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Dedication

Kate, February 2006 - September 2024

Initially, this paper would be dedicated to the professors, classmates, friends, and family who supported me, and I could not have completed this without them. However, in the middle of writing this paper, a close childhood friend and neighbor of mine passed away. In the days following her passing, I considered dropping this project because of the pain of this loss.
However, I remember she grew up with serious physical disabilities. She never let that stop her from excelling in school, being part of the theater, or playing outside after school with her friends. The best way to honor her memory is not to quit, but to finish it.
Paulsen 10


Abstract: Why did pirates attack ships on the Middle Passage carrying enslaved people when pirates did not have the infrastructure, market, or use for their labor? This thesis argues that the most likely fate of enslaved people who encountered pirates on the Middle Passage was voluntary or coerced recruitment, being sold to a trader on the African Coast, or being subjected to brutality as a method of spreading terror among merchants. In the Post-Spanish Succession Period of the Golden Age of Piracy (c. 1715-1726), pirates frequently attacked European ships bound for Africa carrying goods to trade for enslaved people or from the Americas back to Europe with their profits. Pirates also, on occasion, attacked ships carrying enslaved people on the Middle Passage (Africa to the Americas). What is strange about this is that pirates had little use for enslaved people as the pirates did not have a safe Caribbean market to sell, nor the infrastructure to transport enslaved people. To decipher the reasoning behind pirate attacks against ships sailing the Middle Passage, this thesis examines published and archival sources to explore the possible fates of enslaved people on the ships attacked by pirates. It also uses secondary sources such as articles and books to provide supporting evidence regarding common pirate behavior, beliefs, and social structures to explain the pirates’ recruitment, sale, and brutalization of enslaved people, illustrating how class and race often overlapped in the Atlantic World and outlining limitations in the current theory that pirates have a revolutionary consciousness.

VILLAINS IN THE TRADE
Piracy in the British Middle Passage

Off the coast of Ouidah (or modern-day Benin) in January of 1722, Bartholomew “Black Bart” Roberts and his fleet of pirates captured twelve slave ships from the Royal African Company (RAC). The captains of the slave ships were brought onboard The Royal Fortune, Roberts’s flagship, and the pirates demanded the captains pay a ransom of eight pounds of gold for each ship or see their vessels burned. The captains agreed to the terms and even requested receipts because the gold belonged to the RAC. Roberts, fancying himself a gentleman, obliged out of a sense of amusement and wrote receipts out to the various captains signed “The Gentleman of Fortune.” However, one captain did not receive a receipt or safe passage from Ouidah. Captain Fletcher of The Porcupine refused to pay Roberts. To make an example of Fletcher, Roberts and his pirates burned The Porcupine with nearly eighty enslaved people on board. This is how the events of the capture and subsequent burning of The Porcupine are told in A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates or, more simply, A General History of the Pyrates by Captain Charles Johnson. Johnson describes the burning of The Porcupine and the subsequent murder of eighty enslaved people as a “Cruelty Unparalleled” due to the loss of life.1 However, it is unlikely that the events went the way Johnson describes them.
Captain Charles Johnson’s A General History was first published in 1724, marking the start of the discussion of early eighteenth-century piracy as a historical subject. This book inspired many works of fiction about pirates, such as Treasure Island, prompting authors to write embellished or exaggerated non-fiction works that cite A General History. The problem with A General History is that “Charles Johnson” is an unreliable narrator and, worse, an unknown
1 Charles Johnson, A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates (London: Bible and Crown, 1724), 235-236.

author, as there is no record of a “Captain Charles Johnson” existing at the time.2 His stories about pirate captains are often exaggerated, romanticized, or flat-out lies. As one scholar has put it, “Johnson does not let the truth get in the way of telling a good story.”
However, more accurate information about pirate behavior has been corroborated by other sources. William Snelgrave, a slave ship captain who was captured by pirates operating in and around the Sierra Leone River, reported his observations about their behavior. Marcus Rediker has done the bulk of this corroboration between A General History and more reputable sources such as Snelgrave’s narrative in Villains of All Nations, a follow-up to a book he
co-authored with Peter Linebaugh: The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic. Rediker does not capture the great and villainous deeds of pirates in the way Johnson does, but rather examines the culture of pirates. Rediker suggests that sailors that became pirates developed a “revolutionary consciousness” or sense of class solidarity in resistance to abusive merchant captains in an attempt to reorganize the Hydrarchy, the typical shipboard hierarchy.3 The pirates pushed forward a democratic system where the crew elected the captain. He also uses pirates as a means of examining the working class of the Atlantic World and comes to a Marxist conclusion that pirates represent the uprising of the working class against the maritime bourgeoisie. This book has compelling arguments about class roles among pirates, but the discussion of race is done as an accessory to class rather than as its own examination.

2 There is no historical record of a “Captain Charles Johnson” from the time, so A General History of the Pyrates was most likely published under a pseudonym. There is an extensive academic debate attempting to ascertain the identity of the author, with prominent historians crediting the book to Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe and other seafaring works of fiction, while others claim it was Nathaniel Mist, another English writer. For the sake of consistency, A General History of the Pyrates will be credited to the pseudonym it is written under for a few reasons: the identity of the author is not relevant to this article, and there is little meaningful stake in who actually wrote it.
3 The Many-Headed Hydra introduces the term “hydrarchy” which is the hierarchy of the maritime working class, specifically on a merchant or slave ship. The hydrarchy is the Captain, officers, common sailors, and then at the bottom if they were present, enslaved people.

Following Rediker’s release of Villains of All Nations, other scholars have used the information he published to try to ascertain racial views of pirates and how they fit into a racialized culture such as the one of the Atlantic World. Some have argued that the revolutionary consciousness of pirates extended to varying degrees of opposition to slavery,4 while others have claimed that their revolutionary consciousness did not affect racial attitudes at all and was restricted to their own, predominantly white, maritime working class.5 Angela C. Sutton argues that pirates had a clear role in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, but that was more so as a general thorn in the side of British trade and the RAC.6 Sutton also discusses slave trade “interlopers,” or West Coast African traders who were unaffiliated with any British Company. According to Sutton, these “interlopers” also had relationships with pirates.7 Arne Bialuschewski is another historian who examined pirates. His main argument is that pirates on the West Coast of Africa view both freed and enslaved black people as generally worthless but exploitable.8 Bialuschewski primarily cites acts of violence and enslavement of Black people by pirates, and he paints pirates as white supremacists and racially motivated in their actions.
This essay proposes that pirates be looked at as neither anticapitalist freedom fighters, nor as whitesupremacists hellbent on terrorizing and enslaving Africans but rather as opportunistic criminals.This essay does so by examining interactions between pirates and Black people on the Coast of West Africa and the sea. There are a few documented instances of slave ships being attacked from 1715 to 1726, the Golden Age of Piracy, while carrying enslaved people.9 These
4 Taylor Yangas, “Black Pirates in the Golden Age of Piracy: Men Seeking Escape and Transformation” in Historia
(2014), 125-126.
5 Arne Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black Flag: Piracy and the Slave Trade on the West Coast of Africa, 1718–1723” in Slavery and Abolition (2008), 469.
6 Angela C. Sutton, Pirates of the Slave Trade: The Battle of Cape Lopez and the Birth of an American Institution
(Essex: Prometheus Books, 2023), 226-230.
7 Sutton, Pirates of the Slave Trade, 28-29.
8 Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black Flag,” 461.
91715 was the year of the first major attack by ex-privateers against a Spanish expedition and roughly the establishment of the Republic of Pirates on the island of New Providence in the Bahamas, which was previously a

