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1 Introduction

This introductory chapter is organized in three sections; the first section on back-
ground justification will provide selected context necessary to justify the need
for research on maritime communities, including the prior claims in the litera-
ture that attest to “Ship’s language” as a distinct variety. It also gives some of
the reasons why this subject has been neglected in the scholarship of dialectol-
ogy and contact linguistics. The second section, on the scope and purpose of the
research, will provide the hypothesis, research aims and five research questions
formulated to investigate characteristic features of sailors’ speech in the early
English colonial period. It will also give selected details on the ideological and
academic context that has influenced my own thought process regarding the fo-
cus of this study. The last section presents the methodological framework of the
study, with details on the research design and a description of the corpus with
details on the three subsections of documentation used. This introduction ends
with a brief outline of each of the subsequent chapter’s contents.

1.1 Background justification

1.1.1 The need for research on maritime communities

We live in a world so interconnected by air travel, media and online networks
that we rarely consider the importance of maritime travel or those who depended
upon it in an age before we physically and digitally took to the skies. Yet maritime
communities were profuse and critical to the development of the early European
colonies during an age of expansion that set off dynamic and often unpredictable
changes throughout the known world. Yet what we think we know about the
culture and customs of the people who inhabited these communities owe more
to popular stereotype than to scholarship.

At the center of diverse and multicultural maritime communities were a host of
men, women and children who lived and worked predominantly at sea, yet who
are all (inadequately) remembered through the stereotype of the able seaman in
his mid-twenties who hauled ropes, drank grog, and served on a large naval ship
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of the line. Rarely do we consider the complexities of the real maritime commu-
nities that were composed of ranked strata in a three-tier class system. First in
command, a small upper-class of commissioned and warrant officers included
ranks such as admiral, captain, lieutenant, master, purser, surgeon, boatswain,
gunner, and carpenter. Second in line, a moderate middle class of petty officers
and militia included ranks such as armorer, cook, gunsmith, sailmaker, school-
master, master-at-arms, midshipmen, coxswain, quartermaster, gunners’ mate,
and soldier. Lastly, a majority of lower class workers included ranks such as able
seaman, ordinary seaman, landsman, servant, and boy. And, in addition to these
officially recognized crew, a range of largely undocumented transient passen-
gers, workers, servants, wives, and slaves frequently accompanied the ship for
short legs and entire voyages. Yet, these people were not wage-earners and so
their presence is often hidden by the official records. Thus, what we think we
know about the people who inhabited maritime worlds fails to incorporate the
complex realities of these working and living spaces.

Further to our limited recognition of the people who made up the commu-
nities of large ships, we also fail to recognize the range of vessels that hosted
different types of maritime communities. The shipping lanes of the seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries were replete not only with large naval and mer-
chant vessels with the type of social hierarchy detailed above, including the car-
avel, carrack, galleass, galleon and hulk, but also a myriad of mid-to-small scale
vessels. These smaller vessels ranged from the mid-sized barge, barque, brigan-
dine, cromster, frigate and pinnacle, used for speed and maneuverability in long-
range voyages, to the small-scale flute, flyboat, galley, hoy and shallop, used not
only for support work such as supply and boarding enemy vessels, but also sur-
prisingly long-range but small-scale trade operations designed to evade custom
regulations and hence also documentation (Bicheno 2012). These smaller vessels
were frequently employed in trade, but also made voyages of exploration, colo-
nization, political expansion, passenger transit, salvage, supply and smuggling
(Jarvis 2010). And these classifications of intention were not mutually exclusive,
as a simplified historical glance has encouraged us to believe. Furthermore, all
of the different vessel types likely had an on-board community that was unique
to the size and requirements of the cargo space, rigging, defense system, and
navigational capacities. By failing to recognize these vessels and their unique
equipment, space and communities in our oversimplified historical representa-
tions, we cannot hope to understand the cultures of the people who worked and
lived aboard them, and who were critical agents in the expansion of European
colonial regimes.
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1.1.2 Ship’s language as a distinct variety

The linguistic focus of this research stems from the claim that there is a distinct
“Ship English” that was spoken by British sailors in the early colonial context (the
term coined by Hancock 1976: 33). However, long before the relevance of mar-
itime language use was championed by Hancock in his theories on creole genesis
(Hancock 1972; Hancock 1976; Hancock 1986; Hancock 1988) the idea that sailors
used distinct language forms was attested to in a host of lexical compilations
and user manuals. In 1627, Captain John Smith published Smith’s Sea Grammar,
in which he gives “expositions of all the most difficult words seldome used but
amongst sea men” (Smith 1627 [1968], §Table of Contents) and offers explanations
and translations for “the language both of ships and Seas” (Smith 1627 [1968], §In
Authorem). This Sea Grammar, despite its name, was not so much a linguistic
analysis as a handbook divided into content-specific chapters about how to man-
age oneself at sea, for which language skills were considered essential. The fact
that this book was reprinted in 1627, 1636, 1641, 1653 and 1968 attests not only to
the usefulness but also the popularity of its contents, a trend echoed by the sub-
sequent publication of The Sea-Man’s Dictionary, by Henry Manwayring (1644),
reprinted in 1666, 1667, 1670 and 1675-82.

The concept of a “Sea Grammar” was not restricted to English. Not long af-
ter Smith’s manual was published in English, publications about sailors’ talk in
French appear in the mid-seventeenth century such as Cleirac’s Explication des
Termes de Marine [...] (1639, reprinted 1647 and 1660) and the anonymous broad-
sheets Déclaration des Noms Propres des Pidces de Bois et Autres Piéces Nécessaires
Tant a la Construction des Navires de Guerre ... (1657) and Termes Desquels on Use
sur Mer dans le Parler... (1681 reprinted in 1693) followed by Desroches’s Diction-
naire des Termes Propres de Marine [...] (1687). The late seventeenth century also
saw the Dutch publication W. @ Winschootens Seeman... (Winschooten 1681), the
Spanish publication by Ferndndez de Gamboa Vocabulario de los Nombres que
Usan la Gente de Mar (1698), and the anonymous publication Vocabulario Mari-
timo y Explicacion de los Mas Principales Vocablos (1696, reprinted 1698). Hence,
the concept of a distinct variety that was unique to maritime communities was
not an isolated phenomenon around the trading routes of the British Isles but a
common characteristic of maritime communities with enough salience to have
grammars published as early as the seventeenth century in at least four European
languages.

Since these early popular publications of the seventeenth century, a host of
other manuscripts, pamphlets and books targeted readers with an occupational
or personal interest in life and language at sea. These publications were invari-
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ably composed of lexical entries, as the titles reflect, e.g., Monke’s Vocabulary
of Sea Phrases (1799) and Neumann’s Marine Pocket-Dictionary (1799). And this
focus on sailors’ lexicon has continued up until the more recent publication of
works like Jeans’s Dictionary of Everyday Words and Phrases Derived from the Sea
(1993) and the web-based reference work Seatalk, The Dictionary of English Nau-
tical Language (MacKenzie 2005). Although many of these lexicons are aimed
at people with an occupational or historical interest in maritime studies, there
are also a host of publications that cater to general interest and entertainment
markets, such as The Pirate Primer: Mastering the Language of Swashbucklers and
Rogues (Choundas 2007). Yet, despite the many publications that cater to differ-
ent reader demographics, nearly all compose word-lists in the style of dictionary
entries and perpetuate the belief that what made — and continues to make — mar-
itime language different and interesting is its use of particular words or expres-
sions common to the maritime profession and difficult for others to understand,
suggesting that the variety is essentially a technical jargon.

1.1.3 A neglected subject in academia

Despite the rush of titles aimed at readers with an occupational interest in mar-
itime use of language, very few academic papers have investigated the complex-
ities of Ship English beyond its lexicon. The dearth of academic studies of mar-
itime language use may reflect the fact that investigations would have be inter-
and intra-disciplinary: the necessary archival research might be suited to a histo-
rian; the identification of correlating language forms in literary representations
more suited to a literature specialist; the analysis of how maritime communities
functioned more suited to an anthropologist or a researcher in maritime studies;
and the understanding of inter-connectivity more appropriate for a researcher
in Atlantic studies. Even within the discipline of linguistics, the suggestion that
Ship English is a language variety alludes to theories of dialectology; the idea that
it was formed by communication among multilingual communities necessarily
involves theories of pidgin and creole studies; and the belief that the composition
of the community directed language change involves theories of sociolinguistics.
I do not suggest that the study of Ship English is unique in its complexities for
the potential researcher, but these challenges, coupled with the fact that there
is little groundwork on this subject upon which to base new studies, potentially
impede investigations from being undertaken.

In addition to the theoretical complexities, a potential researcher is faced with
a host of practical challenges. Even for the workers who left a record of their
presence on the ships (and many didn’t), they formed a transient and demograph-
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ically complex group to determine (Adkins & Adkins 2008: 176-177; Fusaro 2015:
8). Particularly in the period of early colonial expansion, workers in the maritime
world were often not required to provide any kind of information to officials such
as their age, place of origin, social status or language abilities that a researcher
could use to determine demographics (Litter 1999: 125, 191), nor were many of
these workers obliged to remain in the same service vessel for a long period of
time. It was entirely possible that they moved from vessel to vessel and port to
port following the opportunities that appeared to be most beneficial at any given
time. Sailors might remain working on one trade route and therefore spend time
in its associated ports for years, or they might be regularly changing trade routes,
locations, and port regions in addition to time potentially spent out of work in
one place — whether that be a home port or a foreign location. Furthermore, stud-
ies indicate that as much as one third of shipping activity may have escaped the
official records (Cook 2005: 15). It is therefore extremely difficult to determine
probable regional influences on sailors’ transient populations or to locate them
in geographical models of dialect areas.

Practical difficulties for the researcher are compounded by the recognition that
most seventeenth and eighteenth century seamen were illiterate (Kelly 2006: 167)
and therefore were unlikely to have left any written evidence of the features com-
mon to their everyday speech. Even in cases where hand-written records existed,
these records may not have made it into the public record, for example, sailors
engaging in contraband trade, violence or theft at sea often burned, destroyed,
or threw documentation overboard to evade the consequences that documenta-
tion of their actions might bring. The few records of authentic sailors’ writing
that we do have are often so formulaic and dry (e.g., logbook entries) so fraught
with literary overtones (e.g., travel journals) or so affected by prescribed stylistic
written forms (e.g., letters from the captain) that they are considered poor sam-
ples of actual speech. Furthermore, even if the researcher is lucky enough to find
preserved writing samples reflective of authentic speech, the script is often ex-
tremely difficult to decipher as it was composed in Early Modern English prose in
an age before consistent standardized spelling and punctuation, and very often
written in nearly illegible handwriting owing to individual penmanship prefer-
ences, a moving vessel, or the unpracticed hand of its author. Yet even if the
words are legible, the researcher also needs to recognize and interpret maritime
abbreviations, acronyms and symbols before the meaning of a sentence can be
analyzed for its syntax and grammatical structures. In short, designing an in-
terdisciplinary research methodology that integrates the theories and practices
of a range of linguistic sub-disciplines and mitigates the potential challenges of
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data collection and analysis with no tested model upon which to base a research
strategy likely discourages even the most interested scholar.

Despite these significant methodological difficulties, a few scholars have at-
tempted to break ground on the neglected subject of Ship English beyond its
lexicon. Two notable studies are Matthews’ (1935) monograph on sailors’ pronun-
ciation in the second half of the seventeenth century, based on phonetic spellings
in ships’ logbooks; and Bailey & Ross’s (1988) article on the morphosyntactic fea-
tures of Ship English that focuses on evidence of variation in tense marking and
the copula, also based primarily on logbooks. Yet, to my knowledge, there have
been no new studies of phonological, morphological, syntactic, or discourse-level
features in Ship English since Bailey and Ross’s last article in the late 1980s and
no studies using a corpus that extends beyond logbooks and selected papers of
the (English) Royal African Company. In response to the academic hesitation on
this subject, this book has been conceptualized to continue the valuable earlier
work of Matthews, Bailey and Ross and to motivate renewed academic interest
in the subject based on empirical evidence rather than popular stereotype.

