

CHAPTER 1

ANNE BONNY AND MARY READ

The Pirate Queens of the Caribbean
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Sometime in 1718, a newly married couple arrived at Nassau, a sun-drenched port in the Bahamas. It was surrounded by palm-fringed beaches, where the white sand ran down towards a clear and turquoise sea.

Honeymooning couple in the Caribbean? I know what you are thinking. Five-star hotels, glitzy restaurants, cruise ships. But no, it was nothing like that back then.

Nassau was a dirty, danger-loving sort of town, inhabited by drunkards, murderers and thieves. They lived in tents and run-down shacks, arming themselves with pistols and cutlasses, and jealously guarding their stolen goods. The harbour was home to around forty battle-scarred ships, watched over by a small, crumbling fortress. Above the fortress flew a black flag emblazoned with a white skull. That’s right, Nassau in 1718 was a pirate town. In fact, it was the rum-soaked, treasure-filled, gun-toting pirate capital of the Caribbean.

The couple who arrived that day were Anne and James Bonny. They had fallen in love while living in South Carolina, a British colony in America. Anne’s father was a wealthy gentleman who disapproved of his twenty-year-old daughter’s relationship with James, a penniless sailor. But Anne was a fiery-tempered young woman who could not be told what to do. She ignored her father’s demands, married James without his permission, and ran away to Nassau to live with her new husband under the black flag of the pirate brotherhood.

As Anne and James sailed into Nassau harbour, the pirates swaggering up and down its shoreline would have looked, well, more or less how you would imagine a pirate to have looked. They wore short coats and baggy trousers in order to move around their boats with ease, and black tricorn hats to keep the sun out of their eyes. To their ragged clothes they would add a dash of glamour taken from the ships they plundered: a patterned waistcoat, an embroidered sash, or a silk shawl tied around their heads. They wore their most expensive loot on their bodies – pearl earrings, ruby rings, gold necklaces. In Nassau, the safest place to keep your bling was where you could see it.

The Caribbean sun and salt water turned the pirates’ skin leathery and tanned, and left their long hair matted and bleached. Their enormous hands were hardened from hours spent pulling barnacle-encrusted rigging ropes, and they walked with a lopsided swagger, formed by months spent trying to stand upright as their boats rolled with the waves. Life at sea, with its battles and storms, left its marks on the pirates’ bodies. Each missing arm, scarred face and peg-leg (yes, those really did exist) provided a different story of derring-do to be told in Nassau’s rowdy bars and around its beachside fires.

Many of the voices telling these stories had the rural burr of England’s West Country, a finger of land pointing from the south of the country into the Atlantic and towards America. Its seafaring towns – Plymouth, Poole and Bristol – were a rich source of pirates. Take a West Country accent, soak it in Caribbean rum and tobacco for a few years, and you get the pirate ‘voice’ of countless films and cartoons: ‘Aaar! Shiver me timbers, me hearty!’ etc., etc.

Pirates even developed their own language from years spent at sea. ‘Avast ye! We will haul wind smartly. Belay the halyard, or I’ll have you dance the hempen jig!’ No idea what that means? Some pirate you’d make …

Anne Bonny’s new home of Nassau was a long way from the small town near Cork in southwest Ireland where she was born. She learnt her habit for scandalous relationships from her father, a respectable married man and lawyer with a fatal taste for the ladies. Anne was the product of his affair with the housemaid.

As was said of Anne at the time, her childhood fulfilled the old proverb ‘bastards have the best luck’. Her father became estranged from his wife, and he showered baby Anne with affection. In fact, he was so fond of her that when she grew up, he dressed her as a boy and brought her to work in his legal practice, passing her off as a young clerk. However, the arrangement did not last long. The estranged wife decided to reveal Anne’s true identity to the town.

This sort of behaviour did not do in small-town Ireland and caused quite the scandal. At first, Anne’s father tried to weather the disapproval, and lived openly with Anne and her mother. But the townspeople were unwilling to employ a disgraced seducer as their lawyer, and his legal practice folded. With no prospect of recovering his career in Ireland, Anne’s father sold everything he owned, packed his bags, and took Anne and the housemaid to Cork, where they boarded the next ship for America. It was time for a fresh start. 

Anne and her father settled in South Carolina, where he began a new legal practice. He then became a merchant, and amassed enough money to purchase a large plantation, establishing himself as a gentleman of means. When the housemaid died, Anne – who was now grown up – looked after her father’s house.

