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About The Winners

Natasha Yim is a children’s author and freelance writer. She has published four

A

picture books, and her nonfiction articles have appeared in both adult and children
magazines. She is a regular contributor to Mendocino Arts Magazine. Natasha’s
upcoming picture book The Rock Maiden will be released by Wisdom Tales Press in
2017.

Christopher Oak Reinier lives by the Russian River, writes children’s

stories, short stories, poetry, songs, plays, and essays. Has published four children’s
books available at Copperfields and Amazon.com. Will soon be publishing two
chapbooks of poetry. Occasionally performs his songs around the River area. Is
grateful for being accepted for publication with the Redwood Writers.

Inga Aksamit is a Kenwood-based travel writer whose passion is adventure and

exploration all around the Pacific Rim. Publications include “Bear Encounters on the
Chilkoot Trail” in Travel Stories from Around the Globe, “Rolling Down the River”
in Coast and Kayak Magazine, and “Upside Down in Western Australia” in Journeys:
On the Road & Off the Map.

Kay Mehl Miller, Ph.D. enjoyed careers in journalism, teaching and

psychotherapy. Her non-fiction book Talking It Over: Understanding Sexual
Diversity is her story as an activist parent. Living with the Stranger in Me examines
issues of loss and renewal in aging, while Love Comes at Twilight, a novel, expands
on themes of visibility and full engagement while aging.

Nathaniel Robert “Bob” Winters joined the Navy from NYC. The

Vietnam veteran earned his BA from Sonoma State College and a Master’s from
CSU Stanislaus. The retired teacher has written 12 books appealing to a variety of
age groups. Bob lives with his wife, son, and dog in the Napa Valley. Despite having
Parkinson’s disease, he writes every day.
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DRAGON LADY
Natasha Yim
Piracy on the High Seas has had a long and storied history. And thanks
to Hollywood, the fame of pirates such as Blackbeard, Jack Rackham, and
Captain Kidd, has endured through the ages. However, the most successful
pirate of all time, just by sheer numbers of fleet and crew, is someone few in
the West have heard of. Her name was Ching I Sao, also known as Shih Yang,
Ching Shih, Madame Ching, or — Dragon Lady.
She was certainly not the only female pirate in history, and less well-known
than her predecessors, Anne Bonny and Mary Read. However, during her
career as a pirate on the South China Seas, she amassed an immense fleet of 2,000 ships and commanded a crew
of 80,000 pirates. By comparison, the Caribbean pirates might have numbered 5,000 or 6,000 in their heyday.
(Image from cultural-china.com)