1.2 Scope and purpose of the research

1.2.1 Hypothesis, research aims and questions

This book presents evidence in support of the hypothesis that Ship English of the
early Atlantic colonial period (determined roughly as the period between 1620
and 1750) was a distinct variety with characteristic features. Its two principal aims
are firstly, to outline the socio-demographics of the maritime communities and
examine how variant linguistic features may have developed and spread among
these communities, and secondly, to generate baseline data on the characteris-
tic features of Ship English. These aims will be addressed through five research
questions that relate to establishing demographic data on sailors, collating so-
ciolinguistic data that attest to how their speech communities functioned, and
identifying characteristic features of their speech at the word, phrase, sentence,
and discourse levels. The five research questions, each of which is discussed in a
dedicated chapter, are as follows:

+ Who were the English-speaking sailors of the early colonial Caribbean?
« How did sailors’ speech communities function?

« What are the salient markers of sailors’ speech in noun phrases?
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« What are the salient markers of sailors’ speech in verb phrases?

« What variation characterizes sailors’ speech in syntax and discourse?

Anticipated findings will not only substantiate Bailey and Ross’s claim that
there is a distinct type of English that was spoken by sailors during the period of
early English colonial expansion (1988: 194) but also provide baseline data that
may serve as an entry point for scholars to integrate this language variety into
the discourse on dialect variation and language contact in the early colonial pe-
riod.

1.2.2 Ideological and academic context

It is perhaps important to explain that I came to the subject of Ship English
through studies in Caribbean languages at the University of Puerto Rico, Rio
Piedras campus. I formulated the research design and focus of the study as part
of my doctoral degree in the literature and languages of the English-speaking
Caribbean with a specialization in linguistics, and the final research on which
this book is based formed the backbone of my doctoral dissertation. My aca-
demic preparation in Caribbean linguistics exposed me to theories of languages
in contact and the formation of trade pidgins and new creole languages. I was
intrigued by theories of universalism (e.g., Muysken & Smith 1986; McWhorter
2011) and scholarship on pan-Caribbean language forms (e.g., Allsopp 2003; Far-
aclas et al. 2012). I have been additionally motivated in my research endeavors
by the late Mervyn Alleyne, whose work on sociolinguistics, creoles and dialects
of the Caribbean has driven a whole generation of scholars fortunate enough to
study under his tutelage. With an interest in creole universals and historical di-
alectology, I was fortunate enough to receive guidance from historical linguist
Ann Albuyeh, creolist Nicholas Faraclas, and literature specialist Michael Sharp
in the development of my research plans, all of whom composed the academic
committee of my doctoral research, as did Mervyn Alleyne until his passing in
November of 2016. Considering this academic context, it is perhaps no surprise
that I came to the subject of Ship English through creole studies and I envision
the intellectual merit of the findings in terms of how scholars may integrate this
variety in future studies of languages in contact.

Yet, despite the creole focus in the academic context of this research, I would
like to stress that I do not present these findings in support of any one theory
of creole linguistics. Specifically, I do not propose that these findings promote
either side of the polemic substrate—superstrate debate nor promote any specific
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theory of language transfer, dialect formation nor universalism, although I rec-
ognize the potential for the findings to be applied to such subjects. My intention
differs from previous assertions that a potential type of language spoken on ships
influenced creole development (e.g., Reinecke 1938; Hancock 1972) and instead
aims to gather baseline data that substantiates the fundamental claim that Ship
English of the early colonial period was a distinct variety. As an investigation
into the characteristics of Ship English as a distinct variety, this study would
therefore be more suited to dialect studies than creolistics. However, given the
implications of the findings in light of creole theories, I will clarify my own posi-
tion and highlight potential applications of the findings for different schools of
thought in the last chapter containing conclusions and implications.

1.3 Methodological framework

1.3.1 Research design

A mixed methods triangulation design was employed in this research, selected
to suit my intention “to directly compare and contrast quantitative statistical
results with qualitative findings or to validate or expand quantitative results with
qualitative data” (Creswell & Plano Clark 2007: 62). The specific triangulation
model used was the traditional convergence model, in which a researcher collects
and analyzes both qualitative and quantitative data concurrently and converges
the data at the stage of comparison and contrast (see Figure 1.1 Based on Creswell
& Plano Clark 2007).

QUAN L QUAN || QUAN
Data collection Data analysis results
Co;np are N Interpretation
an QUAN+QUAL
_-1 contrast
QUAL L QUAL N QUAL
Data collection Data analysis Results

Figure 1.1: A mixed methods triangulation research design using the
convergence model. , based on Creswell & Plano Clark 2007

The two main benefits of this triangulation convergence model are: firstly, its
efficiency, in that data types are collected simultaneously during one phase of
the research plan; and secondly, its potential to mitigate the weaknesses of the
quantitative component (e.g., limited sample size and authenticity of written rep-
resentations) with the strengths of the qualitative component (e.g., salience and
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data on perceptual dialectology). However, this model also has challenges, such
as managing different sample sizes, comparing dissimilar data, and selecting dif-
ferential evaluation methods for the data sets in a way that enables meaningful
comparison and interpretation. An additional challenge of this model relates to
the fact that none of the samples in the corpus were collected for the specific
purpose of the research objectives; they are all archival documents. I therefore
had to consider the original intention and audience of the material alongside the
content and acknowledge potential bias in my analysis.

It is important to note that this triangulation convergence model was first
pilot-tested and validated in a smaller study of sailors’ phonology which I car-
ried out in 2014. The pilot study focused on a linguistic cross-comparison of liter-
ary and historical data using standard statistical measures of correlation to deter-
mine general tendencies. Conclusions indicated significant points of comparison
from which general phonological characteristics could be determined and find-
ings were presented at the summer meeting of the Society for Pidgin and Creole
Linguistics at the University of Graz, Austria, 7-9 July 2015 in a paper entitled
“The reconstructed phonology of seventeenth century sailors’ speech’

1.3.2 Description of the corpus

Data collection strategies were designed to target written representations of sail-
ors’ speech that were prepared or published between the dates 1620 and 1750,
and which prioritized documents that were composed by working mariners. Both
quantitative and qualitative data were sourced from archived originals or copies
of documents maintained in one of the eight archives I visited, see Table 1.1 for
details of archives, locations and dates of access.

The document corpus for this research is divided into three subsets of data
classified as 1) depositions, 2) hand-written records, and 3) material for public
consumption. The first subset, described more specifically as written records of
witness depositions taken during the 1620-1750 period in admiralty court ses-
sions, composes the majority of the corpus. Although the caveat remains that
these are written accounts of spoken depositions, likely to have been written (and
potentially interpreted) by a court clerk, they do nonetheless remain the closest
account of sailors’ spoken language available to a present-day researcher. Many
of these depositions are also signed, initialed or somehow marked to show the
speakers’ corroboration of the material therein contained, after presumably hav-
ing it read back to them or reading over the testimony themselves. The second
substantial subset of hand-written records includes letters, receipts, log books
and miscellaneous records attesting to personal grievances, vessel movements,
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Table 1.1: Archival resources accessed for research

Archive Location Month/Year visited
Whim Archive Frederiksted, St. Croix ~ May 2010

National Archives of Port of Spain, Trinidad  July 2012

Trinidad and Tobago

The Barbados Department of ~ St. James, Barbados July 2013
Archives

Bridgetown, Barbados  July 2013
Barbados Museum and

Historical Society

Coleccidn Josefina del Toro San Juan, Puerto Rico  Jan, Feb 2014
Fulladosa

The National Archives Kew, London, England  June, July, Nov 2015

The Merseyside Maritime Liverpool, England July 2015
Museum

The National Maritime London, England November 2015
Museum

manning and/or trade activities during the 1620-1750 period in and around the
Atlantic. These documents, although they were composed in the written mode,
are potentially the most accurate reflection of idiomatic language use; however,
they are necessarily reflective of only those crew members who were literate, and
were also likely to have been composed following an accepted format or linguis-
tic style customary or prescribed for the context of each document. The third and
smallest subset of the corpus was written for public consumption and includes
material such as broadsheets of sea-shanties, journals prepared for publication,
and contemporary literary representations. It is important to note that whilst the
maritime representations of speech contained in these documents remain valid,
they are also the most likely to have been heavily revised, adapted, and stereo-
typically presented for entertainment purposes. However, these representations
form an important part of the corpus as they potentially speak to perceptions of
salience in sailors’ speech that a popular audience might readily recognize.

10
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The three subsets of data were collated and analyzed concurrently following
the triangulation research design detailed above, and the findings of each data
set were used to corroborate findings in the others, with the intention of moti-
vating a comprehensive analysis in which the weakness of any one subset was
mitigated by the strengths of the others. See Table 1.2 below for a summary of
the characteristics of the corpus subsets.

Table 1.2: Characteristics of the corpus subsets

Corpus subset Description Strengths Weaknesses
1) Depositions Written records ~ Composed in Likely to have
Est. 60% of of witness spoken mode, been written
corpus depositions corroborated by  (interpreted) by
taken during speaker and a court clerk
admiralty court  includes
sessions potentially

illiterate sailors

2) Hand-written  Letters, receipts,  First-hand Reflective of
records log books and writing, reflects  literate crew
Est. 30% of misc. documents  idiomatic only and
corpus of personal language use potentially
grievances, composed with a
vessel prescribed style
movements,
manning, trade
3) Material for Published Shows Interpreted,
public sea-shanties, perceptions of revised, adapted,
consumption journals, news recognized and possibly
Est. 10% of items, literature,  salience in stereotypical
corpus advertising sailors’ speech

1.3.3 Outline of each chapter’s contents

The first two chapters serve to orient the reader in terms of the aims, the research
methodology and the chosen subject of focus. In this first introductory chapter,
I have justified the need for the research, established its scope and purpose, and

11
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given details about the research design and corpus. Chapter 2: Review of the
Literature will summarize the intentions and findings of the few scholars who
have identified and studied Ship English in addition to presenting some theories
of dialectology and methodological approaches in historical linguistics relevant
to the research design.

The subsequent chapters 3 and 4 will have a socio-historical focus and respond
to the first two of the research questions detailed above: Who were the English-
speaking sailors of the early colonial Caribbean; and, how did sailors’ speech
communities function? Chapter 3: Sailors will present statistical and qualitative
evidence attesting to demographic characteristics of sailors and will address the
capacity of this population demographic to develop and sustain a distinct lan-
guage variety. Chapter 4: Speech Communities will present socio-historical data
on some defining characteristics of sailor’s communities at sea and on land and
will address how the social networks that bound these communities were likely
to have impacted language transfer and change.

The next three chapters will be linguistic in focus and respond to the last three
research questions detailed above, respectively: What are the salient markers
of sailors’ speech in noun phrases and verb phrases and what variation charac-
terizes sailors’ speech in syntax and discourse? Chapter 5: Noun Phrases will
present features relating to the use of bare nouns, determiners, pronouns, and
noun phrase modification. Chapter 6: Verb Phrases will present findings on syn-
tactic verb usage, negation, and tense, aspect and modality in the verb phrase,
with sections dedicated to the copula and the use of auxiliary verbs. Chapter 7:
Clause, Sentence and Discourse Level Phenomena will address issues relating to
syntax at the clause and sentence level and consider issues of subordination and
coordination, in addition to presenting evidence and commentary on swearing
as a recurrent discourse marker.

