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         Privateering

“Argent d’guerre n’a pas d’serre”
(War money has no rest)
An old Guernsey proverb meaning that prize money gained through privateering was often spent quickly.

What is a privateer?
In summary, a privateer is a legalised pirate. Although the practice of authorised sea-raiding in Europe dated to at least the 13th Century the word 'privateer' was coined sometime in the mid-17th Century. During periods of war, a monarch (or other delegated authority) could issue commissions (referred to as letters of marque) that entitled a private individual or ship to engage in maritime warfare as well as exempting the crew from naval conscription. This included attacking foreign vessels and taking them as prizes, as well as taking prize crews as prisoners for exchange. Captured ships were sold under prize law, with the proceeds divided between the privateer's sponsors, shipowners, captains and crew. A percentage share usually went to the issuer of the commission (i.e. the sovereign). Privateering therefore allowed sovereigns to raise revenue for war by mobilizing privately owned armed ships and sailors to supplement state power. For participants, privateering provided the potential for a greater income and profit than obtainable as a merchant seafarer or fisher. However, this incentive increased the risk of privateers turning to piracy when war ended.
	It is worth noting the distinction between a privateer and a Letter of Marque ship. Although both were in possession of a letter of marque, the former was an armed private vessel specifically commissioned to seize enemy ships whilst the latter was a merchant vessel that had the authority to seize enemy vessels should the opportunity arise (or as an alternate source of income if trade was poor). 

 - Recommend reading.
 - Light introductory reads to the topic.
🔑 – This item is located in the strong room. Please speak to a member of staff to access. 
 - Internet resource.
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🔑 Letters of Marque – the library has a selection of original letters of marque.
🔑 Details of Privateers, fitted out from Guernsey and Alderney, 1778-1782 [LOC 910.45 PRI – Pamphlets Box B] – Relates specifically to the American Revolutionary War & details the number and value of prizes taken from American, French, Spanish and Dutch ships.
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🔑 List of Privateers and Prizes [LOC 359.4 - Folio] – Compiled by Ferdinand Brock Tupper in the 19th Century.
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The Raban Collection: Located in the Tomlinson Room this collection compiled by Canon Peter Raban contains a large amount of information on privateering including; files containing declarations of letters of marque, prize papers, prize court sentences and other legal documents as well as card indexes of Guernsey privateers operating during the American War of Independence (1777 – 1783) and Guernsey ships receiving letters of marque (1793 – 1801 and 1803 – 1815).

Groves Collection: For other books on privateering that are not specifically about the Channel Islands please browse the Groves Collection located in the St. Aubyn Room on the 1st floor. Privateering has a 910.45 shelf number but see the shelf guide for the shelf numbers of other related maritime topics such as trade.

 Hanging Files: Ask a member of staff to see our hanging file containing numerous pieces of information and documents regarding privateering including; privateering signals, a list of ships between 1739 and 1748 with letters of marque, lists of some of the 18th Century Guernsey privateers.


 Priaulx Library Website: Search our website at www.priaulxlibrary.co.uk for numerous interesting articles on privateering.

Guernsey French Terms:
Privateer						aen capre
A person owning shares in a privateering vessel 		armateur
A privateer’s prize					prinse
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Piracy & Smuggling: 
For the related subject of piracy and smuggling please see our separate reference guide.
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