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 Vol. 2: Historical Myths Debunked

 Hollywood Pirates
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"In an honest Service there is thin Commons, low Wages, and hard Labour; in this, Plenty and Satiety, Pleasure and Ease, Liberty and Power."

 — Bartholomew Roberts, c. 1720



Chapter One
 The Invention of Arrr

 The soundstage at Denham Studios in England had been dressed to look like the deck of a schooner. Coils of hemp rope lay in careful disarray across plywood planking. A mast rose into the overhead rigging of lamps and cables. The year was 1949, a July afternoon, and the air inside the building smelled of fresh paint, sawdust, and the faint chemical sweetness of theatrical fog.

Robert Newton stood at the edge of the set, waiting for his cue. He was forty-five years old, thickset, with a broad face that sagged slightly at the jaw and a pair of eyes that could shift from menace to warmth in the space of a syllable. He had been drinking — Newton was almost always drinking, a fact that the studio tolerated because no one else on earth could do what he was about to do. He wore the costume of Long John Silver: a frock coat, a tricorne hat, a prosthetic leg strapped beneath his left knee. He looked nothing like a real pirate. He looked exactly like what a pirate would become.

Disney's Treasure Island was the studio's first fully live-action feature. The role of Silver called for a villain — charismatic, dangerous, grandfatherly and murderous in the same breath — and Newton, born in Dorset and raised in Cornwall in England's West Country, had made a decision that would reshape the English-speaking world's imagination more thoroughly than any historical event of the previous three centuries. He would play Silver in the accent of his childhood.

When the cameras rolled, Newton rolled his Rs like a man gargling gravel. He stretched his vowels into shapes no actor had ever produced on screen. He growled. He rumbled. He leered. And every third word seemed to be some variation of arrr — a sound that was not a word, exactly, but a kind of vocal performance, a bass note of theatrical villainy that resonated in the chest of everyone who heard it.

The film was a hit. Newton's performance was a sensation. And the pirate accent — that unmistakable, over-the-top West Country growl — became, overnight, the way pirates talked. Not just in films. In books, in cartoons, in theme parks, in Halloween costumes, in the permanent furniture of the Western imagination. When you hear a pirate voice in your head, you are hearing Robert Newton on a plywood deck in England, slightly drunk, channelling the vowels of Dorset fishermen into the mouth of a character who never existed.

The problem is that real pirates never talked like that. There is no evidence that pirates in the Golden Age of Piracy — roughly 1650 to 1730 — shared a single, distinctive way of speaking; Newton's rolling, theatrical West Country growl is a twentieth-century invention. Pirates came from every part of the British Isles, from the Netherlands, from France, from West Africa, from the American colonies, from the indigenous Caribbean. They spoke in the accents of Bristol and London and Boston and Kingston and Accra. They spoke English and French and Spanish and Dutch and Creole and pidgin and African languages whose names were never recorded by the European authorities who hanged them. The idea that they shared a single, distinctive way of speaking is pure fiction — assembled in a British film studio in 1949 by an Englishman in a fake leg.

But the accent was only the latest addition to an invention that had been under construction for nearly seventy years. To find the architect, you must leave the Denham soundstage and travel backward, across the Atlantic, to a rented cottage in the Scottish Highlands, on a rainy afternoon in 1881.

Robert Louis Stevenson was thirty years old, and he was dying. Not immediately — the tuberculosis that lived in his lungs like a permanent lodger would take another thirteen years to finish the job — but the knowledge of death was in him, had been in him since his twenties, and it gave everything he did a quality of urgent compression, as though each sentence he wrote might be his last and therefore had better be worth the ink.

He was staying in a cottage in Braemar, in the Cairngorms, where the mountain air was supposed to be good for his lungs. The cottage was damp. The weather was foul — rain sheeting against the windows day after day, the kind of Highland rain that does not fall so much as inhabit the air, turning everything grey and close. Stevenson was confined indoors with his American wife, Fanny, and his twelve-year-old stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, and the boy was bored in the way that only a twelve-year-old trapped in a Scottish cottage in the rain can be bored — a boredom so profound it threatened to become a weather system of its own.

One afternoon, to amuse the boy, Stevenson sat down with a box of watercolours and a sheet of paper and began to paint a map. He drew a coastline — irregular, inviting, studded with inlets and harbours. He drew hills in the interior, shading them green and brown. He drew a bay he called "North Inlet" and a hill he called "Spyglass" and, in three places, he drew small red crosses and wrote, in a careful hand: Bulk of treasure here.

Lloyd was captivated. He leaned over the table, watching each line appear, and he said something — history does not record exactly what — that prompted Stevenson to begin telling a story about the map. By that evening, the story had a title. By the following week, it had a first chapter. By October, Stevenson was writing at a pace that alarmed even Fanny, who had seen him write fast before but never like this — a chapter a day, sometimes more, the words pouring out of him as though the map had uncorked something that had been building pressure for years.

The novel was Treasure Island, and it was published in 1883, and it did not merely tell a pirate story. It invented the pirate. Not the historical figure who had actually sailed the Caribbean and the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean a century and a half earlier. Stevenson invented the cultural pirate — the archetype, the character, the figure that would colonise the Western imagination so thoroughly that no amount of historical scholarship would ever dislodge it.

Before Stevenson, a treasure map was just a map. He gave it the X. Before Stevenson, a pirate was a criminal. He made the pirate romantic. Long John Silver — one-legged, cunning, his parrot Captain Flint screeching "Pieces of eight!" on his shoulder — was assembled from a few scattered historical fragments and a great deal of invention. The buried treasure chest. The black spot, delivered on a scrap of paper as a pirate death sentence. The sea shanty. The phrase "Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum." The tropical island. The mutinous crew. The boy hero who outwits them. Every one of these elements was either invented by Stevenson or so radically transformed by him that the original was unrecognisable.

Real pirates did not, as a rule, bury their treasure. They did not mark maps with an X. They did not keep parrots as signature accessories. They did not deliver death sentences on pieces of paper. They did not sing "Yo-ho-ho." Stevenson made it all up, sitting in a damp cottage in the Scottish rain, and the world took his fiction for fact.

Then Hollywood got hold of it. Douglas Fairbanks in The Black Pirate, 1926 — the handsome rogue, the sword fight on the rigging, the damsel in distress. Errol Flynn in Captain Blood, 1935, and The Sea Hawk, 1940 — the swashbuckling charm, the roguish grin, the spectacle of cannon fire and collapsing masts. Each film added another layer to the composite. By the time Newton growled his way through Treasure Island in 1950, the pirate had been fully assembled — built from Stevenson's imagination and Hollywood's appetite for spectacle, bearing almost no resemblance to the men and women who had actually sailed under the black flag.

Johnny Depp's Jack Sparrow in Pirates of the Caribbean is the latest iteration — Newton's accent filtered through Keith Richards, Stevenson's Long John Silver reimagined as a rock star — but the template is the same one established in that Braemar cottage more than a century ago. The costume. The accent. The buried treasure. The plank. The Jolly Roger. The parrot.

None of it is real. This book is about what was.

 [image: N.C. Wyeth illustration of Captain Bill Bones from Treasure Island]N.C. Wyeth's 1911 painting of Captain Bill Bones from Robert Louis Stevenson's Treasure Island. Stevenson's 1883 novel invented most of the pirate tropes that Hollywood later adopted — treasure maps, parrots, the one-legged pirate, and "Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum."
 

Chapter Two
 The Golden Age

 The smoke rose in thick, greasy columns from the wooden frames on the beach. It carried the smell of charring pork and green wood and something else — a sour, animal smell that clung to the men who tended the fires and would not wash out of their clothing for days. The frames were called boucans, and the men who used them were called buccaneers, and in the 1650s, on the western coast of Hispaniola, they were the most dangerous men in the Caribbean, though they did not yet know it.

