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Introduction

During the period 1850–1899, the Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) was signifi-
cantly high in many parts of Britain.1 At least 15 per cent of all infant deaths
occurred in the industrial northeast and northwest areas.2 Districts such as
Leeds and Manchester feature strongly in these high rates, and the historical
demographer Robert Woods has argued it is these areas which should ‘com-
mand’ the historian’s attention due to their impact on the national rates
during the latter half of the nineteenth century.3 Joshua Ikin, a medical prac-
titioner working in Leeds during the 1860s, was concerned about these rates,
and reiterated the concerns of the Registrars General who lamented ‘the evil
of the employment of . . . women in work that requires them to leave their
own homes’. They argued that the consequences of this was that the child:

is deprived of its proper nourishment . . . and that the fearful death which
prevails amongst children, where the mothers work in mills or at any
out of doors labour must be accounted for in a large measure by inju-
rious influences. The deduction drawn from manufacturing towns . . . is
that the mother is away during the greater part of the day and the child
is left . . . the mother hardly sees her child from the time she goes to work.
It is impossible she should have much of the feelings of the mother, and
experience shows that she has very often none . . . 4

The belief in the link between the high northern IMR and ‘industrial and
urban motherhood’ during the period 1850–1899 still prevails today in the
pertinent scholarship. Condemning nineteenth-century working-class child
care is acknowledged as ‘controversial’, and although mothers’ ‘indiffer-
ence’ to their infants has not been confirmed, it is still a theory which
provides a ‘framework’ for historians of infant mortality to work from.
However, in doing so it labels a whole population of nineteenth-century
working-class women as irresponsible child carers – with respected social
historians arguing that ‘there could be no . . . [doubt] about the importance

1
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of infant-feeding practices and the general problems of maternal ignorance
and fecklessness’.5

Challenges to this theory are thin on the ground. Identifying the nature
and method of positive working-class child care is extremely difficult. Conse-
quently, northern working-class mothers feature infrequently in our history
books, and when they do, they are usually labelled as rash, inattentive, and
sometime callous mothers, who were impervious to, and unable to provide
for, the needs of their young. The present work challenges this perception,
the first to do so.

This book provides for the first time, an in-depth look at northern
working-class child care in the industrial districts of the north of England
between 1850 and 1899. It puts working-class mothers at the heart of infant
care and examines their child care practices whilst they worked in facto-
ries weaving wool, making nails, bricks and salt, or working at harvest in
agriculture. It also explores the ‘daily graft’ of the workhouse nurses who
supposedly mirrored the dispassionate and blasé attitudes of working-class
mothers and whose ‘care’ to infants in the workhouse was said to have
been negligent and neglectful. Challenges are also made to the currently
prevailing perceptions of the actions of day-carers and baby-minders, who
are equally seen as aloof, seeking merely to make money from the minding
of infants placed in their care. The book divulges the broad context in which
nineteenth-century mothers approached their child care, and reveals the
actions they undertook to keep their infants alive. In doing so, it uncovers a
new and compelling sense of working-class women’s history, where mothers
fought and won battles to enhance, rather than diminish, their offspring’s
chances of survival. By opening this fresh perspective, the shape of working-
class women’s history in the nineteenth century will be fundamentally
altered.

The focus of this work will be a discussion of the high IMR in northern
England. This will be followed by an examination of the relative successes
and failures of supposed improvements in standards of living, public health
and medicine, all of which were nineteenth-century measures introduced
in order to reduce the high IMR. However, as we will see, little could be
done against the prevalence of a high IMR, and thus we will move on to
consider the relationship between infant mortality and northern working-
class mothers’ child care practices and the research questions which this
work will address. The sources and methodology to answer these questions
will be introduced below, followed by an outline of the book’s structure.

The IMR was significantly high in many parts of Britain during the nine-
teenth century, and in the northern industrial counties in particular, often
excessively and ‘depressingly’ so.6 The historical demographer Robert Woods
has given a general English mean of 150/1000, with a range of 70–250/1000,
and he notes that IMR was far from uniform, with the lowest rates in south-
ern rural districts and the highest in the industrial towns and cities.7 The
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midlands and north of England consistently exceeded the national aver-
age during 1860–1899, as shown by Williams and Mooney, with Preston
and Manchester showing the highest rates in Lancashire, of 209 and 194
respectively, and by Robert Woods, who illustrates the persistent high rates
of Yorkshire towns – Leeds and Sheffield having rates up to 249/1000.8

Statistical analysis taken from the Registrar General Decennial Supple-
ments by Robert Woods and Nicola Shelton also shows the urban north
experienced far higher rates than the rural south.9 Steven King and Geoffrey
Timmins mirror this finding, particularly in the areas of the West Riding of
Yorkshire and Preston.10 Robert Woods hoped he would find the rationale
for this phenomenon from the nineteenth-century Registrar General’s ‘Pro-
fessional nineteenth century source material’, but he reports that it was of
little use, other than to say it was the northern regions that were hit hardest.

The areas central to both the high northern IMR and women’s waged
work are Yorkshire and Lancashire and it is these areas which this work will
cover. The West Riding communities of Leeds, Bradford, Halifax, Dewsbury,
Batley and Huddersfield witnessed predominantly female employment in
the woollen, worsted and flax trades. In Lancashire, women likewise domi-
nated employment in the cotton mills of Manchester, Bolton, Preston and
Rochdale. The book will focus on these areas. During our period, Yorkshire
was rich in the coal deposits and water essential for industrial concentra-
tion and growth, and the expansion of mining, heavy industry and textile
production in Yorkshire and Lancashire brought about unprecedented pop-
ulation expansion from the mid-eighteenth century. The introduction of
power looms and other ‘steam-generated horse-powered machinery’ quickly
established these centres of textile production as the ‘powerhouse of the
industrial revolution’, which by 1830 had obliterated all competition and
accounted for ‘up to half of all English exports’.11

These innovations in textile production, its consequent economic domi-
nance in the region, and the large numbers of women it employed led to the
industry and the regional labour force developing a distinctive female char-
acter. These areas of textile production saw the rates of married women’s
work rise precipitately during 1850–1899; for instance, the numbers rose
from 456,956 in 1867 to 720,469 only five years later.12 This expansion of
textile production and the demand for labour meant that there was employ-
ment for any woman who wanted it, and, as Emma Griffin notes, ‘female
participation rates tended to be high wherever there was cotton or wool’
to be spun or woven.13 Married women made up a large percentage of the
population in these regions, accounting for up to 79 percent of women aged
between 15 and 44, with this age cohort making up 50 to 60 per cent of the
regional population.14 The women who formed the backbone of textile pro-
duction across the West Riding and Lancashire lived almost exclusively in
self-contained towns and cities which were often associated with a specific
textile type and which tended to have populations of less than 100,000.15
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It was in these areas that, according to scholars, waged work separated
mothers from their infants, forcing infants into the arms of day-carers and
baby-minders and, when severe economic difficulties for the mothers arose,
to the welfare bolthole of the workhouse and its nurse. Moreover, it was
these areas which concerned contemporaries most of all during the period
of the high IMR and forged, in their minds at least, the north–south divide
with regard to child care, with northern mothers supposedly caring less for
their infants than southern mothers. Indeed, it is still these areas which his-
torians characterise today with high northern IMR and inept working-class
child care.16 Our deliberate geographical focus therefore places the argu-
ment within the same set of parameters as those applied by nineteenth
century contemporaries and which have informed much of the current
historical analysis relating to the high northern IMR. Given this, these coun-
ties represent a useful methodological setting in which to test the validity
of the attribution of high northern IMR to working-class mothers’ child
care practices during the second half of the nineteenth century. By using
this approach this book will provide much-needed balance in the IMR
debate.

Historians have dedicated many hours to the topic of the ‘lives lived’ dur-
ing the industrial revolution. One of the particular themes has been to seek
whether the population and its offspring prospered or were hindered by
industrialisation. The standard of living debate has been one of the defin-
ing features of twentieth-century economic and social history. It is not the
purpose of this book to rehearse this argument in all its detail; however it
is necessary to acknowledge that it does impact on the wider IMR debate,
although historians acknowledge there is very little consensus as to what
the impact was.17

Emma Griffin has recently concluded that globally, gains were made, but
the transition from agricultural life to industrial was a painful one for those
who had to work through it.18 This conclusion is of course still a matter
of debate. Historians fall into two schools of thought: the optimists not-
ing the advances. The pessimists stressing the losses.19 Costs and benefits
of the nineteenth-century change in the standard of living are discussed
in a wide variety of contexts, including wage increases, mortality rates, life
expectancy, well-being, height ratios, political rights and literacy levels.20

What is clear, however, is that for infants of the working class any improve-
ment in standard of living was slight. One of the main problems which beset
such infants, and/or their mothers was poverty. The lack of money was a
defining feature of life, and was linked to the high IMR that characterised
the nineteenth century. Many working-class parents at some time of their
life experienced a loss of wages and destitution due to unemployment or
illness.

One of the leading proponents of the positive school is Thomas McKeown
who, drawing on statistical analysis of English registration data during the
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period 1837–1914, argues that real increases in income resulted in improved
nutrition, which positively influenced the IMR during the late nineteenth
century. Nutrition, McKeown argues, played a greater role than any medical
intervention in the decline in the IMR because it imparted strength to fight
infectious diseases.21 Robert Millward and Frances Bell mirror this optimistic
stand and the role it played in ameliorating the IMR, a view which is also
supported by Sumit Guha, who has remarked that ‘it is most unlikely that
the role of changes in real income, living standards and nutritional status
will be found to be a minor one’.22 This is a view which still dominates the
historical narrative.23

Simon Szreter, however, argues these views are too optimistic, and that
they fail to take into account the detrimental effects than an ‘improved’
standard of living had upon infants in particular. Based on an analysis
of nineteenth-century public health records, he argues that the so-called
improvements did more harm than good, especially for weaned infants, due
to new food types being infected by pathogens.24 The pessimist school is
densely populated: gains made by infants and their families are doubted by
Charles Feinstein, the Webbs and Hammonds, and the Marxist historians
Eric Hobsbawm and E.P. Thompson.25 This view is reiterated in recent pub-
lications from Emma Griffin and Kenneth Morgan, who argue that rises in
the standard of living gave little to the female working-class work force who
fuelled it, and Morgan, though more forgiving of the negative effects of the
industrial revolution on women and children, argues that there was actually
little to celebrate.26

Equally sceptical about the effect of an improved standard of living is
Anthony Wohl, who sees little evidence to support the claim that living stan-
dards improved, and asserts that any increase had scant benefit for infants,
and little effect on IMRs. He argues, instead, that the poor and their infants
remained as impoverished and undernourished as they always had been.
Moreover, changes in the standard of living had a particularly detrimen-
tal effect on pregnant women and the life chances of their infants.27 This
view is complemented by the 1995 study of nine parishes in the north of
England by Paul Huck, who argues that there is little evidence of a higher
standard of living in the region during the industrial revolution.28 Even
McKeown acknowledges that if an improved standard of living led to higher
nutritional standards for the poor, any benefits which accrued to infants
would only become evident from the age of two onwards. This suggests
that an improved standard of living had real limitations in ameliorating the
northern IMR.29

Nineteenth-century medical intervention also set a path to reduce the
high IMR. Medical practitioners and researchers extended their interest in
the causes of infant death and expanded their interest in paediatrics into
maternity practices. Contemporaries like William Farr thought the infant
mortality problem was a difficult avenue to address medically, and he
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cautioned against attributing the high rates to individual causes, on the
grounds that:

young infants . . . were feeble; they are unfinished; the molecules and
fibres of brain, muscle, bone are loosely strung together; the heart and
the blood, on which life depends, have undergone a complete revolu-
tion; the lungs are only just called into play. The baby is helpless . . . It is
not surprising that a certain number of infants should die.30

Farr was not confident of finding a single cause for excess IMR, and was well
aware of the toll on infant life wrought by disease during the nineteenth cen-
tury. He catalogued the devastating impact of whooping cough, scarlatina
and smallpox during the 1860s.31 Historians like Kenneth Morgan, Frederick
Cartwright, Michael Biddiss and Charles Creighton acknowledge Farr’s per-
spective on the role of disease in pushing up the IMR, as does Anne Hardy,
who emphasises that the diseases of ‘whooping cough, measles, scarlet fever,
diphtheria and atrophy were all serious and life-threatening diseases for the
young’.32 In their statistical analysis of mortality during the period, Robert
Woods and Nicola Shelton have added further weight to the argument of
a link between disease and the high IMR.33 Their work illustrates the broad
range of disease to which infants were ‘especially vulnerable’ during the lat-
ter half of the nineteenth century. Of these, diseases of the brain or nervous
system, of the lung or respiratory system, and diarrhoea, dysentery, and the
wasting diseases of atrophy were the most prevalent and deadly.34

