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Abstract 

Oxonius, A. 2019 A Pirate’s Life For Me. A Comparative Study of the Queen Anne’s Revenge 

And the Quedagh Merchant Shipwrecks 

Oxonius, A. 2019 Ett Sjörövarliv För Mig. En Jämförande Studie Mellan Skeppsvraken Queen 

Anne’s Revenge Och Quedagh Merchant 

 

Dagens syn på pirater har länge blivit influerad av olika medier. Allt från böcker och filmer har 

kontinuerligt påverkat allmänhetens syn på en viktig del av marinhistoria och på så sätt har den 

perioden av historien blivit näst intill översedd av forskare. Inte förrän bara några år sedan blev 

arkeologin kring pirater en etablerad gren inom vetenskapen (Skowronek & Ewen 2006:1–2) 

och i och med det har praktiken vuxit. Men vad går det egentligen att säga är sant om piraterna? 

Har alla medier förmedlat en viss sanning eller är allt påhitt? 

Denna uppsats kommer diskutera kring fenomenet som är pirater och sjöröveri och jämföra 

dessa legendariska berättelser med det arkeologiska materialet som funnits som kan länkas till 

legenderna om de mytomspunna piraterna. Denna studie kommer utgå ifrån två framträdande 

skeppsvrak, Queen Anne’s Revenge och Quedagh Merchant, som hittats i det västindiska havet 

samt artefakterna som framkom i samband med vraken. Med utgångspunkt i detta material, ska 

en diskussion föras kring möjliga sanningar till legenderna samt deras skepp. 

 

The image of pirates today has long been influenced by different media. From books to movies 

have all continually affected the public’s view on an important part of maritime history and 

such has that period of history been close to neglected by scientists. It was not until a few years 

ago that archaeology of piracy became an established part of the science (Skowronek & Ewen 

2006:1-2) and with that has the practice grown. But what can one say is actually true about 

pirates? Have all media arbitrated a certain truth or is everything made up? 

This thesis will discuss the phenomena that is pirates and piracy and compare the legendary 

tales with the archaeological material found which can be linked to the legend of the nefarious 

pirates. This study will emanate from two protruding shipwrecks, Queen Anne’s Revenge and 

Quedagh Merchant, which has been found in the West-Indies as well as the artefacts that 

emerged with the wrecks. A discussion will be done based on the materials to see possible 

truths to the legends and the ships. 
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1. Introduction 

Pirates have existed since men first took to the sea for trading. One of the pirates' earliest 

strongholds was in the Hormuz Strait at the opening of the Persian Gulf, which ships carrying 

gold, silver, silk, spices, copper and teak to and from the Middle East and India were forced to 

sail through (Cawthorne 2003:7). 

When ancient Greece flourished, pirates hid among the islands of the Aegean, and their 

deeds were written down by Thucydides and Herodotus. Alexander the Great tried to wipe out 

the Mediterranean piracy in 330 BC, but it was still strong during the Roman Empire's peak 

two hundred years later. During 694 BC the Assyrian king Sennacherib tried to destroy pirates 

and the Roman Emperor Trajan tried the same during the first century BC, followed by another 

attempt by King Shapur of Persia during the fourth century BC. At the same time, in the 

Mediterranean, early pirates chased after Phoenician merchant ships who transported silver, 

amber, tin and copper from merchants in Sidon and Tyre (Cawthorne 2003: 8). 

Under the reign of James, I of England (1603-1625), Europe experienced a period of peace 

beyond the 30-year war. Monarchs reduced the nations own navy, which meant that privateers 

who went to sea 'on their own', in other words pirates, had a very small chance of being caught. 

Thanks to the number of unemployed seamen, pirates increased in number. They worked in 

ports around Morocco's coast to the Atlantic, threatened shipping in the Gibraltar Strait, and 

from Bantry Bay they attacked the shipment in the English Channel. However, during 1614-

15, the Dutch and English succeeded in pushing out pirates across the Atlantic, where pirates 

became inseparable from colonial war and slave trade. At this time, British, Dutch and French 

settled to establish colonies in the Caribbean. Colonialists only grew with prisoners from the 

English Civil War and criminals, drifters, unemployed and orphans who were transported to 

the colonies by order of judges. Others were volunteers and worked on the price of their passage 

according to contracted labour. However, white workers were quickly replaced by African 

slaves, which were generally stronger than the malnourished poor from Europe's contaminated 

cities and were better adapted to deal with tropical conditions. Displaced Europeans were 

driven to smaller islands as well as other uninhabited regions where they lived by chasing 

wildlife. They laid the meat over a campfire through a French method called boucaner, which 

gave these people the name of buccaneers. When Jamaica was under threat of Spain, letters of 

Marque and ships were offered to pirates who might not necessarily be good sailors, but good 

with muskets and skilled with swords which they used to cut down enemies. British seafarers 

were united with Huguenots (French Protestants), Dutchmen who had fought in the war against 

Spain home in the Netherlands, and Africans who were mostly slaves on the run. Since many 

of the pirates had been contract workers themselves, they saw no point in returning the slaves 

to their owners. And with an international crew, it did not matter which nation the ships they 

attacked belonged - however, Spanish ships and colonies offered the richest booties 

(Cawthorne 2003:9). 

In 1717, the Caribbean found the trade paralyzed. Merchant ships could not sail without 

marine security guards and the pirates caused serious problems for economic development in 

the Caribbean and the British colonies in North America (Cawthorne 2003: 10-11). 
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In 1724, a man called Captain Charles Johnson published A General History of the 

Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates, but the true author is considered to be 

Daniel Defoe. In the book, he created the modern image of the murderers, sailing under the 

Jolly Roger and gave almost a mythological status to pirates such as Blackbeard, Captain Kidd, 

Bartholomew Roberts, Calico Jack Rackham, Mary Read and Anne Bonny. This began the 

extremely romanticised pirate stories written by Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron and more. It 

was Johnson's swashbuckling villains who came to inspire Robert Louis Stevenson's Treasure 

Island and movies such as Captain Blood. These books and films take place during the golden 

age of piracy between 1691 - 1724, even though piracy flourished much earlier on the island 

of Tortuga (Cawthorne 2003:10). 

The pirates' career was rarely as daring as the epic films portrayed. They usually lasted no 

longer than 2-3 years and ended more often than not with execution. Even though many pirates 

were brutal sadists, they were still admired as romantic heroes; men who lived under their own 

conditions. They were set to have exciting life, although it was a short life (Cawthorne 2003:11-

12). 

1.1. Purpose and questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to find out who the people behind the legends of piracy truly were 

reflected by the material remains found, compared to historical records. I will also see how 

piracy have affected maritime history and archaeology as well as to come a bit closer to 

unravelling the mysterious and romanticised period of history that is The Golden Age of Piracy 

(1691-1724). 

 

 

 

The questions for this thesis are: 

- How can the environmental factors change the perspective of maritime history and 

archaeology due to the conditions of the archaeological sites? 

- How much of the legends surrounding pirates are actually true from an archaeological 

perspective? 

- Why is this period of history as overlooked as it is and how can we steer history away from 

the romanticised portrayals of the modern day with the archaeological material found? 

