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The very mention of

pirates conjures
images of billowing
sails, skull-and-

crossbones flags, and
treasure-laden vessels
cutting through azure
waters. Yet, behind the
romanticized legend
lies a fascinating
maritime reality.
Pirates did not operate
one single kind of ship.
Instead, they adapted,
captured, and
commanded a wide
variety of vessels, each

suited for  specific
tactics, waters, and
crew sizes.

Understanding the
different types of pirate
ships takes us beyond
Hollywood clichés and
into the strategic world
of 17th and 18th-
century piracy. From
the swift sloop to the
mighty man-of-war,
these ships were the
tools of terror and the
keys to freedom for the
outlaws of the ocean.
This article explores

the primary
classifications of pirate
vessels, explaining
their designs,

advantages, and

legendary uses.
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AND STEALTH

When discussing the
different types of pirate
ships, the sloop
deserves top billing.
The sloop was the
quintessential pirate
vessel, beloved for its
incredible speed,
shallow draft, and
maneuverability.
Typically, a sloop was a
single-masted vessel
rigged with a fore-and-
aft sail, making it
highly responsive to
helm commands. Its
size ranged from 20 to
80 tons, carrying a
crew of roughly 30 to
70 men. This was not a
ship built for massive
cargo; it was a
predator.

Why

Pl raté SLOOP: SPEED

Favored
the Sloop

Pirates prized the sloop
for its ability to chase
down larger, slower
merchant vessels and,
just as importantly, to
escape from naval
warships. Its shallow
draft allowed it to
navigate shallow
coastal waters, rivers,
and inlets where
heavier ships could not
follow. This made the
sloop perfect for
launching surprise
attacks and retreating
into hidden coves.
Many famous pirates,
including Blackbeard
(who initially captained
a sloop named
Revenge) and Calico
Jack Rackham, used
sloops as their primary
raiding platforms. A
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sloop could be armed
with 8 to 18 cannons,
giving it a surprisingly
potent punch for its
size.

Key
Character
istics of
the Sloop

e Speed: The
fastest and most
agile of the
common pirate
vessels.

¢ Maneuverabilit
y: Extremely
responsive, ideal
for chasing and
escaping.

e Shallow Draft:
Could operate in
shallow waters
inaccessible to
larger vessels.

e Crew Size:
Small to medium,

making it easy to
manage and
keep a fair share
of plunder.

¢ Armament:
Light to
moderate,
typically swivel
guns and a few
broadside
cannons.

THE BRIG AND
BRIGANTINE:
WORKHORSES OF
THE CARIBBEAN

The brig and the
brigantine are often
discussed together due
to their similar two-
masted configurations.
However, they are
distinct types of pirate
ships. A brig has two
square-rigged masts,
providing excellent
performance when
sailing downwind. A
brigantine has a
square-rigged foremast
and a fore-and-aft




rigged mainmast,
making it more
balanced and easier to
handle.

Versatilit
y in
Design

These vessels were
larger than sloops,
often ranging from 100
to 200 tons and
carrying crews of 80 to
150 men. They were
the workhorses of the
Caribbean and the
Atlantic, capable of
long voyages and
carrying significant
cargo (or plunder).
Brigs and brigantines
offered a good balance
between speed,
firepower, and range.
They could be armed
with 12 to 24 cannons,
making them serious
threats to any

merchant ship.

Pirate
Use of
Brigs

Many successful
pirates upgraded from
sloops to brigs or
brigantines as their
wealth and crew grew.
Stede Bonnet, the
"Gentleman Pirate,"
famously commanded
the Royal James, a
brigantine that he used
to terrorize the North
American coastline.
The brigantine's ability
to sail well both upwind
and downwind gave
pirates a tactical edge
over vessels with less
versatile rigs.

1. Brig: Both masts
square-rigged.
Fast downwind,
powerful, good
for oceanic
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crossings.

2. Brigantine:
Square-rigged
foremast,
schooner-rigged
mainmast. More
balanced, better
for coastal work.

3. Commonality:
Two masts, good
crew capacity,
moderate to
heavy
armament.

4. Range: Excellent
for extended
cruises and
transatlantic
voyages.

THE SCHOONER:
THE COASTAL
RAIDER

The schooner is
another critical entry in
the list of different
types of pirate ships.
Recognized by its two
or more masts, all
rigged with fore-and-
aft sails, the schooner
was a masterpiece of

18th and 19th-century
ship design. Its rig
allowed it to sail very
close to the wind,
making it exceptionally
efficient for coastal
navigation and
blockade running.

Speed
and
Efficiency

Schooners were built

for speed. Their
relatively small hulls
and  efficient  rigs

meant they could
outsail almost anything
on the water. They
required smaller crews
than square-rigged
ships of similar size,
which appealed to
pirates who needed to
maximize share and
minimize overhead.
Schooners were
particularly favored by



pirates operating in the
Bahamas, the Gulf of
Mexico, and along the
coast of South
America.