attacks did not fit the typical modus operandi of pirates who operated on the West Coast of Africa at this time. Generally, pirates attacked ships coming from Europe because these ships held goods of immediate value, such as munitions, food, and alcohol. Ships that embarked on the Middle Passage did not have nearly the same quantities of these goods, so pirate attacks against these ships were far more unusual.
There is not much available information about what happened aboard slave ships that were attacked by pirates, but looking at other pirate interactions with Black people, both free and enslaved, and integrating what is known about pirates in the Golden Age (specifically the
Post-Spanish Succession Period) from previous scholarship, the most likely fate of the enslaved people who were captured by pirates can be ascertained, and more information can be gleaned on how race fit into the revolutionary consciousness held by pirates.
Golden Age Pirates attacked ships carrying enslaved people from the West Coast of Africa to the Caribbean from 1715-1726. The goals behind these attacks can be determined by examining what the pirates did with enslaved people. The most probable fates of enslaved people were recruitment, sale, or brutalization by pirates, though these outcomes were not mutually exclusive. Pirate attacks against outgoing slave ships, albeit rare, illustrate a lack of racial motivation behind pirate actions. However, enslaved people were still seen by pirates as little more than a resource to be exploited in the manner most profitable, similar to what most early eighteenth-century Europeans assumed. Pirates did not always extend their revolutionary consciousness to enslaved people, contradicting Rediker’s depiction of pirates as liberators of the Atlantic World.



base of operations while these pirates operated as privateers of England. 1726 marks the execution of William Fly, considered to be the execution of the last Golden Age Pirate.

The term “pirate” is frequently used, but it is useful here to explain exactly who is being discussed. At the start of the Golden Age, pirates of the Post-Spanish Succession Period
(1715-1726) were European (mostly from Great Britain) men who were mostly former privateers employed by England in the War of Spanish Succession.10 Later on, sailors on merchant ships mutinied against their captains and became sea-faring thieves, preying upon European trade networks. Pirates of this era usually operated on the West Coast of Africa and the Caribbean, though there were exceptions. In addition to other European ethnicities among pirates (though people of the British Isles were most common), there were Black pirates and Native American pirates, such as those in Sam Bellamy’s crew who were active in the Caribbean from
1716-1717.11 In addition to limited racial diversity, there was also even more limited gender diversity. Two known European women, Anne Bonny and Mary Reed, served as part of John “Calico Jack” Rackham’s crew, who were active in the Caribbean from 1718-1720.12
Most of the pirate “lineages” from 1715-1726 can be traced back to the former British privateers described above.13 During this time, pirates developed a social structure including democratic processes.14 Usually, pirates drafted up a code signed by all members of the crew establishing the laws of the ship and then elected a captain in a process that Rediker uses as evidence for the “revolutionary consciousness” of pirates.15 The specific pirates discussed in this essay are primarily active on the West Coast of Africa.16


10 At the end of this war, the English Crown had no more use of privateers, so their Letters of Marque (or commission) were rescinded. However, privateers such as Benjamin Hornigold, who most famous captains can trace their lineage to, found privateering a profitable practice and continued their raiding as outlaws.
11 Johnson, A General History, 585.
12 Johnson, A General History, 148, 151. Colonial Office [hereafter CO] 137/14 (London: The National Archives) 73-75.
13 Marcus Rediker, Villains of All Nations: Atlantic Pirates in the Golden Age (London: Verso, 2012), 42-43, 47.
14 Ibid, 47, 64-65.
15 Ibid, 64-65.
16 See figure 1 in the Appendix for where pirates are operating.

Methodology and Source Background

Slavevoyages.org is a database of slave voyages with details including the general outcome of the voyage, and how many enslaved people embarked and then disembarked. The site has a useful tool that allows voyages to be sorted by the outcome, in this case, “captured by pirates or privateers after slaves embarked.” It can also be refined by year (1715-1726) and again by the flag of the vessel (British). With these specific constraints, there are a total of eight reported voyages that were captured by pirates.17 Frequently, pirates seized or destroyed vessels they came across, so it is understandable why only eight appear in this database.
The voyages that made it to the Caribbean likely did not have any enslaved people recruited, captured, or murdered by the pirates. Most reported that enslaved people made it to the Americas. One such ship, The Princess, sailed in 1717 and was reported to have been captured by pirates after the embarkation of enslaved people. However, the ship sailed again under the same owner, Humphry Morris, in 1721 and was captured by pirates again, this time, before the embarkation of enslaved people. William Snelgrave briefly reports the second capture, stating that “[Howell] Davis’s Crew, after plundering the Ship, restored her to Captain Plumb again.”18 This means that the pirates took what they needed and let the ship go, which is likely what happened under Captain Barlow, the captain of The Princess in 1717, considering the ship sailed again.19 However, there is no way of knowing for certain.
Slavevoyages.org also provides sources, which are found in The National Archives in London. Unfortunately, the referenced sources are mainly shipping manifests with little information about the voyage's events. Considering the lack of sourcing, this article relies on

17 Slavevoyages.org, with the aforementioned refinements.
18 William Snelgrave, A New Account of Some Parts of Guinea, and the Slave-Trade (London, James, John, and Paul Knapton, 1734), 28.
19 CO 390/7. Royal African Trading Records [Hereafter T] 70/6 (London: The National Archives), 49.

previous scholarship as well as other primary sources from people who interacted with pirates to understand pirate behaviors. Many of the primary sources about pirates were not written by pirates but by the people who interacted with them. Most of what is known about pirates comes from A General History but also from William Snelgrave’s captivity story and trials of pirates.
The accounts of figures such as Snelgrave, but also in letters between individuals in the Royal African Company (for example, William Baillie) frequently refer to the slave trade as “The Trade” and pirates who are harming their profits as “villains,” “rogues,” or “rascals.”20 This description of pirates will be used throughout and examined towards the end of the essay. With this methodology and terminology in mind, the manners in which pirates interacted with enslaved people can be explored more thoroughly.


Recruitment of Enslaved People

From 1715-1726, pirates of the Atlantic were at war with the rest of the Atlantic World.