Chapter 8: Conclusions and Implications will clarify my own position on the
distinctiveness, stability and typology of Ship English and consider how the
newly presented baseline data might be integrated into theories and research
in dialectology and contact linguistics.

12



2 Review of the literature

This chapter will begin with a summary of the work by the few scholars and
enthusiasts who have recognized the importance of Ship English as a distinct
and influential variety. This is followed by a more detailed presentation of stud-
ies on Ship English with a focus on the only two known published scholarly
works with a focus on non-lexical characteristics of seventeenth century sailors’
English, namely, Matthews’ (1935) monograph on pronunciation and Bailey &
Ross’s (1988) article on morphosyntactic features. The second part of this chap-
ter will present a selected theoretical framework that underpins my own ideo-
logical stance and contextualizes the research design. This framework is divided
into a discussion of studies relating to dialect change and dialect formation, and
an examination of some formative studies that have influenced my own thought
process and the methodology for this research.

2.1 Ship English: The work already done

2.1.1 Recognizing the importance of Ship English

Since Captain John Smith published Smith’s Sea Grammar in 1627, the unique na-
ture of sailors’ speech has been a popular subject of maritime training manuals
and dictionaries for five centuries, as Bruzelius’ lists of dictionaries of maritime
and naval lexicon 17-19th century (Bruzelius 1996; 1999; 2006) and the entry on
‘dictionaries’ in the Oxford Encyclopedia of Maritime History (Hattendorf 2007)
illustrate. And it is perhaps important to note that, in spite of the stereotyp-
ing present in fictional representations, there appears to be no stigma attached
to learning this sea-language among occupational groups. Henry Manwayring
states in the preface to his Sea-Man’s Dictionary Manwayring (1672[1644]) “this
book shall make a man understand what other men say, and speak properly him-
self” (emphasis added). Even those accustomed to more courtly circles took ef-
forts to learn how to speak “properly” in maritime contexts. For example, Samuel
Pepys, Clerk of the Acts and Secretary of the Navy Board, promoted later to sec-
retary of the Admiralty, bought a copy of Manwayring’s dictionary to learn the
technical language of naval affairs. He notes in his diary (March 1661): “early up
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in the morning to read ‘the Seaman’s Grammar and Dictionary’ I lately have got,
which do please me exceedingly well” (The National Maritime Museum, Samuel
Pepys: Plague, Fire, Revolution, exhibit PBE 6233). This was just as well, because,
like many other naval officers and administrators, “he had little experience of
the maritime world, and no real qualifications for the job” (Lincoln 2015: 144).
Speaking “properly” was therefore perhaps conducive to Pepys maintaining his
position and generally reflective of the potential need of a whole group of admin-
istrators elected to their positions as a result of nepotism rather than experience.

Administrators may have benefitted from manuals and dictionaries, but it was
sailors themselves who learned though first-hand experience and were likely to
have placed most value on the variety of speech native to their work and home
environments, specifically, the use of a lexicon that constituted the professional
jargon of the crew. In this respect, the fictional representation in Traven’s The
Death Ship, is likely accurate; the modern author describes how “each sailor picks
up the words of his companions, until, after two months or so, all men aboard
have acquired a working knowledge of about three hundred words common to
all the crew” (Traven 1962: 237). And it is most likely that the majority of such
words were related to equipment, navigational or military techniques and rou-
tine aboard ship. For this reliance on a distinctive vocabulary, Hancock (1986)
describes Ship English as an “occupational dialect”, and Bailey & Ross, recog-
nize that “its lexical uniqueness is apparent” (1988: 207). Shopen and Williams
note that sailors commonly spread new lexical features around the ports they
visit. For this reason, they refer to the importance of trade centers and shipping
explicitly as factors that explain the linguistic changes that took place in the
British Isles around the Middle English period (1980: 49-52). Moreover, Hickey’s
(2004) edited volume Legacies of Colonial English: Studies in Transported Dialects
additionally suggests that Ship English may have “incubated” new varieties of
English that gave rise to dialects in places such as the United States, Australia
and New Zealand (see Hickey 2004: 50). Hence, not only was the lexical unique-
ness of sailors’ speech critical to the successful operation of the vessel, it may
have also been critical in the formation of dialect boundaries in the British Isles
and potentially incubated overseas varieties.

Further to the impact that sailors potentially had in the formation of British
dialects, Reinecke (1938) was the first to claim that “the seaman is a figure of the
greatest importance in the creation of the more permanent makeshift tongues”
(1938: 107). He goes on to explain how sailors may have been pivotal in what
linguists now refer to as the pidgin-creole theory:

Trade jargons may be regarded as the least developed forms of marginal
language that have attained considerable fixity. Originally they arise out
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of the casual intercourse of traders (generally seamen) with a fixed popula-
tion, although later they may be extended to serve the intercourse between
the native population and resident foreigners. (Reinecke 1938: 110)

Subsequent scholars have echoed this claim, suggesting that maritime com-
munities may have impacted the development of new languages derived from
contact situations. For example, Hancock draws attention to the logic of Ship En-
glish serving as a hypothetical protoform in creole genesis. He states, “Assuming
a common origin for these Creoles, now spoken over 12,000 sea-miles apart, then
the only possible historical link between them was the seamen and their speech”
(Hancock 1976: 33). Since this early assertion in his 1976 paper “Nautical Sources
of Krio Vocabulary”, Hancock has continued his work to evidence the role of
mariners’ language use in Krio, a creole of Sierra Leone. Similarly, Holm’s ex-
tensive work on Nicaragua’s Miskito Coast Creole identifies the importance of
sailors as the agents of language contact in his 1981 paper “Sociolinguistic History
and the Creolist”. Both Hancock and Holm’s work influenced how subsequent
scholars thought about the superstrate in creole genesis theory. In 1988 Bailey
and Ross made the claim that sailors’ speech was the earliest form of English lan-
guage contact in many coastal regions around the Atlantic and Caribbean. Ship
English therefore “seems to have been the earliest component of the superstrate”
in contexts of creole genesis (Bailey & Ross 1988: 194). They justify this statement
by explaining that “sailors were instrumental in founding and maintaining the
colonies where creole languages developed” (Bailey & Ross 1988: 195). Holm’s
seminal text, Pidgins and Creoles, published the same year as Bailey and Ross’s
paper, echoes this statement:

Most Creoles arose in maritime colonies whose harbors docked slave ships,
cargo ships, warships and countless smaller craft. Because of the mixture
of dialects and even languages found among ships’ crews, nautical speech
has always constituted a distinctive sociolect. (Holm 1988: 78)

Holm’s theory that a creole is an expanded pidgin (1988: 7) in addition to the
assertion that pidgins derive from language contact with sailor’s sociolect in mar-
itime colonies placed Ship English at the core of creole genesis in studies leading
up to the early 1980s. However, concurrently, there was a growing movement of
substrate theories prompted by the second International Conference on Creole
Languages, held at the University of the West Indies, Mona in April 1968 (Hymes
1971). In the decades following this seminal conference, scholars of creole studies
began to explore the importance of West African languages that had been, until
this point, all but ignored in creole genesis theory. The critical work of schol-
ars such as Alleyne (1980), Alleyne (1996), Lefebvre (1986), Lefebvre (1998), and
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Parkvall (2000) has led to a generally accepted idea that African substrates influ-
enced creole phonology, syntax and semiotics whilst the superstrate European
languages became synonymous with the term ‘lexifier’ and a general belief that
they predominantly contributed lexical forms.

Given the explicit association with superstrate European languages and the
term “lexifier” in creole studies, it is perhaps not surprising that evidence to sup-
port the claim that Ship English impacted new varieties is mostly lexical. Holm
observes, there is “an enormous amount of lexicon common to both sailors and
Creoles” (1978: 98) and reinforces this in the description of entries in the Dictio-
nary of Bahamian English (Holm & Watt Schilling 1982). An example is the entry
sound which means to examine a person and derives from the nautical method
to investigate the depth of water with a line and lead. Similarly, Cassidy & Le
Page’s (2002) Dictionary of Jamaican English cites nautical etymology in a num-
ber of entries, e.g., the phrase chock and belay, which means tightly fastened and
derives from a description of cargo that is perfectly and fully stowed. Allsopp’s
(2003) Dictionary of Caribbean English Usage lists 13 terms that are specifically
traced to nautical origin and are used in regions from South-American Guyana,
span the archipelago of the Caribbean, and reach as far as Central American Be-
lize, e.g., kellick used in Tobago, the Cayman Islands and Belize, which means
a heavy stone and derives from the sailor’s word for a small anchor. Although
few, there are also studies that suggest language transfer from maritime commu-
nities went beyond lexical items. For example, Lalla and D’Costa list 19 separate
phonological features of maritime usage that are evident in eighteenth and nine-
teenth century Jamaican creole (1990: 100) and Sullivan’s unpublished disserta-
tion on pirate counterculture in the Caribbean, and specifically the use of songs,
shanties and chants that typify synchronized speech and unified work efforts,
suggest that language transfer was also happening at the discourse-level (2003:
458). In sum, evidence shows that Ship English contributed to lexicon in Atlantic
and Caribbean littoral regions and potentially impacted language features at all
levels from the smallest phonological unit to the shaping of speech events, yet
studies on features beyond the lexicon are few, most probably as a result of trends
in creole studies that associated European input with lexical influence.

2.1.2 Studies on Ship English

Only two publications on Ship English, both based on ships’ logs, analyze fea-
tures of the variety beyond its lexicon: Matthews’s (1935) monograph on pronun-
ciation and Bailey & Ross’s (1988) article on morphosyntactic features. Yet nei-
ther of these papers make strong claims about Ship English as a comprehensive
variety. Matthews states in his introductory notes that what he presents:
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should be regarded as a cross-section in the history of pronunciation, an
account of the various pronunciations in use among the tarpaulin seamen
of the second half of the 17th century. It is not pretended that it describes
the ‘seaman’s dialect’ of the period. (1935: 196)

Bailey and Ross conclude that “it is not at all clear that grammatically Ship En-
glish is a unique sociolect, although its lexical uniqueness is apparent” (1988: 207,
authors’ italics). The only other paper on Ship English since these early publica-
tions is an unpublished Master’s thesis (Schultz 2010) focusing on the sociolin-
guistic factors that caused the new variety to emerge, and, as a Master’s thesis, it
includes no original research into the characteristic features of the variety itself.
Hence, despite the many claims in the field that Ship English existed and was
important in shaping dialect boundaries in the British Isles and overseas, only
two studies attempt an original analysis of non-lexical features that might have
shaped language change around the colonies and trading posts, and neither make
very strong assertions about these features as representative of a comprehensive
variety.

Matthews’ monograph on Sailors’ Pronunciation in the Second Half of the 17"
Century is an analysis of phonetic spelling in naval logbooks written between
1680 and 1700. The paper presents findings that describe “certain conventions
of pronunciation for words used exclusively in the sea-trade” (1935: 13) and can
thus be interpreted as indicative of general usage in wider maritime communi-
ties including aboard merchant and privateer vessels, and in port communities.
Matthews presents evidence in support of 67 apparent deviations from contem-
porary standard phonology, which are summarized below in terms of the phono-
logical tendencies they reflect relating to vowels and consonants.

