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Figure 1. Rowlandson’s image can be read as a sailor returning to his sweetheart, showing the money he 
earned to provide for them; it can also be read as a sailor returned to shore, exchanging money for this 
woman’s company (and more). This image highlights the blurred line between a sailor’s sweetheart or wife 
and a sex worker, one that created challenges for women’s respectability. Thomas Rowlandson, The Sail-
or’s Return, 1799, hand-colored etching. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1959, 59.533.614
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Introduction

In June 1793, Ann Cave spoke in her own defense 
at the Old Bailey, a criminal court in London. 
Accused of theft, she spoke of her three chil-

dren, her husband at sea, and of “work being 
short.”1 Seeking materials to make an apron for 
her neighbor, Cave testified she went and bought 
some muslin, although the shopkeeper claimed 
she stole it. While the court found Cave guilty 
and sentenced her to be transported, the want 
that Cave described, the financial hardship, and 
the circumstances that could have led her to steal, 
were not unusual for British sailors’ wives in the 
period of the French Revolutionary and Napole-
onic Wars (1793–1815).

Sailors’ wives often found ways to make ends 
meet while dealing with inconsistent incomes and 
fluctuating prices, confronting many of the same 
problems as other women of the lower orders.2 
Yet, sailors’ wives faced a distinct brand of hard-
ship. Understood as necessary for national inter-
ests and deserving of sympathy, their challenges 
emerged from their unique role as both nationally 
important and socially suspect—something par-
ticularly magnified as Britain spent over twenty 
years at war with France. Contrasting the cost of 
living and the amount of money husbands sent 
home offers a much-needed addition to the dis-
cipline. These incomes and costs, combined with 
the social and cultural mores of the time, shaped 
the everyday lives of sailors’ wives during this 
era. To understand their lives in the absence of 
many written records, such as letters or diaries 
that might otherwise help clarify, it becomes nec-
essary to examine these women from the outside 
in. In exploring their everyday lives, this article 
considers the gender, legal, and social dynamics 
women of their era faced, before taking a closer 
look at their economic circumstances.

"Sailor's wife" is a slippery category of analy-
sis. Many of the wives and families identified for 
this study were found in the Admiralty records. 
Other sources referenced women with husbands 
on naval ships or impressed into service, clearly 
classing them as wives of husbands serving in 
the navy. Murkier expressions referencing a “hus-
band at sea” make it harder to know definitively 
whether naval or merchant service is indicated. The 
number of men mustered (138,204 by 1812), the 
liability of merchant seamen to naval recruitment, 
and the experiences seamen themselves described, 
moving between merchant and naval service over 
the course of the war, meant that wives referenc-
ing husbands at sea might mean naval service one 
year and merchant the next.3 All kinds of women 
with husbands at sea shared in many of the expe-
riences described below, including anxieties about 
impressment, suggesting their inclusion in these 
broader networks women forged in maritime com-
munities is warranted.4

By exploring sailors’ wives’ lives not just in 
London, but also in Plymouth, Swansea, Newcas-
tle upon Tyne, and Edinburgh, this article reveals 
their common experiences, despite geographic 
differences. This research finds women in these 
ports experienced price fluctuations in staple 
goods, as demonstrated by price indexes com-
piled here. Community networks emerged out of 
shared labors—women in these communities orga-
nized to protect affordable prices for goods, includ-
ing through bread riots, and to protect men from 
impressment, including with press riots. These 
findings indicate a sense of collective protection 
that persisted among the laboring poor in these 
seaside communities. Taken together, they reveal 
something of women’s challenges, labors, restric-
tions, and support systems—in short, their every-
day lives. Using court and parish records combined 
with newspaper and admiralty accounts, this arti-
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cle traces the lives of sailors’ wives, demonstrating 
the multilayered survival strategies they deployed 
to navigate their communities. In so doing, it adds 
to the growing body of research that examines the 
experiences of military families during wartime.5

Scholars like Patricia Y. C. E. Lin and Jennine 
Hurl-Eamon reframed sailors’ wives. Hurl-Ea-
mon’s work focused on military wives’ professions, 
using Old Bailey court records to determine this 
information and situate it within their “makeshift 
economy.” Lin’s research placed sailors’ wives’ 
emerging status as “deserving poor” within the 
nation’s growing military and imperial needs.6 
Sailors’ wives’ depiction as dependent in public 
discourse undercut their own financial contribu-
tions. By exploring their access to remittances and 
the work that allowed them some degree of finan-
cial control and self-sufficiency, their scholarship 
raised the importance of different incomes in sail-
ors’ wives’ everyday lives. By considering the basic 
cost of living alongside remittances sent to sailors’ 
wives, this work adds an important component to 
women’s financial realities and details their eco-
nomic circumstances.