They were not pirates. Not originally. They were hunters — French and English outcasts who had drifted to the island and made their living killing the wild cattle and pigs that roamed the interior in vast, uncounted herds. They slept in crude shelters. They wore leather smeared with blood and tallow. They stank. Polite society in the colonial capitals of the Caribbean regarded them the way a drawing room regards a stray dog — with distaste, pity, and a vague unease about what the creature might do if provoked.

The Spanish provoked them. The colonial authorities on Hispaniola, alarmed by the growing population of stateless men on their island, ordered the systematic slaughter of the wild herds. Kill the cattle, kill the livelihood, drive the squatters into the sea. It was a rational strategy, and it worked exactly as well as rational strategies tend to work when applied to desperate men with nothing to lose. The buccaneers, deprived of their herds, took to the sea. They turned their violence on Spanish shipping. And the Caribbean — that turquoise expanse of islands and trade routes and imperial ambition — became the most dangerous body of water on earth.

The timing was providential. England and France were at war with Spain — intermittently, confusingly, but persistently — and the colonial governors in Jamaica and Tortuga saw the buccaneers as a cheap navy. They issued letters of marque, official documents that licensed private ships to attack enemy vessels, and the buccaneers became privateers: legal pirates, operating under the protection of the crown. The arrangement was mutually beneficial. The buccaneers got official sanction to do what they were doing anyway. The governors got a military force they did not have to pay, feed, or discipline.

The most famous of them was a Welshman, and his story illustrates the blurred line between piracy and statecraft that defined the era.

Henry Morgan arrived in the Caribbean in the 1650s. How he got there is unclear — he may have been an indentured servant, or a soldier in Cromwell's army, or simply a young man with no prospects who had talked his way onto a westbound ship. What is clear is that by his mid-thirties he was the most feared man in the Western Hemisphere. He was stocky, dark-bearded, with a face that the few surviving portraits render as blunt and watchful — the face of a man who calculates odds for a living and has never once been surprised by the answer.

In 1668, Morgan sailed a fleet of about eight ships and roughly five hundred men into the harbour of Portobelo, one of the most heavily fortified cities in the Spanish empire. The plan was audacious to the point of insanity. Portobelo was a treasury city, the collection point for South American gold and silver before it was shipped to Spain. Its castle bristled with cannon. Its garrison was professional and well-armed. Few buccaneer fleets had ever attempted to take it.

Morgan took it in two days. His method was grimly effective: according to contemporary accounts later disputed, he forced Spanish prisoners — including clergy — to carry scaling ladders ahead of his men as human shields. The Spanish garrison hesitated. That hesitation was fatal. Morgan's men swarmed the walls. The city fell. The plunder was immense — gold, silver, trade goods, anything that could be carried. Morgan's men spent weeks ransacking the city, and when they left, they carried away a fortune that would be measured in the millions by modern standards.

Three years later, Morgan did something even more extraordinary. He marched about fourteen hundred men across the Isthmus of Panama — through jungle, across rivers, over mountains — and sacked Panama City, the richest settlement in the Americas. The city burned. Morgan claimed the Spanish set the fires. The Spanish said it was Morgan. The truth, like the city, went up in smoke. The treasure that was carried away has never been fully accounted for.

Morgan was never punished. He was briefly arrested and sent to London when the raid caused a diplomatic incident with Spain, but the court treated him as a celebrity rather than a criminal. He charmed his way through London society, was knighted by Charles II, and was sent back to Jamaica as Lieutenant Governor. He spent his last years as a planter and politician, growing fat on rum and respectability, and he died in 1688 — rich, honoured, and thoroughly unpunished. He was buried in the churchyard of St Peter's in Port Royal, and when Port Royal was destroyed by an earthquake four years later, his grave slid into the sea.

The buccaneers were the first phase of what historians call the Golden Age of Piracy. The second phase shifted the geography of plunder from the Caribbean to the Indian Ocean.

By the 1690s, the Caribbean was becoming less profitable for pirates. The Spanish treasure fleets were better defended. The colonial governors were less willing to issue letters of marque. The buccaneers who remained were being squeezed between growing naval patrols and shrinking opportunities. The solution was to go east. The Indian Ocean was vast, poorly patrolled, and the ships of the Mughal Empire carried cargoes of silk, spices, jewels, and gold that dwarfed anything the Caribbean could offer. A single Mughal treasure ship could yield more plunder than a year of raiding in the West Indies.

The most notorious pirate of this eastern campaign was Henry Every — also spelled Avery — and his story begins with a mutiny. In 1694, Every was first mate on the Charles II, a privateer anchored at the Spanish port of La Coruña, waiting for orders that never came. The crew had not been paid. The ship was rotting. The captain was drunk in his cabin most nights. Every, lean-faced and quiet in the manner of a man who has been watching and calculating for a very long time, gathered the discontented sailors on the gun deck one night and made them a simple proposition.

They took the ship while the captain slept. They renamed her the Fancy and sailed for the Indian Ocean.

In 1695, Every intercepted the Ganj-i-Sawai, a Mughal treasure ship carrying pilgrims returning from Mecca. The ship was enormous — one of the largest vessels in the Indian Ocean — and she was armed, but Every's crew fought with the desperate fury of men who knew that this single engagement could make them rich for life. After a fierce fight, the Ganj-i-Sawai struck her colours.

What followed was one of the most profitable and one of the most horrific acts of piracy in recorded history. The plunder was staggering — contemporary estimates ranged from two hundred thousand to six hundred thousand pounds, a fortune so vast that every man in Every's crew became wealthy overnight. But the violence was extreme. Every's men raped and murdered passengers for days. The incident caused a diplomatic crisis between England and the Mughal Empire that threatened to destroy the East India Company.

Every was never caught. He disappeared after the raid with his share of the fortune, and his fate remains unknown. Some accounts say he died penniless in Devon, cheated by merchants who refused to fence his jewels. Others say he lived out his days in comfort under an assumed name. His escape made him a legend — the pirate who got away clean — and an inspiration to a generation of sailors who would follow the same route east.

The third and final phase of the Golden Age was the one that produced the pirates the world remembers. The War of the Spanish Succession ended in 1713 and 1714, and its conclusion threw thousands of trained sailors onto the streets. The discharged men had few legitimate options. Merchant ships paid poorly, conditions were brutal, and captains ruled with a cat-o'-nine-tails. Many of them drifted south and west, to a place where men like themselves had gathered in numbers large enough to constitute a small nation.

Nassau, on the island of New Providence in the Bahamas, had been a sleepy colonial outpost. By 1716 it was something else entirely — a pirate republic, a lawless settlement of hundreds of armed men, perhaps more, who had seized the island and governed it themselves. The harbour was crowded with stolen ships. The taverns were full at all hours. The beach was lined with the stripped hulls of captured vessels, abandoned like the carcasses of gutted animals. It was the closest thing to an actual pirate city that ever existed, and it was home to some of the most famous names in the history of crime: Benjamin Hornigold, Charles Vane, Jack Rackham, Anne Bonny, Mary Read, and the man who would become the most infamous pirate in history — Edward Teach, known to the world as Blackbeard.

 [image: Howard Pyle — An Attack on a Galleon, 1905]Howard Pyle's An Attack on a Galleon (1905). Pyle's paintings, created for magazines and books in the early 1900s, gave the Golden Age of Piracy its definitive visual language — and became the template for every pirate film that followed.
 

