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Abstract

During the so-called ‘golden age’ of piracy that occurred in the Atlantic and
Indian Oceans in the later seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, several
thousands of men and a handful of women sailed aboard pirate ships. The
narrative, operational techniques, and economic repercussions of the waves
of piracy that threatened maritime trade during the ‘golden age’ have
fascinated researchers, and so too has the social history of the people
involved. Traditionally, the historiography of the social history of pirates has
portrayed them as democratic and highly egalitarian bandits, divided their
spoil fairly amongst their number, offered compensation for comrades injured
in battle, and appointed their own officers by popular vote. They have been
presented in contrast to the legitimate societies of Europe and America, and
as revolutionaries, eschewing the unfair and harsh practices prevalent in
legitimate maritime employment. This study, however, argues that the
‘revolutionary’ model of ‘golden age’ pirates is not an accurate reflection of
reality. By using the ‘articles’ or shipboard rules created by pirates, this thesis
explores the questions of pirates’ hierarchy, economic practices, social
control, and systems of justice, and contextualises the pirates’ society within
legitimate society to show that pirates were not as egalitarian or democratic as
they have been portrayed, and that virtually all of their social practices were
based heavily on, or copied directly from, their experiences in legitimate
society, on land and at sea. In doing so, this thesis argues that far from being
social revolutionaries, pirates sought to improve their own status, within the

pre-existing social framework of legitimate society.
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Introduction.

‘As trade followed the flag, so the black flag followed trade’.*

Piracy, loosely defined as robbery at sea, is as old as maritime trade and has,
at one time or another, occurred on virtually every waterway in the world. One
period, however, has become so notorious in the history of piracy that it has
become known as the ‘golden age’ of piracy. The exact limits of the ‘golden
age’ have proven hard to define: at its longest, some historians have seen the
‘golden age’ as lasting from the Elizabethan period until the eighteenth
century,” while others have chosen the narrowest definition, beginning no
earlier than 1714 and ending no later than 1726, encompassing a great wave
of Atlantic and, to a lesser extent, Indian Ocean piracy, when the most
notorious pirates, such as Blackbeard and Bartholomew Roberts, were
active.® A wider definition, encompassing several waves of piracy in the later
seventeenth century and first quarter of the eighteenth century, has also been

adopted.*

The difference in definitions of this ‘golden age’ of piracy arises partly from
differences in how the golden age is defined, be it numbers or notoriety of
active pirates, or differences in the pirates’ operational techniques, and partly
from the whims or interests of individual authors. This study, which is primarily
concerned with the social history of piracy as illuminated by the ‘articles’ or
shipboard rules, adopts a loose definition of the ‘golden age’ based largely on
the ages of sets of articles that have survived to the present day, and other
references to the use of articles by pirates, from the period immediately
following the Restoration of the Stuart dynasty to the throne of England in
1660 to the end of the last great wave of Anglo-American piracy some time in
the 1720s.

! patrick Pringle Jolly Roger (Mineola, 2001), p. 9

% Pringle, Jolly Roger, p. 9

® Peter Earle, The Pirate Wars (London, 2004), pp. 159, 176; Colin Woodard, The Republic of
Pirates (Orlando, 2007), p. 1

* Russell K. Skowronek and Charles R. Ewen (eds). X Marks the Spot: The Archaeology of
Piracy (Gainesville, 2006), p. 3; Patrick Lizé, ‘Piracy in the Indian Ocean: Mauritius and the
Speaker’, in Skowronek and Ewen, X Marks the Spot, p. 81



This study will focus primarily on the activities and social history of Anglo-
American pirates for four reasons. Firstly, the availability and accessibility of
English-language primary sources regarding pirates is much greater than that
of non-English language sources. Secondly, all of the sets of pirate articles
known to have survived were created by predominantly Anglophone pirate
companies. Thirdly, the historiography within which this study must be
situated has largely concerned Anglo-American pirates. Fourthly, and in many
ways related to the previous point, an overwhelming majority of pirates active
during the period under study were English speakers. No analysis of the
nationalities of pirates from the whole of the period 1660-1730 has been
undertaken, and to do so would be beyond the scope of the present study, but
Marcus Rediker’s excellent analysis of the nationalities of Atlantic pirates in
the 1716-1726 period will amply illustrate the point. According to Rediker’s
analysis, 47.4% of pirates were English, 9.8% were Irish, 6.3% were Scottish,
and 4% were Welsh, that is, 67.5% came from the British Isles; ‘about one-
quarter’ came from the Americas, including the West Indian and North
American colonies; only 6.9% originated in other European countries or Africa.
Rediker acknowledges that his analysis is not perfect or complete, but the
preponderance of Anglophone pirates in the eighteenth century is well
illustrated.”

Some difficulty is also attached to the definition of ‘pirate’ itself, and the words
‘pirate’, ‘buccaneer’, and sometimes ‘privateer’ have, at times, been used
indiscriminately. Privateers, whilst sharing some operational similarities with
pirates, especially being primarily concerned with raiding commerce at sea,
differed from pirates most by being legally sanctioned. David Starkey defined
privateers as ‘privately owned vessels licensed by the state to set out with the
specific intention of seizing enemy property on the high seas’.® That is to say,
not only did privateers operate in possession of a legal commission or ‘Letter
of Marque’ issued by the state, but they were discriminatory, at least in theory,

in their choice of targets, and limited their attacks to the shipping of an enemy

® Marcus Rediker, Villains of all Nations: Atlantic Pirates in the Golden Age (London, 2004),
p. 51-53

EDavid J. Starkey, ‘The Origins and Regulation of Eighteenth-Century British Privateering’, in

C.R. Pennell (ed.), Bandits at Sea, a Pirates Reader (New York, 2001), p. 69



state specified in their commission. On occasion, a privateer exceeded the
terms of its commission and turned to piracy, at which point it became, both

morally and legally, a pirate and was no longer considered a privateer.’

Pirates were not always indiscriminate in their choice of victims: Benjamin
Hornigold, for example, was an associate and possibly mentor of a number of
well-known pirates of the ‘golden age’, such as Blackbeard and Samuel
Bellamy, but ‘refused to take and plunder English vessels’.® However, pirates
frequently had no scruples about attacking ships of any nationality, or made
any distinction between them. What really set pirates of the ‘golden age’ apart
from privateers of the same period, then, was the fact that when they attacked

shipping they did so illegally, without sanction from any state.

Buccaneers, however synonymous with ‘pirates’ the term has since become,
were originally a loose community of soldiers, seamen, and hunters,
dedicated to attacking Spanish interests in the Americas, sometimes by sea,
but more often on land. The first buccaneer companies grew from bands of
French settlers on Tortuga, forced to turn to armed defence in response to
Spanish attempts to extirpate them in the second quarter of the seventeenth
century. Over the subsequent decades the French buccaneers were joined by
English and Dutch ‘outcasts’, until international forces numbering several
thousands of men could be raised for large campaigns. In the years following
the English settlement of Jamaica in 1655, colonial governments, particularly
the English and French, recognised the value of the large amphibious
irregular forces the buccaneers could provide, not only to augment regular
forces in their attacks on Spanish interests, but also in a defensive and
deterrent capacity to safeguard their often precariously held colonies against
Spanish encroachment.® In support of this policy the French government of
Tortuga and the English government of Jamaica regularly issued letters of
marque to buccaneer companies, making them legitimate belligerents in the

wars against Spain. Spurred on by official sanction of their depredations, the

" N.A.M. Rodger, Command of the Ocean, a Naval history of Britain, 1649-1815 (London,
2004), pp. 289-290.

® The Trials of Eight Persons Indited for Piracy (Boston, 1718), p. 23

® Joel Baer, Pirates (Stroud, 2007), pp.29-31; Peter Kemp and Christopher Lloyd, Brethren of
the Coast, the British and French Buccaneers in the South Seas (London 1960), pp. 1-3, 7-10



buccaneers made the acquisition of such documents of legality an important
feature of many of their expeditions. Commissions were bought and sold, and
when no legitimate commissions were available because of periods of
nominal peace with Spain the buccaneers were not beyond using forged or

expired documents.® One buccaneer wrote

This [commission] we had purchased at a cheap rate, having given for it
only the sum of ten ducats, or pieces of eight. But the truth of the thing
was that at first our commission was made only for the space of three
months, ...whereas among ourselves we had contrived to make it last for

three years — for with this we were resolved to seek our fortunes.*

One company were happy ‘to list [them]selves in the service of... the Emperor
of Darien’, a Cuna Indian and escaped slave waging a war of resistance

against Spain, in their quest for legitimacy.*?

These attempts to retain a veneer of legitimacy whatever their actual legal
status, the nature of the depredations, extending many miles inland as well as
on the sea, and their practice of generally restricting their attacks to Spanish
targets, all set the buccaneers apart from the pirates of their own time and
later. What links buccaneers and pirates is that they were often the same
people in practice: among the first of the European raiders to exploit the riches
of the Red Sea and Indian Ocean in the 1680s and 1690s were former
buccaneer companies who had been forced to operate further afield by the
diminishing returns from raids on Spanish America. The famous buccaneer
William Dampier carried out part of his first circumnavigation with Captain
Swan’s company as they sailed to the Philippines and Madagascar,*® and the
crew of the Jacob moved from buccaneering in the Caribbean to piracy in the
Indian Ocean, by way of a spell of privateering against the French around

North America.’* The ‘golden age’ of piracy that is the focus of this study,

1o Kemp and Lloyd, Brethren of the Coast, p. 3

! Alexander Esquemeling, The Buccaneers of America (London, 1684: Glorieta, 1992
reprint), pp. 257-258

!> Kemp and Lloyd, Brethren of the Coast, p. 35

'3 Kemp and Lloyd, Brethren of the Coast, pp. 114-121

4 Robert C. Ritchie, Captain Kidd and the War Against the Pirates (Cambridge, Mass., 1986),
pp. 32-37
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then, does not include the activities of either privateers or buccaneers, except
when those people exceeded the terms of their commissions, or gave up land

raiding to take to the sea, and became, in the true sense of the word, pirates.

If pirates of the ‘golden age’ were mostly Anglophones, they also mostly
shared other demographic traits. Referring again to Marcus Rediker’s analysis
of eighteenth-century pirates, they were mostly men in their twenties, and
were more likely to be older than younger. They came, overwhelmingly, from
a maritime background, ‘almost all pirates had been working in a seafaring
occupation, probably for several years’, before turning to piracy. And they
were, on the whole, unmarried. And, ‘almost without exception [they] came
from the lowest social classes’.!®> There were, of course, exceptions to every
one of these trends: trial accounts list defendants in their thirties, and a few in
the forties as well as some teenagers;*® some pirate companies contained
landsmen in varying proportions, such as George Lowther's company which
included numerous soldiers as well as seamen;*’ And a number of pirates,
albeit a very small number, were described as ‘gentlemen’.’® These, then,
were the men who made up the pirate companies which form the subject of

this study.

Throughout the text | will refer both to pirate ‘companies’ and pirate ‘crews’.
Except when quoting directly from another source, | will use the word ‘crew’ to
denote the collection of individuals sailing on one particular vessel, and
‘company’ to denote a collection of individuals operating under a single
command structure. Frequently, a pirate ‘company’ consisted of only one
‘crew’, and the terms could be used interchangeably, but often several vessels
were used simultaneously by the same group of pirates unified under the
command of a single captain, and in these cases the distinction between

‘crew’ and ‘company’ will become relevant.

