
 

 

Turbulent Waters – Piracy Thrives. 

Commentary by Geoff Walker. 

 

Asia encompasses a broad geographic spectrum and a wide variety of cultures. However, whether in 

amongst the islands of Southeast Asia’s vast archipelagoes, or along the coast of China, Vietnam, 

Thailand and Malaysia, Piracy found the right conditions in which to thrive. There are written records 

referring to Piracy dating back to the Zhou dynasty in China, which lasted from 1122 to 221 BC. Although 

records do not exist for many other Asian regions, Piracy no doubt extended back equally as far.  

For centuries, the association of Pirates with China, the Caribbean, and the Barbary Coast, was 

considered the epicenter of Piratic activity, but, no more so, than in the vastness of the South China Sea, 

and the coastal regions which bounded it, where it was a prolific way of life for many coastal 

communities, spanning across most of the Chinese dynasties. Entire fleets of Pirate junks could appear 

from anywhere, and descent upon their victims. These fleets had long preyed on any regional or local 

traders which crossed their paths, but soon became tempted by the bigger loot and profits offered by  

European ships, whether sail, or steam once they entered the China trading routes. Time and again 

naval operations had to be launched on a large scale, and Pirate fleets and bases destroyed, but the 

relief was never long standing, but rather intermittent. Countermeasures were mainly to deal with 

sporadic upsurges. Unfortunately, Piracy has still not been eradicated and remains prolific until this very 

day. 

The trade routes with China, were dangerous and the risks of 

Piracy in Chinese waters were always considered as a norm, and 

just one of the hazards of the trade, subsequently all the 

Merchant Ships were armed.  However, later, when there was a 

more peaceful global period the ordinary merchantman ceased 

to be armed, but contrary to this trend, the clippers in the China 

Tea trade continued to carry an array of guns and a full supply of 

rifles and pistols, the arsenal of arms usually remained part of the 

ship’s inventory.  

The early steamers in Far Eastern waters, particularly Chinese 

waters, were also fully armed with rifles and small arms, and 

occasionally carried Sikh or local armed guards as an additional 

precaution.  

Left, a typical oceangoing sailing Junk as used by Chinese Pirates, 

its design and structure virtually unchanged over the centuries. 

                                                      (Unknown source) 

In the earlier days of the China Trades, Pirate attack were frequently encountered, particularly when a 

sailing ship was becalmed or when a steamer was broken down or anchored waiting for high water to 

enter a port. Although there was no shipping bottleneck along the coast for Chinese Pirates on which to 

focus, they benefited from suitable geography. China’s extensive coastline and many rivers, bays, inlets 



 

 

and coves gave the pirates countless safe havens in which to conceal themselves. Furthermore, China 

was so large that the central government could not easily control the entire country, so Pirates often 

acted with impunity along the coast and rivers. Chinese Pirates found ready markets for their stolen 

goods, often through the good offices of corrupt local officials, many of whom sponsored the Pirates. 

Powerfully armed junks would bear down on merchant ships, opening fire with their guns at the first 

opportunity, always striving to board the targeted ship and overcome the crew by sheer weight of 

numbers. These junks might be regularly commissioned mandarin junks, even those belonging to the 

various sections of the Chinese Navy itself, operating as a sort of privateer, or they might be owned by 

Pirates who gave the mandarins a fair amount of tribute from their loot and could therefore rely on not 

being interrupted during their activities. Usually, these marauding Junks carried large crews and were 

very well armed. Their crews were not so well trained in artillery however, and therefore their 

marksmanship was generally poor, which resulted in their victims escaping the onslaught. 

The introduction of steam ships made the traditional form of Piracy more and more difficult and 

obsolete, although it still flourished against the native trading junks, and caused appalling loss and 

misery to them. The risks of success with a steam ship were obviously much greater but the enormity of 

prospective loot made the risk worthwhile. To be successful, the Pirates needed to change their tactics 

and start operating from within, which made it exceptionally difficult to counter. 