1.2. Methods and theory 

This is a literary study which will primarily emanate from previous research in this field of 

study in order to answer the questions asked for this paper. As well as comparing piracy legends 

to the archaeological material found to get a clearer picture of who these people were and how 

they have affected history and maritime archaeology. I will gather the information which can 

give me both an archaeological and a historical point of view for me to base my discussion 

from. All this to add to the already growing interest in this practice and to give a new image to 

a neglected time in history and to step away from the romanticised era of piracy. I want to use 

the information gathered to shed new light on an important maritime part of history. I will use 

already published works to gain the information necessary to draw conclusions from in order 

to discuss the questions I asked for this thesis. 
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The phylogenetic model which can be compared to a complex tree of relations of different 

data proposed by Patrick Kirch and Roger Green (2001) will be applied in this paper; meaning 

that, in order to see the full range of history one must combine and incorporate perspectives 

and data from different anthropological subdisciplines, such as archaeology, comparative 

ethnology (with ethno-history, oral history), and in some cases the model may also include 

biological anthropology, and historical linguistics (Kirch & Green 2001:13). All to wholly 

understand the complexity of the era of history that is The Golden Age of Piracy, and its 

appurtenant research. 
 

1.3.  Restrictions 

This essay will focus on the Golden Age of Piracy (1691-1724) in the West-Indies. I will try 

to deromanticize this era of piracy and from that, try to find a clear and accurate picture of who 

the pirates really were as well as the consequences piracy had on naval and maritime affairs. I 

will restrict my research to two prominent pirate captains and their ships, Captain Blackbeard 

and his Queen Anne’s Revenge, and Captain William Kidd and his Quedagh Merchant, and 

emanate the study and questions from the finds and their ships. 

One major restriction in general when it comes to maritime archaeology is the 

environments changing conditions, and the damaged nature of the archaeological sites. 
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2. Background 

2.1. What is archaeology of piracy 

In order to answer the question of what archaeology of piracy is, we must first define what a 

pirate is. There are many different terms for a pirate, such as buccaneer, corsair, privateer which 

are more often than not used interchangeably, when, in fact, there are some not-so-subtle 

differences between these terms, all depending on context. 
  

2.1.1.  Pirate 

Webster (1981:867) define “pirate” as a person who commits robberies out at sea or make 
illegal use of someone else’s idea or invention. A more colourful image of a pirate comes from 
A Pirates Own Book which was written during the 19th century: “Piracy is an offence against 
the universal law of society. As, therefore, he has renounced all the benefits of society and 
government and has reduced himself to the savage statue of nature, by declaring war against 
all mankind, all mankind must declare war on him” (Maritime Research Society 1924:x). So, 
in conclusion, pirates looted ships. However, not everyone who looted ships were sinners, at 
the very least not in the eyes of their home nation. Some were granted special privileges. 
 

2.1.2. Privateer 

A privateer was someone who had been granted special permission to attack enemy ships. A 
privateer had some kind of letters of Marque in possession, which meant that privateers worked 
as aid to the normal marine forces. The letters of Marque enabled the carrier to loot the cargo 
from hostile ships and charge the bounty with their government (Cordingly 1995: xvii). This 
means that the difference between a pirate and a privateer all depends on perspective. Someone 
who carries a letter of Marque from one nation was usually classified as a pirate by a different 
nation. 

 

2.1.3. Buccaneer/corsair 

Buccaneer origins from the French word boucanier. When Spain abandoned parts of West 
Caribbean during the 16th century, French smugglers settled in those uninhabited regions. They 
sustained on hunting and prepared the food in a way called boucaner which was sold to passing 
ships. Before they started selling the meat, the boucaniers chased the passing ships (Konstam 
1999:74). With these definitions in place we can now begin investigating the phenomenon of 
piracy. 
 

When studying piracy, it is not nearly enough to simply cherry pick what passages from all the 

documentary records one wants in order to explain past illicit activities. As scientists one must 



 

5 

 

emanate from the many paths of evidence from both contemporary and historic act of piracy 

and from those seek out patterns, which might begin to explain social as well as material 

phenomena. Why did the pirates act the way they choose to? Were there specific behaviour 

patterns adopted by pirates? And, what are the artefacts or other physical residues that could 

result from pirate activities, and larger pirate groups? When the methods of archaeology, 

anthropology and history are taken together they make up a powerful tool to study piracy in 

the past as well as the connected pirates. As Robert Schuyler (1977:99-120) wrote “this kind 

of research uses the written word, the spoken word, observed behaviour and preserved 

behaviour”.  

What includes in the written word are for example accounts such as bureaucratic reports 

and contemporary letters, newspapers, deeds, vital records, maps, ethnohistorical accounts, 

census data, probate inventories, as well as quantifiable documentary evidence. All of these are 

useful when trying to understand where pirates executed their deeds in the past, the very nature 

of piracy, the people themselves who were pirates, and also their culture and their place in it 

(Skowronek & Ewen 2016:5).  

Oral history was once the main source of history, but by the end of the 19th century it came 

to be seen as the weaker form of evidence when studying preliterate societies. As a result, from 

this, oral history came to reside in the realm of folklorist and anthropologists. In the last third 

of the 20th century social historians begun turning to oral history as well as the evidence social 

scientist provided in order to study the past. Oral history can fill the different gaps in various 

subject about which little to none information is available. Oral history can also give a certain 

insight to both historical documents and archaeological records with human perception and 

experience (Newland 1997:110-15). With this we can look towards the descriptions of modern 

piracy in order to better understand the past phenomena. 

Observed behaviour, ethnology, as well as the comparison of similar analogies or 

phenomena are extremely valuable ways to study the past. An example of this are the studies 

of the Mafia in Sicily and the bandits in Sardinia which have shown that the mid-nineteenth 

century ascendancy of the Italian nation with its uniformly civil and criminal codes have played 

a momentous part in shaping the perception of outlaws (Anderson 1965:302-10; Moss 

1979:477-96). 

Last but not least, behaviour preserved in the material or archaeological record, when 

comparatively and systematically considered, will allow scientist to discern piracy when other 

documentary, ethnographic and oral records are non-existent. Let us not forget that the most 

successful pirates are the ones we do not know of. They are the pirates who survived and 

therefore, never got their stories told. Scholars continue with the struggle over the primacy of 

different material, spoken and written records. Documents can be overvalued when faced with 

contradictory material evidence or may be uncritically and unsystematically used. Oral 

histories, ethnographic and ethnographical accounts pertinence with a direct historic approach 

of studying the past may be seen as unchanging traditions. There is also the continuing 

misperception regarding the nature of “history” and “science” as two separate subjects and not 

comparable (Feinman 1997:367-77). By using these nonexclusive and complementary data sets 

scientist can get an unbiased and a more accurate view of the people of the past and their 

associated cultures. 
 

2.2. Setting the sails toward archaeology of piracy 

Who were these people called pirates? Were they the early versions of organised crime? How 
do one recognize them? Did they wear special clothes, or did they have technology which 
separates different pirates? The answer is nuanced and demands analogies written from acts of 
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illegal behaviour today. Pirates might have been as invisible in their world as the mafia is in 
ours. The most successful pirates might be the ones we do not even know about. They were 
never captured and lived their lives as “legit” businessmen. Their brotherhood was terrifying 
at first glance to outside authorities but were kind to their neighbours. 

The archaeology of today reveal patterns which highlight the undocumented world of 

pirate history. Let us now raise the sails to explore the archaeological evidence from the life in 

world of pirates. 

When researching piracy two things become evident. First of all, there are historical works 

in abundance; and secondly, the archaeological literature contains very little about piracy. This 

is surprising, because since the discovery of the claimed shipwreck of Blackbeard’s flagship 

dominated the archaeological discussions in North Carolina during the beginning of the 21th 

century. Beyond that place, few pirate related locations come to surface. How can this be when 

piracy played such an important role in maritime history? The historical literature suggests 

often that pirates stole commercial shipment, which was sold for gold they were quick to spend. 