While money alone did not shape these wom-
en’s destinies, knowing whether they would be 
able to pay their rent certainly shaped their deci-
sion-making processes, knowing whether they 
would need to borrow off a friend, sell some sec-
ondhand clothes, or find some other way to get 
by. This article offers a body of data to show the 
financial strain these families experienced, bringing 
quantitative data to bear on previously qualitative 
discussions. Then, this study extends out, consider-
ing how these women lived in their communities, 
emphasizing the experiences of those families of 
landsmen, ordinary seamen, and able seamen who 
often left few records behind. Community experi-
ences inform the broader context of their lives in 
the absence of other records. This work also brings 

London lives—so robustly represented in the histo-
riography—into conversation with those in other 
bustling ports in Britain. Wales and Scotland are 
often underrepresented in discussions of the Brit-
ish navy, but ports like Swansea and Edinburgh 
sent men into service, leaving families behind.7 By 
capturing more about regional diversity, a clearer 
image of the shared experiences of British sailors’ 
families emerges, rather than asking London or 
Southern England to represent the diverse whole.

Background
In eighteenth-century Britain, men and women 
coexisted within a system that designated their 
complementary gender roles; each spouse owed 
specific kinds of labor to the other.8 These obliga-
tions and responsibilities shifted when men went 
off to war, but contemporary language often pub-
licly assumed that men maintained their authority, 
even in their absence. Some women found means 
of resistance within seeming compliance.9 Others 
relished their ability to fulfill their gender roles 
through their efforts at being a “good” wife and 
mother, married to a “good” husband and father.10 
In so doing, they might clash with the government 
to protect their family.

By the late eighteenth century, wives’ finan-
cial dependence and their right to maintenance—
or financial support—from husbands was long 
established.11 Lack of financial support and refer-
ences to physical violence went hand in hand in 
discussions of husbands’ cruelty.12 Not providing 
for their spouses could also place men at risk of 
being categorized as “rogues,” a label that con-
noted their exclusion from society. The Recruit-
ing Act of 1779 said that men who deserted their 
families could be impressed and their money for 
signing on given straight to their parish, which 
then passed it on to the rogue’s family.13 Thus, fail-
ure to support their families meant that the state 
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could find a way to make them fulfill their social 
role by forcing them into naval service. Where the 
state failed to intervene, women could also turn to 
their neighbors for support.

While men had formal collective power through 
their exclusive fraternal, often job-related, networks, 
women held informal collective power in their 
own community-based networks.14 Examining the 
navy’s records of remittances sent home helps 
establish, in some instances, exactly where sailors’ 
wives lived. This hints at the kinds of networks 
and economic opportunities that might exist for 
neighboring sailors’ wives. By examining women 
in these communities, traces of the kinds of work 
they conducted emerge, as will be discussed below.

Women’s work was often framed as lower 
paying and domestic in nature, though the women 
discussed in this article frequently took on the role 
of primary or equal earners within their marriages. 
They might engage in both “family” and “capital-
istic industry” creating goods for market or work-
ing for a wage.15 Family industry might include 
children’s labors in the household’s finances. Sail-
ors’ families in the Admiralty records consulted 
tended to have few to no children—those in the 
records with children tended to have one to two, 
with only the rare family growing to include three 
to six children.16 Sources consulted for this study 
rarely reference earnings from children’s labor, 
instead emphasizing the youth and dependence 
of children. Elizabeth Harvey in her Old Bailey 
trial said of herself, “I have three small children 
to provide for, my husband is at sea.”17 The costs 
explored below imagine the needs of a small family 
dependent on women’s earnings. Public acknowl-
edgment of their vital earnings remained rare.18 The 
sailors’ wives discussed here had little recourse 
to formal organizations to protect their work or 
wages. In the face of dramatically changing prices 
affecting their cost of living, women organized to 
protect their access to food.19

Historians have long noted the fluctuation of 
prices in this period, particularly during the initial 

decade of the war. Dearth affected most of society, 
from agricultural laborers to the emerging body of 
industrial workers.20 In particular, many workers 
viewed the dramatic increase in costs as a viola-
tion of their right to purchase bread at affordable 
prices.21 Local magistrates set bread prices based 
on the cost of grain in the market and bakers’ need 
to make a profit. The local newspaper then pub-
lished these prices, helping create the data that 
informs this article. These accounts show both the 
fluctuating prices during wartime and the social 
unrest that followed.

The Cost of Living
Drawing on the works of contemporary examin-
ers of the cost of living, Frederick Eden and David 
Davies, as well as the records of overseers of the 
poor in London, Plymouth, Swansea, Newcastle 
upon Tyne, and Edinburgh, the following section 
examines the costs of goods women purchased for 
their households. Davies compiled his records with 
an eye toward relieving financial hardships for the 
working poor. While certainly not an exhaustive 
list—no records consistently cover the entire period 
of the war in the same level of detail—taken as a 
whole, these sources suggest the kinds of economic 
realities sailors’ wives faced.

