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The Golden Age of Piracy in China, 1520–1810 exposes readers to the little-known history of
Chinese piracy in the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries through a short narrative and selection of
documentary evidence. In this three-hundred-year period, Chinese piracy was unsurpassed in
size and scope anywhere else in the world. The book includes a carefully selected and wide
range of Chinese, Portuguese, Dutch, English, and Japanese sources—some translated for the
first time—to illustrate the complexity and variety of piratical activities in Asian waters. These
documents include archival criminal cases and depositions of pirates and victims, government
reports and proclamations, memoirs of coastal residents and pirate captives, and written and
oral folklore handed down for generations. The book also illuminates the important role that
pirates played in the political, economic, social, and cultural transformations of early modern
China and the world. An historical perspective provides an important vantage point to
understand piracy as a recurring cyclical phenomenon inseparably connected with the past.

Everyone knows something about the famous pirates of the Caribbean, but their Chinese
counterparts were just as fascinating and far more numerous and powerful. This book, by one of
the world’s foremost experts on Chinese piracy, is the best book in print on the topic. It immerses
you in the pirates’ bloody and dangerous world— an experience both gripping and informative.--
Tonio Andrade, Emory UniversityThe Golden Age of Piracy in China is the first comprehensive
scholarly study of piracy in Chinese waters from the sixteenth to the early nineteenth century.
Highly readable and meticulously researched by one of the world’s leading scholars on Chinese
maritime history, the book vividly brings to light the hitherto largely untold history of piracy in the
East and South China Seas. It is a major contribution to the global and cross-cultural history of
piracy, based on an impressive range of primary sources from Chinese, Japanese, and
European archives and collections.-- Stefan Eklöf Amirell, Linnaeus UniversityRobert J. Antony
not only succinctly summarizes the history of Asian piracy but also, in forty translated and
annotated documents ranging from the early sixteenth century to the early nineteenth century,
examines pirate eating habits, marriage, sexual morays, death-by-slicing torture, and even their
guaranteed health care plans, with the Guangdong Pirate Pact of 1805 even stating: “If any of
our brothers is wounded in the action the entire group consents to their medical care.”
Independent female pirates, like Zheng Yi Sao, were also common, although on one occasion a
pirate leader cut up his own sister into eighteen pieces so that her 'ghost' could protect his
eighteen buried hoards of treasure. Readers, whether they be a student, professor, or general
pirate hobbyist, will find these brief yet fascinating primary documents particularly informative
and thought-provoking.-- Bruce A. Elleman, US Naval War College --This text refers to the
paperback edition.About the AuthorBefore his retirement in 2019, Robert J. Antony was



distinguished professor and senior researcher at Guangzhou University. He is currently an
adjunct professor at Shandong University and an associate in research at Harvard University’s
Fairbank Center. He is the author of Like Froth Floating on the Sea: The World of Pirates and
Seafarers in Late Imperial South China, Pirates in the Age of Sail, and Unruly People: Crime,
Community, and State in Late Imperial South China.--This text refers to the paperback edition.
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ReadingsPrefaceFor fifteen years I lived on what had once been two of the most notorious pirate
islands in the Pearl River Delta—Taipa and Hengqin. Today, of course, they have lost most of
their past notoriety. The pirate villages and shanties have been replaced with modern high-rise
apartment towers, five-star resort hotels, shopping malls, casinos, and amusement parks. Still a
few vestiges of their dubious past remain in their seedy backstreet mahjong parlors and crack
houses. Nowadays gangsters and gamblers have displaced the pirates who once fervently
prayed for divine blessings and protection at the Empress of Heaven (Tianhou) Temple in Cheok
Ka Village where I lived on Taipa. It was at this temple where I first heard legends about Zhang
Bao, Zheng Yi Sao, and other pirates from Vong Kei, the eighty-year-old temple caretaker, who
had heard these stories from his father and grandfather, who likewise were temple caretakers.