Yet there is a multitude of people trying to find the famed buried treasures of pirates, although 

there practically are not any historical documentation that the pirates even buried their gold. 

However, this has not discouraged the crowds from looking. Many think that the discovery of 

an amount of silver and gold coins from different nationalities indicate a pirate ship. That false 

presumption origins without a doubt in Stevenson’s Treasure Island where he wrote that Ben 

Gunn’s treasure contained a mix of English, Spanish, Portuguese, and French coins 

(Skowronek & Ewen 2015:201-2). 

The two shipwrecks I shall compare and discuss are the QAR “Queen Anne’s Revenge” 

and the Quedagh Merchant which both have undergone extensive research both on the 

archaeological excavation site and in a laboratory. Before each excavation was started a 

historical analysis took place for background information and to make sure that these 

shipwrecks were, in fact, those of legend. QAR was the mothership of the infamous Captain 

Blackbeard and was found outside the coast of North Carolina. At this time there are nothing 

that can confirmed that this is in fact the QAR, but nothing speaks against it either. No other 

candidate has been found in the extensive historical research, but to says that this most 

definitely is the QAR is off the table (Wilde-Ramsing 2006:160-195). The Quedagh Merchant 

was conquered by Captain William Kidd and that was what branded him as a pirate. Kidd 

would abandon the Quedagh Merchant off the coast of Hispaniola in 1699 were it was lost. 

But archaeologist excavating the southern coast of the Dominican Republic found that all the 

archaeological research matches the historical records, which positively proves that the 

Quedagh Merchant has been found after 300 years (Hanselmann & Beeker 2016:110-131). 

This thesis will take all this research and make a comparative study of the finds at the 

archaeological excavation sites, the historical records, as well as the original legends about 

these pirates to see if there are any truth to the legends of old. The legends I will take into 

consideration are the very first ones published as early as 1724 (Defoe & Johnson 1724) which 

in turn gave a legendary status to all the most famous pirates from the Golden Age of Piracy, 

which are the ones who still are the most famous pirates of today. And where there are no more 

historical records to complement to the identity to the shipwrecks, I will look towards the 

archaeological material to see, how different methods, can identify the ship (Hatch 2016:208-

27). 

The idea of using historical records to identify pirate-related excavation sites is not 

uncommon, even for sites under water, however, to use the historical records as a platform to 

find any truth to the legends of old and complement with the archaeological material is a 

relatively new approach (Kinkor 2016:228-38, Feimann 1997:3-4). 
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2.3. Defining maritime archaeology 

Just like field archaeology, maritime archaeology can be described and analysed as a similar 
scope. There are special periodicals, conferences and Facebook groups dedicated to the subject 
as well as a large number of practitioners who see themselves active within this marine field. 
What is remarkable, though, is that all practitioners have very split opinions of what maritime 
archaeology actually means. University professors, sport diving clubs and treasure hunters can 
all be considered practisers of maritime archaeology, even if their activities are considerably 
different. There are also some museums which consider themselves active in maritime 
archaeology when showcasing artefacts from the bottom of the sea, and within the so called 
“mission archaeology” there are a number of people employed as maritime archaeologists 
when they excavate the bottom of the sea in correlations with exploitations of water areas. Even 
government officials mean they work in maritime archaeology when executing notifications, 
making decisions or defending different cultural heritages underneath water against real, or 
experienced threats. 

Meaning that maritime archaeology as a field is fairly sprawling and contains different, 

and sometimes incompatible parts. So, it is difficult to define precisely what maritime 

archaeology is, and therefore it is up to each and every one who practises in this field to define 

it. 

However, if one were to try and make maritime archaeology a scientific discipline it would 

be a different matter. The goal of such a definition is primarily to use a frame of reference and 

a kind of theoretical starting point when one is devoting oneself to scientific studies and 

analysis. But to refer as what one does as science and achieving scientific results is a kind of 

power position. It is a way to demand a certain prevail as well as a special position when it 

comes to knowledge in our society. Something that is scientifically proven is not immediately 

questioned. 

A good definition of maritime archaeology as a science should be useful, but also 

measured, rational and logical. The latter opens a possibility to discuss and criticise the very 

definition, as well as the results one achieves. For example: if one were to claim that those 

shipwrecks recently excavated gives unique insight to the society of the past and human 

actions, one also need to prove how they got those results by examining old wood chunks and 

object from the bottom of the sea. The need to be able to criticise and review what is 

“scientifically proven” is even more obvious when scientists express themselves with 

assertiveness concerning general questions on human nature, for example claimed differences 

between sexes, our ability (or inability) to act selflessly (Rönnby 2014:12-13).  
 

2.4. Recognizing piracy-related excavation sites 

Only a decade ago the archaeology of piracy would never have managed to become a 
recognized branch within maritime archaeology. Pirates have had a place in fairy tales for more 
than 125 years. During more recent years have Disney given new life to the genre for an entirely 
new generation with the Pirates of the Caribbean-franchise. Whilst pirates have long been 
popular in the fantasy-genre, there have been few historians who have tried to separate facts 
from fiction. In this spectre, the archaeological world has been remarkably quiet, and the reason 
for that varies. More often than not, have the places archaeologists wanted to excavate been 
targets for treasure hunters or those who sought concrete evidence of earlier impetuous acts.  
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Scientists from academic institutes were afraid that their research would be mocked and 

deemed of lesser value by their peers. The goal with cases involved pirates and piracy was to 

explain the presence of exotic artefacts as evidence of illegal behaviour. However, these 

scientists had no thought to create an explanatory image to identify such behaviour in the 

archaeological registry. This approach changed when X Marks the Spot: The Archaeology of 

Piracy (Skowronek & Ewen) was published in 2006. As a result of this a steadily growing 

number of archaeologists started to investigate the imprint left by pirates and consequently 

started asking more variegated questions concerning their place in society. “What is a pirate 

and how do one recognize a pirate location?”, for example: Nassau, was the question 

archaeologists began asking. X Marks the Spot gathered field and maritime archaeologists and 

asked this one question and from the various answers three different kinds of locations were 

identified: first so-called staging locations, secondly the very ships the pirates used, and last 

but not least the pirates themselves, their victims, as well as other volunteers in the captivating 

acts (Skowronek 2015:8-9). The pragmatic views on staging locations, ships, victims, 

smuggling and all their artefacts constitutes a possibility to further explore piracy and other 

illegal acts from an archaeological perspective. To tell and re-tell stories can affect expectations 

with both the public as well as scientists. Consequently, archaeologist are often exposed to a 

dilemma when the public asks the question concerning the “real” history of pirates (Wilde-

Ramsing & Carnes-McNaughton 2015:15). 

2.4.1. Staging locations 

Land-based radixes were mainly used for attacks, selling stolen cargo and loot, or simply to 
rest and relax. Pirates were thieves of opportunity. In depots which are associated with staging 
locations, archaeologists have found ceramic artefacts, which usually links to people of higher 
stature rather than workers. Two of the most famous staging locations are Ile de la Tortue 
(Tortuga), of the northern coast of Hispaniola (todays Haiti) and Ile Sainte-Marie, an island of 
the eastern coast of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean. Both of these locations had the part of 
main land bases by the end of the 18th century and beginning of the 19th. These two societies 
were truly international communities where every individuals’ rights, just distribution of 
income and democratic decision making was the norm. So far only a small amount of field 
archaeology has been executed on each location, even if one excavation occurred on one 
shipwreck outside the docks of Sainte-Marie (de Bry 2006:100-130). If more excavations take 
place, archaeologist may find evidence of an equal community with associated seafaring 
industries and fortifications on these pirate staging locations (Skowronek & Ewen 2015:9). 