Chapter Three
 The Pirate Republic

 The deck of the Royal Fortune was crowded. It was a warm evening somewhere off the West African coast — the year was 1721 — and every man aboard had been summoned topside by the quartermaster, a heavyset Welshman who stood near the mainmast with a sheet of paper in his hand and a look on his face that said this was official business, not to be taken lightly.

The crew arranged themselves as they could. Some sat on coils of rope. Some perched on the rail. Others stood in the waist of the ship, arms folded, faces lit by the glow of lanterns strung from the rigging. They were a varied company — Englishmen, Welshmen, Irishmen, Frenchmen, Africans, Americans — and they smelled of salt and tar and unwashed wool, and they were, at this particular moment, engaged in an act of governance more sophisticated than anything happening in any parliament in Europe.

The quartermaster read the articles aloud. His voice was flat and measured, the voice of a man reading a legal document, which is precisely what it was. Each article was a clause in a contract — negotiated, debated, and about to be voted on by every man present. No man was excluded. No man was outranked. The captain himself stood among the crew and listened, because the articles bound him as much as they bound the lowest sailor aboard.

"Every man has a vote in affairs of moment," the quartermaster read. "Every man has equal title to the fresh provisions or strong liquors at any time seized."

Nods around the deck. This was standard. This was how it was done.

"The plunder to be divided as follows: the captain, two shares. The quartermaster, one and a half shares. Every other man, one share apiece."

More nods. The ratio was familiar. It was also, by the standards of the legitimate world, astonishing. On a Royal Navy vessel, the captain might take a quarter of all prize money, the officers another quarter, and the crew would split what remained among hundreds. On a merchant ship, the owners took everything and the sailors received wages so meagre that starvation was a real possibility. Here, on this pirate vessel, the captain received twice what a common sailor received, and not a penny more. The distance between the highest man aboard and the lowest was a single share.

The quartermaster continued. "Any man who shall defraud the company to the value of even one dollar, in plate, jewels, or money, shall be marooned."

The punishment was specific: set ashore on an uninhabited island with one pistol, one bottle of powder, one bottle of water, and one bottle of shot. Left to survive or die. It was harsh — but it was known, agreed upon in advance, and applied equally to all. No exceptions. No favourites.

Then came Article VI, and if any article in the history of piracy deserves to startle the modern reader, it is this one. The quartermaster read it in the same flat tone, as though it were no more remarkable than the rest: any man who lost a limb in battle would receive eight hundred dollars from the common fund. A right arm was worth six hundred. A left arm, five hundred. A leg, five hundred. An eye, one hundred.

This was a formal system of disability compensation. It was negotiated and agreed upon before the voyage began. It was funded by a communal reserve. It guaranteed that a man who was maimed in the service of the ship would not be cast aside, destitute, to beg on the docks of some colonial port. It was, in every meaningful sense, insurance — and it predated anything comparable offered by any government, any corporation, any employer on earth by more than a century.

The articles were put to a vote. Every man raised his hand. The articles were adopted. Each man stepped forward, in turn, and signed — or, if he could not write, marked an X beside his name. The contract was binding. The voyage could begin.

The captain of this ship was Bartholomew Roberts, and his articles have survived in the historical record, and they are not an anomaly. Every pirate ship that operated during the Golden Age was governed by some version of this document. The specifics varied — some crews banned gambling, others didn't; some required lights out at eight o'clock, others were more permissive — but the structure was universal. Written constitutions. Elected leaders. Separation of powers. Majority rule. Systems of social insurance.

The captain of a pirate ship was not, as Hollywood invariably portrays him, an absolute ruler. He was an elected official, chosen by majority vote of the crew and removable by majority vote at any time. His authority was strictly limited to combat situations — during a chase or a battle, the captain had absolute command, because hesitation or debate could be fatal. But in all other matters, the captain was merely the first among equals. He ate the same food, drank the same water, and slept in the same conditions as every other man aboard.

The real power belonged to the quartermaster. Also elected, also removable, but his authority was broader and more permanent. He divided the plunder. He settled disputes. He administered discipline. He represented the interests of the crew against the captain. He was, in effect, the speaker of the house — the people's tribune, the check on executive power. If the captain and the quartermaster disagreed, the crew voted, and the majority ruled.

This system was not accidental. It was a deliberate and conscious rejection of the way things worked on the ships these men had left behind. Most pirates had served on merchant vessels or in the Royal Navy before turning criminal, and they had experienced firsthand the brutality of the hierarchical system — the floggings, the starvation rations, the eighteen-hour shifts, the casual violence of officers who answered to no one. A naval captain could order a man lashed to the grating and whipped until the bones of his spine were visible, and no one could stop him. A merchant captain could cut rations to the point of starvation and pocket the savings, and no one could appeal.

When these men formed their own ships, they designed a system that was the precise opposite. Every rule in the pirate articles can be read as a direct response to a specific abuse suffered on legitimate vessels. Equal rations, because they had been starved. Equal shares, because they had been cheated. Elected captains, because they had been tyrannised. Disability insurance, because they had seen maimed sailors thrown onto the streets without a penny.

The historian Marcus Rediker, whose work on pirate social structures is definitive, has called Golden Age pirate ships "one of the most egalitarian institutions in the Western world." The claim is not hyperbolic. In an age when every nation on earth was governed by hereditary monarchy, when slavery was legal in every European colony, when the concept of universal suffrage did not exist, pirate crews were practicing democratic self-governance with a sophistication that legitimate political institutions would not match for generations.

Hollywood has never found a way to dramatise this. In every pirate film ever made, the captain is a strongman — brilliant, charismatic, possibly insane, ruling by force of personality and the threat of violence. Captain Jack Sparrow rules by cunning and luck. Captain Barbossa rules by force. The crew is a collection of comic-relief rogues whose function is to follow orders and provide background. The notion that these men might have negotiated their terms, voted on their leaders, and established a social safety net is completely absent from the screen. It has to be absent, because the democratic pirate is not a dramatic character. He is a committee member.

But the committee member was the reality. The swashbuckling autocrat was the fiction. And the fiction has so thoroughly replaced the reality that most people find the democratic truth difficult to believe.

There were limits, of course. Pirate democracy was not utopian. Discipline was harsh — theft from the common store was punished by marooning, desertion by death — and the articles, for all their egalitarianism, were enforced with a violence that would be unacceptable in any modern democracy. The system worked because it was voluntary. Every man who signed the articles did so freely, and every man who disagreed was free to leave at the next port. It was democracy by consent, and it worked remarkably well for as long as the Golden Age lasted.

 [image: The Jolly Roger of Calico Jack Rackham]The flag of John "Calico Jack" Rackham — a skull above two crossed swords. Each pirate captain had a unique flag; the standardised skull-and-crossbones is a Hollywood invention. Blackbeard's flag showed a skeleton spearing a bleeding heart.
 

Chapter Four
 The Most Successful Pirate You Have Never Heard Of

 On the morning that changed his life, Bartholomew Roberts was eating salt beef in the hold of a slave ship off the coast of West Africa, and he wanted nothing to do with any of it.

The ship was the Princess, a slaver working the Guinea coast, and Roberts was her third mate — a position of modest authority and no glamour whatsoever. He was thirty-seven years old. He had been at sea since boyhood, working his way through the merchant marine with the dogged patience of a man whose ambition extended no further than a steady wage and the possibility of one day commanding a vessel of his own. He was born John Roberts, in the village of Casnewydd-Bach in Pembrokeshire, Wales — a place of grey stone and rain-lashed fields that sent its sons to sea the way other places sent them to the mines. He was tall, dark-haired, handsome in a gaunt, weather-beaten way, and he possessed a quality of self-contained competence that even men who did not like him were forced to respect.