The rise of scientific medicine during the nineteenth century, which
applied new programmes of medical inquiry, new disease concepts and new
research practices in order to better understand the causal factors of mor-
bidity and mortality, provided a new opportunity to confront and address
the IMR problem during the latter half of the century.35 One of the pio-
neers in the field of social history of medicine, Roy Porter, has stressed the
importance of scientific advances made by the medical profession during
the nineteenth century. The main thrust of his argument has been that
the old religious practices in the realm of medicine withered on the vine
during the seventeenth century, and that ‘the new science of the Enlight-
enment brought a shift from divine dramatics to more secular practices’.36

The progress of specialised medical knowledge was, Porter argues, to provide
us with a key to unlock health matters, for ‘with the accent shifting from
the soul’s salvation to temporal well-being, medicine took a move towards
centre-stage, and medical men and health issues were to command height-
ened public attention’.37 Mary Douglas also sees conclusive evidence in the
progress of the medical scientific rationale, arguing that ‘western medicine
over its history had gradually separated itself from spiritual matters’.38 These
arguments form the backbone of the historiography of medicine and are
rarely challenged, for, as Loudon remarks, ‘even if we dispute the nature
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and extent of such progress, it is certain that the period from the late eigh-
teenth century to the mid-nineteenth laid the foundations of the medical
profession as we know it today’.39

The increasing concern over health issues provided a ‘professional’ vac-
uum which medical men filled. Anne Hardy remarks that it led to the
increased power and prestige of the medical profession during the latter
half of the nineteenth century.40 Roy Porter puts it well when he argues
that ‘medical men portrayed health and hygiene as the cornerstones of a
New Society and the doctor as its priest’.41 This elevated status, he main-
tains, facilitated leading reformers like Newsholme, Chadwick and Simon to
establish a regular dialogue with the state, which tied the status of the nine-
teenth century medical profession into a ‘close alignment with politicians’.42

The enhanced prominence of medical doctors led to ever more practitioners
entering the political arena, for as Hardy notes, although only three medical
doctors were members of the House of Commons during the Vaccination Act
debates, including John Lush, MP for Salisbury, and William Brewer, MP for
Colchester, this number grew during the nineteenth century. Lyon Playfair
emerged as the driving force within the medical–political establishment, and
would become ‘the leading spokesman for medical and scientific interests’
from the 1870s to the end of the nineteenth century.43 These developments,
Hardy argues, led to doctors becoming an ‘established authority of medical
science in the House of Commons’.44 The medical profession became com-
mensurately influential in determining policy responses to pressing health
concerns such as the IMR during the latter half of the nineteenth century,
in large part through their role in commissions into working-class areas and
particularly through studies of working-class waged women’s work and its
impact upon child-caring practices.45

This evolution of the role and political position of the medical profession
meant that the autonomy which characterised eighteenth-century medical
practice became increasingly divorced from the more centralised and ubiq-
uitous role of the nineteenth-century doctor. Loudon argues, ‘a transition
occurred in which a disunited, pluralistic, or even non-existent medical pro-
fession changed to a unified one’.46 One of the most profound consequences
of this new-found importance and cohesive identity was that, as Anne Digby
argues, ‘medical doctors played an increasingly important role’ in diagnos-
ing and prescribing for the working classes, both in the household and in
the workhouse.47

The significance of these transformations for the IMR in the north of
England was that nineteenth-century medics expanded their remit and
increasingly saw maternal practice and paediatrics fall within their sphere
of influence. However, despite new medical breakthroughs the amelio-
ration of smallpox, infantile diarrhoea and wasting diseases like atro-
phy, remained difficult.48 Indeed, these ailments persisted, as Digby notes
despite nineteenth-century medical doctors ‘expand[ing] their practice with
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women and child patients’, and ‘develop[ing] specialisms and institutions’
accordingly.49 As Valerie Fildes notes, these developments drew on a long tra-
dition of paediatric knowledge gained over previous centuries which, Ruth
Hodgkinson argues, informed and influenced the role played by the Poor
Law medical doctors who sought to right the ‘many evils’ experienced by
the female working classes and their infants during the latter half of the
nineteenth century.50

Due to the reorientation of relief sentiment in 1834, the workhouse proved
to be the arena where the medical profession played their defining role in the
lives of thousands of infants during the period, a reality which was cemented
by the adoption of Medical Officers of Health in 1848, and which saw 469
medical doctors serving 75 Poor Law Unions across Yorkshire and Lancashire
by 1851, and over 4000 nationally by the end of the century.51

With infants comprising, up to 38 per cent of the workhouse population
during the latter half of the nineteenth century,52 these medical officers
for health fought on the front-line in the battle against infant mortality
which, Hodgkinson argues, made them stand out as ‘good public servants’
fighting for ‘positive health measures’.53 Indeed, Michael Rose has suggested
that northern medical doctors did not take their new-found responsibilities
lightly: Dr Edward Smith was determined to improve the lot of the infants
in the workhouse whose health he considered was bad and who were ‘con-
stantly ailing’, particularly as a consequence of infantile diarrhoea, and the
wasting diseases of atrophy and marasmus.54

It was not only Poor Law medical officers, who were interested in the
plight of nineteenth-century infants. Paediatricians such as Dr Eustace
Smith, Member of the Royal College of Physicians, and Physician to the
North-West Free Dispensary for Sick Children, was equally keen to reduce
their death rates, as was Factory Inspector and medical doctor Dr Robert
Baker.55 W.R. Lee claims that Baker was peerless in his desire to improve
infant health and ameliorate the IMR in the north of England, both
within and without the workhouse. Moreover, Baker’s efforts led to him
being appointed as a Factory Inspector, from which post his analysis of
children’s factory accidents was produced, laying the foundation upon
which the majority of the new laws and regulations on children’s work-
ing arrangements were built during the final decades of the nineteenth
century.56

Despite the emergence of scientific medicine directed by an increasingly
unified and politically sanctioned medical class, however, the impact which
these developments had on the IMR, in the north of England in particular, is
questionable. Indeed, although Roy Porter notes that medical science went
from ‘strength to strength’ during the period, and won ‘greater public funds
and a place in the sun’, he cautions against giving too much weight to the
ability of ‘medical science’ to make a positive impact on infant mortality.57

Wohl echoes these reservations, and argues that medical doctors were at a
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loss to explain much infant death. Indeed, the extent to which the scientific
medical ‘revolution’ was able to confront and cure diseases which rendered
infants ill is highly questionable. For, with the possible exception of the
childish disease of smallpox which, Anne Hardy argues, was literally wiped
out during the period, the medical profession offered little protection against
deadly ailments. Whooping cough, diarrhoea or the myriad atrophic wasting
diseases were responsible for urban infant death at 12 months at rates of 694,
3961 and 2734 respectively, and doctors continued to rely on the ‘stamina
of the child’ to avert death, and reduce the IMR.58

Public health initiatives were as ineffective as ‘scientific medicine’ in
fighting infant mortality, and historians likewise divide into optimistic and
pessimistic camps in the debate. Yet, despite these differing interpreta-
tions it has to be acknowledged that the nineteenth century witnessed an
unprecedented degree of nationally and locally inspired interventions which
aimed to diminish the threat to public health from the urban industrial
environment.

Cholera outbreaks during the first half of the nineteenth century high-
lighted the filth and squalor which existed in urban areas during the
nineteenth century and led influential figures like Edwin Chadwick to cam-
paign for radical measures to address the spiralling mortality. For individuals
like Chadwick, improvement of public health by means of sanitary reform
represented the key that would unlock the door to the armoury housing the
weapons needed for the pressing, and indeed depressing, fight against infant
mortality.59 This thinking, combined with the urgency caused by renewed
outbreaks of cholera in the 1840s, inspired unprecedented feats of engineer-
ing aimed at addressing the inadequacies of sewage disposal, with Joseph
Bazalgette’s constructions of the London sewers being the most famous
example.60 Although contemporary analysis as to the exact relationship
between squalor, filth and diseases such as cholera were flawed, with William
Farr being far from alone in believing that it was the stench from untreated
waste which resulted in a poisonous miasma, the impetus for measures to
improve public health and ameliorate infant mortality passed the tipping
point mid-century.61 Significantly, the increased power of the state, com-
bined with the emergence of powerful metropolitan authorities throughout
the provinces, meant that these initiatives were not merely restricted to
London, with Liverpool, for example, among the first to obtain a Sani-
tary Act in 1846.62 The contemporary analysis of the inadequacies of public
health measures, and sanitation in particular, is shared by many historians.
Wohl for example argues that the decrepit sewage systems, combined with
insufficient privies and overflowing cesspools and exposed dung-heaps,63 led
to ‘large amounts of human excrement’ entering the houses of the poor
in particular.64 When combined with street refuse and untreated discharges
from factories, this filth, argue Bedarida, Wohl and Briggs, was a potent mix
which had an adverse effect on infant mortality.65 Morgan argues that it was
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not until 1848 that consensus was achieved to back governmental sanitary
improvements, and even then when ratepayers and factory owners in towns
and cities became aware of the need for their money to fund improvements,
they opposed them.66 Overall, Morgan argues, sanitary improvements until
late in the nineteenth century, were slow and piecemeal. Given this, the
drive towards public health initiatives such as sanitation improvements,
was limited, as Szreter points out. Nigel Morgan draws similar conclusions
to Szreter, and by means of a reconstruction of the story of infant mor-
tality in Preston, makes the case that the cause of the high incidence of
infant death was the prevalence of horses and their dung. This attracted flies,
which in turn ‘gave bacteria the power to fly’67 into the domestic environ-
ment, causing bacterial infections within the vulnerable and young infants
in particular.68 Morgan’s findings have strong echoes of Naomi Williams’s
study of infant mortality in Sheffield during the latter half of the nineteenth
century.69 Drawing on a wide range of local source material, including civil
death registers, census enumerator books, and employing record linkage,
Williams argues that social class was the prime determinant of infant mor-
tality and, like Morgan, finds that there was a distinct seasonality associated
with these deaths.70

This positivism is not without its critics, however, with McKeown dismiss-
ing the role of public health reforms in reducing the IMR.71 This scepticism
is echoed by Woods and Shelton, who likewise argue that sanitary reform
had little impact on infant mortality.72 Sumit Guha, a long-standing vehe-
ment critic of Szreter and his ideas, goes further, arguing that to elevate
the role of public health measures in the battle against infant mortality
is ill-conceived from the outset. In essence, he concludes that ‘the classic
sanitation diseases . . . were not controllable through Victorian sanitary mea-
sures’, and that this is self-evident as ‘infantile diarrhoeal rates . . . maintained
their high levels in both town and country . . . over the last quarter of the
nineteenth century’.73 Anne Hardy acknowledges the prevalence, depth and
complexity of the scourge of infantile diarrhoea, which Woods argues was
the third highest killer of infants in the towns of Blackburn and Preston dur-
ing the 1890s.74 This was despite the evolution in the practice of medicine,
something that was highlighted in the growing academic discipline cen-
tred on the social history of medicine around the 1970s. Ian Buchanan,
for instance, is convinced of the limits of sanitary reform and argues that
although steady improvements were indeed evident during the period, inno-
vations in refuse disposal created as many problems as the systems they were
meant to replace.75 Due to these failings, Buchanan places the watershed for
effective sanitary improvement as late as the First World War, a view echoed
by Anthony Wohl, who has similar reservations concerning the narrative of
the triumph of public health reforms throughout the nineteenth century.
For Wohl, the significant point is not that ‘effective’ interventions did not
occur, but rather that ‘as the nineteenth century drew to a close it was clear,
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and was common knowledge, that the poor had not shared equally in the
improvements of sanitary reform’.76

In this respect, both Buchanan and Wohl’s pessimism relates to the
chronology of effective intervention, as opposed to a straightforward rejec-
tion of the efficacy of public health reform in tackling the IMR. This
argument in favour of periodic success, as opposed to Szreter’s focus on a
sustained forward march of effective interventions, is more plausible due
to the limited success in reducing infant mortality during the nineteenth
century. Moreover, it is important to say that even strong advocates of the
effects of public health reform, such as Szreter, acknowledge that its benefits
were far from universal. For infants under one year of age, Szreter concedes
that ‘the public health and preventative measures of the latter half of the
nineteenth century could not reasonably be expected to have influenced the
infants’ environment’, a view which is not dissimilar to that held by Wohl.
These similarities are less surprising than may first appear, for although pub-
lic health initiatives had some successes – particularly in the fight against
cholera – they had only a marginal impact on infant mortality, which did
not begin to abate until the turn of the twentieth century.

