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For Joseph:

You’re my favorite thing
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INTRODUCTION


According to the FBI, a violent crime occurred every 24.6 seconds in 2017.1 Many of the women featured in this book committed this kind of crime, but there have been women throughout the ages whom one could consider criminal for entirely different reasons.

What constitutes a crime can vary. “Crimes” can refer to illegal acts that break a specific law and may be prosecuted. But there are also social crimes, if you will—the kind of norm-breaking or morally-frowned-upon activities that won’t get you arrested, but will get you talked about or tarnish your reputation in the court of public opinion. This book delves into both kinds of crimes, and in the pages that follow, you will read fifty stories of little-known and legendary women—from gamblers and con women to pirates and serial killers—who made history for their lawbreaking ways from the fifteenth century all the way to the mid-1900s. Some of these women boldly revolted against restrictive gender roles, while others found notoriety from their heinous acts against others.

I chose to profile these women because they all have stories that are almost hard to believe. And not all of them were evil people—keep that in mind as you read. There are several lawbreaking ladies I find admirable, like the buffalo soldier Cathay Williams and “Stagecoach Mary” Fields, who was the first Black female star route mail carrier in the United States. They are two people with whom I’d love to have dinner and get to know better; both were important and fascinating members of their communities, despite violating the written and unwritten laws women were expected to abide by during their time.

In this book, I’ll also introduce you to women who pose an interesting juxtaposition with regard to their professions. For instance, you’ll read about a professional gambler who allegedly shot her ex-lover dead and then just pages later read about a woman who helped fund an entire performing arts center through her work running a casino in Las Vegas. Although these gambling gals led very different lives, both were enterprising women who forged unconventional careers for their respective times, and both were remarkable in their own right. Their stories also serve to show that while the title of this book may sound like you’re in for hundreds of pages of grisly crime—which is partly true (there are certainly women featured in this book with whom I’d never want to cross paths)—I’ll give you a break once in a while with a more uplifting tale.

Being a Woman: The Feminine Silhouette Throughout History

When it came to investigating crimes of yore, women were usually not the first suspects police considered. And when they were, juries often found it hard to imagine women committing murders, robberies, and other illegal acts. While women have historically not had it easy (far from it, in many situations), they did have a special kind of advantage in the courtroom.

“The fairer sex” is a phrase that dates as far back as 1676, when it appeared in the wonderfully titled book The Art of Making Love: Or Rules for the Conduct of Ladies and Gallants in Their Amours by Le Boulanger de Chalussay. Old-fashioned as it may be, this phrase also helps explain the treatment of many female criminals throughout history. Women involved in illegal activities often managed to escape authorities, arrests, and convictions based on their perceived charm and good looks (looking at you, Belle Starr). And, more often than not, the physical beauty of even the most hard-core lawbreakers was mentioned in news stories about them. All in all, women criminals were frequently treated differently than their male counterparts.

The outlaws of the Wild West are a great example. Although women like Lillian Smith, Pearl Hart, and Etta Place were investigated for their crimes, they always seemed to get off because they were the girlfriend or wife of a notorious male criminal—and were assumed to have innocent relations to their “more dangerous” partners.

The hardest thing to do while writing this book was to separate actual facts from marginally sexist accounts. Newspapers that reported the crimes of some of the women featured in this book often used their word counts to comment on the woman’s relationships and appearance instead of just the facts. While this is frustrating for many reasons—women are far more than their looks or their partners, even when they’ve committed a crime—it is important to remember as you learn about the following murderers, madams, bootleggers, pirates, and others who appear in this book.

The Changing Tides of Punishable Crimes

I think we can all agree that moral judgments of certain criminal activity have changed, um, a lot since we’ve entered the twenty-first century. For instance, the idea of legalizing sex work is now seen as empowering to many people. During the Prohibition era (1920–1933), making and selling alcohol was illegal and could result in jail time. Today, there may be some states and counties that have strict rules regarding when or if you can purchase alcohol, but drinking is a widely accepted social activity. That being said, I don’t think there’s any world in which being a sadistic serial killer will ever be justified.

Some chapters in this book explore seemingly fantastical roles we mainly see in works of fiction: pirates, outlaws, bandits, gangsters. But it’s important to remember, as you read this, that the law looked a lot different then than it does now. This book is simply a transference of fact, and it is not my intention to make value judgments about the women featured here whose actions may not be considered illegal or immoral by today’s standards. I’m simply here to highlight the fascinating and often overlooked stories of these complicated women, who also happened to be lawbreakers.