In June 1719, the pirate Howell Davis — a fellow Welshman, flamboyant and cunning where Roberts was quiet — appeared off the Guinea coast in a ship bristling with guns and captured the Princess without firing a shot. Davis needed navigators. Roberts was a skilled one. He was offered a choice that was not really a choice: join, or be left on the coast without a ship. Roberts joined. He made his feelings clear. He told Davis and his crew that he had no interest in their profession, that he wished to be released, and that piracy was not a career he had ever contemplated or desired.

They kept him anyway. A man who could read charts and calculate longitude was worth more than gold.

Six weeks later, Davis was killed in an ambush on the island of Princes — lured ashore by the Portuguese governor and shot dead on the beach. The crew needed a new captain. They held a vote, as pirate crews did, and the name that emerged was Roberts. He had been a pirate for six weeks. He had done nothing to distinguish himself. He had explicitly and repeatedly stated that he did not want to be there.

The crew elected him anyway. They had seen something — a steadiness under pressure, a clarity of thought, a quality of natural command — and they wanted it at the helm. Roberts accepted. His reasoning, as he later articulated it, had the cold precision of an accountant: "In an honest Service there is thin Commons, low Wages, and hard Labour; in this, Plenty and Satiety, Pleasure and Ease, Liberty and Power." It was not a romantic declaration. It was a cost-benefit analysis, and the numbers had come out on the side of crime.

What followed was the most extraordinary three years in the history of piracy.

Roberts proved to be a predator of astonishing efficiency. He sailed from the coast of West Africa to Brazil, where he slipped into the harbour at Bahia and found a Portuguese treasure fleet at anchor — forty-two ships, waiting for their naval escort. Roberts did not hesitate. He sailed into the fleet in broad daylight, identified the richest vessel, boarded her, and stripped her of gold, sugar, tobacco, and a cargo of jewels intended for the King of Portugal. He was gone before the escort arrived.

He sailed north to Newfoundland, where the fishing fleet gathered every summer — hundreds of ships, poorly armed, manned by exhausted men who had been hauling cod for months. Roberts entered the harbour at Trepassey and found twenty-six ships at anchor. He took them all in a single morning. Not by fighting — by reputation. The black flag went up, and the fishermen surrendered, and Roberts's crew spent the afternoon selecting the best vessels and looting the rest at leisure.

He returned to the Caribbean, where he prowled the shipping lanes with the methodical efficiency of a factory trawler. Vessel after vessel. Prize after prize. His crew operated under the strictest set of articles in pirate history. No gambling aboard ship. No drinking after eight o'clock in the evening — a rule that was almost unbelievable on a pirate vessel, and that Roberts enforced with an iron discipline that left no room for negotiation. No fighting aboard — disputes were settled on shore, by duel, under the supervision of the quartermaster. Every man was required to keep his weapons clean and ready for action at all times. The musicians were given a day off on Sundays, the only men aboard with a regular rest day.

In three years, Roberts captured over four hundred ships. Four hundred. To grasp the scale of this: Blackbeard, in a career of roughly two years, captured perhaps thirty. Henry Morgan, across decades, raided a dozen towns and took a comparable number of vessels. Roberts took four hundred. He was not merely the most successful pirate of the Golden Age. He was the most successful pirate in recorded history.

And he did it while drinking tea.

Roberts did not drink alcohol — a trait so unusual among pirates that his crew regarded it with a mixture of amusement and suspicion, the way one might regard a wolf that preferred salad. He drank tea, and he drank it from fine china when he could get it, and he drank it on the quarterdeck of the Royal Fortune while wearing a crimson damask waistcoat and breeches, with a red feather in his hat and a gold chain around his neck from which hung a diamond-studded cross. He was vain. He knew it. He cultivated the vanity as deliberately as Blackbeard cultivated terror — it was a tool, a statement, a way of saying to the world: I am not like you, and I do not need to be.

His violence was strategic, never random. He did not torture prisoners for entertainment or murder for sport. He used brutality to build a reputation, and the reputation was the weapon. When the Royal Fortune appeared on the horizon, flying Roberts's flag — a figure of himself standing on two skulls, one labelled "ABH" for "A Barbadian's Head" and one "AMH" for "A Martinican's Head," in revenge for those colonies' attempts to capture him — merchant captains surrendered without firing a shot. The reputation did the work. The violence was the investment that made the reputation possible.

His end came on the morning of February 10, 1722, off Cape Lopez, in present-day Gabon. HMS Swallow, a fifty-gun warship commanded by Captain Chaloner Ogle, caught the Royal Fortune at anchor. Roberts's crew was hungover — they had taken a prize the night before and had celebrated with characteristic excess, Roberts watching from the quarterdeck with a cup of tea and the patient contempt of a man who has long since stopped being surprised by human weakness.

When the Swallow appeared at dawn, Roberts did not panic. He dressed in his finest clothes — the crimson damask waistcoat, the red feather, the diamond cross — and walked on deck to direct the battle. He stood at the helm in the morning light, tall and composed, his crew scrambling to their stations around him, the warship bearing down through the haze.

A burst of grapeshot struck him in the throat. He died instantly. He was standing when it hit him, and some accounts say he was still standing when his body was caught by the men nearest him, the blood already soaking into the crimson of the waistcoat that was, in death, the same colour as the wound.

His crew, following his standing orders, weighted his body with iron and threw it overboard before the British could capture it. Bartholomew Roberts — the most successful pirate in history, the man who took four hundred ships, the teetotalling Welshman in the crimson coat — vanished beneath the waves of the Atlantic and was never recovered. He was thirty-nine years old.

Hollywood has never made a film about him.

 [image: Captain Bartholomew Roberts with two ships, 1724 engraving]Captain Bartholomew Roberts with his ships the Royal Fortune and Ranger at Whydah, West Africa, January 1722. Roberts captured over 400 ships in three years — more than any other pirate in history. He drank tea, not rum, and dressed in crimson damask.
 

Chapter Five
 The Real Blackbeard

 The slow fuses were the detail that made grown men lose control of their bowels. They were lengths of hemp cord, soaked in saltpetre and limewater, and they burned slowly — very slowly — producing thin tendrils of sulphurous smoke that curled and drifted and wreathed the head of the man who wore them in a grey-yellow haze that smelled like the anteroom of hell.

Edward Teach tucked them into his hat and under the brim, half a dozen at a time, and when he boarded an enemy vessel, he came through the smoke of the guns with his own personal fog preceding him — a tall, enormously broad figure materialising out of a cloud of brimstone, festooned with pistols and daggers strapped across his chest in a leather bandolier, his beard grown to an extraordinary length and braided into tails tied with small ribbons, his eyes visible through the smoke as dark points of absolute, calculated malice.

The effect was theatre. It was also genius. Teach understood something that no pirate before him had grasped with such clarity and no Hollywood screenwriter after him would ever fully appreciate: the most effective weapon in a pirate's arsenal is not the cannon or the cutlass. It is fear.

He was probably born in Bristol around 1680, though even this basic fact is uncertain — the historical record for Edward Teach before 1716 is virtually blank, as though he did not exist before he decided to become terrifying. The surname is inconsistent across the sources: Teach, Thatch, Thach, Tache. He appears fully formed, like a character stepping onto a stage, in 1716, as a member of the crew of Benjamin Hornigold, one of the founders of the pirate republic at Nassau.

Hornigold saw something in him — the size, the intelligence, the natural authority that emanated from him like heat from a stove — and by 1717 had given him command of a captured sloop. By the end of that year, Teach had taken a large French merchantman called La Concorde, armed her with forty guns, renamed her Queen Anne's Revenge, and begun the systematic construction of the most terrifying personal brand in maritime history.

