatest part of her crew, seized the captain, namely herself; whom nevertheless he knew not, because she had a casque which covered her visage. The prince was agreeably surprised, on removing the helmet, to recognize his beloved Alwilda; and it seems that his valor had now recommended him to the fair princess, for he persuaded her to accept his hand, married her on board, and then led her to partake of his wealth, and share his throne.

Charlemagne, though represented as naturally generous and humane, had been induced, in his extravagant zeal for the propagation of those tenets which he had himself adopted, to enforce them throughout Germany at the point of the sword; and his murders and decimations on that account disgrace humanity. The more warlike of the Pagans flying into Jutland, from whence the Saxons had issued forth, were received with kindness, and furnished with the means of punishing their persecutor, by harassing his coasts. The maritime towns of France were especially ravaged by those pirates called “Normands,” or men of the North; and it was owing to their being joined by many malcontents, in the provinces since called Normandy, that that district acquired its name. Charlemagne, roused by this effrontery, besides fortifying the mouths of the great rivers, determined on building himself a fleet, which he did, consisting of 400 of the largest galleys then known, some having five or six benches of oars. His people were, however, extremely ignorant of maritime affairs, and in the progress of having them taught, he was suddenly called to the south, by the invasion of the Saracens.

Another division of Normans, some years afterwards, in the same spirit of emigration, and thirsting, perhaps, to avenge their injured ancestors, burst into the provinces of France, which the degeneracy of Charlemagne’s posterity, and the dissensions which prevailed there, rendered an affair of no great difficulty. Louis le Debonnaire had taken every means of keeping on good terms with them; annually persuading some to become Christians, and then sending them home so loaded with presents, that it was discovered they came to be baptized over and over again, merely for the sake of the gifts, as Du Chesne tells us. But on the subsequent division of the empire among the undutiful sons of Louis, the pirates did not fail to take advantage of the general confusion; braving the sea almost every summer in their light coracles, sailing up the Seine, the Somme, or the Loire, and devastating the best parts of France, almost without resistance. In 845, they went up to Paris, pillaged it, and were on the point of attacking the royal camp at St. Denis; but receiving a large sum of money from Charles the Bald, they retreated from thence, and with the new means thus supplied them, ravaged Bordeaux, and were there joined by Pepin, king of Aquitaine. A few years afterwards, they returned in great numbers. Paris was again sacked, and the magnificent abbey of St. Germain des Prés burnt. In 861, Wailand, a famous Norman pirate, returning from England, took up his winter quarters on the banks of the Loire, devastated the country as high as Tourraine, shared the women and girls among his crews, and even carried off the male children, to be brought up in his own profession. Charles the Bald, not having the power to expel him, engaged the freebooter, for 500 pounds of silver, to dislodge his countrymen, who were harassing the vicinity of Paris. In consequence of this subsidy, Wailand, with a fleet of 260 sails, went up the Seine, and attacked the Normans in the isle of Oiselle: after a long and obstinate resistance, they were obliged to capitulate; and having paid 6000 pounds of gold and silver, by way of ransom, had leave to join their victors. The riches thus acquired rendered a predatory life so popular, that the pirates were continually increasing in number, so that under a “sea-king” called Eric, they made a descent in the Elbe and the Weser, pillaged Hamburg, penetrated far into Germany, and after gaining two battles, retreated with immense booty. The pirates, thus reinforced on all sides, long continued to devastate Germany, France, and England; some penetrated into Andalusia and Hetruria, where they destroyed the flourishing town of Luni; whilst others, descending the Dnieper, penetrated even into Russia.

Meanwhile the Danes had been making several attempts to effect a lodgment in England; and allured by its fertility, were induced to try their fortune in various expeditions, which were occasionally completely successful, and at other times most fatally disastrous. At length, after a struggle of several years, their success was so decided, that king Alfred was obliged for a time to abandon his kingdom, as we all know, to their ravages. They immediately passed over to Ireland, and divided it into three sovereignties; that of Dublin fell to the share of Olauf; that of Waterford to Sitrih; and that of Limerick to Yivar. These arrangements dispersed the forces of the enemy, and watching his opportunity, Alfred issued from his retreat, fell on them like a thunderbolt, and made a great carnage of them. This prince, too wise to exterminate the pirates after he had conquered them, sent them to settle Northumberland, which had been wasted by their countrymen, and by this humane policy gained their attachment and services. He then retook London, embellished it, equipped fleets, restrained the Danes in England, and prevented others from landing. In the twelve years of peace which followed his fifty-six battles, this great man composed his body of laws; divided England into counties, hundreds, and tithings, and founded the University of Oxford. But after Alfred’s death, fresh swarms of pirates visited the shores, among the most formidable of whom were the Danes, who spread desolation and misery along the banks of the Thames, the Medway, the Severn, the Tamar, and the Avon, for more than a century, though repeatedly tempted to desist by weighty bribes, raised by an oppressive and humiliating tax called Danegelt, from its object; and which, like most others, were continued long after it had answered its intent.

About the end of the 9th century, one of the sons of Rognwald, count of the Orcades, named Horolf, or Rollo, having infested the coasts of Norway with piratical descents, was at length defeated and banished by Harold, king of Denmark. He fled for safety to the Scandinavian island of Soderoe, where finding many outlaws and discontented fugitives, he addressed their passions, and succeeded in placing himself at their head. Instead of measuring his sword with his sovereign again, he adopted the wiser policy of imitating his countrymen, in making his fortune by plundering the more opulent places of southern Europe. The first attempt of this powerful gang was upon England, where, finding Alfred too powerful to be coped with, he stood over to the mouth of the Seine, and availed himself of the state to which France was reduced. Horolf, however, did not limit his ambition to the acquisition of booty; he wished permanently to enjoy some of the fine countries he was ravaging, and after many treaties made and broken, received the dutchy of Normandy from the lands of Charles the Simple, as a fief, together with Gisla, the daughter of the French monarch, in marriage. Thus did a mere pirate found the family which in a few years gave sovereigns to England, Naples, and Sicily, and spread the fame of their talents and prowess throughout the world.

