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Abstract

In October 1720, the English privateer Captain Jonathan Barnet captured the sloop
William off the western coast of Jamaica, taking into custody the pirate John “Calico Jack”
Rackham, Anne Bonny, and Mary Read. The encounter was unremarkable as sea battles go —
the crew was largely drunk, the resistance brief, and the outcome inevitable. Yet the capture of
the William stands as one of the defining moments in the winding down of the Golden Age of
Piracy in the Caribbean. This paper situates that event within its broader historical context: the
causes of the golden age’s rise, the mechanisms of its decline, and the way in which the folk
ballad “Mary Jack and Me” reflects that history with accuracy and dramatic precision.

I. The Golden Age of Piracy: Origins and Definition

Historians generally define the Golden Age of Piracy as extending from approximately
1650 to 1726, with the period reaching its peak intensity between 1716 and 1726. The era is
typically divided into three phases: the buccaneering period (1650—1680), the Pirate Round (the
1690s), and the post-Spanish Succession period (1715—1730). It is in this third and final phase
that the events described in “Mary Jack and Me” take place.

The post-Spanish Succession surge in piracy was driven by a specific economic crisis.
The War of the Spanish Succession ended in 1713 with the Treaty of Utrecht, leaving thousands
of sailors — many of them Royal Navy veterans — suddenly unemployed. As one analysis
notes, a surplus of sailors drove wages and working conditions into the ground, and many turned
to piracy as the only available occupation. The Caribbean, with its rich merchant traffic and vast
geography, offered both opportunity and cover. At its height, some estimates suggest that as
many as 2,400 active pirates were operating in the region simultaneously.

The pirate haven of Nassau, on New Providence Island in the Bahamas, became the
center of what historians have called the Republic of Pirates. Led initially by the English pirate
Benjamin Hornigold, Nassau provided ships, supplies, fencing for stolen goods, and a
community of like-minded outlaws operating beyond the reach of any colonial authority. From
Nassau, Hornigold, Blackbeard, Charles Vane, Calico Jack, and dozens of others launched raids
across the Caribbean and along the North American eastern seaboard.



Il. The Mechanisms of Decline: Crown, Pardon, and Force

The dismantling of the pirate republic did not happen through naval battle alone. The
British Crown pursued a two-pronged strategy: the offer of pardon to those willing to surrender,
and the aggressive use of commissioned privateers and naval force against those who refused.

The King’s Pardon, 1717

On September 5, 1717, King George I issued the Act of Grace, commonly called the
King’s Pardon, decreeing that any pirate who surrendered to a British colonial governor within
one year would be pardoned for all prior acts of piracy. The offer was calculated to split the
pirate community, and it succeeded. Hundreds accepted the pardon. Even Benjamin Hornigold,
one of the founding figures of the Nassau republic, took the pardon and spent his remaining
years hunting pirates on behalf of the Crown — a remarkable transformation that illustrates the
Pardon’s power to turn the pirate community against itself.

Woodes Rogers and the Fall of Nassau

The operational centerpiece of the British crackdown was the appointment of Woodes
Rogers as Captain General and Governor in Chief of the Bahamas. Rogers was a former
privateer himself — a man who had circumnavigated the globe in British service and was
famous for rescuing the marooned Alexander Selkirk, the real-life model for Robinson Crusoe.
He arrived in Nassau on July 22, 1718, with seven ships, one hundred soldiers, one hundred
thirty colonists, and a supply of King’s Pardons. He blockaded the harbor and presented the
pirates with a simple choice: pardon or the gallows.

Charles Vane refused and escaped using a fireship as cover. John Rackham — not yet the
Calico Jack of song and legend — was at this stage still a subordinate pirate. It was not until
November 1718 that Vane’s crew voted to depose him and elected Rackham as their new
captain. By August 1720, Rackham had stolen the sloop William from Nassau harbor and
launched the two-month pirating career that would end with his capture and execution.

Rogers’ tenure at Nassau effectively ended the Republic of Pirates as a functioning
institution. The remaining Caribbean pirates — including Rackham — were operating without a
safe haven, hunted from multiple directions, with former colleagues turned pirate hunters on
their trail.