Item			              Cost (per week) 22

Bread and flour			      3s. 2d.
Yeast and salt			       3d.
Bacon and other meat		      1s. 4d.
Tea, sugar, and butter		      1s.
Thread, soap, starch, and blue	     41/2d.
Candles			       21/2d.
Fuel				        3d.
Total				        6s. 7d.	

	
The list above demonstrates the average weekly 

cost of goods in the late 1780s and early 1790s, in 
budgets Davies compiled with the assistance of 
local leaders. While these records do not specify 
how much of each item could be purchased at 
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Figure 2.  This image encapsulates the romantic image of a sailor’s love on land, captured in the moment 
of his departure, as though her life pauses in his absence—an image that elides the hard work entailed in 
being the one left on shore. William S. Leney, after Emma Crew, The Sailor’s Wife, active 1783, colored stipple 
engraving. Yale Center for British Art, B1978.43.216
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these prices, based on those families examined, one 
assumes that the amounts were close to subsistence 
levels. These budgets show the lower, earlier prices 
that sailors’ wives encountered when purchasing 
provisions for their families. Factoring in the cost of 
rent and clothing, which likely featured in monthly 
but not weekly budgets, in addition to the goods 
listed above, the cost of living was approximately 
eight shillings and one penny per week.23

According to Davies’s calculations, the average 
male laborer earned about eight shillings per week, 
which would just cover those weekly costs.24 By 
contrast, seamen in the same period made between 
four shillings and nine pence and six shillings, 
depending on their rating.25 For those afloat, the 
free food, medical care, and relative shelter men 
received on board somewhat offset this deficiency 
in pay.26 While men afloat enjoyed their ship’s 
biscuits, their wives needed to make do with the 
half-pay allotted, making ends meet until their 
husbands returned and could draw down their 
payment in arrears. In her husband’s absence, a 
woman needed to survive on the pay of about 
four to five pence per day, or between two shil-
lings and four pence and two shillings and eleven 
pence per week to defray expenses.27 Assuming 
that men consumed half of a family’s provisions 

while at home—truer in terms of bread than can-
dles or fuel—this brings a small family’s minimum 
weekly expenses to three shillings and three and a 
half pence per week. Factoring in rent and cloth-
ing raises weekly costs to about four shillings and 
a halfpenny.28 Thus, even assuming women found 
goods at the lowest possible costs available, they 
maintained a deficit of between thirteen and a half 
and nineteen and a half pence per week.

Price of Bread
Although the cost of goods in relation to sailors’ 
remittances is revealing in itself, the price of bread 
carries a special significance. Bread formed the 
staple foodstuff for many families in Britain in 
this period, and sailors’ families were no excep-
tion.29 While scholars have discussed the high costs 
of bread in England, they have not attempted a 
detailed breakdown of precise prices that also con-
siders wages.30 Such a consideration is worthwhile 
because it demonstrates the degree to which the 
price of bread could determine a family’s financial 
fortunes and fiscal survival.

The price of bread changed significantly during 
wartime. Concerns over these prices were printed 
in newspapers from London to Edinburgh.31 As 
Table 2 shows, drawing on data calculated in Cob-

Table 1. Minimum Weekly Costs and Weekly Remittances
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bett’s Weekly, the average price of bread in London 
shifted dramatically over the initial years of the 
war.32 From 1797 to 1801, the price of a quartern 
loaf (that consumed by a small family in one to 
two days) more than doubled, from eight to eigh-
teen and a half pence. In 1799 alone, in Edinburgh 
prices nearly doubled from April to December, 
and in London prices rose by roughly 75 percent.33

Despite these changing expenses, wages sent 
home stayed the same. Even after ordinary and 
able seamen received a raise in 1797—their first 
in over a century—they tended not to change the 
wages sent to their families, though they might 
share their enlistment bounties before leaving.34 
Several possibilities explain this trend. The several 
steps and forms in triplicate required to alter their 
remittances may have discouraged them. They may 
have accepted the little money sent home, wanting 
to save the difference for themselves or for their 
families upon their return. They may have believed 
their wives capable enough at “making shift” that 
the addition of a few extra pence per month would 
do little to improve their circumstances. Yet, as 
Table 3 illustrates, their remittances hardly covered 
the weekly cost of bread.35 This table assumes that 
families purchased about four quartern loaves, or 
less than half what Frederick Eden, in 1795, esti-

mated a small family of four required for suste-
nance. Only recently enlisted able seamen could 
hope to cover more than the cost of bread in 1799. 
Without women’s wages, a family could easily 
spend their entire budget on bread alone.36