Nor was Europe open to the depredations of the northern pirates only. Some Asiatic moslems, having seized on Syria, immediately invaded Africa, and their subsequent conquests in Spain faciliated their irruption into France, where they pillaged the devoted country, with but few substantial checks. Masters of all the islands in the Mediterranean, their corsairs insulted the coasts of Italy, and even threatened the destruction of the Eastern empire, While Alexis was occupied in a war with Patzinaces, on the banks of the Danube, Zachas, a Saracen pirate, scoured the Archipelago, having, with the assistance of an able Smyrniote, constructed a flotilla of forty brigantines, and some light fast-rowing boats, manned by adventurers like himself. After taking several of the surrounding islands, he established himself sovereign of Smyrna, that place being about the centre of his newly-acquired dominions. Here his fortunes prospered for a time, and Soliman, sultan of Nicea, son of the grand Soliman, sought his alliance, and married his daughter, about A. D. 1093. But in the following year, young Soliman being persuaded that his father-in-law had an eye to his possessions, with his own hand stabbed Zachas to the heart. The success of this freebooter shows that the Eastern emperors could no longer protect, or even assist, their islands.

Maritime pursuits had now revived, the improvement of nautical science was progressing rapidly, and the advantages of predatory expeditions, especially when assisted and masked by commerce, led people of family and acquirements to embrace the profession. The foremost of these were the Venetians and Genoese, among whom the private adventurers, stimulated by an enterprising spirit, fitted out armaments, and volunteered themselves into the service of those nations who thought proper to retain them; or they engaged in such schemes of plunder as were likely to repay their pains and expense. About the same time, the Roxolani or Russians, became known in history, making their debut in the character of pirates, ravenous for booty, and hungry for the pillage of Constantinople—a longing which 900 years have not yet satisfied. Pouring hundreds of boats down the Borysthenes, the Russian marauders made four desperate attempts to plunder the city of the Cæsars, in less than two centuries, and appear only to have been repulsed by the dreadful effects of the celebrated Greek fire.

England, in the mean time, had little to do with piracy: nor had she any thing worthy the name of a navy; yet Cœur de Lion had given maritime laws to Europe; her seamen, in point of skill, were esteemed superior to their cotemporaries; and King John enacted that those foreign ships which refused to lower their flags to that of Britain should, if taken, be deemed lawful prizes. Under Henry III, though Hugh de Burgh, the governor of Dover Castle, had defeated a French fleet by casting lime into the eyes of his antagonists, the naval force was impaired to such a degree that the Normans and Bretons were too powerful for the Cinque Ports, and compelled them to seek relief from the other ports of the kingdom. The taste for depredation had become so general and contagious, that privateers were now allowed to be fitted out, which equipments quickly degenerated to the most cruel of pirates. Nay more: on the disputes which took place between Henry and his Barons, in 1244, the Cinque Ports, who had shown much indifference to the royal requisitions, openly espoused the cause of the revolted nobles; and, under the orders of Simon de Montfort, burnt Portsmouth. From this, forgetful of their motives for arming, they proceeded to commit various acts of piracy, and considering nothing but their private interests, extended their violence not only against the shipping of all countries unfortunate enough to fall in their way, but even to perpetrate the most unwarrantable ravages on the property of their own countrymen. Nor was this confined to the Cinque Port vessels only; the example and the profits were too stimulating to the restless; and one daring association on the coast of Lincolnshire seized the Isle of Ely, and made it their receptacle for the plunder of all the adjacent countries. One William Marshall fortified the little island of Lundy, in the mouth of the Severn, and did so much mischief by his piracies, that at length it became necessary to fit out a squadron to reduce him, which was accordingly done, and he was executed in London; yet the example did not deter other persons from similar practices. The sovereign, however, did not possess sufficient naval means to suppress the enormities of the great predatory squadrons, and their ravages continued to disgrace the English name for upwards of twenty years, when the valor and conciliation of the gallant Prince Edward brought them to that submission which his royal parent had failed in procuring.

Those “harum-scarum” expeditions, the Crusades, were perhaps influential in checking piracy, although the rabble that composed the majority of them had as little principle as the worst of the freebooters. From the time that Peter the Hermit set Europe in a blaze, all ranks, and all nations, streamed to the East, so that few vessels were otherwise employed than in conveying the motly groups who sought the shores of Palestine; some from religious zeal; some from frantic fanaticism; some from desire of distinction; some for the numberless privileges which the crusaders acquired; and the rest and greater portion, for the spoil and plunder of which they had a prospect. The armaments, fitted in no fewer than nine successive efforts, were mostly equipped with such haste and ignorance, and with so little choice, that ruinous delays, shipwrecks, and final discomfiture, were naturally to be expected. Still, the effect of such incredible numbers of people betaking themselves to foreign countries, advanced civilization, although vast means of forwarding its cause were buried in the East; and those who assert that no benefit actually resulted, cannot deny that at least some evils were thereby removed. Montesquieu says, that Europe then required a general shock, to teach her, but the sight of contrasts, the theorems of public economy most conducive to happiness. And it is evident, that notwithstanding these follies wasted the population of Europe, squandered its treasures, and infected us with new vices and diseases, still the crusades diminished the bondage of the feudal system, by augmenting the power of the King, and the strength of the Commons; while they also occasioned a very increased activity in commerce: thus taming the ferocity of men’s spirits, increasing agriculture in value from the safety it enjoyed, and establishing a base for permanent prosperity.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY

EDWARD JOHN TRELAWNY




 Continually in chase of something, I fell in, among other coasting and country craft, with a Chinese junk, drifted out of her course, on her return from Borneo. She looked like a huge tea-chest afloat, and sailed about as well. She was flat-bottomed and flat-sided; decorations of green and yellow dragons were painted and gilded all over her; she had four or five masts, bamboo yards, mat sails and coir rigging, double galleries all round, with ornamented head and stern, high as my main top, and was six hundred tons burden. Her interior was a complete bazaar; swarms of people were on board, and every individual, having a portion of tonnage in measured space, had partitioned off his own, and converted it into a shop or warehouse; they were like the countless cells of a bee-hire, and must have amounted to some hundreds. All sorts of handicraft trades were going on, as if on shore, from iron forging to making paper of rice straw, and glass of rice, chasing ivory fans, embroidering gold on muslins, barbacuing fat pigs, and carrying them about on bamboos for sale. In one cabin a voluptuous Tartar and a tun-bellied Chinese had joined their dainties together; a fat dog, roasted entire, stuffed with turmeric, rice, suet, and garlic, and larded with hog’s grease, the real, delectable, and celebrated sea-slug, or sea-swallow’s nest, shark’s fins stewed to a jelly, salted eggs, and yellow-dyed pilaff formed their repast. A mighty china bowl of hot arrack punch stood in the centre of the table, from which a boy was continually ladling out its contents. Such voracious feeders I never beheld, they wielded their chop-sticks with the rapidity and incessant motion of a juggler with his balls. The little, black, greedy twinkling eye of the Chinese, almost buried in mounds of fat, glistened like a fly flapping in a firkin of butter. The Tartar, with a mouth the size of the ship’s hatchway, seemed to have a proportionate hold for stowage. Understanding these were the two principal merchants on board, I had come to speak to them; but like hogs, buried up to the eyes in a savoury waste of garbage, there was no moving them from the dainties they gloated on. A sailor, who had conducted me, whispered his Tartar owner who I was; he grunted out some reply, and with a greasy paw, placed several handfuls of boiled rice on a corner of the table, indented it with his fist, poured into the hollow some of the hog’s lardings out of the platter containing the roast dog, and then, adding five or six hard-boiled salt eggs, motioned me to sit down and eat.