Battle, sickness, and the gallows claimed the lives of many pirates in their perceived war. However, pirates who operated on the West Coast of Africa had a reliable source for potential new recruits; enslaved people Europeans shipped along the middle passage.
Pirates had motivation to recruit enslaved people, and enslaved people had even stronger motivation to turn pirate if given the chance. This is evident in the rhetoric of pirates and the way they operated. Pirates lived by rhetoric that emphasized living a good but short life. They frequently died from disease, in battle, or from execution.21 Pirates seldom lived to retire and die of old age. According to Charles Johnson, Bartholomew Roberts said:
In honest service, there are thin Commons, low Wages, and hard Labour; in this, Plenty and Satiety, Pleasure and Ease, Liberty, and Power; and who would not

20 Hutchinson v. Foxcroft [Hereafter C] 113/262 (London: The National Archives), 83. CO 388/24, 183.
21 Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 170-173.

balance Creditor on their Side, when all Hazard that is run for it, at worst, is only a sower Look or two and choking. No, a merry Life and a short one, shall be my Motto.22

According to Roberts, by leaving the life of an honest sailor, a man was able to have a life of wealth, enjoyment, and freedom. In the eyes of Roberts, the cost of the pirate life was steep but worth it.
Many other pirates shared the same mindset as Roberts, as the rhetoric was rather appealing, but the short life span of pirates meant crews frequently needed to refill their ranks. The typical method was recruiting the crew of a ship the pirates had captured, which happened to William Snelgrave’s crew.23 Snelgrave’s primary claim to fame is that pirate captain Thomas Cocklyn captured him on the Sierra Leone River and, by proxy, met pirate captains Howell Davis (who was Bartholomew Roberts’s captain) and Oliver Levasseur (a French captain nicknamed La Buse or The Buzzard). Some members of Snelgrave’s crew were voluntarily recruited into service by the pirates. Some sailors would happily sign the articles set forth by the pirates, given the appealing rhetoric. However, sometimes sailors refused but were pressed into service as lower-class crewmates who sometimes faced abuse from signed-on crewmembers.
This happened to a friend of Snelgrave’s he encountered shortly after being taken by Cocklyn’s crew. In his account, Snelgrave met up with James Griffin, a friend from when they were in school. Griffin told Snelgrave he was a “forced man,” or a sailor who was pressed into service aboard a pirate ship, and described the pirates as “cruel villains: misusing much better Men than themselves,” indicating that Griffin was abused by Cocklyn’s crew.24 What makes this trend of pirates pressing sailors into service so difficult for historians is that pirates on trial often claimed to be forced men, so it is hard to tell the actual frequency of pirate impressment. Another
22 Johnson, A General History, 244.
23 Snelgrave, A New Account, 219-220.
24 Ibid, 215.

example of a forced man appears in a journal of Jonathan Barlow, who was pressed into Edward Low’s crew in 1724 after his ship was captured just after leaving a port in England.25 Barlow had refused to sign the articles to join Low’s crew, so one of the pirates beat Barlow and threatened to shoot him if Barlow did not sign the crew’s articles.26 Pirates frequently recruited by accepting volunteers, but also by pressing sailors into service as described.
While most pirates were European, male sailors, there are a few examples of Black pirates. For example, in 1717 a pirate crew of both Europeans and Black sailors operating on the coast of Virginia was reported to the Boston News-Letter.27 A famous example of a Black Pirate was Caesar of Blackbeard’s crew, a formerly enslaved man turned pirate who was present at the battle where Blackbeard was killed in 1718, but the actual number of black pirates is unknown.28 However, these pirates came from somewhere. Many were already sailors, but some were enslaved people who ran away from plantations or were recruited from slave ships.29 Caesar is not an African name, but probably a name forced upon him by the man who purchased Caesar in the Americas. Nonetheless, Caesar’s existence as a pirate who was formerly enslaved makes it evident that pirates had no problem recruiting enslaved people.
Bialuschewski claims, “There is no indication whatsoever that liberated slaves were active on pirate vessels that roamed the coastal waters of West and Central Africa between 1718 and 1723.”30 While it is true that there is no documentation of this phenomenon, to end the discussion there is unimaginative. Generally, pirates did not write down who they sailed with or how they became sailors, nor did the English tend to ask when capturing a ship. Just because
25 Robert Francis Seybolt,, Jonathan Barlow, and Nicholas Simons, “Captured by Pirates: Two Diaries of 1724-1725,” in The New England Quarterly 2, no. 4 (1929), 658.
26 Seybolt, “Captured by Pirates: Two Diaries of 1724-1725,” 659.
27 Boston News Letter, no. 681. May 6th, 1717.
28 W. Jeffery Bolster, Black Jacks: African Americans Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997),13.
29 Ibid, 13.
30 Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black Flag,” 469.

documentation does not exist, does not mean the possibility cannot be reasoned, especially when there was a presence of Black pirates in the Western Atlantic, such as Caesar. Desperate pirates might recruit enslaved people from ships they captured as an easy source of manpower. In addition, the rhetoric of freedom most pirates followed would have been very appealing to enslaved people. The complication of recruiting enslaved people, mainly those who were on a slave ship, was the necessity to teach them to sail. As said previously, most pirates came from a sailor background. It was likely that the enslaved people aboard a slave ship had never seen the ocean until they were forced upon the Middle Passage, as many were kidnapped from the interior of Africa by coastal peoples. However, there was a benefit to recruiting enslaved people even if they did not know how to sail.
Pirates’ motivation to recruit enslaved people was not just out of a need for numbers, but the background of enslaved people provided useful skills. Many of the enslaved people shipped to the Americas were prisoners of war and had a military background. Historian John K. Thorton describes how enslaved people were often captured as prisoners of war and sold to Europeans:
English factor Robert Norris refused to buy some slaves as they were too old, the king ordered them killed. When Norris suggested that they could be spared to work boiling salt he replied that doing this would ‘set a bad example,’ and ‘keeping people in the country who might hold seditious language: that his was a peculiar government, and that these strangers might prejudice his people against it, and infect them with sentiments incompatible with it.’ Such sentiments reflect the danger of retaining prisoners of war.31

Thorton demonstrates that coastal leaders feared that keeping prisoners of war around would inspire sedition, and it was significantly safer for these leaders to deport prisoners of war by selling them to European traders. Many people enslaved by Europeans during this period were thus prisoners of war. European ships then transported the enslaved prisoners of war to the


31 John Thornton, “War, Slavery, and Revolt: African Slaves and Soldiers in the Atlantic World” in Warfare in Atlantic Africa (Routledge, 2002), 135.