When Western steamers first appeared along the 

Chinese coasts and started to navigate the long 

meandering rivers, they soon attracted most of 

the cargo of any value. Chinese merchants 

decided in the main, their cargo would be 

transported on one of the new ships in 

preference to a Junk, not only for speed, but 

primarily for the safety and security of the 

cargoes. Steam ships were soon providing the 

principal passenger- cargo carrying services 

throughout the British, Dutch, Portuguese and 

Spanish colonies that were scattered throughout 

the Far East. 

Above, an early steamship used in the China coastal trade, at anchor somewhere off the China coast – a 

potential target for Chinese Pirates.     (Courtesy china-underground.com) 

Instead of attacking in the traditional way, with a good chance of being beaten off by a determined 

crew, the Pirates infiltrated the ships themselves. A party of Pirates usually disguised as coolies or 

passengers, would board the ship, and at a given signal by their leader, rise up, usually taking a handful 

of white officers by surprise, and capture the vessel, which they then plundered at their leisure. This 

became a common method and was effective for some years until various Western navies stationed 

gunboats and cruisers on the rivers and patrolled along coasts, but the movements of these ships were 

carefully watched by the well-informed pirates and distances were so vast that it was not difficult for 

pirates to find an opportunity.  



 

 

Bias Bay, near Hong Kong, was a well-known Pirate haven for centuries. Another famous location for 

river work was an island near Kum Chuk, which covered the approaches to Canton, a flourishing port, 

with its dense river trade. There were thousands of Pirates or part time Pirates in both these locations, 

along with their wives and families. There can be little doubt that the local authorities took their portion 

of tribute from the spoils of their industry, otherwise Pirates would have not been allowed to survive. 

                                  (Unknown source) 

                      Map of Hong Kong and Pearl River delta showing the Pirate stronghold of Bias Bay. 

Admittedly the greatest care had to be taken by the Pirates, for it was soon learned that the British 

officers who crewed most of the ships were now armed with revolvers and would not hesitate to use 

them. As the situation became more serious and Piracy of this sort more prevalent, armed guards of 

Sikh police were placed on board. Certain sections of the ship, generally the upper deck, were reserved 

for European passengers, and were out of bounds to all others. Any local native trying to reach an upper 

deck was immediately suspect. To make access more difficult, the Chinese passenger spaces and decks 

were segregated into compartments by strong barriers, usually of steele bars, or wire netting.   

 

                                                                                                                               (Courtesy china-underground.com) 

An early steamship, showing ant-piracy barriers erected around the decks.   



 

 

Below, captured Chinese Pirates handcuffed and under the guard of Sikh Bluecoat armed police. The 

punishment for captured Pirates was very harsh under some jurisdictions – often the death penalty was 

imposed. Ultimately, they realized the new Government administrations no longer provided the same 

levels of protection and support which they used to receive from the local Mandarin or War Lord. But 

still, if there was the least sign of any resistance on the part of the crew they did not hesitate to shoot, 

and invariably shoot to kill. 

 

                                                                                          (Courtesy of china-underground.com) 

In modern times it is not uncommon that many people consider Piracy a thing of the past. In fact, 

nothing could be further from the truth, Piracy is alive and well and is a “Thriving Business” in many 

parts of the globe. It is so rife that it has caused many nations of the world to permanently deploy 

warships to combat this scourge, well beyond their own shores.  In attempts to combat this threat, 

nowadays gunboats, frigates and other types of warships can be seen patrolling pirate prone waters, to 

offer some protection to the Merchant fleets of the world, not to mention the round the clock aerial 

surveillance that is now also common. 

Traditional Piracy prone regions, such as the China Sea, Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and 

Vietnam, etc., have now extended far beyond, to become a global menace, not only to shipping but to 

those coastal communities that live along the shoreline of many of the affected areas. Even modern - 

day Pirates do not see anything immoral in their trade, which is to them an exceptional means of 

earning a living, even accounting for the risk factor involved. This dark trade was practiced by their 

forefathers for countless generations. Today’s self-styled war lords, illegitimate generals and 

unscrupulous public officials derive a large portion of their illegal wealth from Piracy and associated 

extortion. 