The stories about pirates, handed down as legends, as recorded memories, and as official
documents, are seemingly fathomless and never-ending. In this short book I hope to add a small



part to this vast literature by recounting the story of China’s golden age of piracy through a brief
narrative history together with a sampling of supporting documentary evidence.I divide the book
into two parts. The first part offers a concise overview of the golden age of piracy in China. It has
five chapters: first I place piracy in the larger context of China’s early modern maritime world,
taking a China-centric rather than the more familiar Euro-centric approach. Next I review the
three phases or cycles of large-scale piracy during the three centuries when piracy in China was
at its peak—in the mid-Ming Dynasty (1520–1580), in the Ming-Qing transition (1620–1684),
and in the mid-Qing Dynasty (1775–1810). The first part concludes with a discussion of the
significance of piracy in China’s history. In building this narrative history of piracy in early modern
China, I also introduce some of the broader approaches and themes broached by other
scholars.The main body of the book, in the second part, consists of historical sources about
pirates and piracy during the golden age in China. Most of the documents were written by actual
participants, either officials or eyewitnesses. As for the pirates themselves, in some cases we do
have their testimonies and confessions, which were frequently taken under torture in courts of
law and therefore must be used with caution. The documentary evidence consists of a wide
range of primary sources, including archival criminal cases and depositions, government reports
and proclamations, memoirs of pirate captives and victims, and folklore handed down from
generation to generation. I have tried to give a mix of published and unpublished sources, some
translated into English for the first time, to provide a rare glimpse into the nature of the mostly
unknown world of Asian-based piracy. While the majority of evidence was written in Chinese, I
have also included examples of sources written in English, Japanese, Portuguese, and Dutch. I
have spent a good bit of effort editing the sources, opting for loose rather than literal translations,
to make them more readable and accessible to English-language readers. In compiling the
primary documents for this book I have had to be selective, and it is likely that I have left out
episodes and figures that some readers would have wanted to be included.These primary
sources provide windows into the murky world of piracy in China between the sixteenth and
nineteenth centuries. While most of the written evidence had been prepared for a relatively small
literate public in China or elsewhere around the world, for the majority of people living in the past
who could not read, they learned about pirates from the stories told by their parents and elders,
balladeers and playwrights, street criers and public executioners. Many of these oral tales have
been handed down until today. To better understand piracy it is important to examine as many
different sources as possible. The study of piracy demands multiple perspectives. I let the
sources speak for themselves and allow readers to make their own conclusions about the
pirates and piracy introduced in this book.Because many of the names and terms used in this
study may be unfamiliar to readers I have included a glossary and chronology, as well as
extensive explanatory footnotes throughout the text. Besides footnotes, in the documentary
evidence my comments are added to the original sources in brackets. I also have listed in the
glossary and index the Chinese characters for special terms and the names of people and
places, and for those interested in digging further into the Chinese sources, there is a note on



the documentary evidence on Chinese piracy. The references section includes not only the
works I have cited but also a list of suggested further readings. I have also included four maps,
two tables, and fourteen illustrations, including seven facsimiles of original Chinese documents.
Additional resources, including Chinese documents, maps, and illustrations, can be found on the
book’s webpage under the “Features” tab at .Let me end this preface with my heartfelt thanks to
all my friends, students, and colleagues who have helped me in one way or another over the
past several decades in my understandings of Chinese history and culture. There are always too
many individuals to name, and I apologize to those who I have missed, but I must mention the
following accomplices who have enlightened me about pirates and history and have helped me
in locating and explaining various sources—Wei Qingyuan, Qin Baoqi, Zhuang Jifa, Ye Xianen,
Li Qingxin, Liu Ping, Zheng Guangnan, Akira Matsuura, Dian Murray, Paul Van Dyke, James
Watson, Angela Schottenhammer, Hang Xing, Joseph Lee, Hyunhee Park, Fumihiko Kobayashi,
Nancy Park, and Vincent Ho, as well as my students Ma Guang, Susan Schopp, Wong Wei
Chin, Patrick Connolly, Chen Bin, Xue Qianhui, Kuang Meihua, Liang Xiuqing, Huang Meiling, Li
Huishi, He Xingyin, and Liu Jiaqi. I would like to acknowledge the staffs and researchers at the
First Historical Archives in Beijing, National Palace Museum in Taibei, Zhejiang Provincial
