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INTRODUCTION: THE MAN
BEHIND THE SKULL AND
CROSSBONES

The  image  is  instantly  recognizable
across  the  globe:  a  black  flag  snapping
in the ocean breeze, featuring a white
skull perched above two crossed bones.
This is the Jolly Roger, the quintessential
emblem of piracy during the Golden Age
of  Piracy.  But  while  the  flag  itself  is
famous,  the  person  who  sailed  under

it—the Captain Of The Jolly Roger—is
a  figure  shrouded  in  equal  parts  myth,
terror, and romanticism. To understand
the Jolly Roger is to understand the men
(and women) who commanded the ships
that flew it. This article delves deep into
the  history,  the  psychology,  and  the
legendary figures who earned the title of
Captain Of The Jolly Roger, exploring
how  they  used  fear,  symbolism,  and
naval strategy to terrorize the high seas.
The title itself is not a single historical
office but an archetype. It represents the
ultimate  pirate  leader—a  figure  who
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commanded not just  a vessel,  but the
loyalty  of  a  mutinous  crew,  and  the
absolute dread of every merchant sailor
who spotted his  flag on the horizon.  Let
us  set  sail  into  the  world  of  these
maritime outlaws.

THE ORIGIN AND SYMBOLISM OF
THE JOLLY ROGER

Before the Skull:
Early Pirate Flags
Before the iconic  skull  and crossbones
became standard, pirate captains used a
variety  of  flags.  Early  buccaneers  in  the
Caribbean  often  flew  a  blood-red  flag,
known as the *Jolie Rouge* (French for
"Pretty Red"). This red flag signified that

no  quarter  would  be  given—if  you
resisted, you would be killed. Over time,
the  English-speaking  pirates  corrupted
the French term *Jolie Rouge* into "Jolly
Roger." This linguistic shift explains the
cheerful name for such a morbid symbol.
The  transition  from  the  red  flag  to  the
black  flag  marked  a  change  in  pirate
psychology.  The  black  flag  offered  a
choice:  surrender  peacefully,  and  you
would  be  treated  with  relative  mercy;
resist,  and the red flag would be raised,
signaling a fight to the death.

The Universal
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Symbol of Pirate
Authority
The  specific  design  of  the  Jolly  Roger
varied from captain to captain, but the
core imagery was consistent. The skull
represented death.  The crossbones (or
crossed  swords,  or  hourglasses,  or
bleeding  hearts)  represented  the
inevitability of that death. For a Captain
Of The Jolly Roger, raising the flag was
the  final  act  of  psychological  warfare.  It
was a declaration of identity. It told the
victim:  "You  are  facing  professional
outlaws who have rejected society. Your
wealth belongs to us. Your life depends
on  your  immediate  surrender."  This
brand identity was remarkably effective;

many merchant ships struck their colors
(surrendered) the moment they saw the
black  flag  rise,  avoiding  a  bloody  battle
altogether.

THE MOST FAMOUS CAPTAINS OF
THE JOLLY ROGER

While  many pirates commanded ships,
only a select few became legends. These
captains understood that the Jolly Roger
was more than a flag—it was a business
logo for organized crime on the ocean.

Edward Teach:
Blackbeard
Perhaps the most  famous Captain Of
The Jolly  Roger  in  history  is  Edward
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Teach,  better  known  as  Blackbeard.
Unlike the polished gentlemen pirates of
fiction, Blackbeard cultivated a terrifying
public image. He did not fly a typical Jolly
Roger;  his  flag  featured  a  skeleton
holding an hourglass in one hand and a
spear aimed at a bleeding heart in the
other. This was a message: "Your time is
running out."
Blackbeard’s  power  came  from  his
mastery  of  psychological  terror.  He
would weave slow-burning fuses into his
massive  beard  and  hat  during  battle,
surrounding himself with a halo of smoke
and  hellfire.  He  commanded  the  ship
*Queen  Anne's  Revenge*,  a  massive
French slaver he converted into a 40-gun
fortress. Blackbeard understood that the
reputation of the Captain Of The Jolly
Roger  was  his  greatest  weapon.  He

famously  b lockaded  the  port  of
Charleston, South Carolina, holding the
entire  city  hostage  for  a  chest  of
medicine.  His  reign  was  short  but
spectacular,  ending  in  a  vicious  battle
against British naval forces in 1718.