Every element was calculated. The beard, which was already black and thick, he grew to a length that contemporaries described as reaching his chest. He braided it into tails and wove in ribbons of red and black. The slow fuses, tucked into his hat, produced the wreath of smoke that made him look, to superstitious sailors in the dim light of a gun deck, like a demon ascending from the deep. The bandolier of pistols — six of them, sometimes more — hung across his chest, each one loaded and primed. He was tall and broad, with a voice that carried across water, and he cultivated an air of unpredictability that made even his own crew nervous. There is an account of Teach sitting in his cabin with two of his officers, blowing out the candle, drawing a pair of pistols under the table, and firing. One ball shattered the knee of his first mate, Israel Hands. When asked why he had done it, Teach reportedly said that if he did not now and then kill one of his own men, they would forget who he was.

The story may be apocryphal. It does not matter. What matters is that it was told, and believed, and spread from port to port along the Atlantic seaboard until the name Blackbeard was synonymous with arbitrary, demonic violence.

And here is the fact that demolishes every Hollywood portrayal of the man: there is no verified account of Edward Teach ever killing a single person before his final battle.

The statement requires qualification. Teach was involved in violent engagements, and people were certainly killed in the course of his raids. But there is no documented case of Teach personally murdering a captive, torturing a prisoner to death, or committing the sadistic cruelties that every film about Blackbeard depicts as his defining characteristic. He did not need to. The image did the work. The smoking fuses and the bristling armament and the terrifying flag — Teach's personal standard showed a skeleton holding an hourglass in one hand and a spear aimed at a bleeding heart in the other — told merchant captains everything they needed to know. They hauled down their colours and handed over their cargo without a shot being fired.

The most famous pirate in history was famous precisely because he was so good at not having to fight. His entire career was an exercise in theatrical intimidation, and it was extraordinarily effective. In roughly two years of active piracy, Teach captured approximately thirty ships and acquired a fortune in plunder with remarkably little bloodshed.

His most audacious operation was not a raid but a siege, and it unfolded like a heist.

In May 1718, Teach sailed his fleet — four ships, roughly three hundred men — to the mouth of Charleston harbour, South Carolina. Charleston was one of the most important ports in the American colonies, a city of wealthy merchants and rice planters, of churches and counting houses and a social order that regarded itself as civilised. Teach anchored his ships at the harbour entrance and simply stopped all traffic. For a week, nothing moved in or out of Charleston without Blackbeard's permission.

He captured nine ships. He took their passengers prisoner — including several prominent citizens, a member of the colonial council among them. He held the entire city hostage, openly, in broad daylight, and dared the colonial government to do something about it. The government could not. The Royal Navy had no ships in the area. The colonial militia was not equipped for a naval engagement.

And his demand was not gold. It was not jewels. It was a chest of medicine. His crew was suffering from venereal disease — the occupational hazard of men who spent their shore leave in the brothels of Nassau and Havana — and Teach needed mercury treatments. He sent a boat ashore with the demand. The governor of South Carolina, humiliated beyond the capacity of official language to express, delivered the medicine. Teach released his prisoners, most of them unharmed, and sailed away.

The blockade was an act of supreme confidence and supreme contempt. Teach was not just robbing ships — he was robbing a city, and rubbing the colonial establishment's face in its own impotence.

His end, when it came, was the only time in his career that the theatre became real.

On the morning of November 22, 1718, two sloops commanded by Lieutenant Robert Maynard of the Royal Navy found the Adventure — Teach had by then abandoned the Queen Anne's Revenge, which had run aground in suspicious circumstances — anchored in a shallow inlet at Ocracoke, on the outer banks of North Carolina. Maynard had been sent specifically to kill Blackbeard, and he had hidden most of his men below decks to lure Teach into boarding.

The trap worked. Teach, seeing what appeared to be a nearly empty sloop, swung alongside and led his men over the rail. Maynard's crew surged up from below. The deck of the sloop became a slaughterhouse. In the chaos of close-quarter fighting — cutlasses, pistols at point-blank range, the screaming and the smoke — Teach and Maynard found each other. They fired simultaneously. Maynard's shot hit Teach. Teach's shot missed. They drew swords. Teach broke Maynard's blade with a blow that would have killed a smaller man. A sailor behind Teach slashed his throat. Teach kept fighting. He sustained five gunshot wounds and more than twenty cuts from swords and knives before he finally collapsed on the blood-slicked deck and died.

Maynard cut off his head and hung it from the bowsprit of his sloop. It dangled there for the entire voyage back to Virginia, dripping into the sea — a trophy and a warning and the end of the most successful branding campaign in the history of crime. The body was thrown overboard. According to legend — almost certainly false, but never quite dispelled — the headless body swam three times around the ship before sinking.

Blackbeard was dead. The myth was just beginning.

 [image: Edward Teach, commonly called Blackbeard — 1736 engraving]The iconic 1736 engraving of Edward Teach — Blackbeard. He tucked slow-burning fuses into his hat so that his head was wreathed in smoke during battle. Despite his terrifying image, there is no verified account of Teach killing anyone before his final fight.
 

Chapter Six
 Women, Freedom, and the Black Flag

 In November 1720, a sloop called the William was cornered by a British naval vessel in Dry Harbour Bay, off the western coast of Jamaica. The pirates aboard had been celebrating a recent prize, and the rum had done its work. They were sprawled across the deck and collapsed in the hold, snoring, insensible, incapable of lifting a cutlass let alone swinging one. The boarding party from the naval vessel climbed over the rail expecting a fight. They found a dormitory.

All except two.

Two figures stood on deck, armed with cutlasses and pistols. They were fighting — not the theatrical fighting of a stage play but the real thing, desperate and vicious, hacking at the boarding party with a fury that the naval officers would later describe in court with something approaching awe. One of them fired a pistol into the hold, screaming at the rest of the crew to come up and fight like men. The crew did not come up.

The two figures were women. Their names were Anne Bonny and Mary Read, and they were the last pirates standing on a ship full of unconscious men, and they fought until they were overpowered and dragged away in irons.

Anne Bonny was born in County Cork, Ireland, around 1700 — the illegitimate daughter of a lawyer named William Cormac and his household maid, Mary Brennan. The scandal was considerable. Cork was a small city with a long memory, and the sight of the lawyer's red-haired bastard running through the streets was a daily reminder of a transgression that polite society could neither forgive nor forget. Cormac, finding his practice ruined by gossip, packed up his household and sailed for the American colonies, settling near Charleston, South Carolina, where he prospered as a merchant and planter and where nobody knew, or cared, about the maid.

Anne grew up wild. The word appears in nearly every account of her childhood, and it means what it usually means when applied to women in the eighteenth century: she refused to behave. She was smart, strong, fierce-tempered, and spectacularly unsuited to the role that colonial society had prepared for her — the planter's daughter, decorative and obedient, destined for a suitable marriage and a lifetime of needlework and childbearing. There is an account, possibly apocryphal, of her stabbing a servant girl with a table knife at the age of thirteen. There is another of her beating a young man so severely that he was bedridden for weeks, his offence being an unwanted advance.

She married badly and on purpose — a small-time sailor named James Bonny, a man with no money and no prospects, chosen precisely because her father disapproved. Cormac disinherited her. The couple drifted to Nassau, which was still, in 1718, the closest thing the Caribbean had to a pirate capital. James Bonny became an informer for the new governor, Woodes Rogers. Anne found this contemptible. She also found Jack Rackham.

John Rackham — "Calico Jack," so called for the calico clothing he favoured — was a charming, flamboyant pirate of moderate talent and considerable vanity. He was handsome in a dissolute way, and he wore his calico shirts with the self-conscious flair of a man who knows he is being watched. Anne left her husband for him without hesitation. When Rackham returned to piracy, Anne went with him, dressing in men's clothing and fighting alongside the crew. The disguise may not have been entirely convincing — several accounts suggest the crew knew she was a woman — but it was maintained as a formality, and Anne fought, by all reports, as well as any man aboard.