Archives, Guangdong Provincial Library, Fu Sinian Library at Academia Sinica in Taiwan,
Harvard-Yenching Library, and East Asian Library at Princeton University for all their help with
the documentary evidence for this book. Most of this book was written between 2019 and 2021,
during the coronavirus pandemic, while I was a visiting scholar at the School of Historical
Studies at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Princeton and an associate in research at
Harvard University’s Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies. I am indebted to both institutions for
their academic support and the intellectual camaraderie of their members. I especially want to
thank Marcia Tucker, librarian at the Historical Studies–Social Science Library at the Institute for
Advanced Study for her indefatigable efforts in getting books and articles to me during the
pandemic. I also want to thank Susan McEachern, Katelyn Turner, Haley White, and the
anonymous readers at Rowman & Littlefield for their valuable guidance and advice. Finally, and
most importantly, I wish to thank my wife and life partner Lanshin for her tireless encouragement
and help in completing this project. I dedicate this book to her.Part INARRATIVE
HISTORYChapter OnePiracy in China’s Maritime WorldFor centuries piracy has captured the
imagination of writers and readers alike. Described as daring adventurers, heroic rebels, or
bloodthirsty villains, pirates in fact and fiction continue to fascinate people of all ages. Our
appetite for stories about pirates seems unquenchable. There are hundreds of books, cartoons,
songs, television dramas, and movies produced about pirates every year. Yet pirates are not only
fascinating, they are also thought provoking and important. Although often dismissed in the past
by scholars as historically insignificant, in reality, pirates have played key roles in the
development of modern society. Piracy has always been intricately linked to issues of social and
economic dislocation, maritime security, and national sovereignty. Today piracy costs legitimate
commerce and businesses billions of dollars each year, including money spent for ransom



payments, private security deterrence, and deployment of naval forces, not to mention the toll in
human lives and lost property. Conversely, piracy has also stimulated and sustained a vast
shadow economy and a vibrant subculture.While much has been written about pirates in
Western society, rigorous scholarly research on piracy in China is only beginning to appear. In
reconstructing the history of piracy we encounter several problems, not the least of which is the
lack of reliable primary sources. Because of the nature of their work, pirates necessarily left few
records. To do so would have been risky. They did not want to draw attention to themselves from
officials. Sometimes pirates went to extremes to remain anonymous, even murdering entire
crews of ships that they attacked in order to eliminate any witnesses. What we know about
pirates, therefore, comes chiefly from their enemies and victims. As the documents are
intrinsically biased, obscure, and fragmentary, it is necessary to use many different types of
sources and in multiple languages.Another problem is explaining what piracy meant in its
Chinese context. Piracy has always been a fluid, malleable concept with multiple layers of
meaning relative to time, place, and culture. Are our contemporary Western definitions of piracy
the same as those in China both today and in the past? How, for example, do we distinguish
piracy from war, privateering, and smuggling? While European rulers attempted to make precise
legal distinctions between these different phenomena, in China piracy and smuggling were often
viewed as categorically the same, and Chinese rulers had no concept of privateering as used by
Western states. For much of the Ming and early Qing dynasties (roughly sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries), recurrent sea bans prohibited or severely restricted private maritime
trade. Merchants who disregarded the regulations were criminalized and for the most part
treated no differently than pirates. During the chaos and anarchy of the Ming-Qing transition
(1620–1684), piracy and warfare became greatly confused—pirates became soldiers and
soldiers became pirates. During times of war, Western governments sanctioned private vessels
as privateers, which could legally attack and plunder enemy shipping. Privateering has been
described by some scholars as a form of legalized piracy. But in China neither the Ming nor Qing
governments sanctioned or legitimized any form of private maritime raiding; what Europeans
called privateering to Chinese officials was simply piracy. In late imperial China laws made little
distinction between bandits on land and on sea. Piracy consisted of various crimes—robbery,
kidnapping, murder, extortion, rape, sedition, and rebellion—that could take place on seas,
rivers, and coasts (Ptak 1998; Antony 2014c, 114).Although some pirates were politically
motivated, fundamentally piracy was an economic endeavor that involved lots of buying and
selling. Most people became or helped pirates to earn money. Unlike merchants and smugglers,