Driven away by these unclean brutes, I went into the Tartar captain’s cabin, built over the rudder. He was stretched on a mat, smoking opium through a small reed, watching the card of the compass, and chanting out, “Kie! Hooé!—Kie! Chee!” Finding I might as well ask questions of the rudder as of him, I hailed the schooner to send a strong party of men.

We then commenced a general search, forcing our way into every cabin, when such a scene of confusion, chattering, and noise followed, as I never had heard before. Added to this, there was the mowing and gibbering of monkeys, apes, parrots, parroquets, bories, mackaws, hundreds of ducks, fish-divers, pigs, and divers other beasts and birds, hundreds of which were in this Mackow ark. The consternation and panic among the motley ship’s crew, and merchant-passengers, are neither to be imagined nor described. They never had dreamed that a ship, under the sacred flag of the emperor of the universe, the king of kings, the sun of God which enlightens the world, the father and mother of all mankind, could, and in his seas, be thus assailed and overhauled. They exclaimed, “Who are you?—Whence did you come?—What do you here?” Scarcely deigning to look at the little schooner, whose low, black hull, as she lay athwart the junk’s stern, looked like a boat or a water-snake, they wondered at so many armed and ferocious fellows, not believing that they could be stowed in so insignificant a vessel whose hull scarcely emerged from the water. A Hong silk merchant, while his bales were handed into one of our boats, offered us a handkerchief apiece, but protested against our taking his great bales, when we could not possibly have room for them.

A few grew refractory, and called out for aid to defend their property. Some Tartar soldiers got together with their arms; and the big-mouthed Tartar and his comrade, swollen out with their feed of roast dog and sea-slug, armed themselves, and came blowing and spluttering towards me. I caught the Tartar by his mustachios, which hung down to his knees; in return he snapped a musket in my face; it missed fire; his jaw was expanded, and I stopped it for ever with my pistol. The ball entered his mouth, (how could it miss it?) and he fell, not so gracefully as Caesar, but like a fat ox knocked on the head by a sledge-hammer. The Chinese have as much antipathy to villainous saltpetre, except in fire-works, as Hotspur’s neat and trimly dressed lord; and their emperor, the light of the universe, is as unforgiving and revengeful towards those who kill his subjects, as our landed proprietors are towards those who slaughter their birds. An English earl told me the other day he could see no difference between the crime of killing a hare on his property, and a man on his property, arguing that the punishment should be the same for both. However, I have killed many of the earl’s hares, and a leash or two of Chinese in my time, instigated to commit these heinous crimes by the same excitement—that of their being forbidden and guarded against by vindictive threats of pains and penalties.

But to return to the junk. We had a skirmish on the deck for a minute or two, a few shots were fired, and a life or two more lost in the fray. The schooner sent us more men, and no further opposition was made. Then, instead of gleaning a few of the most valuable articles, and permitting them to redeem the remainder of the cargo by paying a sum of money, as the rogues had resisted, I condemned her as lawful prize. We therefore began a regular pillage, and almost turned her inside out. Every nook, hole, and corner were searched; every bale cut, and every chest broken open. The bulky part of her cargo, which consisted of camphor, woods for dyeing, drugs, spices, and pigs of iron and tin, we left; but silks, copper, selected drugs, a considerable quantity of gold dust, a few diamonds and tiger-skins were ours; and, not forgetting Louis, who had entreated me to look out for sea-slug, I found some bags of it in the cabin of my late friend, the defunct merchant. Neither did I neglect the salted eggs, which with rice and jars of melted fat, victualled the ship. I took some thousands of these eggs, a new and excellent sort of provision for my ship’s company. The Chinese preserve them by merely boiling them in salt and water till they are hard; the salt penetrates the shell, and thus they will keep for years.

The philosophic captain, whose business it was to attend to the navigation and pilotage of the junk, having nothing to do with the men or cargo, continued to inhale the narcotic drug. His heavy eye was still fixed on the compass, and his drowsy voice called out, “Kie! Hooé!—Kie! Chee!” Though I repeatedly asked him whither he was bound, his invariable answer was “Kie! Hooé!—Kie! Chee!” I pointed my cutlass to his breast, but his eyes remained fixed on the compass. I cut the bowl from the stem of his pipe, but he continued drawing at the reed, and repeating, “Kie! Hooé!—Kie! Chee!” On shoving off, as I passed under the stern, I cut the tiller ropes, and the junk broached up in the wind, but I still heard the fellow singing out, from time to time, “Kie! Hooé!—Kie! Chee!”

