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FOREWORD
by Jon Seidel



EARLY IN LIFE, WE’RE TAUGHT TO SEE THE WORLD IN BLACK and white.




We learn right from wrong. We read about heroes and villains. About “good guys” and “bad guys.”




This is a book about the “bad guys.” The bank robbers and pirates and gangsters.




But not even here, in a book titled Bad Guys in American History, do the villains of the past necessarily exist in that world of black and white. Rather, George Cantor sought to tell the whole story as he assembled this rogues’ gallery from our history books. The result is a richly detailed volume that helps us understand some of our country’s most notorious criminals. To some, crime was business. To others, war. Some live on in legend as Robin Hoods. Some were just plain evil.




They weren’t always who you’d expect, either. In this book, you’ll read about a vice president who became known as “the wickedest man alive” and a judge who declared himself “the law west of the Pecos.” Judge Roy Bean offered his services “as a Notary Public and a dispenser of cold beer,” Cantor wrote. “The latter service took precedence.”




You’ll also learn that society’s fascination with the darker side of life is no recent fad. Take for example the savage Civil War marauder William Clarke Quantrill, whose body was disinterred by his mother twenty-two years after his death—so his bones could be sold as souvenirs.








Or Revolutionary War raider Simon Girty’s descendants, who apparently concluded that “if they had to be related to a villain, they felt it might as well be the worst of the bunch.”




Cantor’s book begins with the notorious Salem witchcraft trials. From there, it turns to Blackbeard the pirate. Then on to Benedict Arnold, whose name today is synonymous with betrayal. But you’ll learn that Arnold had once been enormously popular. Then you’ll read about John Butler, who became “a figure of hatred in America” for the massacres he led in the late 1700s, but who then established Niagara-on-the-Lake on the other side of the Niagara River and “is considered a founding father of Ontario.”




There are also “bad girls.” Cantor included Belle Starr, a pal of Jesse James’s who “was no worse than she had to be.” And Lizzie Borden. Though she was found not guilty by a jury, Cantor writes, “That wicked little poem survives as history’s verdict on Lizzie.”




This book tells us the rest of Borden’s story, though, and it does the same for roughly three dozen others. It acknowledges the media’s roles in the creation of the celebrity criminal, how “the stories of these first-heralded bad guys are so deeply embedded in the American mind that they have passed into folklore and myth.” And it tells us where we can go to mingle with the ghosts of Cantor’s subjects.




We even get to learn about a few of the most notorious prisons ever to house our criminals. Yuma Territorial Prison opened one week after General George Custer fell at Little Big Horn. “Those transported to Yuma may have felt that Custer got the better deal,” Cantor writes. Meanwhile, Alcatraz Prison was “separated from one of America’s greatest cities by deadly riptides, 42-degree water temperatures, fog and patrol boats,” giving inmates “ample opportunity to reflect upon what they had given up.”




For decades, Cantor worked as an author and award-winning columnist in Detroit, a news town I have long admired. His research for this book was wide-ranging. And it included the files of the Detroit News, which helped Cantor tell the stories of Bugsy Siegel, Bonnie and Clyde, John Dillinger, and Al Capone, “the undisputed king of Chicago’s rackets.”




But Cantor didn’t limit his search for villains to Detroit or even the Midwest. Cantor found “bad guys” from sea to shining sea, from the earliest days of our history, all the way up to the early twentieth century. Reading their stories helps us understand all that our country has been through—the wars, the Depression, and the social conflict. It all set the stage for criminals whose exploits still influence the way we think about our country.




It’s all American history.










INTRODUCTION





AMERICANS HAVE NEVER QUITE KNOWN WHAT TO MAKE OF their bad guys. The glow of time and distance, folklore encrusted with myth, has given many of them the aura of fallen heroes. A few of the bad guys profiled in this book were, in their time, recognized as no-good scum. Blackbeard plundering the Carolina coast. Simon Girty leading his Indians in mayhem across the Ohio frontier. The Harpe Brothers, the first serial killers of the nineteenth century, leaving a trail of blood across Kentucky.




No one celebrated these men or mourned their passing. In fact, their heads were more likely to be hung from tree branches or a ship’s bowsprit as a warning to those who sought to imitate them.




The big change in the public’s fascination with outlaws began in the decades following the Civil War. That was because of two simultaneous phenomena: the closing of the Western frontier and the rise of the Eastern mass media.




In the 1880s, when the country finally was secured from Atlantic to Pacific, the West became romanticized. The violent frontier that had defined the American experience for the entire life of the nation was now passing into history. It lingered on in the dusty cow towns of Kansas and Texas, the mining camps of Arizona and South Dakota, in the Indian Territories and the range wars of New Mexico.




Safe in the settled cities of the East and Midwest, Americans couldn’t get enough of the Western frontier. It was thrilling now that it was vanishing. Buffalo Bill already was touring these cities with his Wild West shows, the sanitized show business version of the frontier. The final spasmodic, real acts of violence were regarded as part of the same grand pageant.




At the same time, a few journalistic entre preneurs were discovering something wonderful. There was an untapped market for the printed word. With the rise of mass public education, America had become a literate country, and a stable working class in the cities was looking for new ways to be informed and entertained.




The Scripps family was the first to understand that a newspaper published in the afternoon, priced below the established rag, and filled with blood and thunder, crime, and sports could eclipse all known circulation records. Starting with the Detroit News in 1873, they built a national newspaper chain based on these principles. Soon their example was emulated across the country. William Randolph Hearst copied their basic ideas and brought this brand of newspapering to the big city with his New York Journal. Mass circulation magazines, such as The Police Gazette, aimed at the same audience, also grew in influence.