2.4.2. Ships 

In today’s popular culture pirates sailed on the decks of Rafael Sabatinis’ Arabella (Captain 
Blood) and Black Swan (Black Swan). In the later Pirates of the Caribbean-franchise we find 
Captain Jack Sparrows Black Pearl pictured as a heavily armed warship, big enough to take on 
a Spanish galleon or a British warship. While it is true that pirates indeed had well-armed 
“mother” ships or flagships, the ships in fact were not always regularly active in the hunt of 
other ships, if the pirates were sure that it would be close to no flight. A successful pirate, just 
like a good thief, could take cargo without getting injured or captured and then quickly make a 
run for it (Skowronek 2015:10-11). Identifying a pirate ship is not an easy task. The ship does 
not come preserved with a Jolly Roger, or a barrel containing hooks, peg legs or skeletons from 
a parrot. Thus far the identifications of such ships been based on a combination of historical 
records as well as a compilation of both positive and negative material evidence. During the 
last few years a number of pirate ships have been identified and excavated. Each and everyone 
of the excavated ships are considered to be motherships. They have all been roughly the same 
size, about thirty to fifty meters long, weights roughly 300 and 450 metric tons, with weapons 
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consisting of thirty to forty canons. Most of the ships had been active in the West African slave 
trade and were built for speed to ensure the survival of their “cargo”. With such speed and 
weaponry could these pirate ships easily conquer potential pray and attack most other ships 
(Skowronek 2015:12). 

2.4.2.1. Pirate shipwrecks 

The image of a pirate is well built-in in the minds of the society. However, many of the 
stereotypical images – “the Jolly Roger-flag, eyepatch, peg leg and the hook” (Babits et al 
2006:274) are not very good indicators of a pirate (and are not preserved in a marine 
environment anyway). Piracy is a behaviour-based action and cannot survive physically as 
archaeological finds (Babits et al 2006:276). To salvage a shipwreck for precious artefacts by 
todays’ local inhabitants and sport divers during the last 200 years since deposition cuts the 
artefact frequencies. The degree of how much the removal of artefact or entire shipwrecks 
affect the location is related to its position, exposure and depth. Deeper depths on remote 
locations are made more available in modern times with more sophisticated methods, whilst 
wrecks which are visible on a shallower location most likely will not be left alone (Muckelroy 
1978:166). Excavation techniques and the time of each project affect the number of artefacts 
recovered; however, this is also applicable for many archaeological project (Page & Ewen 
2015:268-69).  

2.4.3. Victims and smuggling 

Contemporary historical documents often lament a pirates’ attack on societies. Evidence of 
these attacks can be found as a burnt construction layer on the locations. After several repetitive 
attacks by pirates, privateers and marines from different nations were elaborate fortifications 
built in Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, English and Danish ports (Skowronek 2015:13). 
The smuggling was a different problem. The transport of unused cargo is not documented. 
Smuggling is most visible from an archaeological perspective by the loading docks where 
object was prepared for easier movement. When smuggled object were transported to a 
community it can only de identified as illegal trade. What could be legit trade one year could 
become illegal the next after declarations of war or trading restrictions. Thus, can the discovery 
of French ceramics in St. Augustine, Florida from the 18th century be proof of illegal trade. The 
same type of ceramics from contexts from the 19th century is proof of normal trading during 
the Bourbon-kings in France and Spain (Skowronek 1992:109-18). Quite often artefacts will 
not fit in with expected activities in such locations. To judge the effects of pirates and 
smugglers is also problematic (Skowronek & Ewen 2006:2-4). 
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3. Case study 1: 

 

3.1. The legend of Captain Blackbeard 

Captain Blackbeards real name is uncertain. Most likely it was Edward Drummond, but he 
always introduced himself as Edward Teach (1680? -1718), most known as Blackbeard. He 
was a legendary pirate who operated in the Caribbean as well as along the coast of Mexico and 
North America. He is just as renowned today as he was during his successful reign over three 
hundred years ago: he is most likely the most infamous pirate to ever set sail. Blackbeard left 
England during his youth and took passage to the Caribbean where he worked as a privateer in 
Jamaica during the Spanish war of succession. After the war Blackbeard moved to New 
Providence in Bahamas and worked as a regular crewmate under the pirate and former privateer 
Captain Benjamin Hornigold (Minster 2017). 

By quickly learning the ways of a pirate and piracy Blackbeard came to be promoted and 

assigned a ship and a small crew from his mentor. Soon Blackbeard sailed together with 

Captain Hornigold and looted several ships, and hence, Blackbeard got his bloodthirsty 

reputation. ‘The Concorde’ was the last big catch by the duo, a powerful 300-ton frigate armed 

with 26 canons. After this Hornigold decided to retire from piracy and gave Blackbeard The 

Concorde. Teach upgraded the ship to 40 canons and changed the name to ‘Queen Anne’s 

Revenge’ (The Way of Pirates).  
 

3.2. The QAR (Queen Anne’s Revenge)-project 

The primary assessment of the shipwreck involved exploratory trenching, remote sensing 
instruments, and mapping of all exposed remains to receive a better understanding of the scope 
and design of the shipwreck. The initial salvaging of artefacts which took place between 1997-
2004 was limited to artefacts which could unveil origin, age or possession, including several 
canons from the ship. Artefacts were mainly recovered from sample excavations and extraction 
from parts of the ships hull. By 2004 roughly twenty thousand separate objects from the 
excavations site had been restored, cleaned and analysed. Of these objects the majority were 
lead bullets or ballast stone. While these recovery missions and location analyses gathered 
significant data and many thousands of artefacts, only a small sample (less than 3% of the total 
assessment) gave a limited image of location 31CR314, which is located in Beaufort Inlet, 
North Carolina. By this time no specific artefacts have been found which could positively 
identify the wreck as Queen Anne’s Revenge, which is still the case today. From the time of 
the shipwrecks’ discovery have the authorities been careful when explaining what they found, 
and do not want to say that the flagship of Blackbeard has been found. However, no other 
candidate from the extensive historical research fit the description with Beaufort Inlet 
shipwreck: a heavily armed keel dated to the first half of the 19th century (Wilde-Ramsing & 
Carnes-McNaughton 2015:15-17). 
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When confronted with challenges of a sustainable economic support as well as possible 

storms which threatened to spread and destroy the remains of the Queen Anne’s Revenge 

recovery missions preformed in May of 2005-06 including stratified sampling programs 

(Wilde-Ramsing 2005).Within these were excavation squares, which measured 5 x 5”, were 

mapped and sediments were collected for extremely small artefacts. The economical factor 

gradually improved and permanent staff was hired which then led to the ambition to perform a 

total recovery of all of the Queen Anne’s Revenge artefacts and its associated data. These 

excavations took place during the autumn months of 2006-08 and, 2010-12. A total of forty 

week was spent at location each year during these periods and every year different 

archaeologist took on themselves to analyse and catalogue the recovered material in laboratory 

environment. 