We had altogether a glorious haul out of the Chinaman. Every part of our little vessel was crammed with merchandise. Our men exchanged their tarred rags for shirts and trowsers of various coloured silks, and looked more like horse-jockeys than sailors. Nay, a few days after I roused a lazy and luxurious old Chinese sow from the midst of a bale of purple silk, where she was reclining; perhaps she thought she had the best right to it, as it might have belonged to her master, or because she was one of the junk’s crew, or probably she was the owner herself transmigrated into this shape,—there needed little alteration. I also got some curious arms, particularly the musket, or fowling-piece, which, had it obeyed its master’s intention, would have finished my career. The barrel, lock, and stock, are deeply chased all over with roses and figures of solid gold worked in. I preserve it now, and it has recalled the circumstance by which it came into my possession; otherwise, it might have been driven, like any others of greater moment, from my memory by the lapse of time, and by more recent events.
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THE TERRIBLE LADRONES

RICHARD GLASSPOOLE




 On the 17th of September, 1809, the Honorable Company’s ship Marquis of Ely anchored under the Island of Sam Chow, in China, about twelve English miles from Macao, where I was ordered to proceed in one of our cutters to procure a pilot, and also to land the purser with the packet. I left the ship at 5 P.M. with seven men under my command, well armed. It blew a fresh gale from the N. E. We arrived at Macao at 9 P.M., where I delivered the packet to Mr. Roberts, and sent the men with the boat’s sails to sleep under the Company’s Factory, and left the boat in charge of one of the Compradore’s men; during the night the gale increased. At half-past three in the morning I went to the beach, and found the boat on shore half-filled with water, in consequence of the man having left her. I called the people, and baled her out; found she was considerably damaged, and very leaky. At half-past 5 A.M., the ebb-tide making, we left Macao with vegetables for the ship.

One of the Compradore’s men who spoke English went with us for the purpose of piloting the ship to Lintin, as the Mandarines, in consequence of a late disturbance at Macao, would not grant permission for regular pilots. I had every reason to expect the ship in the roads, as she was preparing to get under weigh when we left her; but on our rounding Cabaretta-Point, we saw her five or six miles to leeward, under weigh, standing on the starboard tack: it was then blowing fresh at N. E. Bore up, and stood towards her; when about a cable’s length to windward of her, she tacked; we hauled our wind and stood after her. A hard squall then coming on, with a strong tide and heavy swell against us, we drifted fast to leeward, and the weather being hazy, we soon lost sight of the ship. Struck our masts, and endeavored to pull; finding our efforts useless, set a reefed foresail and mizzen, and stood towards a country-ship at anchor under the land to leeward of Cabaretta-Point. When within a quarter of a mile of her she weighed and made sail, leaving us in a very critical situation, having no anchor, and drifting bodily on the rocks to leeward. Struck the masts: after four or five hours hard pulling, succeeded in clearing them.

At this time not a ship in sight; the weather clearing up, we saw a ship to leeward, hull down, shipped our masts, and made sail towards her; she proved to be the Honourable Company’s ship Glatton. We made signals to her with our handkerchiefs at the mast-head, she unfortunately took no notice of them, but tacked and stood from us. Our situation was now truly distressing, night closing fast, with a threatening appearance, blowing fresh, with hard rain and a heavy sea; our boat very leaky, without a compass, anchor or provisions, and drifting fast on a lee-shore, surrounded with dangerous rocks, and inhabited by the most barbarous pirates. I close-reefed my sails, and kept tack and tack ‘till daylight, when we were happy to find we had drifted very little to leeward of our situation in the evening. The night was very dark, with constant hard squalls and heavy rain.

Tuesday, the 19th, no ships in sight. About ten o’clock in the morning it fell calm, with very hard rain and a heavy swell;—struck our masts and pulled, not being able to see the land, steered by the swell. When the weather broke up, found we had drifted several miles to leeward. During the calm a fresh breeze springing up, made sail, and endeavored to reach the weather-shore, and anchor with six muskets we had lashed together for that purpose. Finding the boat made no way against the swell and tide, bore up for a bay to leeward, and anchored about one A.M. close under the land in five or six fathoms water, blowing fresh, with hard rain.

Wednesday, the 20th, at daylight, supposing the flood-tide making, weighed and stood over to the weather-land, but found we were drifting fast to leeward. About ten o’clock perceived two Chinese boats steering for us. Bore up, and stood towards them, and made signals to induce them to come within hail; on nearing them, they bore up, and passed to leeward of the islands. The Chinese we had in the boat advised me to follow them, and he would take us to Macao by the leeward passage. I expressed my fears of being taken by the Ladrones. Our ammunition being wet, and the muskets rendered useless, we had nothing to defend ourselves with but cutlasses, and in too distressed a situation to make much resistance with them, having been constantly wet, and eaten nothing but a few green oranges for three days.

As our present situation was a hopeless one, and the man assured me there was no fear of encountering any Ladrones, I complied with his request, and stood in to leeward of the islands, where we found the water much smoother, and apparently a direct passage to Macao. We continued pulling and sailing all day. At six o’clock in the evening I discovered three large boats at anchor in a bay to leeward. On seeing us they weighed and made sail towards us. The Chinese said they were Ladrones, and that if they captured us they would most certainly put us all to death! Finding they gained fast on us, struck the masts, and pulled head to wind for five or six hours. The tide turning against us, anchored close under the land to avoid being seen. Soon after we saw the boats pass us to leeward.

Thursday, the 21st, at daylight, the flood making, weighed and pulled along shore in great spirits, expecting to be at Macao in two or three hours, as by the Chinese account it was not above six or seven miles distant. After pulling a mile or two perceived several people on shore, standing close to the beach; they were armed with pikes and lances. I ordered the interpreter to hail them, and ask the most direct passage to Macao. They said if we came on shore they would inform us; not liking their hostile appearance, I did not think proper to comply with the request. Saw a large fleet of boats at anchor close under the opposite shore. Our interpreter said they were fishing-boats, and that by going there we should not only get provisions, but a pilot also to take us to Macao.

I bore up, and on nearing them perceived there were some large vessels, very full of men, and mounted with several guns. I hesitated to approach nearer; but the Chinese assuring me they were Mandarine junks and saltboats, we stood close to one of them, and asked the way to Macao. They gave no answer, but made some signs to us to go in shore. We passed on, and a large rowboat pulled after us; she soon came alongside, when about twenty savage-looking villains, who were stowed at the bottom of the boat, leaped on board us. They were armed with a short sword in each hand, one of which they laid on our necks, and the other pointed to our breasts, keeping their eyes fixed on their officer, waiting his signal to cut or desist. Seeing we were incapable of making any resistance, he sheathed his sword, and the others immediately followed his example. They then dragged us into their boat, and carried us on board one of their junks, with the most savage demonstrations of joy, and as we supposed, to torture and put us to a cruel death. When on board the junk, they searched all our pockets, took the handkerchiefs from our necks, and brought heavy chains to chain us to the guns.