 
Making Shift 
Women typically did not earn as much as men at 
the turn of the century. The budgets submitted to 
Davies assumed that wives earned about a shil-
ling a week through their own “family industry.”37 
While the industrial revolution created more manu-
facturing opportunities, one of its well-documented 
consequences was to limit the putting-out industry 
that often provided additional incomes to women. 
Furthermore, women who entered into factory 
work could expect to be paid less than men on 
principle.38 While recent research into military fam-
ilies in London has shown that a subset of women 
found work as pub owners and other somewhat 
financially stable ventures, many women had to 
rely on more typical professions to make do.39 In 
addition to work in textiles or in domestic service, 
women also took advantage of opportunities to 
pawn items or do odd jobs. Parish records show 
women receiving money for caring for their sick 
neighbors or cleaning or repairing items when the 

Table 2. Average Price of Bread in London (in pence)
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need arose.40 If they had the space, they might rent 
out a room in their home to a lodger, although this 
presented a social risk as well as a financial boon.

Knowing where sailors’ wives lived helps estab-
lish a clearer sense of the economic opportunities 
open to them. Combining this information with the 
wage and price information above also provides 
a reasonable estimate for the income that sailors’ 
wives needed to earn. As Table 1 shows, the wives 
of ordinary seamen needed to make roughly the 
same amount per week as their husbands to remain 
financially afloat in the early 1790s. Yet, as Table 
3 demonstrates, they also needed to find ways to 
cope financially with changing prices that meant 
that their husbands’ wages barely covered the cost 
of bread, if at all. The industriousness of many of 
these women is beyond doubt and, combined with 
community support, often allowed them to pro-
vide for their families.

By comparing sailors’ wives living on Rose-
mary Lane in London to sailors’ wives in other Brit-
ish ports, common experiences and geographical 
distinctions emerge. Sailors’ wives lived shoulder 
to shoulder in Rosemary Lane, a stretch of street in 
the Minories, located in the shadow of the Tower 
of London.41 By the time the French Revolution-
ary War began, their neighborhood had long been 
associated with the lower orders, particularly sail-
ors coming in off nearby docks.42 Few observers 

would mistake their neighborhood for a quiet 
one. A strong secondhand clothing trade, or “rag 
fair,” operated in Rosemary Lane.43 Walking along 
the street, women would see the nearby victual-
ing office, and know that Trinity House was not 
far away.44 These buildings provided resources 
for women—Trinity House offered support for 
its members’ families. Sailors in their traditional 
clothing—trousers, a blue jacket, perhaps a ker-
chief tied round their neck—would remind these 
women of the sea lives of their husbands, and, in 
a way, of themselves. This shifting population in 
the area provided not only reminders of the mili-
tary and economic needs of the nation. They were 
part of the everyday lives of sailors’ wives.

Many sailors’ wives on Rosemary Lane had 
small families to raise. The largest belonged to the 
Croneens and the Barkers. Eleanor Croneen, wife 
of ordinary seaman Jeremiah, had one boy and 
two girls to look after when her husband enlisted 
in 1796. He served for five years until he ran off in 
1801.45 Richard Barker, an armorer, and his wife, 
Margaret, likewise had three children, a boy and 
two girls, and lived on the same street. Richard 
enlisted in 1795 and served until his death in 1797.46 
Most women had one or two children to care for, as 
well as themselves. Joanna and Peter Hook had a 
daughter. Richard and Mary Ann Goodfellow had 
a son.47 All of these families lived along the same 

Table 3. Remittances at the pre-1797 rate and the Minimum Weekly Cost of Bread (1799)
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street, sharing many of the same struggles and tri-
umphs. Their worries—about money, about the 
well-being of their husbands, their children, and 
themselves—were common worries.

Most women in the area received somewhere 
between nine shillings and four pence to ten shil-
lings and sixpence per month from their hus-
bands, although two received fourteen shillings 
per month. That worked out to between four and 
five pence per day. As Table 4 suggests, sometimes 
the remittances sent home could buy three quar-
tern loaves in London—less than the minimum 
amount for a small family like those found on 
Rosemary Lane. However, in other years, such as 
1799 to 1802, those wages fell short. Meanwhile, 
the average price in 1799—when an able seaman’s 
remittances would have just barely covered costs—
rose and fell, meaning that although it appears that 
an able seaman’s wife could make ends meet, at 
least in terms of buying bread, she had moments 
of surplus and want during the year.

Across Britain, the cost of bread proved chal-
lenging for sailors’ families, but the women of 
Rosemary Lane also had to contend with issues 
specific to their location. Women might pay any-
where from one to three shillings per week to lodge 
in a room in someone’s home in London. Seaman’s 
wife Mary McCarthy stated she paid one shilling 
per week when she made her appearance at the Old 
Bailey. Ann Dawson, whose husband was at sea, in 
bearing witness against Hannah Clarke, said she 
charged Clarke three shillings per week to lodge 
with her.48 Rent in London could range from 52 to 
154 shillings, or two pounds and twelve shillings 
to seven pounds and fourteen shillings, per year. 
This contrasts starkly with the more typical rent of 
just over one pound per year found in places like 
Swansea or Plymouth.49 Of course, since some sail-
ors’ wives rented out rooms in their homes as Ann 
Dawson did, these inflated housing costs could 
also help offset their own expenses.