!> Rediker, Villains of all Nations, pp. 49-50

1% see, for example, The Arraignment, Tryal, and Condemnation of Capt. John Quelch and
Others of his Company (London, 1704), p. 24

7 [Charles Johnson], Manuel Schonhorn (ed.). A General History of the Pyrates (Mineola,

1999), pp. 304-307

'8 for example, William Snelgrave, A New Account of Some Parts of Guinea, and the Slave
Trade (London, 1734), p. 199

11



The Social World of Anglo-American Pirates, an Historiographical Problem

Contemporary publications and Captain Charles Johnson’s General History

The study of piracy has such a long tradition that it is difficult to determine to
point at which contemporary reports of pirate activity gave way accounts of
pirate history. Long before the mass outbreak of piracy which took place in the
early eighteenth century occurred, former buccaneers began to put quill to
paper and record their experiences for the edification of the reading public,
whose appetite for such accounts was, to judge by the number of publications,
voracious. The earliest significant publication by a former buccaneer was
published in Amsterdam in 1678 under the title of De Americaensche
Zeerovers, written by Alexander Esquemeling, a surgeon who had crossed
the Isthmus of Panama with the famous Welsh buccaneer, Sir Henry Morgan
in 1670. It was translated into Spanish in 1681, and into English in 1684,
under the title of The Buccaneers of America, and remains in print today. The
second English edition, also published in 1684, contained an additional
number of chapters relating to another English buccaneering voyage into the
Pacific, and penned by Basil Ringrose, who had accompanied the
expedition.'® In the following years, numerous first-hand accounts of
buccaneer ventures around the coast of America went into print, such as
William Hack’s collection of ‘voyages’, and Raveneau de Lussan’s journal,

translated from the French.?°

The sensationalising of pirate activity in second-hand accounts, published for
popular consumption, has perhaps a longer history. In 1674 the arrival of the
Irish pirate George Cusack, who had been plundering shipping in the waters
around England, so close to the capital as Leigh-on-Sea in Essex, and his
subsequent arrest, caught the imagination of the public. Cusack and his men
were tried in London in January 1675 and a printed account of their trial

appeared soon afterwards, followed some months later by an anonymous

!9 Esquemeling, Buccaneers of America, p. v
22 william Hack. A Collection of Original Voyages (London, 1699); Raveneau de Lussan. A
Journal of a Voyage Made into the South Sea (London, 1698)
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account of Cusack’s life and career. The information contained in the account
exhibits a level of detail suggestive either of extensive interviews with Cusack
and his crew, and other witnesses, or of extensive fabrication: quite possibly a
mixture of the two.?* Whenever a pirate rose to prominence in the public’s
attention one or more accounts of their life were sure to follow, and this is
exemplified best by the spate of publications concerning the career of Henry
Every, an English pirate who conducted a short, but highly successful,
piratical cruise in the Indian Ocean. The first ballad about Every appeared in
print within weeks of the mutiny which sparked his piratical career, and even
before he had actually committed any further act of piracy.?” Every’s
spectacular career and subsequent disappearance enabled two early
eighteenth-century authors to compose highly fictionalised accounts of his life,
which were presented to their readers as fact, the first supposedly written by
one of Every’s captives and the second on the form of two letters, purportedly

by Every himself.??

By far the fullest, and subsequently most significant, of these early second-
hand accounts, was published in 1724, in the closing years of the ‘golden age’
of piracy, and deserves a more detailed examination. The General History of
the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates, by the
pseudonymous Captain Charles Johnson, published in May of that year, was
popular enough to warrant a second, corrected and expanded edition in
August. A third, slightly expanded, edition followed in 1725, and a fourth, with
minor corrections, in 1726. A second volume of new material was published in
1728.%

The General History consists of short biographies of the most famous pirates
of the day, including relatively successful pirates such as Henry Every and
Bartholomew Roberts, alongside less successful men like Richard Worley and
Jack Rackham. Volume | deals mostly with pirates active between 1716 and

! The Grand Pyrate: or, the Life and Death of Capt. George Cusack (London, 1675)

?2 Joel Baer. ‘Bold Captain Avery in the Privy Council: Early Variants of a Broadside Ballad

from the Pepys Collection’, Folk Music Journal, 7 (1995), p. 4

23 adrian van Broeck. The Life and Adventures of Captain John Avery (London, 1709); The
King of the Pirates: Being an Account of the Famous Enterprises of Captain Avery (London,
1719)

24 Johnson, General History, pp. Xxxiii-Xxxxvi
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1724 in the Caribbean and Atlantic (with one or two exceptions), while volume
Il is more concerned with pirates of the Indian Ocean, several of whose
careers began and ended in the closing years of the seventeenth century. In
all, chapters on thirty-five pirates make up the bulk of the General History.?
The General History has been used so extensively, by popular and academic
historians, that scarcely a page of it has not been cited several times, and in
some cases whole books have been written based almost entirely on it. This
is all the more surprising considering its reputation for poor levels of factual
accuracy: one historian, who freely cites the work, labelled its author (whose
real identity has been extensively debated) ‘the greatest liar that ever lived’.?®
In fact, much of the information contained in the books is more-or-less
factually accurate, or at least, compares well with other independent sources,
but an equally significant proportion of it is demonstrably embellished,
factually incorrect, or just pure fantasy. Considering the General History, Joel

Baer was ‘inclined to doubt what is not otherwise corroborated’.?’

Johnson almost certainly interviewed several people well placed to give him
information, including John Atkins, register of the court at the mass trial of
Bartholomew Roberts’ men, and Woodes Rogers, privateer and Governor of
the Bahamas charged with eradicating piracy from the colony.?® Johnson’s
claim to have spoken to captured pirates also has a ring of truth about it. In
the years immediately prior to the publication of the General History a number
of pirates languished in Newgate or Marshalsea prison, London. Walter
Kennedy, for example, was arrested in March 1721 and held in Newgate until
his execution in July, a period of almost five months.?® Corrections made
between the first and second editions in the chapters relating to Howell Davis,
Roberts, and Thomas Anstis were coincidental with the imprisonment of

Thomas Jones who sailed under those captains and was held in the

?® Johnson, General History, pp. vii-viii.

%% Jan Rogozinski, Honor Among Thieves: Captain Kidd, Henry Every, and the Pirate
Democracy in the Indian Ocean (Mechanicsburg, 2000), p. iii

" Baer, Pirates, p. 27

%8 Johnson, General History, p. 371; John Atkins, A Voyage to Guinea, Brasil, and the West-
Indies (2™ ed. York, 1737), p. 48, 188; Colin Woodard, The Republic of Pirates (Orlando,
2007), p. 348

9 Aubrey Burl, Black Barty: Bartholomew Roberts and his Pirate Crew 1718-1723 (Stroud,
2006), pp. 98-99
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Marshalsea for several months from his arrest in late 1723 until his death in
May 1724.%° The debate about the identity of Johnson may be particularly
relevant to the question of potential interviewees: the candidate with the best
supporting evidence is Jacobite journalist and printer Nathaniel Mist, who was

actually incarcerated in Newgate at the same time as Walter Kennedy.*!
Johnson also noted in the preface to the second edition that

...several Persons who had been taken by the Pyrates, as well as others
who had been concerned in taking of them, have been so kind to
communicate several Facts and Circumstances to us, which had escaped

us in the first Impression.*

As noted above, certain corrections and alterations were made to the text
between 1724 and 1726, and it seems reasonable that Johnson was being
honest about his sources when he ascribed the new information to witnesses
and victims of the pirates. Included in Volume Il was also a large appendix of
more information, newly received by Johnson from similar sources, relating to

the pirates discussed in Volume |I.

In his edition of the General History, Manuel Schonhorn has compared
Johnson’s text with other published material available at the time and has
shown that a great deal of information contained in the book tallies with
previously published matter. Schonhorn notes Johnson'’s use of printed trial
reports such as those of Stede Bonnet, John Rackham, Charles Vane, and
their crews, as well as his use of London and colonial newspapers such as
The Post-Boy, Mist’'s Weekly Journal, Boston News-Letter, and The Weekly
Journal: or British Gazetteer.>® Schonhorn also suggested that Johnson had
interviewed Woodes Rogers or someone else in a similar position, but
acknowledged that at times Johnson was reporting ‘common gossip’.>* The
second volume of the General History is perhaps less reliable than the first,

not least because a large part of it is devoted to the story of Captain Misson, a

% Johnson, General History, p. xxxiii

31 Arne Bialuschewski, ‘Daniel Defoe, Nathaniel Mist, and the General History of the Pyrates’,
Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 98 (2004), p. 28

% Johnson, General History, p. 7

% Johnson, General History, pp. Xxxiv-xxxv, 669

% Johnson, General History, pp. 667, 673
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French pirate whose settlement on Madagascar was run on somewhat radical
principles of liberty and equality, but whose life, career, and very existence are
entirely unsupported by any independent primary source. Schonhorn was able
to dismiss Misson’s story as ‘a fiction to which [the author] gave the illusion of

history by introducing a few easily recallable facts’.*®

It seems clear, then, that ‘Johnson’ had access to sources, probably including
oral interviews with pirates imprisoned in London, no longer available for
corroboration, and so it is likely that the book is a more accurate account of
events than can be proven. Doubt remains because of the entirely fictional
nature of some sections of the book, but Baer’s stance above, is probably too
simplistic to be of real value. So, too, is the stance adopted by numerous
historians that the General History can be seen as largely accurate. When
Johnson was able to interview witnesses to, or participants in, the piracies he
described, we may expect a greater degree of accuracy in his reporting that
can fully be corroborated. He almost certainly repeated errors that were made
either deliberately or unwittingly by his interviewees, but in this respect
Johnson’s work need not be considered any better or worse than any other
contemporary source. Johnson, of course, edited the interviews to a greater or
lesser extent in order to include the information he was given in the General
History, but this too is a potential problem with many other sources. In some
cases, the identity of Johnson’s witness can be found stated within the text,
and in other cases can be inferred from the information given. Pirate John
Massey, for example, is never mentioned by name as a source of information
in the General History, but Johnson’s account of the mutiny led by Massey
and George Lowther tallies so closely with Massey’s own account that, given
the fact that Massey was imprisoned and tried in London in the early 1720s
when the General History must have been in preparation, Massey seems a
likely source.® In other cases, the identity of a withess may be obscure, but
the information given by Johnson makes it clear that somebody was
interviewed. Without knowing, in detail, who was interviewed by Johnson, or

who exactly Johnson was, it is impossible to determine how much information

% Johnson, General History, p. 683
% Johnson, General History, pp. 304-309, 678; National Archives, EXT 1/261, ff. 197-199

16



he was given, how accurate it may have been, or how much it was edited, but
it would be unwise to simply dismiss without further investigation any of
Johnson’s work that cannot be otherwise corroborated, just as it would be to

accept his every word as factually accurate.

Johnson’s portrayal of pirates in the first volume is one of muted neutrality,
and the pirates are described as both ‘bold Adventurers’ and ‘Tyrant like’;
‘rogues’ who would torture a man until he revealed his valuables or in ‘justice’
for his mistreatment of others. The pirates’ society is several times described
as a ‘Commonwealth’, and frequent references are made to pirates voting on
important matters.®” When it came to the matter of choosing a captain, it was

argued

That it was not of any great Signification who was dignify’d with Title; for
really and in Truth, all good Governments had (like theirs) the supream
Power lodged with the Community , who might doubtless depute and
revoke as suited Interest or Humour. We are the Original of this claim

[said one of the pirates].*®

The pirates of Johnson’s first volume, then, lived in a unique pioneering
community in which each man was imbued with equal rights and rights of
equality, was able to express his opinion through voting. Captains and other
officers had no powers that were not vested in them, and liable to be taken
away, by the rest of the community. Johnson may or may not have intended
his portrayal of pirates to be seen in contrast to the mores of legitimate society
in England, but if he did then the message was perhaps too subtle for his
readers. In August, 1724, an article appeared in The Weekly Journal, or
Saturday’s Post, a London newspaper published by Johnson candidate
Nathaniel Mist, in the form of a (probably apocryphal) letter telling how a
country gentleman and Justice of the Peace, upon being read the General
History, flew into a rage over the ‘impudent Libel upon great Men’, perceiving

the book to be a thinly veiled attack on the ruling elite.*

%" For example, Johnson, General History, pp. 117, 139, 145
% Johnson, General History, p. 194
% The Weekly Journal, or Saturday’s Post, 29/8/1724
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The second volume of the General History contains accounts explicitly, and
favourably, contrasting pirates’ society and legitimate society. In his account
of Samuel Bellamy, Johnson describes the pirates, allegedly in their ‘own
Terms’, as ‘Marine Heroes, the Scourge of Tyrants and Avarice, and the brave
Asserters of Liberty’. Words placed in Bellamy’s own mouth by Johnson were

used to damnify

all those who will submit to be governed by Laws which rich Men have
made for their own Security, for the cowardly Whelps have not the
Courage otherwise to defend what they get by their Knavery... | am a
free Prince, and | have as much Authority to make War on the whole
World, as he who has a hundred Sail of Ships at Sea, and an Army of
100,000 Men in the Field; ...but there is no arguing with such sniveling
Puppies, who allow Superiors to kick them about Deck at Pleasure; and
pin their Faith upon a Pimp of a Parson; a Squab, who neither practices
nor believes what he puts upon the chuckle-headed Fools he preaches

t0.40

The radical sentiments espoused by Captain Misson in the second volume’s
lengthiest chapter are even more explicit. Misson’s pirates, ‘Men who were
resolved to assert that Liberty which God and Nature gave them’, settled a
colony, which they called ‘Libertalia’, in which ‘every man was born free, and
had as much Right to what would support him, as to the Air he respired’.** So
attractive were the charms of Libertalia, where all men were equal, regardless
of race or nationality, and slavery was abolished, that many of the pirates’
victims leaped at the chance to join them. When animosity between the

English and French members of the community of Libertalia broke out, the

Commanders propos’d a Form of Government, being taken up, as
necessary to their Conservation; for where there were no coercive Laws,
the weakest would always be the Sufferers, and every Thing must tend
to Confusion: That Men’s Passions blinding them to Justice, and making

them ever partial to themselves, they ought to submit the Differences

% Johnson, General History, pp. 587, 588
*1 Johnson, General History, pp. 389, 392
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which might arise to calm and disinterested Persons, who could examine
with Temper, and determine according to Reason and Equity: That they
look’d upon a Democratic Form, where the People were themselves the
Makers and Judges of their own Laws, the most agreeable; and
therefore, desired they would divide themselves into Companies of ten
Men, and every such Company choose one to assist in the settling a
Form of Government, and in making wholesome Laws for the Good of
the whole: That the Treasure and Cattle they were Masters of should be

equally divided.*?