Despite diseases and deficiencies in sanitation exacting a heavy toll of
infant mortality, the responses of both scientific medicine and public health
reform were inadequate during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Although historians have sought answers in these grand narratives, the
diversity of afflictions and the sheer numbers of infants who succumbed to
disease both during and in the wake of the industrial revolution render gen-
eralisations difficult, as Geoffrey Timmins and Steven King have argued.77

This point is forcefully made by Woods and Shelton from their analysis
of the Registrar General’s Decennial Supplements. They show that there is
evidence of diverse regional trends in infant mortality throughout the late
nineteenth century.78 Indeed, even proponents of the role of public health
measures in addressing the IMR (albeit in part), such as Szreter and Wohl,
allude to the fractured nature of these initiatives, due to the heavy cost,
levels of ignorance in respect of their effect, and the degree of local inclina-
tion to pursue public health schemes.79 The clear regional bias identified by
Woods and Shelton, whereby the highest and most persistent IMR as a con-
sequence of infantile diarrhoea and its stablemates, atrophy and marasmus,
was evident throughout the industrial areas of the midlands and the north is
mirrored in the works of Williams and Mooney, who show that the rates in
Blackburn, Bolton and Preston remained between 160 and 230/1000 during
the 1840s to the 1890s, and who argue that this may be explained in part by
the slow adoption of ‘improving’ initiatives.80

Currently, it is beyond doubt that a persuasive body of research has accu-
mulated which indicates that high infant mortality was a largely urban
phenomenon with considerable regional variations. Thomas Forbes, for
example, has demonstrated clear links between the prevalence of infant
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mortality and the extent of urbanisation, a point echoed by Robert Millward
and Frances Bell in their study of the Yorkshire textile towns of Bradford
and Leeds and in Lancashire.81 The research of Naomi Williams and Graham
Mooney reinforces the synergy between industrial, urban population cen-
tres in the north, and high levels of infant mortality. These localised studies
of the IMR enable the regional and local scale of the IMR problem to be
ascertained, and using this approach to explain the northern IMR presents
historians with new opportunities to explore the character and nature of
infant mortality, and so put forward more grounded and specific arguments
in respect of the causal factors which drove these high levels of infant
death.

Conclusions drawn from localised studies such as these add nuance to
what has become a polarised argument concerning the IMR. Of particu-
lar importance is the way in which this research locates the narrative of
mortality within specific time-frames and places, thereby allowing the par-
ticularity and relative customs of each place to emerge from the obscuring
tendency of the general. Whilst this approach can offer new perspectives
for the high IMR, the near-universality of high infant mortality across the
northern industrial regions can impose limitations on this approach. Clearly,
individual communities experienced particular circumstances which con-
tributed to IMRs, which meant that one’s birth place affected one’s mortality,
and the widespread and persistent nature of high IMR throughout north-
ern industrial towns, which doctors were unable to ameliorate, strongly
implies that some common causal factors must have existed. This is where
the waged work of mothers comes in. Scholars have argued that it was this
that drove the persistence of high IMR at this time in these localities. This
was the conclusion arrived at by contemporary commentators too. Yet, as
working-class women were aware of the limits to which medicine and pub-
lic health had on the lives of their infants, they continued to work in order
to support their families’ budgets, and they believed this did not do any
harm.82

It is within this dichotomy that this book is situated.

In seeking to explore the extent to which working-class mothers were
responsible for the high IMR in northern England a vast range of sources
has been sought, collated and analysed. They are described below, with their
associated strengths and weaknesses. Scholars of social history in the modern
era would find it difficult to come across any positive aspects of working-
class child care from the sources that have typically been used to address this
issue. Nineteenth-century working-class mothers, it seemed, left few records
about their infants and how they cared for them. Searches for such evidence,
therefore, were mostly fruitless. Those who did have the confidence to write
about their experiences during the period 1850–1899 tended to be middle-
class social commentators who pass on tales of woe and speak about the
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ignorance and uncompassionate nature of the mothers concerned. Margaret
Hewitt used this tone to write her classic work, Wives and Mothers in Victorian
Industry, which exemplifies the prevailing orthodoxy of ‘feckless mothers.’
Yet, surely not all working-class child care was irresponsible and ineffective?
Was it inevitable that once industrial work became available the mothers
who worked in the industries, and surrogate baby sitters, gave scant atten-
tion to the infants they bore or were paid to care for? We need a much more
balanced and objective perspective on the history of this subject to identify
how child care was managed by mothers and carers. In order to do this, we
need to look at a broader range of sources than has previously been explored,
to underpin an in-depth analysis of the full range of practices.

In seeking to address the extent to which working-class women’s child
care was to blame for the high IMR of the north of England, a range of
both published and unpublished sources were examined. The first source
type to be considered was the published Parliamentary Papers which con-
tained discussions arising from the Commissioned Reports of the Inspectors
of Factories to the Secretary of State during 1850–1899 which related to the
industrial waged work of women, the high IMR during the period and the
child care practices of the women concerned. The catalogues of the Parlia-
mentary Papers were surveyed for a sense of the scale of the official inquiry
relating to into the issue of working-class women’s waged work and the
infant life problem. The method employed was to identify all the official
material which appertained to the problem of the high IMR and working-
class mothers and carers in particular. This was done to identify the full
gamut of official (empirical) records which existed. Moreover, this was also
important in pinpointing both the negative and positive aspects of child
care by the women concerned. Did all the official sources report similar neg-
ative circumstances, or did some differ to paint a more caring picture? This
search provided reports of commissions held in the Parliamentary Papers as
follows:

• 3476 reports with references to factory work during the period 1850–
1899.

• 1644 reports with references to infant life during the period 1850–1899.
• 1292 reports with references to women workers during the period 1850–

1899.
• 343 reports with references appertaining to baby-minders during the

period 1850–1899.
• 3623 reports with references to women during the period 1850–1899.
• 2765 reports with references to child care during the period 1850–1899.

The large number of these reports allowed for a comprehensive approach
to the topic, as they cover the whole of the United Kingdom includ-
ing Scotland and Ireland. However, once these reports were identified, a
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specific rationale was adopted to obtain pertinent material which was closely
and, crucially, specifically related to discussions relevant to the high IMR
in northern England and specifically to northern working-class women’s
industrial waged work. These sources were thoroughly scrutinised – that
is to say that all of the reports were read individually. This slow but con-
centrated approach was applied particularly to the areas of Yorkshire and
Lancashire during 1850–1899. Reports from Factory Inspectors which related
to women’s factory, metal, salt, brick and agricultural work were sought
for the areas of Dewsbury, Batley, Leeds, Huddersfield, Bradford, Halifax,
Wakefield, Manchester, Salford, Bolton, Preston and Rochdale. This avenue
threw up an abundance of material which would not have arisen through
mere keyword searches alone. The sources were further examined for the
names of the Factory Inspectors who were sent to explore the above areas
during the period 1850–1899, such as Alexander Redgrave, Robert Baker,
Leonard Horner, T. J. Howell and Robert J Saunders.

Factory Inspectors made a clear link in their reports between the high
northern IMR and the waged work of working-class women, suggesting that
there was a case in history to pursue. My next task was to identify from the
reports of the Factory Inspectors the IMR in Yorkshire and Lancashire, the
causes of disease related to the IMR and the numbers of the women working
in industrial arenas. In addition to this it was important to note where they
worked, the attitudes of the women towards that work, what areas and what
cloths, metals or grains they dealt with, and the times of their working day.
In essence, answering these questions led to an understanding of how much
time they spent away from home.

Obtaining this information provided good context and insight into the
numbers of women workers and their understanding of the importance of
their work in terms of its contribution to the family economy. With this
information to hand, the next approach was to see if the move from manor
to mill turned these dedicated and hard-working women into neglectful
and irresponsible mothers, as argued by many historians. This neglect did
not seem to fit with the hard-working character of the women concerned:
why would they work if the proceeds were not to enhance their family’s
wellbeing? One hypothesis was that industrialisation did not convert these
women into the neglectful creatures we have been presented with, but rather
that they had to become more inventive with their child care practices. Evi-
dence of positive child care models were consequently sought in order to
build up a more balanced picture of mothers’ practices alongside the well-
worn negative portrayals. Moreover, narrative from the mothers themselves
was sought in the reports, the Factory Inspectors and commissioners often
recording women’s accounts of the customs of child care, and identifying
specific methods. It was important to look closely at what women did with
their infants when at work, because if there was evidence of positive child
care methods being practised in the factories, workshops and agricultural
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fields this could mean that these industries were more female-friendly than
we have previously been led to believe. The question to ask, therefore, was:
did industrialisation allow mothers to cater for their infants and children
during waged employment. This would suggest that the factory women and
mothers had some control over their working environment. If so, this would
mean that overseers ceded some control of the factory environment to the
mothers, and sympathised with their approach to combine waged work with
child care.

Adopting this close scrutiny was imperative in providing a more balanced
approach to this topic. Narrative from overseers was sought to determine
whether mothers were valued in the mill, whether they were able to take
their infants with them to work, or whether they could they leave the looms
to themselves for periods of time to devote themselves to their infants. Nar-
ratives were searched for indications of women being able to adapt the
material culture or architecture of the mill to suit their needs as mothers,
and whether this meant they attended to domestic duties in the mill to
ensure their infants’ safety and health or were allowed to adopt a flexi-time
approach to their work, citing the need to complete domestic duties at home.
One fundamental question attached to all of these questions is: were the
sanitary conditions in the mill dirty? That is, did infants suffer from diseases
incurred in the mill rather than at home? In addition, these sources were
searched for statistical information relating to children working in the mill
in order to achieve a better understanding of whether it was possible for
women to use the children who worked alongside them as ‘little nurses’ to
care for infants in the mill in the same way as they did in the home.

The strength of Parliamentary Paper material (an umbrella term) for this
work is that it provides a comprehensive breadth of information relating to
waged work of working-class women. These reports were particularly fruitful
in this respect, often displaying an interest in the effect of the numbers of
hours worked on the health of workers (particularly women and children)
and the associated problems of women’s waged work in relation to the high
northern IMR during the period. These official sources have an authentic
nature and are orderly in delivery; they also have a high literary quality,
thus they are readable and accessible.83 This format is important because the
commissioners brought a wealth of information back from their research
which needed to be catalogued. The Inspectors’ reports run to hundreds
of pages and were summed up and presented to parliament to give a con-
cise, clear picture of working-class women’s work. The appendices to these
reports, which contain thousands of questions and answers (for instance one
45-page report contained 32,000 questions) are extremely valuable; particu-
larly useful for this topic because they provide minutely detailed narratives
of working-class women’s work. The key questions inspectors were instructed
to explore about working-class waged work from employers, employees,
neighbours, medical men and Poor Law guardians were:
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• What sort of work did working-class women do?
• How many hours did they work?
• How many hours were they out of their homes?
• What happened to their children whilst they undertook this work? Who

cared for them?
• How did these women feed their children? What was the make-up of the

feed?

What kind of world would these sources present of motherhood? Would it
be a world in which working women had a strong sense of their own abil-
ities and found innovative ways to preserve their infants’ lives whilst they
worked? It is from an analysis of the answers to these questions that we get
a fuller, clearer, more detailed picture of the real experiences of working-
class women.84 These sources are particularly valuable for the strikingly
under-researched topic of working-class child care.

The answers witnesses gave to the inspectors’ questions strongly relate to
the topic of the high IMR and working-class women’s waged work, and the
task was to identify if a strong, vivid, detailed picture of women’s waged
work could be drawn from these sources. Indeed, the verbatim responses
of working-class women to the questions evident in these sources are rare
examples of the working-class woman’s voice. When these reports are linked
to other sources they help us to understand whether and how mothers
combined work with effective child care. The sources also illuminate the
social and cultural customs of nineteenth-century working-class women,
their child care and their families. The women talk of the importance of
their work for them and their families. They also speak of their views on
the Factory Acts as how they combined their work with family and domes-
tic arrangements, and these answers help us to understand whether they
felt their work disadvantaged their children. We also hear the inspectors
tell us of the innovative and positive steps these women put in place for
child care. Indeed, as inspectors pose secondary questions to their intervie-
wees, the answers given contain further details associated with working-class
women’s working experiences, providing an even wider history of working-
class women than might first be assumed from these reports. The reports
are evidenced-based and are strictly geared to black-and-white conclusions.
They are the official history of working-class women and their child care as
presented to parliament; remarkably few historians have picked them apart.
Names and addresses of Factory Inspectors, medical doctors, employees, and
employers are also provided, thus offering detail which can be confirmed in
other sources enabling the reports to be layered with other evidence, giving
rise to evidenced-based history.