Table 4. Cost of Three Quartern Loaves in London and a Seaman’s Weekly Remittances

Note on Table 4: Admiralty records show remittances set up before or during 1797 (before the raise) 
continuing at the same rate until as late as 1803. Those enlisting after the raise in 1797 took effect 
sent more money home—landsmen sent four and a half pence, ordinary seamen sent five pence, 
and able seamen sent sixpence per day.
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In searching for survival in the volatile econ-
omy without wanting to rely on the support of 
parish out-relief,50 women turned instead to their 
wits and neighbors.51 Proximity to and familiar-
ity with sea life also helped women supplement 
their incomes, sometimes with trades not open to 
women in smaller or inland towns. Women might 
work as crimps or assist press-gangs in carrying 
out their duties.52 Few documents survive that 
record their work and the financial remuneration 
they received. However, scraps of paper recovered 
in the London Metropolitan Archive note details 
provided by informants, hoping to be rewarded 
for their troubles. Women could supplement their 
income by informing on sailors. Even in earlier 
periods, informants could earn upward of three 
guineas for information on seamen, particularly 
those hiding from the press-gang.53 Some, like 
Ann Oakly, named multiple men.54 Others, like 

Elizabeth Johnson, simply reported one man.55 
They could also convince spouses to enlist, and 
at times were able to receive part of their boun-
ties for themselves. One court record described a 
sailor entering the navy “through” his wife, sug-
gesting women played a role in their husbands’ 
naval work.56

London offered further employment oppor-
tunities for women, ranging from the respectable 
and low paying to the disreputable and profitable. 
Court testimony and newspaper accounts hint at 
the range of professions available along Rosemary 
Lane. Susannah Jellison left only a small whis-
per of the work she did with her husband in this 
exchange at the Old Bailey: “Q. What is your hus-
band’s name? - A. John Jellison; we live in Angel-al-
ley, Bishopsgate-street; my husband was brought 
up to the sea; we deal in second-hand cloaths, in 
Rosemary-lane.”57 Similar traces remain for Deb-

Figure 3. These pitchers once again highlight the narrow way that women’s lives enter the popular story of sailors—upon their 
departure and return—and the romanticized nature of their depictions in cultural materials. The twinned images of departure 
and return offer the comforting bookends of a more complicated experience. China pitchers. Left: “Sailors Farewell,” after 
1796, Mystic Seaport Museum, 1981.86.2; right: “The Sailor’s Return,” Mystic Seaport Museum, 1970.323
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orah Sheene, who said of herself, “I have got a 
young child six months old, and a husband and 
two brothers at sea.” The court asked her neighbor 
what Sheene did for money, to which she replied: 
“She has got a husband at sea, but she does any 
handy work that a woman can do, she quilts pet-
ticoats, and she has been nursing sick people.”58 
Other sailors’ wives might put out “slop work,” or 
hastily and cheaply made clothing.59 Living near 
the docks provided a ready market of people eager 
to buy and sell goods, particularly clothes. Thus, 
like their counterparts in other ports, sailors’ wives 
in Rosemary Lane took advantage of nearby, local 
trades in determining how to make their money.

Local industry and trade provided job opportu-
nities for sailors’ wives across Britain. The Newcas-
tle Overseers of the Poor recorded the occupation 
of one sailor’s wife as working in earthenware. 
Women in Edinburgh and Leith might work at 
sugar refining or carding wool. Women in Swansea 
may have taken part in the emerging pottery trade, 
being developed “on Mr. Wedgwood’s plan.”60 
Connections to naval activity also created oppor-
tunities that might not exist in more rural areas. 
In Leith, one local observer remarked on the trade 
connected to that port: “The extensive shipping in 
the port of Leith makes a very great demand for 
cordage and sail-cloth for the manufacture of which 
there are several extensive works . . . The spinners, 
weavers, flax-dressers, and rope-makers, employed 
in this branch, may amount to seven hundred per-
sons of both sexes.”61 Although their wages remain 
unknown, clearly their incomes helped women 
provide for their families and worked, in some part, 
to cover the financial gap between their husbands’ 
remittances and the money required for survival.