Neither Misson nor the egalitarian commune of Libertalia really existed, but by
this fiction, presented to his readers as fact, Johnson imbued the pirates with
enlightened principles radically different from, and in stark contrast to, the
implied tyranny of the European ancien régime. Taken as a whole, then,
Johnson’s pirates lived as part of a community (or communities), run along
highly egalitarian principles, in which spoil was evenly divided, major
decisions settled by majority vote; where officers were the servants of the
people and had few, if any, rights of social superiority, and could be, indeed
were, replaced by popular vote if they overstepped their strictly delineated
bounds or failed to live up to their crew’s expectations. The significance of the
General History to the historiography of piracy cannot be underestimated, for
until comparatively recently it remained the principal source from which
historians drew, rightly or wrongly, much or all of their information about the

pirates of the early eighteenth century, and the society in which they lived.

Modern Historiography.

Narrative history dominated the study of piracy of piracy for most of the
twentieth century, much of it related to a specific geographical area or time-
period. Among the earliest publications of the last century G.F. Dow and J.H.
Edmonds’ The Pirates of the New England Coast 1630-1730, originally

published in 1923, stands out: partly as a comprehensive study of a region

“2 Johnson, General History, pp. 432-433
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and era well populated by pirates, but also because of the authors’ pioneering
use of manuscript and other sources in their research. Much of Dow and
Edmonds’ work was based on accounts from Johnson’s General History, but a
greater amount was based on printed trial accounts, the published accounts of
pirates’ victims, contemporary newspapers such as the Boston Gazette and
Boston News-Letter, and manuscript sources from the Massachusetts State
Archive, and from other archive sources relating to the various courts of law
operating in New England.*® Several long sections of the book consisted of
transcriptions from Johnson’s General History, and the memoirs of George
Roberts, Philip Ashton, and Nicholas Merritt, all captives of pirate Edward Low
and his associates. The following year The Pirates’ Who’s Who, by general
practitioner and naturalist Philip Gosse,* was published. Gosse’s
‘encyclopaedia-like treatment’ of pirate history was clearly drawn from
numerous sources, including, but not limited to, the General History. Internal
evidence suggests that Gosse was familiar with the numerous buccaneers’
published accounts, as well as with a multitude of other sources, but his
failure to cite any references makes it extremely difficult to determine the
extent of his scholarship.*® A decade after the publication of Dow and
Edmonds’ book, Indian Army officer Charles Grey published Pirates of the
Eastern Seas (1618-1723): a Lurid Page of History, using a similar
methodology to Dow and Edmonds to tell the story of European pirates in the
Indian Ocean and Red Sea. Grey himself saw the book as ‘ a continuation
and amplification of Johnson'’s “History of the Most Notorious Pirates”...
adding some unknown to him and additional details to the history of others,
gleaned from sources inaccessible to, or unknown to Johnson.” These
sources were largely published accounts by buccaneers such as William
Dampier and others collected by the Rev. Harris, pirates’ captives including

William Snelgrave, and naval officers like Sir William Monson and midshipman

43 George Dow and John Edmonds. Pirates of the New England Coast (Mineola, 1999), pp. vi,
138, 144, 157-199, 218-276,

*4 Raymond Lister, ‘Gosse, Philip Henry George (1879-1959), in Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography (Oxford)

* Philip Gosse, The Pirates’ Who’s Who (London, 1924); C.R. Pennell, ‘Brought to Book:
Reading about Pirates’, in Pennell, Bandits at Sea, p. 5. In his introduction (pp. 7-8) Gosse
acknowledged the works of various buccaneer authors, as well as modern works, including
that of Dow and Edmonds.
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Clement Downing, but also included manuscript sources from the records of
the East India Company. Like Dow and Edmonds, Grey quoted contemporary
accounts of piracy at length, some from previously published sources such as
the General History and Clement Downing’s Compendious History of the
Indian Wars, and others from manuscript sources, such as Richard Lazenby’s
narrative, written for the East India Company, of time spent with pirate John

Taylor.*®

By breaking away from a reliance on the General History and introducing new
sources which, until that time had remained unused by historians, Grey, Dow
and Edmonds, and to a lesser extent Gosse, were able to look beyond the
image of pirates provided by Johnson, and at some aspects of pirate history
largely overlooked in Johnson’s work. Charles Grey devoted a number of
pages to inquiring firstly why some men chose to turn to piracy — essentially
attracted by the potential for large profits, and to escape excessive and
sometimes arbitrary punishment found in legitimate employment - and
secondly, why many men chose not to. Dow and Edmonds concluded their
study with a chapter entitled ‘Pirate Life and Death’, in which they explored the
‘well-ordered government’ and social structure of the pirate crew, the
significance of pirate flags, the law as it related to piracy, and the experience
of captured and condemned pirates. These early works, among the first to
take pirate history beyond pure narrative, not only pioneered a more scholarly
level of research, but also the first tentative steps towards the academic study

of piracy.

The standards set by Grey, Dow and Edmonds were maintained (though by
no means universally) in the second half of the twentieth century, which saw
the publication of numerous works similar to the earlier geographically-specific
studies, amongst which Peter Kemp and Christopher Lloyd’s Brethren of the
Coast, the British and French Buccaneers in the South Seas stands out as a

fine example of an analytical, narrative, and ‘biographical approach™’ to

“® Charles Grey, Pirates of the Eastern Seas 1618-1723: a Lurid Page of History (London,
1933), pp. v, viii, 316-327
*" Pennell, ‘Brought to Book’, p. 7
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Pacific piracy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.*® A much greater
step from the narrative to the academic approach to pirate history was taken
by Patrick Pringle, whose 1953 publication Jolly Roger: the Story of the
Golden Age of Piracy contained a fair amount of narrative history, but placed it
alongside chapters relating to the causes of waves of piracy and their decline,
the social and professional background of pirates, their social structure and

the government of their ships, and ‘The Character of the Pirate’.*®

Dow and Edmonds saw pirate society as an ‘ideal commonwealth where
everything is held in common and where everyone has an equal voice in
public affairs’, a ‘well-ordered government’, very much in the manner of
Johnson’s pirates. Captains and quartermasters were elected, and could be
deposed, and the quartermaster acted as a ‘magistrate’, defending the
interests of the crew who had elected him. Merchant seamen were protected
from abusive captains by pirate justice, but the fate of a ship could be decided
‘by a caprice or through sheer destructiveness’ on occasion.* Pringle, in his
all too brief analysis, took a much more prosaic approach: ‘the pirates were
conservative and imitative... They had no discipline, and therefore much self-
discipline... had no sentimental feeling for their ship and no love of piracy.
Their motive was gain, and those who saved their share of the plunder retired
as soon as they could’.>* Pringle made a far greater effort to break free from a
reliance on Johnson’s General History than any of his predecessors, and
indeed many of his successors, and though his conclusions about pirate
society were brief and perhaps simplistic, it is significant that he was one of
the earliest historians to dispute the egalitarian, anti-authoritarian model of

pirate society which has persisted since 1724.

In 1977 B.R. Burg published an article entitled ‘Legitimacy and Authority: A
Case Study of Pirate Commanders in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Century’, in which he posited the idea that trends in the social background and

earlier experience of pirate and buccaneer captains could be detected, and

8 Kemp and Lloyd, Brethren of the Coast

9 Pringle, Jolly Roger

*® Dow and Edmonds, Pirates of the New England Coast, pp. 353-361
* Pringle, Jolly Roger, pp. 272-273
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used to explain, to some extent, their decision to turn to piracy and
subsequent actions.>? Using demographic and anecdotal information, Burg
attempted to explain ‘why pirates would adopt a style of command that was
contrary to their own experiences at sea’, noting in the process that ‘there is
not a scruple of evidence to explain the growth of a democratic command
system by charging pirates with an excess of Lockean liberalism or of
premature Enlightenment social concern.”® Burg failed to question whether
the notion of pirate democracy that he found himself presented with by various
works of popular history was an accurate representation, but nevertheless
produced some interesting conclusions. A demographic survey of thirty pirate
captains showed that they came overwhelmingly from the lower classes, and
that almost all had been low-ranking officer-mariners prior to turning pirate.
The facts that Burg drew heavily on the General History for his information,
and that at least two of his thirty captains were, in fact, fictional characters,
does not necessarily impair the truth behind the general trends he detected,
though his simplistic association of skilled sea-officers with the working class
would stand revision. As a result of the same survey Burg was able to argue
that many of the pirate captains came from seafaring communities, in which
work meant more than subsistence labour, and in which it was natural to try to
improve one’s own position by the accumulation of wages and trade-profit.
Furthermore, many of those communities, he argued, were hotbeds of
religious dissent, and it was from these dissenting communities that pirates

drew their own ideas of democratic government by the will of the governed.

Since 1981 the study of piratical society in the early-eighteenth century has
been dominated by the work of Marcus Rediker. In his groundbreaking article
“Under the Banner of King Death”: The Social World of Anglo-American
Pirates, 1716-1726’, Rediker introduced ideas which have been dominant in
his own later writings, and in the work of others.>* Rediker argued that a large

bank of evidence, ‘a plentiful body of written testimony’ by ‘officials and

*’BR. Burg. ‘Legitimacy and Authority: A Case Study of Pirate Commanders in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries’, American Neptune, 37 (1977), 40-51

>3 Burg, ‘Legitimacy and Authority’, p. 43

> Marcus Rediker, “Under the Banner of King Death”: The Social World of Anglo-American
Pirates, 1716-1726’, The William and Mary Quarterly, Third series, 38 (1981), 203-227
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merchants’, had hitherto been underused by historians,> and that by making
fuller use of it, together, it must be added, with a certain amount of evidence
gathered from printed works, including a significant measure from Johnson'’s
General History, a case could be made for presenting pirates of the early
eighteenth century as lower class men rebelling against ‘harsh, often deadly’
experience in legitimate employment, and creating a community ‘in defiant
contradistinction to the ways of the world they left behind them’.>® To support
his interpretation Rediker drew attention to the role of the quarter-master
aboard pirate ships as an arbiter between the crew and their captain, who in
any case had been elected by common consent, and as an overseer of the
division of the pirates’ spoil, which was apportioned fairly to each man,
according to his share, with strict impartiality. Attention was also drawn to the
establishment of a common fund, into which went a part of the spoll, as the
basis for a welfare system for the support of injured pirates. A new social
order was ‘deliberately constructed’ along egalitarian lines ‘that placed
authority in the collective hands of the crew’.>’ Pirates, according to Rediker’s
analysis, conform to the ‘social bandit’ model proposed by Eric Hobsbawm, in
which ‘revolutionary traditionalists’ sought a ‘world in which men were justly
dealt with’ and rallied to a ‘protest against oppression and poverty: a cry for
vengeance on the rich and the oppressors’.>® What drove Rediker’s social
bandit pirates to establish their defiantly contradistinctive society was this ‘cry
for vengeance’, aimed primarily against the masters and owners of the
vessels they captured, objects by proxy of the ‘justice’ inflicted by pirates in
response to the poor conditions and arbitrary discipline that they had
experienced in the merchant, naval, and privateer vessels on which they had
formerly served. These young men banded together in a ‘fraternity’, a
distinctive community, linked and defined by the symbolism of their flags, their
distinctive language, and, more convincingly, their mutually supportive

actions.