We see that the research the inspectors were expected to undertake cov-
ered the length and breadth of Britain and equipped them with an excellent
understanding of the working experiences of working-class women. The
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depth of research these men undertook led to them being acknowledged as
authorities on infant mortality and child care, and their findings were used
again and again by various interested groups, although little use has been
made of the question-and-answer sets. The reports have further strength
in that their context is clear. We know that parliament commissioned the
reports in an era of high infant mortality, thus the material arising out of the
discussions is strongly linked to the topic of the high IMR. In addition, we
know the identity and class of the men who conducted the research: we are
given their names and evidence of individuals’ special knowledge and per-
sonal opinion. The reports also acknowledge the roles which these people
played in society, therefore informing us about their politics.85 As the major-
ity of the men concerned had interests in ameliorating the high IMR we can
see that they set out to identify where child care could be improved and the
laws and rules which working-class women should adhere to whilst working.
Inspectors understood that working-class women had to work. They were
expected to be ‘open to conviction’, ‘if not impartial’, in listening to the
people they interviewed about their problems.86

Inspectors’ reports also contain statistical information, such as the num-
bers of infant deaths, their age-range and cause of death. These are classified
both nationally and by region. Again, these authentic statistics enable us to
see what the official causes of infant deaths were and whether these can be
linked to their mother’s actions. Moreover, they can be analysed in further
detail through other sources such as medical texts as to the character of the
diseases and their scope for amelioration.

Whilst the Parliamentary Papers have many strengths, there are evident
weaknesses and biases to contend with. As we know when and how the doc-
uments arose, we can see that although the researchers and authors were
impartial and open to conviction, they were, nonetheless, all upper- and
middle-class men who tended to believe that, in an era of high infant mor-
tality, working-class women should not work. Although the inspectors and
commissioners understood that working-class women were obliged to work,
many wrote in journals and pamphlets about the problems this work caused
infants. This philosophy was born of the idea that women should live in the
domestic sphere rather than the public arena. They approached the topic
with this bias affecting their work, hence the question and answer sets that
they used were shaped in a patriarchal manner, giving a distinct impres-
sion to the interviewee that they were expected to answer in such a way as
to suggest that working-class women conducted little waged work. It also
encouraged the notion that they should rarely leave their infants because
suitable child care was scarce. Indeed, in this environment women were
extremely unlikely to talk of their difficulties in combining waged work
with child care. In such a misogynistic environment it would be unlikely
that these women would speak of their using child care methods that would
seem improper or ill-advised, such as taking their infants to work. Should
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they do so they might well feel that they were at risk of losing their job
because the commissioners could suggest to their employers that they were
irresponsible mothers and trouble-makers.

The material provided in the Parliamentary Papers could be considered
narrow, biased and weak, but as long as we are aware of these caveats the
reports can and should be used because of their strong relation to the ways
in which women cared for their infants. A further weakness in the reports
concerns the lack of objectivity in the inspectors’ evidence. The actual words
of interviewees are not available to us. Tape recorders had not been invented
when these interviews took place therefore we do not have the spoken words
of the working class mothers and the responses to the questions put to them,
so we lack ‘social clues, the nuances of uncertainty, humour, or pretence’
which this oral history could provide.87 Neither do we have the minutes of
evidence nor the inspectors’ notes. Thus, the ‘best record’ we have are the
printed texts. We also have to bear in mind that the outcome of the report
into infant mortality and its relationship to women’s waged work could have
hung on a strong personality within the group, such as the Factory Inspector
and medical doctor Robert Baker, who thought women’s waged work caused
many problems for infants and children. Baker’s testimony in this respect
could have led to laws prohibiting women’s waged work – a similar case can
be seen with Malthus’s Population Report, whose oral evidence given at the
Inquiry of Emigration during the 1820s was considered ‘decisive’. However,
without Baker’s minutes of evidence we cannot tell.88

Another potential limitation of these sources to be borne in mind is that
we do not know the extent to which the reports were built on hearsay
and gossip. Indeed, the answers given the questions asked may have been
‘streamlined’, ‘funnelled’ and ‘shaped’ during editing to address the ques-
tions asked.89 We do not know if the inspectors on occasion asked different
questions to those set, and in doing so ‘doctored’ the evidence.90 We know
that the committees who sat on the reports did not have ‘blank minds’,91 and
did not start their research with a blank canvas. We do not know whether
any disputes over findings and ‘exchanges of views [were] purged’.92 Selective
inclusion and exclusion of information could have been due to inspectors
relating what the Select Committee wanted to hear.

A difficulty with question-and-answer sets such as those which inspectors
had is the matter of questions that were left out and not asked –this can
often tell us a lot about a report and its intentions. Moreover, we should
remember that very few women were commissioned to ask questions about
women’s waged work until the 1890s. Although these were mainly middle-
class women, they understood that working-class women had to work,
and were sympathetic to their plight. When faced with male interviewers,
working-class women could face an ‘intimidating form of interview’.

Weaknesses in the social statistics presented in the reports also have to be
acknowledged. Paul Thompson, for instance, argues they ‘do not represent
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actual facts, but represent an individual’s viewpoints or an aggregated social
perception of facts, and are all in addition subject to social pressures from the
context in which they are obtained. With these forms of evidence, what we
receive is social meaning, [rather than factual knowledge] and it is this which
must be evaluated.’93 Thompson even doubts that the calculations made
by demographers are free from ‘manipulation’.94 Single questions which do
not allow for qualification were regularly posed to nineteenth-century pop-
ulations. For example, when calculating numbers of children, parents were
asked how many children they had, but not how many of their children had
died. Thus, there may be inaccuracies in the data. Due to these issues with
the reports and statistics this work linked its analysis to other documents
and materials to get a fuller, clearer, more accurate picture of working-class
mothers’ child care.

The chapter on women’s waged work was supported by evidence from the
full range of local and national newspapers in the Yorkshire and Lancashire
districts for the years 1850–1899. They were searched for material relating
to the actions of working-class mothers. Articles relevant to the topic were
taken from newspapers such as The Leeds Mercury, The Leeds Intelligencer,
Bradford Review, Bradford Observer, Huddersfield Chronicle, Huddersfield Exam-
iner, Huddersfield Daily Chronicle, Manchester Courier, Manchester City News,
Lancashire General Advertiser, Manchester Guardian, Manchester Times, The
Northern Star, The Preston Guardian, Stockport Advertiser, The Yorkshire Factory
Times and the Cotton Factory Times.

As newspaper sources were not online at the beginning of this research,
websites of local libraries in Leeds, Bradford, Huddersfield, Wakefield,
Manchester and Bolton, and national publications held at British Library
Newspapers at Colindale were searched, and many telephone calls were
made to identify the number of daily and weekly newspapers relating to
the northern districts for the period 1850–1899. The above newspapers were
available in daily and weekly versions, and their importance cannot be over-
stated because they provide context for the period with regard to child care.
The next approach was to determine from catalogues and archivists (many
of whom hold a wealth of knowledge not evident in catalogues and web-
sites) whether the newspapers reported on industrialised areas, the infant
mortality problem and IMR, and any association with waged women’s work.
Due to the interest which surrounded the debates about factory work and
the associated Factory Acts it was suspected that this topic would have car-
ried weight for editors and helped them sell to a readership who worked in
industry. Archivists confirmed this suspicion and, as suspected, newspapers
in the districts identified carried discussions about factories, their workers,
their health, the Factory Acts and working-class women and their meth-
ods of child care. Close analysis was applied when searching for reports of
aspects of child care. Specific words and phrases searched for included fac-
tories, metal workshops, agricultural farms, Yorkshire and Lancashire, infant
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mortality and its rates, positive and negative customs of child care by moth-
ers, workhouse nurses and day-carers, and desertion – including the names,
addresses and occupations of the women. The areas specifically analysed
were Dewsbury, Batley, Leeds, Wakefield, Preston, Bolton, Manchester and
Blackburn. Articles that spoke of what happened to the women who com-
mitted neglect, and what happened to infants who were deserted were also
consulted, as were reports of investigations into whether women worked on
behalf of the state via the Poor Law to care for children outside the work-
house, and the reach and extent of this role. These reports tell of the degree
to which the Poor Law employed women to patrol and police other women
in the community who were suspected of neglecting infants. To search for
the cultures of workhouse nurse care, advertisements in newspapers were
analysed in terms of the nature of the advertisement and the character of
the nurses sought.

Newspapers were also trawled for articles which commented on Factory
Inspectors’ reports; edited and pared-down versions were often published in
the press. Articles which spoke of local women’s factory work, the names of
Factory Inspectors themselves and the extent of their reach were analysed.
Once the newspapers became available online, stories relating to domestic
arrangements in the mills were looked for by keyword searches for terms
such as factory work, Factory Acts, holidays (dinners were made for up to two
or three thousand people in mills on holidays), dinner times, breakfast times,
suckling, and siblings. These sources were selected as they provided infor-
mation relating to domestic arrangements for factory workers and the space
available to them, in addition to workers’ time management, false account-
ing, (neglecting to register women workers) and sanitary arrangements in
the mill and any relating diseases.

The strength of using newspapers lies in their provision of evidence and
context for the problem of the IMR, its scale and the ways in which it
related to northern women’s waged work during the period 1850–1899. Jour-
nalistic, rather than empirical, they report news stories about nineteenth-
century society in both a local and national context. They are sources
that are authentic, readable, orderly, have a good ‘literary quality’ and are
accessible.95

Newspapers provide extremely good local context in relation to the cul-
tures of child care and also record attitudes and reactions to the IMR and the
child care practices. They are also valuable in giving information about fac-
tory mills, the context of the mills, the working-class women who worked in
the factories, when the women went to work, what that work was, what they
experienced at that work, what hours parliament thought their work should
consist of, their daily experiences of that work, and the ages of women work-
ing in the mills. When these newspapers are combined with the Inspector’s
reports we can begin to layer the evidence as to the nature of working-class
women’s child care, the working day of the women concerned, how they
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combined waged work with child care, when they were responsible and car-
ing and when negligent. In doing so they give extremely valuable colour to
the lives of working-class women and also enable rare insight into northern
regional child care practices hitherto unknown to us.

A particular strength of newspapers as a source is their ability to tell us
that some women received payment from the Poor Law. When combined
with the testimony in assize records, this helps us identify whether the com-
munity prized infants and acted to limit the neglect they experienced by
employing women to police infants suspected to be neglected by their moth-
ers. This information shows us that the Poor Law Guardians in the north of
England were engaged in reducing the IMR, and employed poor women in
receipt of parish help to help to do so.

However, Victorian newspapers, both elite and popular, do manifest bias,
as their owners and journalists were male and middle class. Their reports
were also sensational in nature, arguably because there was much compe-
tition between newspapers. Also, at times they held a political bias which
was often liberal–conservative in nature especially during the 1850–1899
period. Nineteenth-century journalists adhered to this political stance and
reported what the editor wished his readership to hear, and shaped and
filtered stories to fit this bias.96 Moreover, they tended to concentrate on
the negative aspects or sensational criminal cases (as they sold newspapers).
Therefore, the reporting was regularly one-sided. To overcome this, news-
papers sources were gleaned for actual testimony about customs of child
care and the actual detail inherent in child care which had little obvious
political ideology applied to it. Again, we have no records of the notes
taken by these journalists so we have to be aware that their stories could
be built on hearsay. Hence, articles taken from these newspapers have to
be read with these caveats in mind and then stripped of these biases by
focusing on the culture of child care, what women did for their infants
and children, and not what the editors and journalists thought about that
child care.

The published census records at the Oxfordshire Local History Library pro-
vided global figures for infant deaths by county. However, these records
contain information on number only, there is no information relating to
the family details of the infants concerned. To gain a better insight into the
deaths of infants in Leeds therefore over two thousand infant death records
kept at the Brotherton Library were collated and analysed. These records,
taken from Woodhouse Cemetery, hold details of the date of infant death,
the names of the parents, the occupation of the father, the disease at death
and the address of the parents. The sources were difficult to photocopy so
details were spoken into a tape recorder. This unusual style of data collection
was slow, but it was important to collect the information as it gave a wealth
of detail, vital for this research, about infants who had died in the industrial
area of Leeds.
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The information on the death records present problems. Errors in record-
ing and transcription are possible, the information to the registrar at the
cemetery by either the infants’ parents, a relative or neighbour may have
been inaccurate as to names, ages, addresses and occupations. We know that
embellishments of occupations were made on birth and death certificates as
well as censuses – nineteenth-century men and women were often keen to
inflate their working status. Nonetheless, with this in mind, and when con-
trasted with the census, these records can inform us about the infants who
lived in Leeds during the latter half of the nineteenth century.

