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HOW TO APPROACH THE STORY

It is not easy to recover and write the histories of marginalised people in the past
The archive of what is left to us is contaminated—it is an expression of power relations
We actually know fairly little about Billy Waters—what we DO know is in this story
But we can sometimes learn from what we don’t know, or don’t know for sure
And we can try harder to find ways to restore voices from the shadows
At many points, the dialogue draws on text from real records or people to inform the story
At some points we had to use our imagination
For the evidence or the ‘facts’ often only get us so far ...

Where there are gaps in footprints, we either have to stop following, or make small jumps
Historians might jump different ways, based on their assumptions and interpretations
At moments in this story, you are given the choice of choosing one panel or another

You should think about WHY you might choose one path or outcome

1775 - 1848

- MAKING THE WORLD OVER
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MAYBE WE SHOULD START AT THE END? TROUBLE IS: BILLY

WATERS ENDED IN MANY PLACES. YOU CAN CHOOSE WHICH ONE.
FIT ME INTO YOUR STORY.

FIGURINE, 1362

I DON'T KNOW
WHEN THAT WAS.
NOBODY DOES.

THEY'VE TOLD MY STORY
AS BEST THEY CAN - BUT
I DIDNT WRITE NOTHING
| DOWN_ LIKE OTHERS DID.
S0 IT'S NOT WHAT SOME
FOLK MIGHT CALL HISTORY.
MY HISTORY'S LIKE A
RECIPE_WITHOUT ALL THE
INGREDIENTS. A _SONG
WITHOUT ALL THE
INSTRUMENTS...

G j|CLASSROOM, ¢ 2024




EVACUATION OF THE BLACK LOYALISTS,
22ND MAY 1733

il NEw YORK l——'
1 1733

A
)

WANT TO
DRAG US OgT
R _BEDS
AND. BACK TO
SLAVERY.

BILLY WATERS WAS FROM NEW YORK AND MUST HAVE
BEEN BORN A D IME OF THE AMERICA
REVOLUTION. THE BRITISH HAD LOST THE WAR
THOUSANDS OF REFUGEES LEFT ORT TO

HOMES - INCLUDING FORMER SLAVES = WHILE OTHER §
HAD TO STAY BEHIND. AT

. SOME POINT IN_HIS YOUTH,
WATERS MUST HAVE TAKEN UP THE FIDDLE.

PINKSTER FESTIVAL c.1795

HAS NOT
RESIDED FOR
WELVE MONTHS
WITHIN THE

PASSPORT.

WHEN WE DANCE, WE
REMEMBER. WE MOVE
TOGETHER - ALL THE




MANY THOUSANDS
WORKING THE DOCKS, ¢.1300 OF YOUNG MEN
>3 | EARNED A LIVING
¥ AS MANUAL
WORKERS. ON THE
DOCKS AND
MERCHANT 'SHIPS,
N MIXED

I
COMMUNITIES.
THRIVING TRADE
AROUND THE

ATLANTIC -
INCLUDING IN

PLAY US A TUNE

| BILLY. THAT WAY

WE DONT HEAR

THEM SHOUTING
AT US.

A A



| STH OCTOBER 1311

AINT INTERESTED IN YOUR STO

@ I WONT BE A SLAVE!
— [ WELCOME
;T ¥ ( ABOARD, YOULL
GET MORE THAN
& THE BLASTED
RE. READY PAY

RY.
THESE ARE TIMES OF WAR. ONLY PROOF
WE INTERESTED IN IS YOUR CALLOUSED

HANDS. THEY PROVE THAT YOURE A
SAILOR.

THE MANY NAVAL
CONFLICTS OF THE
AGE OF REVOLUTION
CREATED A HUGE
NEED FOR MANPOWER
TO CREW FIGHTING
SHIPS. BILLY WATERS
ENTERED THE RANKS
OF THE BRITISH
ROYAL NAVY WHILE IT
WAS FIGHTING
AGAINST FRANCE AND
SOON ALSO THE
UNITED STATES. THE
BRITISH NAVY
RECRUITED SAILORS
OF ALL NATIONALITIES
AND ETHNICITIES -
OFTEN AGAINST THEIR
WILL - SERVING AS A
STRICT EMPLOYER
BUT AT LEAST
OFFERING A
STRUCTURE FOR
REGULAR PAY AND
THE _PROSPECT OF
STATE SUPPORT AND

THE NORE (THAMES ESTUARY)

*

&
BAY OF CADIZ (SPAIN) ¢

L PRIZE MONEY




THE WORK WAS HARD

DAMN BILLY. KNEW YOU COULD
ACT THE CHIEF PART_AS
TOPMAN, AND COULD TIE A

KNOT, SEW A SAIL, WORK THE
RIGGING, AND HEAVE THE LEAD

AND NOW YOU MADE
QUARTER GUNNER.