%5 Rediker, ‘The Banner of King Death’, p. 203
%6 Rediker, ‘The Banner of King Death’, pp. 214, 226
*" Rediker, ‘The Banner of King Death’, pp. 208-211
%8 Rediker, ‘The Banner of King Death’, p. 214
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Apart from his demographic analysis, which was far more detailed and far-
reaching than Burg’s, and was further expanded (though with much the same
conclusions) in his 2004 book, Villains of All Nations,>® the most significant
part of Rediker’s study is his identification of two ‘lines of descent’, each
comprising pirate companies connected by having sailed together, used the
same bases on land, shared crew members, or splintered from one another.
The two ‘lines of descent’, one beginning with the arrival of several pirate
companies in the Bahamas around 1715, and the other springing from the
alliance formed between George Lowther and Edward Low’s companies in
1722, incorporated, by Rediker’s calculation, over seventy percent of the
Anglo-American pirates active during the decade covered by his study.®
These ‘lines of descent’ are crucial to Rediker’'s own interpretation of the
pirate community, extending across several companies over a period of
several years, but are also crucial to understanding the flow of ideas between

different pirate companies, irrespective of Rediker’s interpretation.

Rediker’s study of the social history of pirates in the early eighteenth century
was expanded in Villains of All Nations, in which he made even greater use of
the same set of sources used in his earlier work, to add considerable detail to
the arguments presented in ‘Under the Banner of King Death’. Explored in
much greater detail were the demographic background of the pirates, their
motivations for turning to piracy, the social organisation of pirate companies,
and the ‘justice’ meted out by pirates to those whom Rediker views as their
oppressors. New aspects of pirate lifestyle scrutinised by Rediker in this fuller
study included the role of women in the pirate community, and the way in
which that community was perceived by the government and mercantile
community, leading to their attempted extermination of the pirates. The new
arguments and evidence presented by Rediker do nothing to contradict his

earlier work, but rather maintain his interpretation that pirates

were rebels. They challenged, in one way or another, the conventions of

class, race, gender, and nation. They were poor and in low

% Rediker, Villains of all Nations, pp. 49-53
® Rediker, ‘The Banner of King Death’, pp. 212-214
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circumstances, but they expressed high ideals. Exploited and often
abused by merchant captains, they abolished the wage, established a
different discipline, practiced their own kind of democracy and equality,
and provided an alternative model for running the deep-sea ship...

opposed the high and mighty of their day.®*

Rediker’s work is not without its critics. Several of the ideas behind his
interpretation of pirates were called into question in a roundtable review of his
work on eighteenth century sailors (including pirates), Between the Devil and
the Deep Blue Sea.® Not least among the issues raised was Rediker’s
assessment of seamen’s protest as a response to the rise of capitalism. Lewis
Fischer and Sean Cadigan both argued that the state of capitalism was not
sufficiently advanced in the early-eighteenth century to be considered the
major factor in seamen’s collectivisation and protest, as Rediker posited.®®
Rediker’s analysis was based, at least in part, on the similarities between the
ship as a workplace and later factories that were the scenes of class-
conscious protest, but Cadigan argued that the resemblance was purely
superficial. In fact, the nature and extent of the ‘acquisitive, intimidating and
oppressive character of capitalist accumulation... taken for granted at every
turn’ by Rediker, and used by him to explain the behaviour of seamen, was
also called into question. The master of the sailing ship, like the crew an
employee of the owners, ‘was rarely the “Devil” invoked to shape the labour

force into a submissive factor of production’, argued David Starkey.®*

Burg's theme of religious dissent, and indeed political dissent, as a progenitor
of piratical democracy, was continued by Christopher Hill and J.S. Bromley in
their respective essays ‘Radical Pirates?’ and ‘Outlaws at Sea, 1660-1720:
Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity among Caribbean Freebooters’. Hill looked
for, and found, evidence of large numbers of religious and political radical

®! Rediker, Villains of All Nations, p. 176

®2 Daniel Vickers, Lewis R. Fischer, Marilyn Porter, Sean Cadigan, Robert Lewis, Peter
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International Journal of Maritime History, 1 (1989), 311-357
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dissenters emigrating to the Caribbean colonies in the wake of the English
civil war, and used that as the basis for arguing that the piratical democracy
may have been born of the ideologies of the Ranters, Levellers, Quakers, and
other groups and sects. His argument is principally focussed on the influence
of post-Revolution idealists on the buccaneers of the third quarter of the
seventeenth century, and he is quick to note that many of the men who
accompanied Henry Morgan across the Isthmus of Panama wore ‘the faded

red coats of the New Model Army’.®®

Bromley, whose essay first appeared in Krantz (ed.)’s History From Below,
Studies in Popular Ideology in Honour of George Rudé, also found evidence
of the presence of French and English radicals in the Caribbean colonies, and
was able to place these radicals, more convincingly than Hill, in the ranks of
the buccaneers.®® His main argument, however, was concerned with the
apparently egalitarian way that buccaneers, and later pirates, divided their

plunder, and only to a lesser extent with the nature and origins of their society.

Hill's pirates followed very much the model provided by Johnson, which can
be explained by Hill’s almost uncritical use of the General History, and his
acceptance of the story of Libertalia as essentially grounded in historical fact.
In both ‘Radical Pirates?’ and a later essay,®’ Hill argued, based on his
readings of the General History and other contemporary works such as
Esquemeling’s Buccaneers of America, that pirates were highly democratic,
egalitarian, and were the champions of slaves and the oppressed. Bromley’s
pirates were much in the same mould, ‘they practised notions of liberty and
equality, even of fraternity’:®® they carefully and equally divided their spoil,
elected their officers, and voted on important issues. Most importantly for
Bromley, they were at great pains to provide financial compensation for those

of their comrades who were wounded or disabled in action. Bromley and Hill,

®® Christopher Hill, ‘Radical Pirates?’, in Margaret C. Jacob and James R. Jacob (eds), The
Origins of Anglo-American Radicalism (London 1984), p. 27
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like Rediker, both drew attention to the similarities between buccaneers and

pirates and the ‘social bandits’ described by Eric Hobsbawm.®

Dow and Edmonds were writing before Hobsbawm formulated his social
bandits model, but their pirates, as well as Rediker’s, Hill's and Bromley’s,
would have fitted into the model as much as Pringle’s would not. Social
banditry, as described by Hobsbawm in his 1969 work, Bandits, is ‘one of the
most universal phenomena known to history’, in which the landless poor,
‘oppressed and exploited’ by their class- or economic-superiors, turn to
banditry and manage, by means of primitive rebellion, to ascend above the
level of ‘common criminal’ in public opinion.” Pirates, according to Rediker et
al, shared many of the features of Hobsbawm'’s social bandits, and not only in
their ‘protest against oppression’ and ‘cry for vengeance’ identified by Rediker.
Social banditry, for example, ‘tended to become epidemic in times of
pauperisation and economic crisis’, and men were often driven to piracy by
post-war slumps in trade and consequent unemployment and low wages, as
we have been told by historians from Johnson to Rediker.”* Inasmuch as a
social bandit gang ‘is outside the social order which fetters the poor, a
brotherhood of the free, not a community of the subject’,’® the pirates
described by Rediker, Hill, and Bromley fit rather well, if perhaps superficially,

into the model.

Hobsbawm’s description of social banditry is not without its critics, foremost
among whom is Anton Blok, who considered the many forms of banditry not
included in Hobsbawm’s analysis, and pronounced social banditry to be ‘a
construct, stereotype, or figment of human imagination’.”® Blok argued that the
true social bandit did not, in reality, exist, but that bandits who did not
(perhaps could not) actually fit into Hobsbawm’s model might be raised to the
status of social bandit in the consciousness of the peasants they moved

amongst. Blok’s argument was rooted in the assumption that no bandit could
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survive for long without the support of a powerful, non-peasant, protector.
Once a bandit was drawn into a state of protection by some overlord, he was

no longer a social bandit in Hobsbawm’s sense.”

The labelling of pirates as social bandits is problematic, and not only because
of the criticisms of Hobsbawm’s model. Even accepting that model, the extent
to which pirates can really be fitted in needs some reassessment. It is
significant that Hobsbawm himself did not include pirates in his own study of
the social bandit phenomena, and even wrote that England ‘has no record of
actual social bandits after, say, the early seventeenth century’.” Pirates were
not, as Rediker concedes, rural peasants as Hobsbawm’s social bandits are,’®
and they fail to fulfil other criteria set forth by Hobsbawm for the true social
bandit. The pirates’ banditry was not always directed only at their superiors, or
‘oppressors’, but at times also at their social and economic equals, the crews
of merchant ships. Most important, is the idea that social bandits are ‘outlaws
whom the lord and state regard as criminals, but who remain within peasant
society, and are considered by their people as heroes, as champions,
avengers, fighters for justice, perhaps even leaders of liberation’.”” Pirates
were certainly regarded as criminals by lord and state, but did not spend much
of their time living, in a physical sense, ‘within peasant society’. Most of their
time was spent at sea, or amongst pirate-friendly communities in remote
locations, only re-entering society on any permanent basis if they were
fortunate enough to be able to retire from their banditry. Whether pirates were
seen ‘by their people’ in the positive light required for inclusion in the social
bandit model is also in doubt. Some pirates, at some times, acted in a way
likely to inspire the hearts and minds of the crews of vessels they captured: as
Rediker highlighted, they sometimes cast themselves as avengers or ‘fighters
for justice’ on behalf of the crew against cruel masters and owners of
merchantmen. The fact that many captured merchant sailors voluntarily joined
pirate crews suggests that to some they were considered heroic to some

extent, but to counter this argument it could be suggested that such
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volunteers were lured by the prospect of quick riches and an easy work-load
rather than lofty ideals, and that a very significant number of merchant-sailors

chose not to join the pirates at all.”®

The model of pirate society, first put forward by Dow and Edmonds, but most
deeply explored and illustrated by Rediker, has largely been accepted by
historians whose primary focus has not necessarily been the social order of
pirates, but upon whose work that social order has had some bearing. The
two most recent studies of the groups of pirates who infested the Indian
Ocean and the Caribbean respectively in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, have each borne hints of Rediker’s pirate social order in their titles:
Jan Rogozinski’s Honor Among Thieves: Captain Kidd, Henry Every, and the
Pirate Democracy in the Indian Ocean, and The Republic of Pirates, by Colin
Woodard. Both books, in fact, are less about democracy and republicanism in
the pirates’ social order than about the narrative history of piracy in particular
regions, but nonetheless the egalitarian and democratic nature of pirate
society espoused by Rediker et al influenced the way Rogozinski and
Woodard perceived and understood the pirates’ activities. Woodard described
Caribbean piracy of the eighteenth century as ‘resistance, a maritime revolt
that shook the very foundations of the newly formed British Empire... fuelling
the democratic sentiments that would later drive the American revolution. At
its centre was a pirate republic, a zone of freedom in the midst of an
authoritarian age’, and it was this quest for ‘freedom’ and democracy that
drove Woodard’s pirates.”® On the other side of the world, in the Indian
Ocean, Rogozinski’s pirates ‘created a way of life totally unlike anything back
home or on other vessels’, leading ultimately to ‘absolute democracy’.®° For
Rogozinski, the pirates’ democratic and egalitarian society was not
necessarily what drove men to piracy, but was what enabled pirates to
operate successfully for years on end, as lone crews and in consortship, at

sea and ashore in their settlement at St. Mary’s Island, Madagascar.

