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PROLOGUE
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A ship from the time of King Henry VIII

“Oh, when I was a fair maid about seventeen, I enlisted in the Navy for to serve the Queen; I enlisted in the Navy, a sailor for to stand . . . For to hear the cannons rattling, and the music so grand.

“They sent me to bed, and they sent me to bunk. To lie with the sailors, I never was afraid. But putting off my blue coat, it often made me smile . . . To think I’d laid with a thousand men, and a maiden all the while.” . . . verses from ‘When I Was a Fair Maid.’ Author Anonymous. 

IN THE ACTUAL age of sail the notion of women at sea was, on the surface, fiercely resisted. Not all of those who opposed the idea, however, were aware of the truth, which was that for more than three-hundred years women had lived and worked alongside men aboard British ships. Although in the British Royal Navy, the presence of women at sea was a known fact by many, on record the truth was officially ignored, even hidden. By some, it was thought that a woman on board ship brought bad luck, that a female presence not only distracted men from their work, but they also called forth supernatural winds that would sink a ship and drown the men. Still, enough official records exist today to prove that there were women aboard British naval vessels and other sailing ships from as early as the time of Henry VIII.

Why would a young woman want to go to sea? History provides us with several reasons. For instance, boredom alone might prompt a young lady to take to the sea. Perhaps her brother or cousin, or several young men in her village had summoned the courage to trade their family farm life for that of a seafaring man and upon returning home brought back alluring tales of fun and high adventure, thus prompting a more adventurous young lady to want to follow suit.  Or perhaps she was simply following the man she loved as illustrated in many a . . .  

BAWDY BALLADS

One of the more popular reasons given for a woman enlisting in the navy or marines in the seventeen and eighteen hundreds, or earlier, was that she was seeking her lost lover or husband who’d either run off to sea or been forced into service by a press gang. The ‘lost lover’ theme was popular in England for several centuries, so much so that it spawned many a British ballad, which was sung with relish on board ship and in many a seaport tavern. One of the earliest examples of such a ballad is The Marchant’s Daughter of Bristow, first published in the 1590s. It tells the story of Maudlin, a merchant’s daughter who falls in love with a young man who her family feels is beneath her. The father refuses to allow his daughter to see the young man and forces him to leave England. The night before he departs, he bids Maudlin farewell by serenading her beneath her window. Distraught, she cries herself to sleep, but by morning, she has concocted a plan to dress in ship-boy’s garments and to follow her lover to sea. The many verses of the ballad cite her exciting adventures on land and at sea, and in the end she finds her lover in Italy and the happy couple then returns home to England, where they inherit her father’s money and live happily ever after.

The following verse is from an English ballad titled Young Henry of the Raging Main:

Cried Henry, “Love, don’t be distracted,

Perhaps you may be cast away.”

“Tis for that reason,” cried young Emma 

“That behind I will not stay.

I'll dress myself in man’s apparel,

So, dearest Henry, don't complain,

In jacket blue and tarry trousers,

I will plough the raging main.”

Broadside ballads, some illustrated with a crude woodcut, were so popular that copies were hawked on city streets for as little as a farthing. Broadside sheets also often reported news stories such as a naval victory, or an event such as a public hanging.  Since the cost was so little, the common folk who might not be able to purchase a newspaper, could more easily obtain a broadside sheet in order to read all about it.

For the most part, women at sea fell into three categories. The largest group were prostitutes brought aboard ship in massive numbers whenever a ship was in port. The next category were the wives (and sometimes daughters) of commissioned and warrant officers, who often spent years on board ship with their husbands (and fathers) and who were put to work during battles at sea nursing the wounded and carrying powder to the guns. Lastly, there were those women who, for whatever reason, disguised themselves as men and actually managed to sign on as crewmembers. Women At Sea will take a closer look at factually substantiated accounts of women in all three categories.
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PROSTITUTES

IN 1666, Samuel Pepys, who at that time was Clerk of the Acts, received a letter from Admiral John Mennes, comptroller of the British Royal Navy in which the admiral complained that Royal Navy ships  “...are pestered with women. There are as many petticoats as breeches...” and the women remain on board “for weeks together.”

It is quite likely that in his remarks, the admiral was referring to prostitutes. It is clear that Naval chaplain Henry Teonge was referring to prostitutes when he described the scene he witnessed on the frigate Assistance in 1675 the night she sailed into the Thames on her way from London to Dover. Wrote Teonge: “ . . . here a man and a woman creep into a hammock, the woman’s legs to the hams hanging over the sides or out at the end of it. There lies another couple sleeping on a chest; others kissing and clipping [hugging], half drunk, half sober, or rather half asleep.”

A hundred and thirty years later, seaman William Robinson, who served in the Royal navy from 1805 to 1811 tells us what he witnessed as his ship arrived at Portsmouth on England’s shore.

“After having moored our ship, swarms of boats came round us . . . and a great many of them were freighted with cargoes of ladies, a sight that was truly gratifying, and a great treat, for our crew, consisting of six hundred and upwards, nearly all young men, had seen but one woman on board for eighteen months . . . In the course of the afternoon, we had about four hundred and fifty [women] on board.” Robinson continues: “On the arrival of any man-of-war in port, these girls flock down to the shore where boats are always ready . . . Old Charon [the boatman who ferried the women to the ships] often refuses to take some of them, observing to one that she is too old, to another that she is too ugly, and that he shall not be able to sell them if they [the women] are made ‘choice of,’ what he calls sold, [for which] he receives three shillings each; and if not, then no pay . . . Thus these poor unfortunates are taken to market like cattle, and whilst this system is observed, it cannot with truth be said that the slave trade is abolished in England.”

While “these poor unfortunates” might have been looked upon with sympathy by some seamen, commissioned officers who from their more secluded vantage point on the quarterdeck seemed to turn a blind eye to the fray and ruckus being played out on the lower deck. Hosting a boat-load of prostitutes whilst the ship was in port was a far sight better than the risk of losing an entire crew if the men, who had often been pressed into service against their will in the first place, were allowed to go ashore to satisfy their need for women and strong drink.

Another example of prostitutes on board ship came in 1801 when Nelson wrote to Admiral John Jervis: “I hope there will be orders to complete our complement, and the ship to be paid on Saturday. On Sunday we shall get rid of all the women . . .”

Says historian Suzanne Stark in her book Female Tars, “Not only did hundreds of women share the lower deck with the seamen. There were also children of all ages, from toddlers brought on board by the seamen’s wives to adolescent boys in the crew who frolicked around the decks where the crowds of men and women were drinking, dancing, and fornicating.”

An account written by English seaman William Richardson in 1806 reports on a visit aboard the H.M.S Caesar by the Prince Regent’s wife, the Princess Caroline, in which the princess caught a glimpse of the prostitutes still on board the ship at that time:

“On May 11, Her Royal Highness Caroline, consort to His Royal Highness George, Prince of Wales . . . paid our Admiral [Sir Richard Stracham] a visit  . . . accompanied by Lady Hood and some others of distinction, and were received with a royal salute of twenty-one guns. The ship had been cleaned and repaired for the purpose, and all the girls (some hundreds) on board were ordered to keep below on the orlop deck [below sea level] and out of sight until the visit was over. As Her Royal Highness was going round the decks and viewing the interior, she cast her eyes down the main hatchway, and there saw a number of the girls peeping up at her.”

The Princess expressed
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