Anne’s father hoped that his hot-blooded young daughter would marry well and rid their lives of the taint of scandal. So he must have been pretty pissed off when Anne ran away to Nassau with James Bonny, a man of the sea who was, apparently, ‘not worth a groat’.

On arrival in Nassau, Anne and James’s first task was to find somewhere to live, but their new home was little more than a shanty town, with one sun-baked dirt road running along the shoreline. There was a small wooden church, surrounded by a cluster of derelict houses. Behind the town, some scrubby fields had been cleared from the forest, where farmers grew yams and potatoes. No animals were kept, for the sea provided a limitless supply of fish and turtles.

Like most new arrivals, Anne and James probably built their own shack, with walls made out of planks scavenged from old boats, and a roof made out of canvas ripped from an old sail. James then went to sea as a pirate, leaving Anne behind. We don’t know how she made a living, but there were few options in this town of good living and bad people. Perhaps she worked the bars to quench the pirates’ thirst for alcohol when they came onshore, or perhaps she worked the harbourside to quench their thirst for something else.

Nassau had been a British colony, but it was attacked and burnt to the ground by the Spanish in 1703. The town was more or less abandoned, until the pirates moved in ten years later. It sits on the north shore of an island in the Bahamas and is enclosed on three sides, making it the perfect location for a pirate hideaway. Across the bay from the harbour lay Hog Island, an empty patch of sand scattered with the burnt-out, dismantled shells of stolen ships.

Between Nassau and the American mainland were the Straits of Florida. This stretch of sea linked the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, and therefore the Old World to the New, making it one of the busiest shipping routes in the world.

Wealth from every corner of the globe poured through the Straits of Florida. All Nassau’s pirates had to do was load their guns, pile into a fast-moving ship, creep out of the harbour and take their pick. From the ‘treasure fleets’ sailing from Mexico to Spain, they stole chests full of gold and silver. From merchant ships leaving Cuba and Jamaica, they stole rum, sugar and tobacco. Coming the other way, ships sailing from Europe to the New World provided them with guns, knives, swords, watches, and bottles of wine and brandy. The pirates also captured slave ships coming from West Africa. Some pirates offered slaves the chance to join their crew as free men, others simply sold them on to the owners of sugar and tobacco plantations.

Many of the first pirates to arrive in Nassau were runaways from the Royal Navy, who had grown tired of its low pay and fierce discipline. One such pirate was ‘Black’ Sam Bellamy, a farmer’s son from Devon who joined the Royal Navy aged thirteen. He escaped the navy, became captain of his own pirate ship, and in March 1717 captured a British merchant vessel containing ivory, indigo dye, sugar, and chests of gold and silver valued at £30,000.

According to the pirate code, plunder was always split equally among the crew, with the captain taking only a double share. In one attack, Black Sam and his crew had made more money than they would have in a lifetime’s service for the Royal Navy. Black Sam became known as the Robin Hood of the seas, and his story spread to the ports and plantations of the Americas. Before long, disgruntled sailors, escaped slaves and runaways like Anne and James Bonny were flocking to stack some cash at the Pirates’ Nest of Nassau.

However, in February 1718, Nassau was at a turning point in its history. That month, a Royal Navy captain came on shore holding a white flag of truce, and gathered the town’s inhabitants. He read a proclamation from King George I which put a price of £20 on the head of anyone who had ‘committed Piracies and Robberies upon the High Seas’. For a pirate captain, the price was £100. However, King George offered a general pardon to any pirate willing to surrender to the British crown before that September.

The chance of a royal pardon split Nassau’s pirate brotherhood in two. The pro-pardon faction wanted to bank their riches and return to a law-abiding life. But the diehard pirates wanted to amass even greater fortunes, and refused to submit to the king they hated and the Royal Navy from which many had escaped.

One such diehard was the most famous pirate of the Caribbean, Captain Blackbeard, who hailed from Bristol. Knowing that a pirate’s greatest weapon was fear, he had a well-practised routine to scare the crap out of his victims. Before boarding a merchant ship, he would strap six loaded pistols to his body and tuck lit fuses into his hat, surrounding his bearded face with a halo of smoke and fire. With his fierce, wild eyes he looked – according to one source – like ‘a fury from Hell’. Indeed, when Blackbeard robbed a sailor on the swampy coast of North Carolina, the man demanded to know where Blackbeard was from. Blackbeard replied that ‘he came from Hell’, and would take the man there if he did not hand over his money.

