‘The uncertain wages of promiscuous intercourse’: disorderly women in  eighteenth century Portsmouth
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In many eighteenth century English towns, prostitution played at least an occasional role in the broad domestic economy of the labouring poor. But port cities supported a particularly lively market for sexual commerce, due partly to a constant supply of well-paid transitory workers and mariners in pursuit of promiscuous liaison, carousing places and strong drink, and partly too to the circles of relative social anonymity in which many migratory workers were able to move. Married men who made a living from the sea were regularly away from the domestic sphere for months at a time, and their wives and offspring accustomed by necessity to diverse strategies for ‘making do’.

As a rapidly expanding naval port and garrison town, eighteenth century Portsmouth experienced urban growth on a scale that posed enormous difficulties for its administrative infrastructure. The logistical impracticalities of imposing authority upon the disorderly streets of the Point in particular, compromised the efforts of the Corporation to remove disorderly migrant women under the vagrancy laws and ensured a working space for prostitution and petty crime in streets crammed with cheap lodging houses and low taverns, and thronging with demobilised sailors. Taken together with a complete absence of watchmen in the old town for much of the century, the tendency for prosecutors and witnesses of petty crime to be called away to sea lowered conviction rates for petty theft and strengthened the grip of poor migrant women at the margins of the port’s informal economy.

The Corporation was not entirely acquiescent, but the means by which it occasionally asserted moral authority only amplified the difficulties of policing the town effectively. A remarkable series of vagrancy examination papers in the city archive reveals a spate of raids on disorderly houses and a general rounding up of prostitutes; not in the streets of the Point in which prostitution was endemic however, but in a peripheral group of lowly lodging houses on the outskirts of town and far away from potential interventions from sailors. Despite a paucity of interference from the magistracy however, the ‘uncertain wages of promiscuous prostitution’, as one newspaper put it, were often hard won in the violent masculine culture of the Point. Finally then, this chapter pieces together the fragmentary biographies of some of the women who made a life for themselves in social conditions that were inseparable from the town’s status as an ancient port and finds a number of them fully assimilated into a rough and physical culture that owes little to fashionable historiographical notions of sensibility. Some lasted no more than a few months, but the continuous presence of others can be traced through their frequent court appearances for disorder, theft and assault, over a number or years.

Conventional histories of the poor, often dominated by a concern with institutional quantitative evidence, have sometimes marginalised or overlooked the qualitative everyday struggles for survival of labouring women. But in this English provincial port, the survival strategies of poor migrant women reveal a great deal about the relationship between civic governance, marginal economies and the fluidity of gender norms.
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