Census records relating to thousands of women were trawled online for
information about women’s work in the areas of Leeds, Keighley, Bradford,
Dewsbury and Batley, Manchester and Preston. Data collected from women’s
details in these areas were address, work, age and number of children. These
census records, when linked with other material, aided our understand-
ing of whether women withdrew from factory works once they reached a
certain age.

Census records are a valuable source in the study of women’s histories.
They are available in a standard readable format and provide a snapshot
of particular aspects of Britain. Householders filled out their own forms,
which enumerators transferred on to the official census documents. These
records give us family details such as women’s names, marital status and
occupation, and when the census is used in conjunction with other records,
such as the mill wage records held in the Leeds Brotherton Library and
West Yorkshire Archives (WYAS) for the Dewsbury and Batley districts, they
can help us unpick the experiences and individual lives of working-class
women. The value matrix which arises out of this record combination
adds much-needed depth and understanding to our uneven knowledge of
working-class women’s lives and their child care: very few women left us
any detail, and, indeed, personal accounts of their child care are virtually
nonexistent.

Whilst census records hold much important information about working-
class women and their children, it has to be noted that some of it may be
inaccurate, and there are numerous difficult obstacles to overcome when
using them. Eddie Higgs argues the census was a male construct and the data
collected from nineteenth century households were severely manipulated by
the enumerators who often sought to reflect the domestic and maternal roles
of women and mothers rather than their waged work.97 Elizabeth Roberts
argues this was the case in Lancashire, where vast numbers of married
women’s factory work went unreported and unacknowledged.98 In addition
to ideological issues we have to consider that enumerators could err in trans-
ferring the details given to them, and householders themselves might lie
about their age, occupations, marital status and the number of children they
had; women would be less likely to reveal an occupation in an era when
women’s work was frowned on; false ages might be given due to the need to
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conceal identities; householders might misunderstand or misinterpret the
questions asked of them. Indeed, women workers might have interpreted
their work differently, for example if a woman were occupied in sweated
home-work she might consider this as waged work and reflect this on her
census return, or might not because the work was not undertaken in the pub-
lic sphere. This difficulty in understanding might be further compounded by
instructions stating that women should only give their waged work when it
was other than domestic. As women were discouraged from working in the
public sphere, the head of the household (usually the husband) was unlikely
to state that his wife was engaged in a waged occupation which would take
her out of the domestic sphere. The census can, therefore, be regarded as an
uneven source in the matter of women’s work.

Testimony was also provided via the published collections dealing with
working-class women’s waged work by Barbara Hutchins and Margaret
Llewelyn Davies. Both these women had a keen interest in the experiences of
working-class women’s waged work, and their collected works gave voice to
the child care practices of women who lived and worked in the industrial dis-
tricts during the 1850–1890s. Margaret Llewelyn Davies published Maternity:
Letters from Working Women in 1915. This book holds a unique collection of
160 letters from working-class mothers who worked during the nineteenth
century. They were members of the Women’s Co-operative Guild (WCG)
during the early part of the twentieth century. The WCG was established
in 1883 and was headed by Margaret Llewelyn Davies in 1889. The letters
were a response to a questionnaire sent out to working-class members of
the Guild during the early years of the twentieth century. The questionnaire
was geared to collecting information from women about their experiences
of maternity whilst working in a range of occupations such as factories, (rag
sorting and weaving,99 laundries, going out to clean and wash,100 and ‘clean
and paper’,101 taking in plain washing and sewing102 and working as a par-
lour maid.103 Llewelyn Davies sent questionnaires to 600 women out of the
32,000 who belonged to the Guild; she received 386 replies from women
who had become mothers in the nineteenth century.

In approaching this material, the first step was to identify the letters relat-
ing to nineteenth century child care. Elizabeth Langford tells us that the
letters are a collection from the period, but Angela Davis has argued that
these letters confirm Edwardian child care, even though this was not the
remit announced by Margaret Llewelyn Davies104 (she claimed on the back
of the book that she was seeking to capture nineteenth-century child care).
However, although Llewelyn Davies strips personal details from the letters
we can calculate the period that the mothers are writing about: some cor-
respondents give their age at the time of writing and at marriage; if we
combine this information with the date when the letters were collected it is
a simple matter to calculate the period being described. The letters were pub-
lished in 1915, and took a number of years to collect. For sake of argument,
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and to err on the side of caution, we say that the letters were collected in
1914; using this as a benchmark, we can gauge the period in which the
women became mothers. Thus, if we look at the author of letter number
9 for instance, she tells us that she was aged 58 in 1914 (or earlier). This
tells us she was born in 1856 or earlier, and she tells us that she was 23
when she married and probably 24 when she had her first child. Hence, the
child care experience she speaks of begins in 1879/1880. This is nineteenth-
century child care, and although we cannot categorically say the mothers
all resemble mother number 9, it can be argued that as Davies wanted to
capture nineteenth-century child care it was to women around this age that
she wrote.

The next issue was to determine how many of the letters were from the
northern districts and related to infants aged between 0 and 12 months.
As the questionnaires and responses dealt with pregnancy and the immedi-
ate care of babies after confinement then the majority of the letters contain
this material. However, as the letter headings were stripped of their geo-
graphical origin an in-depth search for references to districts in the north
of England had to be carried out. This showed that at least 27 of Llewelyn
Davies’s letters can be linked to the north of England and the West Riding.
This small but rare collection of northern working-class mothers’ mem-
oirs was then examined for information about child care practices. Further
information gleaned included how many children the women had, their
experiences of pregnancy and child care overall and what the women ate
during their pregnancy as well as their method of feeding after parturition
and its duration.

The letters can be used to contrast with the narrative of working class
women who give evidence to parliamentary Select Committees. They can be
used in conjunction with the Factory Inspectors’ and witness narratives to
identify whether the women speak with one voice as to how they combined
waged work with child care or if there were differences. In addition, they can
be contrasted with the Barbara Hutchins collection outlined below.

This source is flawed, however. Firstly, and significantly, there is a tremen-
dous amount of detail not available to us from the letters. To conceal the
identity of the mothers who responded, Llewelyn Davies purged all their per-
sonal details. In addition, the nature and quantity of the responses published
were likely to have been affected by Llewelyn Davies’ character and her self-
portrayal as a middle-class feminist. Llewelyn Davies was sympathetic to
the plight of working-class women and lobbied constantly and persistently
on their behalf; yet she held deep-seated prejudices about them.105 As a
middle-class, unmarried woman in favour of suffrage and independence,
Llewelyn Davies found working-class mothers closed to the idea of suffrage.
Moreover, she was appalled by the sight of working-class women sacrificing
themselves at the altar of domesticity: she called for them to reject it and
all its manifestations.106 Llewelyn Davies sought to enlighten working-class
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women, to lift them out of their drudgery by steering them away from
‘neighbourhood gossip’, choosing instead to debate the merits of ‘public
life over private life’.107 Yet, in many respects the trappings of working-class
women’s lives, their husbands and particularly their infants and children,
were ornaments for their respect, and they earned this respect within their
communities by looking after their family. Discussions about ‘private lives’
were the glue which held these female working-class communities together,
and Llewelyn Davies, as an independent, unmarried, middle-class woman
had very little understanding of this. She could often be scathing of them as
a ‘class’ as a result.108 This may have limited the number of returns received,
and the quality, honesty and content of the replies. That said, the strength
of these letters lies in their provision of the ‘ordinary’. They document in
great detail the everyday occurrences and practices of working-class women’s
lives, particularly their child care. In this respect, the strengths of the letters
far outweigh their weaknesses.

Barbara Hutchins, like Llewelyn Davies, was interested in working-class
women’s experiences. Hutchins conducted 95 interviews with working-class
women who lived in Yorkshire and the West Riding during 1909–10 recall-
ing their child care practices. The testimony given by mothers aged between
40 and 70 were most useful for the purposes of this work, as their narratives
relate to mothers who worked in the mills during the latter half of the nine-
teenth century. These interviews were published in Clementina Black’s book,
Married Women’s Work in 1915. Black thought it important to discover the
working experiences of women in provincial districts, and the book provides
detail about married women’s work in Yorkshire, Manchester, Liverpool,
Newcastle, Reading, Leicester, Leeds and Macclesfield, and Glasgow in addi-
tion to London. Hutchins was a member of the Women’s Industrial Council
and the Fabian Women’s Group during the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. She was also a ‘school manager, lecturer and writer on factory and social
questions’109 and campaigned to improve women’s working conditions
during the early part of the twentieth century.110

Hutchins spoke to women aged 20 to 70, undertaking the interviews in
the women’s own homes. The interviews were conducted to establish detail
relative to the ‘economic and hygienic effects of the industrial employment
of married women’ and thus provide ‘and publish trustworthy information
about the conditions of women’s work.’111 The interviews were based around
questions which asked details about the worker, including name and address,
whether married or not and where they worked. If unemployed, their rea-
sons for not working were documented. Further particulars sought included
the women’s family and health, their earnings, dependents, number of chil-
dren, how many had died and whether the mother worked whilst the child
was alive. The arrangements for child care were also discussed, as were wages,
present economic condition, and the characteristics of trade and legislative
and general about the work undertaken.112
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The strength of the interviews by Hutchins cannot be overstated. She was
a regular contributor to pamphlets about married women’s work during
the early part of the twentieth century and was familiar with the work-
ing conditions of factories in Leeds and the West Riding.113 The women
whom she interviewed worked in those factories. They had infants, and they
spoke about how they cared for them whilst they undertook their work as
weavers (26), spinners (10), wool-combers (17), rag pickers (10) and warpers
and winders (11). The older women, aged 40–70, provide some extremely
rare testimony on nineteenth-century factory mothers’ child care. Indeed,
the women aged 50–70 provide testimony on 1870s child care, including
whether they breast-fed and if they were able to take their infants to work
with them. Details about the reasons for going to work are given, as are their
opinions on whether their work was detrimental to their families.114

As with Llewelyn Davies’s sources, there are class and gender biases to
contend with when using Hutchins’s work. She was a school manager and
perhaps likely to patronise working-class women. Indeed, Hutchins may
have possessed what Lucy Delap has characterised as the ‘self-development’
understanding of feminists in 1913; a model used to preach to women at
that time.115 Again, we do not have the notes taken by Hutchins from which
to confirm her findings. She was known in the West Riding area and as a
teacher she may have been subject to the same prejudices as Llewelyn Davies
with regard to working-class women. Despite these potential weaknesses, the
interviews offer an invaluable insight into the working lives of factory moth-
ers, and the women involved seemed less intimidated by Hutchins than
Llewelyn Davies’s subjects were by their interlocutor.

Further evidence for the voice of the working-class mother was located in
the published Vaccination Reports commissioned by parliament during the
1890s. In particular Vaccination Commissions numbered 1897, c 8609, 10,
11,12,13,14 and 15 were examined. These reports concern the outbreak of
smallpox, and the subsequent condition of the infants affected. In addition
they also give information relating to the child care practices of their moth-
ers in specific northern industrial areas. Held within these reports, especially
c. 8615, is testimony from 200 working-class parents given in reply to ques-
tions asked by medical doctors as to the care of the infants prior to their
illness and/or deaths. These questions were posed in order to ascertain ‘cases
in which death or non-fatal injury was alleged or suggested to have been
caused by or otherwise connected with vaccination’.116 Hundreds of cases
are examined in each report and like the Factory Inspectors’ reports; the
write up is given in a strict question-and-answer set.

The answers given by working-class mothers provide a wealth of data
about child care in the industrial areas of Dewsbury, Salford, Manchester,
Leeds and Bradford, and in doing so they reveal much about the social
history of child care practice during the period. The testimony as to the
modes and models of looking after baby is confirmed by the medical doctors,
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neighbours and those who had subsidiary care of infants. Infant feeding
models were a particular focus for the investigation and analysis of the
reports. Once again, the biases in the narrative need to be borne in mind
here. Indeed, we have to consider that mothers might embroider and embel-
lish their child care to present it in the best light in order that they could
not be held responsible for their infants’ ill health or death. Medical doctors,
however, do not subject the feeding models to criticism, nor attribute the
death of the infants to them, and they do not seem to question or challenge
any evidence. Ascertaining the model used was their main aim, in order
to assess the general attitude of the mothers towards their infants. Breast
feeding was doctors’ prescribed way for infants to be fed and if this had
been followed or attempted then the prevailing view was that the infant had
been well cared for and thus the death had not occurred under suspicious
circumstances.