however, pirates traded in stolen goods obtained through predation and violence. Except for
food, weapons, and other necessities, pirates sold or bartered most of their booty in black
markets and even legitimate ports. Booty mostly consisted not of gold and silver but rather of
various amounts of copper coins and items of daily life (Doc. 28). While small, ad hoc gangs
typically split up the loot soon after heists, the larger, more permanent gangs usually put most of
the spoils into a common fund, either kept aboard ship or stockpiled on shore in their lairs. Gang



members would later sell the loot and share the profits in equitable portions (Docs. 31, 33,
40).People have always reacted to piracy in many different ways. For most officials and land-
based elites in China, pirates represented an exotic and dangerous “other.” Many Chinese
regarded the high seas as a lawless space beyond the pale of civilization. Official documents
frequently labeled pirates as haifei or yangfei (terms meaning sea bandits), in which the root of
the suffix fei in Chinese was an absolute negative that denied individuals their humanity and
consequently their right to exist. In late imperial China piracy was a serious crime linked to
treason and punishable by death. Chinese imperial states, like European states, viewed their
wars against piracy as conflicts between civilization and barbarism. Yet in some areas and for
some people, pirates were neither criminals nor shadowy figures. While official discourses
treated pirates as criminals and traitors, in Ming popular fiction and unofficial histories they were
often treated as romantic adventurers and patriotic heroes (Wang 2021; Doc. 7). Sometimes
their presence and activities were well known, even encouraged and approved by local
communities. In coastal South China, many villagers and fisherfolk collaborated with pirates as
fences, suppliers, and arms dealers, and actually had cordial relations with the outlaws (Docs. 3,
5, 19, 40). In Fujian province, for instance, people considered the pirate-adventurer Zheng
Zhilong as an upright, benevolent man because he aided the poor and provided many people
with jobs. His son, Zheng Chenggong (better known in the West as Koxinga), was even
eulogized as a deity in Taiwan after his death in 1662 (Croizier 1977). Other pirates were
likewise celebrated as heroes and sometimes as deities by local communities.China’s water
world was one of shared social, economic, and cultural activities and of patterns not easily
defined and delimited by ethnic differences or by national boundaries. Chinese pirate ships were
veritable melting pots where one could find men, women, and children of diverse social, cultural,
ethnic, and national backgrounds. It was not unusual for pirate gangs to have crews consisting of
Chinese, Japanese, and Southeast Asians and at times even Europeans, Americans, and
Africans (Docs. 1, 5, 14). Crews were a motley assortment, not only of scalawags and misfits but
also of ordinary sailors and fisherfolk who routinely alternated between licit and illicit pursuits in
making a living. Pirate ships also had crews of both men and women. For many Chinese, pirating
was literally a family business. Unlike the situation in the West, where there were taboos against
females on pirate ships, in South China women were not only accepted as shipmates but also
often played important organizational and leadership roles in pirate gangs, as were the cases of
Cai Qian Ma and Zheng Yi Sao in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Docs. 30,
40).Although piracy reached a peak in the West in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, in the waters around China the “golden age of piracy” stretched for nearly three
centuries from the mid-sixteenth to early nineteenth centuries. Over those years there was an
unprecedented surge in Chinese piracy unsurpassed in size and scope anywhere else in the
world. China’s golden age of piracy evolved in three great waves. First, roughly between 1520
and 1580, there was a tremendous rise in piracy all along China’s southern coast from Zhejiang
province to Hainan Island, as well as to the waters around Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia.



This was the age of the so-called dwarf bandits (wokou in Chinese, wakō in Japanese, and
waegu in Korean), who actually can best be described as ethnically mixed groups of merchants,
smugglers, and pirates.1 They were followed by bands of rebels, merchants, and pirates during
the chaotic Ming-Qing dynastic transition between 1620 and 1684. During this cycle piracy was
symptomatic of the political anarchy, economic instability, and social dislocations of the era.
Many of the “sea rebels” (haikou or haini) combined commerce with piracy and insurgency. Next
came a short but intense period of piracy, between 1775 and 1810, characterized by large, well-
organized leagues of “ocean bandits” (yangfei). Chinese piracy had reached a crescendo during
the third wave, when tens of thousands of poor fisherfolk and sailors engaged in piracy as a
means of survival. For more than half of those 290 years between 1520 and 1810, pirates were a
pervasive force in China’s maritime world. While in the West the heyday of piracy began to
decline in the early eighteenth century, it was reaching unparalleled heights in Asian waters.