Bartholomew
Roberts: Black
Bart
If  Blackbeard  was  the  boogeyman,
Bar tho lomew  Rober t s  was  the
accountant  of  piracy.  Roberts  is  often
cited as the most successful pirate of the
Golden Age,  capturing over  400 ships.
His Jolly Roger was distinct: it featured a
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drawing  of  himself  standing  on  two
skulls,  labeled  "ABH"  (A  Barbadian's
Head) and "AMH" (A Martinican's Head).
This  was  hyper-personal  branding.
Roberts was a dandy who dressed in fine
clothes,  enjoyed  classical  music,  and
was  a  strict  teetotaler  (he  banned
gambling  and  drinking  on  his  ship).
His version of the Captain Of The Jolly
Roger was a "democratic dictator." He
operated  under  a  strict  set  of  articles
(rules) that every crew member signed.
He proved that a pirate captain did not
need  to  be  a  brute  to  be  effective;  he
needed to be disciplined, ruthless, and a
brilliant navigator. Roberts was killed in
battle  off  the  coast  of  Africa,  and  his
death marked the beginning of the end
of  the  Golden  Age  of  Piracy.  His  flag
remains  one  of  the  most  unique  and

personalized in pirate history.

Jack Rackham:
Calico Jack
Calico Jack is famous not for his brutality
or  his  success,  but  for  his  flag  and  his
crew.  His  Jolly  Roger  was  the  classic
version  that  most  people  recognize
today:  a  skull  with  crossed  cutlasses
beneath  it.  Rackham was  not  a  great
fighter;  he  often  surrendered  without  a
fight.  However,  his  legacy as a Captain
Of The Jolly Roger is secured by two
famous  crew  members:  the  female
pirates  Anne  Bonny  and  Mary  Read.
Rackham’s story highlights the diversity
of  pirate  command.  While  he  was the
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captain, the real power dynamic on his
ship was unusual. Bonny and Read were
fiercer  fighters  than  he  was.  When
Rackham’s ship was captured by a pirate
hunter ,  Bonny  and  Read  fought
desperately  while  the  men  hid  below
deck.  Bonny’s  famous  last  words  to
Rackham were: "If you had fought like a
man, you need not have been hanged
like  a  dog."  Rackham’s  flag,  however,
became the universal standard for piracy
in popular culture.

Charles Vane
Charles Vane was the opposite of Calico
Jack.  He  was  a  cruel,  violent,  and
stubborn captain who refused to accept
the  King's  pardon.  His  Jolly  Roger
featured a skull with a profile face, often

associated with a "side-eye," suggesting
he was always watching. Vane was one
of the few pirates who actively attacked
naval vessels, not just merchant ships.
His tenure as a Captain Of The Jolly
Roger  was  marked  by  a  fierce
independence.  He  was  eventually
marooned on a desert island by his own
crew for cowardice (ironically, he refused
to attack a French warship). He was later
found,  captured,  and  hanged.  Vane's
story  serves  as  a  warning  about  the
limits  of  terror;  if  you are too vicious,
even your crew will turn on you.

THE ROLE OF THE CAPTAIN:
LEADERSHIP ON A PIRATE SHIP

Being a Captain Of The Jolly Roger
was a unique leadership position. Unlike
naval  captains  who  had  absolute
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authority  backed  by  the  state,  pirate
captains were elected by their crew and
could  be  deposed  by  a  majority  vote.
This created a dynamic tension.