Personalities and events that once would have quickly passed into oblivion became magnified into major stories, told over and over again, with new angles and embellished details. The competition among these publications created legends.




In just six months, for example, between October 1881 and April 1882, the gunfight at the OK Corral and the violent deaths of Billy the Kid and Jesse James occurred. These were three of the most celebrated events in Western history, one right after the other. By no coincidence, they all happened at a time when the new media were most hungrily seeking new celebrity heroes.




So, Wyatt Earp’s dubious past as a gambler and small-time thug was forgotten in the rush to glorify him. The far more vicious acts of Billy the Kid and the James Gang became, instead, the stuff of gallantry. Billy the Kid was no half-witted thug but a symbol of youth battling injustice. Jesse James was no cold-blooded killer but a Robin Hood, a defender of lost causes.








The criminal as celebrity was something new in our culture, and the effect has been long lasting. The stories of these first-heralded bad guys are so deeply embedded in the American mind that they have passed into folklore and myth.




The image of the criminal as hero was reinforced when the new medium of movies appeared and producers found that the most enduringly popular kind of film they could make was the Western. So the old legends were dusted off and trotted out before the cameras, to be remade over and over again.




The outlaw heroes were joined in the 1920s by the urban gangster. Prohibition was opposed by many Americans. In their eyes, an Al Capone was simply performing a public service. Besides, who got hurt? Only other gangsters. It was all a wonderful show, just like Buffalo Bill’s, only now it was happening on the streets of Chicago.




When the Great Depression fastened upon the American heartland, America continued its love affair with outlaws. Now it was John Dillinger and Bonnie and Clyde who attained heroic status. After all, they only robbed banks. Everybody hated banks in the 1930s. The dramatization of their careers on the radio made them seem like ordinary folks who had some bad luck and were trying to make out as best they could.




Almost all of them got a new life when television arrived. Wild Bill Hickok rode again. Capone strode the streets of Chicago. Wyatt Earp brought the law to Dodge City. TV brought them all into our living rooms, and they remain there forever in reruns.




Some of the places associated with these bad guys have been attractions for more than a century. Pilgrimages have been made to the graves of Jesse James and Billy the Kid from the moment the two outlaws were lowered into them. Salem has never outgrown its witches. The gunfire still echoes at the OK Corral.




In more recent years, the fascination has grown. The house where Lizzie Borden’s father and stepmother met their demise is now a bed and breakfast. Blackbeard’s evil career is a powerful draw on remote Ocracoke Island off the North Carolina coast. In Skagway, Alaska, a summer pageant tells of the crooked, and often vicious, deeds of Soapy Smith. It seems that tourists like their history with just a touch of nastiness.




The apologists of these bad guys try to make a case that economic necessity, the rigors of war, and the hard realities of their times explain what they did. Upon closer examination, however, you will find that in every case the bad guys just found crime and duplicity much more fun than working. They made a simple, conscious decision to go bad and nasty.




I have also included in this book two of the most famous prisons in our history—Alcatraz and Yuma—and three notorious courts of law. There are also three women—Belle Starr, Lizzie Borden, and Bonnie Parker. No gender equity was required here. They earned their places among the bad guys with solid achievement.




Maybe, in the end, it is the sheer fascination with evil that makes these individuals so compelling. Quantrill’s raid on Lawrence, Kansas. Dillinger’s brief and murderous crime spree. Jay Gould ruining thousands of lives because of his own greed. The innocent evil and superstition surrounding the events of the Salem witchcraft trials. Benedict Arnold betraying everything he had fought for.




Bad guys provide such great stories.




—George Cantor, May 1999










Salem Witchcraft Trials





IT BEGAN AS AN IDLE GAME FOR A GROUP OF YOUNG GIRLS, A WAY of passing the dull winter hours with a harmless diversion. It ended with nineteen dead, neighbors sending friends to their doom, and a town that would forevermore carry the stigma of justice gone insane.




“God will give you blood to drink,” Sarah Good warned her executioners from the scaffold. She was among the first to be put to death as a witch during Salem’s infamous trials of 1692.




But her prophecy went unheeded and was, in fact, largely unrealized. Most of those directly responsible for the madness in Salem went on, lives and reputations unscathed. If their consciences ever bothered them it didn’t seem to be an especially severe twinge.




Posterity, however, did exact a price. Arthur Miller’s famous play The Crucible made the trials into a parable of political persecution and condemned those who ran them as malicious fanatics.




Nathaniel Hawthorne, a descendant of one of the judges, borrowed Good’s defiant cry and put it in the mouth of a man hanged as a wizard in his classic The House of the Seven Gables. Based on the trials, the novel’s theme revolved around how past wrongs are visited upon future generations. Hawthorne, indeed, was so haunted by the actions of his ancestor, John Hathorne, that he added the “w” to his name to distance himself from the judge.








Even now, Salem residents ask whether the tour ist trade associated with witchcraft and the madness of a few months hasn’t come at the price of obliterating all other aspects of the town’s long history. After three centuries, the trials still define Salem’s past.




The foundation for witchcraft was laid when a new minister, Samuel Parris, was hired by the town in 1688. Salem residents had long argued over who should hold the position; three predecessors had been dismissed acrimoniously over the previous five years.




Early in 1692, Parris’s young daughter, Betty, and some friends began to hold séances led by the minister’s black slave, Tituba, who had come with the family from Barbados. Done as a lark, the meetings soon turned ominous when some of the girls began reporting strange visions.




This was a time in which the superstitious dread of the Middle Ages remained strong in the new colonies. It seemed to lurk in the dark forests that surrounded the coastal settlements. Moreover, the famous Boston minister, Cotton Mather, had recently published a book describing instances of witchcraft that he had seen personally, called Memorable Providences Relating to Witchcraft and Possessions.