Americas (usually the Caribbean or Brazil) on the Middle Passage. Snelgrave’s account also supports this method of enslavement in his account of the status of the Slave Trade.
Now by these means it is that so many of the Negroes become Slaves, and more especially by being taken Captives in War. Of these the Number is so great, that I may stately affirm, without Exaggeration that the Europeans of all Nations, have that trade to the Coast of Guinea, have, in some years exported at least seventy thousand.32

Trained soldiers would have been extremely useful in a boarding party, especially if a ship put up resistance. There was also strong motivation for the formerly enslaved people, now pirates, to join up because becoming a pirate meant freedom from slavery as well as an opportunity for revenge against the slave trade through attacking ships that carried enslaved people. This, however, could only have been for those who joined willingly. Those who were coerced would probably have likely remained enslaved.
The most pressing motivation for pirates to keep the people they recruited enslaved was mainly to perform undesirable shipboard tasks, such as pumping a bilge. In this case, Bialuschewski would be right; these were not liberated people. There was also a famous pirate, Captain Low, who enslaved black men who tried to join up with him.33 Pirates holding enslaved people in this manner was common.34 Further evidence of pirates keeping enslaved people can be seen in an account of the Battle of Cape Lopez, the battle in which Bartholomew Roberts died and his ship, The Royal Fortune, was captured. According to John Atkins, a British Navy surgeon, there were between sixty and seventy enslaved people onboard the pirate ships captured in the battle.35 It is possible that the enslaved people were actually grumetes, or African




32 Snelgrave, A New Account, 159.
33 Bolster, Black Jacks, 15.
34 Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black Flag,” 467-469.
35 John Atkins, A voyage to Guinea, Brasil, and the West-Indies (London: C. Ward and R. Chandler, 1735), 193.

mercenaries, employed by Roberts, but that is unlikely because they would have been specified as fighters by Atkins.36
An exchange between the Royal Fortune’s surgeon, Peter Scudamore, and some of the captured Black men makes it seem far more likely that these Black men on Roberts’s ships were enslaved men. After being captured by the British, the sailors and Black men were taken to Cape Coast Castle for trial. On the way to Cape Coast Castle, Scudamore attempted to incite a revolt. According to the witness testimony, Scudamore attempted to convince the Black men to help him take over the HMS Swallow and then escape to Angola. Scudamore’s motivation for this mutiny was to avoid being hanged at Cape Coast Castle (called Cabo Corso in the trial).37 Since he proposed fleeing to Angola rather than to the Caribbean or to other pirates, it is clear that these Black men were enslaved people, not pirates, who were captured by the HMS Swallow.
Another example of pirates holding enslaved people can be found in a newspaper clipping from 1723 titled “WYE’s Letter Verbatim” published in the Caledonian Mercury (an early modern Scottish Newspaper). This letter describes how a pirate ship was captured by the British Navy with “4 negro slaves” onboard.38 While it is entirely possible that the Black people in both of these instances were not enslaved and the British simply assumed they were slaves, that possibility is unlikely because of the commonality of Black sailors in the Atlantic World.
Fugitive slaves would be described as slaves in any context, making it possible these men were formerly enslaved. Regardless of whether they were enslaved, they were Black pirates, either voluntarily or coerced. If these people were not enslaved by pirates, it is possible they were formerly enslaved people who joined up with pirates.

36 Bolster, Black Jacks, 51.
37 A Full and Exact Account, Of The Tryal of all the Pyrates, Lately Taken by Captain Ogle, on Board The Swallow Man of War, On the Coast of Guinea (London: J. Roberts, 1723), 35.
38 WYE's Letter verbatim, London, July 27, 1723. Caledonian mercury; Aug 1, 1723; 520; British Periodicals pg.
3106, 1.

Black pirates, while the number is unknown, existed. Some of them were formerly enslaved people, and some of these former slaves could have been recruited from slave ships captured by pirates. The two possibilities were voluntary recruitment or coerced recruitment as a shipboard slave. However, even voluntary recruitment was still coerced as the pirates had significantly more power in that situation than enslaved people, so the choice to “go upon the account” is hardly a willing one.39 This is not all that different from any other pirate recruitment. Following a pirate attack, the pirates generally held all the power and would coerce white sailors into service as well. This does not fit with Rediker’s attitude of revolutionary consciousness because pirates still forced others into labor. Recruitment of enslaved people through coercion supports Bialuschewski’s argument at an initial glance, but pirates forced plenty of Europeans into labor onboard a pirate ship in a similar manner to enslaved people taken by pirates, such as Barlow and Griffin. This in itself is not racially motivated, but the availability of enslaved people to press into service occurred within the context of a racialized system of oppression.


Sale of Enslaved People

While recruitment is certainly possible, enslaved people had monetary value. The slave trade represented the commodification of human beings in an enterprise unlike any other. Rogues who sought profit above all engaged with this trade, however only in specific manners. Pirate ships were unlikely to undertake the middle passage, but could trade with their African allies on the coast.
Pirate ships struggled to function as slave ships. To understand this, the architecture of slave ships needs to be explained first. A typical slave ship had a rigid hierarchy in the following
order: captain, officers, sailors, then enslaved people, with increasing amounts of abuse being

39 To go upon the account was euphemism for becoming a pirate.

distributed down the hydrarchy. Typically, sailors did not seek to become part of the crew of a slaver (an alternate name for a slave ship) out of desire to be a slave ship sailor but out of some desperate financial need. An example of this can be seen in the account of James Arnold, who served as a surgeon aboard the slave ship Ruby of Bristol. While Arnold sailed in 1787, nearly sixty years after the Golden Age of Piracy had ended, he describes conditions that would have been similar in the 1720s.
When Arnold was joining a slave ship crew, he was not allowed to read the articles of employment but signed anyway because he had “less than five pounds” to his name.40 While this does not justify his participation in the slave trade, it helps explain why he decided to engage in it. Arnold describes how the crew was poorly fed, kept in poor conditions, and was often beaten by their captain.41 One instance of this was when Captain Williams (the captain of the Ruby) beat the ship cook. Arnold says, “The cook was carrying some billets of wood from the main hatchway to his galley and carrying too great of a load, left one on the main deck, which the captain happened to see. When the cook returned from the galley, the captain knocked him flat on the deck and beat him up so badly that he was obliged to come to me to dress his cuts.”42 It is important to note that these conditions are far better than those experienced by enslaved people.
Another example of a man who joined up on a slaving voyage was Briton Hammon, a Black mariner. Like Arnold, he was broke. Hammon was in London and needed to return home to New England. In 1759, he was informed that a vessel was bound for Boston, but in actuality was a slaving voyage bound for Guinea. He ended up working on the slave ship for three months before being reunited with his enslaver, General Winslow.43 Hammon was likely treated similarly
40 James Arnold, “The Brig Ruby of Bristol, African Slaver,” Slave Ships and Slaving. ed. George Francis Dow
(London: Courier Dover Publications, 2002), 168.
41 Ibid, 168.
42 Ibid, 174.
43 Briton Hammon, A narrative of the uncommon sufferings, and surprizing deliverance of Briton Hammon, a Negro man,---servant to General Winslow, of Marshfield, in New-England; who returned to Boston, after having been

to the men from Arnold’s narrative, especially when considering the level of deception involved when he was being recruited. While Hammon did not actually end up sailing to Guinea (he was reunited with Winslow a little bit before the ship departed), it is worth noting this is a Black man serving on a slave ship, which was not uncommon at all during this time, which is evident by the lack of sensationalism towards his time on the slave ship.
The cruelty sailors faced at the hands of abusive captains was condemned by the pirate William Fly, who was executed on July 12, 1726, marking the end of The Golden Age of Piracy. Fly, rather famously, refused to ask God for forgiveness (which was the common expectation of pirates facing the gallows). He instead said, “All Masters of Vessels might take Warning by the Fate of the Captain he had murder’d, and to pay Sailors their Wages when due, and to treat them; saying that their Barbarity to them made so many turn Pyrates.”44 Fly makes it clear that pirates sought to escape the abuses faced while serving on merchant vessels such as slave ships and to overturn the hydrarchy.45 William Snelgrave cites Howell Davis, explaining this pirate motivation:
He was ashamed to hear how I had been used by them. That they should remember, their reasons for going a pirating were to revenge themselves on base Merchants, and cruel Commanders of Ships. That as for the Owner of the Prize, he had not his Fellow in London for Generosity and Goodness to poor sailors.46