Matthews’ findings on sailors’ pronunciation of vowels in the seventeenth cen-
tury indicate a tendency to raise certain vowels, for instance, /e/ is raised to [i],
particularly before a nasal consonant, e.g., twinty ‘twenty’, frinds ‘friends’ and
pinquins ‘penguins’ (Matthews 1935: 200). Other vowels are lowered, for example
the vowel /u/ was likely shifted to a pronunciation that suggests the use of [a]
as a free variant, e.g., tuck ‘took’, stud ‘stood’, and luck ‘look’ (p. 209).Matthews
also notes that [i] was subject to lowering and variation with [e] illustrated in
the words wech ‘which’, seck ‘sick’, and wend ‘wind’ (p. 199). Matthews records
variants between orthographic ‘a’, ‘¢’ and ‘ea’, suggesting that they were real-
ized as [e] or [¢] e.g., fedem ‘fathom’, Effreca ‘Africa’, and leattar ‘latter’ (p. 201)
and also notes a preference for unrounded variants in the realizations of the /o/
phoneme. The two main variables that sailors appeared to use were [e] e.g., as-
patall ‘hospital’, last ‘lost’, and shatt ‘shot’, and [a] e.g., Hundoras ‘Honduras’,
stupt ‘stopped’, and vulcano ‘volcano’ (p. 204-205). Likewise, the realization of
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the lengthened /5:/ phoneme also had an unrounded variant which Matthews
concludes was probably [a:] based on the orthographic use of ‘a’ ‘aa’ and ‘ar’,
e.g., sa ‘saw’, straa ‘straw’, and harse ‘hawse’ (p. 206).

Matthews’ findings on sailors’ pronunciation of consonants in the seventeenth
century shows a tendency towards free variation in pairs of interchangeable
phonemes, e.g., the interchange of /w/ and /v/ in words such as wery ‘very’,
winegar ‘vinegar’, vayed ‘weighed’, and avay ‘away’ (Matthews 1935: 235). Alveo-
lar and bilabial nasals are also both commonly interchanged, e.g., starm ‘astern’,
hamsome ‘handsome’, inpressed ‘impressed, and Novenber ‘November’ (p. 239).
Interchange of stops involving the phonemes /k/, /t/, /d/ and /g/ are also evident
(p. 245), and this interchange seems to be more dependent on whether the con-
sonant is voiced or voiceless rather than dependent on the place of articulation,
e.g., voiceless /k/ for voiceless /t/ in sleeke ‘sleet’ and Lord Bartley ‘Lord Berkeley’,
and voiced /d/ for voiced /g/ in breidadeer ‘brigadier’ (p. 245). Matthews observes
that the phonemes /y/, /6/, /h/ and /w/ are commonly not pronounced in sailors’
speech of the seventeenth century. The nasal /1y/ is often realized as [n], par-
ticularly affecting final “-ing’ inflections as illustrated in the phonetic spellings
of bearin ‘bearing’, and lashens ‘lashings’ (p. 239) and /h/ is omitted in initial
position, e.g., ospetall ‘hospital’ and Obson ‘Hobson’ and medial position, e.g.,
hogseds ‘hogsheads’ and likleood ‘likelyhood’ (p. 230). Similar omission of /w/ in
initial and medial positions is illustrated by the examples ode ‘wood’ and West-
erds ‘westwards’ (p. 234). Yet, contrary to consonant omission, Matthews finds
that other consonants are intrusive or metathesize, for instance, the addition of
[b] that frequently occurs after nasals in words such as Limbrick ‘Limerick” and
Rumbley ‘Romley’ (p. 233) and the movement of [w] into word initial syllables,
particularly after stops, e.g., dwoune ‘down’ and twoer ‘tower’ (p. 235).

Bailey and Ross’s article “The Shape of the Superstrate: Morphosyntactic Fea-
tures of Ship English” (1988) uses Matthews’ work as a starting point and extends
the date range of his corpus of naval logbooks from a twenty-year span between
1680-1700 to include all logs compiled up until 1725 and also the papers of the
(British) Royal African Company. Their presentation of findings related to the
morphosyntactic features of Ship English are qualified with the statement:

Because the evidence from these sources is not easily quantifiable, our ap-
proach is necessarily inventorial, like that of creolists working with early
historical records. We have attempted to document the presence of fea-
tures that may have been influential in the evolution of Caribbean Creoles
and BEV [Black English Vernacular] in the ships’ logs and to establish the
constraints on their occurrence whenever possible. (Bailey & Ross 1988:
198)
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Thus, the work of Bailey and Ross was explicitly influenced by methodol-
ogy common to creole studies. And their principal findings on verb tense varia-
tion, summarized below, were anticipated to have value in the scholarship of
Caribbean creole studies and African American dialect studies of the United
States.

Bailey and Ross’s findings relate principally to variation and constraints of
verb tense realization in the present and past preterit forms. They show that
present tense marking is realized in three ways, specifically by @, -s, or -th in-
flections. Yet, although all of these three inflections are common to Standard
Early Modern English, the distribution of the inflections in Ship English differs
from contemporary standard usage.! The @ inflection occurs with all verbs ex-
cept second person, e.g., with the third person singular in “the Comondore [sic]
who arrived here this Day and seem to be very well pleased” (Bailey & Ross 1988:
199; this and all quotations from same source show authors’ italics). The -s inflec-
tion more commonly occurs on verbs other than the third person singular, e.g.,
with the first person singular in “I takes it to the all Dutch forgeries” (p. 199). The
-th inflection almost exclusively occurs with verbs that are third person singular
and is additionally constrained by the verb used, e.g., with the third person sin-
gular and the verb LYE [lie] in “my Cheif [sic] mate Lyeth desperately sick” (p.
200). Present tense realizations of the verb BE include is, are and be, with the is
realization predominating as a plural form in the logbooks, e.g., “there is some
Traders” (p. 201). However, Bailey and Ross note that variation occurs from log
to log and also within passages written by single individuals.

Bailey and Ross observe that the very nature of the ships’ logs as a record of
events provides an abundance of past tense forms and conclude that “unmarked
weak preterits (those without an <ed> or <t> suffix) are among the most common
features of Ship English” e.g., “this day we kill a Deare” (1988: 202). They also
recognize that strong verbs, typically called irregular verbs in Modern English,
also commonly had unmarked preterits in the logbooks, e.g., “Capt masters in ye
Diana bring a head” (p. 203). They additionally note that these unmarked strong
preterits particularly occurred with certain verbs such as run, come, see, bring,
and got (p. 204). However, strong verbs in the preterit form were also potentially
regularized, e.g., “we catched at least 50” (p. 204) or used as past participle forms,
e.g., ‘Captn Cooke has broke his instructions” (p. 204). The verb BE was realized
most commonly in the logbooks as was in both first and third person subjects,
singular and plural compared to the comparative rarity of the word were as a

'Note that the conjugations of verbs and the distributions of inflections were also variable across
all English dialects.
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past realization (p. 205). Overall, and despite the range of options available to
them, Bailey and Ross conclude that “The high frequency of unmarked verbs,
both strong and weak, suggests that past tense marking may have been optional
for many speakers of Ship English” (p. 205).

In addition to the majority of their findings on variations on how tense is real-
ized in verb phrases, Bailey and Ross mention potential realizations of aspect and
modality. They note that periphrastic DO may be a manifestation of aspect, e.g.,
“in this bay vessels doe use to stop” (p. 206) and the use of ‘like’ to mean ‘almost’
may be a manifestation of modality, e.g., “we [...] had like to have taken” (p. 206).
Yet these observations are limited to a few sentences supported by three exam-
ples and included in a miscellaneous section entitled “Other morpho-syntactic
features of Ship English” (emphasis added); wording that attests to the relative
value that the authors placed on the observations of aspect and modality in verb
phrases. This miscellaneous section also includes lesser-observed features that
affected noun phrases, such as unmarked plurals occurring with nouns of mea-
sure, e.g., ‘I see several saile to windward” (p. 205); relative pronoun omission
when functioning as subject and object, e.g., “there was a vessel came out of Fadm
bound for Swanzey” (p. 206); existential it, e.g., “it was very little wind” (p. 206);
and determinative them, e.g., “ye Multitude of Them foules” (p. 206). Yet these
observations are likewise brief and conclude with a statement alluding to the
complexity of determining their frequency. However, Bailey and Ross nonethe-
less recognize that “their presence does suggest that Ship English is likely to
have included a number of relevant features that we simply cannot document”
(p. 206). This statement, coupled with the last comment in the conclusion, that
“While the inventory presented here is hardly an exhaustive account even of the
morphosyntax of Ship English, it provides a place to begin” (p. 209, emphasis
added) suggests that the authors were pointing to potential directions for future
studies. However, since the publication of this paper in 1988, there have been no
other studies published.

2.2 Selected theoretical framework

2.2.1 Dialect change and new dialect formation

JohannesSchmidt’s (1872) Wellentheorie proposed the metaphor of waves start-
ing from a single point in a pond to explain dialect change. These waves could
be of different strengths and concurrent with other waves that have different
starting points, but the basic premise was that dialect features spread in a pat-
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tern that is based solely on geographic adjacency. Labov (2007) later adapted the
wave model by proposing that these waves of change could move through social
space in addition to geographical space, and thus expanded Schmidt’s idea of ad-
jacency to refer not only to geographical proximity, but also to social proximity
(see Petyt 1980: 50 and Auer et al. 2005: 7-9). Nonetheless, the basic premise of
the wave model and its geographical foci encourages assumptions about the ob-
struent nature of geographical features such as rivers and seas; yet according to
Wakelin’s discussion of factors relevant to how variant dialect forms emerge and
are sustained:

As far as dialectal divisions are concerned, political and administrative
boundaries appear to be of greater significance than geographical ones...
the Thames, the Severn, the Tees and Tamar rivers, for example, do not
seem to be important dialect boundaries. Indeed, it is held that rivers (at
least when navigable) act more often as a means of communication than
as obstacles. (Wakelin 1977: 10)

Wakelin’s statement foregrounds social rather than geographical divisions, yet
social models of dialect change also use terms that perpetuate spatial associations
and thus implicitly marginalize the potential influence of maritime communities.
Many of these models integrate a concept of how linguistic innovations originate
in “focal areas” that have cultural or political dominance, and which are also de-
scribed as “places at the social center of a language or dialect” (Tagliamonte 2013:
15, emphasis added). Tagliamonte describes how language change spreads from
these “centers” by diffusion across populations from core areas to peripheral lo-
cations (2013: 15). The very words used to conceptualize these theories, namely,
center, peripheral and focal encourage us to visualize the theory in spatial (and
hence geographical) terms regardless of the context of the discourse that fore-
grounds social, political, and cultural factors. Consequently, this encourages us
to discount the importance of littoral regions, as they are necessarily not “cen-
tral;” thus we also marginalize the agency of maritime workers in this paradigm.
A brief overview of these traditional models serves to illustrate perhaps one of
the reasons that maritime language communities have been excluded from con-
sideration when investigating the factors that contribute to internal language
change in the field of dialectology.

However, the role of sailors and maritime workers may have been pivotal to
how dialect zones formed and were maintained in an age before technological
and flight networks formed new methods of contact. Historical dialectology pro-
vides evidence that dialect boundaries cross bodies of water and that the presence
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of these bodies of water may indeed be the reason for the emergence of common
features. For example, Tagliamonte’s Roots of English: Exploring the History of
Dialects (2013) explains how, around the start of the seventeenth century, south-
west coastal Scotland and adjacent north-west coastal England had a common
speech based on the Northumbrian dialect of Old English with many shared Scots
features. Features of this pan-coastal dialect were then transported to coastal
Northern Ireland by semi-transient maritime communities and were later rein-
forced by the speech varieties of settlers who moved from northern counties
of England to the Ulster Plantations in Ireland at the beginning of the century.
(Tagliamonte 2013: 17). Furthermore, Tagliamonte attests to a “pan-variety par-
allelism” across northern regions and across the Irish Sea in which “all commu-
nities share the same (variable) system in each case and it is only in the subtle
weights and constraint of variation that the differences emerge” (2013: 192). This
example suggests not only that water was no object to feature transfer, but also
that maritime communities may have served as hubs in communication networks
that facilitated the transported linguistic features and established supra-regional
norms. Although there has been no substantial research on the role of sailors in
British dialect zones, scholarship on the commonalities among coastal zones of
the British Isles may provide key evidence for recognizing sailors as agents in
the models and theories of language change and new dialect formation.