BUT DAMNED IF YOU AINT
JUST AS FLASH ON THE

\
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I DIDNT CARE MUCH FOR THE FLOGGINGS. BUT
CAPTAIN PURVIS WAS LESS CRUEL THAN OTHERS. WE
CAME TO BE A TIGHT OPERATION - MOVING IN STEP

AT A WHISTLE OR SHOUT. THERE WERE COMPLEXIONS
_OF EVERY VARIED WE/CAQ"?I'D FEATURES OF EVERY |

/4

LENTY SPEAKIN' AMERICAN-STYLE SAILOR TALK LIKE

| ME BUT MANY OTHERS CAME TO THE EAR: IRISH,
WELSH, DUTCH, PORTUGUESE, SPANISH, FRENCH,
SWEDISH,” ITALIAN AND MORE BESI ‘

UL e S T T T e

g el

WE HUZZAHED THE BRITISH KING AND THE
BRITISH FLAG. BUT WE WERE MOSTLY FIGHTING i
FOR EACH OTHER, HOPING FOR PRIZE MONEY.

E MADE HRE WE WERE THE BEST CR

ERE EWMEN
N THE SHIP DRILLING THOSE THUNDERING
GREAT GUNS TO FIGHT THE FRENCH

& N 2
/

I FACED MANY STRUGGLES IN MY
LIFE_BUT NOTHING COULD HAVE )
PREPARED ME FOR THIS...
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' CAPTAINS LOG: HMS GANYME DE CADIZ BAY, BRD MARCH 1312, WM
WATERS FELL FROM THE MAIN YARD AND BROKE BOTH HIS LEGS AND

OTHERWISE SEVERELY WOUNDED HIM*
o vy .




| SURGEON FELIX DELANY'S SICKBAY 2 MAKCH 181;'

BILLY'S DANCING DAYS ARE OVER.
HELL NEED TO REST - BUT WATCH
THE WOUND CLOSE AS BEST IT_ CAN.
HE WAS SINGING IN HIS SLEEP

OM THE |

ROYAL GREENWICH HOSPITAL, WHICH BY 1815 PAID SMALL

SUMS TO MANY ‘OUT-PEN. Sld NERS' AND HOUSED 3000 ‘IN-
PENSIONERS (RET IRED SAILORS).




HASLAR HOSPITAL MAY 13812
l PORTSMOUTH, 1812 l

EN I WAS DISCHARGED FROM THE NAVY
THEIR WORD FOR ME WAS 'UNSERVICEABLE".
HAD TO START OVER SOMEHOW, BUT

. OSE WERE HARD DAYS.

PENSION OFFICE, GREENWICH, 2 JUNE 1812}

‘ \
A&:s"f‘; IT IS WHAT IT IS. £5 TILL ANOTHER
i THREE MONTHS' TIME

'{ (YOU KNOW THAT COMES TO 13 PENCE A
DAY, IT DONT GO FAR! o

X/
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THERE'S WORSE PENSIONS IN THIS
LEDGER THAN 13 A DAY! YOU GOT A W&o
LUCKY NUMBER. Dg#’g’t_ SPEND IT ALL AT

= .




WAPPING,

1314
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JOSEPH _JOHNSON CAN
MAKE IT SAIL, REAL

LIFE LIKE, IF YOU GIVE
HIM A HALFPENNY. I SAW
IT AT TOWER HILL

SHOW _THEM WHO YOU ARE. WHAT YOU CAN DO. l

WHAT YOU

LOST. WHAT YOU WEAR MATTERS...

BUT YOU AINT HAVING MY HAT - GONNA NEED
: YOUR OwN

WHERE YOU WORKING
CROWD TODAY, BILLY







IMY EFFORTS EXCITED MUCH MIRTH AND ATTENTION AND WERE WELL REWARDED}
MAM

PERFORMERS OF ALL TYPES TRIED TO FIND A WAY TO STAND OUT TO PASSERS-BY IN CENTRAL
LONDON'S NOISY STREETS. THEY HAD TO CUT THROUGH AMONG THOSE SELLING FOOD, FUEL
SERVICES,  AND GOODS IMPORTED FROM EMPIRE OR MANUFACTURED IN BRITAIN. BY 1320 BILLY
WATERS WAS A FAMOUS CHARACTER, KNOWN FOR HIS LIVELY PERFORMANCES, AND HE FEATURED IN
WELL-KNOWN PLAYS AND BOOKS THAT OFTEN MOCKED HIM OR CLAIMED HE WAS A FRAUD.