Some women might rent out their rooms to 
lodgers, taking on a social risk for financial reward, 
as neighbors might imagine illicit affairs or worse. 
Simply getting by was not enough to appear vir-
tuous; women had to navigate social norms to 
maintain their reputation, needing to appear as 

both industrious and virtuous, even while shoul-
dering the economic burden of war.62 Even rent-
ing a room in an establishment that also housed 
sailors could harm one’s reputation. When two 
houses collapsed in Rosemary Lane, the newspaper 
published that the proprietors, two older women, 
rented “to a great number of women of the town, 
of the very lowest class . . . There were [also] a 
number of Lascars, and other foreign sailors, in 
the house.”63 Perhaps some of these women were 
in relationships with the sailors who visited them 
in their tenement home, while others relied on 
the cycling of men into and out of London to earn 
money through sex work, as the article implies.64 
If unlucky enough to have an impressed husband 
unable to set up their remittances, they would have 
additional financial incentives to engage in such 
work.65 Although frowned upon and risking pun-
ishment, sex workers also earned more than their 
peers pursuing more reputable professions. One 
such woman earned for her mistress, a madame, 
two shillings and sixpence per “visitor” received.66 
Even if she saw only half that for her wages, this 
would put her ahead of an entire week’s earnings 
for some female laborers.67 Industries and markets 
emergent in port towns helped these women sup-
plement their incomes, but they also survived by 
demanding their right to fair prices.

Organizing: Bread and Press-Gang Riots
Given the financial straits experienced by sailors’ 
wives, and by other families in their community, 
it can come as no surprise that women regularly 
led and participated in bread riots. In many riot 
actions, the central goal was not disorder—despite 
its interpretation as such by local officials—but 
rather, the correcting of prices. Women took over 
stalls and sold goods, especially bread, at what 
they determined to be the true, fairer cost. These 
riots demonstrate the injustice felt at the high price 
of goods, and the ability of women and men to 
organize within their neighborhoods, pursuing a 
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Figure 4. Images within this trope of lovers separated by press-gangs emphasize the cruelty of the press-
gang in tearing husbands and fathers away from their families. Other images show women joining in the 
fray to protect the men of their community against forced recruitment; images like these speak to the hos-
tility with which the press-gang was regarded. The Press-Gang, or, Cruel Separation, 1795, color mezzotint 
plate. Brown University Library, GB-NH1795mf-1 
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common goal that would ameliorate, if only for 
a day, a shared burden within their community.68 
Limited accounts suggest how people came to 
organize. While word of mouth sometimes acted 
as the central mode of coordination, in the swell-
ing port of Plymouth, posting flyers helped orga-
nize protests. Organizers circulated similar flyers 
in London and Swansea, with statements like 
“Cheap Bread, and a Good Trade” or the more 
confrontational “unless you seek our Good we 
Seek your own Destruction” spurring people to 
action.69 These flyers worked.

The women of Rosemary Lane shared the eco-
nomic concerns of their counterparts in other port 
towns. As noted above, they had to grapple with 
the constantly shifting price of bread. An 1800 
riot began with the posting of flyers. One read: 
“BREAD WILL BE SIXPENCE THE QUARTERN, 
If the People will assemble at the Corn Market on 
Monday.”70 At a moment when bread cost closer to 
seventeen pence for a quartern loaf, this offered a 
highly tempting invitation.71 Predictably, a crowd 
of people gathered in the market; after a stern 
talking-to by the Lord Mayor they dispersed—
but not for long. Hundreds took over the streets 
of East London, attacking the homes and shops of 
cheesemongers, butchers, and bakers. Law enforce-
ment—in this instance, mostly militiamen—failed 
to capture many of the participants, making it dif-
ficult to know who, precisely, participated. How-
ever, given the dense population of sailors’ wives 
in the area and the size of the crowd, it seems rea-
sonable to conclude that some likely participated. 
They, like their counterparts in other British ports, 
organized and acted collectively to find a way to 
afford feeding themselves and their families.

Records of bread riots in Swansea in 1793 and 
1801 suggest that, like their counterparts in other 
port towns, sailors’ wives contended with fluctu-
ating prices.72 John Bird observed an 1801 Swansea 
bread riot while visiting to collect taxes. Women 
controlled the events of the day, ensuring no theft 

occurred, using noise and the sheer force of their 
presence as weapons rather than physical vio-
lence. Bird described the women who led the riot 
as “poor Women with two Common Girls of the 
Town at their head assembled . . . One or two of the 
Ringleaders were taken into Custody and deliv-
ered to some of the Swansea Independent Vol-
unteers. But as the Females were of the Cyprean 
Corps [sex workers] the Independents suffered 
them to escape.”73 Just like renting to a male lodger, 
participating in bread riots might come at a rep-
utational risk, though Bird and his colleague felt 
secure enough despite this riot to continue collect-
ing taxes. Officials called in the local militia to pro-
tect property against those who would demand it 
at a fairer price.