The Role of Privateers

It is historically significant that the man who captured the William was not a Royal Navy
officer but a privateer — Jonathan Barnet, an English privateer commissioned by the Governor
of Jamaica, Sir Nicholas Lawes. Barnet was operating as a merchant vessel on a trading voyage
when he encountered the William off Negril Point. He was acting under the authority of the
Crown but not as a formal naval asset. The Assembly of Jamaica rewarded him with a financial
prize and a large estate in the parish of St. James — the same Saint James town named in the
song.

This distinction matters: the end of the Golden Age was accomplished not only by
standing naval power but by the co-option of the same privateer system that had helped create



the pirate culture in the first place. Men like Barnet — and the former pirate Hornigold — were
turned into instruments of suppression.

lll. The Capture of the William: October 22, 1720

By mid-October 1720, Rackham and his crew had been raiding vessels along the
Jamaican coast for roughly two months. Governor Lawes dispatched Barnet to investigate. On
October 22, near Negril Point at the western tip of Jamaica, Barnet’s sloop the Tyger overtook
the William. The pirates cut their anchor cable and attempted to flee, but were overtaken during
the night and boarded.

The account of what followed is documented in Governor Lawes’ report to the Council of
Trade and Plantations in London, dated November 13, 1720: Rackham and the male crew were
below decks, most likely intoxicated. Anne Bonny and Mary Read, along with one other crew
member, were the only ones who mounted any resistance. They were nevertheless captured.
Barnet towed the William into port, and the news of Calico Jack’s capture spread quickly
through Jamaica.

The crew was taken ashore at Davis’ Cove, placed under the authority of Major Richard
James, and marched to Spanish Town — St. Jago de la Vega, meaning Saint James of the Plain
— for trial. The men were tried November 16 and 17, found guilty, and hanged November 18,
1720. Rackham was gibbeted at the entrance to Port Royal harbor, where his tarred body in an
iron cage served as a public warning to any pirate who might consider the trade. Anne Bonny
was permitted to visit him before his execution, at which time she reportedly told him: “If you
had fought like a man, you wouldn’t be hanged like a dog.”

Bonny and Read were tried separately on November 28. Both were found guilty and
sentenced to hang. Both claimed to be pregnant — “pleading their bellies” in the legal
terminology of the time — a claim which under English law required the court to postpone
execution, as no English court held authority to take the life of an unborn child. A physician
examined both women and confirmed the pregnancies. Their sentences were suspended. Mary
Read died in Spanish Town prison in April 1721, cause recorded as fever. Anne Bonny
disappears from the historical record entirely. A burial record in Jamaica in 1733 may be hers.

IV. The Song and the History: A Line-by-Line Account

The folk ballad “Mary Jack and Me” was written in 20252026 by Jerry Haugen, an
ASCAP songwriter based in Klamath Falls, Oregon. The song places the narrator in the voice of
Anne Bonny and traces the events of October—November 1720 in four verses and a chorus. The
following section examines how closely the song’s specific claims track the documented
historical record.

Verse 1: The Setup
It was 1720 on the Caribbean sea
Jack Rackham was our captain, Mary Read and me
We sailed the sloop called William bold as we could be
Till Barnet’s Tyger ran us down and spoiled our jamboree



All four lines are historically accurate. The year 1720 is correct; the William is the
documented name of Rackham’s sloop; Barnet is the privateer who commanded the Tyger; and
the event does take place in the Caribbean waters off Jamaica. “Jamboree” is the songwriter’s
comic deflation of the enterprise, but it accurately implies a state of celebration and inattention
on board — the crew’s drunkenness being well-documented in the trial record.

Verse 2: The Battle

Jack and all his crew were drunk and hiding down below
Mary grabbed her cutlass and she put on quite a show
We fought off Barnet’s sailors but there wasn’t enough of us

And Barnet’s men came swarming over ralising quite a fuss

This verse is the historical heart of the song. Governor Lawes’ own report to London
confirms that Rackham and the male crew were below decks — almost certainly drunk — during
the attack, and that only Bonny, Read, and one other man offered resistance. “Mary grabbed her
cutlass” is consistent with contemporary accounts of Read as an exceptionally skilled fighter.
The verse accurately conveys that the two women fought while the men did not, and that the
resistance was ultimately futile against Barnet’s superior force.

