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She washi off an scrubi off, she

Dragi dunga gate,

She stock it our wid half her lunch

An start fe speculate

As suggested in the quote above, Miss Fan, although most probably a black Caribbean woman, in some ways represents the archetypal woman in any port. Women’s income opportunities in ports were mostly entrepreneurial. At whatever socio-economic level, women had to use all their wits to start up a business, to speculate. The poverty of many women is also highlighted; half of Miss Fan’s lunch represents the very small capital with which many women would have had to start their business. Female access to capital and credit, in conjunction with social mores, meant that they often had limited access to income opportunities. However, with husbands and fathers often absent at sea, women still had to fend for themselves and their families.

This paper is derived from a larger study which compares and contrasts women’s work opportunities within three British-American port cites: Philadelphia, Charleston and Kingston. The fact that these cities were not only urban, but colonial ports within the British Atlantic, determined the structure of their economy. These in turn affected the legal structure, immigration, reliance on slavery and attitudes towards race and what was suitable employment for women. Living and working in a port city therefore presented women in these cities with particular problems and opportunities, and provided yet another layer of circumstances upon those experienced by women elsewhere around the Atlantic littoral.

Whilst many women in port gained an income from shopkeeping, keeping boarding houses or running inns, this paper will investigate some of the ways in which women overstepped the bounds of accepted behaviour, and became ‘disorderly’ in order to provide a living for themselves and their families. After all, the less fortunate still had to find other ways of securing an income. For example, Ann Smith, a free mulatto of Kingston was convicted of stealing clothes in 1781 and Margaret Cook of Philadelphia was accused of entertaining whores and vagabonds.
 Female entrepreneurs were seen at all socio-economic levels; this paper will investigate what women did to survive at the lower-end of the socio-economic scale.
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