Further to their agency in the shaping of dialect zones in Britain, sailors may
have also served a critical role in the development of overseas varieties. Thorn-
ton proposes that river and coastal trade routes, and hence also maritime speech
communities, were a prime factor in shaping the seventeenth century Atlantic
(2000: 56). Moreover, beyond the Atlantic, the role of sailors as agents of language
change is recognized in Hickey’s (2004) Legacies of Colonial English: Studies in
Transported Dialects. Some theories presented in this edited collection have influ-
enced how I conceptualize feature transfer and language change and, as such, are
worth noting here. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes’ paper on “Remnant Dialects in
the Coastal United States” has been particularly influential in the preliminary
stages of my thinking about how new dialects might be formed through not
only linguistic factors but also sociolinguistic and sociohistorical factors (2004:
197). This paper provided my model for an earlier study on the viability of sev-
enteenth century Pirate English as a distinct variety (Delgado 2013) and, as such,
has been formative in my thinking about how Ship English may be considered
as a distinct variety with characteristic features. Two other theories presented
in Hickey’s edited volume have also influenced my thinking: firstly, “colonial
lag”, also known as retention theory, in which variant features of modern day
Englishes are directly attestable to differential input from the early contact sit-
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uation (Hickey 2004: 8) and secondly, a contrasting theory that contact dialects
in early colonial situations may have had a more restricted role, namely, that
they were “largely embryonic, providing incentives, starting points for future
[regional] developments” (Schneider 2004: 302).

Concurrent with the work by Schneider on “embryonic” language forms in
the southern United States, Trudgill’s (2004) book New Dialect Formation: The In-
evitability of Colonial Englishes, published in the same year, develops his earlier
theory of new dialect formation as a result of mixing, leveling, and simplification
with a specific focus on Australian, New Zealand, and South African English va-
rieties. Trudgill proposes that these new varieties of English were formed as a
result of initial mixing among various regional British varieties in an isolated
colonial territory that incubated the new form. The very fact that isolation is a
factor in Trudgill’s model negates the presence of the maritime communities in
contact with settlers and thus ignores their potential influence, yet this model
of new dialect formation has been influential in my own thinking and therefore
deserves a closer examination. Trudgill describes the process of koineization in
colonial territories in terms of its three stages: 1) mixing of features results from a
contact situation between variant regional and social dialects; 2) leveling occurs
when certain features are selected — or created from combining variants — and
become the unmarked forms of the new speech community, whilst at the same
time there is a reduction or attrition of marked variants, and 3) simplification
happens with an increase in the morphophonemic, morphosyntactic and lexical
regularity of the new standard forms (Trudgill 1986: 90-103). Although Trudgill’s
work on new dialect formation explicitly relates to colonial English in the south-
ern hemisphere, I anticipate that what he says is equally applicable to a variety
incubated in maritime communities. His comments on the linguistic spectrum
of the input speakers seem equally applicable to maritime workers as they do
to New Zealand settlers: “dialect mixture situations involving adults speaking
many different dialects of the same language will eventually and inevitably lead
to the production of a new, unitary dialect [...] eventual convergence of order
out chaos, on a single unitary variety” (Trudgill 2004: 27). Furthermore, what
Trudgill claims about linguistic leveling as a consequence of human desire for
social conformity and group identification is equally applicable to sailors, and,
as a result, his theory of mixing, leveling, and simplification has particularly in-
fluenced how I have conceptualized the development of Ship English as a distinct
variety.?

2Although I argue here that Ship English was a distinct variety from other forms of speech, I
also acknowledge the reality that all varieties of speech exist on a continuum and that non-
standard varieties particularly develop out of a situation of pluri-lectal variation.
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If, indeed, sailors incubated a new variety of English in their own communi-
ties, then it is entirely possible that this form was the one transported to new
locations. An overview, and synthesis, of some of the literature that supports
this interpretation follows. The premise that Ship English was a distinct type of
speech derives from Bailey and Ross’s claim that it was “a changing and develop-
ing variety” (1988: 207), and Trudgill’s theory suggests that this may have been
formed by the leveling of other British regional and social dialects. Dobson’s
work on Early Modern Standard English recognizes the formation of “a mixed
dialect, an amalgam of elements drawn from all parts of the country” (1955: 35)
that formed through a process of admixture that happened in England concurrent
with the emergence of a Standard English. And, although there is no published
scholarship on Ship English as a leveled variety, Schultz’s unpublished thesis
claims that the development of Ship English by a process of dialect leveling was
made possible by intensely consolidated and internally co-dependent maritime
communities of practice, in which “linguistically, strong networks act as a norm
enforcement mechanism” (2010: 7-8). Milroy’s article on social networks and lin-
guistic focusing (1986) supports this interpretation, by referring back to Le Page’s
theory that “the emergence of a closeknit group, a sense of solidarity and a feeling
of shared territory are all conditions favouring [linguistic] focusing” (1986: 378).
My own earlier work on Pirate English (Delgado 2013) showed how one specific
sub-community of mariners developed and maintained a distinct dialectal variety
as a direct result of their networks of communication and consequent linguistic
focusing. This idea of the existence of a new variety that was then transported
overseas appears to be an interpretation supported by certain scholars working
on pidgin and creoles. For example, Linebaugh and Rediker claim that “nautical
English” as a distinct variety was one of the four inputs to Atlantic Pidgins along
with Cant, Sabir, and West African languages (2000: 153), and Hancock claims
that “it was this kind of English, an English having no single regional source in
Britain, which the Africans first heard on their shores” (1986: 86). Thus, although
there is no single study attesting to the process of new dialect formation in mar-
itime communities, selected theories and observations in historical dialectology
support the premise.

2.2.2 Formative studies influencing methodology

Laing and Lass, in their article "Early Middle English Dialectology: Problems and
Prospects”, identify as the major challenge of historical dialect study the fact that
“all of our informants are dead” (2006: 418). They claim that in this context, it
is entirely feasible (and necessary) to base a research methodology on written
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sources, or what they describe as “text witnesses” of the contemporary dialects.
These materials are then treated as if they were native speakers of the target
dialect and consequently, “take the place of informants who can be questioned
directly” (p. 418). Thus, much of the following discussion of early English dialec-
tology is based on linguistic suppositions derived from non-linguistic sources
such as: colonial records (Maynor 1988); reported speech, e.g., court records, de-
positions, executions, (Awbery 1988; Tagliamonte 2013); informal sources, e.g.,
letters, diaries (Tagliamonte 2013); literary representations, e.g., songs, drama
(Russell 1883; Wright 1967) and retrospectively compiled word lists (Wright 1967;
Smith 1627 [1968]). These studies support and justify my own historical com-
parative approach that makes use of written source material to derive linguistic
hypotheses about Ship English.

Dublin’s Trinity College and the 1641 Depositions Project (Trinity College Dub-
lin, MSS 809-841) is just one example of how transcribed spoken sources might
be used for research. The database generated by the project maintains transcribed
witness testimonies and depositions relating to the first-hand experiences of the
1641 Irish rebellion and can be searched by county, potentially facilitating inves-
tigators who might be interested in the linguistic features of a specific area. This
corpus of data and the observations of Laing and Lass on written sources serving
linguistic research motivated my own focus on sailors’ depositions and witness
testimony, housed as part of the records of the Admiralty and Colonial State
Papers at the National Archives, in Kew, London.

Despite the availability of depositions in collections such as these, however,
the limitations of written sources in linguistic research have, of course, been
acknowledged in the literature. For example, in his chapter entitled “Written
Records of Spoken Language: How Reliable Are They?” Maynor stresses that
“even in the best of circumstances it is difficult for [such] dialectal research to
be completely accurate” (1988: 119). Given this caveat, the second aim of this re-
search project, to generate baseline data, was formulated cautiously; I do not
propose that my findings will form a comprehensive grammar of the dialect, nor
are they anticipated to escape critical comments from those who find the corpus
problematic. However, I believe that the aim of generating baseline data on the
characteristic features of Ship English is reasonable and worthwhile given the
limitations of the research design. Furthermore, scholars of historical dialectol-
ogy who have chosen to investigate dialects of Old, Middle and Early-Modern En-
glish, or moribund and extinct varieties, have used written evidence to document
features and thus validate the necessity and value of using such a methodology
in this study.
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Lipski’s (2005) A History of Afro-Hispanic Language presents the findings of
a study of reconstructed Afro-Hispanic speech over five centuries and spanning
five continents. The aim of his extensive study is comparable to mine, in that
Lipski investigates a marginalized speech variety that was often depicted with
exaggeration and stereotype in the colonial period, yet, he theorizes, has had a
significant influence throughout the Spanish-speaking world. He also recognizes
that the agency of Africans in Spanish language change “is rarely considered on
a par with more ‘traditional’ language contact situations” (Lipski 2005: 2). The
speech of sailors has likewise been neglected in decades of scholarship on lan-
guage contact and is often similarly depicted in exaggerated form with disdain
or mockery when it is recognized as a distinct variety in non-academic and non-
occupational writing. Similar to the varieties of Afro-Spanish that Lipski inves-
tigates, Ship English also has a limited and problematic corpus of documented
usage in addition to literary representations, second-hand reports and fragments
of rhymes. As a result, Lipski’s comparative historical methodology served as
an early model for my own preliminary studies. Specifically, his methodology
influenced the research design of my own pilot study on seventeenth century
sailors’ phonological forms, presented at The Society for Pidgin and Creole Lin-
guistics Summer Meeting, University of Graz, Austria, 7-9 July 2015 in a paper
entitled “The Reconstructed Phonology of Seventeenth Century Sailors’ Speech”.
My research design for this study compared Matthews’s phonological features
of seventeenth century sailors’ speech to representations in two texts: Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe (1998) and Johnson’s The Successful Pyrate (Johnson 1713) and
concluded that the literary representations were valid linguistic records based
on significant concordance with the historical data that Matthews observed in
ships’ logs. This pilot study motivated the inclusion of shanties, fictional repre-
sentations and third-party observations of sailor talk in documents such as travel
journals in my corpus. Furthermore, in addition to the inclusion of literary doc-
uments and fragmentary data in his corpus, Lipski’s ideological approach to lin-
guistic analysis has also influenced my thinking. His analysis of linguistic data in
conjunction with sociolinguistic data to present Afro-Hispanic language in hu-
man terms rather than a dispassionate list of features underpins the formation of
my own research design that integrates demographic and socio-historical data
on speech communities in research on linguistic features.

Shaw includes demographic and socio-historical data in her study on Everyday
Life in the Early English Caribbean: Irish, Africans, and the Construction of Differ-
ence (Shaw 2013). Although Shaw’s book is not linguistic in focus, she determines
the characteristics of Irish and African community identity based on the implica-
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tions in a range of data points cross-referenced with historical scholarship. Her
research is comparable to mine in terms of the historical period of the popula-
tions in question and the geographical locations of their speech communities. It
also analyses populations for whom we only have fragmentary and potentially
biased documentation. Her findings are derived from “probing archival spaces
and fissures” (p. 190) and informed reconstruction around the data points that
she has access to, and thus provides a further model for my own approach to a
corpus that includes fragmentary data.