This further indicates that the motivation of pirates was to liberate themselves from cruel captains and merchants who did not pay them fairly. With the abandonment of the typical

absent almost thirteen years. Containing an account of the many hardships he underwent from the time he left his master's house, in the year 1747, to the time of his return to Boston. --How he was cast away in the Capes of Florida;--the horrid cruelty and inhuman barbarity of the Indians in murdering the whole ship's crew;--the manner of his being carry'd by them into captivity. Also, an account of his being confined four years and seven months in a close dungeon,--and the remarkable manner in which he met with his good old master in London; who returned to New-England, a passenger, in the same ship (Boston: Green & Russell, 1760), 12-13.
44 Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 2.
45 Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2013), 156-158.
46 Snelgrave, A New Account, 225.

hydrarchy, pirates adopted a democratic system in which the crew held significantly more power than the captain, and a captain was more of an authority in moments of emergency, but those actions would have still been held accountable by the crew once the emergency was over.47
The absence of the rigid hierarchy of a slave ship represented a stark change in the shipboard social order. Slave ships very much relied on cruelty being passed down from captain to crew to enslaved people to maintain control. This is a hierarchy a pirate ship did not have, which impeded pirate ships from undertaking the Middle Passage. Sailing the Middle Passage also took a considerable amount of planning ahead and commitment. Pirates would have had to ration food to keep enslaved people and crew alive, which was incredibly difficult while away from a port or allies for a few months. That level of advanced planning does not fit with the “here for a good time, not a long time” attitude of most pirates, making a Middle Passage voyage all the more unlikely.48
Any attempts made by pirates to sell enslaved people at any Royal African Company port in the Caribbean would have been incredibly risky (by this point, the British held supremacy over the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade). Most maritime powers, especially the British, relentlessly hunted pirates due to the damage they caused to the profits of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. In letters between officials in the Royal African Company, pirates were frequently discussed as being active and a thorn in the side of the Company.49 All these risks make pirates even less likely to sail the Middle Passage.
However, that does not make it impossible. In William Snelgrave’s account of his capture, he recalls that pirates offered a plan to give him a ship and goods to purchase enslaved people from their allies (local African traders) on the coast while being escorted by the pirates.
47 Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 65-66.
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He could then sail to Saint Thomas, a Danish port, where Snelgrave could sell enslaved people away from the eyes of the RAC and British Navy, and the pirates would remain on the West Coast of Africa.50 This plan was a serious proposition from the pirates, even if it was not something that was usually done. Pirates did not have any interest in returning to the hydrarchy of a slave ship, but if they just escorted Snelgrave along the coast, they could turn a profit without abandoning their perceived freedom. Snelgrave would captain the slave ship, and the pirates looted ships they encountered on the way before Snelgrave separated from the pirates for the Caribbean. With this plan, the pirates could turn a profit without abandoning their democratic architecture or undertaking the middle passage. The only reason pirates even offered this plan is that Snelgrave would have been the one operating under the rigid hydrarchy, not the pirates, and they knew from whom Snelgrave could purchase enslaved people.
Simply because the Caribbean market was incredibly inaccessible to pirates does not mean they had no market for enslaved people. If the conditions were right, it would have been rather easy for them to turn a profit. For example, a group of pirates managed to capture a slave ship, replaced the slaver’s crew with the pirate crew, and then put the slaver crew with the remaining pirates on the pirate ship. After that, the pirates sailed the slave ship to a Dutch slave trading fort on the West Coast of Africa and sold the enslaved people to the commander of the fort. Following this attack, the Privy Council of Great Britain received a petition from the owner of the ship in February of 1722. John Seinzac attempted to sue the Dutch slave traders, Mr.
Vabassum and Mr. Butler, claiming he had rightful ownership over the enslaved people taken by the pirates and sold to Vabassum and Butler.51 The Council ended up ruling in favor of Seinzac,
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claiming that “a piraticall taking, cannot alter the property of the Right owners.”52 While the ruling of the case is not that useful for determining racial relations among pirates, the facts of it are. Pirates demonstrated that they were willing and able to sell enslaved people provided the right conditions were met. If they did it in this instance in 1722, they surely had done it before.
Pirates could also sell to some British traders who had no issue turning a blind eye to their illicit activities. The trial of Bartholomew Roberts’s crew reveals the activities of Mr.
Glynn, a slave trader operating on the Sierra Leone River. Mr. Glynn had a sailor, William Watts, in his employ. According to testimony, Watts was sent by Glynn to The Royal Fortune with a letter requesting Bartholomew Roberts come ashore to conduct business.53 Snelgrave also mentions Henry Glynn and that he had been active in Sierra Leone. In addition, Snelgrave claims that Glynn was a trader who never accepted pirate goods. However, Snelgrave mentions that Glynn had a good relationship with the captains Cocklyn, Davis, and Le Boose. Snelgrave relays that Davis and Glynn knew each other well, and Glynn was incredibly familiar with Howell Davis and his motivations for turning pirate. Since this trader was not RAC affiliated (though he was later appointed RAC Governor at Gambia), purchased enslaved people from African traders, and hosted pirates, men like Henry Glynn were ideal people for pirates to sell enslaved people to, and the relationship between Glynn and Davis is indicative of this.54
Pirates also sold enslaved people to African traders. A prime example is John Conny, an Ahantan man who was an independent trader and ally of Black Bart Roberts. Conny frequently hosted and aided pirates from his seat at Fort Great Fredericksburg.55 A powerful independent trader such as Conny would have been someone to whom pirates could sell enslaved people, and
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then he could sell them to merchants who did not want to deal with the RAC (who tended to charge greater tariffs). Previously, it was explained that kingdoms on the coast would use the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade as a method of deportation of prisoners of war, so it is strange that individuals like Conny would purchase enslaved people who could be a threat, but he could have easily resold enslaved people to European traders. Conny was not a conventional coastal leader - he did not launch raids against the African interior but more likely purchased enslaved people from his neighbors to later sell to Europeans (similar to what European forts did), making it more likely that Conny would be willing to purchase enslaved people off pirates.
There are other individuals similar to Conny, coastal Africans who acted as independent traders and competitors to companies such as the RAC. One such trader was Bimbe Jack, who appears in Arnold’s story. Bimbe Jack and his band of traders typically sold to merchants who did not want to pay RAC tariffs, much like Conny. However, it was essential to maintain good relations with local traders such as Conny or Bimbe Jack because of the disproportionality of power when operating on the coast.56 Local traders had significantly greater coastal power than pirates, and pirates could face harsh consequences if they provoked their coastal allies.
Relationships between pirates and coastal Africans are made further evident when pirates captured the slave ship Concordia in 1724. The pirates had captured the ship, ran her aground, and “the Negroes ran away with the pillage.”57 The term “negro” in this context is vague, it is unclear if these are enslaved people or free Africans. These Black people are most likely free Africans because the Royal African Company uses the term “slaves” when discussing enslaved people and “negro” when referring to Africans in general. The description of this event implies that there were Africans on the coast waiting for this ship to be run aground, indicating that was
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the plan of the pirates to begin with. Pirates did not have the same amount of power on the coast as local Africans, so it is unlikely they would sail the ship into the shore unless they intended to do so, implying a coordinated effort by both pirates and coastal Africans. While the motivation behind this cooperation is unknown, it is most likely that pirates sought to gain the favor of local Africans for trade purposes since most RAC forts were closed to pirates.
This cooperation between pirates and African traders is mentioned in the trials of Bartholomew Roberts’s crew. According to the testimony of John Wingfield, a prisoner taken by Roberts’s crew, there was a man called “Seigneur Josee” living on the Sierra Leone River who was described as a Black Christian. At a cursory glance, it is unclear whether he is African, since the British tend to use the term “negro” when describing Africans. However, since he was specified as a Christian, it is clear that he was African; if he were European, he would just be assumed to be Christian. Seigneur Josee frequently purchased enslaved people from local Africans, but Josee also bought white sailors on occasion, such as William Davies. Davies was turned over by one Mr. Planket, the Governor of the RAC at Sierra Leone, to local Africans. The local traders were angry with Davies because they had given him a woman to marry, but then decided to sell her. Josee bought Davies off the African traders, which saved his life, and Davies remained in the service of Josee to pay off his debt.58 Josee also had an encounter he had with Thomas Cocklyn a few years prior. Snelgrave reports that Cocklyn and his crew captured a ship on the Sierra Leone River belonging to a “Segnor Joseph” who Snelgrave describes as “a black Gentleman… and a Person of good account in this Country,” indicating Segnor Joseph was from Sierra Leone.59 Cocklyn ransomed Segnor Joseph, and Joseph used his connections on the coast to raise a ransom.60 While the two names are spelled differently, Segnore Joseph and Seigneur
58 Tryal of all the Pyrates, 66.
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Josee were the same man, just with varied spellings of his name appearing in primary sources. Bartholomew Roberts was Howell Davis’s successor, and Davis sailed alongside Cocklyn, so it is likely that Segnor Joseph was familiar with this pirate lineage and was willing to do business with Roberts, indicating a strong relationship between pirates and coastal Africans. This interaction is peculiar because Segnor Joseph worked with these pirates even after being held ransom by them, and they did not seem to mistreat him or sell him as an enslaved man, revealing they did not see him the same way they saw enslaved Africans (This goes in line with how pirates did not enslave free Africans, only continued to exploit already enslaved people because it would upset the pirates’ relationship with local Africans). The relationship with Segnor Joseph indicates that pirates did not have any strong racial motivations unless they could turn a profit because the pirates had enslaved people they could sell, meaning they behaved similarly to regular slave traders.
In a situation where Europeans needed to disembark on the Coast of Africa, they had considerably less power, and any attempted slight could be met with force. This can be seen in Arnold’s narrative when Captain Williams attempts to capture Bimbe Jack for no good reason. In retaliation, Bimbe Jack’s comrades attacked the crew of The Ruby and captured them, chaining Captain Williams, the first mate, and the carpenter to a tree.61 Eventually, the disagreement was resolved, but this episode illustrates how essential it was to maintain a good relationship with African traders as they had considerably more power on land than any sailor. If this type of situation happened to a “legitimate” slave trader, it surely happened to a pirate, making it essential for pirates to maintain good relationships with African traders. If they had a good relationship with these traders, it was likely they could sell any enslaved people to the local trader rather than to someone in the Caribbean.
61 Arnold, “The Brig Ruby of Bristol,” 171.

