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The Wooden Vanity is a comic folk ballad rooted in a genuine episode from 1717 — one of the 
most absurd incidents of the Golden Age of Piracy. This document traces the history behind 
each element of the song, from the blood-red wood in the Vanity's hold to the sunburned heads 
of Hornigold's crew. 

 

I.  The Blood-Red Wood: Logwood and the Bay of Honduras 

What Was Logwood? 

Logwood (Haematoxylum campechianum — Greek for 'bloodwood') is a hardwood tree native to 
the Yucatán Peninsula and the Bay of Honduras. Its dense heartwood, when cut, produces a 
striking blood-red color, and when processed into dye it yields deep blacks, purples, and blues 
prized by the European textile industry. By the early 18th century, by some estimates 18,000 
tons per year were shipped from present-day Belize to Britain alone, fetching between £25 and 
£100 per ton in Jamaica. 

 

The wood was not shipped as finished lumber or round logs. Cutters stripped bark and sapwood 
from felled trees and cut the dense heartwood into billets — heavy, dark, blood-red blocks 
stacked in the holds of trading sloops. A single shipload was worth a small fortune in Jamaica or 
New England. 

 

From the song: 
She was three days out of Jamaica, loaded down with logwood red 

 

The Baymen: Who Cut It? 

The logwood cutters were known as Baymen — a rough and transient workforce. Many were 
former English privateers and buccaneers who had turned to logwood cutting after the treaties 
of the early 1700s ended the legal market for privateering. They lived in temporary camps along 
the rivers and lagoons of the Belizean coast. Contemporary accounts describe them as 
'generally a rude, drunken crew, some of which have been pirates,' whose chief recreation was 
drinking wine by the hogshead. 

 

The trading sailors who carried logwood to market were similarly low in the maritime hierarchy: 
often former buccaneers fallen on hard times, earning passage wages on small coastal sloops. 
The Wooden Vanity's crew of five fits this picture precisely. 

 

From the song: 
The Vanity's crew were a rough and reckless band of sailing men 



They'd sailed as buccaneers in better days but that was way back then 
No rum for them, just cheap red wine, the worst that coin could buy 
Five faded former buccaneers who'd seen their glory die 

 

The Trade Route: Bay of Honduras to Jamaica to Boston 

The standard logwood route ran from anchorages off the Belizean coast northeast to Jamaica 
— approximately 700 miles, a passage of five to seven days with the prevailing trade winds. 
The naturalist Edward Long noted that 'the trade wind serves both in going and returning,' 
making the run to Jamaica's southwest coast swift and predictable. 

 

From Jamaica, logwood sloops continued north to New England — primarily Boston and 
Newport — where merchants resold the processed dye to textile manufacturers throughout the 
colonies and back to England. The complete voyage from the Belizean coast to a New England 
port could take three to four weeks under good conditions. 

 

The Wooden Vanity, in the song, has just departed Jamaica and is three days into the 
northward passage when the Ranger appears — still in sheltered Caribbean waters, heavy-
laden, and vulnerable. 

 

From the song: 
Now sailing out of Kingston was the Wooden Vanity 
She was three days out of Jamaica, loaded down with logwood red 
When the Ranger came a-hunting and she filled the crew with dread 

 

Hats of the Era 

The Monmouth cap was a knitted woolen hat exported from Monmouth, Wales, and worn 
throughout the English-speaking maritime world. It was the standard headgear of working 
sailors — close-fitting, warm, and wind-resistant. Officers and captains wore the tricorn, a felt 
hat with three folded brims that signaled rank. The comedy of the song turns on this hierarchy: 
the most powerful pirate in the Caribbean ends up in a merchant's wool cap. 

 

From the song: 
They wore their Monmouth caps pulled low against the tropic sun 
A fearsome pirate captain in a humble woolen top 

 

II.  The Year: 1717 and the Golden Age of Piracy 

The hat raid took place in early 1717, near the peak of what historians call the Golden Age of 
Piracy — roughly 1716 to 1726. The end of the War of the Spanish Succession in 1713 had left 
thousands of English privateers without commissions or income. Many drifted to Nassau in the 
Bahamas, which had no functioning government and offered perfect shelter for a pirate fleet. By 
1716 Nassau had become what historians call the Republic of Pirates — a loose confederation 
of crews operating beyond any crown's reach, with as many as a thousand pirates based there 
at any one time. 



 

The year 1717 was particularly active: Hornigold, Blackbeard, Sam Bellamy, Charles Vane, and 
dozens of lesser-known captains were all operating simultaneously in the Caribbean and along 
the American coast. It was the last full year before the King's Pardon began to unravel the 
republic. 

