
IntroduCtion

Archaeology makes history tangible. Not only does archaeology mat-
ter, it provides a completely different portal through which to view the 
past. Perhaps most importantly, archaeology can make a difference. 
Archaeology has numerous benefits to us as a society. Archaeological 
sites and artifacts can play a large role in education, community cohe-
sion, national identity, economic development, sustainable tourism, 
conservation, and, of course, entertainment among others (Little 2002). 
The material culture of our shared heritage and past provides cultural 
continuity, perspective, and a tangible link to those who preceded us. 
Archaeology is not solely the excavation of a site and the recovery of its 
artifacts; it includes an investigation of the social activity surrounding a 
site and its formation, the historical context, the actions of individuals 
in the past as related to a site, and the management and preservation of 
a site for public benefit and future generations.
 Shipwrecks are but one type of archaeological site and they have long 
fascinated humankind, perhaps never more so than today. The ship-
wreck Quedagh Merchant is an archaeological site that brings to life one 
of the most romanticized activities in modern popular culture: piracy 
(Skowronek and Ewen 2007). Little specific evidence of pirates and their 
actions exists in the archaeological record and, oftentimes, it is difficult 
to identify certain artifacts and features as related to piracy rather than 
more commonplace activities. In fact, finding a site and proving its con-
nection to piracy is difficult, and, to date, the identification of some sites 
as being linked to piracy or specific pirates has been controversial (Lu-
sardi 2007, Ewen 2007, Wilde-Ramsing and Ewen 2012).
 Captain William Kidd has long been known as one of the most no-
torious pirates of all time. The myths and legends surrounding Kidd 
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persist to this day. Kidd’s demise served as a precursor to the Golden  
Age of Piracy and the ultimate state action against pirates such as Black-
beard, Stede Bonnet, Calico Jack Rackham, and numerous others several 
years later. The society that destroyed piracy would ultimately bring it 
back on stage through popular culture. Two contemporary ballads on 
Kidd helped to promote his legend, and Kidd also appeared in mid–19th- 
century novels (Ritchie 1985). While not nearly as successful as well-
known privateers and pirates like Francis Drake, Henry Morgan, Thomas 
Tew, Henry Avery, or many others, Kidd is one of the best-known pi-
rates and is associated with the heyday of privateering and piracy, a time 
when a group of men could seize a ship and sail the world seeking their 
fortune. Even in modern times, people continue to search for his buried 
treasure.
 The archaeological and historical records sometimes tell different sto-
ries, and this particular story is much more complicated than a simple 
tale of piracy and theft on the high seas. As shown through the lens of 
historical and maritime archaeology, this story brings to light the differ-
ences between the commonly held view of Kidd and his vessel that has 
been passed down through the centuries and the true tale of Kidd’s rise 
and fall in a much broader context through archaeological and historical 
evidence. Many of the contemporary woodcuts juxtapose the popular 
depictions of Kidd and his piratical compatriots, further highlighting 
the dichotomy of Kidd’s legend and reality, as well as the importance of 
this activity in his time and even later in modern-day artistic renderings. 
The reality of Kidd’s situation was far from simple. The process of ar-
chaeology can be seen to have five general steps or levels in its analytical 
method: definition of a research problem, collection of data, evaluation 
of the information, synthesis and interpretation of the information, and 
a search for understanding of the larger processes of human existence 
(Taylor 1974). The study of this particular shipwreck runs through that 
process and includes archival and historical research, archaeological in-
vestigation and analysis, evaluation of the historical context and social 
processes in connection to both Kidd and the vessel on a variety of lev-
els, and finally preservation and management of the archaeological site.


