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Edward Teach, better known as ‘Blackbeard’, was the most feared pirate of his time. He sailed the Caribbean Sea during what is called the ‘Golden Age of Piracy’, which lasted roughly from 1700 to 1725. Blackbeard was a skilled sailor and businessman, who knew how to recruit and keep good sailors, intimidate his enemies, and use his fearsome reputation to his best advantage. Blackbeard preferred to avoid fighting, if he could, but he and his men were deadly fighters when they were forced to fight.  (1)
Little is known about Edward Teach’s early life, but it is believed he was born in Bristol around 1680. Like many young men of Bristol – one of England’s biggest ports – he took to the sea as a boy of around 13 years. As he grew up, he saw plenty of fighting during Queen Anne’s War (1702-1713). However, though he was a very able seaman, he was passed over several times for promotion, and this may have made him feel rather bitter. (2)
Sometime between August and October of 1717, Teach managed to secure his own vessel. This was the Revenge which Teach fitted out as a pirate hunter, but the minute he was out of port, he hoisted the Skull and Crossbones and was off in search of rich prey – merchant ships that were carrying gold, silver, sugar and coffee from the New World to Europe. Before long, Teach had a fleet of three ships and 150 pirates under his command. He also gave himself the name of ‘Blackbeard’ – a name that came to be feared on both sides of the Atlantic and across the Caribbean.  (3)

Blackbeard was much more intelligent than your average pirate. He preferred to avoid fighting if he could, and so cultivated a very fearsome reputation. He wore his hair long and had a long black beard. He was tall and broad-shouldered. During battle, he put lengths of slow-burning fuse in his beard and hair. This would sputter and smoke, giving him an altogether demonic look. He also dressed the part: wearing a fur cap or wide hat, high leather boots and a long black coat. He also wore a modified sling with six pistols into combat. No one who ever saw him in action forgot it, and soon Blackbeard had an air of supernatural terror about him. (4)
Blackbeard used fear and intimidation to cause his enemies to surrender without a fight. This was in his best interests, as the victimized ships could be utilized, valuable plunder was not lost and useful men such as carpenters or doctors could be made to join the pirate crew. Generally, if any ship they attacked surrendered peacefully, Blackbeard would loot it and let it go on its way, or put the men aboard some other ship if he decided to keep or sink his victim. There were exceptions, of course: English merchant ships were sometimes treated harshly, as was any ship from Boston, where some pirates had recently been hung.  (5)
Finally, however, the British government had had enough of Blackbeard and sent ships from the Royal Navy after him. On November 22, 1718, they caught up with him, and, fortunately for them, many of Blackbeard’s men were on shore collecting barrels of fresh water.  (6)
Soon there was desperate fighting on Blackbeard’s ship as the marines and pirates fought hand to hand. The English captain, Maynard, managed to wound Blackbeard twice with pistols, but the mighty pirate fought on, his cutlass in his hand. Just as Blackbeard was about to kill the captain, a soldier rushed in and cut the pirate across the neck. The next blow took off Blackbeard's head. Maynard later reported that Blackbeard had been shot no fewer than five times and had received at least twenty serious sword cuts. Their leader gone, the surviving pirates surrendered. Maynard returned victorious to Virginia with Blackbeard's head displayed on the bowsprit of his ship. (7)
Blackbeard's fame lingered long after he was gone. Men who had sailed with him automatically found positions of honour and authority on any other pirate vessel they joined. His legend grew with every retelling: according to some stories, his headless body swam around Maynard's ship several times after it was thrown into the water following the last battle! (8)

Blackbeard has been the subject of several movies, plays and books. Despite little solid evidence, legends persist of Blackbeard's buried treasure, and people still search for it. The wreck of the Revenge was discovered in 1996.  (9)

1.     What was Blackbeard’s real name?   (1)




1 mark
2.     For how many years did the ‘Golden Age of Piracy’ last?  (1)


1 mark
3.     What does it mean that Blackbeard could ‘intimidate’ his enemies?  (1)
2 marks
4.     Why did many young men from Bristol become sailors?  (2)


2 marks

5.     Why did Teach become bitter about being in the navy?   (2)


1 mark

6.     What was the Skull and Cross Bones?  (3)




1 mark

7.     What kind of ‘treasure’ did Blackbeard seize from merchant ships?

1 mark

8.     Explain why Blackbeard dressed so strangely before a fight?
(4)

2 marks

9.     What kind of men were sometimes forced to become pirates?  (5)

2 marks
10    Why did Blackbeard treated ships from Boston harshly?  (5)


1 mark
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