Excavation and recovery began by the southern end of the shipwreck where the 

archaeologist predicted a very distinct distribution of artefacts thanks to the ever-shifting 

seabed, which continually move sediments and artefact closer towards land. The cultural layer 

reaches from a depth of several meter to only a few centimetres under the seafloor. When 

material from the 19th century is found during excavations is a 3” induction dredge system used 

in order to bring all surrounding sediments as well as the artefacts hidden beneath the seafloor. 

This results in a near total recovery of shipwreck related objects, such as specks of gold, tiny 

fragments of lead and glass pearl fragments. Groups of redundant artefacts, individual artefacts, 

unit sediments and concretions are all marked with identification numbers which indicate the 

object location on the excavation site. The artefacts are immediately returned to water in 

provisional tanks until they can be transported to the Queen Anne’s Revenge Conservation 

Laboratory at the East Carolina University campus for a permanent wet storage and will 

eventually undergo thorough documentation, analysis, and preservation (Wilde-Ramsing & 

Carnes-McNaughton 2015:20-22). 

The most expensive and intense phase of the QAR-project took place after the recovery of 

the material, thanks to the waterlogged and salt impregnated state of the artefacts. And to make 

the work of the conservator even harder, the vast majority of all the artefacts recovered which 

arrived at the campus were covered with a strong corrosion- and marine growth called 

concretion. Whilst certain artefacts can be identified despite this, most of the findings can only 

be revealed trough thorough and intense cleaning. An important middle step is the use of x-

rays, which makes it possible for scientists to ‘see’ inside the concretion and identify lead 

bullets, glass pearls, nails and other iron mountings, copper alloys and tin objects as well as 

gold flakes (Welsh & Wilde-Ramsing 2008). Based on x-rays and physical cleaning of a sample 

of concretion recovered from the QAR is evert concretion expected to contain roughly 100 

separate artefacts (Southerly et al 2007:10). The primary analysis has granted scientist access 

to 280 762 separate artefacts (Watkins-Kenney 2011). 
 

3.3. The archaeological material 

One of the archaeological materials I have chosen to look at is the vessel the Queen Anne’s 

Revenge. This particular ship was captained by the infamous Blackbeard, who was a major 

figure within the naval community. However, it should be mention that the ship in question 

which the archaeologist has found is still undetermined if it is the indeed the mothership in 

Blackbeards fleet. The maritime archaeology community are still undecided concerning the 

topic. But I have chosen to go in with the assumption that the wreckage found is indeed the 

Queen Anne’s Revenge. 

According to historical records was the vessel stranded just outside the Beaufort coast in 

North Carolina in 1718, a short time afterwards was the captain himself killed in battle. The 
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fabled shipwreck was later found in 1996, and by 1998 excavations began. Whether Blackbeard 

grounded his vessel in shallow waters on purpose in order to claim his most precious and 

valuable loot for himself is a wildly speculated question asked by a number of historians. 

Multiply finds which indicate an intentional grounding help researchers to connect the wreck 

with the pirate. One compelling artefact which also support the hypothesis that the wreck is 

that of Queen Anne’s Revenge are apothecary weight, all with small fleur-de-lis stamped on 

them. The ship was originally a French vessel (The Concorde), and the surgeon from that ship 

was forced to join with Blackbeard, and most likely had weights such as those in possession 

(Drye 2011). 
 

3.4. Summary of artefacts and the shipwreck 

According to historical records the grounding of Queen Anne’s Revenge happened just outside 
the outer bay of Beaufort Inlet. Unfortunately, no navigational charts from the later part of the 
18th century are available to indicate accurately just what alignment the channel had which the 
pirates faced as they embarked to steer past the inlet. The Moseley (1733) as well as Wimble 
(1738) charts, which were recorded not too long after the grounding, give an indication of two 
possible channel alignments. The general orientation being to enter from the southwest. Two 
historic, and remarkably accurate, hydrographic maps, both highly similar, which were 
recorded in 1911 and 1930 (fig. 1). It is obvious that in both the map sets from the 18th century 
and the 20th, the passage of the inlet remained solid and anchored, whilst the channel alignment 
itself moved due west over time. When placing the site of the wreck of the QAR on the map 
sets, it shows that it does not matter to which oblique of the channel the QAR vessel was 

Figure 1. Complication of alignment of maps. From Pieces of Eight 2015:25. 
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grounded on. The location correlates with the historical records reporting the ship marooned 
outside the seaward opening to a historic Beaufort Inlet. 

Today lies the shipwreck of Queen Anne’s Revenge roughly on a depth of 6 to 8 meters, 

albeit the vessel was most likely grounded in 3 to 4 meters of water, solely based on the 

estimated drafts made from the ship. Coastal geologists analysed this inconsistency by 

scrutinize how the energetic forces of the nearshore ambiance could have impacted a ship’s 

atrophy (McNinch et al. 2001:19-27). Using data from a current meter onsite combined with a 

series of high-resolution bathymetric surveys (a method to measure the depths of water as well 

as underwater features (Huizinga 2015)) as well as quondam research conducted on submerged 

mines for military use, was an auguring scour-burial model for Queen Anne’s Revenge 

developed. In a scour-burial sequence, will vessels that, regardless of size, sink onto non-solid 

seabed sediment, eventually will settle when exposed to adequate bottom flow. The mechanism 

for the burial of a ship begins with a heightened hollowing of sediments on the lee side as the 

ship inhibit the current flow. When the flow is adequate, the scoured space will become 

considerable and abyssal enough that the blockage will settle into the vacuity. With this process 

the shipwreck becomes on plane with the seabed’s and will no longer reduce the current flow. 

After currents recede, the sediments fall out of adjournment and saturate the scour trench to 

finally complete the burial cycle. This scour-burial sequence reiterates when the current flow 

becomes powerful enough to wave sediments surrounding the remains of the ship, once again 

making the ship a blockage (Trembanis & McNinch 2003:4-5). 

Cartographic inquiries demonstrate that over the last three centuries the Beaufort Inlet 

channel have shifted athwart the 31CR314 shipwreck on numerous occasions, henceforth 

exposing said wreck to powerful tidal currents (Wells & McNinch 2001:11-18). 

Magnetic gradiometer surveys in cooperation with archaeological test excavations showed 

that the wreckage of the QAR is enclosed within an area no larger than sixty-one meters in 

length and twenty-three meters in widths (Lawrence & Wilde-Ramsing 2001:1-9). This 

indicates a low-impact grounding incident rather than a cataclysmic loss which might have 

dispersed the wreckage over a greater radius across the seafloor. The 31CR314 wreckage 

stretch in a south to north direction, parallel to the channel of the inlet and horizontal to the 

historic reef. This is an indication that during the grounding the vessel did in fact not broach, 

Figure 2. Queen Anne's Revenge site plan with overlay. From Pieces of Eight 2015:27. 
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and such, ending up parallel to the coast, which would be case midst heavy seas (fig. 2) (Wilde-

Ramsing & Ewen 2012:110-33). This also correlates to what eyewitnesses reported, that the 

sea conditions were not strong enough to heavily impact the vessel (South Carolina Court of 

Vice-Admiralty 1719). 