Okay, now that you’ve been prepped on what to expect in the following pages, buckle up. I hope you can regale your friends, family, and coworkers with these remarkable tales—from a fraud who stole millions of dollars by forging checks to a popular musical group comprised entirely of female prisoners—for years to come.
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NOT JUST IN THE MOVIES


Watching pirate movies is a fun way to spend your Saturday night, but after seeing a few, one thing will become very clear: There aren’t many female pirates who have been portrayed as badass leading women instead of secondary love-interest characters. Don’t get me wrong: Throughout history, some women did find roles managing pirate ships after becoming the love interest of a captain or two. But do some digging, and you’ll find that their love stories quickly become a sidebar to the positions they held on their pirate ships.

The women featured in this section come from all over the world: Sweden, China, Ireland, and Morocco, to name just a few countries. Some of these women fell into the world of piracy out of desperation, others fell into it because of love, and a few saw the pirate’s life as an opportunity to increase their personal wealth. What they all have in common is that they were tough as nails—and they had to be, as you’ll soon realize, to keep up with the rough-and-tumble crews of these ships.
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Terms to Know


Pirate: Someone who actively hunts out other ships and raids them for valuables and money.

Privateer: Think of this as a “legal” pirate. People in this role raid ships, but are granted permission by the government to raid enemy ships encroaching on their territory during times of war.

Piracy: An act of robbery committed on a boat at sea.

Letter of marque: An official document that grants amnesty from piracy laws to a privateer.

Raid: The act of boarding another ship and taking valuables, while capturing, fighting, or killing those found on the ship.

Sloop: A small, square-rigged sailing warship with two or three masts.

Code of conduct: The rules of a ship that all pirates must follow while on board.
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SAYYIDA AL-HURRA The MUSLIM PIRATE QUEEN WHO CHALLENGED GENDER ROLES
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Sayyida al-Hurra was so revered that no one knows her real name. The name by which she is referred to is actually more of a title: al-Hurra means “free woman” and was often given to a woman in power, which she was. As a pirate queen, she ruled Morocco for nearly thirty years.

Born in Granada, Spain, Sayyida al-Hurra and her family were forced out of the country by the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella, who were on a mission to rid Spain of Muslims. Eventually, her family found refuge in Morocco, but this came with its own set of issues: The regions and kingdoms surrounding the country were being claimed by battles left and right. But Sayyida al-Hurra’s father found a role as the ruler of Chefchaouen, an independent region in Morocco, and his prestigious position helped his daughter land the governor of Tétouan, Abu l’Hassan al-Mandari II, as a husband.

Sayyida al-Hurra’s background in politics and intense interests in regional relations turned out to be a big help to her husband. The result was a partnership that was fairly uncommon for the time: a couple in power who ruled equally. Sayyida al-Hurra even played a larger role in directing the regional military than al-Mandari. Her strict directives earned her the nickname “The Iron Lady of the Arab-Muslim World.” Upon al-Mandari’s death in 1518, she gained the role of al-Hakimat Tétouan (“ruler of Tétouan”) and joined the Barbarossan pirates of Tétouan.

She restructured the waterways to lead to her own personal docks, giving her more control and surveillance of the western Mediterranean Sea. Geographically, Tétouan was in a location of privilege. With close proximity to Spain and Portugal, Sayyida al-Hurra was able to follow through on her promise to take down the same forces that exiled her family from Spain so many years ago. Raiding enemy ships and bringing the bounty to Tétouan helped catapult the city to become one of the most powerful in Morocco. In turn, the Spanish and Portuguese were forced to negotiate with Sayyida al-Hurra, not only to resume important trade and commercial opportunities for their countries but also to seek the safe return of her Spanish and Portuguese captives. During her reign, she was known for taking prisoners and using them as bargaining chips. She once even captured the Portuguese governor’s wife.

She became the wife of the Moroccan sultan, Ahmed al-Wattassi, in 1541, but even in her remarriage, she remained in a seat of power. In another move that rebelled against tradition, she made al-Wattassi travel to her in Tétouan so they could get married, which was not something brides did at the time. Even after their marriage, Sayyida al-Hurra continued to live in Tétouan, where she ruled the city and maintained the agreements she had made with the Spanish and Portuguese. A year later, in 1542, she was removed from her reign by a rebel group, which reportedly included her stepson from her first marriage, Muhammad al-Hassan al-Mandri.