Whilst the first and second chapters of this work examine the work
and child care of industrial mothers and how it was managed, the third
chapter explores how workhouse nurses cared for pauper children. The next
chapter then tests the diet given to them. Evidence cited in the chapters
relating to workhouse provision again comes from both unpublished and
published material, but largely from sources with more of a medical and wel-
fare focus. Published materials such as the census records at the Oxfordshire
Local Records Office and the Poor Law Medical Health Records held at The
National Archives at Kew were consulted. In addition, information relat-
ing to the Poor Law and medical doctors serving the poor was searched for
in sources such as The British Medical Journal (BMJ) and Lancet. Provincial
workhouse data was also explored in evidence and reports of parliamentary
commissions and unpublished records uncovered at the WYAS.

To ascertain the number of working-class nurses who worked in north-
ern workhouses 16,000 unpublished Poor Law Medical Health Records (MH)
held at the National Archives were searched. MH12 was found to be relevant,
with over 6,741 Poor Law Medical Health Records. These records showed
that Manchester was the workhouse that employed the largest number of
such nurses, and provided examples of hundreds of women employed in
this context. The search was then narrowed further, specifically to find the
Poor Law Medical Health Records for the Yorkshire and Lancashire regions
for the years 1850–1899. Once these were to hand each regions headcount
of nurses was recorded.

Valuable, but largely unanalysed data concerning the names of the nurses,
how long they stayed in their positions, the date of appointment and release
was drawn from these sources. We also learnt about the details of the rooms
in which they worked. This analysis allowed the identification of a large
number of nurses who were trained in Manchester between 1850 and 1899.
Overall, these records were extremely valuable and enabled a comparison
to be drawn with medical texts, the BMJ and Lancet, as well as Factory
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Inspectors’ reports to aid our understanding of infant care during the period
and in particular to enable us to see that paediatric intervention, rather than
helping infants, often placed them at risk.

Global data concerning the numbers of working-class women who inhab-
ited workhouses, from which analysis could be extrapolated as to who was
put to work in workhouses, was collected from published statistical collec-
tions and records held at the Oxfordshire Records Office. With these figures
to hand the search was narrowed to determine the number of working-class
women who lived and worked as nurses in workhouses in Yorkshire and
Lancashire in the years 1851, 1871 and 1891. The previous occupations of
these women were determined from the population register prior to their
entry to the workhouse for the years 1851–1891. This was done to deter-
mine the skills of the women put to work to care for infants by the Poor Law
Guardians.

The character of the workhouse nurses concerned was explored through
contemporary medical sources such as the BMJ, Lancet, and through medi-
cal texts from luminaries such as Eustace Smith MD. During the Victorian
era, the medical profession placed great emphasis on the maternal incom-
petence of northern working-class mothers, especially those in the Yorkshire
and Lancashire workhouses. The women of Leeds, Bradford, Huddersfield,
Manchester, Bolton and Preston were particularly singled out as lacking
essential maternal knowledge, and it was these inadequacies, it was argued,
that led to a high workhouse IMR. These sources contain testimony from
medical men such as Dr Eustace Smith relating to working-class women’s
child care, and also give a deep insight into nineteenth-century medical
understanding of infant disease and ailments.

BMJ and Lancet records were examined at the Radcliffe Science Library
in Oxford. All of the BMJ’s 64 volumes relating to 1850–1899 and the 164
volumes of Lancet relating to the years 1823–1899 were read, as were vari-
ous contemporary medical texts. The material was searched for articles and
reports relating to northern industrial areas. Of specific interest were articles
concerning infant mortality, infant disease and workhouse nurses. By using
a focused geographical approach, the volumes were then searched for topics
which had relevance to the commissioned inquiry that the BMJ and Lancet
undertook in relation to the high IMR problem in workhouses. Particular
discussions relating to the cause of death of infants, the physiology of dis-
ease, medical rationale for disease and plans to ameliorate infant deaths
were searched for. The power that medical men were imbued with within
the workhouse and the relationship they had with workhouse guardians
were investigated, to help us to better understand the extent of their influ-
ence over workhouse paediatric practices. The nature of the professional
relationship which medical men had with workhouse nurses was a subject
of particular interest, and information on infants’ environment and diet
within the workhouse, particularly the ingredients prescribed by the medical
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profession, was also collected and analysed to establish the propensity to
enhance or endanger infant life.

Articles which proffered moral attitudes about workhouse nurses and their
child care practices were selected for attention, as were articles which con-
tained discussions about workhouse nurses and baby-farmers, particularly
those which dealt with neglect or positive child care in the geographical
foci of this research. Using this method, at least 35 reports relating to baby-
farmers in the BMJ (1850–1899) were found, in addition to a further 267
reports from that period about workhouses, their female staff, paupers and
infants. This material was later supplemented by letters found in the archives
of Bolton Local Library written by medical men who testified on behalf of
the workhouse nurses they worked with.

The strength of the medical sources from the Lancet and the BMJ lies in
their ability to provide a comprehensive approach and context for the period
in relation to the problems that infants experienced and medical opinion
on the causes of those problems. By researching this we can understand
how the nineteenth-century medical profession understood infant health
and how it sought to improve it. These sources also tell us about the knowl-
edge that nineteenth-century paediatricians held and how the physiology
of infant diseases was understood. Another strength is the information on
breast milk and, in particular, the tests which medical doctors performed on
it. This enables us to understand the medical perceptions of breast milk and
its perceived impact on infant health.

The nineteenth century medical profession was run by middle-class men
with little input from women, and the sources have to be read with this bias
in mind. Further weaknesses relate to the experiments doctors conducted.
We do not have the notes of these experiments, thus we have to take the doc-
tors’ word for what transpired. A further caveat is that the medical profession
were charged by the government to ameliorate the high IMR. This respon-
sibility and the need to find the cure quickly, may have led medical men
to rush their experiments, leading them to the wrong conclusions. More-
over, medical men were keen to prove their worth to nineteenth-century
society because they operated in an unregulated, flooded medical market
place in which their standing, income and future prospects were threatened.
Given this, medical doctors may have been apt to find fault with ‘others’
who had the care of infants, and label them as neglectful. Expressions of
moral approbation have to be considered in this light.

In addition to the above sources, newspapers, and pamphlets from middle-
class commentators such as Louisa Twining, Florence Nightingale and the
medical doctors Joseph Rogers, T.M. Dolan and Alfred Sheen have also
been utilised. These newspapers and commentaries were subject to the same
scrutiny as described above. Medical knowledge of paediatricians who pre-
scribed for mother and infant paupers was also investigated through the
published works of Dr Edward Smith. Smith was commissioned to write a
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report in 1866 on the sufficiency of existing arrangements for the care of
the sick in 48 provincial workhouses. Included in his remit was the care of
pregnant women and infants. A second commission was set up later that
same year to examine dietary provision in 65 provincial pauper workhouses,
which similarly included cataloguing the diets of mothers and babies in the
lying-in wards. Smith’s past work on the knowledge of nutrition identified
him as the ideal candidate to undertake the surveys. His particular interested
lay in the workings of the body, physiological chemistry and of the relation-
ship between diet and health, and which foods proved the most useful and
beneficial.117 In addition he had a desire to improve the health of the popu-
lation through the food which they consumed and bought.118 He was duly
appointed as a doctor and physician and then as an inspector and medical
doctor to the Poor Law Board in 1865.119 The next approach was to explore
the survey for information relating to infants and mothers and lying-in
wards. This was available in abundance in the areas under consideration.

Both works from Edward Smith (1819–1874) are extremely relevant and
useful for this study. His remit was to delve into the problems associated
with provincial workhouses, rather than adopt a merely London-centric
approach, and his work pre-dates the BMJ’s surveys of parochial workhouses
in the 1890s. The reports are extremely valuable as Smith’s remit was to
identify abuses within workhouses such as inadequate diet, lack of care,
incapable nurses and the multitude of problems associated with the role
of medical doctors, going on to perform a survey and write up his findings.
As mothers and infants inhabited the provincial workhouses, Smith’s work
is pivotal for this study providing an abundance of information relating to
the experiences of these paupers. The information relating to infant diet and
its quantities can also be contrasted with the medical pamphlets and texts
written by other medical doctors to confirm its authenticity and accuracy.
Not only do Smith’s reports relay information about daily experiences and
diet, but they also analyse the domestic environment. His own views are evi-
dent, and this tells us how he views the mothers, the wards they lived in, the
plans of the workhouses, the doctors and their daily routines. He also gives
information about the medical staff, even naming some of them on occa-
sion. We also have the number of nurses employed, his opinion on their
capability and character, and details of the daily tasks performed in different
workhouses. He also documents the furniture and sleeping arrangements in
the workhouses, affording a unique insight into how infants and mothers
lived.

There are a few factors to bear in mind when utilising Edward Smith’s
work. First, he was a medical doctor. As we have already seen, his profession
was in conflict with workhouse guardians during the 1860s over wages and
the extent of the work medical doctors had to do. Consequently, and in order
to portray the guardians in a bad light, he may have played down the diets
and experiences of paupers in the workhouses. In contrast, he may have been
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tempted to display medical doctors in a good light and to do so he may have
embellished the experiences of paupers, both infant and mother, who were
under the jurisdiction of the medical officer in the workhouse. On reading
all of his reports, however, he seems balanced and objective. Nevertheless,
we have to consider the possibility that transcription errors may have been
made in transferring the material from his notes to the official record (we do
not have his original notes). We also need to remember that the rationale for
conducting the dietary surveys was led by a desire to provide the best quality
food at the lowest cost to the workhouse guardians. This might suggest that
Smith was keen to curry favour with the guardians and help them reduce
costs by reporting the diets and quantities as better than he found, but as
Smith was a supposed expert in nutrition we might expect that he gave an
accurate description, though we do not have access to the notes he took.

More detailed information about northern workhouses came from the
archives in Leeds, Bradford, Huddersfield and Wakefield collectively known
as the WYAS, and unpublished material in catalogues relating to Poor Law
material from the West Yorkshire Archives of Hemsworth, Hunslet, Holbeck,
Leeds, Keighley, Holbeck, North Bierley, and Wakefield for the years 1850–
1899 was surveyed. This search revealed 64 volumes of Minute Books and 10
Admission and Discharge Books, and additional items related to Poor Law
local history constituting some 148 minute books. A minute book record-
ing infant death was found at the Leeds Thackrah Medical Museum, and
inmate records were also identified at Leeds Sheepscar. Admission and Dis-
charge books explain why infants were in the Yorkshire workhouses in the
first instance. Bradford and Leeds Sheepscar WYAS provided this informa-
tion and disclosed how many infants were deserted by their mothers, and
what happened to the infants and mothers concerned. Did they go to the
workhouse? If so, how long did the infants remain there and how many
survived?

In general, Poor Law minute books mainly contain detail about workhouse
economics, so material relating to working-class women is well hidden. This
lacuna was compounded as neither ‘working-class women’ nor ‘infants’ were
specific headings in any of the Poor Law materials and as the minute books
do not carry indexes the only approach was to sit in the West Yorkshire
Archive and go through the books page by page and line by line. This
necessitated a patient approach, not least because of the difficulty in locat-
ing narratives relating to the ideology or policy associated with infants and
poor working-class women. Most of the Poor Law minutes relate to how
and where they spent their money, and even when this is noted, the infor-
mation recorded gives historians little to go on as the categories are often
unspecified. Much of the detail of where the money was spent is difficult to
decipher as single words are used to categorise a whole range of costs. There-
fore, every Poor Law minute book, admission and discharge book which
Hemsworth, Hunslet, Leeds, Keighley, Holbeck, North Bierley, Dewsbury,
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Batley and Wakefield held for the years 1850–1899 was read. Close scrutiny
was also applied to note how much money guardians allocated to working-
class women with infants – Was it for indoor or outdoor relief? How was
this applied? What was the job of the relieving officers? Were they left to
their own devices or given instructions to police working-class women with
infants? In essence, these volumes were examined in an effort to discover if
any working-class women were targeted by the Poor Law and if the women
were under any duress in relation to their child care practices.

Poor Law was the official body which dealt with economic problems
encountered by working-class women and also dealt with vulnerable infants.
Poor Law sources are vital for determining how working-class women and
their infants were treated when they needed welfare support. Consequently
their contribution to this study was invaluable because they contained
verbatim accounts telling us what workhouse Guardians thought about
working-class women and their child care. This information is under-
utilised in the current historiography. Questions asked of this material were:
What approach and philosophy did the Poor Law authorities hold towards
working-class women and infants? Further, was the Poor Law accommodat-
ing to mothers who turned to it for help? Were policies constructive and
practical, or harmful? Admission books were also useful in this respect as
they contained information relating to infants and working-class mothers,
supplementing the minute books in helping to answer questions such as:
Who was admitted? For what reasons? What happened to the infants of the
women concerned?