At this time a boat came, and took me, with one of my men and the interpreter, on board the chief ’s vessel. I was then taken before the chief. He was seated on deck, in a large chair, dressed in purple silk, with a black turban on. He appeared to be about thirty years of age, a stout commanding-looking man. He took me by the coat, and drew me close to him; then questioned the interpreter very strictly, asking who we were, and what was our business in that part of the country. I told him to say we were Englishmen in distress, having been four days at sea without provisions. This he would not credit, but said we were bad men, and that he would put us all to death; and then ordered some men to put the interpreter to the torture until he confessed the truth.

Upon this occasion, a Ladrone, who had been once to England and spoke a few words of English, came to the chief, and told him we were really Englishmen, and that we had plenty of money, adding, that the buttons on my coat were gold. The chief then ordered us some coarse brown rice, of which we made a tolerable meal, having eat nothing for nearly four days, except a few green oranges. During our repast, a number of Ladrones crowded round us, examining our clothes and hair, and giving us every possible annoyance. Several of them brought swords, and laid them on our necks, making signs that they would soon take us on shore, and cut us in pieces, which I am sorry to say was the fate of some hundreds during my captivity.

I was now summoned before the chief, who had been conversing with the interpreter; he said I must write to my captain, and tell him, if he did not send a hundred thousand dollars for our ransom, in ten days he would put us all to death. In vain did I assure him it was useless writing unless he would agree to take a much smaller sum; saying we were all poor men, and the most we could possibly raise would not exceed two thousand dollars. Finding that he was much exasperated at my expostulations, I embraced the offer of writing to inform my commander of our unfortunate situation, though there appeared not the least probability of relieving us. They said the letter should be conveyed to Macao in a fishing-boat, which would bring an answer in the morning. A small boat accordingly came alongside, and took the letter.

About six o’clock in the evening they gave us some rice and a little salt fish, which we ate, and they made signs for us to lay down on the deck to sleep; but such numbers of Ladrones were constantly coming from different vessels to see us, and examine our clothes and hair, they would not allow us a moment’s quiet. They were particularly anxious for the buttons of my coat, which were new, and as they supposed gold. I took it off, and laid it on the deck to avoid being disturbed by them; it was taken away in the night, and I saw it on the next day stripped of its buttons.

About nine o’clock a boat came and hailed the chief ’s vessel; he immediately hoisted his mainsail, and the fleet weighed apparently in great confusion. They worked to windward all night and part of the next day, and anchored about one o’clock in a bay under the island of Lantow, where the head admiral of Ladrones was lying at anchor, with about two hundred vessels and a Portuguese brig they had captured a few days before, and murdered the captain and part of the crew.

Saturday, the 23rd, early in the morning, a fishing-boat came to the fleet to inquire if they had captured an European boat; being answered in the affirmative, they came to the vessel I was in. One of them spoke a few words of English, and told me he had a Ladrone-pass, and was sent by Captain Kay in search of us; I was rather surprised to find he had no letter. He appeared to be well acquainted with the chief, and remained in his cabin smoking opium, and playing cards all the day.

In the evening I was summoned with the interpreter before the chief. He questioned us in a much milder tone, saying, he now believed we were Englishmen, a people he wished to be friendly with; and that if our captain would lend him seventy thousand dollars ‘till he returned from his cruise up the river, he would repay him, and send us all to Macao. I assured him it was useless writing on those terms, and unless our ransom was speedily settled, the English fleet would sail, and render our enlargement altogether ineffectual. He remained determined, and said if it were not sent, he would keep us, and make us fight, or put us to death. I accordingly wrote, and gave my letter to the man belonging to the boat before mentioned. He said he could not return with an answer in less than five days.

The chief now gave me the leter I wrote when first taken. I have never been able to ascertain his reasons for detaining it, but suppose he dare not negotiate for our ransom without orders from the head admiral, who I understood was sorry at our being captured. He said the English ships would join the mandarines and attack them. He told the chief that captured us, to dispose of us as he pleased.

Monday, the 24th, it blew a strong gale, with constant hard rain; we suffered much from the cold and wet, being obliged to remain on deck with no covering but an old mat, which was frequently taken from us in the night by the Ladrones who were on watch. During the night the Portuguese who were left in the brig murdered the Ladrones that were on board of her, cut the cables, and fortunately escaped through the darkness of the night. I have since been informed they ran her on shore near Macao.

Tuesday, the 25th, at daylight in the morning, the fleet, amounting to about five hundred sail of different sizes, weighed, to proceed on their intended cruise up the rivers, to levy contributions on the towns and villages. It is impossible to describe what were my feelings at this critical time, having received no answers to my letters, and the fleet under-way to sail,—hundreds of miles up a country never visited by Europeans, there to remain probably for many months, which would render all opportunities of negotiating for our enlargement totally ineffectual; as the only method of communication is by boats, that have a pass from the Ladrones, and they dare not venture above twenty miles from Macao, being obliged to come and go in the night, to avoid the Mandarines; and if these boats should be detected in having any intercourse with the Ladrones, they are immediately put to death, and all their relations, though they had not joined in the crime, share in the punishment, in order that not a single person of their families should be left to imitate their crimes or revenge their death. This severity renders communication both dangerous and expensive; no boat would venture out for less than a hundred Spanish dollars.

Wednesday, the 26th, at daylight, we passed in sight of our ships at anchor under the island of Chun Po. The chief then called me, pointed to the ships, and told the interpreter to tell us to look at them, for we should never see them again. About noon we entered a river to the westward of the Bogue, three or four miles from the entrance. We passed a large town situated on the side of a beautiful hill, which is tributary to the Ladrones; the inhabitants saluted them with songs as they passed.

The fleet now divided into two squadrons (the red and the black) and sailed up different branches of the river. At midnight the division we were in anchored close to an immense hill, on the top of which a number of fires were burning, which at daylight I perceived proceeded from a Chinese camp. At the back of the hill was a most beautiful town, surrounded by water, and embellished with groves of orange trees. The chophouse (custom-house) and a few cottages were immediately plundered, and burned down; most of the inhabitants, however, escaped to the camp.

The Ladrones now prepared to attack the town with a formidable force, collected in rowboats from the different vessels. They sent a messenger to the town, demanding a tribute of ten thousand dollars annually, saying, if these terms were not complied with, they would land, destroy the town, and murder all the inhabitants; which they would certainly have done, had the town laid in a more advantageous situation for their purpose; but being placed out of the reach of their shot, they allowed them to come to terms. The inhabitants agreed to pay six thousand dollars, which they were to collect by the time of our return down the river. This finesse had the desired effect, for during our absence they mounted a few guns on a hill, which commanded the passage, and gave us in lieu of the dollars a warm salute on our return.