Blackbeard spent years marauding along the Caribbean and Atlantic coasts, robbing French, Spanish and British merchant ships, and amassing hundreds of thousands of pounds of loot. His attacks were so terrifying that no opponents ever even put up a fight.

Blackbeard’s fleet docked in Nassau for the last time in May 1718, around the time Anne and James arrived from Carolina. These were heady days in the Pirates’ Nest. The 700 men of Blackbeard’s crew doubled the town’s population overnight, and they descended on its bars and brothels for an orgy of drinking, gambling and fighting. Blackbeard probably shared a bottle of rum that month with another of Nassau’s diehard pirates, Captain Charles Vane.

Blackbeard was the Caribbean’s most famous pirate, but Vane was the most ruthless. He had a reputation for torturing sailors to discover where they were hiding their cargo. In one attack, he bound the hands and feet of a sailor and hung him upside down, before sticking gunpowder fuses in his eyes, threatening to burn out his eyeballs if he did not talk.

As Blackbeard and Vane’s crews partied during that first week in May, they knew it might be their last visit to the Pirates’ Nest. Two months later, on 24 July 1718, seven Royal Navy ships came sailing into Nassau. They carried 550 soldiers and a newly appointed Royal Governor to the Bahamas. King George I had given Governor Woodes Rogers orders to stop, once and for all, the Caribbean seas from being ‘plundered and ravaged by pirates’. And Rogers was just the man for the job.

Like Blackbeard, Governor Rogers was from Bristol, and like Blackbeard, he knew what it meant to be feared. Back home in Britain he was a war hero, having spent three years sailing around the world capturing Spanish galleons. He had survived battles, plagues and mutinies, and had the scars to prove it. In 1709, he was shot in the jaw by a musket ball, splattering his teeth over the deck of his ship. In another battle four days later, his left ankle was ripped off his foot by a flying splinter of wood. Rogers was a loyal servant to the king and a devout Christian, with a violent dislike of pirates.

As Governor Rogers limped slowly from his ship onto Nassau’s harbourside, determined eyes gleaming in his disfigured face, the pirates knew they had met their match. He would restore godliness and good government to the wilder shores of the Caribbean, or die trying.

As the Royal Navy’s fightback against the pirates gathered pace, their rotting bodies became a familiar sight, hanging from gallows and metal cages along the American and Caribbean shorelines. In November 1717, six members of Black Sam’s crew, who had been shipwrecked off the American coast, were seen swinging from the gallows in Boston.

The following December, a captain in Blackbeard’s crew met the same fate in the port town of Charleston, North Carolina. Major Stede Bonnet was a wealthy plantation owner from Barbados who, having grown bored with life as a gentleman, abandoned his wife and children for a life of adventure on the high seas. The only problem was, this wannabe pirate was not cut out for the life he’d chosen. He walked around his ship in a silk dressing gown and cried whenever things went wrong. He was soon captured, and few were surprised when he swung from the gallows of Charleston harbour. 

Back in Nassau, Anne Bonny would have been in the crowd that watched the first victims of Governor Rogers’ crackdown swing from his gallows two days later. That December morning in 1718, nine captured pirates were taken from their prison cells, their hands tied behind their backs, and onto a stage. Having had nooses placed around their necks, they were left to stand there for forty-five minutes, waiting to hang. Some prayed, some swigged rum to dampen the fear, some cracked jokes with the crowds. Two of the pirates begged their former shipmates to rush the stage and free them, but Governor Rogers’ soldiers, their muskets primed, ensured that did not happen.

At the last minute, Governor Rogers freed the youngest pirate. Apparently his parents back in Dorset had written to Rogers, promising to set their wayward son straight if his life was spared. Rogers agreed. After this show of mercy, he gave the signal. The soldiers pulled away four barrels which were holding up the stage, and the pirates fell. The nooses snapped tight around their necks, and their bodies jerked and writhed, at first violently, then slightly, then not at all.

One month later, in January 1719, an ambitious young naval officer called Lieutenant Maynard sailed into the harbour of Hampton, Virginia, with the head of Captain Blackbeard hanging from the front of his ship. Maynard had fought and killed the most famous pirate in the Caribbean, and had taken his crew prisoner. Following their trial, thirteen members of Blackbeard’s crew were hanged in Hampton, their bodies left dangling in metal cages along the road out of town.

