PIRATES OF TRIPOLI

On the floor beside the pulpit in St Margaret’s church is a memorial slab with a Latin inscription for Thomas Baker, consul in Tripoli and Algiers, who died in 1729. It was in the course of getting the Latin translated for the NADFAS record we are making of the church that I discovered Thomas had kept a journal of his time in Tripoli (1677-85) and that it had been published. 
I got hold of a copy and was soon engrossed in the world of 17th century piracy on the North African coast. The city states of the coast depended on piracy for a large part of their income and foreign traders were obliged to make treaties with them to protect their interests. Baker’s job was to protect English interests by ensuring treaties were not broken, ships were not taken prize and any captives taken were released. England was often at war with her rivals in trade, France and Holland, during this period making the diplomacy even more complicated. On his own in a heathen land and inadequately paid (he frequently redeemed English captives out of his own pocket) Thomas is revealed in his journal as deserving of the epitaph on his memorial: he ‘strenuously and for the most part also successfully’ performed his duties. He shared the prejudices of his time, regarding Islam as ‘that accursed Superstition’ but honesty and fair dealing were more important to him than a man’s religion or race. His humanity is best revealed in this account of the death of the vice admiral of Tripoli - ‘Cara Villy Rais               (my particular friend) who died 4 dayes since of an Apoplexie, say some, But I am of ye opinion, a Surfeit (by taking too many drams of ye Bottle) did his businesse. And soe farewell to an honest, drunken fellow, both: to my knowledge.’ 

Reading someone’s diary makes you feel quite close to that person and I grew very fond of Thomas Baker the more I read. I tried, but failed to find out any more about him. It is not even known if he was ever married. Why he retired to Ridge is a mystery. Perhaps he had relatives nearby or perhaps it was just conveniently close to London (he lived in Queen St, Westminster, until 1715). I found an interesting footnote to the story in a guidebook for a church in Kent. The parish registers record that in 1670 £4.2s.2d was raised ‘towards the Redemption of the English captives at Algiers’ and ten years later another similar sum was sent. So people were aware of what was happening on the North African coast and were prepared to help. Charitable giving and awareness of world events - not qualities I had previously associated with the 17th century. It brings the past even closer.
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