October the 1st, the fleet weighed in the night, dropped by the tide up the river, and anchored very quietly before a town surrounded by a thick wood. Early in the morning the Ladrones assembled in rowboats and landed; then gave a shout, and rushed into the town, sword in hand. The inhabitants fled to the adjacent hills, in numbers apparently superior to the Ladrones. We may easily imagine to ourselves the horror with which these miserable people must be seized, on being obliged to leave their homes, and everything dear to them. It was a most melancholy sight to see women in tears, clasping their infants in their arms, and imploring mercy for them from those brutal robbers! The old and the sick, who were unable to fly, or to make resistance, were either made prisoners or most inhumanly butchered! The boats continued passing and repassing from the junks to the shore, in quick succession, laden with booty, and the men besmeared with blood! Two hundred and fifty women, and several children, were made prisoners, and sent on board different vessels. They were unable to escape with the men, owing to that abominable practice of cramping their feet: several of them were not able to move without assistance, in fact, they might all be said to totter, rather than walk. Twenty of these poor women were sent on board the vessel I was in; they were hauled on board by the hair, and treated in a most savage manner.

When the chief came on board, he questioned them respecting the circumstances of their friends, and demanded ransoms accordingly, from six thousand to six hundred dollars each. He ordered them a berth on deck, at the after part of the vessel, where they had nothing to shelter them from the weather, which at this time was very variable,—the days excessively hot, and the nights cold, with heavy rains. The town being plundered of every thing valuable, it was set on fire, and reduced to ashes by the morning. The fleet remained here three days, negotiating for the ransom of the prisoners, and plundering the fish-tanks and gardens. During all this time, the Chinese never ventured from the hills, though there were frequently not more than a hundred Ladrones on shore at a time, and I am sure the people on the hills exceeded ten times that number.

October 5th, the fleet proceeded up another branch of the river, stopping at several small villages to receive tribute, which was generally paid in dollars, sugar and rice, with a few large pigs roasted whole, as presents for their joss (the idol they worship). Every person on being ransomed, is obliged to present him with a pig, or some fowls, which the priest offers him with prayers; it remains before him a few hours, and is then divided amongst the crew. Nothing particular occurred ‘till the 10th, except frequent skirmishes on shore between small parties of Ladrones and Chinese soldiers. They frequently obliged my men to go on shore, and fight with the muskets we had when taken, which did great execution, the Chinese principally using bows and arrows. They have match-locks, but use them very unskillfully.

On the 10th, we formed a junction with the black squadron, and proceeded many miles up a wide and beautiful river, passing several ruins of villages that had been destroyed by the black squadron. On the 17th, the fleet anchored abreast four mud batteries, which defended a town, so entirely surrounded with wood that it was impossible to form any idea of its size. The weather was very hazy, with hard squalls of rain. The Ladrones remained perfectly quiet for two days. On the third day the forts commenced a brisk fire for several hours: the Ladrones did not return a single shot, but weighed in the night and dropped down the river.

The reasons they gave for not attacking the town, or returning the fire, were that Joss had not promised them success. They are very superstitious, and consult their idol on all occasions. If his omens are good, they will undertake the most daring enterprizes.

The fleet now anchored opposite the ruins of the town where the women had been made prisoners. Here we remained five or six days, during which time about a hundred of the women were ransomed; the remainder were offered for sale amongst the Ladrones, for forty dollars each. The woman is considered the lawful wife of the purchaser, who would be put to death if he discarded her. Several of them leaped overboard and drowned themselves, rather than submit to such infamous degradation.

The fleet then weighed and made sail down the river, to receive the ransom from the town before mentioned. As we passed the hill, they fired several shots at us, but without effect. The Ladrones were much exasperated, and determined to revenge themselves; they dropped out of reach of their shot, and anchored. Every junk sent about a hundred men each on shore, to cut paddy, and destroy their orange-groves, which was most effectually performed for several miles down the river. During our stay here, they received information of nine boats lying up a creek, laden with paddy; boats were immediately dispatched after them.

Next morning these boats were brought to the fleet; ten or twelve men were taken in them. As these had made no resistance, the chief said he would allow them to become Ladrones, if they agreed to take the usual oaths before Joss. Three or four of them refused to comply, for which they were punished in the following cruel manner: their hands were tied behind their back, a rope from the mast-head rove through their arms, and hoisted three or four feet from the deck, and five or six men flogged them with three rattans twisted together ‘till they were apparently dead; then hoisted them up to the mast-head, and left them hanging nearly an hour, then lowered them down, and repeated the punishment, ‘till they died or complied with the oath.

October the 20th, in the night, an express-boat came with the information that a large mandarine fleet was proceeding up the river to attack us. The chief immediately weighed, with fifty of the largest vessels, and sailed down the river to meet them. About one in the morning they commenced a heavy fire till daylight, when an express was sent for the remainder of the fleet to join them: about an hour after a counter-order to anchor came, the mandarine fleet having run. Two or three hours afterwards the chief returned with three captured vessels in tow, having sunk two, and eighty-three sail made their escape. The admiral of the mandarines blew his vessel up, by throwing a lighted match into the magazine as the Ladrones were boarding her; she ran on shore, and they succeeded in getting twenty of her guns.

In this action very few prisoners were taken: the men belonging to the captured vessels drowned themselves, as they were sure of suffering a lingering and cruel death if taken after making resistance. The admiral left the fleet in charge of his brother, the second in command, and proceeded with his own vessel towards Lantow. The fleet remained in this river, cutting paddy, and getting the necessary supplies.

On the 28th of October, I received a letter from Captain Kay, brought by a fisherman, who had told him he would get us all back for three thousand dollars. He advised me to offer three thousand, and if not accepted, extend it to four; but not farther, as it was bad policy to offer much at first: at the same time assuring me we should be liberated, let the ransom be what it would. I offered the chief the three thousand, which he disdainfully refused, saying he was not to be played with; and unless they sent ten thousand dollars, and two large guns, with several casks of gunpowder, he would soon put us all to death. I wrote to Captain Kay, and informed him of the chief ’s determination, requesting if an opportunity offered, to send us a shift of clothes, for which it may be easily imagined we were much distressed, having been seven weeks without a shift; although constantly exposed to the weather, and of course frequently wet.