So, by the start of 1719, the cruel but cunning Captain Charles Vane was the only Nassau diehard still operating. Twice he had humiliated the Royal Navy in Nassau. The first time he stole a merchant vessel right in front of their eyes, and the second time he escaped their entrapment by sending a fireship towards two navy vessels. However, his luck would soon run out. 

On any pirate ship, the captain made the big decisions, while his quartermaster took charge of the day-to-day organisation of the crew. Charles Vane’s quartermaster was a charismatic pirate named Jack Rackham, known for dressing in colourful fabrics called ‘calicos’. This flamboyant dress sense earned him the nickname ‘Calico’ Jack, and would later earn him the affections of Anne Bonny.

Their taste for robbery aside, pirates weren’t complete nutcases. They lived according to a ‘Pirate Code’, which set out the rules for life at sea. One of the most important points of the code was that a crew could vote to replace their captain if ever they lost faith in his leadership. When Vane backed out of a fight with a French battleship in November 1718, Calico Jack accused him of cowardice. The majority of Vane’s crew agreed, and voted Calico Jack to be their new captain, sending Vane out to sea in a small boat. In February 1719, Vane was caught in a storm, shipwrecked, marooned on an island, and captured by the Royal Navy. After two years spent languishing in a Jamaican prison, Captain Vane’s body too could be seen swinging in a metal cage beside the main harbour in Port Royal.

You would have thought that so many dead pirates decorating the American and Caribbean shorelines would have put Anne Bonny off piracy, but not at all. It was around this time, in fact, that she first went to sea.

Calico Jack was now in charge of a seventy-five-man crew, and their loyalty to his leadership was well placed. He sailed into the harbour of Port Royal, the main base of the Royal Navy, and stole a merchant ship from right under its nose, escaping before the Navy’s ships were ready to give chase. His crew had struck the jackpot: the ship’s cargo was worth £20,000, including silk stockings, laced hats and a large parcel of gold watches – just the sort of thing for strutting your stuff back in Nassau.

Having escaped with their plunder, Calico Jack and his crew spent the winter months at a popular pirate hideaway: the beautiful Isla de los Pinos, positioned just south of Cuba (and said to be the inspiration for the children’s book Treasure Island). After a few months camping on white sand beaches, drinking rum and eating turtles, Jack and his crew were caught sleeping off their hangovers by a vengeful group of merchants from Jamaica. Jack fled into the island’s forests with as much loot as he could carry, and the merchants took back their ship.

What was Calico Jack to do? Simple. He sailed back to Nassau on a smaller boat, met with Governor Rogers, and asked to take the King’s pardon. He claimed that Charles Vane had forced him and his men into piracy, and Rogers – who despised Vane – was only too happy to believe him. So Calico Jack became a free man, and passed a year spending his ill-gotten gains partying in Nassau.

As a sharply dressed former pirate captain, famed for his wealth and bravery, Calico Jack could have had the pick of Nassau’s women, so whom did he choose? Anne Bonny, of course. Before long, she gave birth to his child. However, Anne was still married to James. Calico Jack asked Governor Rogers whether James and Anne’s marriage could be annulled. Rogers – who let’s not forget was on a mission to bring respectable Christian values to Nassau – refused. Were Anne and Calico Jack to continue their sordid relationship, he responded, he would throw Anne in jail and have her whipped by her own husband.

Governor Rogers was not a man to cross. Over the past two years, he had steadily established his control over Nassau. The fortress had been rebuilt, with fifty cannons guarding the entrance to the harbour, while a battleship provided thirty-six more cannons. On land, he had 100 soldiers, along with another 500 volunteer militiamen (many former pirates), at his command. The Pirates’ Nest was now Rogers’ town.

To continue his relationship with Anne Bonny, Calico Jack had only one option: return to the high seas as a pirate, taking her with him. They hastily assembled a crew of half a dozen pirates, and late one night stole a sloop – a small, speedy sailboat. In fact, they stole the speediest sloop in Nassau, belonging to a certain John ‘catch-him-if-you-can’ Ham.

Back at sea, Calico Jack spent the summer of 1720 doing what he did best: relieving merchants of their cargo. The pirates’ most common tactic was to disguise their boat as an innocent merchant vessel. Their unsuspecting victim would be happy to see another merchant ship approaching, until that ship raised its pirate flag, and the crew – who had been hiding in the hold – assembled on deck, waving their gruesome array of pistols, cutlasses and homemade grenades. This moment was designed to be as soil-your-trousers-scary as possible for those on board the merchant ship. Most gave up straight away, ensuring no blood was shed.