'8 Grey, Pirates of the Eastern Seas, pp. 13-17
" Woodard, Republic of Pirates, p. 1
8 Rogozinski, Honor Among Thieves, pp. 166-167

30



Other historians, taking a more academic, less narrative, approach to pirate
history, have also accepted Rediker's model of a democratic and egalitarian
pirate society. Kenneth J. Kinkor, in his study of racial tolerance and black
pirates, assumes without explanation that pirates were social bandits, and a
‘socially deviant subculture engaged in an inchoate maritime revolt’.®* Kinkor’s
pirates, black and white, ‘adopted social mechanisms which can be
summarized as libertarian, democratic, federal, egalitarian, fraternal, and
communal’, in which men rejected the monarchical authority of the ancien
régime in favour of a multi-cultural and international community, free from the
hierarchies imposed by Church and state. It should be no surprise that
Kinkor’s endnotes are filled with references to Hill, Bromley, and Rediker, but
none of those authors are cited as often as Johnson. One important feature of
Kinkor’s study, though, is that despite his central argument that ‘the deck of a
pirate ship was the most empowering place for blacks’ in the eighteenth
century, he is prepared to acknowledge that the lot of a black man captured
by pirates was unpredictable, and he might just as easily be sold into slavery
as invited to join the pirate crew.®? This admittance that the nature of pirate
tolerance, their notions of equality and fraternity, might vary from ship to ship,
might have been carried further had not the study been concerned primarily
with the position of black pirates but with the nature of piratical society as a
whole. Nonetheless, Kinkor used the evidence of a high proportion of black
crewmen and even a few black officers on pirate ships to conclude that pirates
were ‘unselfconsciously engaged in a unique social experiment’, but ‘were not
a fully organized society of their own despite their conscious separation from

society at large’.®®

Kinkor’s argument, and by association his interpretation of pirate society as

truly egalitarian, has recently been criticised by Arne Bialuschewski who used
an examination of the activities of one particular group of pirates to argue that
pirates did not differ significantly from other inhabitants of the Atlantic world in

their prejudice towards, and treatment of, black Africans and slaves. The
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Anglo-American pirates who raided on the West-African coast in the few years
after 1718, according to Bialuschewski, made no attempt to liberate the
human cargo of captured slave-ships, but on the contrary exhibited an equal,
or greater, disdain for their well-being. Slaves captured by pirates might be
bartered for other commodities or simply abandoned, black women were
objects of lust, and free black Africans who fell into the pirates hands might be
sold into slavery. Pirates, according to Bialuschewski, ‘could embrace the
brutal and atrocious practices of the slave trade’.?* In this article, and others,
Bialuschewski questions the general acceptance of the egalitarian social
revolutionary model of pirate society and the accepted motivations for the
creation of that society, stating, for example, that ‘it is not so clear whether
pirates and their associates ashore operated, over a longer time period, under
their own hierarchies, and apart from traditional and legal structures’, and that
‘there can be little doubt that a large number, probably an overwhelming
majority of sea rovers, were driven by plain mercenary motives’.®> Excepting
his work on pirates’ racial tolerance, or lack of it, Bialuschewski has not
sought, however, to provide an answer to his questions about the nature of

pirate society to any meaningful extent.

Peter Earle and Joel Baer have been less concerned with the nature of pirate
society than with the means and reasons for the suppression of piracy, and
the relationship between pirates and the British legal system respectively.
Nevertheless, their work could not be completed without reference to that
society, and they too have largely accepted Rediker’s interpretation, insofar as
they have accepted any. In attempting to answer the question of what
motivated men to turn to piracy in the first place Earle gives the attraction of
the pirate lifestyle more attention than potential monetary gain. A large part of
this attraction was the relatively easy life, with a reduced workload and
plentiful food and drink, the fact that a pirate ‘ship always sailed in pleasant

weather’, freedom from ‘irksome discipline’, camaraderie, and an easy

8 Arne Bialuschewski, ‘Black People under the Black Flag: Piracy and the Slave Trade on the
West Coast of Africa, 1718-1723’ Slavery and Abolition, 29 (2008), p. 464

® Arne Bialuschewski, ‘Pirates, markets and imperial authority: economic aspects of maritime
depredations in the Atlantic World, 1716-1726’, Global Crime, 9 (2008), pp. 52, 63
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informality.®® On the other hand, Earle also argued that there was a ‘political
and ideological motive for joining a pirate crew’, in order to escape from the
authoritarian and arbitrary discipline found in legitimate service, and to enter,
instead, a community in which officers were routinely elected, and held in
check by the threat of removal from office, and in which ‘collective decisions’
were made by majority vote.®” Baer, too, considered the egalitarian system
enshrined in the pirates’ articles of agreement to be one of the causes of their
long-term success, even suggesting the removal of a ship’s upper deck — a
common practice amongst pirates — was as much about levelling class
distinctions by the removal of officers’ cabins, as it was about improving the

handling and speed of the vessel.®®

Not all of Rediker’s interpretations of the lot of eighteenth-century seamen
have, as we have seen, met with universal acceptance, but only with the 2007
publication of ‘Nascent Socialists or Resourceful Criminals?’ by Crystal
Williams®® have his interpretations of pirate social history been directly
challenged. Using evidence culled from printed trial reports, Rediker's own
work, and extensively from Johnson’s General History, Williams argued that
‘Rediker obscures the truth by insisting on finding noble motivations behind
the activities of pirates’.*® Instead, she argued that pirates were driven
primarily by financial avarice rather than by lofty ideals. To Rediker’s
arguments that pirates were banded together in a community, Williams
responded by highlighting a number of desertions and mutinies that occurred
aboard pirate vessels, and the high incidence of forced conscripts in the
pirates’ ranks, to argue that there was ‘no common ethos’ to be found
amongst the pirates, whose ‘ships were characterized by a lack of unity in
purpose’.®® Williams accepted Rediker’s assessment that the social order of

pirate ships was ‘unique’, but suggested that it was far from being as
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egalitarian as Rediker posits, pointing to the arbitrariness and cruelty of some
pirate captains such as Blackbeard. Rediker’s interpretation of the ‘justice’
inflicted by pirates upon ship masters who had mistreated their crews was
convincingly countered by the citation of several instances of pirates cruelly
treating, even torturing and murdering their captives of all ranks for numerous
reasons, including ‘purely for pleasure’.*? Williams concluded that piracy was
a product of ‘aberrant, criminal personalities rather than simple dissatisfaction
with the social order’ of legitimate society. Rediker’s interpretation, she
concluded, may hold true for certain pirates, ‘operating in large crews in the
short time-frame prior to 1726’, but are ‘less valid’ for other pirates who did not

fit into Rediker’s parameters.®®

By broadening the focus of research from the ten years examined by Rediker
to a thirty-six year period, Williams drew attention to, but did not fully exploit,
one of the critical weak-points of Rediker’s work: that the limits of his study do
not allow for a proper exploration of the nature of Anglo-American pirate
society as a whole, which certainly existed prior to 1716, or the ways in which
the pirates’ social order developed and evolved over time. Williams’ study,
while it presented several material facts omitted by Rediker, failed to overturn
Rediker’s interpretation, but has provided an alternative model of pirates as
greedy and bloodthirsty villains. As a study of pirate social history in its own
right, Williams’ essay is a credible and well-reasoned analysis, but is marred
firstly by the limited amount of archival source material, and secondly by an
uncritical use of other sources, particularly Johnson’s General History, which

she accepts as ‘mostly factual’.®*

The most recent development in the study of pirate society is to be found in
the work of economist Peter T. Leeson. In a series of articles and a book,
which contains a significant distillation of several of his earlier articles, Leeson
has employed economic theory to explain the motivations behind certain
pirate activities and some aspects of their social system. Leeson’s central
argument is that the reasons for the pirates’ systems of democracy, racial

92 Williams, ‘Nascent Socialists’, p. 41
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tolerance, behaviour towards their victims, and the institution of articles of
agreement, can best be explained by means of ‘rational choice’ decision
making processes. The theory of ‘rational choice’ as applied by Leeson to
pirates, argues firstly that individuals (including pirates) are essentially self-
interested, secondly that they will choose the best (or most rational) way to
achieve their self-interested ends, and thirdly that the rationale behind those
choices will be based to some extent on the balance between the cost and
benefit of any given activity: thus, the most rational decision for the self-
interested individual to make may vary over time as the costs and benefits of
different activities fluctuate.® Leeson argues ‘not just that economics can be
applied to pirates, but that rational choice is the only way to truly understand
flamboyant, bizarre, and downright shocking pirate practices’.’® As a means of
understanding why pirates behaved in the ways they did, Leeson’s application
of ‘rational choice’ is sensible, and to some extent self-evident. Exactly why
certain choices made by pirates can be considered ‘rational’ is the subject of

Leeson’s work, and his arguments are compelling. His assertion that

while greater liberty, power sharing, and unity did prevail aboard pirate
ships... these were piratical means, used to secure cooperation within
pirates’ criminal organization, rather than piratical ends, as they're often

depicted,”’
is a refreshing foil to the traditional historiography.

However, if Leeson’s work presents an interesting new interpretation of why
pirates behaved in certain ways, it has made little attempt to re-assess how
they behaved. For all that Leeson provides an alternative interpretation of
pirate motives, his understanding of pirates’ activities and the nature of their
social order is essentially the same as that of Rediker and Johnson, whom he
cites freely and regularly. Leeson’s pirates routinely elected and deposed their

officers, made important decisions by majority vote, were scrupulously
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egalitarian in their division of plunder, and, like Kinkor’s maritime

revolutionaries, were remarkably racially indiscriminate.

The historiography of piratical society has, from the eighteenth century until
today, largely been a picture of egalitarian and democratic community in
which spoil was evenly shared and a hierarchical authority was eschewed in
favour of elected officers, whose separated powers ensured that they could
not abuse the power given to them by the collective will of the crew. Decisions
not requiring an immediate resolution were referred to a public ballot in which
universal suffrage ensured that the majority vote truly represented the will of
the community. Punishment, when necessary, was only inflicted for infractions
of the pirates’ own rules and sense of justice, and each infraction was judged
impartially by a committee of pirates before punishment was carried out in the
prescribed manner by the officer elected for that purpose. To a great extent,
the nature of pirate society has been seen as a reaction to the undesirable
elements of life in legitimate seafaring society, which could be cruel and
arbitrary for the inhabitants of the lower deck, or, indeed, life in legitimate
European society in general. By breaking with perceived societal norms the
pirates created a unique and progressive community with enlightened ideas
and ideals, far in advance of their time, from workers’ compensation to
universal plebeian suffrage. Some historians have taken this contradistinction
between pirate society and legitimate society as significant of a revolutionary
spirit, in which pirates deliberately contravened the mores of their time as
much for the sake of doing so as for any material benefit to be gained thereby.
Recently, others have rejected this interpretation, such as Arne
Bialuschewski, who wrote that the ‘trend in historiography to romanticize
pirate bands as revolutionaries is not particularly helpful’.®® Nevertheless, the
image of pirate communities as essentially egalitarian, democratic, and
libertarian has dominated historiography. There has been some debate over
the origins of, and motivations behind, this social system, but the model itself

remains virtually intact.

% Arne Bialuschewski, ‘Pirates, Slavers and the Indigenous Population in Madagascatr, c.
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In this thesis | will use pirates’ articles, or shipboard rules, to argue that the
historiographical trend of portraying piratical society as somehow unigue and
defiant towards the mores of legitimate society is unrealistic. | will argue firstly
that several of the concepts which have dominated the study of pirate social
history, such as their perceived democracy and egalitarian division of profit,
have been over-stated and that they were, in fact, much less prevalent than
hitherto believed. Secondly, | will argue that pirates were not the innovative
radicals with progressive ideas and social systems that they have been
portrayed as, but that virtually all of their social systems were adopted or
adapted from the systems of the legitimate societies of which they had been
members before turning to piracy. Thirdly, | will argue that the actions of the
pirates are most indicative of their desire to improve their own personal
standing within the framework of legitimate society, that their society was
formed not in ‘contradistinction’ to legitimate society but in emulation of it, and
that their principal motivation in creating their piratical society in the manner in

which they did was to elevate themselves to the ‘middling sort’.

Primary sources.

In addition to the much-used General History there are numerous primary and
contemporary sources relating to pirates’ activities in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. There are, for example, many witness accounts written
or dictated by the victims of piracy and those who were captured and spent
time as prisoners of the pirates. Some, such as the accounts of William
Snelgrave and Philip Ashton were published as books or pamphlets,® others
were written as private correspondence, often to employers, others were
dictated to the forces of law and order under the auspices of the High Court of
Admiralty, the Royal Navy, or colonial governments. Many appeared in the
numerous newspapers printed in London, the provinces, and the colonies.
Most of these accounts are naturally defensive and in many cases are likely to

exaggerate the force of the pirate company, or their cruelty or fearsomeness,

% Snelgrave, New Account; John Barnard, Ashton’s Memorial, or an Authentick Account of
the Strange Adventures and Signal Deliverances of Mr Philip Ashton (London, 1726)
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to show the writer in the best light. In the case of correspondence between,
say, a ship’s master and the vessels owners, the future employment of the
writer might depend in great measure on his appearing blameless in the loss
of his employers’ ship. But accounts written for the general public, either as
pamphlets or as pieces for a newspaper, suffer the same problem: anybody
who was not confident of hiding their own faults was unlikely to put pen to
paper to broadcast their shortcomings. Accounts given by pirates’ victims to
agents of the state, such as colonial governors or officers of the High Court of
Admiralty, are even more loaded. Although some of these official witness
statements were given by ships’ masters, many were also given by junior
officers and foremastmen®® who were unlikely to be held responsible for the
loss of their vessel or the cargo it carried. Nevertheless, by placing
themselves in the hands of the authorities they risked being accused of
complicity, and so as well as the natural desire to show oneself in the best
light, they also had to avoid any hint that they might have been anything but
completely unwilling victims. It was literally more than their life was worth to
give even a suggestion of admiration or approval of anything the pirates did.
This is particularly unfortunate for the researcher of pirate social history, as
there were doubtless aspects of the pirates’ lifestyle about which these victim-

witnesses could have told a great deal had it been in their interests to do so.