Mary Read's story was, if anything, more remarkable. She had been disguised as a man since childhood — not by choice but by her mother's desperation. Mary was the illegitimate daughter of a sea captain's wife, born after the captain's death, and her mother dressed her as a boy to collect an inheritance intended for a deceased older brother. The disguise became a life. Mary served as a foot-boy, then as a sailor, then as a soldier in the British Army, fighting in the War of the Spanish Succession in Flanders. She saw combat. She charged fortified positions. She survived.

After the war, she married a Flemish soldier she had met in the ranks. When he died — young, as soldiers' husbands tended to do — Mary put her men's clothing back on, because it was the only thing she knew how to wear, and joined a ship's crew bound for the West Indies. The ship was taken by pirates. Mary was taken with it. She ended up on Rackham's sloop, where she and Anne Bonny recognised each other as women and, according to tradition, became close friends.

Their trial, in Spanish Town, Jamaica, on November 28, 1720, was a sensation. Two women, dressed as men, convicted of piracy — it was the kind of story the press of 1720 was built to exploit. Witnesses testified that both women were "very profligate, cursing and swearing much, and very ready and willing to do any Thing on Board." They handled weapons. They boarded ships. They fought. The court convicted them without difficulty. Both escaped the gallows by "pleading their bellies" — declaring that they were pregnant, which under English law meant their executions had to be postponed until after they gave birth.

Mary Read died in prison, probably of fever, in April 1721. Anne Bonny's fate is unknown — the historical record simply stops. There is no record of her execution, no record of her release, no record of anything at all. She walks out of history as abruptly as she walked into it.

But Bonny and Read were not anomalies. They were the most visible examples of a broader truth about Golden Age piracy that Hollywood has systematically erased: pirate ships were among the most diverse institutions in the Western world.

The crews of pirate vessels included men — and occasionally women — from every part of the Atlantic world. Englishmen, Scots, Irish, Welsh, Dutch, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Danes, Swedes, Americans, and Africans sailed together, and the African presence was substantial. Historians estimate that between twenty-five and thirty per cent of pirate crews during the Golden Age were Black — some of them formerly enslaved people freed when pirate ships captured slave vessels, others who had joined voluntarily.

The status of Black pirates was complicated and varied from ship to ship. On some vessels, Black crew members signed the articles, voted, and received their full share of plunder. On others, they were assigned subordinate roles and denied full shares. The historical record is fragmentary. But what is clear is that pirate ships, for all their imperfections, were significantly more egalitarian in matters of race than any other institution of their era. Blackbeard's crew included a significant number of Black sailors. Bartholomew Roberts sailed with crews that were at least a quarter African. Sam Bellamy, the "Prince of Pirates" who went down with the Whydah in a storm off Cape Cod in 1717, captained a crew that included at least twenty-five Africans, many of them formerly enslaved people freed when Bellamy captured a slave ship and offered every man aboard the choice of freedom.

In a world where millions of Africans were being transported across the Atlantic in chains, pirate ships offered something that no plantation, no merchant vessel, and no navy could match: the possibility, however imperfect, of equality. The pirate ship was one of the few places in the early eighteenth century where a Black man might live and die as something other than property. This truth is absent from every pirate film ever made.

Anne Bonny's last recorded words were to Calico Jack Rackham, who was brought to her cell the night before his execution. She looked at him — the charming, flamboyant pirate who had been too drunk to fight when the navy came — and said: "Had you fought like a man, you need not have been hanged like a dog."

It is the best exit line in the history of piracy, and Hollywood has been trying to match it for a hundred years.

 [image: Anne Bonny and Mary Read, 1724 engraving]Anne Bonny and Mary Read, from A General History of the Pyrates (1724). When their ship was captured, they were the only crew members who fought back. Bonny's last words to her captain: "Had you fought like a man, you need not have been hanged like a dog."
 

Chapter Seven
 X Never Marked the Spot

 On a June evening in 1699, a small boat scraped ashore on the eastern tip of Gardiners Island, a private island at the end of Long Island Sound, and a man stepped out onto the sand with a look on his face that combined desperation, calculation, and the particular kind of exhaustion that comes from knowing you are almost certainly going to die.

Captain William Kidd was fifty-four years old. He was a Scotsman — born in Dundee, raised at sea, weathered by decades of Atlantic wind into a face that was all jaw and suspicion. He wore the remnants of what had once been a gentleman's coat, now salt-stained and fraying at the cuffs. His boots were cracked. His eyes moved with the darting, hunted quality of a man who has been watching his back for three years and knows that the people behind him are getting closer.

Behind him, in the shallow water, his crew was unloading chests. They worked quietly, with the furtive efficiency of men who understood that what they were doing was simultaneously their captain's last hope and the act that would seal his legend for three centuries. The chests contained gold. Silver. Jewels. Bolts of silk. Trade goods from the Indian Ocean — the remnants of a voyage that had begun as a royal commission and ended as a catastrophe.

Kidd had come to Gardiners Island to bury his treasure. He is the only pirate in recorded history known to have done so, and the story is nothing like the myth it inspired.

He had not set out to be a pirate at all. In 1695, Kidd was a respectable Scottish sea captain living in New York, married to one of the wealthiest women in the city, worshipping at Trinity Church, and enjoying the kind of comfortable colonial life that required no adventures and no risks. Then a consortium of English lords came to him with a proposition.

The Earl of Bellomont, the newly appointed governor of New York, was the front man. Behind him stood some of the most powerful men in England — lords and ministers who wanted a share of the Indian Ocean's riches without the inconvenience of being associated with piracy. They would fund a ship. They would secure a letter of marque from the crown. Kidd would sail to the Indian Ocean, attack French vessels and pirate ships, and bring the plunder back to his investors. It was a business arrangement, legally sanctioned, and Kidd accepted it because he was a practical man who understood that when lords and governors offer you a commission, the correct answer is yes.

The ship was the Adventure Galley, and everything about the voyage went wrong from the moment she cleared New York harbour. She leaked. Her crew — many of them recruited from the docks of London, hard men with loose loyalties — were mutinous almost from the start. Kidd found no French ships. He found no pirates. He sailed the Indian Ocean for months, his investors' money draining away, his crew growing more restless and more dangerous with each empty horizon.

Under pressure from both sides — investors demanding returns, crew demanding action — Kidd began attacking ships that were neither French nor pirate. The most consequential was the Quedagh Merchant, an Armenian-owned vessel sailing under a French pass. The capture was technically legal — the French pass made her a lawful prize under Kidd's commission — but the cargo belonged to a minister of the Mughal court, and the seizure detonated a diplomatic crisis that reached from the Indian Ocean to the halls of Westminster.

By the time Kidd returned to the American colonies in 1699, he had been declared a pirate by the very men who had sent him out. His noble backers, terrified of exposure, had disowned him. His name was on wanted posters from Boston to Barbados. He was a man with a fortune in stolen goods and nowhere in the world that was safe.

And so he came to Gardiners Island, in the failing light of a June evening, to bury what he could not spend and could not carry and could not surrender. He met John Gardiner, the lord of the island — a farmer, not a pirate, a man who wanted no part of this but understood that refusing a desperate man with an armed crew was not a viable option. Kidd gave him some of the goods — cloth, gold dust — and buried the rest in a shallow hole on the property. Not in a cave. Not in a chest on a tropical beach. In a shallow hole on a sheep farm in Long Island.