Late-Era
Pirate
Ships

As naval power
increased in the early
19th century,

schooners became the
ship of choice for the
last generation of
pirates, including the
infamous Jean Laffite.
Laffite operated out of
Barataria Bay in
Louisiana, using a fleet
of schooners and other
shallow-draft vessels to
prey on Spanish
shipping. The
schooner's speed and
maneuverability were
essential for evading
the U.S. Navy and

Revenue cutters.

THE GALLEON: THE
TREASURE GIANT

No discussion of pirate
ships is complete
without the galleon.
However, it is crucial to
understand that pirates
rarely operated
galleons. Instead,
galleons were their
primary targets. The
galleon was a massive,
multi-decked sailing
ship used by the
Spanish Empire from
the 16th to the 18th
centuries. They were
built for carrying
treasure, trade goods,
and troops across the
Atlantic.

Why
Galleons
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Were

Prized

Targets

Galleons were slow,
cumbersome, and
difficult to handle,
especially in shallow or
narrow waters. But
they carried immense

wealth—silver from
Potosi, gold from
Colombia, pearls,

emeralds, and silks
from Asia. A single
successful capture of a
galleon could make a
pirate crew rich for life.
The Spanish Treasure
Fleet relied on
galleons, and pirates
and privateers alike
dreamed of capturing
one.

Galleons
In Pirate
Hands

Occasionally, pirates
did capture galleons
and use them. Henry
Morgan captured the
Santisima Trinidad in
1670 and used it as a
flagship. However,
galleons were
generally too large and
deep-drafted for typical
pirate operations. They
required large crews to
sail and were difficult
to hide. Most pirates
preferred to take the
treasure from a galleon
and then sink or
release the ship, rather
than take command of
it themselves.

e Size: 500 to
1,200 tons. Truly
enormous for the
era.



e Crew: 200 to
500 sailors,
soldiers, and
officers.

¢ Armament: 30
to 60 cannons on
multiple decks.

e Speed: Slow and
ponderous.
Relied on escort
ships for
protection.

e Role: The
ultimate prize.
Few pirates ever
commanded one
as a pirate ship.

THE FRIGATE: THE
PIRATE FLAGSHIP

The frigate represents
the pinnacle of pirate
ship ambition. A frigate
was a full-rigged,
three-masted war
vessel, smaller and
faster than a ship of
the line but far more
powerful than a sloop
or brigantine. Frigates
were the cruisers of
their day, used by

navies for scouting,
raiding, and escort
duty.

Rare but
Formidabl
e Pirate
Frigates

Only the most
successful and
audacious pirates

could command a
frigate. These ships
carried between 30
and 50 cannons and a
crew of 200 to 400
men. They were
floating fortresses
capable of challenging
even naval vessels.
Blackbeard famously
captured a French
slave ship called La
Concorde and refitted
it into his flagship, the
Queen Anne's
Revenge. This vessel
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was a frigate of
approximately 200
tons, armed with 40
cannons.

Advantag
es of the
Frigate

A frigate offered
immense firepower and
the ability to dominate
any merchant convoy.
It could carry a large
crew, which meant
more men for boarding
actions and prize
crews. However,
frigates were
expensive to maintain,
required a large and
skilled crew, and drew
immense attention
from naval authorities.
Their size also limited
where they could sail.
A frigate was a double-
edged sword—powerful
but demanding.

SMALL CRAFT:
PINNACES,
CANOES, AND
LONGBOATS

Not all pirate ships
were large ocean-going
vessels. In fact, many
pirate attacks began
with much smaller
boats. Pinnaces,
canoes, and longboats
were essential tools for
a pirate fleet. These
small, often oar-
powered craft were
used for scouting,
raiding shallow
harbors, and launching
surprise attacks.

The Role
of Small
Boats

Pirates often used
small boats to
approach their targets
undetected, especially



at night or in calm
weather. They could
row silently alongside a
larger ship and then
swarm aboard. In the
Pacific, pirates like
Bartholomew Sharp
used captured coastal
boats to navigate the
shallow bays of
Panama and Peru.
Even Blackbeard used
longboats to approach
and capture ships in
the shallows of the
North Carolina sounds.

e Pinnace: A
small, light
sailing or rowing
vessel, often
used as a tender
to larger ships.
Longboat: The
largest boat
carried on a ship,
used for landing
parties and
heavy towing.
Canoe:
Indigenous
dugout or bark
canoe, used in

10

the Caribbean
and the South
Pacific for stealth
raids.

CONCLUSION: THE
LEGACY OF PIRATE
SHIPS

The different types of
pirate ships are far
more than a list of
historical curiosities.
They represent the
practical realities of life
on the edge of the law.
From the nimble sloop
that darted between
reefs to the fearsome
frigate that ruled the
open sea, each vessel
was chosen for its
specific strengths.
Pirates were
opportunists, and their
ships were tools
perfectly adapted to
their trade. These
vessels allowed
outlaws to challenge
empires, disrupt trade,
and write their names
into history. The next
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time you see a pirate
ship in a story or film,
remember that behind
the legend lies a
complex and
fascinating world of
maritime skill,
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11
desperate courage,
and the timeless

human desire for
freedom. The ships
themselves were the
true stars of the golden
age of piracy.



