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Yankee Jack
Watchet’s seamen included many characters of whom the fictional Ancient Mariner is the most well known but Yankee Jack was a real mariner. John Short as a young sailor in the 1860s was involved in breaking the blockades in the American Civil War. That earned him his famous nickname. He was also a very fine singer and sang the sea shanties to which his colleagues turned the capstan and hoisted sails.

John was born in 1839 the eldest son of Watchet mariner Richard Short and his wife Mary. By 1851 Richard was a master mariner and had six children; John, Ellen, Sidney, Louisa, Sarah Ann and Mary Jane, Henry and Clara were born later. Two sons John and Sidney became mariners and John spent most of his adult life at sea. In 1873 he married Anne Marie Wedlake, member of an important local family of master mariners and they had a son George who became a machine hand in Watchet paper mills and two children who died young. Their home in Watchet was the 17th-century cottage with its back to the shore at the west end of Market Street, the former market place. The east end of the street housed the town’s principal burgages and the c.1820 Market house, now a museum, with the chapel of Holy Cross above, still in use and named after the lost medieval chapel of Watchet.

After his marriage John exchanged long sea voyages for coastal ones and Anne Marie’s little sister Clara came to keep her company. On Census day 1881 John was mate on the schooner Crystal Bell at Appledore in Devon serving under Watchet master William Morgan and in 1891 he was mate on the Liverpool schooner Anne Christian at Charlestown in Cornwall. Although he still considered himself a merchant seaman even in his 70s he spent most of the time in Watchet acting as Town Crier and was in the local fire brigade. 
John continued to sing into old age and the Revd Allen Brockington, vicar of Carhampton introduced him to Cecil Sharp, collector of folk songs. Later another collector Sir Richard Terry visited him. He seems to have been happy to sing whenever he was asked. He died in 1933 aged 94.
Among the over 100 songs that he sang for Cecil Sharp were Shenandoah, A Roving, John Bowler, Shallow Brown, and Blow the Man Down, part of the rich tradition of the age of the 19th-century sailing ship, which if not collected would have been lost as steam replaced sail.  Among the less well known songs were The Rosabella, The Bully Boat, There is a fire in the galley, Was you ever on the Brumalow and The Watchet Sailor. Curiously this last song, which in the local version began ‘As I was walking down Watchet Swayne Street’, travelled around the county and beyond and Sharp collected several versions often with a local street substituted. A version from Sussex began ‘As I was walking down Trippling Down Street’.
The statue of Yankee Jack on Watchet’s esplanade was the work of sculptor Alan Heriot in 2007. He also fashioned the nearby figure of the Ancient Mariner.
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