Further evidence of pirates maintaining relationships with coastal Africans can be seen in Snelgrave’s captivity narrative. Snelgrave relays that the pirates frequented the coast, particularly to have sex with local women. Snelgrave wrote, “So now being in harbour, they went on Shore to the Negroe-women, who were very fond of their Company for the sake of the great Presents they gave them.”62 The level of consent from the African women in this situation is a matter of some debate, but if the pirates were frequently on shore with gifts, and the women were described as fond of the pirates, they were likely welcomed. This is indicative of a positive relationship between pirates and coastal peoples, which makes it unlikely that these pirates had any strong racial biases.
Pirates' sale of enslaved people was financially motivated. Pirates were opportunists and did whatever they needed to do to survive, which is supported by Bartholomew Roberts’s motto. It is unlikely that pirates sold enslaved people they found out of a desire to maintain the status quo of the Slave Trade or out of any direct racial motivation, but out of greed and desire for profit. However, even if there were only an economic incentive for participation in the Slave Trade, it still maintained the status quo and acted to cement the association of Black people with an enslaved status, in further contrast to both Rediker’s argument about the revolutionary consciousness and Bialuschewski’s argument about the racial motivation of pirate violence.
While pirates typically did not have the hierarchy, means, conventional market, or ideology to ship enslaved people across the Atlantic on the Middle Passage, that did not prevent them from selling enslaved people they might find on captured ships. By using alliances with local African traders and knowledge of the West Coast of Africa, pirates could sell enslaved people to their allies when the opportunity arose. However, like recruitment, sale of enslaved
62 Snelgrave, A New Account, 257.

people required the right set of conditions to be beneficial to pirates. When these options were impractical, pirates turned to a far crueler option.


Brutalization of Enslaved People

Brutality employed by pirates served a purpose: to generate terror, and thereby decrease the chance of their victims resisting. Terror as a tool was nearly universal among pirates.
Rediker’s chapter “A Tale of Two Terrors” in Villains of All Nations captures this quite well. He explains that pirates frequently threatened, tortured, and even murdered honest sailors.63 This idea of terror was also the point of the Jolly Roger. Every pirate flag is black with some kind of icon of death, be it a skeleton, a “death’s head” (skull), or some other kind of menacing imagery. The point of the flag was to communicate that resistance would be met with death.64 It is no shock that pirates used unrestrained violence against anyone who put up resistance, regardless of who they were.
Bialuschewski, in “Black People under the Black Flag,” wrote about how Howell Davis was killed in a raid against a fort at Principe by local free Africans. According to Bialuschewki, Davis’s “crew mistreated thirty captured Africans and burned down the fortification.”65 While this type of brutality is terrible, at an initial glance, it does not appear to be racially motivated. Davis raided the island not because of the population but because of the potential profit, and the crew acted in revenge against the people who killed their captain, similar to actions taken by Bartholomew Roberts on the Island of Nevis. Around 1720, Roberts and his crew learned that the officials on the island executed pirates, so in retaliation, they sailed to Nevis, burned ships in the harbor, and put out a bounty for the officials responsible for the executions. This event and
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the hanging of a Martinique Governor by Roberts are discussed by Rediker in Villains of All Nations.66 The raid on Principe lines up with what pirates tended to do, especially those under Howell Davis (Bartholomew Roberts was a mate of Davis, so this trend is one of “like captain like mate”). It is also an example of how pirates used terror to deter people from resisting pirate attacks.
Another example of this brutality was an event relayed by the Stamford Mercury in 1720.