Comparable to Shaw’s book, Jarvis’s (2010) In the Eye of all Trade: Bermuda,
Bermudians, and the Maritime Atlantic World 1680—1783 contributes to an increas-
ing body of historical scholarship aiming to present the complex lives of “largely
anonymous individuals [who] shaped colonial expansion” (p. 459), and his self-
described maritime social history particularly succeeds in recognizing that mar-
itime communities comprise more than the European-descended male figure-
head that official documentation identifies. Jarvis explains that an extended kin-
ship network was central to social cohesion and this has motivated my own
efforts to include non-Europeans, women, children and various other undocu-
mented workers aboard ships and living in extended maritime communities in
the scope of my own research. Jarvis’s introduction serves to highlight the im-
portance of maritime movements to all interdisciplinary historical research:

Motion was the defining characteristic of the Atlantic world. Connections
and linkages across the space and central to all Atlantic histories. Whether
the focus is people, plants, ideas, diseases, religious doctrines, texts, tech-
nologies, or commodities, crossing the water remains the assumed or ex-
plicit common denominator in most Atlantic studies. (Jarvis 2010: 9)

And although Jarvis does not include speech in his list of potential foci, lin-
guistic studies around the Atlantic, and particularly at the time of early colonial
expansion, also depend on crossing the water in order to contextualize the pat-
terns of feature transfer, dialect leveling, and creole genesis in littoral commu-
nities. Thus, Atlantic studies round out the interdisciplinary framework of my
own research, in addition to historical dialectology, socio-historical studies, and
studies in pidgins and creoles that provide a comprehensive framework for my
own investigation into Ship English of the early colonial period. The complexity
and interconnected nature of this interdisciplinary review of the literature lends
itself well to the complex socio-historical context of the communities who spoke
Ship English, explored in detail in the following chapter on sailors.
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This is the first of two chapters that focus on socio-historical data about the
sailors and their speech communities. This chapter specifically attempts to pro-
vide an overview on demographic data of English-speaking sailors of the early
colonial Caribbean period by providing statistical (wherever possible) and quali-
tative data and in turn presenting the reasoning behind the capacity of this pop-
ulation to develop and sustain a distinct language variety. The chapter opens
with a discussion of how sailors were recruited into maritime communities and
subsequently presents sections that roughly correspond to census demographics:
gender, age, health and mortality, family and marital status, social status, finan-
cial standing, place of origin, language abilities, literacy, and number of people
residing in the ship community.

3.1 General considerations

Two problems characterize the misunderstanding about the people who worked
and lived aboard sea-going vessels in the age of sail. The first problem arises
from the uncertainty about the subjects discussed, while the second stems from
the perpetuation of stereotypes in both popular culture and historical scholar-
ship. The word ‘sailor’ carries with it a presumption of lower-class manual labor,
and this most probably derives from the original association of the word ‘sailor’
with a seaman whose job it was to manage the sails (Adkins & Adkins 2008:
xxvix). However, this definition is no longer what we mean when we use the
word “sailor”. In modern usage, this term is generically used to refer to any em-
ployed seaman and more specifically an experienced lower-class worker who is
also explicitly an adult male, more appropriately correlating with the maritime
rank “able seaman”. This new definition, although more inclusive in scope than
the original meaning, still does not include all the men, women, and children
of different specializations, ranks, and experience who lived and worked aboard
sea-going vessels. For example, the group denoted by the word does not typically
include the maritime slave, the child apprentice, the captain’s servant, the marine,
the ship’s doctor, the washerwoman, the carpenter, the landsman, and the admi-
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ral. Yet these people also lived at sea for significant periods if not the majority of
their working lives. In contrast, the restricted group of lower-class experienced
adult male workers who were free to enlist (i.e., the able seaman that people often
think about when they use the word “sailor”) represents only one section of the
population in a large vessel of the seventeenth century. Thus, this chapter neces-
sarily opens with a re-definition of the word to include all people, both male and
female, young and old, experienced and novice, in all of the professions needed
and preferred to navigate, defend, maintain, service, and populate the floating
communities of large and small vessels in the early age of Atlantic colonial ex-
pansion. — The perpetuation of the sailor stereotype in both popular culture and
historical scholarship is embodied by the term “Jack Tar”, a term notably used
by officers to describe enlisted men since the 1600s that derived from the ubig-
uitous application of tar as a waterproofing agent in wooden ships coupled with
the epithet “Jack” referring to the common man (for more extensive discussion
see the book Jack Tar, specifically pages, Adkins & Adkins 2008: xxviii-xxvix).
Perhaps, in part, because of this stereotype motivated by our restricted interpre-
tation of the word “sailor” we have typically failed to recognize the importance
of real sea-going individuals in shaping our local and global histories. However,
modern scholars such as Michael Jarvis are trying to recover the agency of in-
dividual sailors by recognizing that “[t]he decisions, innovations, adaptations,
and self-organized enterprises of largely anonymous individuals shaped colonial
expansion and Atlantic history as much as imperial bureaucracies, state navies,
chartered trading companies and metropolitan merchants” (Jarvis 2010: 459). This
chapter aims to promote the recognition of these “largely anonymous individu-
als” by recovering some of the demographic data that might help us understand
who they were.

Demographic data is in part recoverable, but the record-keeping of the commu-
nity itself does not make this an easy task. Difficulties are compounded by the fact
that these communities were transient, with high levels of illiteracy, and many
individuals were often not considered relevant enough to remark upon in official
records. Other individuals may have purposely concealed their identity, for exam-
ple, the witness who explains that he changed his name because “he thought him-
selfe in ill companie” [ASSI 45/4/1/135] and the deponent George Trivattin, who
“After the pirating was committed [...] Changed his name to Edward Thomas”
[HCA 1/14/154]. Others took false identities to evade or complicate the efforts of
impressment officers and for this reason, many physical descriptions accompany
the given name for newly enlisted men, for example, “Peter Fox abt 25 yeares
old, of midle stature, slender body short fingers Reddish hair & short, wearing at
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present a flaxen perriwig, smooth faite, a blark quick nimble eye” [HCA 1/101/411].
Transient sailors were also a difficult entity to determine, often navigating the
undocumented frontiers between the mercantile and naval worlds (Fusaro 2015)
or the logging, turtling, and salt-raking labor of the Atlantic commons (Jarvis
2010). In short, in an effort to provide a comprehensive overview, the following
sections on demography present data on sailors (redefined as all sea-going work-
ers) that recognizes them as “highly complex individuals with recoverable life
stories, shoreside ties, ambitions, and more self-determination than is usually al-
lotted them” (Jarvis 2010: 465-466, author’s italics) yet also acknowledges the
limitations and complexities of the data from which my conclusions derive.

3.2 Recruitment

Sailors were typically recruited rather than born into their communities and the
various methods of recruitment for manning sea-going vessels affected the result-
ing demographics of the community. While most commanding and many com-
missioned and warrant officers were professionals who sought placement and
promotion at sea, many of the petty officers, militia, and operational crew would
have been enlisted via methods involving some degree of coercion, manipulation,
or outright force. Recruitment methods included voluntary enrollment, conscrip-
tion, and the assignment of impressed, enslaved, or detained populations. Each
of these methods is briefly discussed in the following paragraphs as a means to
try and understand the common characteristics of the men they targeted.

The ideal method to cover the manning requirements of a vessel was by volun-
tary recruits, and this method was most successful for enlisting commissioned
officers during the Anglo-Dutch wars of the seventeenth century. Privileged sec-
ond and third sons of the landed gentry not eligible to inherit titles often sought
commissions and favor from family members to help them advance in the navy
whilst at the same time fulfilling their desires to travel and build reputation
(Brown 2011: 53). In contrast, efforts to encourage volunteers for lower-ranked
positions in the fleet was often less productive. The men needed for these posi-
tions would not enjoy the financial rewards and status associated with the ranks
reserved for “gentlemen”,l and their work was often hard and considered menial.
Yet, popular broadsheet ballads commonly pandered to the working classes in
order to motivate voluntary recruitment. Some songs glorified voyages, such as

“Gentleman” in this context refers to landed gentry and the adult males of wealthy families
of the period without the intention of suggesting any personal respectability or strength of
character.
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“The honour of Bristol”, (cited in Palmer 1986: 24-26) that highlights the achieve-
ments of the ship Angel Gabriel, a Bristol Privateer that allegedly fought with
three Spanish ships in the late 1620s, killing 500 men and gaining glory and
riches for the crew. Other songs were much less factual, such as “Sailors for my
Money” a self-conscious ditty that proposes to its readers, “Let’s sail into the In-
dies where the golden grass doth grow” (cited in Palmer 1986: 29). Recruitment to
the civilian fleets, including merchant and pirate vessels, offered more tangible
incentives such as increased wages in times of high demand and shares in cargoes
and captured goods; consequently, these fleets often enlisted more working-class
volunteers than the navy.

Many working class sailors enlisted to escape poverty rather than to earn
money. One volunteer states his reason, “not having any thing to Eat [...] I
consented to goo” [HCA 1/98/44]. Another volunteer, hearing drums beat to an-
nounce recruitment, joined a group of would-be recruits that “desired the master
to give them some victualls” [HCA 1/53/67]. Hugh Bicheno explains such moti-
vation, in his 2012 study of Elizabeth’s Sea Dogs:

Only abject misery can explain how anyone would volunteer to crew the
Queen’s ships. Although in theory sailors serving in the Royal Navy in
1588 were paid 7s.6d. per month, in practice they were paid late or not
at all and had little prospect of spoil. The only certain payment was in
kind: accommodation on board was better than sleeping in the streets or in
dosshouses, and while the food and drink was usually rank and sometimes
poisonous, the alternative might be starvation. (Bicheno 2012: 182)

The need for bed and board may explain why some volunteers came directly
from other ships without staying in port, as attested to in one logbook entry,
“I brought along with me about 40 men out of the York who Voluntary offer’d
their services” [ADM 51/4322/4] and a passenger account of how “The English
[sailors] divided themselves, some aboard our ship, and some aboard the Turk”
[445f.1/513]. Likewise, acute financial need characterises the testimony of another
volunteer who “[w]as forced to hide himselfe and goe to sea for Debt” [HCA
1/11/110]. Indeed, poverty was likely the motivating factor for the majority of
lower-ranked men on ships in addition to those workers whose voices are not
recognized in official documentation such as female servants, child workers and
indentured peoples.

Impressing sailors to man naval fleets in times of war was a common strat-
egy that goes back to medieval times in Britain. The impress service (colloquially
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known as the press gang) predominantly targeted experienced sailors with of-
fers of advanced pay and was conceived as a heavy-handed push to motivate
volunteer recruits. Logbook entries attest to the extensive nature of such prac-
tices, for example, sailing in March 1691, “the Mary has presst all her men” [ADM
52/1/8] and The Albemarle receives “a Pressing having In 60 men” [ADM 52/2/5]
on December 29 1691. Even on a smaller scale, the practice was routine, as at-
tested to in the logbook of the Antelope, in a footnote that reads “to Day received
5 Prest men on board” [ADM 52/2/9] and an unnamed vessel that records how
they “Came Downe here from London with 6 Prest men which ware putt on-
bord” [ADM 52/1/6]. Although the figure would have fluctuated in times of war
and national need, the National Maritime Museum in London estimates that by
1790, some 16% of sailors were forced by press gangs. This routine procedure was
also used to recruit some of the higher-ranking warrant officers, for example, in
his study of sickness and health at sea, Kevin Brown observes that “the majority
of sea-surgeons and surgeons’ mates were pressed into service” (2011: 25) and the
instructions for impressment in a letter from James City in Virginia, dated April
16 1700 specifies “Warrants for the impressing pylots, carpenters, or any other
Workmen, as shall be necessary” [CO 5/1411/660].

