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Scourae of the Seas: 

The Cat o·Nine Tails 

futjoo$� 
This article originally appeared in the pirate newsletter 

No Quarter Given and is here reprinted by permission 

"Every man aboard knows the penalty. Fifty licks of 
the cat." He watched their /aces. Fifty strokes of the 
knotted leather thongs could cripple a man /or life. A 
hundred strokes was a sentence of certain and 
horrible death. "They have earned themselves the full 
fifty. However, I remember that these four fools 
fought well on this very deck when we captured this 
vessel." 

''I am a merciful man." he told the m. ''Make it fifteen 
/or each, Master Daniel, but comb your cat well 
between the strokes." 

Unless Daniel's fingers separated the lashes of the 
cat after each stroke, the blood would matt them 
together and clot them into a single heavy instrument 
that would cut human flesh like a sword blade. Even 
fifteen with an uncombed cat would strip the meat off 
a man's back down to the vertebrae of his spine. 

Birds of Prey 

Wilbur Smith-

P
irate crews, as a rule, were run. on a
democratie basis and flogging with the cat 

o'nine tails was rarely used to impose discipline 
in the ranks. Flogging was beheved by all the 
major -navies of the time to be an essential tool 
in getting men to do their duty. The purpose of 

the punishment was to shame as well as to 
inflict physical pain, with the public display 

being deemed its most important part. The fear 
of the lash kept many a crew cowed and quiet. 

On pirate vessels, flogging was only done by 
the Quartermaster on the Captain' s order. This 
helped keep the captain in check because the 
quartermaster could refuse the order and put it 
to a vote by the crew, possibly to elect another 
captain. 

Pirates might sometimes make an example of 
a captured offi.cer by the hberal use of the cat. 

To make sure that no man ever got an unjust 
punishment, it was dictateà that all offenders 
got 40 strokes less one. This was known as 
Moses' Law. The name comes from the number 
of lashes that Jesus receives from Herod in the 
Bible. When you remember that 39 strokes 
from a lash that had 9 flails is in fact 351 lashes, 
most off.enders were much the worse after the 
fact. 

Flogging was abohshed in the US Navy m 
1852 and in the Royal Navy in 1871. 





From the Secretary 

I
n the last issue ofKN, I thanked the many
members who donated their knotted items 

for display in our Branch knotwork 
collection. U naccountably, I did not mention 
the wonderful knotboard sent to us by Carlos 
Albesiano of Caracas, Venezuela. It is a 
splendid piece of work with the many knots 
in white cotton cord on a black velvet 
background. Brass plates have the names 
written in Spanish and the whole is framed 
in cherry wood with metal corners. It would 
be a welcome addition to any collection. 

Please remember, in any of your future 
correspondence to the Secretary, that his zip 

code has changed to 92880. The old zip code 
no longer works with the post office. 

Pieter van de Griend has decided to stop 
publishing his Het Knoopeknauwertje after 
the 25th issue in December 2000. What with 
his recent marriage (congratulations on 
that!) and numerous other commitments, he 
doesn't have the time anymore to put fu-ture 
issues together. 
A few members have asked me about when 

their dues need to be paid. I have decided to 
put a moratorium on dues until we get the 
account transferred and settled with the new 
Treasurer. This will probably happen once 
we get our web site up and running again. 
We will also be going to a payment plan 
where you will pay your dues on the month 
that you joined. I have a master list of when 
everyone joined and I will publish it once we 
are business again. This way you will know 
when to send in your dues. 

I got a request at one of our monthly 
meetings to reprint the Branch library list. 
Any one of these hooks are available to all 
Branch members for a "reasonable" amount 
of time. Just remember that they are a loan 
and not a gift. 

P AB Branch Library 
Donated in 1997 
The Arts of the Sailor by Hervey Garrett Smith. 
The Knot Book by Geoffiey Budworth. 

Tying Strong Fishing Knots by Bill Herz.og. 
The Essential Knot Book by Colin Jarman. 

The Art of Rigging by George Biddlecomb. 

The Rigging of Ships in the Days of the Spritsail Topmast, 

1600-1720 byR.C. Anderson. 

Creative Ropecraft by Stuart E. Grainger. 
Knots, Splices and Fancy Work by Charles L. Spencer 
Square Knot Book No. 3 by Philip C. Herwig. 

Knots by Peter Owen. 

A Fresh Approach to Knotting and Ropework by Charles 

Warner. 

Donatedin 1998 
Knots Useful and Ornamental by Ron Edwards. 

Turk's Heads by Ron Edwards. 
Encyclopedia o/Knots and Fancy Rope Work by Raoul 
Graumont and John Hensel. 

TheRiggers Eocker-Tools and Techniques /or Modern and 

Traditional Rigging by Brion Toss. 

Knoteraft-The Practical and Entertaining Art o/Tying Knots 
by Allan and-Paulette Macfarlan. 
The Splicing Handbook-Techniques /or Modern and 
Traditional Ropes by Barbara Merry with John Darwin. 

Knots andHow To Tie Them by Walter B. Gfüson. 

Knots andSjJlïces by Cyrus L. Day. 

Rigging by Harold A. Callahan. 

Chapman 's Nautical Guides-Knots by Brion Toss. 

Knots and Physics by Louis H. Kauffinan. 

Knots and Applications Louis H. Kauffinan (Ed.) 
Furk's-Head Knot Tips: A Knot Tier 's Guide 'Fa The Turk's­

Head Knot by 'fom Hall. 

Notes on Kn&ts by Pieter van de Griend. 

Knots-and-RfJf)e Problems by Pieter van de Gri,md. 

The Ham/yn Book of Knots by Geoffi:ey Budworth. 

Knotlore . by Geoffiey Budworth. 

Marline-S"pike Seamanship by Leonard Popple. 

The Complete Rlgger's Apprentice: Tools anáTechniques for 
Modern and Traditional Rigging by Brion Toss. 

Tassels: The Fanciful Embellishment by Nancy Welch. 
Celtic Knotwork Designs by Sheila Sturrock. 

The New Encydopedia of Knots by Derek Avery. 

Knots /or ·Climbers by Craig Luebben. 

Practical Fishing Knots by Mark Sosin and Lefty Kreh. 

Knots /or Hikers and Backpackers by Frank Logue with 
Victoria Logue. 
Making Discoveries in Knots by Ham Gerber. 
Knots and Splices by Steve Judkins and Tim Davison. 

Macramé by Lynn Paulin. 

Step by Step Macramé by Mary Walker Phillips. 

Macramé Creative Knot-Tying: Techniques and Projects by 
Susan S. Lampton. 

The Marlinespike Sailor by Hervey Garrett Smith. 
The Art of Knotting and Splicing by Cyrus Lawrence Day. 
More Bush Leatherwork by Ron Edwards. 

Cowboy Roping and Ro'pe Tricks by Chester Byers. 

Sling Braiding of the Andes by Adele Cahlander. 

Donated by 1999 
Braiding and Knotting: Techniques and Projects by 
Constantine A. Belash. 
Square Knot Handicraft Guide by Raoul Graumont and 
Elmer Wenstrom. 

The Handicrafts of the Sailor by Steven Banks. 

The Ashley Book of Knots by Clifford W. Ashley. 

The Handbook of Knots by Raoul Graumont. 

The Book of Ornamental Knots by John Hensel. 

Handbook For Riggers by W.G. (Bill) Newberry. 