 

From the song: 
Gather 'round and lend an ear to a tale that's seldom told 
Of a pirate of the Caribbean by the name of Hornigold 

 

III.  Benjamin Hornigold: Before and After the Hat Raid  

Origins and Rise (c.1680 – 1716) 

Benjamin Hornigold was born in England around 1680. Little is known of his early life. His 
recorded piracy began around 1713–1714, when he used periaguas (sailing canoes) and small 
sloops to raid merchant ships off Nassau. He quickly became one of the most prominent figures 
in the emerging Nassau pirate republic, which he is credited with co-founding. 

 

Hornigold was unusual among pirates for one firm principle: he refused to attack ships flying the 
British flag. This was not sentimentality — it was strategic, keeping him on the right side of the 
one power most likely to pardon or employ him. It also made him popular with British colonial 
officials who privately tolerated the pirates as a check on Spanish power. 

 

Among the men who sailed with Hornigold and received their first independent commands from 
him were Samuel Bellamy (later 'Black Sam,' richest pirate in history), Olivier La Bouche, Stede 
Bonnet, and most famously, Edward Teach — better known as Blackbeard. 

 

The Hat Raid (Early 1717) 

By early 1717 Hornigold commanded the Ranger, a 30-gun sloop with approximately 350 men 
— most likely the most heavily armed vessel in the region. In the early spring of 1717, Hornigold 
and his crew attacked a sloop off the coast of Honduras. The raid produced one of the most 
extraordinary eyewitness accounts in pirate history: 

 

"They did us no further injury than the taking most of our hats from us, having got drunk the 
night before, as they told us, and toss'd theirs overboard." 

 

This single sentence — terse, bemused, almost comic in its understatement — is the entire 
primary source for the event. The pirates were apologetic. The merchant crew was unharmed. 
Three hundred men had apparently thrown their hats into the sea during a night of drinking and 
dancing, then sobered up to a Caribbean sun with nothing on their heads. 

 

From the song: 
Now the night before their meeting Hornigold's crew was feeling grand 



They'd broached a cask of spirits and the rum got out of hand 
They danced upon the Ranger's deck and sang into the night 
And flung their hats into the sea to show their great delight 
Three hundred hats went floating off and sinking every one 
Their naked heads were throbbing in the early morning sun 

 

From the song: 
He scratched his bare and sunburned head and said I'll take your hats 
Five Monmouth caps for all your lives and gentlemen that's that 

 

The Mutiny (November 1717) 

The hat raid was one of Hornigold's last acts as captain. His policy of never attacking British 
ships had long frustrated his crew, who saw profitable targets sail past untouched. In November 
1717 — just months after the Honduras raid — his crew voted him out as captain. He barely 
escaped the Ranger with his life and a handful of loyal men. His former crew chose new 
leadership and departed to raid under any flag they chose. 

 

Edward Teach, by this point commanding his own vessel, was not present for the mutiny and 
could not intervene. 

 

The Pardon and Pirate Hunter (1718) 

On September 5, 1717, King George I had issued a royal proclamation offering a full pardon to 
any pirate who surrendered to a colonial governor by September 5, 1718. Word reached the 
Caribbean slowly. In January 1718, Hornigold sailed to Jamaica and accepted the pardon from 
the governor there — one of the first senior pirates to do so. 

 

When Woodes Rogers arrived in Nassau in July 1718 as the newly appointed Royal Governor 
of the Bahamas, Hornigold was immediately employed as a pirate hunter. He pursued former 
colleagues with apparent conviction, capturing John Auger and others who had broken their 
pardons, and delivering them to Rogers for trial and execution. The men he had trained and 
sailed with were hanged partly as a result of his testimony. 

 

Whether this represented genuine reform, pragmatic self-preservation, or both has been 
debated by historians ever since. What is clear is that he was effective. 

 

Death (1719) 

Hornigold died around 1719 when his ship was wrecked on a reef near New Spain during 
hurricane season while on a pirate-hunting expedition for Rogers. There was no last stand, no 
trial, no gallows. He simply ran out of sea. He was approximately 38 or 39 years old. 

 

His legacy is more complicated than almost any other Golden Age pirate's: he built the republic 
that enabled the most famous era of piracy in history, mentored its most famous practitioner, 



and then dismantled it from the inside. The hat raid — absurd, bloodless, and comic — sits at 
the exact center of that arc. 

 

From the song: 
He sailed the Ranger, thirty guns, a terror on the sea 

 

IV.  The Primary Source 

The hat raid is documented in a single contemporaneous eyewitness account, preserved in 
colonial records and reproduced in multiple historical compilations. The full quotation is: 

 

"They did us no further injury than the taking most of our hats from us, having got drunk the 
night before, as they told us, and toss'd theirs overboard." 

 

This account was recorded by a passenger or crew member aboard the raided vessel and later 
entered into colonial testimony records. It is the sole primary source for the event. All other 
details in the song — the Ranger's armament, crew size, Hornigold's appearance, the logwood 
cargo, the route — are drawn from corroborating secondary historical sources listed in the 
bibliography below. 
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