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Series introduction
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Qsphsbnnf Pof A short history
Transmission date 14 October 2008

Programme synopsis
Part One

We are given an insight into what it was like to be a pirate. John Matthews, author of 
ôPiratesõ, explains what pirates were like when they sailed the seas in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Listeners are then transported into a portrait gallery where the ghost of Black 
Bart causes trouble.  Finally we become the audience at Mastermind where Captain Hook 
takes the chair to answer questions on his specialist subject ð Piracy.

Stopping point: ôabout ship… It’s time to start talking!õ

Part Two

In this section the listeners are told that there were indeed women pirates, some of whom 
commanded thousands of other pirates and some who were captured and punished. We 
go on to hear that punishment was severe for those pirates who were caught but pirates 
also had to obey rules on board their own ships.

Stopping point: ‘Get talking or you’ll walk the plank.’

Part Three

In this, the þnal section of programme one, we take a look at the history of the pirate ÿag 
and the symbolism behind the designs. The listener is taken on board a typical pirate ship 
that is seen through the eyes of a rat, to discover the reality of life on board; a reality that 
was wonderful for some pirates and dreadful for others!

Stopping point: ‘Land Ahoy! This be your last chance to stop and talk.’

Talking time
After each section of the programme, the presenter asks some questions. You may want 
to use them as the basis of a classroom discussion or let the children discuss them in pairs 
and groups. 

When setting up the groups for discussion you may wish to use either the ôSnowball 
Modelõ or the ôRainbow Modelõ or both at some point during the programme.

The Snowball Model
Stage one: pupils work in pairs
Stage two: pairs join together to share their þndings or to begin a follow up activity.

The Rainbow Model
Stage one: pupils work in groups of four and each group is named a different colour.
Stage two: reorganise the pupils into their rainbow groups ð one pupil from each of  
   the colours.

✇✇

✇✇

✇✇
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Presenter’s questions
Part 1

ñ What pirate facts do you know?

ñ Do you think there were any Scottish pirates?

ñ Do you think there were any women pirates? Why?

Part 2

ñ What do you think ôDance the hempen jigõ means?

ñ Why do you think there were rules on a pirate ship?

ñ Who made the rules and do you think they were the same aboard every ship?

ñ How would they make sure the crew obeyed the rules?

ñ Do you think that when large groups of people get together there have to be rules?

Part 3

ñ Why were ÿags so important?

ñ What kind of message were they sending?

ñ The worst kind of ÿag was a plain red one é what do you think that meant?

ñ Can you imagine what life must have been like on a pirate ship?

ñ Can you think of a time when two people experienced the same thing but felt quite 
different about it?

ñ Would you have liked to have been a pirate in the 18th or 19th century? Why?

Activities
Part One

The children can use Worksheet One, either working in pairs or groups, to decide which 
pirate facts are true and which are false. Using the teacher information sheet which 
accompanies Worksheet One, whole class discussion about the history of piracy can be 
encouraged.

For the Scottish pirate activity on Worksheet Two the children should work with a 
partner. You may want to enlarge the worksheet for easier use. The activity of drawing 
an imaginary Scottish pirate should help to focus the childrenõs thoughts on the 
characteristics of a pirate. They should be encouraged to give their pirate a name and 
create some background information about him. The main focus of this activity is for the 
children to make suggestions and take account of their partnerõs views. When their pirate 
is complete they can show and tell other groups and the class all about their own pirate. 
To promote further talking in the groups, encourage pairs of children to create a selection 
of questions to ask their peers about the pirates. This activity could be taken further by 
the pupils collecting all their pirates into a display or class book which can then be shown 
and explained to younger children in the school.

Part two

In Worksheet Three, groups of children are given the opportunity to compile a list of 
rules which would have been essential on a pirate ship. In this activity the children are 
required to take account of each otherõs views and come to a group decision about the 
rules to be included. It is important that the teacher highlights the need for relevance 
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and when the rules are complete, the groups can be encouraged to make reference to the 
information and ideas contributed by different members of the group.