Shih Yang was born around 1775 in China. Not much is known about her early years, but the woman who would
become the dreaded pirate Ching I Sao began her life at sea as a captive slave herself. Being taller than the average
Chinese woman, beautiful, and with unbound feet, she attracted the attention of the pirate Ching I. It is not
known why Shih Yang escaped the barbaric custom of foot binding (for centuries, the feet of women in China
were bound tightly with tape, breaking the bones of their toes and arches, to prevent them from growing. Not
only were small feet considered a symbol of beauty, but the deformity bound feet caused also prohibited women
from leaving home and husband.) In any case, Ching I fell madly in love with her, and wanted to marry her.
Being the astute business woman that she was, Shih Yang refused unless he gave her half his fleet and his profits.
Love apparently conquered all as Ching I agreed and they married in 1801.
At this point, Shih Yang took on the name Ching I Sao (meaning Wife of Ching), a name that would strike fear in
the hearts of sailors, fishermen, villagers, and government officials. If your boat or village was set upon by Ching
I Sao and her pirates, you can expect your men to be decapitated, your women and children to be taken aboard
and sold as slaves in a distant town, and your ships sunk or added to Ching I Sao’s ever-expanding fleet.
Shortly after their marriage, the Chings adopted Chang Pao, a teenage boy they had captured on one of their
raids and trained to be a pirate. However, tragedy struck in November 1807 when Ching I perished off the coast
of Vietnam. Some historians say he died in battle when their fleet joined the Vietnamese rebellion. Some say
he drowned in a storm. In either case, Ching I Sao did not play the suffering widow for long. She immediately
confronted the Pirate Council and demanded sole leadership of the pirate confederacy. Suspecting that the pirates
would not take easily to the rule of a woman, Ching I Sao chose her adopted son Chang Pao to be her lieutenant
and put him in command of the pirates. Ching I Sao managed the financial affairs, battle strategies, and business
negotiations of the fleet. She later married Chang Pao, cementing their alliance, and in 1813, bore him a son.
Ching I Sao’s pirates were known for their ferocity and cruelty, earning them the nickname, “Wasps of the Ocean”.
They attacked fishing boats, cargo ships, and junks along the Southern Coast of China from Macao to Canton.
They had no qualms using trickery to accomplish their goal, masquerading as fishermen and chatting up the
crew of their target vessel to assess how difficult it was to plunder. European ships, which were considered more
trouble than they were worth, were almost always left alone.
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Once a hapless vessel was identified, the pirates converged on it, waving dual cutlasses, chasing it down in sailing junks,
smaller row boats, or even running along the shore. If they had to take to the water, they’d strap their swords under
their arms and swim out to the boat. Imagine the terror this swarm of sword-wielding marauders must have instilled in
sailors, fishermen, and villagers alike.
The Wasps of the Ocean pillaged coastal villages, rice fields, orange groves and markets, raiding valuables, cloth, quilts,
nails, firewood, rice, fish, fresh water, vegetables, sugar, tea, and alcohol. They looted and plundered settlements along
the banks of the Pearl River, burning uncooperative communities to the ground. The pirates showed little mercy for
their victims. They beheaded the men, and Ching I Sao would pay them cash for each head they brought back. They
captured the women and children as slaves and ransomed them for cash, cloth, opium and other goods. Many women
had bound feet. This made it impossible for them to run away. Pretty captives were often kept as wives or concubines.
Unattractive ones were returned to shore. If a pirate bought a captive, she became his wife. Many women threw
themselves overboard rather than suffer this fate.
These raids made Madame Ching and her pirates rich, but by far their most lucrative business was collecting
“protection” money. The pirates sold documents that would guarantee the purchaser a year free from attack. By 1805,
every ship leaving Canton for the booming salt trade had bought protection.
Managing a crew of 80,000 potentially unruly pirates was a tall order, and Ching I Sao enforced stringent laws and
ruthless punishments on her ships. She exerted strict control over the pirate treasury, rewarding each pirate with
two pieces of loot for every ten they brought back, but flogged those who concealed plundered goods. Pirates who
disobeyed orders or stole from the treasury lost their heads. Sexual relations with female captives, even if there was
mutual consent, also resulted in the pirate being beheaded and the woman thrown overboard with weights tied to her
ankles. If the pirate went on shore without permission, his ears were split open. Other common punishments included
flogging, imprisonment in irons, or quartering.
Fearsome though she was, Ching I Sao’s actions were sometimes fueled by superstitions. She would cancel raids if there
was evidence of “bad signs.” She made her men drink concoctions of water and gunpowder which she believed would
make them fierce. She’d sprinkle garlic on her captives’ faces, believing that this would protect her men from gun fire.
The Chinese Government sent its navy to stop Ching I Sao from terrorizing the South China Sea. Unfortunately, it
proved to be no match for the Dragon Lady. Attempts to halt her arms supplies and cut off her access to goods and
food were unsuccessful, and attacking the pirate ships usually ended in disaster. The pirates tortured and killed the
sailors they captured. What ships Madame Ching did not sink, she took for her own, continuing to expand her already
enormous fleet. During one attack, Ching I Sao sank 63 imperial junks and the navy had to hire 30 fishing boats to
defend the city of Canton! The Dragon Lady and her pirates were so feared that a few navy officials would sabotage
their own ships rather than face a battle. Sometimes they would “accidentally” fire a gun while sneaking up on the
pirates to give them a chance to escape.
Several factors finally brought Ching I Sao’s piracy to an end. Serious in-fighting among her confederacy tore
her fleet apart. The Government enlisted international aid from the British and the Portuguese who supplied six MenOf-War—heavily armed, steam-powered gunboats. Finally, a pirate rival, O-Po-Tae, fought several fierce battles with
Ching I Sao’s fleet and forced her to retreat.
In 1810, Ching I Sao decided to accept the Government’s offer of amnesty if her pirates laid down their arms and gave
up piracy. Shrewd as ever, she negotiated a favorable deal which allowed her to keep all her loot, and secured a pardon
for most of her men, many of whom received military government positions. Her husband Chang Pao became a
lieutenant, and later a colonel, in the imperial navy.
Ching Shih settled first in Fukien, then after Chang Pao’s death in 1822 at 36, in Canton where she opened a successful
gambling house. She died in 1844 at age 69, a wealthy business woman, and the undisputed Queen of the Sea.