Anne Bonny, armed with a machete in one hand and a pistol in the other, became the most fearsome member of Calico Jack’s crew. In fact, there was only one crew member who could equal Anne for cursing, swearing and general nastiness. That was her pal, Mary Read.

Anne met Mary in Nassau, and they bonded over their similar pasts. Like Anne, Mary was an illegitimate child, and had also been brought up as a boy to hide her identity. She continued to live as a man into adulthood, and joined the British army. Having been sent to fight the Spanish in Flanders (modern-day Belgium), she was billeted in a tent with a handsome young Flemish soldier. One night, the soldier discovered Mary’s secret, and was pretty damn happy to find out he was sharing his tent with a woman. Love blossomed in that little tent, so when the campaign against Spain ended, Mary and her Flemish soldier left the army, married, and became the proprietors of a little pub outside the city of Breda named the Three Horse-Shoes.

But it was not to last. Sometime around 1714, Mary’s husband died, the Three Horse-Shoes went out of business, and her happy life in Flanders collapsed. So she set sail for the New World to start her life over. However, the ship carrying Mary across the Atlantic was captured by pirates. They took a liking to Mary and invited her to travel with them to Nassau. She said yes. And there, in the Pirates’ Nest, Mary joined Calico Jack’s crew.

On board Calico Jack’s ship, Mary and Anne dressed like their male crewmates, wearing jackets and trousers, with silk bandanas wrapped around their heads. The only means of recognising their true sex, according to one terrified fisherwoman they robbed on the coast of Jamaica, ‘was by the largeness of their breasts’. In fact, it is claimed that Anne initially believed Mary to be a handsome young man and took a liking to her. It was only to stop Anne’s flirtatious advances that Mary let her into her secret. When Calico Jack flew into a jealous rage and threatened to cut Mary’s throat for stealing Anne’s affections, Anne let Jack into the secret of Mary’s sex as well.

However, Mary, Anne and Jack’s life at sea would not last long. Governor Rogers was furious that he had been tricked by Calico Jack into trusting his promise to take the King’s pardon. On 5 September 1720, he proclaimed that Jack and his crew were ‘Pirates and Enemies to the Crown of Great Britain’. Sailors across the Caribbean armed their ships and set out to sea to hunt them down. Jack, who had buckets of bravery but very little sense, carried on robbing ships regardless.

In late October, his boat was spotted off the northern shore of Jamaica, and a pirate hunter named Captain Barnet followed it through the night. As usual, Calico Jack and his crew stayed up late drinking rum, and rose at ten o’clock the next morning nursing their sore heads. They were met by the muskets, cannon and swivel gun of Captain Barnet’s well-armed sloop. Not what you want with a hangover.

Calico Jack and his crew fled below deck, leaving only the two bravest members facing the enemy. Who were they? Anne Bonny and Mary Read. Mary shouted through the hatch, demanding her crewmates fight like men, but they stayed cowering in the hold. She then fired her pistol, killing one and wounding another. But it was no use – the pirates were outnumbered and outgunned. Barnet’s men fired their swivel gun, destroying the pirate ship’s mainsail and making escape impossible. Jack and his crew were arrested, and taken back to stand trial in Jamaica. Anne and Mary’s pirate careers were over.

Eighteenth-century Jamaica was awash with money due to its trade in sugar and rum. However, Port Royal, its major city, had a reputation for low living every bit as squalid as Nassau. One visitor in 1697 called it the ‘dunghill of the Universe’, and gave a memorable description of a town ‘as sickly as a hospital, as dangerous as the plague, as hot as hell, and as wicked as the devil’. There were few places in Port Royal as sickly, dangerous, hot and wicked as its jail.

Calico Jack was tried for piracy on 16 November and sentenced to death the next day. On the morning of his execution, Anne Bonny was taken to his cell to say goodbye to her lover captain. ‘I am sorry to see you here,’ she consoled him, ‘but if you had fought like a man, you need not have hanged like a dog.’

Along with five of his crewmates, Calico Jack was taken to Gallows Point, a windswept spit of land pointing out of Port Royal, and hanged. His body was then placed in an iron cage, which swung from a gibbet on Dead Man’s Cay, a small rock in the middle of the harbour. Anyone sailing into the Jamaican capital had to pass Calico Jack’s body, rotting in the Caribbean sun and pecked apart by gulls. To all those tempted by a pirate’s life, Dead Man’s Cay was a chilling warning of their fate.