 

 

Many ordinary Chinese living along the coast regions participated in part time Piracy. Temporary, 

seasonal Piracy was common because monsoonal sea conditions prevented most fishermen from 

working more than 4-5 months per year. During the summer months, when fishing was difficult and 

dangerous, many fishermen turned to low-level Piracy. Taking advantage of the southerly monsoonal 

winds, they sailed north and pillaged along the coast until the winds shifted in the autumn. Such 

patterns led to the integration of Piracy into coastal society, thus making it possible for Pirates to blend 

back into village society, once their Piratic activities were over. 

Chinese Piracy remained relatively confined to their coastal waters until the early 19th century when a 

large Pirate armada emerged. The momentum and drive behind the formation of this large fleet, was 

civil war in Vietnam—the Tay-son Rebellion. The Tay-son rebels enlisted Chinese Pirates to supplement 

their own naval forces during the war. When they were not fighting the deposed Vietnamese ruler’s 

forces, the Pirates plundered Chinese vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin. By 1796, the Pirates were so 

successful that the Chinese Government could no longer ignore their activities.                                                          

 But, when a squadron of gunboats tried to eliminate the Pirates the following year, the government 

forces were routed.  When the Tay-son Rebellion ended in defeat in 1802, the Pirates returned to 

Chinese waters, and began attacking native and foreign coastal shipping once again, simply taking up 

where they had left off. The status of Chinese Pirates remained unchecked until the establishment of 

the British colony of Hong Kong in 1842, and the opening of the Chinese Treaty Ports in 1860 after the 

second Opium War, when the British and French captured Beijing and forced China to open more Ports 

for foreign trade.  

 

                                               Map showing Chinese Treaty Ports             (unknown source) 

It was at this point the colonial powers decided to take a firm stance against Piracy, especially the 

British, who had many major trading interests at the coastal ports as well as large trading posts along 

the large rivers. It was, at this point, that the gunboat concept was established in the region. Although 

this policy did curtail Piracy somewhat over ensuing decades, especially in the rivers, but it still remained 

well embedded along the China coast. 

Typical of the boldness of Pirates, the British steamer Hai Ching, owned by the Douglas Steamship 

Company of Hong Kong (Douglas Lapraik & Co), was one of the best-known ships on the China coast. She 

was attacked in December 1929 when passing Bias Bay. She had an armed guard of well- organized and 

meticulous Sikhs, wire grilles protected her bridge, engine-room and wireless-room, and her passenger 

accommodation was segregated by the same means. However, despite these precautions the Pirates 



 

 

were able to make their attack, evading the wire grilles by crawling through a coal bunker, which 

suggested that they had accomplices amongst the crew. The off-duty Sikhs were shot out of hand while 

they were sleeping, along with the 3rd Mate, but the Wireless Operator managed to transmit a distress 

message. After a prolonged battle between the ship’s officers and the Pirates, during which the vessel 

was set ablaze by the intruders, two British Destroyers, HMS Stirling and HMS Sidar, on patrol in the 

area received the SOS and raced to the scene arriving within several hours. The Hai Ching, using her own 

fire-fighting equipment and those of the warships, eventually suppressed the inferno. About 350 

Chinese passengers were disembarked and taken to safety on board the Destroyers. The Hai Ching 

managed to get underway using her own steam and emergency steering and proceeded to Hong Kong 

under escort of the two destroyers. 

Three of the captured Pirates were charged in court but one was later released due to lacking evidence, 

the remaining two were found guilty and suffered the death penalty. For his outstanding leadership and 

bravery, the Master of the Hai Ching was decorated with an O.B.E. 