In the second section of this worksheet, the children have to discuss the relevance of 
having rules where a large number of people are meeting together. The three chosen 
areas are a school, a football stadium and an airport. As well as talking about why we 
need rules in these places, the children can also discuss the rules that they know are 
enforced in each place. This activity can be carried out in pairs, groups or as a whole 
class.

The list of rules on a pirate ship might include the following suggestions.

 1 Everyone shall obey orders. 
 2 Booty shall be shared as followed: one and a half shares go to the captain, one share 

each goes to ordinary sailors and a quarter share each goes to the gunner, boatswain, 
and master  carpenter.  

 3 Anyone secretely plotting to desert will be marooned. He will be left with a ÿask of 
gunpowder, a bottle of water, and a gun with one bullet. 

 4 The punishment for hitting a man is 40 lashes on the bare back.  
 5 Anyone being lazy or failing to clean his weapons will lose his share of booty. 
 6 Everyone may vote on all important decisions. 
 7 Everyone may have a share of captured drink and fresh food. 
 8 Anyone found stealing from another member of the crew will be severely punished.
 9 Gambling with cards and money is forbidden. 
 10 The penalty for bringing a woman aboard in disguise is death. 
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Most pirates lived on ships called  
schooners, which were small and fast.

There was hardly enough room for all the crew  
and pirates spent most of the time on deck.

Food was awful and the cook was usually a pirate who  
had lost an arm and could not do anything else.

Being a cook on board a pirate ship was a lowly position often given to a crew member no longer fit to 
fight. He didn’t have many ingredients to work with, usually hard crackers made of flour and water 
and some dried or salted meat. Cattle, sheep, chicken and pigs would be brought on board at the start of 
journeys to provide some fresh meat, as would fresh vegetables, but they wouldn’t last for the length of 
an entire voyage.

Pirates always made their victims walk  
the plank with a blindfold on. 

Walking the plank was probably not a common a form of punishment among pirates. They probably 
preferred the swifter and simpler method of the ‘heave to’ — simply tossing their victims overboard 
— or came up with things much grislier than walking the plank. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries it was generally believed  
that piercing the ears with silver and gold improved eyesight.

Back in the 17th and 18th centuries it was generally believed that piercing the ears with silver and gold 
improved one’s eyesight and therefore pirates would have had earrings. If there was a wealthy person 
on board a ship they captured they would just help themselves to their clothes. 

Many pirates would keep a parrot as a pet  
and have it sitting on his shoulder.

Parrots were probably associated with pirates because of the book ‘Treasure Island’. Many people 
believe that a parrot permanently perched on a pirates shoulder would just get in the way and during 
hard times at sea the parrot would most likely be eaten. So it was very unlikely that a pirate travelled 
with a parrot or any other pet. More common and unwanted shipboard companions were rats, fleas and 
poisonous spiders.

If a pirate lost a hand or a leg in a fight the ship’s  
doctor would replace it with a hook or a peg leg.

Doctors were uncommon aboard pirate ships, so the ship’s cook would most likely have to perform the 
operation. If the pirate didn’t die during the operation, a substitute leg would be needed. The substitute 
leg was usually any free material aboard the ship like a long piece of wood. The majority of real-life 
pirates who lost hands or legs in combat probably died of infection. The survivors were often put to 
work in the ship’s kitchen. 

The captain of the pirate ship would always  
get an extra share of the treasure.

Pirates liked to drink tea and coffee  
when on board their ship.

 Surprisingly enough, tea and coffee were drunk aboard ships but most pirates preferred rum.

Pirates did not really want to fight; they  
were really just after the money.

Pirates were essentially just after the money, so the last thing they wanted to do was actually fight 
with another ship and risk damage to their own ship or being injured or killed. Typically a pirate ship 
would come alongside its intended prey and fire a warning shot in the hope that the other ship would 
surrender without a firing a shot. 
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Part Two
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Pirates have been reported in waters where people might go on holiday. 

In your group, design and create an information poster to be displayed in 
travel agents, to give people advice if they are planning to go there.

Pirate alert
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