This is a problem with most sources relating to the pirates’ every day life: it
was rarely in anybody’s interest to say anything good about piracy. The
papers of the High Court of Admiralty, and some of the correspondence
between colonial officials and their overseers, the Lords of Trade and
Plantations, contain many witness reports given not only by the pirates’
victims, but also by captured pirates themselves. For the pirates, the only real
hope of mercy lay in gaining the sympathy of the court that was to try them,
which was unlikely if they appeared to fond of the piratical life. Nonetheless,
many witness accounts do contain numerous useful details about how pirate
society was organised and how piratical communities operated on a day to

day basis. Frequently this collateral information is used to illustrate the

1% foremastman: a common sailor, an unranked ordinary seaman.
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witness’s innocence, or for some other purpose of either self-defence or
vilifying the pirates, and there must be cases where a hidden agenda exists
but is undecipherable to the modern researcher, but on the whole much of the
information about social aspects of the pirates’ life is believable and realistic,
especially where more than one independent source makes the same point,

even if it must sometimes be treated with caution.

Written transcripts of trials for piracy are also a bountiful source of information
about pirate society, especially as they often contain dialogue between both
victims and accused, but again caution must be exercised because of the
highly charged nature of the event. For the pirates it was a matter of life and
death to be seen in the best light, and it was often in the witnesses’ interests
to paint the pirates in the worst light possible. Even pirates who had managed
to acquire a pardon or early acquittal in exchange for testifying against their
former shipmates had an interest in keeping the court happy and seeing the

men they had betrayed executed.

The primary sources used in this study include many witness statements and
statements from the pirates themselves. In manuscript form the Oyer and
Terminer ‘informations’ (statements voluntarily given) and ‘examinations’
(statements obtained by interrogation) given in Doctors’ Commons are the
most numerous and are preserved in the papers of the High Court of
Admiralty at the National Archives (HCA 1/51 — HCA 1/56), and others may be
found in correspondence between colonial officials and the Lords of Trade
and Plantations, also preserved in the National Archives (CO series). Other
documents held at the National Archives include a number of trial transcripts,
also found in the colonial correspondence and in the High Court of Admiralty
papers (HCA 1/99), and in-letters from Royal Navy captains to the Lords of
the Admiralty held in the ADM series, along with other useful Admiralty

correspondence.

Other piracy trials were of sufficient interest to the public, or politically
important enough, to warrant printing and publication. There is no way to tell
how much, if at all, the transcripts of the trial were edited before they were

published, and how much information may have been expunged as a result.

39



However, the trial of Bartholomew Roberts’ crew appeared in no fewer than
three different sources: a manuscript transcript was sent to the High Court of
Admiralty and is preserved in HCA 1/99; a second version was printed for
general publication;*** and the third was given to Johnson for his General
History,'%? presumably by John Atkins who originally transcribed the trial.
Differences between the three accounts are minimal and insignificant, so if
one trial can be taken as indicative of the others we may conclude that there
was very little editing between the trial itself and the publication of its
transcript. Several printed trial accounts include copies of testimonies given
before the trial, and some include biographical or demographical information

about the defendants.

In this study | shall also make extensive use of the many newspaper reports of
piratical activity, a printed resource which has been much neglected.
Newspapers preserved in the Burney Collection and other collections contain
literally hundreds of references to pirates, some of which contain very
significant amounts of detail. These newspaper articles take a number of
forms, from first-hand witness reports and second-hand articles based on
witness reports, to anecdotes whose original source is unclear and may be
litttle more than hearsay. Like most of the sources used, consideration must be
given to the whims and mores of the editor and his intended audience, but

taken as a body the newspaper reports are a very valuable resource.

A full list of primary sources used in this study, both printed and manuscript,

will be found in the bibliography.

The ‘Golden Age’ of Piracy.

The chronological limits of this thesis, determined largely by the survival of
several sets of articles from the period between 1660 and 1730, are more or
less coincidental with a period of maritime lawlessness that has come to be

known as the ‘golden age’ of piracy. Historians have ascribed different limits
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to the ‘golden age’, from the very broad, such as Patrick Pringle’s ‘great age’
of piracy which ‘began in the reign of Queen Elizabeth | and ended in the

second decade of the eighteenth century,*%

to the very narrow, ten years or
so from the middle of the second decade of the eighteenth century to the
middle of the third decade, espoused by Rediker, Earle.*** A more moderate
middle-ground can be found in the works of Joel Baer and others, whose
‘golden ages’ begin sometime in the second half of the seventeenth century

and end in the 1720s.1%®

If there is no consensus on when the ‘golden age’ was, there is little argument
on what it was. Most historians who have considered the question are unlikely
to argue with Sherry’s assertion that during the ‘golden age’ the ‘world
experienced the most intense outbreak of [Anglo-American] seaborne banditry
ever recorded.’% But the intensity of piracy during the ‘golden age’ was not
merely a result of the number of pirates active during the period. Rediker’'s
quantitive analysis of the ‘golden age’ suggests that at its peak, between 1719
and 1724, as many as 2,400 Anglophone pirates may have been active
globally, but only around 4,000 in total for the decade between 1716 and
1726,'°" while Bialuschewski estimated that up to 1,500 European and
American pirates were active in the Indian Ocean between 1695 and 1700.
Between 1716 and 1725, by way of comparison, the Royal Navy employed
around 13,000 seamen, and between 38,000 and 45,000 men sailed on
merchant vessels from the British Isles alone.'® The number of pirates was
formidable during the ‘golden age’, but not exceptionally high when compared
to other periods in which piracy was rife, such as the early years of the
seventeenth century when William Bishop was appointed admiral of a pirate
fleet believed to number eleven ships and 1,000 men, who were expected to

meet up with a further ten pirate companies, and Peter Easton alone was
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rumoured to command 2,000 men.*®®

Quantitive analysis is therefore not
enough to explain the phenomenon of the ‘golden age’, and the features that
differentiate the period from other outbreaks of Anglophone piracy must be

found in qualitative analysis.

Several reasons can be found for the intensity of pirate activity during the
‘golden age’ and its effect on English trade. In the first place, the growth of the
English shipping enterprise during the seventeenth century meant that there
were a great many more vessels on which pirates could prey. Between 1629
and 1686 the total tonnage of English shipping nearly tripled, from 115,000
tons to 340,000 tons, making potential targets substantially more numerous.
Not only was there an absolute increase in shipping, but there was also a
relative and absolute increase in vessels making deep-sea trans-oceanic
voyages as the seventeenth-century colonisation of North America and the
Caribbean served to increase trans-Atlantic trade, and the activities of the
East India Company and its rivals had the same effect on trade with the Indian
Ocean region.**® There were thus more English ships plying the world’s
oceans, away from the immediate protection of the Royal Navy or other
friendly ally and vulnerable to pirates, at the end of the seventeenth century

than at the beginning.

A second distinct feature of the ‘golden age’ of piracy was the establishment
of a succession of bases, close to busy trade routes but remote from centres
of authority and defensible enough to prevent easy capture, to which pirates
could return to resupply and realise the value of their accumulated spoil. The
first of these bases, and probably the most successful, was established on St.
Mary’s Island, Madagascar, by Adam Baldridge, an agent of New York
merchant Frederick Phillipse, in 1691. From then until 1697 pirate ships
cruising in the Indian Ocean and Red Sea regularly visited Baldridge’s fortified
trading post to exchange their spoil for food, drink, gunpowder, and a variety
of commodities supplied from New York including clothes, tools and books.

Under the protection of Baldridge’s guns, pirates could beach their vessels for

109 Calendar of State Papers, Ireland, 1608-1610, item. 469; Earle, Pirate Wars, p. 162
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cleaning and refitting.** After Baldridge as forced to flee St. Mary’s following a
violent disagreement with the local Malagasy, to subsequent attempts to re-
establish a pirate base on the island met with some reasonable success, from
1698-1708 and again in 1720-1722.1*2 In the Caribbean, the arrival of pirates
under Hornigold’s command at New Providence in the Bahamas in late 1715
marked the beginning of the settlement of that island by pirates who continued
there, turning it into what one contemporary observer described as ‘a second
Madagascar’, until the arrival of Woodes Rogers in 1718 with a squadron of
naval warships and a company of soldiers to restore order and reclaim the
island for the crown.'*® Several other locations, such as the mouth of the
Sierra Leone in Africa and Ocracoke Island in North America, were used as
rendezvous and short-term bases by pirates throughout the ‘golden age’ of
piracy, and the existence of these bases fundamentally changed the nature of
piratical operations. Prior to the establishment of Baldridge’s trading post most
pirates sailed on short cruises, from anywhere between a few months and a
year or two, but always eventually returning to a ‘home’ port in England or the
colonies, but once the market and stores of St. Mary’s became available to
them pirates could cruise for prolonged periods, with many years elapsing
between visits to legitimate ports. During the ‘golden age’, many men
managed to spend their entire piratical careers away from a ‘home’ port. In
some cases this meant several years: Robert Culliford, for example, left
Rhode Island aboard the pirate ship Jacob in December 1690 and remained
in the Indian Ocean until accepting a pardon nearly nine years later, having

visited St. Mary’s island on several occasions in the intervening time.***

The fact that these bases were spread across the world illustrates the

expansion of the spatial limits of Anglo-American piracy, beginning in the
second half of the seventeenth century. Although various individual ships
made long voyages across the Atlantic or into the Indian Ocean, up to the

middle of the seventeenth century the majority of English piracy occurred in
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the waters around Europe and North Africa, preying on shipping in the
Mediterranean, English Channel, Irish Channel, and Eastern Atlantic.**
However, during the latter half of the seventeenth century pirates gradually
abandoned their hunting grounds around Europe, though some piracy still
occurred there, and began to explore the opportunities presented by the
expansion of English trade with the Americas and East Indies, and by the end
of the ‘golden age’ Anglo-American pirates had threatened shipping from
Newfoundland to the Red Sea. On a scale not seen before or since, pirates
broke out of essentially local waters, and groups of pirates, many of them
known to one another, sailed many thousands of miles in search of spoil.
Within three years of the arrival of Woodes Rogers in the New Providence, for
example, pirates who had at some time used the Bahamas as a base had
plundered shipping in the waters surrounding Newfoundland, West Africa,
East Africa, India, North America, South America, the Caribbean, and the East
Indies.**®
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1. Pirate Articles.

Pirate articles, by the simplest definition, were sets of rules, drawn up by
pirates to maintain order and regulate behaviour that might be prejudicial to
the safety of their vessel or the harmony of their community. Different groups
of pirates drew up different sets of articles according to their differing
convictions and circumstances, each set placing more or less emphasis on
different aspects of their professional and social lives. Articles were
formulated to apply to one pirate crew (that is, a collection of pirates all sailing
on one vessel), but as crews grew bigger and eventually subdivided, the
articles of the original crew might be applied to the whole company (a group of
pirates sailing on two or more vessels, but under one overall command

structure).**’

On other occasions, when a pirate crew split into two or more
separate crews, each under their own command, entirely new sets of articles
might be drawn up,**® or the old articles revised.™® The evolution of pirate
articles will be explored more fully in the Chapter 1.5. Rogozinski suggests
that the fact that new crews tended to draw up their own articles rather than
rely on those drawn up by their predecessors points to the important status
these ship-board rules were imbued with by the pirates, who ‘did not simply
copy the articles used on prior voyages. They discussed the usefulness of
various provisions, adding or deleting as seemed best to the company’.*®
Nevertheless, points of correlation between the articles of Anstis and Philips,
and especially between Lowther and Low’s articles, suggests that this was not

always the case.