As for Mary and Anne, they were tried ten days later. Those watching the trial were amazed when the two women refused to defend themselves, staying silent for the entire proceedings. The judge, Sir Nicholas Lawes, had no other option but to read out the doom-laden verdict: ‘You Mary Read, and Anne Bonny, are to go from hence to the place from where you came, and from thence to the place of execution; where you shall be hanged by the neck till you are dead. And God be merciful to both your souls.’

But there was one more twist left in this tale. Having been sentenced to death, Anne and Mary finally spoke, informing the courthouse that they were both pregnant. Judge Lawes ordered an inspection of the women, which confirmed they were telling the truth. Pregnant women could not be hanged, as it would kill their unborn children. So Mary and Anne lived to see another day.

Mary Read’s adventure, which had taken her from England to Flanders, and on to Nassau, ended in her Jamaican prison cell. Five months after the trial, she caught a fever and died.

Anne’s fate is less clear. Evidence has been found of a woman named Anne who married a local man in South Carolina a year after Anne Bonny’s trial. Some believe that Anne’s father secured his daughter’s release from jail and brought her home. If that is true, then Anne went on to have eight more children, before dying at the age of eighty-four in 1782. However, such behaviour does not seem in keeping with Anne’s buccaneering ways. I prefer to believe she returned to piracy, and died at the bottom of the deep blue sea. But we will never know for sure.

What became of Nassau? Governor Rogers finally had his way, and brought law and order to the town. Its motto became ‘Piracy expelled, commerce restored’. Today it is the capital city of the Bahamas, and a tourism hotspot. Where the fortress once stood, there is a hotel. Hog Island is now Paradise Island, and the burnt-out ships have been replaced by a luxury resort and water park.

Around 1723, Governor Rogers was approached by a writer, researching a book about Caribbean pirates. Rogers recounted to the author all of the tales you have been reading about here: Captain Blackbeard, Calico Jack, Anne Bonny and Mary Read. Published in 1725, the book – A General History of the Pyrates – kickstarted the world’s fascination with these outlaws of the sea. Had Governor Rogers never told their stories, the pirates of the Caribbean may well have been lost to history.

Since A General History of the Pyrates was published, our fascination with these nautical outlaws has never gone away. Thanks to that book, and works it inspired such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, every young child still learns about peg-legs and parrots, flying the Jolly Roger and chests of stolen gold, yo ho ho and a bottle of rum. Some myths have been added to pirate lore over the centuries – they did not bury treasure or force traitors and cowards to walk the plank. But much of what we think we know about pirates is true.

Today, the main street alongside Nassau’s harbourside is called Woodes Rogers Walk. However, three hundred years later, visitors to Nassau rarely want to hear about its former governor. It is the pirates who entrance us, with their lawless lives and daring adventures. None more so than the infamous Anne Bonny and Mary Read, who stood like men when the rest of their crew fled like dogs.




Further Reading

Introduction

The best introduction to Georgian society I have read remains Roy Porter’s English Society in the Eighteenth Century (1982), a classic of scrupulous but readable historical scholarship. Porter had an eye for telling detail and wrote with a pace and humour befitting the age he covered. For London specifically, Jerry White’s monumental London in the 18th Century (2012) is a cracking read, as is Lucy Inglis’s Georgian London (2014). A thorough account of the lives of Black Georgians can be found in David Olusoga’s Black and British (2016), a fascinating corrective to the often whitewashed image we have of Britain’s past. The emergence of a new British national identity is a story told in Linda Colley’s Britons (1992), a book I first read while studying A-level history and have revisited with increasing enjoyment ever since. For the Royal Navy, such an integral part of Georgian Britain, I relied on Ben Wilson’s excellent Empire of the Deep (2013).

Chapter 1: Anne Bonny and Mary Read

There is tantalisingly little evidence about the lives of Anne Bonny and Mary Read, therefore much that has been written about them is shrouded in conjecture. What we do know is almost all taken from A General History of the Pyrates (1724) by Captain Charles Johnson, generally considered a pen name and thought by some to have been Daniel Defoe (author of Robinson Crusoe). The only other source that testifies to Anne and Mary’s existence is a Jamaican pamphlet from 1721 entitled The tryals of Captain John Rackam and other pirates. For background on the ‘Golden Age’ of Caribbean piracy, David Cordingly is one of Britain’s leading experts. In 1992, he curated the ‘Pirates: Fact and Fiction’ exhibition at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich, which I still remember visiting as an excitable young child. His book Life Among the Pirates (1995) brings the story of Caribbean piracy right up to the modern day, via Victorian novels and Hollywood films. Colin Woodard’s The Republic of Pirates (2007) is a well-researched and rip-roaring profile of the pirates who made Nassau their base, and of Governor Rogers’ campaign to bring them to heel.

