
3 Poems by Charles Rammelkamp 

 
 
Samuel Pepys, the famous seventeenth century diarist, 

once received a letter from the comptroller of the British 

Royal Navy complaining “there are as many petticoats 

as breeches” on board the ships.  But really – is it any 

wonder?  Women worked as crew both disguised as men 

and as shipmates’ wives – and, of course, there were the 

prostitutes…. 

 

Dollymop 

 

The ship’s surgeon demanded fifteen shillings 

to treat poor Georgie’s glim - 

almost half of what he earned in a month, and besides, 

the mercury was as dangerous as the disease – 

so in short, he skipped the treatment, 

and that’s how I came to be infected, 

just a dollymop myself, not even sixteen. 

 

I was more afraid of getting knapped 

than catching the clap, God’s truth. 

I was only doing this to feed myself. 

How could I ever feed a baby too? 

 

I’d heard about douches, sponges 

with alum, vinegar, bicarbonate of soda, 

but no way I could use those on board a ship. 

 

Well, the good news was I didn’t get pregnant. 

The bad news? I was so sick 

I couldn’t work on my back,  

ended up in the workhouse. 

 

 



I could blame it all on me mum, 

because she left me on my own, 

but she could hardly feed herself, 

so who am I to blame her? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Feed and Seed by David Thompson 

 

  



Betsy Poole Runs Away 

 

After that brute of a sailor down the Plymouth docks 

beat me unconscious, passed me around 

to his other filthy seaman friends 

and on top of that refused to pay, 

 

I decided I’d had enough of that life, 

swallowed me pride and went 

to the Female Penitentiary for Penitent Prostitutes  

in Stonehouse. 

Built with private money, the FPPP 

was like a luxury hotel compared  

to the Poor’s Portion Workhouse, but, though clean, 

it was grim anyway, and the people who ran it mean. 

 

First, they put me in solitary confinement 

to think about my “life of shame,” as they called it, 

until those poker-faced guards determined 

my attitude wouldn’t infect the other inmates. 

 

Then they shaved my head bald to humble me, 

in case I had any boldness left about my physical appeal, 

dressed us all up in drab uniforms, 

made us pray each morning 

before setting us to washing 

and scrubbing and mending and cooking 

for ten or twelve hours a day, 

until we collapsed. 

 



All this to qualify us for a job 

doing other people’s laundry, cleaning up 

after their messes. “Yes, ma’am” and  

“no, ma’am” all day long. 

 

Fuck that.  After three weeks I sneaked away one night, 

went back to the ships to take up whoring again. 

 

 

  



J.C. Dickinson, Surgeon’s mate, and the Amazon, 

1761 

 

I never knew Prothero’s real name. 

An eighteen year-old Welsh girl 

who went by the name of William, 

for five months she sailed with the crew of the Amazon, 

to the West Indies and back, 

in rough winter seas, 

joining as a marine in December. 

Everybody thought she was a man. 

 

But Prothero took sick in April, 

reported to the surgery, 

and that’s when I discovered her secret, 

quite by accident, 

as she stood up from the loo. 

Considering that the sailor was sick, 

I hadn’t offered the usual privacy, 

barged in on her, and gasped. 

 

Prothero begged me not to report it, 

and she was an able seaman, 

but it was my duty to tell the Captain. 

Prothero was discharged April 30, “per Admiralty 

order,” 

and that’s all any of the rest of the crew ever knew, 

despite the usual rumors, 

but I always felt a twinge of regret 

I never asked the girl’s name. 
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