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Can you locate the 
names of these 
islands in the map? 

• Hispaniola  
• Tortuga 
• Guadeloupe 
• Puerto Rico 
• Jamaica 
• Barbados 
• Curaçao 

 

Which island is 
divided into two: 
Haiti in the west 
and the Dominican 
Republic in the east? 

____________________ 
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Piracy in the Caribbean   

The great era of piracy in the Caribbean extends from around 1560 up until the 1720s. The period 

during which pirates were most successful was from the 1640s until the 1680s. 

The Caribbean became a centre of European trade and colonization after Columbus' discovery of the 

New World for Spain in 1492y. In the Treaty of Tordesillas, the non-European world was divided 

between the Spanish and the Portuguese along a north-south line. This gave Spain control of the 

Americas. The mainland around the Caribbean was called the Spanish Main, the key early settlements 

were Cartagena, Panama, Santiago, Porto Bello and Santo Domingo. The Spanish were mining 

extremely large quantities of silver from the mines of Zacatecas in New Spain (Mexico) 

and Potosí in Bolivia. The huge amounts of silver attracted pirates and privateers both in the 

Caribbean and across the Atlantic.   

The United Provinces and England were defiantly anti-Spanish for much of the time from the 1560s 

and the French government was seeking to expand. Aided by their governments English, French and 

Dutch traders and colonists ignored the treaty to invade Spanish territory. The Spanish Caribbean 

empire was in decline in the 1600s and England, France and Holland became stronger. 

It was an aggressive expansion. The English expanded beyond Barbados, with successful colonies on 

St. Kitts and Nevis, Antigua, Montserrat, and Bermuda.  

The French were well established on Guadeloupe, Hispaniola, Martinique and Tortuga, a pirate base.  

The Dutch became established at Curaçao and St. Eustatius. 
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Specific to the Caribbean were pirates termed buccaneers. They arrived in the 1630s and remained until the end 

of piracy in the 1730s. The original buccaneers were escapees from the colonies skilled at boat construction, sailing 

and hunting. The word "buccaneer" comes from the French boucaner, meaning smoked meat, from the hunters 

of wild oxen curing meat over an open fire.  

Traditionally buccaneers had some peculiarities. Their crews operated as a democracy: the captain was elected 

by the crew and they could vote to replace him. The captain had to be a leader and a fighter — in combat he was 

expected to be fighting with his men, not directing operations from a distance. 

(adapted from  http://www.sheppardsoftware.com/carribeanweb/factfile/Unique-facts-Caribbean6.htm) 

 

http://www.sheppardsoftware.com/carribeanweb/factfile/Unique-facts-Caribbean6.htm
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Activity  

Answer the following questions according to the text: 

1. When was the golden age of piracy? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. When did the Spanish presence in the Caribbean begin to decline? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Which colonies were under the Spanish domain? Colour them in red. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Which ones were under the British domain? Colour them in blue. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Which ones were under the Dutch domain? Colour them in orange. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Who were the buccaneers? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Were they on the Spanish side?  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. How did the buccaneers choose the captain? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 