1821 |

A\

HO EVER DANCED \ _ WONT HAVE SUCH A BIG
1S HE DANCED? TH GRIN WHEN THAT WOODEN
S A GENIUS! £ 8 LIME 1 KICKED OUT

NN A4
IVE NEVER SEEN ANYONE g GO BACK TO THE ROOKERY

MOVE LIKE THAT- NOT | WHERE YOU BELONG

EVEN WITH TWO LEGS. M T




[ST GILES, c1314

SUl
HIS FIDDLING,
DANCING,  AND

SINGING.

HOW COME WE WERE FOUNDED
NEVER WENT TO GIVE INSTRUCTION
TO SCHOOL AND CLOTHING TO

BUT KNOW SO

UCH?

‘ K s OV FINE oL
I WISH ID GONE TO SCHOOL, e d
MD LEARNED LETTERS. BUT | - FIVE YEARS OLD. gg

WHERE I GREW UP THEY
\ NEVER GAVE US THAT CHANCE.

LONDON'S EXPANSION BROUGHT DIFFERENT VOICES AND CULTURES TO THE CITY. ST GILES
WAS A DISTRICT FULL OF SLUMS, WHERE LARGE_NUMBERS OF TENANTS LIVED TOUGH LIVES
IN CRAMPED CONDITIONS. IN SPITE OF HOW IT WAS MOCKED BY WEALTHY OBSERVERS,
PATTERNS OF FAMILY CONNECTION AND SOCIAL LIFE HELPED SUSTAIN COMMUNITIES.

ROSE AND CROWN ST GILES, c1820 |
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ORANGE STREET 1321

| E SIR
T
" SUPPORT
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ﬁ
THERE WERE
MANY
THREATS, WITH
LOTS OF
DISEASE. MANY
OF THE
RESIDENTS
WERE
MIGRANTS WHO
NEEDED CHEAP
LODGINGS AND
WORKED IN
LOW PAID

! G YOU FOR
IQEGAG%ST'EJO#LFHCE ING

CROWD
AND SINGING
ﬂﬁ()fDEEET SONGS. WE

R TYPE
RE WAONA- TYl?Eu HORDES
IRISH

CANT LIVE HERE RENT
FREE YOU KNOW - T GOT

ZENS'WAITlNg Tg‘ TAKE ON TH

{v -
BILLY'S TOO POORLY
TO EARN MRS,
FITZGERALD. HE'S
GONE TO THE
INFIRMARY. = PLEASE
GIVE US SOME TIME -
AN A MY COUNTRY PEOPLE
o MIGHT HELP.

JOBS. LIFE
BECAME
HARDER AS

You KFEFH

BILLYT THESE ARE

HARD_TIMES, AND I
MIND’ HONEST
Doyf‘)[l( MAKING

NG A
LIVING BY TH

E
ING OF THE|
SCRAEAT-GUT

JUMPING, |

NEGATIVE
VIEWS SPREAD
ABOUT

MIGRANTS,
AND AS
AUTHORITIES
CLAMPED DOWN

ON BEGGING.
w

PENSION OFFICE, GREENWICH 21 APRIL 1323

POOR BILLY HAS

PAID HIS LAST

DEBT! REST TO
HIS BONES!

T SHALL PUT YOU DOWN AS WIDOW
ELIZABETH. BUT THIS WILL BE THE
LAST TIME YOU CAN CLAM.

T THOUGHT BILLY'S GIRL
WAS CALLED POLLY?!
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| MAP OF LONDON, 1320 |
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ST. PANCRAS NEW BURIAL GROUND
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THERE'S THOUSANDS OF MIGRANTS WHO
WhSe ok B L) S0 e T
R0 HAVE Y0 TRIED TPRE? S _HAVE YOU TRIED THERE?
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THERE'S HUNDREDS OF VETERANS
"~ N\ INJURED IN THE WARS, WHO BEG IN§
THE PUBLIC SQUARES : IN GROUPS. §

B —

THERE'S HUNDREDS OF PAUPERS
IN BRIDEWELL FOR

LOCKED UP IN THE S
WEEKS," AS PUNISHHMENT. FOR VAGRANCYY [1OR THERE'S PLENTY WHO BECOME INMATES IN
& THE ST_GILES WORKHOUSE: ~ON_ENDELL
STREET, IF THEY HAVE TO.
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a. What different experiences did Billy Waters have during his life?

i

/

b. Why do you think we know so little about him compared to others?

H

/

c. How and why might people have viewed Billy Waters differently at the time?

/ 'XXj

d. What approaches can historians use to restore marginalised people to view?

5 \> SOV

e. Can you make any links between his history and the world today?

/

16 ageofrevolution.org




SUURCES FROM THE TIME

Printed by Thomas Kelly, coloured aquatint, London (March 1822)
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“He supports himself, and those dependent on him, by Fiddling, Dancing, and Singing, through all parts of
the metropolis; affording a lesson to the thoughtful, and no little amusement to the thoughtless.”