The press was problematic however, and various documents attest to its incon-
sistent practices that coerced and exploited the poor. Although the press-gang
was only meant to encourage seafaring volunteers, in practice they coerced lands-
men, boys, vagrants, and convicts in addition to the forced conscription of sea-
men and port workers to complete crews of large naval warships in times of need.
One letter dated March 1700 and signed by four representatives of the navy’s sup-
ply services describes how port trade is affected because “by the impressing of
some of their men others are frighted from their duty” [SP 42/6]. Yet, local gov-
ernments recognized that the dregs of their societies could be put to work in
this way and invariably supported impressment officers if complaints made it to
trial. This situation created serious problems of corruption, extortion and abuse
in the impressment service and led to practices such as seizing men indiscrim-
inately before extorting money to let them go with the threat of forcing them
into conscription if the sum was not paid. Adkins and Adkins explain that poor
men who were unable to pay the press gangs off were forcibly removed from
their families, often without any recourse to bid farewell or explain the situation
(see Adkins & Adkins 2008: 43-58). In a contemporary diatribe of the practice,
Lieutenant Haversham explains to Governor Vernon that the system is rife with
corruption. He explains, “he that is prest may be represented by the press officer
as coming voluntarily, especially when the press officer can find his own accts
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[rewards] in it, which I dont doubt but they may too often contrive to do” [SP
42/6]. As testimony to such coercion, the court records of a trial in 1722 describe
a recruit who “had a trick put upon him there and was forced to make a sort of
sale of himself to [an] officer for cleaning the Debt” [HCA 1/99/124]. As a result
of such corrupt practices, the press-gangs were fiercely opposed and feared in
equal measure and their appearance in port towns often led to rioting, murders
and assaults committed on both sides.

Repeated testimony in court records between 1620 and 1750 refers to the pro-
fusion and violence of impressment. One deponent recalls how he was taken by
press gangs at various times, and describes one of those experiences on land that
occurred in 1660:

I met four press-Masters, and I might have shunned them, but durst not;
and when we met, they ask’d me, Whether I was a Master, or a Man; I
denying to be a Master, they replied, you must go with us; not so, said I;
then they took hold of me, two under my Arms, and another two under
my Hams, and lifted me upon their Shoulders, and carry’d me about three
hundred Yards [...] they heav’d me from their Shoulders, over the Wharf,
cross the Boat-thaughts, which was about five Yards high; and had not
Providence preserved me, they had killed, or else crippled me. [445f.1/26]

The same deponent relates a different experience with another press gang in
1662:

No sooner we came to an Anchor, but a Press-Boat came on Board us [...]
they ty’d a Rope about my Waste, and with a Tackle hoisted me; making
a Noise, as if I had been some Monster; and lower’d me down upon the
Main-Hatches. [445f.1/26-27]

Other deponents talk about being beaten with sticks, tied with ropes, grabbed
in the night, and duped into going aboard (see series HCA 1/99/11). Yet most poor
sailors had no choice but to accept the situation as normal. It was just another
hard fact of life that some crewmates, like sailor David Creagh, were “kept in the
Service by force and violence” [HCA 1/13/108].

Although press gangs focused their efforts on the port towns of the British
Isles, colonial ports were not exempt from impressment. The records of the Colo-
nial Office include various letters from administrators complaining about im-
pressment activity around the Caribbean and on the coastal plantations of colo-
nial North America. For example, one letter complains “against pressing seamen

34



3.2 Recruitment

in the [Virginia] plantatons” [CO 5/1411/558] and another demands that “Cap-
tains shall not for the future be permitted to press” and urges impressment of-
ficers to make sure that pressed men “be good sailors [...] and not to carry off
any Inhabitants from the sd [said] plantation” [CO 5/1411/624]. Hence, the press
was likely to enlist a cross-section of lower-class workers in and around Britain’s
colonial holdings, regardless of profession, nationality, or native language who
would disproportionately represent lower-class men of working age. These men
were enlisted and kept in service by force, potentially subjected to confinement
in the putrid darkness of a ship’s hold, guarded by soldiers, and denied shore-
leave for fear of desertion. Yet, these were the “volunteers” of the Royal Navy
in Britain during the sixteenth and seventeenth century, and our recognition of
their recruitment and experiences is an essential part of their demographic pro-
file.

Men could also be pressed into service directly from another vessel. This type
of ship-to-ship impressment was abhorred by merchant sailors with hopes of
returning to their homes after an extended voyage yet was common practice
in naval recruitment and commonly known as “turning over” the crew. Docu-
mentary evidence regularly refers to this practice, e.g., one sailor writes “Yester-
day My Self with the Rest of the Foresights Company were turned over” [ADM
51/4170/2] and various logbook entries attest to large numbers of sailors coming
from other vessels: “This morn Turned 20 men over Into the Essex Prize” [ADM
52/2/5]; “we have... this morn Sent 30 men on board the Dunkirk” [ADM 52/1/5];
“turned 50 men on board the Barwick” [ADM 52/2/3]; and more extensively, “Re-
ceived on board out of the Arendall men that she brought out of the Downes
from severall shipps Viz the Colchester 27 the Sohampton 12 the English Begar 11
the Woolwitch 43 & out of the Brittainia ketch 50 & out of the St. Michael Smaek
29.1In all 172” [ADM 52/2/5]. Even individual court testimonies reflect the move-
ment of sailors in this manner, e.g., the description of one deponent as “a Jersy
Man forced out of the Success Sloop in the West Indies” [HCA 1/99/89]. Colo-
nial administrators were complicit in this practice, issuing warrants like the one
dated January 1699 from Francis Nicholson, governor of Virginia and Maryland,
who granted captain John Aldred permission “to impress one able seaman out of
any ship or vessel who hath fifteen seaman or upwards” [CO 5/1411/665]. Indeed,
turning over a crew was such a successful practice for manning a vessel with
experienced sailors that pirate crews adopted the custom. George Bougee’s trial
for piracy in October 1684 describes “30 and 40 men on board” captured from a
taken vessel whose captain was on shore trading [HCA 1/12/1]. Yet, even in these
non-negotiable transfers, captains attempted to coerce sailors to make declara-
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tions of compliance, e.g., in the September 9th trial records of Rhode Island and
Providence Plantation 1725, one pirate captain is accused of forcing potential re-
cruits to eat candles and to run a gauntlet of sticks wielded by the crew if they
would not “volunteer” [HCA 1/99/5]. In the same trial, a witness testifies that the
same “Capt Hunt... used him Barbarously threatening to cut of [off] one of his
fingers for a ring he had on and Low beat out one of his Teeth & threatened to
Pistol him if he would not sign their articles” [HCA 1/99/7]. Contemporary courts
acknowledged this type of coercion, as evidenced by some surviving documents
attesting to coerced impressment, to be used as certificates in case of capture,
e.g., “Evan Jones Acknowledging of his forcing the Freeland to goe his surgeon”
[HCA 1/98/181] dated October 29 1699. Also, in the trail of March 28 1722, court
officials decided to try every one of the 88 accused pirates individually under
the recognition that “many of the Prisoners found on Board were new entred
men and forced thro fear to act the Part they did” [HCA 1/99/3/16]. Thus, not
only naval fleets, but also pirate vessels were likely to have kept men for lengthy
periods against their will and refused them any type of shore leave for fear of
desertion.

Sailors who were turned over were not the only non-consenting crew mem-
bers; indenture and slavery were also common routes to sea service. Piracy trials
often concluded with a term of service for men found guilty, e.g., the men tried
on 28 March 1722 were punished each with a seven-year term of indenture in the
Royal African Company [HCA 1/99/174]. Boys and young men were also liable
to be sold into indenture, e.g., one young man’s description that “he was in a
Storme at Sea in a Shipp belonging to Captain Thomas Shaft who was his Mas-
ter, and with whom he hath lived 5 yeares, having bin bound to him for 7 yeares”
[HCA 1/12/79]. Slaves were also used to complete crews, particularly in the priva-
teer and pirate fleets that were not subject to the same compliance with Britain’s
1651 Navigation Acts that required a crew to be at least three quarters British.?
The use of slaves in addition to indentured workers including vagrants, prison-
ers, and the destitute meant that non-consenting sailors were a core component
of crews in the early colonial period in addition to volunteers, conscripted men,
and detained workers.

2The 1651 Navigation Acts specifically applied to the returning voyages of East India Company
Ships and restricted the employment of non-English sailors to a quarter of the crew. However,
their general aim to minimize foreign (and specifically Dutch) involvement in the colonial trade
was legitimized by this legislation which was more widely applied that its originally specified
scope.
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3.3 Gender

As previously acknowledged in the discussion of the Jack Tar stereotype, we
tend to presume that all sailors were male and women’s presence on board was
limited to the fleeting visits of prostitutes when stationed in port. Whilst it is
no doubt true that the majority of sailors (i.e., all sea-going workers) were male,
there was, nonetheless, a minority of women aboard. The presence of some of
these women emerges in fleeting descriptions, such as the deposition of Anne
Hoy in 1695, rather ambiguously described as “Liveing in Ship” [HCA 1/13/101].
It may have been that Anne Hoy was a personal servant, indeed, the most com-
mon role of these women who lived in the ships was in the guise of officers’
servants performing the work of food preparation, cleaning, and general maid’s
duties, and potentially, even carrying gunpowder in times of conflict when en-
listed men were operating the guns (as suggested in Brown 2011: 95). As these
workers were employed independently, they do not appear on the ship’s payroll
and their work has consequently gone largely unrecognized. Yet, there is recov-
erable evidence of these women’s presence and agency aboard sea-going com-
munities, e.g., Anne Foster, described as a maid servant suffering abuse from her
employer [HCA 1/101/426], “Marramitta (my Negore) Cook” serving on board the
Margarit [HCA 1/98/100], and Rose Baldwin, Jane Alcocke, and Elizabeth Cam-
miothe who are described as servants aboard the Elizabeth and Mary. Interest-
ingly, in this case, the deponent testifies that the three women “lay together in A
Cabbin Standing neere the main mast between decks” [HCA 1/9/51] suggesting
that there were allocated women’s quarters onboard. Yet, this piece of informa-
tion only comes to light because two of the women are deposed to give evidence
in the murder trial of a man who was chained to the main mast near their cabin.
In the same trial, William Dunston testifies that the light he saw “might be any
of the men Servants, Mayd Servants or any of the Seamen” [HCA 1/9/51], sug-
gesting the notable presence of both male and female servants aboard the naval
vessel. Similarly attesting to a notable female presence on board a 250-man ves-
sel, one journal writer describes how “the cries of the women terrify’d those that
were most inured to those tempests” [445£.1/516]. Such fragmentary evidence rec-
ognizes women’s work among sea-going communities despite the fact that they
were unlikely to appear in any official ship’s muster or payroll.

Women worked as maids and servants yet they also worked as enlisted crew-
men in the navy. Adkins and Adkins explain the long, if somewhat covert, tradi-
tion of women serving at sea as evidenced by “documented instances of young
women passing themselves off as boys on both merchant and naval ships” (Ad-
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kins & Adkins 2008: 182). These include, for example, Hannah Snell’s publication
of her experiences as a marine (published 1750) and Mary Lacy’s experiences as
a carpenter’s servant and shipwright under the pseudonym William Chandler in
the naval fleet, published in the compilation The Lady Tars (Snell et al. 2008: iv).
Popular ballads, stories and songs also testify to the tradition of female crew, ex-
emplified by titles such as “Susan’s Adventures in a Man-of-War”, “The “Female
Tar”, and “The Female Cabin Boy” (cited in Adkins & Adkins 2008: 181-182). In
short, in spite of their own efforts to conceal their presence, recoverable evidence
of their agency attests to their service in the navy.