Sayyida al-Hurra was never arrested or imprisoned for her acts of piracy, and it arguably would have been a tough sell to do so given her high rank in Morocco and the power she brought to Tétouan. Despite her demise, though, her grit and determination deserve to be recognized.






JACQUOTTE "BACK FROM THE DEAD RED" DELAHAYE The PIRATE WHO FAKED HER OWN DEATH
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When you look up Jacquotte Delahaye online, you’re more likely to come across red wine blends and band names inspired by the look and acts of this French-Haitian pirate than her story, but it’s a story worth learning. According to legend, Jacquotte’s mother died in childbirth around 1600, and her father was murdered shortly after. Left without parents, Jacquotte became the caretaker of her younger brother, who was disabled. While there is not much information out there regarding what their life was like together, one can imagine how difficult it might have been. On the hunt for a stable income, Jacquotte turned to piracy, where she found community, respect, and wealth.

Jacquotte, with help from fellow strong-willed Frenchwoman Anne Dieu-le-Veut, eventually put together her own pirate crew. They commanded a handful of boats and set out plundering ships in the Caribbean. But soon, other pirate crews caught on to what they were doing and offered a reward to anyone who could take down Jacquotte.

Once she got word about the price that had been put on her head, Jacquotte faked her own death. Naturally, this meant stepping into retirement from her pirate lifestyle. But it didn’t last long. She grew bored and decided to try piracy again, this time disguised as a man in an attempt to keep her identity safe from those who were looking to take her down. Her bright red hair was hard to hide, though, and eventually people caught on to her ruse. Once people knew she hadn’t, in fact, died, they started calling her a new name: “Back from the Dead Red.” Her general infamy and her perseverance against those who were searching for her left an impression. Instead of enemies, she gained followers.

Jacquotte led thousands of pirates around Haiti. She eventually found a small Caribbean island and turned it into an oasis for her plundering peers. Legend has it that she died protecting her paradise from other pirates.






INGELA GATHENHIELM The SWEDISH PRIVATEER WHO HAD the KING’S BLESSING
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Ingela Gathenhielm was born in 1692 to Olof Hammar and Gunilla Mårtensdotter on a farm in Onsala, Sweden (a town located south of Gothenburg). In 1711, when she was nineteen years old, she was married in the local church to a man named Lars Gathe. One of the few things we know about Ingela and her family was that she was well-off—the brass chandelier her family donated to the Onsala church for her wedding can still be seen hanging in its gallery. Ingela and Lars had five children, but only two, Anders and Lars, lived long enough to reach adulthood. This may all seem like the relatively normal story of two people who started a family in Sweden in the midst of the Great Northern War. But that’s only a small part of it.

Privateering was common across Europe during this time and was defined as “using a privately owned armed vessel commissioned by a belligerent state to attack enemy ships, usually vessels of commerce.”1 Lars Gathe was a privateer who was given permission by King Charles XII of Sweden to target enemies traveling through the waters of the nearby Baltic Sea. He made quite a name (and fortune) for himself pillaging commerce ships and selling the stolen goods.

But back to Ingela: After her husband died in 1718, she took over his pirate empire and earned the nickname “The Shipping Queen,” a title her father—also a shipowner in his time—surely would have been proud of.

Ingela’s story is slightly different from the others you’ll find in this book. While she wasn’t arrested or jailed for her time as a pirate, she made a very successful career of it under the approving eye of the Swedish king. After Sweden signed a peace treaty with their forgiven enemy, Denmark, in 1720, ending the Great Northern War, Ingela hung up her pirate hat and married a Russian lieutenant by the name of Isak Browald. When she died in 1729, her body was returned to Onsala and buried next to the body of her son Lars.






ANNE BONNY The PIRATE WHO PLEADED PREGNANT
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Most images depict Anne Bonny with a head of flaming red hair, a hard look in her eyes, and an especially sharp jawline. Her strong and intimidating beauty sets the scene for the massive cloud of mystery that surrounds this fiery Irish pirate who sailed the seas during the eighteenth century. A good deal of what we think we know about Anne comes from the book A General History of the Pyrates by Captain Charles Johnson. According to Johnson, Anne, born in Ireland’s county Cork (her exact birth date has never been confirmed), was the result of an affair between William Cormac, a married Irish lawyer, and one of his housemaids. After Cormac’s divorce, which ended up costing him most of his clientele, he brought Anne and her mother with him to what is now known as Charleston, South Carolina. Anne’s mother contracted typhoid fever and passed away when Anne was thirteen, and Cormac attempted to pair Anne in marriage. She refused to comply, and in 1718 married a sailor by the name of John Bonny.