Never before in history had piracy been so strong and enduring; while in the West at its peak the
pirate population never exceeded six thousand individuals, in China during each of the three
waves the numbers of pirates reached several tens of thousands.During China’s golden age of
piracy most of the action took place along the South China coast and across the vast South
China Sea (map 1.1). China’s coastline is one of the longest in the world, stretching for
approximately 9,000 miles from the Yellow Sea in the far northeast to the Gulf of Tonkin in the far
southwest. The littoral, especially of Guangdong, Fujian, and Zhejiang provinces, is interspersed
with countless bays, mangrove swamps, and islands, which provided shelter to pirates and
dissidents seeking to remain outside the gaze of the state and long arm of the law. Buffered
between the Pacific and Indian oceans, the South China Sea encompasses roughly 1,400,000
square miles from China in the north to Indonesia and Borneo in the south. Taiwan and the
Philippines border the east, with the Malay peninsula, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam on the
west. Even before the appearance of European explorers and traders in the sixteenth century, it
was and has since remained one of the busiest shipping zones in the world. This huge expanse
of water, with its countless islands and harbors, also provided not only mariners and merchants
but also pirates and smugglers with jobs and livelihoods for centuries. In fact, piracy has played
an integral role in shaping the history of maritime Asia.Map 1.1. The South China Maritime
World.Source: created by Robert Antony.Maritime trade was the lifeblood of this region. By the
early sixteenth century numerous sea lanes crisscrossed the entire South China Sea linking
China, Japan, and Korea to the Philippines, Vietnam (Annan), Thailand (Siam), Sumatra, and
Java. Even after the arrival of Europeans in the sixteenth century, the entire region continued to
be dominated by Asians and intraregional trading networks into the nineteenth century. When
Europeans built their settlements around the rim of the South China Sea they did so in places
along well-established Chinese trunk routes to Southeast Asia. There already existed an
intricate mélange of interconnected markets that linked the smaller ports, harbors, and fishing
villages to the larger entrepôts of Canton, Chaozhou, Amoy, Nagasaki, Manila, Bangkok,
Malacca, and Batavia. By the late seventeenth century sea lanes connected these larger trading



marts with one another and with the global markets in Europe and the Americas (Reid 1996;
Blussé 1999; Antony 2017).Not only did legitimate shippers use the sea lanes to carry on trade,
but so too did those individuals who wished to subvert the system and trade outside the state’s
gaze. Piracy inescapably became entangled in the development of the early modern market
economy and global commercialization. As licit trade increased so too did illicit trade, and the
two were intimately connected. Although pirates engaged in a different sort of business from that
of legitimate merchants, they were nonetheless also important in the expansion of China’s
maritime economy. During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, because of the
repeated bans of successive Chinese governments on maritime trade, it became difficult to
distinguish between trader, smuggler, and pirate (Docs. 8, 20, 23). For much of the Ming period,
piracy and smuggling necessarily became the most common and profitable form of commerce.
In the early and mid-Qing periods, because legitimate markets could never keep pace with
consumer demands, clandestine trade inevitably expanded to take up the slack.Piracy actually
stimulated the development of new markets and ports in China, many of which were established
specifically to handle the growing contraband trade. To survive pirates needed support from
people on land as well as friendly ports where they could outfit their ships, recruit new crews,
and sell their booty. One such place was the Portuguese enclave of Macau. Since its founding in
the sixteenth century Macau served as a friendly port of call for pirates, smugglers, and
dissidents of all sorts. It was described as “the wickedest city in Asia” and the “Tripoli of the
Orient”—an international rendezvous for desperadoes and misfits. In the early nineteenth
century a Swedish resident named Anders Ljungstedt depicted the city as the ideal hiding place
for thieves, gamblers, and vagabonds because “the jurisdiction is divided [between Portugal and
China], and the tenor of the laws variously applied” (Ljungstedt1836, 108). The many gambling
parlors, opium dens, and seedy inns of its Inner Harbor served as natural meeting places where
pirates socialized, got drunk, caroused with prostitutes, brawled, and made plans for new
