
Response to Chris’s presentation about British Pirates 

From Stephen Gill 

Thank you, Chris, for your interesting and informative essay on pirates. What 

follows is based upon two volumes in my collection of books which seemed 

relevant to the subject and might be of interest.  

Firstly, many years ago I bought second hand a book published in 1925 by CL 

Kingsford entitled ‘Prejudice and Promise in Fifteenth Century England’. These 

were expanded lectures given as the Ford Lectures at Oxford University in 

1923. One essay in the book is ‘West Country Piracy: The School of English 

Seamen’.  

(As a digression, Kingsford was an interesting character – after university he 

worked on the Dictionary of National Biography, as an Examiner in the nascent 

Education department of government, as a civil servant and as a Special 

Constable during WW1. He never held an academic appointment but was 

recognised then and since as one of the major authorities on 15th century 

England, writing a biography of Henry V, editing many published volumes of 

chronicles and state records, and books on the history of London.)  

The essay is based upon government and court records of attempts to enforce 

the statutes governing the freedom of the sea which various governments 

passed or renewed at intervals during the century. The records suggest that 

the law might have prohibited piracy and privateering but its enforcement, as 

Chris demonstrates in his piece re e.g., John Hawley of Dartmouth, was 

stymied by the connivance or active participation of local worthies in the very 

acts of piracy that they were mean to enforce. Repeated examples are given of 

merchants seeking redress for the loss of their ships and cargoes, obtaining 

commissions of enquiry into the illegal acts, often naming the perpetrators, 

occasionally even obtaining a ruling requiring restitution of the stolen goods, 

but most often failing to secure justice. Time and again Kingsford describes 

local power brokers who were both on commissions to enforce the law, yet 

active in funding or practising piracy in the Channel and further afield. 

Townspeople in the ports were active in the speedy distribution and sale of 

the plunder. Dartmouth and Fowey appear in the records as the bases for a 

significant number of pirates, but all south west ports had their share – from St 

Ives, Penzance, Mousehole, to Exmouth and Poole.   

Kingsford concludes his essay with this paragraph:  

“Piracy in the Channel was to be a trouble for many years to come. 

…………Its story in the middle fifteenth century throws a lurid light upon the 

ill sea-keeping, the lack of order, the prevalence of personal influence, the 

maintenance of evil-doers and the abuses of the forms of law which were 



among the worst features of the last years of Lancastrian rule. Nevertheless, 

the piracy of the fifteenth century was the school of English seamen. 

Notwithstanding al that can be alleged against them we must recognise in these 

West Country pirates that same hardy and audacious spirit which a hundred 

years later inspired their descendants to nobler achievements in a greater 

sphere.”  

Of course, this is a reference to the active involvement in the English navy in 

1588 of many West Country mariners who had been engaged in piracy in the 

preceding years, and doubtless honed their maritime skills in that endeavour.  

The second book is ‘Captives’ by Linda Colley. It is about the experience of 

English (and later British) people in captivity in the development of the British 

Empire. What struck me was the prevalence of piracy throughout the world in 

the period under review. Chris has focussed on British pirates but I was 

particularly struck by the widespread nature of piracy in the period. It is 

estimated for example that between 1688 and 1713 alone (admittedly a period 

of warfare with France) French privateers operating out of St Malo seized 2000 

British ships.  

But for me the most interesting part of the book relates the experience of the 

Barbary Corsairs, essentially state-sponsored pirates from the North African 

‘regencies’ (administrative divisions of the Ottoman Empire) based in Algiers, 

Morocco, Tunis and Tripoli, who preyed on shipping in the Mediterranean and 

off the coast of North Africa in the 17th century. In Algiers, for example, the 

governor of the province received a share of all profits of cargo and captives 

seized by crews from his territory. In Morocco, the ruler levied taxes on men 

and merchandise taken by the corsairs. They targeted Christina shipping and 

the crews and passengers captured were ither ransomed or more usually sold 

into slavery. Between 1660 and the 1730s abut 6000 Britons fell foul of the 

Barbary Corsairs and in the whole 17th and 18th centuries there were probably 

20000 British captives of these Barbary pirates.   

The chapter in the book goes on to describe the experience of these captives, 

their life (and often death) as slaves in a foreign land, and the tales of their 

successes and failures to return to Britain.  

The section reminds me that, while the popular image of piracy is something so 

innocuous that pirates are a regular feature of early years’ school topics, at the 

same time as English pirates were terrorising Spanish and other merchantmen 

in the Caribbean and off the American colonies, British sailors were 

experiencing death or slavery at the hand of pirates closer to home.  

  



From Geoff Kennedy. 

Stephen 

I have found it surprising to realise how little I actually know about a period 

that has been and is being portrayed so much on TV and films (having been 

brought up on Treasure Island and Captain Pugwash, not to mention Captain 

Hook). We can all mimic the phrases and accents that were apparently not 

used by pirates. I remember many years ago, when I was a lad, to be astounded 

to learn that there were still pirates and that they were nothing like the film 

versions. 

Pirates are basically thieves who operate on the water, complicated for a while 

in history by Government use of their availability in hostilities and for political 

and financial ends- and, generally, very unpleasant; in the 'golden era' happy to 

treat slaves as tradable goods like most others. When they became an 

embarrassment, their time was over. It should be a good discussion this 

afternoon. 

 