The girls were surrounded by all this. It was part of their spiritual environment.




As the sessions with Tituba went on, the girls began exhibiting strange symptoms. They would crawl on all fours, bark like dogs, go into convulsions, and contort their bodies in strange shapes. In 1692 their behavior was a sure sign of witchcraft.




When Reverend Parris asked what was going on, the girls understandably were reluctant to tell the minister what they had been up to. So they blamed Tituba—she was a witch.




Tituba was quick on her feet. She saw at once the danger she was in and knew how to get out of it. She gave a graphic depiction of the devil loose in Salem, a tall man who could change himself into a dog. He demanded that she sign the book containing the names of those who had given up their souls to him, Tituba said, and then took her riding through the air.




Moreover, she was willing to name names, and that’s what the elders of Salem wanted. They were willing to forgive those who had fallen in with the devil. Anyone can make a mistake, after all. If the witches only confessed and told who had enlisted them in the devil’s work, Salem would soon get to the real instigators and the matter would be settled.




Tituba said she had seen others flying through the air and witnessed their signatures in the devil’s book. They were, in fact, Sarah Good and Sarah Osborn. Both, as it happened, were elderly women, with no influence in the community.
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COURTESY OF THE PEABODY ESSEX MUSEUM, SALEM, MA






Tituba’s testimony and the ongoing behavior of the girls convinced Reverend Parris that there was a big problem. Villagers started remembering odd events from past years. A cow that suddenly sickened and died, a neighbor’s muttered curse, a display of irreligious levity. Now it all fit. It had to be witchcraft.




Good and Osborn were arrested. So were tavern keeper Bridget Bishop and Good’s four-year-old granddaughter, Dorcas. Someone recalled a disagreement with the town’s previous minister, George Burroughs, who always had behaved a bit oddly and claimed to have knowledge of conversations out of his hearing. Constables were sent to his new pulpit, in what is now Maine, and brought him back in chains.




For the first three months, all the accused witches were simply thrown into jail without trial. No courts were operating because eight years previously James II had withdrawn the right of self-government to the North American colonies. But when he was dethroned by William of Orange, the Massachusetts charter was restored.




On May 14, 1692, Sir William Phips, the colony’s first royal governor, landed in Boston with the charter of self-government, giving him the authority to convene courts. He wasted no time. When he heard what was going on in Salem, Phips convened a court of Oyer and Terminer (which considered criminal matters) and named a panel of eight judges.




Now the wheels of justice were ready to roll, and the first to be run over was Bishop. She was tried and convicted, and on June 10 she was hanged.




The critical testimony against her, and several others who followed her to the grave, was spectral. In other words, it was based on visions that only the accusers could see. Most of the accusers were the young women, who now numbered seven. They filled the court with screams, moans, animal noises, and hysterical outbursts.




Whether they realized that their prank had gone too far to be reversed, or whether they actually were gripped by a form of mass hysteria, is still open to conjecture. Even some of their victims were astonished by the performance, and the judges were absolutely convinced.




William Stoughton, the presiding judge, had no legal background, but he did have degrees in theology from Harvard and Oxford. In his mind, law was no match for religious conviction. It was his decision to allow spectral evidence, as well as to deny counsel to the accused and allow judges to interrogate witnesses. Judge Hathorne also accused defendants of lying if they tried to deny the charges.




One of the judges, Nathaniel Saltonstall, was so disgusted over violations of legal procedure that he resigned from the court after Bishop’s execution. But his colleagues plunged ahead enthusiastically. Soon, more respectable members of the community were accused and the pace of trials picked up during the summer.




Rebecca Nurse, a woman noted for her piety, was found innocent, but Stoughton didn’t like that verdict and persuaded the jury to change its mind. After praying for the souls of the judges, she was executed.




John Proctor, the central figure of Miller’s play, challenged the court’s legitimacy and honesty. He, too, was hanged, and his wife, Elizabeth, was spared only because she was pregnant. Giles Cory, an elderly farmer, refused to plead innocent or guilty, on the basis that if he denied the court’s right to try him it could not confiscate his land after his death. He was crushed to death under heavy stones for his impertinence.




Reverend Burroughs’s turn soon came, and he dumbfounded the crowd at his hanging by reciting the Lord’s Prayer. Witches were not supposed to be able to pray, and many people began to protest his execution. To no avail. Judge Hathorne had been among the community leaders who had wanted Burroughs replaced as minister years before, and he wasn’t about to back off now. His death, however, brought the first elements of doubt to the surface.








By autumn the executions were still going forward. But ministers throughout Massachusetts were contacting the court, expressing amazement that so many highly regarded people in one small area “should leap into the devil’s lap at once.”




Increase Mather, Cotton’s father and the most respected clergyman in the colony, issued a written statement, urging abrogation of spectral evidence. Since Satan created the specters, he argued, were you not taking the devil’s own word in accepting them? “It is better that ten suspected witches should escape than one innocent person should be condemned,” wrote Mather, albeit a bit too late.




Even Phips finally began to express reservations. When the accusers brought up the name of Phips’s wife as a witch, everyone realized that things had gone too far. Fifty-two people awaiting trial or sentencing were released by April 1693, and the great witchcraft scare was over.




Stoughton, who had done so much to promote the trials, went on to replace Phips as governor, blamed his predecessor for interfering with a good job of witch removal, and was never called to account for his role in the deaths of the innocent.




Hathorne lived in Salem for another twenty-four years. Parris was forced to apologize, although he insisted it was all Stoughton’s fault. He lost his job in Salem in 1697, but continued as a minister in Massachusetts until his death in 1720.