On the first of November, the fleet sailed up a narrow river, and anchored at night within two miles of a town called Little Whampoa. In front of it was a small fort, and several mandarine vessels lying in the harbor. The chief sent the interpreter to me, saying I must order my men to make cartridges and clean their muskets, ready to go on shore in the morning. I assured the interpreter I should give the men no such orders, that they must please themselves. Soon after the chief came on board, threatening to put us all to a cruel death if we refused to obey his orders. For my own part I remained determined, and advised the men not to comply, as I thought by making ourselves useful we should be accounted too valuable.

A few hours afterwards he sent to me again, saying, that if myself and the quartermaster would assist them at the great guns, that if also the rest of the men went on shore and succeeded in taking the place, he would then take the money offered for our ransom, and give them twenty dollars for every Chinaman’s head they cut off. To these proposals we cheerfully acceded, in hopes of facilitating our deliverance.

Early in the morning the forces intended for landing were assembled in rowboats, amounting in the whole to three or four thousand men. The largest vessels weighed, and hauled in shore, to cover the landing of the forces, and attack the fort and mandarine vessels. About nine o’clock the action commenced, and continued with great spirit for nearly an hour, when the walls of the fort gave way, and the men retreated in the greatest confusion.

The mandarine vessels still continued firing, having blocked up the entrance of the harbor to prevent the Ladrone boats entering. At this the Ladrones were much exasperated, and about three hundred of them swam on shore, with a short sword lashed close under each arm; they then ran along the banks of the river ‘till they came abreast of the vessels, and then swam off again and boarded them. The Chinese thus attacked, leaped overboard, and endeavored to reach the opposite shore; the Ladrones followed, and cut the greater number of them to pieces in the water. They next towed the vessels out of the harbor, and attacked the town with increased fury. The inhabitants fought about a quarter of an hour, and then retreated to an adjacent hill, from which they were soon driven with great slaughter.

After this the Ladrones returned, and plundered the town, every boat leaving it when laden. The Chinese on the hills perceiving most of the boats were off, rallied, and retook the town, after killing near two hundred Ladrones. One of my men was unfortunately lost in this dreadful massacre! The Ladrones landed a second time, drove the Chinese out of the town, then reduced it to ashes, and put all their prisoners to death, without regarding either age or sex!

I must not omit to mention a most horrid (though ludicrous) circumstance which happened at this place. The Ladrones were paid by their chief ten dollars for every Chinaman’s head they produced. One of my men turning the corner of a street was met by a Ladrone running furiously after a Chinese; he had a drawn sword in his hand, and two Chinaman’s heads which he had cut off, tied by their tails, and slung round his neck. I was witness myself to some of them producing five or six to obtain payment!

On the 4th of November an order arrived from the admiral for the fleet to proceed immediately to Lantow, where he was lying with only two vessels, and three Portuguese ships and a brig constantly annoying him; several sail of mandarine vessels were daily expected. The fleet weighed and proceeded towards Lantow. On passing the island of Lintin, three ships and a brig gave chase to us. The Ladrones prepared to board; but night closing we lost sight of them: I am convinced they altered their course and stood from us. These vessels were in the pay of the Chinese government, and style themselves the Invincible Squadron, cruising in the river Tigris to annihilate the Ladrones!

On the fifth, in the morning, the red squadron anchored in a bay under Lantow; the black squadron stood to the eastward. In this bay they hauled several of their vessels on shore to bream their bottoms and repair them.

In the afternoon of the 8th of November, four ships, a brig and a schooner came off the mouth of the bay. At first the pirates were much alarmed, supposing them to be English vessels come to rescue us. Some of them threatened to hang us to the mast-head for them to fire at; and with much difficulty we persuaded them that they were Portuguese. The Ladrones had only seven junks in a fit state for action; these they hauled outside, and moored them head and stern across the bay; and manned all the boats belonging to the repairing vessels ready for boarding.

The Portuguese observing these maneuvers hove to, and communicated by boats. Soon afterwards they made sail, each ship firing her broadside as she passed, but without effect, the shot falling far short. The Ladrones did not return a single shot, but waved their colors, and threw up rockets, to induce them to come further in, which they might easily have done, the outside junks lying in four fathoms water which I sounded myself: though the Portuguese in their letters to Macao lamented there was not sufficient water for them to engage closer, but that they would certainly prevent their escaping before the mandarine fleet arrived!

On the 20th of November, early in the morning, I perceived an immense fleet of mandarine vessels standing for the bay. On nearing us, they formed a line, and stood close in; each vessel as she discharged her guns tacked to join the rear and reload. They kept up a constant fire for about two hours, when one of their largest vessels was blown up by a firebrand thrown from a Ladrone junk; after which they kept at a more respectful distance, but continued firing without intermission ‘till the 21st at night, when it fell calm.

The Ladrones towed out seven large vessels, with about two hundred rowboats to board them; but a breeze springing up, they made sail and escaped. The Ladrones returned into the bay, and anchored. The Portuguese and mandarines followed, and continued a heavy cannonading during that night and the next day. The vessel I was in had her foremast shot away, which they supplied very expeditiously by taking a mainmast from a smaller vessel.

On the 23rd, in the evening, it again fell calm; the Ladrones towed out fifteen junks in two divisions, with the intention of surrounding them, which was nearly effected, having come up with and boarded one, when a breeze suddenly sprung up. The captured vessel mounted twenty-two guns. Most of her crew leaped overboard; sixty or seventy were taken immediately, cut to pieces and thrown into the river. Early in the morning the Ladrones returned into the bay, and anchored in the same situation as before. The Portuguese and mandarines followed, keeping up a constant fire. The Ladrones never returned a single shot, but always kept in readiness to board, and the Portuguese were careful never to allow them an opportunity.

On the 28th, at night, they sent in eight fire-vessels, which if properly constructed must have done great execution, having every advantage they could wish for to effect their purpose; a strong breeze and tide directly into the bay, and the vessels lying so close together that it was impossible to miss them. On their first appearance the Ladrones gave a general shout, supposing them to be mandarine vessels on fire, but were very soon convinced of their mistake. They came very regularly into the center of the fleet, two and two, burning furiously; one of them came alongside of the vessel I was in, but they succeeded in booming her off. She appeared to be a vessel of about thirty tons; her hold was filled with straw and wood, and there were a few small boxes of combustibles on her deck, which exploded alongside of us without doing any damage. The Ladrones, however, towed them all on shore, extinguished the fire, and broke them up for fire-wood. The Portuguese claim the credit of constructing these destructive machines, and actually sent a dispatch to the Governor of Macao, saying they had destroyed at least one-third of the Ladrones’ fleet, and hoped soon to effect their purpose by totally annihilating them!