ventures. Not surprisingly, the pirate chieftain Zhang Bao made Macau the headquarters for his
extortion operations, where he set up a “tax bureau” to collect ransom payments and protection
fees. One of his accomplices was a local man named Zhou Feixiong, who was a notorious
doctor, conjuror, and petty thief. He later received a minor office in Macau for helping to
negotiate the surrender of Zhang Bao and Zheng Yi Sao in 1810 (Doc. 40).Map 1.2. The South
China Coast.Source: created by Robert Antony.Jiangping (or Giang Binh in Vietnamese) was
one of Asia’s most notorious black markets between 1780 and 1802, when it was razed by
Vietnamese troops fighting Tay Son rebels. Located on the Sino-Vietnamese border in the Gulf
of Tonkin, the town was surrounded in the south by countless small islands and sandy shoals
and in the north by rugged mountains and dense forests, which made Jiangping nearly
impossible to reach except by boat. It was situated along a major sailing route connecting
northern Vietnam and southern China, and nearby were the ports of Hepu, Qinzhou, and
Dongxing in China and Mong Cai and Pho Hien in northern Vietnam. Jiangping was a typical
border town and black market, famous for its China Bazaar, where almost anything imaginable



was sold. The town was a gathering place for laborers, sailors, fisherfolk, and traders from South
China, Vietnam, and other areas of Southeast Asia, and many residents and sojourners
specialized in handling stolen goods and provisioning the pirates based on adjacent islands. For
over twenty years this black market served as an integral node in the vibrant shadow economy
that traversed the South China Sea, connecting an extensive network of both licit and illicit
markets (Docs. 27, 28). Today, as in the past, fishing and smuggling remain as major sectors of
the local economy (Antony 2010b).There also existed a persistent shifting between legitimate
and clandestine ports, as the cases of Yuegang and Amoy (Xiamen) in Fujian province
demonstrate. At first, Yuegang developed as a prosperous smuggling port in the fifteenth
century to offset the official port at Quanzhou. Then in 1567 the government changed the name
Yuegang to Haicheng and recognized the port as an administrative seat. Afterward pirates and
smugglers moved elsewhere to do business, in particular to Amoy, which in the late sixteenth
century became a meeting place for Chinese and foreign smugglers and pirates (map 1.2). For
much of the seventeenth century Amoy served as a major base of operations for the Zheng
family’s maritime empire. In 1684, after the downfall of the Zheng regime in Taiwan, the Qing
court recognized Amoy as a legitimate port and the clandestine trade once again moved
elsewhere (Docs. 5, 16, 19). Most of the illicit ports, however, were never as large and successful
as Yue-gang and Amoy; instead, they remained small and anonymous and therefore unrecorded
in history.A key factor in the success of piracy was the support that pirates received from coastal
residents, including fishers, sailors, merchants, gentry families, soldiers, and officials. Whenever
pirates lost that support piracy declined. The situation in South China in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries was quite different from what it had been in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, when many sea merchants, local gentry, and even officials opposed government sea
bans and supported pirates. In Fujian, for example, piracy diminished greatly over the latter part
of the eighteenth century in large measure because wealthy and influential coastal families
decided that it was in their best interests to support the new Qing government and oppose
piracy (Calanca 2010). Likewise, during the first decade of the nineteenth century, local
merchants and gentry in Guangdong organized militia to help bolster the imperial navy to
combat pirates (Antony 2006).Piracy has always been a persistent and inherent feature of South
China’s maritime world. While most piracies were perpetrated by small, ad hoc gangs, upsurges
in large-scale, well-organized piracy occurred during times of dynastic crisis, political and
economic turmoil, and wars. Fishers, sailors, traders, smugglers, and pirates, whose activities
were all too often indistinguishable from one another, knit together the social, cultural, and
economic fabric of the South China Sea. Together they helped to create a highly integrated
political economy that depended as much on trade as it did on piracy and smuggling. Denizens
of this water world shared in a collective culture of their own making, a distinct culture of survival
and resistance that stood in marked contrast to the terra-centered culture on land.After 1810
huge pirate leagues never reappeared in China, but piracy has stubbornly persisted in Asian
waters. Although in recent years there has been a marked resurgence in piracy across the globe,