Of all the judges, only Samuel Sewall seemed to be afflicted with genuine remorse. While the diaries he kept during the course of the trials indicated no doubts, he became greatly troubled afterwards. In 1696, as a member of the Governor’s Council, he proclaimed a public fast day and called on the government to repent its role in the persecution. Sewall personally observed the anniversary of the fast for the rest of his life and also was one of the first public figures in the colonies to argue for the abolition of slavery.




Later research indicates that there may have been more to the Salem outbreak than simple religious zealotry. Historians Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum, in their 1974 book, The Geography of Witchcraft, traced the cause of the trials to what may have been America’s first dispute over urban sprawl.




Reconstructing a map of the area from old land titles, they drew a chart pinpointing where the accusers and their victims lived. A striking pattern emerged. Those who were most eager to press the witchcraft charges generally resided in the town’s more settled agricultural area while those engaged in commerce in the newer sections of the community were far more likely to be accused.




Boyer and Nissenbaum contend that the agrarian interests were using religious frenzy as a cover for reasserting economic control over the future of Salem. It was a fight they could not win and it came at a terrible cost.




According to local lore, a twenty-six-year-old woman stood up to speak at the Salem meeting house in 1706. She said that her name was Ann Putnam, and that she had been one of the children who had accused their neighbors of consorting with the devil fourteen years before. She begged forgiveness and admitted that it had all been a lie.




No one else was ever put to death for witchcraft in the United States.





THE SITES





The Witch House




Jonathan Corwin was one of the examining magistrates in the witchcraft trials, a position he shared with Judge Hathorne. They were two of the most dedicated witch hunters and many of the victims were taken to Corwin’s home for their first hearing.




The house, built in 1642, is one of the few surviving structures that played a role in the trials. Now known as the Witch House, it is a museum of the era, with an interior restored to its probable appearance of 1692.






It is located at 310½ Essex St., just west of the downtown core.




The Witch Museum




A slightly more extensive museum of the witch hysteria is located at the northwestern edge of Salem Common. The Witch Museum features thirteen life-sized tab leaux depicting scenes from the trials and executions, as well as an audiovisual presentation that goes on every thirty minutes. The museum is at 191/2 Washington Square North.




Witch Dungeon Museum




The most graphic depiction of the Salem trials is put on at the Witch Dungeon Museum. Live actors portray a re-created scene from those events, and although the “dungeon” is actually part of a nineteenth-century church building, it is still fairly gripping stuff. The museum is located at 16 Lynde St., west of Washington St. and north of Essex St.




The Nurse Homestead




The home of Rebecca Nurse, the pious woman who prayed for her executioners before being hanged as a witch, stands in Danvers, 4 miles northwest of Salem. The seventeenth-century saltbox is now a domestic museum of the era and overlooks the field in which she is buried. The Nurse Homestead is at 149 Pine St.





RELATED SITES





The House of the Seven Gables




The home that inspired Nathaniel Hawthorne to write The House of the Seven Gables remains Salem’s most popular attraction. Although not directly related to the witch trials, it stood while they were going on, having been built in 1668. In recent years, Hawthorne’s birthplace and three other historic residences have been moved to the grounds. The oldest is the Retire Becket House, dating from 1655. The House of the Seven Gables is located at 54 Turner St., near the waterfront and just east of Derby Wharf and the Salem Maritime National Historical Park.





ANNUAL EVENTS





Haunted Happenings




Despite some qualms about its past, Salem capitalizes on its witchcraft days with a late October carnival called Haunted Happenings. There are costumed supernatural figures walking the streets, haunted houses, psychic readings, and séances, just like Tituba used to hold. It begins on the weekend preceding Halloween and continues through the holiday.










Blackbeard





AN AIR OF ROMANCE CLINGS TO MANY OF THE PIRATES THAT figured in American history. Legends have built up over the years, turning them into gentlemen, loveable rogues, patriots. No danger of that happening to Edward Teach. He was every inch a villain. More than that, he seemed to enjoy it.




His goal seemed to be to conserve his weapons by frightening his victims to death. His beard itself was terrifying, an unruly black mass, which, according to one observer, was “like a frightful meteor and covered his whole face.”




Braces of pistols hung at his belt. He favored a scarlet coat, under which he carried two swords. To complete the ensemble, he placed lighted wicks in his hair.




“This made him altogether such a figure that imagination cannot form an idea of a Fury from hell to look more frightful,” wrote a contemporary observer, Captain Charles Johnson. Black-beard was one of the great showmen of the high seas and also one of the nastiest.




Johnson, one of the few sympathetic chroniclers of Black-beard’s career, said that the pirate probably never killed anyone “who hadn’t threatened him first.” If that was the case, he was unusually touchy. Most historians seem to feel that he often killed just to leave no witnesses.




He was most likely born in Bristol, England, in the late seventeenth century, with the name of Teach, or possibly Thatch. By his late teens, he was in Jamaica working as a crewman on a merchant ship, perfectly positioned to take advantage of Queen Anne’s War.




Queen Anne’s War was one of a series of conflicts arising from competing claims to various European thrones that lasted nearly one hundred years. In Europe, it was known as the War of the Spanish Succession. Louis XIV sought to unify the French and Spanish dynasties, a move that was opposed by England, Austria, and Holland. Queen Anne’s War began in 1701 and raged across Europe for thirteen years as well as in the American colonies of the nations involved.




With the war raging, it was as if the doors to the bank swung open for British sea captains. They were granted letters of marque, giving them the right to attack enemy merchant ships, and became known as privateers. In the war’s final years, Teach joined the crew of one of the most successful of these captains, Benjamin Hornigold, who preyed mercilessly on Spanish and French shipping in the Caribbean.