She returned to service following extensive repairs until torpedoed and sunk off Bombay in October 

1943, with the loss of 12 of her crew. 

 

SS Hai Ching laying alongside a 

repair jetty at the Dockyard in Hong 

Kong. The extent of the fire is 

obvious by the amount of damage 

sustained. 

 

 

 

 

 

(Image submitted by Moddsey) 

 

There have been many other similar instances of ships attempting to foil Piratical attacks or escape after 

they have been captured. Among these the Sunning encounter is well documented. She was a ship built 

in 1916, of 2,555 Gross tons, owned by the China Navigation Company, one of the biggest shipping 

conglomerates on the China coast. She was designed for cargo and passengers to service the China 

coastal routes, and was a popular and successful ship, until she was destroyed in a typhoon in 1936. 

Her success and regular plying on the coast had made her a particular target for Pirates, and in 1923, 

while bound from Hong Kong to Kongmoon (now the province of the Guangzhou–Shenzhen 

conurbation), she was attacked by Pirates who had slipped on board posing as passengers. The Master 

and his chief officer were shot without warning and seriously wounded. One of the Sikh guards was also 



 

 

wounded, and two others overpowered, whereupon the Pirates looted the ship at will, before making 

their escape.  

Once again, in November 1926 she was bound from Amoy to Hong Kong, when another attack was 

made in spectacularly similar circumstances. The strong band of Pirates were well organized and had 

obviously planned their raid very thoroughly. No resistance was possible by the ship’s crew. However, 

over confidence on the part of the Pirates, meant they did not take their usual precautions, and while 

the passengers and cargo were being looted the officers, although watched, were able to signal and 

communicate with one another. They decided to attempt to recapture the ship, before she reached the 

Pirate stronghold of Bias Bay, to which they were heading. 

At an opportune moment, the officers made their move and managed to obtain guns and ammunition 

from the overpowering of a couple of unsuspecting Pirates. A severe firefight ensued with some Pirates 

being killed in the melee. Eventually the Pirates were driven aft to the poop deck from where they tried 

to flee but in any event were driven off by the outstanding bravery demonstrated by the officers, and 

the Sunning was saved.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              (Courtesy of china-underground.com) 

The China Navigation Company’s ship Sunning, boarded by Pirates whilst on a passage from Amoy to 

Hong Kong in 1926.  

Between 1921 and 1935, pirates based in Bias Bay hijacked hundreds of vessels in the South China Sea, 

including at least thirty-five oceangoing steamships sailing through international waters, but the 

deployment of Gunboats by Britain, and other regional colonial interests (to a much lesser extent), 

played a notable role in eradicating, or at least seriously curtailing, Piracy along the Chinese Rivers and 

coastal regions. Especially active in this role were the British, which stationed a flotilla some 13 

Gunboats, supplemented by Frigates, and Destroyers in the Far East, with the sole purpose of regularly 

patrolling China’s great rivers and coastal trade routes. Whilst this exercise only met with middling 

success, partly due to British warships not being able to take punitive action against Pirate strongholds 

ashore, many other nations trading their ships to China, fell under the grateful protection of these 

British armed flotillas. 



 

 

Nigeria, the Gulf of Guinea, the Horn of Africa, Red Sea, Gulf of Yemen, Southeast Asia, and South 

America have in more recent years become increasingly controversial and difficult for governments to 

manage successfully in terms of Piracy, which has become rampant.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                 A group of heavily armed modern day Somali Pirates. (Unknown Source)  

Some years ago, Somali waters were the most notorious but are now no longer the most heavily Pirated 

in the world, according to a recent investigation conducted by Piracy Monitoring Agencies. Global Piracy 

is becoming increasingly problematic for governments, shipping firms, mariners, and energy companies. 