When it comes to identifying the shipwreck whilst emanating from the artefacts onboard 

one looks toward objects with a French origin due to the vessels former service as the French 

slave ship and privateer La Concorde. By 2015 approximately 26 percent of the analysed 

artefacts had been identified as of French manufacturing (Wilde-Ramsing & Carnes-

McNaughton 2015:35-36). One of the most momentous groups of artefacts from the 

shipwrecks of QAR pertain to the surgeon’s kit and the pharmaceutical trunk, requisites for any 

operation during travels at sea. On board a ship were ceramic galley pots brimming with balms, 

salves, unguents and potions. Bottles made of glass were full of liquid libations or tonics filled 

the pharmaceutical chest. A surgeon’s tools included glass cups, syringes, pliers, saws, needles, 

surgical knifes, and straps. An essential item was the mortar and pestle to crush or grind 

compounds or ingredients. A scale weight was included in the gear in order to measure 

medicines and concoctions. So far artefacts in plenty have been found on the QAR which relates 

to a surgeon’s equipage. One of the tin-enamelled ceramic apothecary jars had a pinkish paste 

and with the general shape of the jar insinuate French origin and dating from roughly 1700 to 

1750. Several other surgical tools have been recovered such as a mortar and pestle and syringes 

with French origins. 

Among more personal artefacts which survived the grounding are items of clothing: 

buckles and buttons, and a few of these indicate French origins. A button made of wood with 

a hole in the central convex underside was also recovered from the shipwreck. Such an item 

was more often than not covered with a matrix of wool, silk or golden threads in cosmetic 

arrangements. This was a part of a French craft called passementerie, which embodied 

pompoms, rosettes and tassels as adornments. Most of the belt buckles found on QAR are 

difficult to specify to origin of manufacture, however the simpler designs of buckles have been 

identified as almost positively French. 

These few clothing items collectively represent a common clasp of the day, which were 

suited for French attire both on land and at sea. The ongoing recovery of scientific artefacts can 

also provide evidence of a more personal aspect 18th century fashion. It is often the case when 

studying Queen Anne’s Revenge, the mundane and everyday minutiae were neglected and 

obscured and not fully seen as valuable and significant until the archaeologist took a closer 

look at this portion of sea life and society (Wilde-Ramsing & Carnes-McNaughton 2015:43-

54). 
 

3.5. Discussion 

According to A General History of the Pyrates (Defoe 1724:65-66) did Blackbeard indeed 
ground his own vessel, right before his eventual end, in order to flee other pursuers. It was also 
noted by the pirates who rummaged his ship after killing him that most of his documents and 
other correspondence had been destroyed. Most likely by Blackbeard himself, to prevent them 
from falling into the wrong hands, when he realized he was to meet his doom. The Queen 
Anne’s Revenge was lost in Topsail Inlet. Topsail Inlet lies roughly 120 kilometres from 
Beaufort Inlet which proves a strong argument that the 31CR314 wreckage is not in fact the 
Queen Anne’s Revenge. However, since no other candidate has occurred from studies of the 
historical records. It might be a misinterpretation on Defoe’s part when romanticizing the lives 
of the fabled pirates, or the wreckage could be another vessel all together. A General History 
of the Pyrates was written six years after the grounding event of the QAR and is mostly written 
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based on oral sources. So, can the very first book written about the swashbuckling pirates truly 
be trusted to a 100 percent? It provides a good starting point when researching pirates and their 
ships, but obviously, a lot more is needed. Which is why the 31CR314 wreckage might still be 
identified as the Queen Anne’s Revenge. 

Besides the argument of location, when it comes down to the question whether or not the 

vessel found outside the coast in North Carolina in Beaufort Inlet is in fact the Queen Anne’s 

Revenge is mainly down to that one detail or artefact which will state, for certain, that this is 

that vessel. So far, everything recovered from the shipwreck indicates that it is Blackbeard 

flagship. The historical research matches the archaeological material and artefacts from the 

wreck point towards French connections. So, why cannot this wreck be positively identified as 

the QAR, other than on location? With each artefact recovered, and every analysis strengthens 

the link to the fabled ship, and more and more records surface concerning Blackbeard and his 

ship. However, pursuant to Wilde-Ramsing and Carnes-McNaughton (2015:54-56) the one 

thing needed to positively state that the Queen Anne’s Revenge has been found is that one key 

object. The object which renders any thought of this being another ship is diminished. Until 

then all will be speculations and more research are needed before coming to an answer. 

What separates the 31CR314 wreckage from other ships from this era in history that have 

been identified? What evidence have been found surrounding the other vessels but not the 

wreckage outside Beaufort Inlet? The next ship I will discuss might answer those questions 

and might give an insight to what needs to be found in order to undoubtedly establish the 

31CR314 wreckage as the Queen Anne’s Revenge. 
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4. Case study 2: 

 
 

4.1. The legend of Captain William Kidd 

When looking at the most notorious names in the history of pirates, the name Captain William 
Kidd can be seen at the very top of that list. The story of how he went down in history as one 
of the most infamous pirates is the story of legends, what is even more intriguing is that the 
story is also true. 

At the commencement of the Golden Era of Piracy Kidd was a licensed English privateer 

to pursue pirates and to annihilate pirate activity in the West-Indies. Ultimately, he occupied 

the Quedagh Merchant, a move which branded him a pirate and led to his prospective 

execution. Kidd would come to abandon the Quedagh Merchant just outside the coast of 

Hispaniola in 1699, where it would endure hidden in its watery grave (Hanselmann & Beeker 

2015:110). 

Archaeological excavations and research on a shipwreck off the southern coast of the 

Dominican Republic have secured that the historical records and the archaeological research 

have an almost perfect match, which undoubtedly proves that this is the wreck of the Quedagh 

Merchant, found after 300 years (Hanselmann & Beeker 2015:110). 
 

4.2. The lost wreck of Quedagh Merchant 

Ever since Captain Kidd first disclosed the location of the Quedagh Merchant in 1699, the 
treasures of Kidd have also encouraged many to explore for the cited booty. To this very day 
present-day treasure hunters have searched the coast the Dominican Republic for the missing 
cache and the vessel. It was, however, a snorkeler in 2007 who stumbled upon a conglomerate 
of a cannon and thus contacted the Dominican Republic’s Oficina Nacional de Patrimonio 
Cultural and came to note the shipwreck cargo idiosyncrasy, which unbelievably equated the 
records of the Quedagh Merchant. One of the most crucial elements of a successful historical 
archaeological research is the quantity of leading source transcripts accessible. When 
researching and trying to understand the shipwreck of the Quedagh Merchant the documentary 
sources are crucial. Fortunately, an ample assortment of various documents and letters exists 
concerning Captain Kidd and his escapades. One document in particular implements a 
considerable deal of knowledge imperative when classifying the site of the wreck. On the 3rd 
of July 1699, Kidd held council with the Earl of Bellomont, the governor of New England, at 
the time of his return from Hispaniola. Document number 5/860 found in the Colonial Office 
Papers under Massachusetts Governor’s Documents in the Public Records Office in the 
National Archives in London, England, present astounding data concerning Cara Merchant 
and the vessels cargo (fig. 3). 
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The testimony Kidd gives outlines three vital lineaments pertinent to the interpretation and 

analysis of the Quedagh Merchant shipwreck; the ferrous remnants – quota and spatial 

distributions of anchors, cannon, and unidentifiable iron conglomerate; the vessels inception; 

and the unambiguous aspects of the ship’s hull manufacture (Hanselmann & Beeker 2015:115-

17). 

The wreck site of the Quedagh Merchant is situated in a depth of three metres, and only 

twenty-five metres from the rugged bank of the island, which in turn explains why no-one who 

searched for the vessel never found the remnants. The Quedagh Merchant shipwreck lies rather 

intact: albeit the ship’s components and upper hull structure are not within the aggregation, 

much of the hull and heavy cargo are solidly ingrained in the seafloor. Twenty-six cannons, 

and three grand anchor crowns bulge out from beneath a two-metre-high cannon pile make up 

the wreck (fig. 4). 