Teach seemed to have a knack for the job, and when the war ended he saw no reason to switch careers. He and Hornigold switched their base to New Providence Island, in the Bahamas, and went after any vessel that came their way, no matter what flag she flew.
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In 1717, they captured a large French merchant ship, the Concorde. It was outfitted with twenty-six guns, renamed the Queen Anne’s Revenge, and taken by Blackbeard to command.




He celebrated in a rather unusual manner. While his men were drinking below deck, he locked the doors to the cabin and set fire to a number of brimstone bars. The crew began choking and pawed frantically at the door to get out. Teach kept it barred until the last possible moment and then allowed his suffocating crew to escape.




It was an indelible lesson about who was in charge on that ship. No wonder men who sailed under Blackbeard thought he was the devil himself.




When Britain offered a general amnesty to all privateers in 1717, Hornigold decided to call it a career and retire. But Teach was just getting warmed up.




Within weeks, Teach was threatening the American mainland. British expeditions sent out to engage him were decimated. By the spring of 1718, he had four ships and three hundred men sailing under his command. He had become the most feared name in the American colonies.




In May, his armada appeared off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina, the richest port in the South. He blockaded the harbor and sent a messenger ashore with his demands, mostly involving food and medicine. If the goods were not forthcoming, the citizens of Charleston would receive the heads of a leading merchant and his son, who had been captured by Blackbeard on an outward bound vessel a few days before.




The debate in the city has a familiar ring. There were those who did not want to give in to terrorism, feeling it would only encourage the pirate to increase his demands and return again. But others felt the life of a prominent citizen was worth some food and medicine. In the end, Charleston gave in, and a much-relieved merchant, who reported the pirate “seemed very much intent on taking my head,” was returned to shore.








Teach, meanwhile, moved his base to North Carolina. The hundreds of coves and inlets along the shoreline there provided an ideal hiding place for him. But he had an even greater advantage. Blackbeard cut a deal with Governor Charles Eden, who maintained his capital at the town of Bath—Eden would conveniently “look the other way” and in turn would share in part of the pirate’s booty.




It was an open secret that much of the pirate’s loot was stored in a barn owned by Eden’s personal secretary, Tobias Knight. Blackbeard then moved into a house right across the creek from Eden’s home, where he was often a guest.




Several of the governor’s political enemies raided Knight’s barn and found the looted evidence. When they tried to seize records from Knight, they were arrested and charged with breaking and entering.




“The governor can find men enough to arrest peaceable citizens,” complained one of the raiders, “but none to arrest thieves and robbers.”




Knight was acquitted, due more likely to weak evidence than his innocence. Eden was never tried but many historians are convinced he was very much involved with the pirate.




“As governors are but men,” wrote Henry Brooke, who chronicled the history of American pirates, “and not infrequently by no means possessed of the most virtuous principles, the gold of Blackbeard rendered him comely in the governor’s eyes.”




The pirate captured eighteen ships during the seven months he commanded the Queen Anne’s Revenge. But in June 1718, the big ship ran aground in Beaufort Inlet. Blackbeard abandoned her there after removing treasure and provisions. He also took the opportunity to maroon twenty-five of its crew on a sandbar to ensure a larger split for his remaining band.




Like any overburdened chief executive, Teach did not care for muttering in the ranks, and he felt the marooned men did not properly appreciate the sacrifices he was making for them.








Having murdered hundreds of strangers by gunfire, sword, and drowning, he did not hesitate to murder his own crew as well. “Such a day; rum all out,” he wrote in his journal in 1718. “Our company somewhat sober. A damned confusion amongst us; rogues a-plotting. Great talk of separation. So I looked sharp for a prize.”




And another entry in 1718 reported, “Such a day; took one with a great deal of liquor on board, so kept the company hot, damned hot. Then all things went well again.”




A pirate king’s life is not always a merry one.




There were also problems ashore. Teach had made a mockery of the Crown’s amnesty offer, and yet his old pal, Governor Eden, decided to issue him a pardon. This gesture was too much for Alexander Spottswood, governor of Virginia and a far more incorruptible public official than Eden.




Blackbeard had inflicted great damage on Virginia shipping, retreating each time to safety in North Carolina. Spottswood instructed his finest seaman, Lieutenant Robert Maynard of the Royal Navy, to pursue Teach and not be overly scrupulous about the boundary line.




On November 22, 1718, Maynard found his man at Ocracoke Inlet, on North Carolina’s Outer Banks. The ships maneuvered for position through the night. Although taken by surprise and, by some accounts, intoxicated, Blackbeard still managed to inflict heavy damage on Maynard’s ship with a broadside cannon blast.




Maynard boarded the pirate’s ship and engaged Teach in a hand-to-hand struggle. It ended when the pirate, with twenty-five gun and sword wounds, fell dead at Maynard’s feet.




The lieutenant ordered the body decapitated, and he sailed back to Virginia with Blackbeard’s head fastened to his bowsprit. Surviving members of his crew were hanged in Williamsburg.




With the great colonial wars in a temporary lull and the economy of the British colonies improving, Blackbeard and the other privateers had been outpaced by history. His death ended the great era of piracy on the Atlantic seaboard.








On November 21, 1996, one day short of the 278th anniversary of Blackbeard’s death, underwater archeologists located the wreckage of the Queen Anne’s Revenge in Beaufort Inlet.





THE SITES





North Carolina Maritime Museum




The North Carolina Maritime Museum is located in Beaufort, one of two state towns that compete for the dubious honor of claiming Blackbeard as a local boy. Although the emphasis of this museum is primarily on the natural history of the Carolina coast, it also has an excellent display on Blackbeard and his ship, the Queen Anne’s Revenge. The pirate scuttled the ship in 1718 in 20 feet of water off the port’s inlet.