Historians have to navigate certain problems when using Poor Law mate-
rial. It is patchy and the records are few in number, rarely allowing a
comprehensive or comparative approach. Moreover, as we have seen, nar-
ratives relating to the topic of infant mortality and working-class women are
extremely rare. The records are mostly economic in focus with the Guardians
at pains to tell where they spent their money, giving little information on
policy or practices. Indeed, the position of ‘Guardian’ of the workhouse
changed from year to year, and record-keeping is extremely inconsistent as
a result. Moreover, the records, and the Poor Law in general, was run by
middle-class men with very little input from women. Poor Law and med-
ical sources provide information relating to workhouse nurses, to doctors’
relationship with the nurses, and to doctors’ reach and power within the
workhouse and wider community. They also give an insight into how doc-
tors sought to improve the conditions for infants within the workhouse and
their relationship with the Guardians as to how they could work together to
improve and secure infant lives.

Much of the evidence described in this section contradicts the way in
which mothers have been portrayed by scholars. Material has come to light
which will give us a more balanced perspective on working-class moth-
ers. Nevertheless, material on ineffective motherhood was also obtained for
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the Yorkshire and Lancashire districts over the 1850–1899 period. Indict-
ment files and Crown Minute Books of the Northern Assizes were examined
at the National Archives, yielding 1200 cases. Eight Crown Minute Books,
ASSI 41/21 – ASSI 41/31 for the years 1849–1889, contained hundreds of
cases each, and Indictments files relating to ASSI 51 and 52 contained around
50 cases each. Prison catalogue calendars HO 27 and HO 184, were also
searched in relation to the name of those indicted.

Whilst these sources threw up negative aspects of infant care, court cases,
surprisingly, also help us to identify positive child care practices, for they
introduce us to a small, rare collection of day-carers and baby-minders. These
women and their testimony play an important part in infanticide trials over
the period 1850–1899 as a consequence of the judiciary trying to identify the
links between child killing and the high IMR. Day-carers and baby-minders
were questioned about how often the mothers saw their infants, how regular
their payments were and the amounts concerned. Indeed, the judges who
put baby-minders on the stand tended to question them at length on how
long they had been a carer, why the mother needed child care in the first
instance, and the steps that had been taken to keep the infants alive. In these
few but rare and important cases we hear the difficulties of mothers who
turned to this form of child care and why they did so. Surprisingly, this
material provided a new way of identifying responsible and caring child care
during the 1850–1899 period which could then be regularly contrasted with
the actions of more felonious individuals. Using these records in isolation of
course presents a skewed picture of baby-minding, and in order to provide a
more accurate picture other forms of evidence such as Vaccination Records
and Parliamentary Papers have been used to supplement this material. This
approach of record linkage runs through the whole work, maximising the
benefits from the materials uncovered.

Structure

Chapter 1 reviews the current debate concerning women’s waged work and
the child care practices of these women. As we will see, working-class women
earned their crust through a variety of occupations. Chapter 2 addresses the
relationship between working-class women’s industrial work and the IMR,
and specifically analyses whether this work led to a decline in maternal care
or whether sagacious new child care models were adopted. The relationship
between the work of pauper nurses and the high workhouse IMR is explored
in Chapter 3. This chapter examines in depth the responsibilities and char-
acter of workhouse nurses through the eyes of those who worked alongside
them. Chapter 4 establishes the effect the workhouse infant diet had on
levels of infant mortality. By focusing on a rich archival legacy in north-
ern workhouses – broadly representative of northern urban and industrial
indoor provision, this chapter provides a more detailed analysis of the nature
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of infant mortality than has previously been available. The degree to which
day-carers were involved in the high northern IMR is examined in chapter 5
by using new, rare, and atypical case studies.

It is to the first chapter that we now turn. This addresses the current schol-
arship in light of the extent of working-class women’s work and the child
care practices they adopted.



1
The Scholarship on Working-class
Women’s Work and their Child
Care Models

This chapter will deal with the long, complex trajectory of women’s waged
and unwaged work. Studies show that women have historically provided
for their families and the family economy to a considerable degree. As a
high IMR coincided with northern women’s introduction to industrialisa-
tion, contemporaries made, and historians have continued to make, strong
connections between women’s work and a high infant mortality rate, with
particular emphasis being placed on the culpability of factory work.

Women have always worked. It was mainly working-class women who
engaged in waged work, because their personal and family economies and/or
cultures dictated it. Female factory work characterised the nineteenth cen-
tury, though working-class women also carried out unwaged work as they
were responsible for a range of domestic duties for which there was no pay.
We will see that women were not strangers to waged labour, contributing
in a wide range of roles to their family’s income, although that work was
subject to ebb and flow.

This chapter will begin by discussing the barriers to women taking up
waged work, and the strength of feeling against it. By promoting a domestic
ideology, patriarchy sought to control working-class women’s lives by limit-
ing their recourse to, and availability for, waged work. Home sweated labour
and its associated low wage was a distinctive feature of women’s work dur-
ing the latter half of the nineteenth century. One of the justifications offered
for the patriarchal ideology was that home-working mothers could care for
their infants at home rather than having to pass them over to a carer when
going out to work; however, this reduced their families to poverty which had
a knock-on effect on the health of the family, particularly women and their
children. To alleviate the pressure of poverty, working-class women sold their
labour in a variety of guises, and, through their waged labour, played a larger
part in supporting their families than has generally been allowed for.

It is to the obstacles to working-class women’s work that we first turn.

35
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Barriers to waged work – the domestic ideal

Nineteenth-century censuses were meant to record the numbers of working
women in any occupation, but, as a source, census data are controversial
due to the way that the numbers were captured and categorised. The works
of Eddie Higgs, Sonya O. Rose, Jane Humphries and Sara Horrell give us good
reason to suspect that many women’s occupations slipped through the net
of the nineteenth-century’s censuses for various reasons (although Michael
Anderson suggests that for all its problems the census ‘is the best indicator
we have at present’1). The debate over the numbers of women workers looms
large in women’s and economic history, but it is clear that the idea of the
working woman in the nineteenth century was constantly under attack, and
this may have resulted in regular under-recording.

Industrialisation changed the working-class woman’s life: the rationale
which had informed their working day during the pre-industrial period
began to disappear and with it the home-labour by which they had pro-
vided for their families. Historians have argued that industrialisation reduced
employment opportunities for women in general, and generated particu-
lar problems for mothers as work in factories forced maternal separation.2

Another complication for working class women who found work was that
they were obliged to move into the public sphere, which was a significant
barrier to obtaining work. One of the strongest ideological forces operating
against women’s waged work was, and still is, patriarchy, which identified
nineteenth-century working-class mothers who worked as ‘out of their sex’
and ‘feckless’.3 Further character assassination averted to them being morally
culpable for the deaths of their infants.4 As Sonia O. Rose notes, ‘mothering
and breadwinning were oppositional constructs’.5 Carolyn Malone argues
that a strong link was made between ‘work and maternity’ by Drs Bridges and
Holmes, who had been commissioned by government in 1873 to investigate
the effect that women’s waged work had on infant mortality.6 A collective
opinion of these doctors and 130 others asserted in the strongest terms, by
a vote of 101 out of 132, that women’s waged work ‘increased the rate of
infant mortality’.7

Prescriptions of the best model of motherhood abounded during the nine-
teenth century, nearly all drawn from the middle-class model of mothers
who did not work and therefore were able to focus their love and atten-
tion on their families.8 These women were characterised as the ‘angel of the
house’, whose sole raison d’être was to steer and nurture their families.9 This
opinion shaped the nineteenth-century Factory Acts, which aimed to limit
women’s work.

Although the domestic ideal was prescribed, working-class women had lit-
tle control of the family’s purse. Without access to waged work they had to
rely on a steady income from their husbands and lovers; this made wives’
daily existence tricky to navigate and often reduced the family to penury.
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Anna Clark points to the struggle for the ‘breeches’ during the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, as women strove to take control of the
family’s budget from husbands prone to give their wages to the landlord of
the public house rather than contribute to ‘housekeeping’ – a cause of many
rows and arguments in plebeian families.10 The male head of the house-
hold was not compelled to ‘tip up’ his wages to his wife, irrespective of
whether the family had enough money to provide for the necessities of life.
As Amanda Vickery reminds us, patriarchy was a useful device by which to
control the family. The social order – ‘master, mistress, and children, with
servants and perhaps apprentices, remained a universally recognised ideal
type’.11

The promotion of gender and its associated notions stained the charac-
ter of working women, painting women who undertook work in a vulgar
and crude hue. Although Amanda Vickery argues against a ‘golden age’
for women during the pre-industrial era, when domesticity was supposedly
an obtainable ideal for working women, Joan Scott identified the ‘sexual
difference’12 and ideas about femininity and masculinity which acted to
limit women’s waged work though gendered notions which labelled the
‘dangerous and immoral trades’ women worked in and facilitated the pass-
ing of dangerous-trade legislation against their work.13 Alex Shepherd and
Garthine Walker have examined this lens and argue it is a powerful heuris-
tic device by which ‘historians [can] explore not only relations between the
sexes or sexuality but also markets, classes, [and] diplomacy . . . .’14 Anxieties
emanated from men not wishing to be involved in domestication with their
family and, particularly during the nineteenth century, desperate not to be
seen ‘pushing the pram’. The scourge of patriarchy ran wide and deep dur-
ing the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and whilst it is not
as strong as previously, it still has some bite today. Historians have argued
that nineteenth-century working-class women had little political power to
fight against controls on their behaviour. The need to adhere to patriar-
chal models when taking up waged work in the twentieth century was as
strong for some women as in the eighteenth century. (For instance, Pat
Ayers interviewed the wife of a Liverpool dock worker during the 1930s,
who remarked that she did indeed work but hid it from her husband for if
he had known, ‘he would have gone berserk’15). Although there was some
change in attitudes in the nineteenth century, Elaine Chalus has argued
that ‘there is no neat, whiggish trajectory that can be traced for women
and politics across 1700–1850’, while in the seventeenth century ‘the idea
of enfranchised women was so outlandish that they could only be imag-
ined satirically’.16 As a consequence, it has been declared that ‘women have
been unable to lobby and instigate policy for their own needs.’ In her brief
chronology Gerry Holloway shows us how, although blighted by patriarchy,
women fought this powerlessness and were able to take control of their
working lives.17
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The patriarchal model is challenged by Bridget Hill, who argues it was
the middle-class mode of capitalist production, not merely patriarchy, that
posed the most problems for working-class women: She argues: ‘Once work
took husband or wife, or both, away from the home, there could be no
approximation to a working relationship between them’.18 She contends
that the onward march of capitalism drove a wedge between men and
women, causing men to be in competition with women in the work-
place, and it was to ease this competition that the latter were identified as
the weaker sex,19 ‘which led to a feminization of women’s work’ and the
‘gendered division of labour’.20 This feminization promoted women as crea-
tures in need of protection. Medical men and the government concurred
with this notion, so we see a whole raft of legislation during the nineteenth
century which sought not merely to limit women’s work but actually to
prohibit it. For working-class women who needed to work to support their
families, this environment meant they were in for an extremely difficult time
of it.