Decisive in Battle: The captain
had absolute power during chases
and fights. This was necessary for
survival. In a storm or a boarding
action, there was no time for a
vote.
Provider of Plunder: The crew
expected results. A captain who
failed to find prizes or who lost too
many members in battle would
quickly find himself voted out of
command.
Enforcer of the Articles: The
captain ensured that the ship's
rules were followed. This included

division of loot (the captain
typically got 1.5 to 2 shares, while
a regular sailor got 1),
compensation for injuries (a lost
arm might earn you 600 pieces of
eight), and discipline.

The best Captain Of The Jolly Roger
crews  were  remarkably  democratic.
They  were  floating  republics  of  outlaws,
held together by the promise of wealth
and the fear of the hangman's noose if
they were caught.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE BLACK
FLAG

Why  did  the  Jo l ly  Roger  work  so
effectively?  The  answer  lies  in  the
psychology  of  the  18th-century  sailor.
Royal  Navy  sailors  were  often  press-



8

8 Captain Of The Jolly Roger 2023-11-04

ganged  (kidnapped)  into  service,  paid
poorly, and subjected to brutal floggings.
Merchant  sailors  were  treated  slightly
better but still lived in squalor.
When a Captain Of The Jolly Roger
raised  the  black  flag,  he  was  offering  a
choice to the enemy crew. Often, that
choice  was  not  just  "fight  or  die,"  but
"join or die." Many sailors willingly joined
pirate  crews  because  the  conditions
were better. They got a vote, a share of
the gold, and the freedom to dress as
they pleased. The Jolly Roger, therefore,
was  a  symbol  of  rebellion  against  the
oppressive  maritime hierarchies  of  the
time. It was a flag of "no masters," which
is why the authorities hated it so much
and  why  the  common  people  often
secretly admired it.

MODERN LEGACY: THE CAPTAIN
IN POPULAR CULTURE

Today, the image of the Captain Of The
Jolly  Roger  has  been  softened  and
romanticized.  From  Robert  Louis
Stevenson’s  *Treasure  Island*  (where
Long  John  Silver  is  the  archetypal
captain)  to  Disney’s  *Pirates  of  the
Caribbean* franchise (featuring Captain
Jack  Sparrow),  the  pirate  captain  is  a
lovable rogue.

Literature: Captain Hook from1.
*Peter Pan* is a classic gentleman
pirate, obsessed with order and
terrified of the crocodile.
Film: The character of Captain2.
Jack Sparrow is a chaotic
subversion of the traditional
captain. He is incompetent as a
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fighter but brilliant as a schemer,
proving that the title of Captain
Of The Jolly Roger is more about
charisma and cunning than brute
strength.
Sports: The "Jolly Roger" is a3.
popular mascot for sports teams,
most notably the Pittsburgh
Steelers' "Terrible Towel" waving
fans, and the Tampa Bay
Buccaneers NFL team, whose logo
features a skull and crossed
swords.

The modern interpretation has stripped
away  the  historical  brutality  while
retaining  the  core  values  of  freedom,
adventure, and defiance of authority.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
ICON

The Captain Of The Jolly Roger  is a
historical figure who has transcended his
violent  origins  to  become  a  universal
icon  of  rebell ion.  Whether  it  was
Blackbeard igniting his beard in the heat
of  batt le,  Bartholomew  Roberts
calculating  his  next  prize  with  cold
precision,  or  the  fictional  Captain  Jack
Sparrow  stumbling  into  fortune,  the
archetype  remains  the  same.  The
captain is the leader of the outcasts, the
one who chooses freedom over safety,
and the one who dares to fly a flag that
says "I am the law here."
The Jolly  Roger  itself  is  just  cloth and
dye. But the person who raised it—the
captain—gave it  meaning. He turned a
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simple pirate ship into a mobile kingdom
of terror and possibility. So the next time
you  see  a  skul l  and  crossbones,
remember  the  complex,  bloodthirsty,
and surprisingly democratic leaders who

sailed under it.  They were the original
captains  of  chaos,  and  their  legend
continues  to  sai l  the  seas  of  our
imagination.