After a captain unsuccessfully defended a slave ship in the West Indies, the pirates gave him a choice of how he wanted to die. The captain chose to be shot and was tied up between two Black men. The pirates shot the two Black men and then released the captain on account of his bravery.67 This encounter does not specify whether or not the Black men were enslaved.
However, it does indicate that pirates saw them as disposable, indicating they were likely enslaved people. Pirates saw little value in enslaved people when they had no need for more manpower or when they were far from a port that was both friendly to pirates and had demand for enslaved people, which was likely the reason the pirates saw these enslaved people as disposable. If these men were free sailors, the pirates would have just let them go and only punished the captain as the ranking officer who ordered resistance, as they threatened to do in Snelgrave’s narrative.68 Pirates also did not seem to have a problem killing enslaved people onboard ships they captured simply because the enslaved people were in the way of the pirates. Bialuschewski describes an incident in 1722 where pirates captured a slave ship, killed the officers, and threw many enslaved people overboard.69 This was a brutal approach to dealing with any enslaved people, but a common one nonetheless.
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Terror tactics also reveal that pirates did not always have the intention of killing enslaved people they found, which is made evident in The Porcupine incident, described in the introduction. It is important, before unpacking the incident, to keep in mind two key facts: First, the ship was being held ransom. The motivation to burn it, along with any enslaved people on board, was because Captain Fletcher refused to pay. Second, the burning might not have been intentional. That being said, Bialuschewski seemingly takes Charles Johnson’s report of what happened on The Porcupine as truth and uses the “cruelty unparalleled” and undeniable evidence that the violence of pirates against Black people was white supremacist in motivation.70 In the trial of Roberts’s crew, whether or not The Porcupine intentionally burned and whether or not enslaved people were on board came into question. In the trial, Richard Scot claimed that “the Sloop” was burned. Richard Wood said the same thing; however, he gave more details.
Wood claimed “The Pyrates set him to work to unshackle the Negroes on board the Porcupine.”71 This indicates that the pirates had no intention to burn the enslaved people alive. Further testimony from Edward Evans contradicts Wood and Scot, claiming that the enslaved people who were “burnt or drowned were unable to help themselves being fetter’d.”72 Evans himself was also acquitted, but the two stories do not line up. Sutton arrives at this conclusion, but leaves the discussion of this incident with its ambiguity. However, the incident becomes clearer when it is considered that the ship was set on fire by accident. The pirates had, as Sutton describes, covered the ship in pitch as a show of how serious they were.73 But then if they dropped a lantern or torch by mistake, the pirates would then not have been able to free all the enslaved people even if they wanted to. Pirates tended to either be drunk or hungover, especially
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after taking a ship, so the probability of an accidental fire on a wooden ship covered in pitch was high. Both Wood and Evans were likely telling the truth, and that part of the story could have been omitted for the sake of brevity in the proceedings, or the British officials did not care about the fates of the enslaved people.
This possibility of The Porcupine incident being accidental is supported by Snelgrave’s account. After converting Snelgrave’s ship into a pirate ship, Cocklyn’s crew immediately started drinking in celebration. A Black man went below deck to tap a cask of rum. He accidentally held his candle too close to another open container of liquor, which caught fire. The fire began to spread among the liquor.74 Fire on pirate ships could begin incredibly easily, and in the case of The Porcupine, this is a likely scenario given the ship was covered in pitch. It is also worth noting that the man responsible for the fire was Black, and there is no discussion of the pirate being punished as one might on a regular merchant ship. Snelgrave does not sensationalize the presence of a Black pirate, indicating that free Black men were common onboard ships, and the lack of punishment indicates that this type of event was commonplace. It is also possible that this was a local African man present for the pirates’ celebration, which is further evidence of coastal relationships. The lack of punishment for such a lethal mistake also indicates that pirates did not have any racial motivation to punish this individual or treat him any differently from a white sailor.
Even if the pirates did set the ship on fire to kill enslaved people, they did not kill the enslaved people because they were Black, but because the pirates sought to ransom them, and Captain Fletcher did not meet the demands of the pirates. By following through with the threat to burn the ship and enslave people, the pirates spread terror and generated the fear they relied on for easy prey. Granted, the other cases described by Bialuschewski do show racial motivation.
74 Snelgrave, A New Account, 273.

Pirates used enslaved people as tools to spread terror in the Atlantic World mainly through brutal murder. Part of the reason behind this was an idea that enslaved people were seen as of little consequence. This lines up with the dehumanization involved in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. A degree of racial prejudice is also seen in the raid on Principe and the murder of two Black men rather than the promised captain; the victims here are possibly free Africans, but that is not certain. This racial prejudice is visible in the disproportionality of violence seen in these instances, even if the violence was not directly motivated by racial prejudice.
Outside of this framework of terror, enslaved women faced brutalization in the form of sexual assault at the hands of pirates, indicating that while there might not have been racial prejudice, there certainly was gender-based violence carried out by pirates. There is no documentation of pirates raping enslaved women; however, it is very likely that pirates assaulted them. Women made up at least a third of the people forced across the Atlantic on the Middle Passage, making it probable that they would have been on ships captured by pirates. It is also well known that women were assaulted by captains and crews of slave ships. In his account, James Arnold wrote:
It was (the captain’s) general practice on the receipt of a woman slave - especially a young one - to send for her to come to his cabin so that he might lie with her.
Sometimes they would refuse to comply with his desires and would be severely beaten by him.75

This is a case in which a captain habitually assaulted enslaved women, and he was not the only one; this sort of treatment was common onboard a slave ship.
Pirates were also not squeamish about sexual violence. In the case Snelgrave wrote about, the pirates frequented the Coast to sleep with native women. Some of the women, in this case,
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seem to have consented, however, others had husbands who allowed the pirates to sleep with their wives in exchange for goods,76 with little chance that the women in this case agreed to this exchange. Bialuschewski also explains pirates raped African women in a 1719 raid on the island of Annonbon.77 It is important to note that both of these cases were on land, not at sea.
With the understanding that slave ship captains and crew frequently assaulted enslaved women on the Middle Passage, and pirates themselves did not shy away from sexual violence, it can be assumed that pirates assaulted enslaved women on the ships they captured. It is also possible that this practice was punished. In one documented ship article drafted by pirates, there was a prohibition on sleeping with women without consent.78 In Snelgrave’s account, he wrote, “If they should Take a Prize at Sea, that has any Women on board, no one dares, on pain of death, to force them against their Inclinations.”79 However, he then goes on to say that this is a rule just to avoid conflict among the crew, which is likely considering the cases of assault on land.80 When it comes to the view of sexual assault held by pirates, it depended on the crew.
A common fate of enslaved people when they met pirates on the Middle Passage was brutalization at the hands of the pirates. This could come in the form of beatings or torture, but also death, both murder and manslaughter, as well as sexual assault by the pirates against enslaved women. While this violence was not directly motivated by racial prejudice, seeing how pirates did have amicable relations with Black sailors and local Black traders as well as having alternative motivations, pirate actions perpetuated racialized violence within the Atlantic World and maintained the racial status quo.
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Conclusion