What proportion of pirate crews made use of articles to regulate their society
is impossible to quantify, but evidence suggests that an overwhelming
majority did so. The surviving articles account for only a small fraction of the
number of pirate crews active in the period, but other references to the use of
articles by other pirate companies suggest that the practice was widespread.
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Stede Bonnet’s articles do not survive, for example, but the signing of articles
was an important indicator of guilt in the trial of some of his men.*** Phillip
Lyne’s pirates forced captured sailors of the merchantman Thomasine to sign
their articles in 1725;*%? John Fenn’s company, which consisted of the
remnants of Thomas Anstis’ company, had a contract ‘according to which they
manag’d’.*** Du Bucquoy, the memorialist captive of John Taylor's company,
declared that every pirate ‘band or association has its laws and statutes’.***
Bonnet and Fenn both belonged to the first ‘line of descent’ described by
Rediker, along with Davis, Roberts, Anstis, Taylor and Phillips, and Lyne was
a protégé of Low and Lowther, members of Rediker’s second line. The use of
articles by these numerous pirates from both of the major groups operating in
the eighteenth century suggests that the use of articles was widespread
amongst them. Evidence for the use of articles amongst earlier pirates is more
scant, but nevertheless suggests that articles were employed by them.
Cusack’s company and the crew of the Camelion had little contact with other
pirates of the age, but the fact that both crews independently drew up articles
is indicative of common practice. Before setting off on his disastrous
privateering voyage, Captain William Kidd and his backers agreed the ship’s
articles, and at New York Kidd supplemented his crew with extra men, many
of whom were recruited from amongst former buccaneers, privateers and
pirates. Four days out of port the new elements of the crew insisted on
altering the ship’s articles, bringing them more in line with the buccaneering
articles they were familiar with.'*> Some of the pirates operating in the Indian
Ocean, which Kidd was sent to hunt down, had connections with the
Caribbean buccaneers, whose use of articles was, according to Esquemeling,

widespread.'®
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1.1. The Origin and History of Pirate Articles.

The idea of a community of outlaws drawing up rules and regulations on such
a large scale seems, at first, a little incongruous. Nevertheless, the evidence
that several hundreds, if not thousands, of pirates did so is extensive. It is
difficult for pirates to be credited with much originality in this respects, as
many occupational groups were, at this time, in the habit of using rules or
articles similar to those of the pirates, and the existence of articles amongst
these other groups has led to speculation whether pirates were inspired to
create their own articles by one or more of them. Many of the pirate
companies who cruised in the Indian Ocean during the 1680s and early 1690s
had their origins in the bands of Caribbean buccaneers displaced from their
cruising grounds around South America,*?” and so it is reasonable to assume,
as some historians have, that pirate articles had their origins in the
buccaneering articles, such as those described by Esquemeling.*®® There are,
however, some problems with the application of this hypothesis to other
pirates. While it is probable that some sets of pirate articles were influenced in
their content by earlier buccaneering articles, it is unlikely that the concept of
creating articles was passed directly from buccaneers to the majority of
pirates. Of the pirate crews whose articles survive, none had any direct root in
the buccaneer companies of the seventeenth-century Caribbean, or indeed
with Indian Ocean pirates of the 1690s. More importantly, the earliest
recorded pirate articles (George Cusack’s) are roughly contemporaneous with
the earliest recorded buccaneer articles (those described by Esquemeling),
suggesting that pirate articles and buccaneer articles shared a common

predecessor.

This is the stance taken by Pringle, who states that ‘like the articles of the
buccaneers, [pirate articles] were based on the articles normally in force on

privateers, with which many of the pirates were familiar’, a view shared by
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other historians.**® Many buccaneers and pirates alike were familiar with the
practices of privateers: the buccaneers because they went to such lengths to
secure the status afforded by privateering commissions, and pirates because
many of them had served on privateers before turning to piracy.™*° Privateers
frequently operated under codified articles, and the practice went back at least
to the Elizabethan period. The set of privateer articles preserved in the tracts
of Sir William Monson contains several clauses very similar to those found in
the articles of later privateers and pirates, dealing with matters such as
mutiny, fighting amongst the crew, division of plunder, and theft from the
company or comrades.'®! The presence of these similar clauses in many, or
most, sets of articles suggests a rough continuity about some of the kinds of
issues that articles were intended to deal with.

Privateers’ articles were the closest in form to those adopted by buccaneers
and pirates, but almost every seaman would, at some point, have come into
contact with some form of written agreement, or formalised rules governing
behaviour. Any sailor passing through the Royal Navy after the Restoration
would have found themselves subject to the various regulations and
instructions introduced at various times from 1663 and eventually codified and
printed in 1731."%? Wage contracts for merchant seamen were not regulated
by act of Parliament until 1729,"*® but had been employed by ship-masters
increasingly throughout the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries.
These wage contracts usually stipulated the nature of the voyage to be
undertaken, destination and ports of call, and, of course, the wages payable
to each man.*®** Similar contracts, stipulating shares rather than wages, were

also regularly used in the Newfoundland fishery from the second half of the
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seventeenth century and throughout the eighteenth.*** On occasion, the
crews of privateering vessels signed individual contracts in place of their
communal articles, and in these cases the contracts might also be used to
regulate behaviour. Sailors of the ‘Spanish Expedition’ of 1694, for example,
signed contracts which set down their monthly wage and the destination and
duration of the proposed voyage, but also required them to ‘civilly and
courteously behave and demean’ themselves toward the officers, to render a
just and true Account’ of all money and goods which came into their hands,
and to ‘observe all such Rules as the Commander shall direct’.** It could be
argued that the content of privateering articles was influenced by pirate
articles, but the similarities between pirate articles and earlier privateering
articles, such as those described by Sir William Monson in the early
seventeenth century suggest that privateering articles influenced the content

of pirate articles, rather than the other way round.*®’

If pirates were inspired directly by privateering practice in their creation of
articles to regulate behaviour, the same cannot be said of other, non-maritime
criminal groups. As early as 1657, before Cusack’s pirates or Morgan’s
buccaneers drew up their articles, highwaymen and other robbers around the
London area were, according to a pamphlet purporting to have been written
by a retired highwayman, operating under a codified set of practices. The
pamphlet was ostensibly written to inform the public of the practices of
highwaymen and other robbers so that they might be on their guard, but it also
served to vilify the criminal underworld, and the inclusion of the oaths and
rules adopted by highwaymen was part of that process, to terrify the reading
public by highlighting just how well organised the criminal gangs were.
Nevertheless, the fact of their inclusion serves to show how widespread the

use of formal articles was, even at that relatively early date.

New robbers admitted to a gang were administered an oath
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by reading a charge of secrecy that what ever misfortune happens to
cloud their freedom by rendering them as an object to Justice and Law,
they shall conceal their complices to the death, burying in oblivion not
onely his confederates, but also the manner of his enterance into that
accursed way, and further they proceed to swear him, that if the Judges
should further presse you on to a discovery of particulars, then you must
cunningly create some men in your fancy... nor must conscience trouble
you, but dispence with every impiety, and glory in the greatest

iniquities.*®

With such an oath, the highwaymen sought to preserve the integrity of their

outlaw community, and their declared intention to ‘grow old in the most

exquisite practice of vice’ is similar to, for example, Cusack’s pirates’

resolution ‘to live and die with them in this their present design’, or the second

of John Taylor’s articles, obliging ‘all to remain loyal and to assist their

brethren in danger, on pain of death’. But oaths alone were not enough to

ensure the integrity they sought, and the ‘converted’ highwayman went on to

outline ‘some of the laws and customes of the City Thieves’.

they are Governed by Laws and Orders, as an historian of that fraternity
relateth. First, they have a Captain or Superior, whom all Thieves
observantly obey, and he is the cunningest and oldest of that Trade; who
appoints each man his station, reserving the wisest for the most
desperate and most dangerous thefts, which their Law makes them
submit unto, not passing his limits, nor undertaking greater matters than
he is capable of.**

Thus, within the ‘fraternity’ of highwaymen, a hierarchy was established, each

man knowing his place as, as we shall see in Chapter 2, was the practice

amongst pirate companies. To maintain the ‘fraternity’ highwaymen were

required, like pirates, to suborn their personal quarrels, and ‘they never fall out

one with another unlesse feignedly to avoyd suspition’. Avoiding suspicion

was an elementary practical requirement of remaining in trade as a
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highwayman, and just as some pirate articles dealt with the practical matters
of remaining afloat, so the laws and orders of the highwaymen laid down rules
governing how many of their number could visit taverns together, and how
frequently. ‘Neither must they go two of them together through the City, or to
speak familiarly together when they meet'. Instead, ‘they have their certain
meeting places on every Satturday night, to give account of each exploit, the
manner and the purchase of it’. For each successful robbery, like the pirates
whose articles demanded frank and careful accounting, the highwaymen were
required to declare all that they had taken, so that, like the pirates, it might be
divided ‘amongst themselves according to their several shares’.** If the
content of the Devil’'s Cabinet can be believed, then, highwaymen saw the
cohesion and integrity of their society, the establishment of their hierarchy, the
fair and proper division of spoil, and the practical requirements of their trade

as important as the pirates did when it came to codifying their regulations.

Other criminal groups may not have codified their practices into a set of
written rules, but had similar concerns that were addressed in similar ways.
The Blacks, a phrase used to describe several gangs of poachers and deer-
stealers who ravaged private parks in Hampshire and Berkshire in the early
1720s, established their own hierarchies by electing their leaders and ‘Kingly
Government’. Oaths were administered to new members, binding them to
promises of obedience to ‘King John’ and their other leaders, and ‘to stand by
one another to the last Extremity’.**! One young Black was sworn to ‘obey

orders... and to make a faithful oath to be true.’**?

It appears then that articles, written or verbal, were used not only by pirates,
but by other outlaws as well, to establish chains of command or hierarchies,
and to prevent indiscipline that might lead to anarchy. But the necessity for
order might also be felt by those who, while not in themselves criminals, were
nevertheless outlaws in the sense that they were beyond the reach of the laws

they would otherwise have been subject to, and protected by. One of the most
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striking examples of these groups comprised the American seamen, naval
and privateer, who were captured and held as prisoners of war in English
prisons during the American War of Independence (1775-1783) and the War
of 1812 (1812-1814). In the course of those two conflicts many thousands of
American seamen were captured and incarcerated in prison ships or purpose-
built prisons such as Dartmoor.** In overcrowded and unpleasant conditions
these men were forced, for their own survival, to co-exist as peacefully as
possible. As Dartmoor inmate Charles Andrews explained, ‘honesty and
integrity are but mere chimeras in dire necessity. Such was our situation, that
it resembled more a state of nature than a civilised society’, and in order to
‘provide a remedy against this evil, we appointed a legislative body, to form a
code of laws’.*** Similar practices had been used in the Mill Prison during the
War of Independence, where ‘the prisoners... adventured to form themselves
into a republic, framed a constitution and enacted wholesome laws, with

suitable penalties’.**°

The articles drawn up by prisoners of war held in the Mill and aboard the
prison ship Jersey during the War of Independence, and in Dartmoor during
the War of 1812 largely dealt with the familiar subjects of the preservation of
the community and the practical necessities of surviving confinement. In the
Mill and in Dartmoor gambling was prohibited, and in Dartmoor and on the
Jersey smoking was restricted to outside spaces, and theft and fraud
punished severely. Personal cleanliness held a high priority for men confined
in close proximity to one another: aboard the Jersey ‘personal cleanliness
should be observed, as far as was possible’, and in Dartmoor anyone found
washing in the communal well was fined. Likewise, in Dartmoor, any prisoner
‘found guilty of makeing any neusance [i.e. defecating] (except in the
Necessary), shall be made to clean the same and pay one Shilling’. These
articles were enforced by the prisoners themselves and overseen by their own

elected representatives. In Dartmoor a ‘committee’ was elected by majority
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vote, while in the Mill two men from each ship’s crew were appointed for the
task. Aboard the Jersey, each punishment was approved by general
consensus, with the senior officer present acting as judge. In each of these
cases the articles were written down and, in the Mill and on the Jersey at
least, were read out to the assembled prisoners before being ‘stuck up’, and
before any punishment for their infraction was carried out.**® The extent to

which these voluntary laws were adhered to is difficult to gauge.