Women were also active in pirate communities as evidenced in court records
of trials. Aside from the more famous examples of pirates like Anne Bonny and
Mary Read whose agency was recognized during their lifetimes (see Rediker
2004: 103-126), there were potentially many women who collaborated in pirat-
ical activity and served aboard pirate vessels, yet for whom we have either no
record, or only fragmentary and circumstantial evidence. For instance, the wit-
ness testimony of a prisoner on a pirate ship explains how he and his men were
“put down into the Cabbin and the Scuttle or hatch shut, and Mary Critchett sat
down on it to keep the Deponent from opening it” [HCA 1/99 Williamsburg, Aug
14 1729]. Another document dated September 28 1638 includes witness testimony
of Jane Handall and Margarett Pope, both charged with piracy. In her testimony,
Pope accuses “Jane Handall being Damamed if she Did not Helpp her Husband
about the tyme aforesaid” [HCA 1/101/252] suggesting that the husband and wife
team worked in collaboration. Yet, despite these few documented references to
the agency of women on board pirate ships, admiralty officials of the era rarely
noted the presence or contributions of women on board any English pirate, naval,
or merchant vessel. However, as Murphy explains in his 2015 conference paper
on women in the navy, the English civil war in the seventeenth century forced
many women to seek refuge on ships and these women likely worked in what-
ever capacity would gain them a berth on the ship. In short, we must accept that
the demography of sailors’ communities during this time necessarily included a
minority of female crew and service providers beyond the caricature of the port
prostitute.

3.4 Age

Determining the average ages of a population for whom documentary evidence
is fragmentary and incomplete poses significant difficulties, yet, generally, we
can assert that sailors were young. Peter Earle, a scholar who has done extensive
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work on age demographics of English sailors of the period under study, deter-
mines that the majority of sailors went to sea between the ages of 12 and 16 (see
Figure 3.1 adapted from Earle 1993: 85). Additionally, the likelihood of children
serving on vessels was increased by the practice of sending vagrant children to
populate the English settlements in Virginia (shipments sent in 1619, 1620, and
1622) and also the custom of spiriting (i.e., kidnapping) children for work in the
Americas, resulting in large numbers of children in the working Atlantic [Mersey-
side Maritime Museum, Information sheet 10: Child Emigration]. Testimonies of
teenage sailors abound in court documentation, for example Stephen Bakes who
went to sea as carpenter’s mate at age 17 [HCA 1/13/97] and Thomas Francois de
Fouret who served as a clerk in a man of war at age 16 [HCA 1/13/96]. Yet, even
in their teen years, some sailors were considered too young for certain types of
work; one sailor testified at the age of 17 that, despite his rank as yeoman of the
stores, “being underAge he was never allowed to go on Board of Prizes” [HCA
1/99/148]. Other types of work were specifically designed for younger workers.
Among officers, entry level was at 11 years for a volunteer first class or 13 years if
not the son of a naval officer (Adkins & Adkins 2008: 64), yet rules were broken
to permit younger recruits to acquire the 6 years’ sea-service expected before
making midshipmen level in the army. Among the lower-ranking sailors, the
position of “Boy, Third Class” was created specifically for those under the age
of 15, many of whom appear in the court records, for example, William Muller,
servant to an officer at age 12 [HCA 1/52/176] and Peter Killing, a boatswain’s
boy at age 13 [HCA 1/48/102]. Among the list of 98 pirates captured in one court
record, three are described as “boys” and one specifically listed as “10 ys old”
[CO 5/1411/826-27] suggesting that very young sailors were potentially on board.
The youngest recruit I found evidence of in the records was Francis Longley of
Jamaica deposed at “about 12 years of age” who explains that he set out on a
trading voyage about four and a half years ago, making him eight years old at
most when he joined the crew [HCA 1/52/104]. Although Earle notes that such
very young boys were by no means typical (Earle 1998: 20) there are repeated
references to schoolteachers aboard naval vessels, for whom instructions were
provided that indicate the young ages of their pupils: “When the hatchways are
open, the youngsters should always be cautioned against playing inadvertently
near them; and care should be taken at the same time to tighten a rope around
them, to prevent accidents, if possible” (in a manual published 1801, cited in Ad-
kins & Adkins 2008: 21). It is a sad fact that some of these boys may have been
recruited for sexual exploitation, as discussed in Burg’s (2007) Boys at Sea and in
Fury’s (2015) discussion of the abuses that happened on the voyages of the East
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India Company. In sum, although the great majority of sailors were likely to have
gone to sea between 12 and 16 (comparable to occupations on land), younger re-
cruits were also employed, provided for, and used to service the needs of the
crew.
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Figure 3.1: Age at which deposed sailors said they went to sea, adapted
from the data presented in Earle 1998: 85 Table 6, source: PRO, HCA
13/75-86

The upper age of sailors, as suggested by the few academics who have worked
on this subject and corroborated by depositions in court documentation of the
1620-1750 period, is around fifty years old. At the age of fifty, and particularly if
he had been at sea most of his working life, a sailor would be considered old. In
his journal, physician Gilbert Blane notes:

[seamen] are generally short lived, and have their constitutions worn out
ten years before the rest of the laborious part of mankind [manual work-
ers]. A seaman at the age of forty-five... would be taken by his looks to be
fifty-five, or even at the borders of sixty. (cited in Adkins & Adkins 2008:
88)

Archival records contain evidence of such professional seamen serving into
their forties, e.g., the witness John Morphey, deposed at 46 years of age, who
testifies that, since the age of ten, he “was bred up to the sea and hath ever since
lived as a seaman” [HCA 1/53/9]. Yet, if sailors could avoid the natural hazards of
a life at sea, then it was entirely possible for them to serve until a more advanced
age. For example, the HCA 1/53 batch of depositions dated 1694-1710 include one
mariner “George Burgis of Boston in New England mariner aged about 67 yeares”
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[HCA 1/53/66] and another aged seventy [HCA 1/53/22]. The oldest deponent
in the HCA 1/52 batch of court records dated 1683-1694 was seventy years of
age, and the oldest deponent in the HCA 1/51 batch of court records dated 1674-
1683 was a Waterman named Thomas Lowell, aged eighty-six [HCA 1/52/104].
Thus, although the average upper age of working sailors might be around forty-
five, some survived to serve into more advanced years. It is also worth noting
that there was an increase in the recruitment of very old and very young men
on the merchant fleets in the wartime periods of heavy impressment (mostly
between 1689-1713) because these individuals were excluded from the press and
thus protected from being poached by naval vessels seeking men to turn over.
For example, sixteen-year-old Edward Lindsfeild deposed in a court case of 1692
that they sailed “with two, three or four boyes, feareing to carry men last they
should be imprest” and Edward Round, age 76, gave evidence in the same case
(cited in Earle 1998: 200).

The average age of ships’ crews is just over thirty-one, based on the of ages
of sailors for whom ages are recorded in 1,101 depositions collected by the High
Court of the Admiralty between 1601 and 1710 (see Table 3.1). Yet this number
may be inflated by the fact that men called to give evidence in court were often
deposed due to their long experience at sea.?> Furthermore, many of the court
records derive from trials of piracy, in which we might anticipate that many
crew members were recruited directly from another vessel and hence spent time
at sea already. If such a bias affects the data, then an adjusted average might be
slightly lower, potentially in the late twenties.

The age composition of the crew would naturally reflect the age demograph-
ics of different ranks. For example, the average age of captains and officers was
between thirty-five and forty-four (Earle 1998: 86); the average age of shipmas-
ters was between twenty-five and thirty (Walsh 1994: 38-39); and the average
age of common sailors was between twenty-five to twenty-nine (Earle 1998: 86)
although this last category of “sailor” defined by Earle as “mariners, foremast-
men, cooks, stewards, boys, apprentices, etc”. (1998: 86) was likely to have the
most variation as it included the youngest apprentice to the oldest cook, a role
often given to a disabled or aging seaman and equitable to semi-retirement on the
ship. In short, evidence suggests that the lowest ranks were in their late twenties,
middle ranking officers might be in their early thirties and commanding officers
might be around forty years old; however, it is important to remember that all

*This explanation accompanies Earle’s data on median ages of sailors, officers and captains
based on depositions in the collection HCA 13/75-86, a collection also included in my data
(Earle 1993: 86-87).
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of these data only reflect enlisted and documented sailors, typically of the navy,
and fail to acknowledge the servants and slaves that were also likely to have
composed the crews of naval, merchant, and independent vessels.

Table 3.1: The average age of seventeenth century ships’ crews based
on ages of witnesses deposed in court cases, sourced the records of the
High Court of the Admiralty at The National Archives, Kew

Average age  Youngest Oldest Number of Nat. Arch. Collection

of deponents deponent deponent deponents (date range)
374 15 60 68 HCA 1/49 (1622-1633)
34.8 13 58 161 HCA 1/48 (1614-1620)
33.1 12 72 168 HCA 1/47 (1609-1612)
31.3 12 55 187 HCA 1/46 (1601-1607)
311 12 70 177 HCA 1/53 (1694-1710)
30.7 13 64 86 HCA 1/50 (1634-1653)
29.6 19 40 22 HCA 1/9 (1666-1674)
29.0 10 58 171 HCA 1/52 (1683-1694)
27.6 12 59 40 HCA 1/14 (1696-1700)
26.2 18 50 21 HCA 1/13 (1692-1696)

Avg.:31.0 Avg:13.6 Avg.:58.6 Total:1,101 Total: 10 collections
(1601-1710)

3.5 Health and mortality

Although generally, standards of personal health and hygiene were lower in the
seventeenth century than we might expect today, maintaining personal hygiene
aboard ship was particularly challenging in cramped and overcrowded condi-
tions with restricted access to clean water. Despite this, the common sailor’s
lack of personal hygiene was often considered part of their low character; a sen-
timent echoed in modern scholarship, for example in Bicheno’s observation that
Queen Elizabeth’s “Royal Navy was largely manned by the dregs of the popu-
lation, pressed into service along with their dirt, parasites and diseases” (2012:
262). In response to health concerns, the Admiralty put measures in place to
help sailors stay healthy in a challenging environment, such as the procedure of
issuing seaman’s clothes that came into effect in 1623 in an attempt to prevent
the spread of disease (Brown 2011: 31). However, measures taken to address the
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health of common seamen were often underfunded and unsustainable, such as
the commission appointed for the care of sick seamen, established in 1664 and
discontinued in 1674 (Lincoln 2015: 145).

Personal hygiene might have been improved, but it was the limited access to
a balanced and nutritious diet that caused more sickness and disease than any
other factor at sea. Contemporary sea-songs such as “The Sailor’s Complaint”
reflected the impact of a poor diet and Palmer’s collection of songs explains
that “food was the subject of perennial complaint by seaman. Rotten meat, sour
beer, smelly water, cheese hard as wood, biscuits full of weevils: the litany was
long, and usually justified” (Palmer 1986: 72). Ships’ logs and personal letters
corroborate this situation, ranging from the mild complaint of “some bread de-
cay’d” [ADM 106/300/16] to the more commonly recorded practice of condemn-
ing stores of food because of their poor condition, e.g., the description of bread,
butter and cheese, “all rotten and stinking not fitt for men to eate” [ADM 52/2/5]
and “two buts of beer Stinking...[and] 3 bushell of pease and on gall ould musty
and roton” [ADM 52/2/3]. The end result of such provisioning meant that sailors
often became, at best, “very Weak for want of Sustenance” [HCA 1/99] or, at
worst, suffered from food-related disease and death. This may, indeed, explain
the profusion of references to long, unspecified illness in contemporary accounts,
for example the sailor who “with the sickness [...] Confined so 3 or 4 Months”
[HCA 1/99/159] and another who “had been sick Seven or eight Months” [HCA
1/99/127]. Other accounts make specific reference to scurvy which became a pan-
demic among maritime communities when vessels began to make longer voyages
and increase time spent at sea without access to fresh food. In such contexts of
food scarcity, it was not unusual for the crew to resort to extreme measures. The
curate passenger of a voyage across the Atlantic in 1666 describes the piteous
situation that the crew found themselves in after seven months at sea, “after
consuming all their provisions, to eat the cats, dogs, and rats that were in the
ship... only five remained of four hundred men” [445f.1/486]. Yet, during a time
of widespread starvation in the colonies and poverty among rural poor in Britain,
the poor state of sailors’ health in relation to food security was nothing excep-
tional.