Chapter 2: Bonnie Prince Charlie

There is no shortage of Bonnie Prince biographies to choose from. For a page-turning, swashbuckling account, Carolly Erickson’s Bonnie Prince Charlie (1989) is a good place to start. For a more academic account of his life, Frank McLynn’s Charles Edward Stuart (1988) remains one of the best available. Jacqueline Riding’s recently published Jacobites (2017) has earned its place as the authoritative account of the ’45 uprising and is particularly good at sorting romance from reality in this much mythologised tale. For primary sources on the uprising, The Lyon in Mourning (1895) is a collection of letters, memoirs and speeches, compiled in the three decades following the events by Robert Forbes, a Scottish bishop and Jacobite. It was later published in three volumes by the Scottish History Society.

Chapter 3: John Wilkes

I first encountered the eighteenth-century political phenomenon that was John Wilkes in Linda Colley’s Britons, in which she retells the story of his Middlesex campaign as an early example of patriotic populism in British politics. The most recent full biography is John Wilkes (2006), an authoritative account written by Arthur Cash with real affection for his subject. As an American, Cash is particularly good on Wilkes’s transatlantic impact, which included being the namesake of Abraham Lincoln’s assassin. Helpful accounts of Wilkes’s political campaigns can be found in two essays from History Today, ‘Wilkes and Liberty’ (1957) and ‘John Wilkes and the Middlesex Election’ (1961), both written by the esteemed historian of eighteenth-century radicalism George Rudé.

Chapter 4: Tipu Sultan

Tipu Sultan is long overdue a full-length biography. The most recent offering was Tiger of Mysore (1970) by Denys Forrest. It is a lively, detailed account, but having been written from the India Office on Blackfriars Road half a century ago, it does retain some glow of imperial nostalgia. A more recent account of his life can be found in Tipu’s Tigers (2009) by Susan Stronge, published by the Victoria and Albert Museum to provide the historical context behind one of their most popular exhibits: Tipu’s mechanical, redcoat-mauling tiger. For background detail about the rise of British power in India, I had the benefit of writing this chapter shortly after the publication of William Dalrymple’s masterly history of the East India Company The Anarchy (2019). In terms of primary sources from Tipu’s palace, many of his documents were seized following the Siege of Seringapatam and translated by members of the East India Company for publication. Thus, where we do hear Tipu’s voice, it is frustratingly through the filter of his colonial interpreters.

Chapter 5: Olaudah Equiano

The most recent academic biography of Equiano is the meticulously researched Equiano, the African (2005) by Vincent Carretta, an American professor of English and expert on Equiano’s work. Carretta edited and wrote the introduction for the Penguin Classics edition of The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings (2003), still in print 230 years after its original publication, and the source for much of the detail in this chapter. For the wider story of the struggle for abolition in Britain, Bury the Chains (2005) by Adam Hochschild is an authoritative account. The aforementioned Black and British by David Olusoga contains an excellent account of how freed slaves such as Equiano could expect to be treated in Georgian Britain.

Chapter 6: Mary Wollstonecraft

The two best Wollstonecraft biographies remain The Life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft (1974) by the renowned historical biographer Claire Tomalin, and Mary Wollstonecraft: A Revolutionary Life (2000) by Janet Todd, a leading expert on Wollstonecraft’s life and works. Todd is the editor of The Complete Works of Mary Wollstonecraft (7 vols, 1989), and of The Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft (2003), which contains her candid, and often tragic, love letters to both Imlay and Godwin. The account of Mary’s Scandinavian travelogue, so celebrated in its time but now largely forgotten, is from Richard Holmes’ Sidetracks: Explorations of a Romantic Biographer (2001). For further background on the lives of women in Georgian England, Amanda Vickery’s The Gentleman’s Daughter (1998) and Behind Closed Doors (2009) both show how women found freedom and even prominence within the confines of eighteenth-century society. In terms of Wollstonecraft’s own works, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark remain in print today.