Artifacts found near the ship’s wreckage in 1996 by an underwater recovery team working for the state of North Carolina are also on display here. They include a bell, blunderbuss barrel, cannon shot, and sounding weights. The ship was built in England as the Concord in 1710 and captured a year later during Queen Anne’s War by the French. They Gallicized the ship to Concorde and outfitted her with twenty-six guns. The Concorde was involved in the African slave trade, between the continent’s west coast and the Caribbean island of St. Vincent. Blackbeard captured it in 1717, expanded its armaments to forty guns, and renamed it in honor of Queen Anne, under whose flag he once had sailed. It was scuttled after just seven months. The museum is located at 315 Front St.




Hammock House




The place most closely associated with the pirate in Beaufort is the Hammock House. It was built around 1700 in the Bahamian-style architecture favored by the early settlers, with an overhanging second-story porch. When Blackbeard occupied it, the house stood on a creek that led to Beaufort Inlet. But centuries of silting now have placed it 500 feet from open water. The house is believed to be the oldest in the town and has been used as an inn, a school, a residence for Union soldiers, and a residence. Of course, it is haunted, most unnervingly by one of Blackbeard’s wives. He hanged her for being uncooperative in the yard, and it is said her screams can be heard when the wind blows just right. Information on tours and opening hours can be obtained through the offices of Beaufort Historical Association Welcome Center.




Historic Bath




The other town that also claims Blackbeard is Bath. Once the colonial capital of North Carolina, the pirate also lived here to be close to his good friend, Governor Charles Eden. Neither Blackbeard’s nor Eden’s home, which once stood adjacent to one another, remain. But just west of Bath from North Carolina 92, the turnoff on Archbell’s Point Road leads to the site of Eden’s house, which has a historical marker. There are also displays on Blackbeard’s stay in the town at the visitor center of Historic Bath, on North Carolina 92.




Teach’s Hole




The area off Ocracoke where Blackbeard was defeated and killed is still known as Teach’s Hole. It is located at the southern end of the island, off Springer’s Point, near the town of Ocracoke. A local legend says that the island was named for Blackbeard, when on the morning of his fatal battle, eager for dawn, he hollered, “O crow cock.” That sounds unlikely and most probably is. The likely derivation is an Algonquian word meaning curved, for the shape of the island. The Pyrate’s Shoppe at Teach’s Hole has exhibits on Blackbeard’s career. Most of them are hokey, but there is also some solid historical information. The pirate souvenirs are great. Ocracoke, which is part of the Outer Banks National Seashore, can only be reached by plane or ferry. There is a boat ride from Hatteras Island to Ocracoke’s north end, and longer toll rides from Swan Quarter and Cedar Island, on the mainland, to the town of Ocracoke.










Benedict Arnold





IN A CORNER OF THE BATTLEFIELD AT SARATOGA, THE FIGHT that changed the course of the American Revolution, there is a strange monument. It depicts a sculpted leg in a military boot. The inscription reads: “The most brilliant soldier of the Continental Army.”




No name appears on it anywhere.




The memorial honors Benedict Arnold, the general who led the assault on the Breymann Redoubt and sealed the victory for the colonial side. He had been wounded in the foot as the British position was stormed on October 7, 1777.




According to the National Park Service guidebook to the battlefield, if his wound had been fatal “posterity would have known few names brighter.” Instead of a dead hero, however, Arnold became a live traitor.




Just three years after his gallantry at Saratoga, he attempted to betray the fortress at West Point to the British. It was an act that astonished the colonies and staggered Arnold’s close friend, George Washington.




From one of the greatest heroes of the War for Independence, he became a despised memory in America and a figure of contempt in Britain, where he lived out his remaining years. His name has come to stand for, in Washington’s words, “treason of the blackest dye.”






How did he come to this? How did the man who was, perhaps, the most capable military leader in the American army seek to destroy the cause for which he had fought?




The probable causes include an ego that outstripped his enormous military talent, an inability to manage his finances, and a bad marriage to a woman who may have set up his disgrace for the sake of the spy who loved her.




Historians point out that Arnold is one of the few traitors who fought well for both sides in the same war. Arnold played critical roles for the colonies in the battles of Ticonderoga, Quebec, Lake Champlain, and Saratoga. After he changed sides, his raids on Richmond, Virginia, and New London, Connecticut, gave the British badly needed victories.
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NATIONAL ARCHIVES & RECORDS ADMINISTRATION






When the war began there was little indication of his military abilities. He was a thirty-four-year-old merchant in New Haven, with no other apparent talent than running an apothecary shop with occasional smuggling on the side. Almost every merchant in coastal towns smuggled in some items to avoid high British duties. But war seemed to call up some unknown reserves of decisiveness and leadership.




He saw immediately that Fort Ticonderoga, on the New York side of Lake Champlain, was a critical asset for the British. He went to Boston and persuaded the Massachusetts Committee of Safety to give him the rank of colonel and the authority to recruit four hundred men for an assault on Fort Ticonderoga, in May 1775.




Almost simultaneously, however, Ethan Allen was getting the same directive in Connecticut. The result was an early indication that Arnold could be troublesome. He found that Allen’s Green Mountain Boys would pay no attention to his orders. So a fuming Arnold had to share command, which was especially galling when Allen received most of the credit for the successful attack.




To make matters worse, Arnold turned in a grossly inflated list of expenses and squirmed as every item was flyspecked by the Massachusetts authorities. The war was only one month old and already Arnold was unhappy over a lack of recognition and respect.