it has seldom reached the high levels of violence and predation of the past. Along the South
China coast petty ad hoc gangs of pirates have incessantly formed and reformed as they have
for centuries, mostly engaging in plundering and extorting small, poorly armed native fishing and
commercial vessels. Today piracy appears in many of the same areas and for many of the same
reasons—most notably poverty and weak states—that it thrived in hundreds of years ago. The
largest numbers of piracies in recent years, as in the past, take place in Asian waters. As a
recurring cyclical phenomenon, the piracy of today is inseparably connected with the piracy of
the past.1. Like the term pirate, in China the meaning of wokou has been in constant motion,
shifting from Japanese seaborne raiders in the sixteenth century to invading Japanese soldiers
during World War II in the twentieth century.Chapter TwoPiracy in the Mid-Ming Dynasty (1520–
1580)The golden age of piracy in China began in the middle of the Ming dynasty during the
reign of the Jiajing emperor (r. 1522–1566). Beginning in the 1520s, China witnessed a steady
growth in the number of piracies along the coast. Within two decades numerous small gangs of
pirates had expanded into larger, better-organized fleets. Reaching its zenith in the 1550s, at a
time when the Ming navy and coastal defense forces were in decline (roughly by 20 percent of
their early Ming levels) and the dynasty was facing a serious threat on the northern frontier from
resurgent Mongol armies under Altan Khan (1507–1582), pirates severely challenged imperial
authority in South China’s maritime world. At the height of their power they even threatened the
major cities of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Hangzhou. This was also a time of civil war in Japan when
sailors and masterless samurai (ronin) took to the sea as raiders. Characterized by Ming officials
as “dwarf bandits” (wokou),1 a term used disparagingly for Japanese pirates, they actually
included virtually all pirates and sea peoples operating along the coast of China. Wokou gangs
were composed of disparate crews of Japanese, Chinese, Southeast Asian, European, and
African renegades and rovers, but most of these pirates (perhaps 80 percent) were Chinese. As
used in Ming sources, wokou signified Japanese sea raiders, uncertified tributary envoys,
Chinese maritime smugglers and private merchants, captives and slaves, and sometimes
overseas Chinese (Shapinsky 2016, 40–41; Wang 2021, 5, 109–13). Using armored sailing
junks and swift galleys they plundered shipping and pillaged ports from China to Java (Doc. 1).
Figure 2.1 outlines the major pirate leaders and their affiliations in South China between 1540
and 1580.Figure 2.1. Affiliations between Major Pirate Leaders in South China, 1540–
1580.Source: created by Robert Antony.The upsurge in piracy in the 1520s resulted largely from
the Jiajing emperor’s determination to rigidly enforce existing sea bans and to enact tough new
ones. The imperial court outlawed all private overseas trade and instead hopelessly attempted
to restrict maritime commerce within the narrow confines of the tributary system.2 Anyone
caught building large ocean-going junks, trading with foreigners, traveling abroad without
authorization, or colluding with smugglers were to be treated as pirates and when caught faced
execution. Instead of curbing illegal activities, however, the bans actually encouraged them.
Because tribute missions were infrequent and the amounts of imports and exports severely
limited, they satisfied neither Chinese nor foreign merchants. As a result illicit trade quickly



expanded up and down the coast to meet the growing demands and increasingly more people
came to depend on illicit trade for their livelihoods. Piracy became the most vivid expression of
opposition to official maritime policies and the most important means for conducting seaborne
trade (Docs. 2, 5).In effect the Ming government’s enforcement of the sea bans criminalized
large segments of the maritime population. Gradually all segments of coastal society, from
fishers and sailors to merchants and gentry, became involved in illegal activities (Docs. 4, 8). As
one official, Zheng Ruozeng, succinctly put it: “Pirates and merchants are all the same people—
when markets are open pirates become merchants and when markets are closed merchants
become pirates” (Jiang and Fang 1993, 263). A striking feature of Chinese piracy in this era was
the fact that many powerful leaders, including Xu Dong, Wang Zhi, Hong Dizhen, and Xu Hai, all
had merchant backgrounds. These merchant-pirates mixed trade with smuggling and pillaging,
organized large fleets of warships, and established bases on China’s offshore islands, in Japan,
and in Southeast Asia. Many pirate gangs seemed invincible because they received protection