4.2.1. The ferrous artefacts 

The ferrous artefacts and other features located on the vessel implements primal evidence to 
identify the shipwreck as the one Kidd abandoned in 1699. One distinguishing factor is the 
arrangement of cannons, loaded as cargo in the hold, oscillated from muzzle to cascabel. The 
pattern of the cannons indicates no sign of deployed cannons, which suggest a scuttled vessel. 
Kidd stored and collected cannons, “with 20 some cannons from the Quedagh Merchant placed 
on hold and 30 cannons from the Adventure Galley deployed” (TNA CA 5/860, fol.197), this 
amount of artillery is far greater than any merchant vessel would carry (Hanselmann & Beeker 
2015:121). 

Figure 3. Close-up of Kidd's testimony to Lord Bellomont and the details of the ship and its cargo. From Pieces of Eight 

2015:115. 
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4.2.2. The vessels origin 

Kidd’s testimony that the ship was at Surat seemed 
to be harder to confirm using historical records. 
Attempting to identify the vessels origin were three 
physical features analysed: samples from the 
wooden hull remains, the ballast stones, and the 
hull construction of the ship (Hanselmann & 
Beeker 2015:123). 

4.2.2.1. Wood Sample Analysis 

Three samples of the wood were taken and sent to 
laboratories. Each sample arrived at the same 
conclusion of the wood: teak. Teak (Tectona 
grandis) is indigenous to Laos, Myanmar, Thailand 
and India. According to Kidd the vessel was built 
in Surat, a city in west India. Teak is known “as the 
finest of all timbers for naval purposes and is 
excelled by none because of its complete resistance 
to water and worm” (Wadia 1957:183). 

4.2.2.2. Ballast Stone Analysis 

Analysing ballast stone provides evidence of the 
history of the vessel and where it has been. Small 
samples were sent to laboratories and tested for rare 
earth elements as well as isotopic analysis. The 
results indicate geographical and geological traits 
emblematic of the Deccan Traps, a rather large 
volcanic region just northwest of Surat, India 
(Hanselmann & Beeker 2015:124-25). 

4.2.2.3. Hull Construction 

Another rather characteristic aspect of the wreck is the hull. “All her seams are rabbeted” (TNA 
CO 5/860, fol. 197) according to Kidd’s testimony. Rabbeted seams, or joints, are a type of 
tongue-and-groove carpentry technique used when building ships. A seam is “the longitudinal 
joint between two timbers or planks; the term usually refers to planking seams, the longitudinal 
juxtaposition of the edges of the planks in the sides or decks, which were made watertight” 
(Steffy 1994:279). A rabbet is “a groove or cut made in a piece of timber in such a way that 
the edges of another piece could be fit into it to make a tight joint” (Steffy 1994:277). All of 
which is in accord with the hull construction found at the site of the wreckage (Hanselmann & 
Beeker 2015:127). 
 

4.3. Discussion 

It is ironic that despite the fact that Kidd never intended to be a pirate, he went down in legend 
as one of the most infamous ones. It is from the legends surrounding him that most of the stories 
of buried treasure emanate and inspire fortune-seekers and fairy tale-like tales of wonder. With 
his ship, the Quedagh Merchant, Kidd raided and plundered until his eventual arrest (Cordingly 
1995:179-80). 

Figure 4. Site map of the Quedagh Merchant shipwreck. 

From Pieces of Eight 2015:118. 
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No matter which perspective one would look at this shipwreck, as it lays today, it is near 

to impossible to say the vessel is not Captain Kidd’s Quedagh Merchant. The historical records 

line up with the material found and location of the wreckage. Every analysis made from the 

wreck all further proves that after 300 years the lost ship has been found at last. 

With each new discovery this only further amplifies this hypothesis and gives a fascinating 

glimpse into such a fabled and romanticised history that is Captain William Kidd and his 

Quedagh Merchant. 

According to Cordingly (1995:190) the Quedagh Merchant was abandoned outside 

Hispaniola, set on fire, and the burned hulk remnants was left to root. However, with the 

archaeological research and different analysis indicate no charred remains. On the contrary, 

much of the vessel was still intact when it was found. Hanselmann and Beeker (2015) state that 

eyewitnesses saw another of Kidd’s ship burn: the Adventure Galley. 

It might be some truth to that statement, that it was Adventure Galley which burned and 

just a misprint in the historical records from that time. Something which certainly has been 

proven with the discovery of the Quedagh Merchant outside Hispaniola, with no proof 

whatsoever of there ever being an inferno of flames on the vessel, and the Adventure Galley 

outside St. Mary’s Ilse off the coast of Madagascar (Hanselmann & Beeker 2015:112). During 

excavations of a possible shipwreck site at the coast of Madagascar, no evidence has been 

found supporting the claim that it is the Adventure Galley, according to UNESCO no ship 

remains have been found and only a few artefacts have been recovered (L’Hour 2015). 

This might be the burned remains of the Adventure Galley and the Quedagh Merchant was 

left intact, albeit sunken, and the Quedagh Merchant left to be discovered. 
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5. Conclusions and assessment of questions 

If taking a starting point in the model proposed by Kirch and Green (2001) focusing on the 
combined capacity of several anthropological subdisciplines one can see more of the true 
picture that is the pirate phenomena. With the united use of historical records and testimonies, 
archaeological material, geographical surveys and laboratorial examinations, research thrives 
and reaches new perspectives. The phylogenetic model provides a thorough basis to fully 
comprehend and study complex human history and how historical data of different kinds may 
be related. 
 
What exactly is the difference when it comes to identifying the Queen Anne’s Revenge and the 
Quedagh Merchant? With all the historical records of the Quedagh Merchant it is difficult not 
to be convinced of its discovery after 300 years. With the QAR, one still need that one artefact, 
or the definite historical document may prove the theory. Such an artefact or record has yet to 
be found, but with constant research and excavations it is probably only a matter of time. 
 
If turning back to the initial research questions the following can be stated: 
 

How can the environmental factors change the perspective of maritime history and archaeology 

due to the conditions of the archaeological sites? 

 

The effects of environmental changes in the maritime landscape and far and many and 

provide harsh conditions for archaeological remnants. These factors are clear when looking 

towards the vessels and finds I have decided to analyse where organic material play a vital part.  

Some of the things that aid maritime archaeology is the fact that fishermen and naval 

military vessels discover archaeological sites by accident, a very common method done by 

others that lead to the discovery of such sites is the method known as dredging (which can also 

create extensive damage to the artefacts). 

Climate change is also a significant factor, water levels rising in most areas leads to further 

confusion regarding the historical texts and their accuracies. It is a factor that is often neglected 

even though it has the largest impact on the archaeological environment in question. 

Minor problems such as hobby diving is also a large factor that can damage and disrupt the 

area, it is a tomb raiding problem on a maritime scale. Illegal actions such as robbing 

archaeological sites has also occurred in other areas, for example tomb raiders in Egypt, is the 

most commonly known, this has also been a problem in areas such as the islands Guam and 

Peleliu in the pacific region where the materials taken by tourists and collector among others 

(Price & Knecht 2012:13-15). 