A bread riot in Plymouth began on a Monday 
morning, with handbills posted in the markets, 
which the mayor ordered the constables to remove. 
Despite their efforts, a crowd made up largely of 
women arrived at the market and began negotiat-
ing prices. This “mob” dropped the price of pota-
toes from seventeen to one shilling per gallon and 
butter from one shilling and ten pence to one shil-
ling per pound. More women gathered. Faced with 
such a crowd, farmers reduced the price of wheat; 
butchers reduced the price of meat. Women main-
tained control—the news reported, “The populace 
behaved with great temper. A fellow, in the heighth 
of the business, attempted to carry off a bag of pota-
toes, but the women soon brought him back, and 
made him restore it to the farmer, and then turned 
the fellow out of the market.”74 Like the earlier riot 
in Swansea, and a similar riot in Edinburgh in 1801, 
the initial effort focused on the goods and prices, 
not violence. Though court description used words 
like “riotously” to describe their behavior, actors 
seemed to focus on order, organization, goods, and 
prices, not the spontaneous disorder that the term 
“riot” might call to mind. From Swansea to Edin-
burgh, networks of people, often led by women, 
posted bills and negotiated prices. These coordi-
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nated actions to improve prices were conducted in 
response to the challenging conditions their com-
munities faced, an important element of peoples’ 
everyday lives. Sailors’ wives participated in forms 
of unrest, particularly when it came to demanding 
fair treatment for seagoing men.

Press-gang riots refer to the collective action 
of town residents against a press-gang. This press-
gang, the colloquial term for members of the 
Impress Service, sought able-bodied men for the 
navy, resorting to force when they did not find 
enough volunteers. While bread riots appear orga-
nized, press-gang riots often occurred sponta-
neously, as residents responded to the changing 
level of determination, desperation, and cru-
elty of the local press-gang. Riots against press-
gangs represented several kinds of grievances.75 
Outside observers frequently commented on the 
broader sense of injustice and argued, typically 
in an English context, that Englishness was asso-
ciated with liberty, not tyranny. Forcibly kidnap-
ping freeborn Englishmen and sending them into 
the navy, regardless of state necessity or the man’s 
experience at sea, denied them their traditional 
rights.76 Another, somewhat more visceral, argu-
ment noted that kidnapping men broke up fami-
lies.77 Women and men fought for family cohesion. 
Sailors’ wives in press-gang riots also combatted 
the loss of income caused by impressment, as sail-
ors in the navy historically received lower and 
irregular wages compared to merchant sailors. 
Thus, justice, liberty, family, and financial survival 
all factored into press-gang riot participation.

Living in a port town, sailors’ wives and their 
networks of support were aware of the persistent 
threat that press-gangs presented to family life 
and financial stability. Those living along Rose-
mary Lane keenly felt the presence of the press-
gang in their everyday lives. Multiple times a year, 
the Admiralty sent the Impress Service to work at 
Tower Hill, along the Thames, or in London more 
generally.78 The press-gang could take a husband 

away before he arranged the paperwork to send 
remittances home. Press-gangs could also disrupt 
local business. Mrs. Harvey’s bar in East Smith-
field, about a block away from Rosemary Lane, 
experienced this firsthand in 1805. One press-gang 
member, “not very punctilious in his regards for 
the tenderness of the sex, struck her a very unmer-
ciful blow with his brawny fist . . . and in . . . his 
violence, pulled down a shelf in the bar, upon 
which was sustained a five gallon cask of Hodge’s 
high flavoured cordial gin, which being precipitated 
upon the exterior of the Prosecutrix’s head,” ren-
dered her unconscious.79 Press-gang violence could 
touch anyone connected to the sea, even if they 
merely served sailors their gin. For those sailors’ 
wives fortunate enough to run a business like a 
bar, the press-gang proved a threat in many forms.

Women in Rosemary Lane, because of these 
fears, and with a certain degree of sympathy for 
sailors, might offer to hide them from the press-
gang. Doing so carried the risk of the press-gang’s 
wrath, as described above. Yet, they might also face 
the wrath of their neighbors for colluding with 
the press-gang. As a result, when an officer of the 
press-gang sought refuge from an angry mob near 
Rosemary Lane in 1801, the proprietors could offer 
him no sanctuary. When the “riot” ended, as many 
as fifty-three sailors ended up enlisting at nearby 
Tower Hill, volunteering and likely setting up their 
remittances as needed rather than being forced 
into the navy.80 Women and men defended their 
community against forced naval service through-
out Britain.