On the 29th of November, the Ladrones being all ready for sea, they weighed and stood boldly out, bidding defiance to the invincible squadron and imperial fleet, consisting of ninety-three war-junks, six Portuguese ships, a brig, and a schooner. Immediately the Ladrones weighed, they made all sail. The Ladrones chased them two or three hours, keeping up a constant fire; finding they did not come up with them, they hauled their wind and stood to the eastward.

Thus terminated the boasted blockade, which lasted nine days, during which time the Ladrones completed all their repairs. In this action not a single Ladrone vessel was destroyed, and their loss about thirty or forty men. An American was also killed, one of three that remained out of eight taken in a schooner. I had two very narrow escapes: the first, a twelve-pounder shot fell within three or four feet of me; another took a piece out of a small brass-swivel on which I was standing. The chief’s wife frequently sprinkled me with garlic-water, which they consider an effectual charm against shot. The fleet continued under sail all night, steering towards the eastward. In the morning they anchored in a large bay surrounded by lofty and barren mountains.

On the 2nd of December I received a letter from Lieutenant Maughn, commander of the Honorable Company’s cruiser Antelope, saying that he had the ransom on board, and had been three days cruising after us, and wished me to settle with the chief on the securest method of delivering it. The chief agreed to send us in a small gunboat, ‘till we came within sight of the Antelope; then the Compradore’s boat was to bring the ransom and receive us.

I was so agitated at receiving this joyful news, that it was with considerable difficulty I could scrawl about two or three lines to inform Lieutenant Maughn of the arrangements I had made. We were all so deeply affected by the gratifying tidings, that we seldom closed our eyes, but continued watching day and night for the boat. On the 6th she returned with Lieutenant Maughn’s answer, saying he would respect any single boat; but would not allow the fleet to approach him. The chief then, according to his first proposal, ordered a gunboat to take us, and with no small degree of pleasure we left the Ladrone fleet about four o’clock in the morning.

At one P.M. saw the Antelope under all sail, standing toward us. The Ladrone boat immediately anchored, and dispatched the Compradore’s boat for the ransom, saying, that if she approached nearer, they would return to the fleet; and they were just weighing when she shortened sail, and anchored about two miles from us. The boat did not reach her ‘till late in the afternoon, owing to the tide’s being strong against her. She received the ransom and left the Antelope just before dark. A mandarine boat that had been lying concealed under the land, and watching their maneuvers, gave chase to her, and was within a few fathoms of taking her, when she saw a light, which the Ladrones answered, and the Mandarine hauled off.

Our situation was now a most critical one; the ransom was in the hands of the Ladrones, and the Compradore dare not return with us for fear of a second attack from the mandarine boat. The Ladrones would not remain ‘till morning, so we were obliged to return with them to the fleet.

In the morning the chief inspected the ransom, which consisted of the following articles: two bales of superfine scarlet cloth; two chests of opium; two casks of gunpowder; and a telescope; the rest in dollars. He objected to the telescope not being new; and said he should detain one of us ‘till another was sent, or a hundred dollars in lieu of it. The Compradore however agreed with him for the hundred dollars.

Every thing being at length settled, the chief ordered two gunboats to convey us near the Antelope; we saw her just before dusk, when the Ladrone boats left us. We had the inexpressible pleasure of arriving on board the Antelope at 7 P.M., where we were most cordially received, and heartily congratulated on our safe and happy deliverance from a miserable captivity, which we had endured for eleven weeks and three days.

A few Remarks on the Origin, Progress, Manners, and Customs of the Ladrones


The Ladrones are a disaffected race of Chinese, that revolted against the oppressions of the mandarins. They first commenced their depredations on the Western coast (Cochin-China), by attacking small trading vessels in rowboats, carrying from thirty to forty men each. They continued this system of piracy several years; at length their successes, and the oppressive state of the Chinese, had the effect of rapidly increasing their numbers. Hundreds of fishermen and others flocked to their standard; and as their number increased they consequently became more desperate. They blockaded all the principal rivers, and captured several large junks, mounting from ten to fifteen guns each.

With these junks they formed a very formidable fleet, and no small vessels could trade on the coast with safety. They plundered several small villages, and exercised such wanton barbarity as struck horror into the breasts of the Chinese. To check these enormities the government equipped a fleet of forty imperial war-junks, mounting from eighteen to twenty guns each. On the very first rencontre, twenty-eight of the imperial junks struck to the pirates; the rest saved themselves by a precipitate retreat.

These junks, fully equipped for war, were a great acquisition to them. Their numbers augmented so rapidly, that at the period of my captivity they were supposed to amount to near seventy thousand men, eight hundred large vessels, and nearly a thousand small ones, including rowboats. They were divided into five squadrons, distinguished by different colored flags: each squadron commanded by an admiral, or chief; but all under the orders of A-juo-Chay (Ching Yih Saou), their premier chief, a most daring and enterprising man, who went so far as to declare his intention of displacing the present Tartar family from the throne of China, and to restore the ancient Chinese dynasty.

This extraordinary character would have certainly shaken the foundation of the government, had he not been thwarted by the jealousy of the second in command, who declared his independence, and soon after surrendered to the mandarines with five hundred vessels, on promise of a pardon. Most of the inferior chiefs followed his example. A-juo-Chay (Ching Yih Saou) held out a few months longer, and at length surrendered with sixteen thousand men, on condition of a general pardon, and himself to be made a mandarine of distinction.

The Ladrones have no settled residence on shore, but live constantly in their vessels. The after-part is appropriated to the captain and his wives; he generally has five or six. With respect to conjugal rights they are religiously strict; no person is allowed to have a woman on board, unless married to her according to their laws. Every man is allowed a small berth, about four feet square, where he stows with his wife and family.

From the number of souls crowded in so small a space, it must naturally be supposed they are horridly dirty, which is evidently the case, and their vessels swarm with all kinds of vermin. Rats in particular, which they encourage to breed, and eat them as great delicacies; in fact, there are very few creatures they will not eat. During our captivity we lived three weeks on caterpillars boiled with rice. They are much addicted to gambling, and spend all their leisure hours at cards and smoking opium.
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