However, it wasn’t with John that Anne entered into a life of piracy, so hold tight. As the story goes, Anne grew weary of John after sailing with him to the Bahamas, which was then a new territory. While John busied himself as an informant for the local Bahamian government, specifically for privateer Woodes Rogers, Anne found herself a new suitor—a pirate by the name of John Rackham, also known as “Calico Jack.” (I’ll refer to him by his nickname from here on out to avoid any confusion—it seems our friend Anne had a thing for Johns.) The new couple attempted to get Anne out of her marriage in an honest manner: Calico Jack offered to pay John to divorce Anne. But John wouldn’t accept the offer. Without John’s blessing, Anne joined Calico Jack in stealing and sailing the William, a single-masted ship, to New Providence, an island in the Bahamas. Along the way, Anne was introduced to the hobby that would make her famous: pirating.

There’s something important to know about this time period in the pirate community: Having a woman aboard a ship was seen as unlucky. For this reason, it wasn’t common for pirate ship commanders to partner up with women in the way Calico Jack and Anne did. And it wasn’t uncommon for women who did join the crews of pirate ships to dress in disguise as men. While Anne did not hide her true identity from her fellow pirates, she dressed as a man when they pillaged ships, as well as when she partook in physical combat. Anne had a reputation for getting physical since long before she boarded the William. According to rumor, she had once beaten up an attempted rapist so badly, he needed to be hospitalized. Needless to say, Anne was perceived as a tough cookie, and her status as the ship commander’s partner only added to her intimidating air.

Anne’s notoriety was short-lived, though. In 1718, Woodes Rogers—who had by then acquired the title of governor of New Providence—reentered the picture. Pirating in New Providence was not new, or secret. Before Rogers created the local government, the area was a bit of a free-for-all. Laws were not written in stone, and people who were put on trial were at the mercy of how good or bad a judge’s day was going. The happenings within the pirating community were often shared in local papers, and Anne’s name was no stranger to their pages: A 1720 copy of the Boston Gazette refers to her as “Ann Fulford alias Bonny.” When she teamed up with Calico Jack, an update in the same newspaper in October 1720 read that he “took with him 12 Men and Two Women.”1

Rogers caught wind of the William and its increasing attacks on boats along the coast, and sent privateer Captain Jonathan Barnet to bring the ship’s crew in. Barnet found the crew of the William all right, in a remote cove in Negril Point, Jamaica, but as the story goes, the pirates were all too drunk to fight back. In fact, the most delightful part of this story may be what a witness described the crew drinking: “a bowl of punch.” Guns were fired, words were surely yelled, and it still wasn’t enough. Anne Bonny and Mary Read, the only other woman working on the William at the time, were in on the action. But their efforts weren’t enough to defeat Barnet. Nine members of the crew, including Anne and Mary, were captured and brought to Spanish Town, Jamaica, to stand trial.

The women’s trial began on November 28, 1720. Anne was addressed as a “ ‘spinster’ late ‘of the Island of Providence.’ ”2 During the trial, a number of witnesses who worked on the boats Anne had helped raid shared their stories of seeing her in action. Thomas Dillon, captain of a ship called the Mary and Sarah, had the most descriptive encounter with Anne: In the courtroom, he shared that after being reassured that the William was an English ship and safe to board, he was met on deck by Anne, who pulled a gun on him. He described both Anne and Mary Read as “both very profligate, cursing and swearing much, and very ready and willing to do anything on board.”3 After the courtroom heard a number of damning accounts of Anne’s contributions aboard the William, she was sentenced to death by hanging along with her fellow pirates.

In the end, Anne (and Mary) got lucky. After being sentenced to death for their wrongdoings, the two women shared that they were both pregnant. This proclamation saved their lives, but both were jailed. Mary never made it out alive, dying in prison a handful of months later—some believe she died during childbirth, and it’s unclear if the child survived. Anne, however, was released, though no one can confirm whether or not she was actually pregnant. Many think it was the influence of her father (he was a lawyer, remember) that garnered her her freedom.

Anne’s story gets a bit blurry post-prison. As exciting as her life at sea had been, many believe that Anne once again put down roots in Charleston, married, and had children. No matter what actually happened, it sure is fun to imagine that someone out there may have a great-great-great-great-grandmother with a thrilling swashbuckling past.