- painter Thomas Busby, in Costume of the Lower Orders of London, 1820

“They come in flocks out of the back parts of St. Giles’s ... we fear the evil has accumulated again ... we are
obliged to relieve such an immense number of Irish in that parish, that it takes half our money.”

- parish overseer, Joseph Mills, in Parliamentary Report on Vagrancy, 1816

“He was formerly a sailor, and he received a trifling pension since he left the service. A short time prior to his
death he was elected King of a party of Beggars in St Giles's ... He resided with his family in the house of Mrs
Fitzgerald ... His remains were yesterday removed from the Workhouse, to the New Burial Ground, St

Pancras, where he was interred. He was followed to the grave by his wife and children, with a few old friends -

some professional ones. He was forty-five years of age.”
- obituary, Morning Advertiser, 22 March 1823

17



1775 - American Revolution
begins

1799

- New York passes

‘gradual’ abolition of slavery

1778 - Irish Catholics allowed to
join British Army

1783 - British evacuate New York

incl. 3,000 Black Loyalists who
fought or fled for freedom

1789 - French Revolution begins

1789 - autobiography of Olaudah
Equiano published

1817 - Joseph Johnson described among
London characters in book Vagabondiana
1818 - Society for the Suppression of
Mendicity founded to stop people begging

1840s - Ceramic
figurines of Waters
created in Staffordshire
and sold

1832 - Great Reform Act gives vote to
middle class men
1833 - British Act abolishing slavery in
most of British Empire
1834 - New Poor Law Act creates new strict
approach to workhouses and begging
1834 - Termination of the East India
Company’s trading charter

1847 - Slum clearance
in creation of New
Oxford Street
1851 - Henry Mayhew
publishes London
Labour and the London
Poor (3 vols.)
1870s - Revivals of
play Tom and Jerry
(featuring Waters) in
British theatres

1775 - 1848

I lich em i

act

1807 - British abolition of the
transatlantic slave trade

18105-18405 -

1ion
from

Ireland (o London

26 Nov. 1821 - Tom
and ferry, or Life in
London play opens
at the Adelphi
Theatre

1824 - Vagrancy Act
1829 - Roman
Catholic Relief Act
allows Catholics
more political
rights

ril 2023 - Camle
Council approves
official blye plaque in
Bucknell Sreeg

n
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Bridewell

A former palace in the City of London which became a
large prison and hospital; ‘Bridewell” became a
common name for jails in other British or colonial
cities.

British Lines

Area controlled by the British Army, which occupied
New York and other American cities for long periods
during the American Revolution

Caricature

Drawing that makes someone look funny or foolish
because it exaggerates parts ol their appearance;
Political cartoons were especially popular [rom the late
cighteenth century.

Cat-gut

A slang term for violin strings, though actually made
from sheep, goat, or cattle intestines

Catholic Free
School

A charity school set up to support the children ol poor
Irish Catholics in St. Giles; It aimed to improve
behaviour, literacy, and religious practice, and housed
around 150 in the late 1810s.

Impressment

The practice of forcing men into military service by a
group also known as ‘the press gang’; The British
Royal Navy relied on this method in wartime to crew its
ships with experienced sailors, causing outrage
especially among Americans, but it ended after the
defeat of Napoleon in 1315.

Infirmary

A section of a larger institution where the ill are cared
for, or a small hospital

Pinkster

A spring festival of Dutch origins, which became in late
eighteenth-century New York an African-American
holiday at which enslaved and free blacks drank,
danced, dressed up, celebrated, and often shared
customs with African roots (similar to ‘Junkanoo’)

Quarter
Gunner

A type of promoted crewman in the Royal Navy who
was in charge of maintaining guns

Refugee

Someone who has been forced to flee their home or
place of origin for fear of attack or persecution

Rookery

An overcrowded London slum in St. Giles, built on the
site of an old leper colony, with a tangled mass of
buildings, alleys, and walkways; From the eighteenth
century it became notorious for housing thieves,
beggars, prostitutes, and as a place of discase and
deprivation next to the posh West End — also
nicknamed ‘Little Dublin” or “The Holy Land’ because
of its migrants.

Topman

Experienced and athletic sailor, responsible [or
climbing the masts, rigging, and setting the sails

Unserviceable

A word used to describe people or vessels that were no
longer working or could not do their job

Vagrancy

Being homeless—wandering beyond your place ol birth
without a job or income—and often subject to
mistreatment or laws which punished it as an offence,
including fines and prison

Workhouse

An institution forcing the poor who cannot support
themselves to labour in return for upkeep; Often run
by parishes and badly managed, and more brutal after
1834's New Poor Law