Chapter 7: Ladies of Llangollen

Sally and Eleanor are increasingly cited in historical surveys of Georgian society, in particular those that focus on gender and sexuality, but there are few dedicated biographies. Much of this chapter is based on The Ladies of Llangollen (1971) by Elizabeth Mavor, a tasteful and readable account of what Mavor describes as their ‘romantic friendship’. For more on Anne Lister, or ‘Gentleman Jack’, The Secret Diaries Of Miss Anne Lister (2010) edited by Helena Whitbread shows the potential in early nineteenth-century Britain for a strong-willed woman to pursue her unconventional love affairs with surprising candour.

Chapter 8: Lady Hamilton

I first became aware of quite how extraordinary Lady Hamilton’s life was in 2017 at an exhibition at the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich. A book published to accompany the exhibition, Emma Hamilton: Seduction and Celebrity (2016), recounts in fine detail her impact on eighteenth-century Europe, particularly in art, fashion and material culture. In addition, this chapter was greatly aided by two excellent biographies of Lady Hamilton, Beloved Emma (1986) by Flora Fraser, and England’s Mistress (2006) by Kate Williams. Much of Emma’s heart-wrenching correspondence with her various lovers and betrayers can be read in Life and Letters of Emma Hamilton (1963) by Hugh Tours.

Chapter 9: Lady Hester Stanhope

I first encountered the character of Hester Stanhope while reading William Hague’s biography William Pitt the Younger (2005), in which she plays a bit part. Fortunately, there are two recent biographies of Lady Hester. Star of the Morning (2008) by Kirsten Ellis and Lady Hester (2005) by Lorna Gibb both tell her globetrotting story with authority and verve. As mentioned towards the end of her story, the most important primary source for Hester’s life is Memoirs of the Lady Hester Stanhope (1845) by Charles Meryon. However, having been written by such a devoted admirer, some of Meryon’s recollections of Hester do contain a touch of fantasy.

Chapter 10: Lord Byron

There is no shortage of Lord Byron biographies. For this chapter, I relied on Fiona MacCarthy’s Byron: Life and Legend (2002), which does an inestimable job of condensing such a well-documented life into a single volume. For Byron’s poetry, the Penguin Classics Selected Poems (1996) is excellent, though you have to look elsewhere for his late-in-life masterpiece Don Juan.

Chapter 11: Mary Anning

Much of the recent interest in Anning can be traced back to the work of Hugh Torrens, former president of the British Society for the History of Science. His presidential address, ‘The Greatest Fossilist the World Ever Knew’, was recorded in the British Journal for the History of Science (1995) and is an excellent first port of call for those wanting to learn more about her. Tracy Chevalier’s novel Remarkable Creatures (2009) also brought Anning to much wider acclaim, and is a well researched work of historical fiction. In terms of full-length biographies, The Fossil Hunter (2009) by Shelley Emling does a good job of marshalling a detailed narrative on Anning’s life from the sparse records that remain. For the wider context of the early nineteenth-century mania for geology, The Dinosaur Hunters (2001) by Deborah Cadbury is a rip-roaring piece of historical storytelling.

Chapter 12: James Watt

It is a mark of how far Watt has fallen from popular acclaim that, despite his life being a favourite topic of Victorian biographers, no standard biography has been published for almost a century. The best available remains James Watt: Craftsman and Engineer (1936) by H. W. Dickinson. For more technical detail on his invention, there is James Watt and the Steam Engine (1927) by H. W. Dickinson and R. Jenkins. An enormous help in creating this chapter was Jenny Uglow’s group biography, The Lunar Men (2002), which brilliantly evokes the intellectual firmament of the so-called ‘Midlands Enlightenment’ from which Watt’s completed steam engine was born.

Conclusion: The End of the Party

One of the best available accounts of George IV’s life remains Christopher Hibbert’s two-volume biography George IV (1973). A Mad, Bad, and Dangerous People? (2006) by Boyd Hilton is an excellent survey of the late Georgian period, and is particularly strong on the upswing in religious enthusiasm at the turn of the century. The remarkable reformation in manners to which this religious revival contributed is the subject of Ben Wilson’s fascinating social and cultural history Decency and Disorder (2007). A fitting companion to Wilson’s work is Vic Gatrell’s City of Laughter (2006), a jaw-dropping account of the seamier side of London life, whose later chapters address the rise of so-called ‘Victorianism’ and the end of Georgian libertinism. Published more recently, The Time Traveller’s Guide to Regency Britain (2020), by Ian Mortimer, contains all you might wish to know about everyday life in the late Georgian period. For more on Britain’s Industrial Revolution, Iron, Steam & Money (2013) by Roger Osborne is one of the best general introductions available.
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