RACHEL WALL The PIRATE HANGED for a CRIME SHE DIDN’T COMMIT
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I’m going to skip ahead a couple of years into Rachel Wall’s life and kick off this story with a picture of the Pennsylvania-born woman at the age of sixteen. It was at this time Rachel left her family and made moves to the east to be closer to the coast, which I’ll call the catalyst for her pirating ways. It was on one particular adventure that she met George Wall, a fisherman, and journeyed to Philadelphia, New York, and Boston with him. At a certain point in Boston, for reasons that are not completely confirmed by historians, Rachel and George parted ways. Rachel stayed to take on work as a domestic servant in the well-off neighborhood of Beacon Hill, while George left the city—but it certainly wasn’t the last she would see of him.

George returned to Boston in 1782 and convinced Rachel to join him in a career change of sorts: piracy. The couple embarked on a life of raiding ships, first attacking a boat named the Essex and claiming it as their own. To catch the attention of passing ships, they would disguise the Essex to look as if it were damaged. Rachel would call out to nearby ships for help, luring them to tie up to the Essex and aid its two-person crew. Once the boat was securely attached, Rachel and George would board the unsuspecting ship, deal with the crew, and take all the valuables they had to offer. Together, they raided at least twelve ships—and took the lives of no less than twenty-four sailors.

However, they hit a bout of bad luck later that year, when the Essex encountered a storm. George, along with other members of the crew, drowned when the ship wrecked. Rachel survived.

Rachel returned to Boston and continued to raid ships, though in a less conspicuous manner. She would board the boats while their crews slept, stealing from right under their noses. Throughout her pirating career, Rachel was charged with numerous counts of petty theft, as well as larceny. As ironic as it may be, her final and lethal charge was for something she didn’t actually do. In March 1789, Margaret Bender, a seventeen-year-old Rachel had encountered while walking along a road, accused Rachel of stealing her bonnet, shoes, and buckles. Because the alleged crime took place on a road, it was considered highway robbery. Throughout the trial, Rachel denied ever having robbed Margaret, though she did confess to several acts of piracy. She was found guilty and hanged on October 8, 1789, in front of a massive crowd.






CHING SHIH The FORMIDABLE PIRATE PRINCESS
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If you’ve gone your entire lifetime and never heard the name Ching Shih, then… okay, I won’t hold it against you. But you may regret not knowing her epic story sooner. Born in 1775 as Shi Xianggu, Ching Shih came to be known as one of the world’s most iconic pirates in her sixty-nine years on Earth. While little is known about her early life—we do know that her name, Ching Shih, translates to “Widow of Cheng”—her historic journey begins in the Guangdong Province of China on a floating brothel. It was here, working as a sex worker, that Ching Shih met her future husband, the well-known pirate Cheng Yi.
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To set the scene, floating brothels like the one on which Ching Shih worked were massive wooden structures—often referred to as “flower boats”—that housed a handful of women who were paid to perform sexual acts. Some of the boats only serviced Chinese people, while others welcomed foreigners. The local government had strict rules regarding the existence of these floating brothels. According to Paul A. Van Dyke’s research in “Floating Brothels and the Canton Flower Boats 1750–1930,” being a boat owner came with its share of hefty expenses. “The freedom to provide sexual services in the Pearl River Delta did not come without a price,” he wrote.1 The boats at Whampoa Island and their counterparts in other locations had to pay regular fees to local authorities. There are a number of stories that recount how Cheng Yi and Ching Shih met, but it’s likely they had an encounter on one of these boats during a pirate raid led by Cheng’s troupe.

Ching Shih’s adventurous life began after she married Cheng Yi. Once she became his wife, she was entitled to 50 percent of his bounty and also became the mother of his adopted son, Cheung Po Tsai. She proved herself a worthy partner, too, quickly becoming more well-known than her husband. And that is saying something. Cheng Yi had been given an honorary title, “Golden Dragon of the Imperial Staff,” by the emperor. This role made Cheng Yi a prince, and thus made Ching Shih a princess.

When Cheng Yi died suddenly six years into their marriage, Ching Shih took control of his fleet of 1,800 pirate ships, which was referred to as the Red Flag Fleet. Her quiet and deliberate nature as the leader of this fleet was very different from what Cheng Yi’s captains were used to dealing with, as he had been boisterous and impulsive, but many believe that Ching Shih’s purposeful ways served her well, especially in her choice of a second husband: Cheung Po Tsai… her stepson, who had been her late husband’s go-to captain.
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