Verse 3: Capture and Trial
After the great battle we were all dragged onto shore
At Davis’ Cove James put us 1in irons to even up the score
He herded us to Saint James town to face our destiny

They tried us in the morning and threw away the key

Davis’ Cove is the documented landing point where the captured crew was brought
ashore. Major Richard James is the documented officer who placed them under arrest — the
song correctly renders him as simply “James.” “Saint James town” is the songwriter’s deliberate
translation of St. Jago de la Vega (Saint James of the Plain), the Spanish name for Spanish Town,
where the trials were held. The translation is historically grounded and serves the lyric without
distortion. “Threw away the key” is a colloquial rendering of the trial’s outcome; the men were
convicted and executed within days.

Verse 4: Aftermath

0ld Jack swung from the yard arm in the harbor’s morning light
And Mary died in prison from the fever of the night
I walked free in August when the sun shone on the sand

And that was when our adventure finally played out not as planned

Rackham was hanged November 18, 1720, and gibbeted at the entrance to Port Royal
harbor — “the harbor’s morning light” accurately places the execution at the water’s edge. Mary
Read’s death from fever in Spanish Town prison in April 1721 is documented. Anne Bonny’s



release is the one historical liberty: the specific month of August is not documented in the record;
the historical fact is simply that she was not executed and disappears from any record. The
songwriter acknowledges this as creative license while remaining faithful to the known outcome.

The Chorus: The Song’s Moral
Mary Jack and me on the Caribbean blue
Sun on the water and the wide open view
Life is what happens when your plans fall apart

But Mary Jack and me had the wind in our heart

The chorus is entirely the songwriter’s original creation and does not make historical
claims. It functions as the song’s thematic statement: that life lived with spirit and freedom
retains its worth regardless of outcome. The moral is not in the historical record — it is the
songwriter’s interpretation of a documented life, which is the proper work of the ballad tradition.

V. Historical Significance: The Last Pirates

The capture of the William in October 1720 did not end Caribbean piracy, but it was part
of a systematic unraveling that would be complete within a decade. Bartholomew Roberts —
considered by many historians to be the most successful pirate of the Golden Age, with over 400
ship captures to his name — was killed in battle off the West African coast in February 1722.
His death is generally cited as the practical end of the Golden Age.

Rackham, Bonny, and Read were therefore among the last active Caribbean pirates of the
classic era. They operated for only sixty-one days in 1720, raiding fishing vessels along the
Jamaican coast — a far cry from the fleet actions and ocean crossings of the era’s peak. The
Golden Age was already over in everything but name when Barnet overtook them off Negril
Point. What the song captures, in its comic register, is the tail end of something enormous: three
people riding a wave that had already broken.

The song’s final image — “our adventure finally played out not as planned” — is
historically precise in a way that transcends its comic surface. No pirate of the Golden Age
planned for the outcome they received. Blackbeard did not plan to be killed by Robert Maynard’s
men in Ocracoke Inlet. Roberts did not plan to be caught at Cape Lopez. And Calico Jack did not
plan to be overtaken by a privateer while his crew slept off a night’s drinking. The song
understands this, and in that understanding it is genuinely historical.

VI. Conclusion

"Mary Jack and Me" is a historically grounded folk ballad that accurately represents the
documented events of October—November 1720: the capture of the sloop William by the
privateer Jonathan Barnet, the fighting resistance of Anne Bonny and Mary Read, the trial at
Spanish Town, and the divergent fates of the three named principals. It situates those events, by
implication and by date, at the closing chapter of the Golden Age of Caribbean Piracy — a
period already in steep decline by 1720 due to the Act of Grace, the fall of Nassau, and the
systematic deployment of privateer force by the colonial authorities of Jamaica.



The song does not romanticize the pirates or condemn the privateers. It tells a true story
in a comic folk register, trusting the facts to carry their own weight, and offers a moral — that
the spirit of adventure survives its outcomes — that is the songwriter’s original contribution to a
well-documented history. In this it follows the best traditions of the broadside ballad form that
gave the Golden Age its first popular narratives, and that form’s finest practitioners — from
anonymous street printers to Jimmy Driftwood.
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