Press riots frequently occurred in Newcastle 
and its environs. A riot in Howdon dock, in the 
greater Newcastle area, illustrates both common 
and exceptional elements of a press-gang riot:

Monday night, one sailor was impressed, and 
while the gang was dragging him away, a 
crowd of women and children assembled, 
and among the rest the sailor’s wife, who by 
making a hideous outcry, procured the atten-
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tion of the carpenters in the dock adjoining, 
who immediately sallied out with weapons 
of attack in order to liberate the prisoner. An 
affray ensued, and the sailor, during the scuffle, 
contrived to slip away . . . On the night follow-
ing . . . the North and South Shields gangs . . . 
in all about 46, armed with pistols, cutlasses, 
swords, &c. arrived in the poor defenceless 
village of Howdon . . . Most of the people 
being in bed, the press-gangs, without order 
or ceremony, broke open doors and windows, 
and forced themselves into the most private 
chambers of the houses they attacked. The 
shrieks of the women, and the horrid oaths 
of the sailors on this disgraceful service, were 
beyond expression dreadful, about thirty men 
and boys, consisting of carpenters, apprentices, 
ropers, masons, blacksmiths, tailors, shoemak-
ers, &c. were all dragged indiscriminately into 
their boats . . . every soul of them who were 
thus wantonly dragged from their beds, and 
lodged all night in the hold of a tender, were 
sent home the next day, as not coming under 
the description of men liable to be impressed.81

Clearly, the correspondent wished to convey 
shock at the acts of the press-gang. Yet, certain ele-
ments of this story are unsurprising. The impressed 
man’s wife joining the fight against his capture 
and receiving help from other women, represented 
common elements of press-gang riots. Another 
press-gang in the same area was “driven out.” 
Captain Adam Mackenzie complained that “The 
seamen all fled, but we [the press-gang] were 
attacked by large Mobs, principally Women, who 
by throwing things hurt some of the Officers, and 
rescued several men.”82 While the release of all 
impressed parties added an unexpected twist to 
this account, the notion of retaliation, or of the press 
in hot pursuit of anyone to impress, appeared in 
accounts of riots in other ports as well as in the 
Newcastle area. Few records detailed precisely who 
participated in riots, save for those who ended up 

in front of the magistrates, but women’s participa-
tion in these riots makes it likely that even when 
the gender makeup of the crowd went unmen-
tioned, women, including sailors’ wives, were 
part of the crowd.83

These women easily could have enough frus-
tration, anger, or pragmatic calculation to imagine 
that the risks of rioting were worth the reward of 
protecting their own and their neighbors’ hus-
bands against impressment. Ann Reburn and Eliz-
abeth Johnston, of South Shields, accepted the risk 
involved in taking part in a press riot and faced 
the consequences, as they appeared at the Quarter 
Sessions and pled guilty. While the women claimed 
contrition, Sir John Eden, sitting as chair of the 
sessions, reminded them that the impress service 
was “at all times unpleasant to those directing 
and employed in it.”84 Though he emphasized the 
important work of the press-gang, he also under-
stood that the work they conducted offended. As 
such, he released the women, cautioning them 
to maintain good behavior going forward. Their 
risk paid off.

Communities united to pursue their common 
interests. They fought against the power of the 
impress service to disrupt their lives, and they 
demanded, as loudly and vociferously as possible, 
that bakers, butchers, cheesemongers, and the like 
all sold their goods at fair prices that their com-
munity could afford. In doing so, they demanded 
relief from some of the most challenging aspects of 
their everyday lives. The records mainly account 
for those more violent encounters between angry 
communities and the Impress Service attempt-
ing to operate among them. These records, taken 
together, suggest that sailors’ wives were among 
those women prepared to organize and to riot 
for what they needed—a fair price for goods and 
their spouse protected from forced naval service. 
Women fought tooth and nail to keep their com-
munity’s men out of the navy unless they desired 
it, while taking advantage of the financial oppor-
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tunities that living in a port town during wartime 
provided.

This article has explored elements of the every-
day lives of sailors’ wives. Like most other women 
of the lower orders, they worked, they struggled to 
make ends meet, they looked out for members of 
their community. Like other women of the lower 
orders, little record remains, if any, of their inner-
most selves, their personal thoughts and feelings. 
There are no documents that express, firsthand, 
their views on raising children alone, of provid-
ing for them financially because their husband 
could not. No records remain to reflect the odd 
sensations they must have felt at seeing their hus-
bands’ work publicly praised while their work of 
maintaining economic and familial survival went 
largely ignored.

Sailors’ wives were set apart. Their husbands’ 
occupation created strange parameters for their 
lives. Associations with sailors and lodgers made 
it easy for some to suggest they were really sex 
workers or unfaithful. Their husbands fought at 
sea, sometimes for years at a time, and despite reg-
ular remittances, their families were vulnerable in a 
way that a weaver or blacksmith’s family was not, 
exposed to the emotional and financial disruption 
a press-gang could cause. Ultimately, sailors’ wives 
were members of their communities—some wel-
come, others not, all forming informal networks, 
from the secondhand clothing trade to the fellow 
sailor’s wife who would testify to her good repu-
tation in court to the neighbor who would stand 
alongside her to help provide food and financial 
security for their families. Their efforts, from reg-
ular and irregular work to collective action, main-
tained their families when wages sent home could 
barely pay for bread.
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