Nonetheless, he was given command of a force sent to attack Quebec that autumn. The strategy was for Arnold to move up the Kennebec River, through what is now Maine, and link up with the army of General Richard Montgomery, who would take Montreal before joining him. Capturing Quebec would detach the critical Canadian supply base from the British.




Through no fault of Arnold’s, the plan was a misconceived mess. With almost total ignorance of the geography involved, American military planners had underestimated the distance to Quebec by one-half. His army ran into delays, such as unexpected white water on the Kennebec and an early winter. By the time he reached Quebec, he had lost almost one-third of his one thousand men to illness, injury, and cold. Getting them through at all was an incredible feat of leadership.




The two American forces weren’t able to link up until December 2, deep into the bitter Canadian winter. Enlistment terms of Montgomery’s men were coming to an end. He already had lost most of his Connecticut contingent because their service had expired, and the Massachusetts group would be the next to go.




There was no choice but to attack. Montgomery wanted to wait, however, until a heavy snowstorm covered his movements. It came on December 31. But the blizzard and ice floes, which were carried almost to the base of the city’s walls by the St. Lawrence River, made rapid deployment next to impossible for the attackers. The well-entrenched British also had anticipated where the assault would come.




Montgomery was killed almost immediately, and Arnold took a bullet in the foot and had to be carried to the rear, unable to walk. The attack disintegrated with heavy American losses. Arnold managed to hold his position until spring and then had to retreat through Montreal. But his actions earned him a promotion to brigadier general, over the complaints of several officers who accused him of behaving in an overbearing manner.




Still limping from his wound, Arnold was quickly called upon to display another facet of his military genius. He created America’s first naval fleet out of three captured ships and the wood of the northern forests in a desperate attempt to check a British sweep down Lake Champlain in the fall of 1776.




Supervising the construction himself, Arnold drove his soldiers and civilian workmen to finish the job before the British were ready to attack. Then he personally took command of the flotilla, manned mostly by amateurs who had never experienced a fight on water.




Arnold engaged the British under Sir Guy Carleton at Valcour Island, off the New York shore. The Americans suffered heavy losses, with eleven of their fifteen vessels sunk and more than one hundred casualties. But Carleton, not expecting this degree of resistance, turned back to Canada and abandoned the plans to invade. This retreat bought priceless time for the colonies, which were not yet ready to resist a concerted attack from the north.




The more dangerous invasion came one year later, in the summer of 1777. This thrust under General John Burgoyne was aimed at the Hudson Valley and intended to cut off New England from the other colonies.




When Burgoyne reached Bemis Heights, at Saratoga, in mid-September, he found the American forces entrenched and waiting for him. Again Arnold found himself in the thick of the fight. In the first phase of the battle, at Freeman’s Farm, his counterattack stopped the British advance and almost broke their lines. Only the arrival of Hessian reinforcements saved Burgoyne.




After a stalemate of two and a half weeks, the British general realized the anticipated relief army from the South wasn’t coming. So he decided to risk everything in one more assault on the American lines.




Arnold, at this point, had been relieved of his duties. He had squabbled with General Horatio Gates, the American commander, who detested him. “A pompous little fellow,” he called Arnold and did not even mention him in the official report on the battle at Freeman’s Farm.




Even though Arnold wasn’t wanted he refused to leave, and when Burgoyne’s attack began, once more he led the counterstroke. Those who witnessed it said he went into battle “with a sort of madness,” and fired his troops, even though he was out of the chain of command, with the same sort of frenzy. This time they broke through the British defenses and scattered Burgoyne’s army.




The victory at Saratoga persuaded France to enter the war on the American side, tipping the advantage to the colonies. Despite his tiff with Gates, Arnold, wounded for a second time, was promoted to major general.








Publicly, Arnold was enormously popular. He was called the “Hannibal of the Revolution,” and among the people was acclaimed second only to Washington. He had finally been given a rank commensurate with his abilities.




Still it wasn’t enough. Arnold wanted more—power, recognition, and especially wealth. In his heart he craved the very privilege and pomp that the war was opposing. He felt it was his due. When Washington decided to reward his friend by giving him the military command of Philadelphia, just after the British withdrawal in 1778, the stage was set for treason.




He was now thirty-seven years old, a widower, and walking with a pronounced limp because of his wounds. He described himself as “having become a cripple in the service of my country.” Never a handsome man, his hard campaigning had aged him even more. But as a hero he was a prime catch for the belle of Philadelphia.




Peggy Shippen was then eighteen years old. Her father was a wealthy shipbuilder and, although suspected of harboring Loyalist sympathies, had carefully made friends on both sides. During the years of occupation, the Shippens frequently socialized with the witty, spirited young British officers. There were balls, theatrical performances, and dinners.




Among the most popular of these young men was Captain John Andre. He and Peggy became close friends. A sketch he made of her at one of these fetes is now exhibited at the Historical Society of Philadelphia. Were they lovers? There is no hard evidence, only suspicions.




When Arnold arrived in Philadelphia he was quickly smitten with the girl. He entertained lavishly on her behalf, far more than an officer’s pay would allow. The old warrior began writing love letters that began with phrases such as, “Twenty times have I taken up my pen to write to you, and as often has my trembling hand refused to obey the dictates of my heart.”




By September he was proposing marriage, and on April 8, 1779, the happy couple were joined at the Shippen home. Within weeks, Sir Henry Clinton, the only British commander in New York City, was receiving secret communications offering information on American forces for large sums of money. The communications were coded with a prearranged cipher, and there was no doubt by Clinton and his staff that they had come from Arnold and Peggy, who had encouraged his defection from the start.