In the case of the Queen Anne’s Revenge the vessels most prominent threat is the natural 

currents of the ocean, which provide to be the most problematic obstacle for the preservation 

of the site and the hardest challenge for the researchers to overcome while excavating it. The 

currents slowly, but surely, bury the remains of the wreck beneath the seafloor, and time is of 

the essence when excavating to ensure everything is recovered. 

In the case of the Quedagh Merchant however, it is the terrain that the wreck rests in that 

provides a dangerous obstacle for the researchers. The wreck can be found in a rocky terrain 
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just outside the coast of Hispaniola and has been proven difficult to extract. Even after several 

attempts to locate it, it was just a stroke of luck that a tourist snorkelling happened to stumble 

upon the site of the wreckage. 
 

And when asking the question; how much of the legends surrounding pirates are actually true 

from an archaeological perspective? 

 

It is from an archaeological perspective a difficult question to answer. Much of the artefacts 

found, simply give insight towards a day to day life on deck, which might actually be the 

accurate picture of the pirates. 

In the case with the QAR, there is a lot of weaponry associated with larger ships of that era 

in time; cannons, ammunition and so on. However, even more artefacts are simply fashionable 

clothing, ceramics and less threatening ferrous artefacts. There is still some truth to the legends 

of Blackbeard and his flagship though. From the archaeological material one can see how the 

ship was grounded, and the evidence point to that it was done on purpose, which matches the 

legends. In the material found at the site it is also indicated that the crew took off with all the 

clothing they could carry, while some shoes were lost when trying to get away from the sinking 

ship (Wilde-Ramsing & Carnes-McNaughton 2015:53). 

Captain William Kidd, however, was as much pirate in real life as he was in the stories. 

Much of that knowledge emanates from historical records though. When looking at the 

archaeological material one can see the truth of that statement mainly from the ammunition on 

boards. The heavy artillery indicates that the vessel was battle ready and transported weaponry 

from another of his ships, Adventure Galley. Almost all the material found outside Hispaniola 

hint at a truly debonair and swashbuckling lifestyle. 

The artefacts discovered on the shipwreck site can confirm very little about the ships 

themselves. The remnants of the very vessel itself, however, answer a lot of questions. Whilst 

looking towards the historical material for each site one quickly realises the important value 

archaeology bring to the table. The continued cooperation between historians and archaeologist 

can answer more questions when working together rather than separately. This becomes 

obvious in this case: identifying shipwrecks of fabled pirates. The historical records tell one 

thing and the archaeological another, by drawing connections between each practice the 

scientists working on these projects were able to find an accurate picture. Especially in the case 

with the Quedagh Merchant. There the historical record proved invaluable to the identification 

of the wreck. It also provided a legitimate look to the truth of the romanticised legends of Kidd. 

A truth the he, indeed, was a swashbuckling pirate who attacked other ships and took their loot. 

Artefacts such as the cannons on the site of the wreckage and the ferrous object all give 

indication that Kidd’s testimony was truthful, and the proof can be found on the bottom of the 

ocean. 

It proved harder at the site of the QAR, even with historical records at the scientists’ 

disposal. However, without it, the research of the site would be arduous. Whilst the 

investigation still is uncertain, that one artefact which will positively prove that this wreck is 

the QAR needs to be identified. While the pharmaceutical artefacts give strong indications, one 

can still not be 100 percent sure of the probability that it is the flagship of Blackbeard.  

So, in conclusion, the artefacts found on board the wrecks can only give a certain amount 

of information. Without supporting historical documentation, the archaeological research 

would take longer. So, there is no specific artefact that can tell what ship it is. The scientists 

need historical confirmation in order to confirm what otherwise would be suspicions.  

 
 



 

22 

 

The questions; why is this period of history as overlooked as it is and how can we steer history 

away from the romanticised portrayals of the modern day with the archaeological material 

found? 
 

As mentioned earlier in this paper scientist of archaeology were almost afraid to approach 

the subjects of pirates and piracy due to fear of ridicule. This has led to a lack of academic 

research on the subject, even as more media continue to use the phenomenon in popular culture. 

When archaeologists who were serious about the subject came to light, the material found was 

astounding. 

In order to steer away the modern image of piracy one must first reach out to the public 

and bring forward the conclusions and material to prove the true image of a pirate. The question 

is if one actually wants to distance the real pirates to the pirates in popular culture. Just like the 

brutalized Vikings of the North with their helmets with horns on. Only one helmet has ever 

been found, and that one without decorative horns, yet that image of a horned helmet is the one 

most have of Vikings (Langer 2002). And most who know the facts behind the helmet let it 

slide, because it is rather neat, it sells and give the Northern part of the world their own 

romanticised ‘heroes’. It is the same with pirates. The idea of pirates as they appear in media 

such as Pirates if the Caribbean is an entertaining and enjoyable image. An image that awaken 

a new interest in that era of history. Does scientist really have to steer away from that? Of 

course, is the truth of the era more than important, but maybe it is enough to reach out to 

museums and other of similar mind. 

The archaeological material can, indeed, provide an image of the everyday life of pirates 

onboard their ship. 
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6. Summary 

To summarize, this thesis uses the phylogenetic model, as proposed by Kirch and Green (2001) 

to gain a true image of piracy during late 17th to early 18th century in the West Indies. Using 

the combined methods and theories of historical, archaeological material, as well as a number 

of anthropological subdisciplines, such as comparative ethnology, oral history, ethnohistory, 

historical linguistics and even biological anthropology, to grasp the complexity of piracy, and 

moreover, humanity. This model is placed upon two different pirate captains and their ship and 

crew to analyse the life of a pirate during this romanticised period of history, also taking 

environmental factors into consideration. The shipwrecks of the flagship of Captain 

Blackbeard, the Queen Anne’s Revenge, and the mothership of Captain William Kidd, the 

Quedagh Merchant, are the primary vessels of research in this essay. 

Primary assessment of the Queen Anne’s Revenge gives much to go on, however little to 

confirm the possibility of the 31CR314 wreckage being the mothership of the fabled Captain 

Blackbeard. The artefacts found on the shipwreck provide strong indications of French origin 

and the grounding of the vessel itself imply more evidence of what historical sources hint; the 

wreckage is the Queen Anne’s Revenge. However, without proper evidence to support this 

statement will it be left unsaid. 

The Quedagh Merchant, however, is considerably easier to identity. Contrary to the QAR 

exists historical correspondence from Captain Kidd himself describing his flagship, the ferrous 

artefacts and cargo, the vessels origin and structure, making the identification of the shipwreck 

outside Hispaniola smooth. By analysing the wreckage, taking samples from the wood, ballast 

stone and scrutinise the hull construction and ferrous artefacts, and comparing the spoils to the 

letter written by the infamous pirate scientist have been able to positively identity the wreck as 

the Quedagh Merchant. What is interesting about Captain Kidd is that he lived the pirate life 

as described in tales. His exploits and adventures are the tales of legend and the archaeological 

material give enough evidence of his swashbuckling days.  
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7. Future research 

This field of study demands more research in order to fully understand the magnitude, and truth 

of the pirates of legend. One would be required to delve into fiction, historical and 

archaeological material and further bring the questions of who these fabled beings were. There 

are hundreds of unanswered questions concerning pirates and as of today, scientist have only 

scratched the surface of this romantic world. The field is ever growing, and answers keep 

coming, but with those answer arise more questions. Questions of the true individuals behind 

the legends and their lives. Maybe one day the world might know of the most infamous, 

however invisible today, and come to realize the major impact the Golden Age of Piracy had 

on the world. 
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