He intended to use the buried treasure as a bargaining chip — proof of his haul that he could offer to the authorities in exchange for clemency. The strategy was rational. It also failed completely. Kidd sailed to Boston, where he attempted to negotiate with Bellomont. Bellomont, who needed Kidd silenced more than he needed Kidd free, had him arrested. The treasure on Gardiners Island was recovered by the authorities almost immediately. It was modest — worth perhaps fourteen thousand pounds, a fraction of what legend would later attribute to it. There was no map. There was no X. There was no cave, no coded instructions, no tropical island shimmering in the Caribbean sun.

Kidd was sent to London in chains. He was tried for piracy and for the murder of William Moore, a gunner on the Adventure Galley whom Kidd had struck with an iron-hooped bucket during an argument — a killing that was probably manslaughter, committed in the heat of a mutinous confrontation, but that the prosecution presented as cold-blooded murder. Kidd's noble backers, who could have testified to the legitimacy of his commission, stayed silent. The French passes that would have proved the Quedagh Merchant was a lawful prize had conveniently disappeared from the official record.

He was hanged at Execution Dock in Wapping on May 23, 1701. The rope broke on the first attempt, and Kidd fell to the mud below the scaffold, alive. He was hauled up and hanged again. His body was coated in tar, locked in an iron cage called a gibbet, and suspended over the Thames at Tilbury Point, where it hung for years — a creaking, blackening silhouette against the Essex sky, a warning to every sailor who passed beneath it on the tide.

But the story of Kidd's buried treasure — embellished, exaggerated, romanticised over the centuries — became one of the sources for Stevenson's Treasure Island. And from Stevenson it passed into the permanent mythology of piracy. The treasure map with the X. The chest of doubloons. The remote island. The coded instructions. All of it traces back, ultimately, to a few bags of gold and silver buried in a hurry on a Long Island sheep farm by a desperate man trying to save his neck.

The buried treasure myth is the most persistent fiction about pirates — more persistent than the accent, more persistent than the eye patch, more persistent even than the plank. And it is almost entirely false. Real pirates did not bury their treasure because buried treasure is treasure that is not being spent, and pirates, as a class, were extraordinarily bad at not spending money. The entire point of piracy was immediate gratification — to take what the world owed you and enjoy it now, tonight, in the taverns and brothels of Nassau or Port Royal or Madagascar. A pirate who buried his loot was a pirate who had missed the point. Kidd buried his only because he was already a dead man bargaining for time.

Walking the plank — that other iconic image, the blindfolded captive forced at sword point to walk a wooden board over shark-infested waters — has even less basis in fact. The historical evidence is thin. There are only a few documented cases, all of them after the Golden Age; the earliest known reference dates to 1763, and the image only hardened in the nineteenth century. During the Golden Age itself, there is no reliable record of any pirate making a captive walk a plank. What pirates actually did to uncooperative captives was both simpler and more varied. Most were released unharmed, because dead captives could not pay ransoms, could not provide intelligence about future targets, and could not spread the word that surrender was the safe option. Those who resisted were beaten, whipped, burned, or killed — often creatively and publicly, because the violence was not punishment. It was advertising.

The eye patch, the peg leg, the hook for a hand — all are real, in the sense that sailors in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries suffered injuries with terrible frequency, and prosthetics and patches were common. But they were not distinctive to pirates. A merchant sailor was just as likely to lose an eye or a limb, and a naval sailor, engaged in full-scale fleet actions, was probably more likely. They became pirate symbols because Stevenson put them on Long John Silver, and Hollywood put them on everyone else.

The parrot, at least, has some basis in fact. Sailors in the tropics did keep exotic birds as pets, and parrots were prized because they could be taught to talk and were easy to feed. But the parrot as the pirate's signature accessory — perched on the shoulder, squawking "Pieces of eight!" — is, once again, Stevenson. Captain Flint, Long John Silver's parrot, is the ancestor of every shoulder bird in every pirate story since 1883. Stevenson's imagination, it turns out, was more powerful than three centuries of history. It still is.

 [image: Howard Pyle — Blackbeard Buries His Treasure, 1887]Howard Pyle's Blackbeard Buries His Treasure (1887). In reality, almost no pirates buried treasure — they spent it immediately. Captain Kidd is the only documented case, and his "treasure" was a few bags buried on a Long Island sheep farm.
 

Chapter Eight
 The End of the Age

 The fleet appeared off Nassau on a July morning in 1718, and the pirates on the beach stopped what they were doing and watched it come. Three warships and several smaller vessels, moving in formation through the channel, their gun ports open, their pennants snapping in the tropical wind. The harbour, which had been a lawless anchorage of stolen ships and improvised docks for the better part of three years, suddenly felt very small.

On the deck of the lead ship stood a man named Woodes Rogers, and he carried with him the weapon that would end the Golden Age of Piracy. It was not a cannon. It was not a company of marines. It was a piece of paper.

Rogers was forty years old, compact and purposeful, with a jaw that had been shattered by a musket ball during a raid on Guayaquil in 1709 and never properly healed, giving his face a lopsided, clenched quality that made him look permanently angry, which he may well have been. He was a privateer by trade — a Bristol-born sea captain who had circumnavigated the globe between 1708 and 1711, raiding Spanish shipping in the Pacific and rescuing the castaway Alexander Selkirk from the island of Juan Fernandez, the real-life inspiration for Robinson Crusoe. He had seen more of the world than most men alive, and he had come to Nassau with a clear understanding of what he was being asked to do: destroy the pirate republic.

The piece of paper was the King's Pardon — a royal proclamation, signed by George I, offering amnesty to any pirate who surrendered and swore to abandon piracy. The terms were simple. No prosecution. No punishment. A clean slate. The offer had an expiration date, and the deadline was immovable.

It was a masterstroke of strategy, and it worked because Rogers understood something about pirates that most naval officers did not: they were not ideologues. They were pragmatists. They had turned to crime because the alternatives — starvation wages on merchant ships, the lash on naval vessels, unemployment on the docks of London and Bristol — were worse. If offered a way out that did not involve the gallows, many of them would take it. Rogers was not trying to defeat the pirates. He was trying to split them apart.

The pardon landed on Nassau like a stone dropped into still water. The ripples spread through every tavern, every beached hull, every knot of men gathered on the sand. The arguments were fierce and immediate. Some men wanted to accept — they were tired, or sick, or old enough to know that the life they were living could only end one way. Others refused. They had burned their bridges with the legitimate world, and no piece of paper from a German king sitting on an English throne was going to make them respectable.

Benjamin Hornigold — one of the founders of the republic, one of the most senior pirates in Nassau, the man who had given Blackbeard his first command — was among the first to surrender. He walked up the beach to Rogers's headquarters, signed the pardon, and swore an oath of loyalty to the crown. Then he did something that none of his former colleagues had anticipated: he agreed to hunt them. Hornigold spent the last years of his life as a pirate hunter, pursuing men he had once commanded, sailing the same waters where he had once flown the black flag, now under the colours of the king. The irony was lost on no one, least of all Hornigold, who did not appear to care.

Not everyone accepted. Charles Vane — temperamental, violent, and committed to piracy with a fervour that bordered on ideology — refused the pardon with a gesture that became legendary. As Rogers's fleet entered the harbour, Vane loaded a captured prize ship with combustibles, set her alight, and sailed her directly at the approaching warships — a fireship, blazing and drifting, forcing Rogers's fleet to scatter while Vane's own sloop slipped past in the confusion, guns firing, crew cheering, sailing out of Nassau and into the open sea.

Vane would be caught eventually. They all would. But his departure — defiant, reckless, theatrically magnificent — was the pirate republic's last great act of defiance.

