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Pirate-Speak Across Media and Centuries—Savvy?
In The Pirate’s Son, a novel published in 1998 but set in 1717, Geraldine McCaughrean introduces Nathan Gull, an English schoolboy to whom “pirates were meat and drink” (4). When he should be attending to his lessons, Nathan is instead daydreaming about buccaneers in all their glory as he imagines lively scenes full of swaggering language: “Surrender, foul wretch, scourge of the main! Throw down your flintlock and tell your men to pray for your scurvy soul! It’s Gallows Hill for you, you rascally cut-throat!” (McCaughrean 4). Such language has a timbre that, even if completely removed from context, is identifiable to the average listener as pertaining to pirates. It is the swashbuckling rogue that we have come to expect. But is it actually and quintessentially piratical? Is there, in fact, a lexicon of phrases and oaths that any truly serious pirate—or creator of pirates—should employ? A short survey of literature and film crossing three centuries shows that, in fact, there are few pieces of eight and no set rules.
Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island was originally published in 1883 and is perhaps the archetypal pirate story, with Long John Silver ranking among the most recognizable antagonists in literature. Yet for being an infamous pirate, Silver’s language is surprisingly tempered. While peppered with oaths and the occasional “shiver my timbers,” his speech is plain for the most part, not fraught with a constant barrage against scallywags or scurvy landlubbers (Stevenson 84, 104). As one of the crew tells Jim Hawkins, Silver “had good schooling in his young days, and can speak like a book when so minded” (Stevenson 98).
This is not to say that Silver cannot also be harsh when he puts his mind to it. One notable outburst comes when Jim and the other faithful crew members have refused to surrender and Silver cries, “Before an hour’s out, I’ll stove in your old block-house like a rum puncheon. Laugh, by thunder, laugh! Before an hour’s out, ye’ll laugh upon the other side. Them that die’ll be the lucky ones” (Stevenson 185). The meaning and intent are clear and dark enough, but it is a moment; Silver is not bound to such language throughout the course of the novel. If he had been, it is arguable that he never would have been signed onto the Hispaniola in the first place, let alone implicitly trusted by the men leading the expedition. Rather, Silver changes his words and mannerisms to suit his personal goals.
The 1923 Newbery Medal winner by Charles Boardman Hawes, The Dark Frigate, features a similar double-speaking pirate. Tom Jordan, when first aboard the Rose of Devon, tells his story with respect and sincerity: “Yea, we expected to go straight down to the bottom, but God of his infinite goodness was pleased to draw us from the deep....In all we have lost eight lives this day and a sad day it is” (Hawes 99). Nothing in his demeanor or speech gives the indication that Jordan will turn into a murderous pirate before the story’s end. But once he commandeers the ship, he reveals his true colors and oversees the merciless execution of several crew members, including the captain. Through it all, Jordan continues his dichotomous speech as he treats his new crew with a mixture of contempt and devotion: they are, simultaneously, “dogs” and “my hearts” (Hawes 168).
In The Pirate’s Son, though Nathan has his own idea of how pirates talk, the rest of the novel makes it clear that it is simply the stuff of his imagination. When he eventually meets true pirates in Madagascar, there may be the occasional exclamation of “’Pon my soul!” but the men speak without the swashbuckling affectations that Nathan had assigned to them in his daydreams (McCaughrean 145). Indeed, as it turns out, the man that Nathan and his friends have most to fear is an English gentleman whose favorite expression is “dearheart” (McCaughrean 29). Even when he is auctioning off fellow countrymen, Captain Sheller uses calm, cool speech and biblical allusions: “Now, what am I bid for a first-rate artist? He’ll take you about the seas as sure as Moses guided the Israelites safe through the wilderness!” (McCaughrean 57). Nathan’s romantic ideas of pirates are quickly laid to rest when faced with the actual thing.
And much the same is found within film. Against All Flags, a 1952 swashbuckler starring Errol Flynn, is the story of a British Royal Navy officer who infiltrates a pirate stronghold governed by the Captains of the Coast. These captains include names such as Kidd and Roberts, and yet the language used among all of the pirates is clear and proper, bordering at times on civil. As Captain Kidd says to Flynn’s character, “It’s apparent you’re a gentleman. I’ve had considerable experience with your kind,” and he can converse with the best of them (Against All Flags). Two of the captains “blast” and “curse” here and there, and there is some talk of booty, but almost nothing in their words alone can distinguish them as buccaneers rather than mere sailors (Against All Flags).
Lest this merely be attributed to the release date, however, consider Disney’s Pirates of the Caribbean. Perhaps the most recognizable movie franchise to celebrate piracy within the last several years, the trilogy’s first installment, The Curse of the Black Pearl, was released in 2003 and features the pirate captains Jack Sparrow and Barbosa. Though their actions make it clear that these men and their crews are piratical, there is little in their specific use of language to imply such. These men are not relegated to crying, “Arr!” every few seconds. Indeed, that particular word occurs only once in the entire 143 minutes. In actuality, Barbosa possesses a rather noteworthy vocabulary, as he tells Elizabeth Swann that he is “disinclined to acquiesce to your request” (Pirates). A simple tally of seafaring language used in the movie reveals that “aye” and “mate,” perfectly legitimate words in any nautical setting, are the most common.
The verdict, then, is that within the literature and film surveyed, there is no great consensus for a swashbuckling lexicon—which is perhaps as it should be. Piracy, by the Oxford English definition, is “the action of committing robbery, kidnap, or violence at sea…without lawful authority, especially by one vessel against another,” with no prescriptions whatsoever related to language. Pirates are shrewd characters, capable of playing multiple roles to suit themselves and their enterprises. Long John Silver, Captain Jack Sparrow, and others may slip in and out of their vernacular as they choose.
In a day and age when pirates are largely characterized and romanticized, literature, film, and other media have the freedom to interpret these individuals in myriad fashions. There is nothing to say that what so many consider quintessential pirate-speak is wrong, especially within such subjective media. But neither is there enough evidence to purport that pirates reveal themselves by their language. There are no dictates of speech among such free-spirited and autonomous characters. Such constraints would be, quite simply, un-piratical.
Works Cited
Against All Flags. Dir. George Sherman. Perf. Errol Flynn and Maureen O’Hara. Universal, 1952. Film.

Hawes, Charles Boardman. The Dark Frigate. Boston: Little, Brown, 1996. Print.

McCaughrean, Geraldine. The Pirate’s Son. New York: Scholastic Press, 1998. Print.

“Piracy, n.” OED Online. March 2011. Oxford University Press. Web. 12 April 2011.
Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl. Dir. Gore Verbinski. Perf. Johnny Depp and Geoffrey Rush. Buena Vista Pictures, 2003. DVD.

Stevenson, Robert Louis. Treasure Island. Garden City, NY: Junior Deluxe Editions, 1954. Print.