It is an astonishing fact that any rules, thus made, should have so long
existed and been enforced among a multitude of men situated as we
were; so humerous, and composed of individuals of that class of human
beings who are not easily controlled, and usually not the most ardent
supporters of good order

but on the Jersey they seem to have been voluntarily complied with, even by

the ‘many foreigners among our number’.**’

1.2. Drawing Up and Signing Articles.

Because of the practical necessity of maintaining some kind of order aboard
any ship, including pirate vessels, the drawing up of articles was often among
the first acts of a new pirate crew. The ‘obligation’ subscribed to by Cusack’s
crew was drawn up on the very day of the mutiny which led to their piracy, and
the crew of the Camelion drew up their articles only a day after their own
mutiny.**® According to Charles Johnson, Howell Davis’s crew drew up their
articles immediately after taking over their ship and electing Davis
commander. Johnson probably had a good witness in John Massey for his
account of the early part of Lowther’s career, so is fairly credible when he

describes how Lowther and his crew drew up their articles shortly after getting
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to sea, following their mutiny on the African coast.**° Not all of the surviving
sets of articles were drawn up at the beginning of piratical cruises. John
Gow'’s articles make reference to his ship being aground, suggesting that they
were drawn up towards the end of his short career, and at a time when his
hitherto autocratic command was disintegrating.**® Bartholomew Roberts’
articles, according to Johnson, were also drawn up long after the start of that
pirate’s command, following the supposed desertion of Kennedy, his Irish
lieutenant, and also perhaps at a time when the command structure and
former articles were slipping into disarray.™ In these cases, the articles were
drawn up not to establish order, but because the system of maintaining order
which had already been in place was becoming, or believed to be becoming,
progressively less stable. The similarity of Low’s articles to Lowther’s
suggests that the former crew adopted their articles when they met the latter,
probably as a condition of being allowed to join with them, and retained them

after the two crews parted company.

Having established the need for some mechanism to maintain order the
pirates’ next task was to draw up the content of their articles. Whether this
was done by one person, a select committee, or by the whole crew, varied
from ship to ship. Cusack and his lieutenant perhaps devised the obligation
subscribed to by Cusack’s crew.'*? The articles aboard the Revenge ‘were
written with Gow’s own Hand’, while John Copping, a member of the crew with
no apparent command role, drew up the articles of the Camelion.* In the
case of John Phillips and his crew, Johnson recounts that ‘the first Thing they
now to do, was to choose Officers, draw up articles, and settle their little
Commonwealth’, suggesting that, at least in a small crew (Phillips and his
crew numbered only five at this point), articles might be the product of the

[ 154

collective wil Whoever devised and wrote the articles, though, was less

significant than the fact that they had to be agreed upon, more or less, by the
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whole company if they were to be subscribed to. The signing of articles was a
ceremony conducted in a solemn and earnest manner, usually attended by
the company making an oath in turn, which was ‘sworn to upon the Bible’,
perhaps consummated with a glass of sea-water and gunpowder.**® The
articles of John Taylor's company were ‘agreed by consensus and signed by
the interested parties who intend to uphold them by placing, in the English
fashion, two fingers on a bible’.**® John Phillips’ company were somewhat less
orthodox and, having drawn up their articles, ‘all swore to ‘em upon a Hatchet

for want of a Bible’.*®’

For newly joined members of a pre-existing pirate company, subscription to
the articles was an important part of their induction. Clement Downing wrote
‘when ever any enter on board of these [pirate] ships voluntarily, they are
obliged to sign all their Articles of Agreement’.**® This was certainly true of
Roberts’ crew, in which ‘all are obliged’ to sign articles, and of many others.*°
In the courts appointed for the trial of pirates the signing of articles was just as
significant an indicator of guilt as actually having taken part in piratical
robbery. William Ingrams, a volunteer pirate whose claims to have been
forcibly conscripted were dismissed at his trial, claimed that upon his capture
he was forced ‘to sign their Articles of Piracy, and also to swear to be true to
that Crew’.*® The court chose not to believe him and he was ‘Condemn’d for
voluntarily, going on board a pirate-ship... and signing the Articles’.** William
Blades tried, albeit in vain, to use the fact that he had not signed articles as a
defence in court.*®®> Some new recruits ‘signed the Pyrates Articles very
willingly’, even ‘with a great deal of Alacrity’,*®® but not all new members of a
pirate company were willing volunteers: many were men forcibly conscripted

either because of their specialist trade or to make up numbers. These men
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were also required to sign the articles, but often needed persuasion, the threat
of violence, actual violence, or a combination of those things, as
encouragement to do so. When Phillip Ashton was taken by Ned Low’s
pirates, Low ‘according to the Pirates usual Custom, and in their proper
Dialect, asked me If | would sign their Articles, and go along with them’. Later
Low ‘came up to us again, and asked the old Question, Whether we would
sign their Articles’, and when Ashton persisted in his refusal he ‘was assaulted
with Temptations of another kind, in hopes to win me over’. Despite being
plied with drink and promised spoil, Ashton continued to refuse and was finally
dragged up on deck where Low pointed a pistol at him and exclaimed ‘if you
will not sign our Articles, and go along with me, I'll shoot you thro’ the Head'.
Still Ashton refused, but the pirates continued ‘once a Week of Fortnight, as
the Evil Spirit moved them, to... anew demand my signing their Articles and
joining with them’.*®* Bridstock Weaver was called into the cabin of the
Roberts’ ship, from where, ‘two Negroes with loaded Pistols were presently
afterward called’, where ‘they put Pistols to the Breaste of the Examinate’, and
threatened to shoot ‘if they refused to sign their Articles’.*®® The threat of
violence to induce unwilling conscripts to sign articles was common but the
method used could be more subtle. When William Phillips was captured by
Roberts’ crew he was ‘obliged to Sign the Pyrates Articles that Night, for that a
pistol was laid upon the Table to force him to it'.**® William Ingrams described
a highly elaborate ceremony, in which he was probably a participant, but
probably not the victim as he claimed: ‘When | came on board the Good
Fortune, they gave me their articles to sign, seating me with a Bible to swear
upon before a large looking-glass, and placing two men behind me with
loaded pistols to shoot me if | refused’.*®” While the original members of a
pirate company drawing up articles may have had some say in their content,

new subscribers to the articles, whether volunteer of forced, had no means at
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their disposal to dictate any part of them before signing, and indeed may not
have even known their contents before agreeing to sign: in Low’s company,
new recruits were kept ‘ignorant of our Articles, we never exposing them to

any till they are going to sign them’.*®®

1.3. The Stated Importance of Articles.

The question remains, though, whether, having drawn up articles, agreed to
them and signed them, pirates afterwards paid any heed to them, or whether
they could be conveniently ignored as it suited their purposes. Ned Low told
George Roberts that the articles ‘cemented them together’, and ‘were signed
and swore to by them all, as the standing rule of their duty, by which only they
could decide and settle controversies and differences among themselves; the
least breach of which would be a precedent for the like infractions’, while
another member of his company explained that ‘if it were once admitted that a
man, through passion, or the like, should be excused breaking [the articles],
there would be an end to their society’. Strong sentiments indeed, and
perhaps not entirely devoid of rhetoric, but Roberts’ experiences as a prisoner
of Low suggest that the articles really were applied with rigour. Roberts was
approached by three of his old shipmates who had turned to piracy and told
that if he pretended to be married he could not be forced to join Low’s crew,
for they had all sworn an article ‘not to force any married man, against his will’.
Furthermore, the three men hoped that Roberts would be freed and while they
wished they could go with him they could not, for it was forbidden by the
articles. They also begged Roberts not to tell anyone they had spoken to him,
as another article made it punishable by death ‘to hold any secret
correspondence with a prisoner’, and they ‘were sure it would cost them no
smaller a price... than their lives’.**® Philip Ashton also knew enough of the

pirates’ adherence to their articles to be relieved for his physical safety when
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he learned that ‘it was one of their Articles, Not to draw Blood, or take away

the Life of any Man, after they had given him Quarter’.*”°

Adherence to the articles was not limited to Low’s company, and William
Snelgrave’s experiences as a captive of Cocklyn and Davis were similar in
this respect to George Roberts’. On Davis’ ship it was a rule not to allow
women, nor to rape any woman they came across, and ‘being a good political
rule, to prevent disturbances amongst them, it is strictly observed’. On another
occasion, when Cocklyn’s boatswain attempted to kill Snelgrave, many of the
crew voted to have him flogged for violating ‘that maxim established amongst
them, not to permit any ill usage of their prisoners after quarter given’.*”*
Evidence given at the trial of Bartholomew Roberts’ crew suggests that
articles specifying rewards rather than punishments were also applied in
practice, each member of a boarding party actually receiving the suit of

clothes to which he was entitled.*"?

Low’s powerful sentiments notwithstanding, the general adherence to the
articles does not necessarily mean that they were inviolable. In the incident
mentioned above between Snelgrave and the pirate boatswain, the
transgressor of the articles was saved from punishment by Snelgrave’s own
intervention. Du Bucquoy noted that Taylor’s article guaranteeing the safety of
those who surrendered was ‘not generally applied to pirates who are drunk’."”®
Neither were the articles immutable, and in cases where one individual clause
came into conflict with another, there was plenty of room for the articles to be
manipulated to serve a particular purpose. Quartermaster John Russell, for
example, was accused of trying to break the articles, which his office was
charged to uphold, when he tried to force George Roberts to serve as a
navigator to the pirate company. Russell then resolved to make Roberts
volunteer (which was perfectly permissible) by making his alternative
prospects as bleak as possible, allowing Roberts the return of his vessel and

a boy to help sail her, but not his stores or mate, who had entered with the
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pirates. This might, claimed some of the pirates, be construed as condemning
a man who had been given quarter to a lingering death from starvation at sea,
a violation of a second article not to harm surrendering prisoners. Russell,
however, successfully argued his case, that to force the mate to go with
Roberts, after he had volunteered to join the pirates, was equally an infraction
of their articles. He was, in fact, upholding the articles in the face of opposition
from many of the rest of the company: if he was not to be permitted to break
the articles for the good of the company, then he would prevent anyone else

from doing so for the good of their victim.*"

Russell’s gun-deck lawyering aside, pirates knew that the articles had been
drawn up for the good of the company, regulating behaviour that was, or might
turn, prejudicial to the ongoing cohesion and success of their community. If
pirates had been willing to ignore or dispense with the articles when they did
not suit their immediate whims then there would have been no point in

creating them in the first place.

1.4. The Surviving Articles.

Of all the sets of pirate articles that must have existed in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries only nine have survived in a complete form to the present
day: those of George Cusack and Nicholas Clough from the seventeenth
century, and from the eighteenth century, those of John Taylor, Bartholomew
Roberts, Thomas Anstis, George Lowther, Edward Low, John Philips and
John Gow. Other pirate articles, particularly those of Howell Davis and
Thomas Cocklyn have survived in partial form. Numerous sets of privateer
articles have also survived, including at least two sets used by privateer
companies who later turned to piracy: of these, it is not at all clear that
Thomas Tew’s privateering articles remained in force after the transition from

legitimate plundering to piracy, but evidence from the trial of William Kidd
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suggests that his privateering articles were retained after his privateering

company turned pirate.*”

Of the surviving sets of pirate articles, those of Roberts, Lowther, and Philips
have been most often quoted by historians,*’® not because they possess any
intrinsic value, but because they were originally printed in the General History,
and are thus the most accessible and familiar. Low’s articles, originally printed
in the Boston News-Letter and reprinted in Dow and Edmonds’ Pirates of the
New England Coast,'’” have also been quoted on occasion. The other
surviving sets of articles have been virtually overlooked: Clough’s articles
were quoted in full by Pringle;*"® Taylor’s articles formed part of the basis for
Rogozinski’s discussion of pirate social structure;*”® and Peter Earle appears
to have been the first historian to recognize the existence of Anstis’ articles.*°
With those exceptions, none of the articles written by the companies of
Cusack, Clough, Taylor, Anstis, or Gow have received any attention from
historians. The reason for this omission is explained by the fact that the
articles printed in the General History, and to a lesser extent Low’s articles,
are so much more easily accessible. This sub-chapter will consider the origin

and means of survival to the present day of all nine sets of pirate articles.

The arrest in the Thames of George Cusack and several of his, largely Irish,
pirate crew was the cause of a minor sensation in 1674. The trial of the
captured pirates in January 1675 was one of the earliest piracy trials to
appear in print for the consumption of the general public. Through the printed
trial account and two contemporaneous news pamphlets, the details of the
latter part of Cusack’s piratical career are well attested to. The first of these

pamphlets, News from Sea: or, The Takeing of the Cruel Pirate, was published
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Piracy (London, 1701), p. 22
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between the pirates’ arrest and their trial, and describes in detail the chain of
events leading to their downfall. It also hints that Cusack’s career as a pirate
had begun much earlier, and that he had for some time practised his trade in
the Caribbean.'® The six-page pamphlet contained all the information then
available, but being printed so soon after the arrest of the pirates, the
anonymous author had little time to flesh out the earlier part of Cusack’s

career.

Readers interested in Cusack’s early life had to wait until the publication,
following his trial, of a second, considerably longer, pamphlet entitled The
Grand Pyrate: or, the Life and Death of Capt. George Cusack. Claims about
Cusack’s early career in the Caribbean were given more detail in this second
pamphlet, which detailed Cusack’s career from the time he turned pirate in
1668. Ac