According to International Maritime Bureau’s Piracy Reporting Centre (IMB) data, Somalia and Gulf of 

Aden still have Pirate-infested waters, but over recent years, Indonesia’s 17,500 islands and their 

surrounding waters now take the top spot on the world’s most heavily Pirated, chart. The thousands of 

islands that form the archipelagos in the region, provide the Pirates fertile hunting grounds and places 

to lurk whilst awaiting victims. A similar upsurge of Piracy has also taken place in the Philippine and 

Indonesian sectors of the Sulu Sea and Celebes Sea, now considered some of the most dangerous waters 

for commercial shipping and hostage taking. One such location being the Philippine Island of Jolo, a 

known Pirate base, from where many Pirate raids originate. These raids extend well out into the Sulu 

and Celebes Sea, as well as northeast coastal Malaysia Sabah and Indonesian Kalimantan. The area is 

renowned for its world class underwater scuba diving but is considered high risk, because of cases 

whereby tourists have been taken hostage and held for ransom, by Pirates. 

Piracy is now Internationally organized crime, accounting for losses in the billions of dollars, annually. It 

has become extremely sophisticated and the Pirate’s fingers of intelligence, have penetrated many 

governments, agencies, and shipping companies. The modern-day Pirates are therefore now immensely 

savvy and have refined their tactics to take advantage of high tech means, to entrap their victims, 

knowing who, when, and where to strike. Pirates have become very bold, now hijacking complete ships, 

to loot and plunder their entire cargo. In fact, some ships have completely disappeared, following Pirate 

attacks.  Devoid of their cargoes, some hijacked ships have turned up years later in other remote 

destinations, often under a new identity. Many Pirate schemes to entrap ships have become very 

imaginative and elaborate. 



 

 

Another area of concern is the theft of Fuel Oil by Pirates from shipping. This is particularly prevalent in 

the Singapore Straits, neighboring Indonesian Islands, and South China Sea coastal areas, around 

Vietnam and the Kalimantan Island. Singapore is the world’s largest bunkering hub and due to its 

geographic location, it is most suitable for such dishonest maritime appropriation. This, despite the 

Singapore Navy and Coast Guard being very alert and active in Anti-Piracy patrols and countermeasures. 

The theft of marine fuel is also very prolific in West Africa countries, Nigeria being at the top of the list 

due to it being a massive regional oil producing focal point.  

Small Bunker tankers rove covertly around these areas, acting as mother ships and collecting fuel oil 

pilfered by Pirates from other vessels. Usually, these tankers are located at secretly known co-ordinates, 

so it is easy for the thieves to find them and decant their illegal oil. Once the oil has been pumped 

aboard one of the small tankers, it is mixed with other fuel and therefore becomes almost impossible to 

trace. For a price, falsifying ships manifests and documentation is relatively simple in some parts of the 

world. This type of theft is highly organized and extremely profitable. Pirates have even gone to the 

extent of hijacking entire tankers, where crews have been held for ransom, with both ship and cargo 

disappearing forever. 

Another avenue of Piracy is People smuggling by sea, which has also proved to be highly lucrative for 

some Pirates. Particularly originating from France, Turkey, North Africa, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia. The 

enormous costs involved in mounting long distance air patrols to detect these perpetrators together 

with maritime interception is a huge burden for coastal countries to bear, in countering this scourge and 

protect their borders against the arrival of illegals. Many of the small vessels used for this purpose are 

overcrowded, unseaworthy and rickety, and frequently founder during the passage, with high loss of 

life. 

One can produce reams of data from various world sources which clearly demonstrates that 

International Sea Piracy has by no means been eradicated and is a thing of a bygone era, on the 

contrary, it thrives more as every day passes. Suffice it to say, the black stain endures, and is a constant 

threat to every law-abiding seafarer. Several of the world’s more prominent maritime nations, do adopt 

positive steps to combat this menace to shipping by patrolling Pirate prone areas with warships, but 

sadly, many of the world’s global agencies and governments, supposedly assigned to combat Piracy, all 

too frequently lack the political will and have unfortunately proven to be “Toothless Tigers”, in many 

cases. 

 

End 
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