Attached to Clinton’s staff was Andre, who now was a major. A reply he sent to Peggy, known as the “millinery letter” because it discussed the purchase of some hats, actually contained coded instructions on terms of the agreement. All that was needed was an opportunity to put their plot in motion.




It came the following year. The newly fortified West Point, which controlled passage to the upper Hudson Valley, required a commander. A chain was stretched across the river here, blocking any boats from going through. Constructed by engineer Thaddeus Kosciusko, the chain was 1,700 feet across, with links 2 feet long and 2¼ inches square. The British wanted the chain removed to clear the way for an invasion on the interior of New York, but they needed to take West Point to do it.




Arnold lobbied diligently for the West Point job, but Washington, thinking there was some mistake and that the post was beneath his abilities, offered him a field command instead. When his wife heard about the field command while at a dinner party she went into hysterics. The agreement had already been made that Arnold would turn over the fort to the British for a sum that would be the current equivalent of one million dollars.




Arnold told his old comrade that his leg wounds disqualified him for active service and Washington bought the explanation. On August 3, 1780, he was given the West Point assignment. Seven weeks later, Andre was carried up the Hudson from New York on a British reconnaissance ship, the Vulture, and came ashore near Haverstraw. He carried passes to get him through the American lines. They were signed by Arnold.








The two men met to discuss details of the betrayal and provide Andre with plans of the fort. Arnold then returned to West Point, and Andre went to reboard the British ship. But the ship had been discovered by an American shore patrol, and they had driven it off with cannon shots. Andre was stranded and would have to get back to the British lines on foot.




He crossed to the east bank of the Hudson and began working his way south. Andre got as far as Tarrytown, about 15 miles from his lines. This area was contested by both Loyalist and Patriot militia units. When Andre found himself surrounded by an armed patrol wearing Hessian coats, he assumed they were on his side. He was mistaken.




Not only were they Americans, they were also thieves. Believing they had captured a rich pigeon, they ordered him to remove his coat and boots. Out of the boot fell the plans for West Point, and the astonished militiamen realized they had captured more than they knew.




Washington had planned to dine with the Arnolds on September 24. He looked forward to it because he needed some cheering. The war was going badly in the south. Both Savannah and Charleston had fallen to the British, and the Carolinas were in severe danger. Things could hardly be worse. But they soon were.




The general arrived at West Point to find that Arnold was nowhere to be found, his wife was in bed and seemed to have gone mad, and reports of a captured spy were making their way up the river. It soon became clear that his cherished friend was a traitor and that the American cause had barely escaped a calamity.




“There are no terms that can describe the baseness of his heart,” Washington wrote. He even supported a plan, which nearly succeeded, to kidnap Arnold in New York and return him to the Americans for hanging.




Andre was imprisoned in the town of Tappan. He was a personal favorite of Clinton’s, and the British commander sent messages imploring Washington to spare his life. The young major had impressed the Americans with his charm and coolness during this dangerous situation. But he had been captured behind their lines in civilian clothes as a spy, and the populace was inflamed at Arnold’s treachery.




Although Washington’s instinct was to be merciful, it was politically impossible. On October 2, Andre was marched to the gallows. “You will all bear witness that I have met my fate as a brave man,” he said. The American officers wept as he died.




A dispatch from Arnold arrived at Washington’s headquarters within the hour promising retaliation if Andre were executed and threatening that “Your Excellency will be justly answerable for the torrent of blood that may be spilt in consequence.”




Washington calmly allowed Peggy Shippen Arnold, still feigning insanity, to rejoin her family in Philadelphia. Later she would go to New York to be with her husband.




Arnold had fled to the British lines when his plans were discovered, and Clinton resented Arnold from the moment he arrived at his headquarters, holding him responsible for Andre’s death. He was made a brigadier general of provincials but no British officers would serve with him. Although the war was turning against England, Clinton refused to allow him anywhere near the main flow of battle. Instead, he was sent to Richmond, where he burned some warehouses and plundered the city as a diversionary tactic.




Arnold’s raid on New London, in September 1781, ended in one of the war’s darkest episodes. When the American garrison fell after a fierce struggle at Fort Griswold, across the Thames River, in Groton, its commander, Lieutenant Colonel William Ledyard, offered his sword in token of surrender. In a moment of rage, a British officer, who has never been definitely identified, took the weapon and ran Ledyard through. This touched off a general slaughter of the American garrison, with eighty-four militiamen killed by rampaging British soldiers.




Clinton exonerated Arnold from the atrocity, explaining that he was nowhere near the fort at the time. He was busy burning New London to the ground. According to other accounts, however, he observed the course of the battle from a nearby rock out-cropping. Wherever he was, it happened on his watch and added to Arnold’s already blackened reputation.




Two months later, the Arnolds sailed for England and never returned to America. He lived for another twenty years, mulling over old grievances. Despite the myth that he called for his old American uniform while on his deathbed, there is no evidence that he ever regretted anything except his lost chance at making a fortune.




He is buried in London, at the Church of St. Mary, Battersea. Peggy, who died three years later, rests beside him. The British papers barely noted his passing. In America, however, it was pointed out editorially that in all likelihood he had joined his consort “Beelzebub . . . the Devil.” His great-grandson served as a major general in the British Army during World War I.





THE SITES





West Point




The United States Military Academy wasn’t established at West Point until 1802, which was twenty-two years after Arnold’s plot to sell out the place. But there are some reminders of him on the academy grounds.




In the Old Cadet Chapel, near the Post Cemetery, are the shields, flags, and names of every general in the Revolutionary Army. At Arnold’s place there is only a birth date and rank. Like the boot monument at Saratoga, his name never appears.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
LYONS
PRESS)