Rogers's campaign against the holdouts was relentless and methodical. He fortified Nassau. He established a court. He hanged pirates who were captured — publicly, on the waterfront, the bodies left to swing where they could be seen from the harbour. He was making a point, and the point was unmistakable: the age of impunity was over.

The end came in stages, and each stage had a name.

Blackbeard was killed in November 1718, in the shallow waters off Ocracoke, his head hung from Maynard's bowsprit. Stede Bonnet — the "gentleman pirate," a wealthy Barbadian planter who had turned to piracy out of what appears to have been a midlife crisis of spectacular proportions, fleeing a nagging wife into a career of maritime crime for which he was spectacularly unqualified — was captured and hanged in Charleston in December 1718. He wept on the scaffold. The crowd, which was large, did not weep with him.

Charles Vane was captured in 1720 after being shipwrecked in a hurricane. He was found on a small island, half-starved, recognised by a former associate, taken to Jamaica, tried, and hanged in March 1721. His body was hung in chains at Gun Cay, at the entrance to Port Royal harbour, where it greeted every ship that entered for the next several years.

Jack Rackham and his crew — including Anne Bonny and Mary Read — were captured in November 1720. Rackham was hanged. His body was gibbeted at a small cay at the entrance to Port Royal that is still called, to this day, Rackham's Cay. Bonny and Read, pregnant, were spared the gallows. Read died in prison. Bonny vanished from the historical record.

The last of the great pirates was Bartholomew Roberts, and his death, in February 1722, was the final act. When Roberts fell to the grapeshot off Cape Lopez, and his crew threw his body into the Atlantic, and HMS Swallow rounded up the survivors and shipped them to Cape Coast Castle for trial, the Golden Age was over. One hundred and sixty-nine of Roberts's men were tried. Fifty-two were hanged. The rest were sentenced to servitude in the mines of the Royal African Company — a punishment that many of them, knowing the mines, might have regarded as worse than the rope.

By 1726, the combination of the King's Pardon, increased naval patrols, the public hanging of captured pirates, and the gradual improvement of conditions on merchant ships — slightly better pay, slightly less brutal discipline — had eliminated the conditions that made piracy viable. There were still pirates after 1726, just as there are still pirates today, but the phenomenon had changed. It was no longer a mass movement. It was no longer a career. It was no longer possible for a thousand armed men to seize an island in the Caribbean and declare themselves a republic.

What remained was the myth.

And the myth, as myths do, grew. It grew through Stevenson and Barrie and Flynn and Newton and Disney and Depp, each iteration adding new layers of invention and stripping away another layer of reality, until the pirate of popular culture bore almost no resemblance to the pirate of history. The real pirate — democratic, diverse, pragmatic, frequently boring, occasionally terrifying — was replaced by the Hollywood pirate — autocratic, white, romantic, consistently entertaining, and approximately as historically accurate as a theme park ride.

The irony is that the real story is better. The truth of Golden Age piracy — the democratic constitutions, the disability insurance, the diverse crews, the tea-drinking Welshman who captured four hundred ships, the Irish woman who was braver than her captain, the most feared man on the Atlantic who never killed anyone until his final morning alive, the buried treasure that was really just a few bags of gold in a hole on a sheep farm — is stranger, richer, and more surprising than anything Hollywood has ever put on screen.

But Hollywood does not want the real story. Hollywood wants the costume, the accent, the treasure map, the parrot, and the plank. And so the myth endures, and the reality fades, and every year on September 19 — International Talk Like a Pirate Day, a holiday that exists because two friends in Oregon decided it should — millions of people around the world roll their Rs and say "Arrr" in an accent that no pirate ever spoke, celebrating a character that no pirate ever was, in honour of a history that never happened.

Somewhere, Robert Newton is smiling. He earned it. He invented more about pirates, in a single afternoon on a plywood deck in Burbank, than most historians will uncover in a lifetime. The only difference is that the historians are trying to find the truth, and Newton — like Stevenson before him, like Hollywood after him — understood that the truth was never the point.

The story was the point. It always is.

 [image: Captain Kidd hanging in chains over the Thames]Captain William Kidd's body, coated in tar and locked in an iron cage, hanging from a gibbet over the Thames after his execution in 1701. His body was displayed for years as a warning to sailors. By 1726, the Golden Age was over — killed by pardons, patrols, and the gallows.
 

Timeline

 1650s — The age of the buccaneers begins in the Caribbean. French and English hunters on Hispaniola, driven from the land by the Spanish, take to the sea and begin raiding Spanish shipping.

 1668 — Henry Morgan attacks Portobelo, using captured monks as human shields. The plunder is immense.

 1671 — Morgan sacks Panama City with 1,400 men. The city burns. He is arrested, sent to London, knighted, and returned to Jamaica as Lieutenant Governor.

 1690s — The Pirate Round begins. Pirates sail from the American colonies to the Indian Ocean, attacking Mughal treasure ships and establishing bases in Madagascar.

 1695 — Henry Every captures the Ganj-i-Sawai, one of the largest pirate hauls in history. He is never caught.

 1701 — Captain William Kidd is hanged at Execution Dock, London. His body is displayed in a gibbet over the Thames for years.

 1713 — The War of the Spanish Succession ends. Thousands of trained sailors are discharged from the Royal Navy and turn to piracy.

 1716–1718 — The pirate republic at Nassau, Bahamas, reaches its peak. Home to roughly 1,000 pirates including Blackbeard, Charles Vane, Jack Rackham, Anne Bonny, and Mary Read.

 1717 — Sam Bellamy and the Whydah go down in a nor'easter off Cape Cod. Bellamy's diverse crew included at least 25 Africans.

 May 1718 — Blackbeard blockades Charleston, South Carolina, for a week. His demand: a chest of medicine.

 July 1718 — Woodes Rogers arrives in Nassau with the King's Pardon. Hundreds of pirates surrender. The pirate republic collapses.

 November 1718 — Blackbeard is killed by Lt. Robert Maynard at Ocracoke. He sustains five gunshot wounds and over twenty sword cuts before dying.

 November 1720 — Jack Rackham, Anne Bonny, and Mary Read are captured. Rackham is hanged. Bonny and Read plead pregnancy and are spared.

 1719–1722 — Bartholomew Roberts captures over 400 ships in three years — more than any pirate in history.

 February 1722 — Roberts is killed by grapeshot off Cape Lopez, Gabon. His crew throws his body overboard in his finest clothes.

 1726 — The Golden Age of Piracy is effectively over.

 1883 — Robert Louis Stevenson publishes Treasure Island, inventing the pirate archetype that would dominate popular culture for the next 150 years.

 1950 — Robert Newton plays Long John Silver in Disney's Treasure Island, inventing the "pirate accent" that every pirate in every movie has used since.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Hollywood Pirates is a narrative non-fiction work examining the myths and realities of Golden Age piracy. The historical framework is grounded in primary sources and academic scholarship; narrative details are reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Rediker, Marcus — Villains of All Nations: Atlantic Pirates in the Golden Age, Beacon Press, 2004

 Woodard, Colin — The Republic of Pirates: Being the True and Surprising Story of the Caribbean Pirates and the Man Who Brought Them Down, Harcourt, 2007

 Johnson, Charles (attrib. Daniel Defoe) — A General History of the Pyrates, 1724

 Cordingly, David — Under the Black Flag: The Romance and Reality of Life Among the Pirates, Random House, 1995

 Konstam, Angus — The History of Pirates, Lyons Press, 2002

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 2: Historical Myths Debunked in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •
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‘Capt. Kidd hanging in chains. p. 178.
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CAPTAIN BILL BONES

All day be hung round. the cove, or upon the cliffs, with a brass telescope
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