The case of The Porcupine reveals a common problem with studying piracy: what little has been written is exaggerated or romanticized. However, by examining sources with care and comparing what is written about pirates with primary sources that illustrate the world they operated in, a clearer picture can be painted. This is especially the case when discussing the interactions between pirates and enslaved people, two groups whose voices are often silent in the archives.
The most common fate of enslaved people who were on ships captured by pirates in the late 1710s and early 1720s was to be recruited, sold, or brutalized. Recruitment was either voluntary or coerced, but even voluntary recruitment was, in a way, coerced. The sale was most likely to be at forts sympathetic to pirates or African slave traders the pirates had a good relationship with. Brutalization could come in the form of murder or rape by the pirates.
However, it was also entirely possible that pirates just let slave ships go. If pirates did not see a use for enslaved people, they might just take what goods or recruits they wanted from a slave ship and send the ship on its way, enslaved people still bound to the same fate they would have had if pirates had not attacked, which happened in 1725, according to the Boston Gazette. After pirates plundered a ship, they simply left it with the enslaved people still onboard.81 What pirates were unlikely to do was liberate and set enslaved people free on the Coast of Africa. Most of these enslaved people were prisoners of war and likely enemies of the pirates’ coastal allies, and this would have damaged a relationship the pirates relied on; local traders would have been distressed and angered at seeing a large number of their former captives released so close to the traders. The motivation for sale or brutalization was not out of racial prejudice like Bialuschewski’s argues, and the motivation for recruitment was not “Revolutionary
81 Boston Gazette. May 17th 1725.

Consciousness” like Rediker would argue. The motivation for all three fates of enslaved people who met pirates on the West Coast of Africa was based on economic need and opportunity.
The reason pirates probably attacked these ships in the first place was not for the enslaved people because their treatment by pirates seems more like an afterthought. Based on enslaved people’s fates when they encountered pirates, it is far more likely that pirates wanted either the crew of the slave ship as a source of manpower, or the ship itself; pirates tended to want to replace their ship or build a fleet, and in those cases, something had to be done about the enslaved people on board, which depended on convenience. Thinking back to what Bartholomew Roberts said about the pirate life, this makes a lot of sense. Having a merry but short life does not leave a lot of room for planning, and the likelihood of pirates recruiting, selling, or brutalizing enslaved people largely depended upon their needs at the time, what kind of mood they happen to be in, or the culture of the particular crew.82
The most likely fate of these enslaved people was dependent on the pirates' needs at the time. Commonly, pirates required money and terror, making the most probable fate of sale or murder. The alliances pirates had with coastal Africans made it much more convenient to sell enslaved people than to train them as sailors, even if they would be useful in a boarding party. It was also much easier for pirates to just kill the enslaved people and gain greater infamy for their cruelty (which would encourage merchants to surrender with ease), which was even easier for pirates than to sail to their African allies. These allies likely only bought from pirates if they could have quickly sold enslaved people to Europeans who were looking to work around the RAC, like Arnold’s captain.83 There was also a common trend of pirates ransoming individuals on the West Coast of Africa, which was, to a degree, similar to slave trading because ransoming
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is a financial exchange of money or goods for a human being. The difference between slave trading and ransoming is the matter of ownership after the exchange, however, this frequency of ransoming indicates that pirates had no issue exchanging people for monetary gain.
While it is easy to disagree with Arne Bialuschewski’s portrayal of events in The Porcupine incident as being motivated by hatred for Black people because these actions were economically motivated and utilized as a tool to spread a message of terror to merchant ship captains, there is no consistent a racial attitude shared among all pirates. It is also key to note that enslaved Africans were sold by other Africans to Europeans, and that pirates frequently interacted with coastal Africans for a variety of purposes. With this complex dynamic, arguments that pirates had racial prejudice are difficult to support. Granted, there were exceptions, such as Captain Low, but that is one individual in a sea of examples. Pirates were complex and nuanced, it is hard to generalize their views when they do not often share them. However, even if not motivated, their actions were deep-seated in white supremacy. One reason why enslaved Africans were even an option for pirates to recruit, sell, or be brutalized is because of the racialized organization of chattel slavery in the Americas. Regardless of whether pirates held white supremacist dogma, their actions fell in line with a racialized world.
Marcus Rediker makes the argument that pirates held a “revolutionary consciousness” ahead of their time and uses a Marxist lens to examine the Atlantic World. The problem with his book falls in line with the problem common in Marxist theory, in that it does not address race to any degree of satisfaction, especially when race is so intertwined with class. With this in mind, it is hard to agree with Rediker’s analysis when pirates were actively participating in the slave trade. This was at a time of revolts on slave ships, two hundred years after the Santo Domingo revolt (a large-scale slave revolt on Hispaniola in 1521), and only twenty years before the Stono

Revolt, a slave uprising in South Carolina (1739) that shook British officials to their core. These activities that were only hindering corporate interests in the trade, and not the trade itself, are in stark contrast to other revolutionary tendencies, calling into question how “revolutionary conscious” pirates were at this time. It could be argued that this treatment was towards enslaved people, not free sailors, and therefore a different class. However, the enslaved “class” used for chattel slavery in the Atlantic World was exclusively Black and Indigenous People, with white people never being a part of the chattel slave class in the Americas. The racialization of this class system cannot be denied, making the revolutionary consciousness argument restricted to white pirates and not universal like Rediker claims.
While there is merit to Rediker’s work on pirates organizing themselves in democratic systems, his conclusion that they represent opposition to a capitalist Atlantic World overlooks role in the slave trade played by pirates. On the other side, Bialuschewski’s argument that pirates saw enslaved people as having little value and that racial prejudice held by pirates overlooks cooperation with African traders to sell enslaved people. In this view, pirates should be reconceptualized as perpetrators of colonial systems, but not with the same consciousness as actors such as the RAC.
Another observation about pirates that was revealed through this research is that they were performing incredibly similar actions to groups such as the Royal African Company. The RAC was the very organization that called for action against pirates for how they hurt the profits of the slave trade. The RAC talked about how “villains,” “rogues,” and “rascals” stole from the Company.84 The RAC used this rhetoric while the company aided in stealing people from their homes and shipped them across a lethal Atlantic crossing, making their use of the term “villains” for pirates rather ironic. While it is easy to criticize the rhetoric of the RAC, the company had a
84 CO 390/7. T 70/6, 49.

point. The pirates were thieves, not only because they stole from the RAC, but also because pirates emulated the RAC by engaging in slave trading. This made pirates, like the Royal African Company, villains in the trade.

Appendix

Figure 1: Map of Guinea, c. 1722.
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