from influential families and local officials, as well as financial backing from local merchants and
gentry elites (Docs. 2, 5, 6).Because the Ming sea bans were unenforceable, an extensive
clandestine trade developed along the coast of South China in the early sixteenth century that
involved Chinese, Japanese, Southeast Asian, and Portuguese smugglers and pirates. The sea
bans gave merchants little choice but to conduct their activities covertly on offshore islands,
such as Nan’ao, Wuyu, Damao, and Shuangyu (Doc. 5). In fact, for more than twenty years,
between 1524 and 1548, Shuangyu, which is situated off the Zhejiang coast near the city of
Ningbo, served as the major international smuggling emporium and the center of wokou
activities. At first, in the 1520s, Shuangyu merely operated as a seasonal trading outpost, where
Chinese, Japanese, and Portuguese smugglers built temporary shanties to house themselves
and to store their goods during the trading season. In the late 1530s, after several Chinese
smuggler-pirates, such as Li Guangtou (Baldy Li), began to guide foreign merchants from
Southeast Asia to Shuangyu to trade, the island quickly developed into a permanent, year-round
trading mart. On Shuangyu and other island strongholds pirates and merchants traded silks,
brocades, pearls, copper, porcelains, spices, Japanese swords, firearms, and various foreign
items from such places as Patani, Malabar, Europe, and Japan.Around this time the Xu brothers
(Xu Song, Xu Dong, Xu Nan, and Xu Zi), accompanied by Portuguese and Southeast Asian
traders, moved their smuggling headquarters from the Malay Peninsula to Shuangyu and
Damao islands. After several mergers with smaller outlaw groups, by 1542 the Xu brothers’
syndicate had become the most powerful merchant-pirate bloc on the South China coast. Under
their direction, Shuangyu became the hub of an intricate and sophisticated clandestine trading
network active in the markets in southeastern China in Fujian, Guangdong, and the Ming
southern capital in Nanjing, as well as in Japan, Southeast Asia, and, through the Portuguese,
even in Europe. The leader of the Xu brothers’ syndicate was Xu Dong (or Xu Er), the second
brother. By the 1540s he had become the most powerful merchant-pirate on the South China
coast. Originally a sea merchant who had been arrested for smuggling, he escaped from jail



around 1526 and fled to Patani and then Malacca, where he married a local woman and began
to build up his fortune through smuggling and piracy. Later he joined forces with wokou bands in
Japan to continue his clandestine activities from Shuangyu Island. Together with Li Guangtou
and other pirates, in the early 1540s, Xu’s armed merchant fleets plundered coastal villages and
towns in Fujian and Zhejiang, while at the same time he conducted a brisk unlawful trade with
Japanese merchants in the port city of Hakata in Kyushu (Chin 2010).In response to the rapid
expansion of smuggling and piracy the Ming government dispatched soldiers and warships
(figure 2.2) to eradicate the emporiums on Shuangyu and other islands. To oversee the
antipiracy operations, in 1547 the Jiajing emperor appointed Zhu Wan (1494–1550) as the new
Grand Coordinator of Coastal Defense in Zhejiang and Fujian provinces, the areas most
affected by piracy (Doc. 4). After arriving at his new post, he discovered that pirates, Portuguese
and Japanese traders, and powerful local gentry families actively collaborated with one another
in smuggling and pirate enterprises (Doc. 5). He immediately set into motion a series of new
measures to enforce the sea bans to eliminate the pirate trade and he carried out several
vigorous military campaigns against pirates. By effectively deploying available troops against
illegal trading centers in both provinces, within a year his policies began to show results in
disrupting the infrastructure of the contraband trade. Most significantly Zhu Wan completely
destroyed the wokou entrepôt on Shuangyu Island in 1548. In the next year in a key naval battle
his forces defeated and captured the pirate boss Li Goutou (Dog Head Li) and ninety-six
followers, who Zhu summarily executed. Unsurprisingly Zhu Wan’s policies were unpopular
among the prominent coastal families and many local officials who had vested interests in
maintaining the status quo. Ultimately they succeeded in having the emperor impeach Zhu Wan,
who in disgrace committed suicide in 1550 (Higgins 1981, 10–13, 139–41). In the aftermath of
Zhu Wan’s campaigns, several pirate leaders, including Xu Dong, fled overseas to Southeast
Asia and Japan. The government later replaced Zhu Wan with another competent and
somewhat more successful official named Hu Zongxian (1512–1565), who introduced measures
to win over local gentry and merchant support to combat pirates (Hucker 1971; Fitzpatrick 1979,
12–13, 20–23; Doc. 8).
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