In a further bid to limit women’s work, women workers also faced dis-
crimination in respect of their skill set. Many of the skills they learned
during the pre-industrialisation period lost their utility during industrial-
isation. As Freifeld shows, the de-skilling of women’s work in the cotton
industries meant that fewer spinning jobs were open to them21 and with-
out recourse to a trade union women who worked in these cotton industries
had few or no means of obtaining redress for grievances.22 Gerry Holloway
shows that us ‘women tended to feature in the less skilled lighter end of
the trade where employers could justify lower wages.’23 Lacking skilled posi-
tions, women’s wages were lower in general than men’s, which contributed
to a lack of respect from men and husbands who disapproved of working for
low pay.24

Factory Acts, particularly those of 1847, 1850 and 1853, further com-
pounded women’s problems, as they linked women with children supposed
to be in need of protection against the dangers of waged work. Carolyn
Malone has commented in depth on the volume of legislation restricting
the employment space for women during the nineteenth century.25 Notions
of patriarchy deemed many roles ‘unfit’ for women.26 Women’s identity was
determined in the ‘domestic sphere’, where they could attend to their fam-
ilies. Indeed, not only was it considered that women needed protecting
against waged work but also it was held to affect their ability to produce
children: a committee reporting on the nail and chain trades concluded
that work in this trade ‘imperilled women’s reproductive functions’.27 It was
suggested that lead poisoning impacted on the ability of women to ‘bear
children’.28 Indeed, as Anna Davin has shown us, working-class women were
blamed for the poor physique and weak health of the soldiers sent to fight
in the Boar War –medical men claimed that recruits had been ill cared-for by
their mothers.29
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The depth of patriarchal feeling led to a reduction in the amount of
women’s, and in particular married women’s, work during the latter half of
the nineteenth century. Susie Steinbach points out that: ‘Over time, married
women found it more difficult than single women to find work. In 1851 75%
of married women performed waged work but by 1911 only 10% of mar-
ried women were recorded as employed.’30 The marriage bar and unequal
pay further compounded women’s waged-working roles and although the
First and Second World Wars punctured this ideology, the 1950s and 1960s
re-entrenched the idea that women’s participation in the waged workforce
should be extremely limited.31 Historians argue these barriers acted as a sig-
nificant bulwark against women’s waged work, but working-class women
who could not depend on their husbands’ wages and were in need of money
to contribute towards their families’ subsistence had to sell their labour to
the highest bidder in their geographical location. Thus, despite the ‘rhetoric’
employed against them for working, they had little option but to disregard
the prevailing ideology and join the ranks of the employed.

Types of work

Working-class waged work

Some of the best-documented accounts of working-class women’s waged
work are of factory work during the industrialisation period in the north-
ern districts of England. Historians have noted the degree of fervour this
work provoked amongst nineteenth-century commentators, but as Judith
Bennett, Elizabeth Ewan and Joyce Burnette show us, as early as the medieval
period women were earning a wage.32 Judith Bennett and Joyce Burnette
note, for example, that single and married women were in charge of beer
brewing and sale from c.1300 to the eighteenth century. The women who
were engaged in this trade were known as brewsters or alewives, and their
brewing capabilities were widely acknowledged and applauded. Neverthe-
less, by the eighteenth century this skill had gradually passed over to males,
who virtually monopolised the occupation.33 In large part this transfer was a
consequence of the production of beer changing from a small scale operation
run in private homes into a much larger industrial capitalist enterprise.34

These female manual workers were usurped in the early modern period
by men, unlike the women who worked as domestic servants, which was
the largest category of women workers from 1700 well in the twentieth
century.35 Domestic service covered a multitude of roles such as barmaid,
nurserymaid, housemaid and the keeping of lodging and drinking houses.
Tom Meldrum and Carolyn Steedman have argued that domestic service
usually meant working in a middle-class family house, with a role as an
extra pair of arms and legs.36 Bridget Hill and Jean Hecht point to the
high number of servants in the eighteenth century as ‘an expanding out-
let’ saving women from unemployment, though its rate of growth declined
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in the nineteenth century.37 The extent to which there was a demographic
cleavage of domestic service employment between the centuries is contested
by Leonard Schwarz and Carolyn Steedman. They question the number of
eighteenth-century domestic servants, arguing that there were not enough
‘young unmarried women’ to fill demand.38 That said, Steedman notes the
‘ubiquitous’ character of domestic servants throughout both eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, but concedes that ascertaining the true figures is dif-
ficult for, as Hannah Barker and Elaine Chalus note, humble women are
‘poorly recorded in historical sources’.39 The numbers, not only of domestic
servants but of all waged women workers, in the pre-modern and modern
era are debatable, therefore, not least because, as Eddie Higgs tells us, ‘domes-
tic service’ was a catch-all category of occupation which included domestic
servants who worked on farms as well as those who worked in an urban
household. Joyce Burnette estimates that in the mid-nineteenth century
domestic servants made up between 18 and 40 percent of women workers.40

The wages earned by such women were fairly static. Joyce Burnette calculates
that a young, single, live-in domestic servant in an urban area like Rochdale
could earn up to £10 per year.41 In addition her wage was supplemented by
bed and board – though this gain had to be set against loss of freedom as
servants had to be available for up to 24 hours a day, and at times had to
endure unwanted sexual attention and harassment from their master.42

Domestic servants were put to good use by their employer. Not only did
they carry out household tasks they often also cared for their employer’s
children. In contrast to its lack of regard for working-class women, the
state provided support for some ersatz care for the children of middle class
women: in 1792, William Pitt ended the maidservant tax, which had been
introduced in 1785,43 enabling middle class women to take on more domes-
tic servants. Joanne Bailey and Elizabeth Foyster, whose work relates to
the history of the family and in particular to child care and parenting in
Georgian England, describe working-class domestic servants involved in the
upbringing and daily care of infants and children.44 Amanda Vickery wrote
in 1998 that the ‘care and responsibility of young children fell principally
to the mother, [who was] supported by a nursery maid’.45 When advising
young domestic servants in 1787 of the role a housemaid was expected to
undertake, Ann Walker warned, ‘if you happen to live in a family where the
mistress either suckles, or brings an infant up by hand, part of the duty of a
nurse will fall to your share’.46 Steedman believes that servants played much
more of a hands-on role than Bailey and Vickery allow; arguing that middle-
class women who had the resources to take on servants and provide them
with food and living space were effectively giving over the ‘physical care and
management of their children to subordinates’.47 Control was maintained by
strict rules and regulations; working-class domestic servants were thought to
have no natural aptitude for the care and management of children. Ann
Walker counselled against ‘carelessness’ with her children whilst servants
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dressed, played, fed, and washed them, and this ideology extended to the
washing of nappies, which was expected ‘from the word go’.48 Steedman
notes that parents reserved to themselves the right of chastisement, however.

Our recognition of the roles which women have played in waged work has
strengthened since the induction of women’s history into the mainstream,
and great strides have been made in documenting occupations other than
domestic service. We can see that although women were replaced by men
in the brewing industry, women replaced men in other industrial arenas
during the nineteenth century. During the eighteenth and early nineteenth
century, before moving from cottage to mill, women had been involved in
proto-industry alongside their husbands, working as ‘spinners, silk throw-
ers, lace-makers and framework knitters’, but once their work was replaced
by mechanical processes, it was women rather than men who were recruited
to work the technology.49 The experiences of these women have captured
historians’ imagination, not only because of the amount of work they
did, but also because they leapfrogged over men to obtain that work and
because of the value of their work both to the nation and to their fami-
lies’ economy. Their physique was ripe for capitalist exploitation: their small
hands suited the new machines better; also, they were cheaper to employ
than men. Neil McKendrick notes the increased wage-earning opportuni-
ties industrialisation gave to working-class women, which was fuelled by an
increasing ‘home demand’.50 Susie Steinbach mirrors this view and acknowl-
edges Kathryn Gleadles’s understanding of the important role that women
played in the factories, noting that by ‘1899 over half a million women
worked in [them].’51 Ivy Pinchbeck, Maxine Berg, Pat Hudson, Pamela Sharpe
and, more recently, Katrina Honeyman observe that these female workers
contributed enormously to the British economy, with Pat Hudson arguing
that ‘the extent and incorporation of female and child labour into the most
rapidly expanding commercial manufacturing sectors (in households, work-
shops and factories) and its association with increased intensification and
labour discipline was unprecedented’.52 She notes further that ‘the high
proportions of female and child workers in the industrial revolution were
influenced by innovation’53 and, as Emma Griffin remarks, this innova-
tion demanded ‘back-breaking’ efforts to achieve the required outputs.54 For
Katrina Honeyman, the involvement of women in industrialisation shaped
and paved the way for its future.55 The regional and local dynamics of
this work in the industrial period are extremely well documented in Nigel
Goose’s edited work.56 Recent work from Selina Todd reminds us that women
worked in large numbers in factories during the First and Second World
Wars, and that munitions women were put on semi-skilled work as a con-
sequence of the Bedaux System. This system, which broke a job down into
small components so that only one part of it was required to be learned by
the women workers, obviated the need to learn the whole job, meaning that
the women could not claim a skilled worker’s rate of pay.57
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It was not only industrial work which gave women a wage. In addi-
tion, British women were involved in the nation’s food-making processes.58

Female salt-workers were pictured working alongside their husbands as early
as 1556, and this important female occupation continued well into the
nineteenth century.59 In the ‘Cheshire wiches’ and in Manchester, women
worked in the saltworks, which ‘demanded, for the most part, sheer phys-
ical strength’.60 The salt was all prepared by hand, without machinery,
and the method of work ‘consisted of raking, shovelling, carrying and
wheeling immense quantities of salt and coal’.61 The hours of work were
extremely long, albeit punctuated by breaks in order for colleagues to
prepare ‘droughts’.62

Women also made dairy products. They were known for their skill in mak-
ing cheese, butter and milk tasks for which ‘a large part of their time [was
spent] in productive work on the farm’.63 These agricultural jobs, like factory
work, could demand heavy labour. For example, in the eighteenth century
‘A famous dairy-woman used to make her Butter in balls of Thirty or Forty
pounds Weight’, and, Jo Stanley and Bronwen Griffiths assert, this butter was
delivered to houses by women ‘bearing buckets on the end of heavy yokes’,
a practice that continued until the end of the 1870s.64 Jo Stanley further tes-
tifies to the need for women to replace men in this field in the war era, citing
a newspaper advertisement from the Second World War:

DAIRY – Owing to men joining the army, 2 or 3 strong young women for
cart and pram rounds, easy work; only those willing to do the work need
apply (Wimbledon Park Farm).65

In addition to this, women who worked in agriculture also kept chickens
and pigs, and cultivated cottage gardens.66

Women who worked in a dairy in the early part of the eighteenth cen-
tury in the Cheshire region earned between £2 and £5 per year, which had
risen to £2 to £6 per annum by the latter half of the eighteenth century.
Using statistics collected by Arthur Young from his tours of the north and
south of England, Bridget Hill argues that in 1770 the number of women
who worked in rural areas in husbandry and as servants was 167,247 com-
pared to 222,996 males.67 These female servants, who worked on the farm
and in the farmhouse, were paid yearly in two ways: board and lodging in
either the farmer’s house or nearby building, which included the washing
of clothes; and monetary payment of £2 7s 6d which could increase to
£3 8s 6d, but which was subject to regional variation and age, and could
sometimes be fixed.68 Hill accepts the severe fall in numbers of agricultural
domestic servants as given by Ann Kussmaul and argues that by 1851 ‘when
service was already far gone in decline, females were recorded as constituting
slightly less than a third of the total (213 males to 100 females).69 Deborah
Valenze has recently plotted the history of the dairy industry and of the
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skill and dedication of the women devoted to this work who were engaged
in the farming.70 Ann Kussmaul and Keith Snell note the importance of
these women to the food-production industry between 1600 and 1900, and
Kussmaul adds to this by giving an anatomised quantitative analysis and
social historical account of the women, whose skills were learned from their
indentured apprenticeship on the farm.71 The apprenticeships provided for
women in the southern counties in the eighteenth century enabled their
involvement in a range of occupations such as butcher, baker, brewer, tallow
chandler, miller, coatmaker, framework knitter, lacemaker, shoebinder and
brushmaker.72 This tells us that women were expected to work on behalf of
the family, and that this work was vital for their prosperity.73

Migration

The coming of the agricultural revolution during the eighteenth century
and the enclosures which went hand in hand with it meant that parents,
particularly mothers, who had previously been able to support their fam-
ilies through common rights now had to sell their labour. The demise of
agrarian England and the rise of enclosure meant the death-knell of com-
mon rights to grow food and breed livestock. Enclosure, as Jane Humphries
argues, eroded the ability of women to take the ‘common rights’, avail-
able to them which had previously used for example to grow food and
feed their families.74 Grazing rights on which ‘ten sheep could be kept’ or
cows which provided milk and butter for the families, which had been pur-
chasable for 6d in Westmoreland, were no longer available.75 In tandem with
this termination were lost privileges in:

shrubs, woods, undergrowth, stone quarries and gravel pits, thereby
obtaining fuel for cooking, and wood for repairing houses, useful dietary
supplements from the wild birds and animal life, crab apples and cob
nuts, from the hedgerows, brambles, whortles, and juniper berries, from
the heaths and mint, thyme, balm, tansy and other wild herbs from
any other little patch of waste . . . Almost every living thing in the parish
however insignificant could be turned to some good use.76

Young women who had served their apprenticeship working for farming
families found themselves redundant and obliged to seek work elsewhere.

This agricultural redundancy did not occur overnight of course, and, as
Keith Snell points out, there had been some small need prior to the agricul-
tural revolution for both men and women to earn a wage. Widows in the
pre-industrial era, for example, worked at the harvest, but this had to be
combined with other waged employments.77 Working-class widows rarely
had the luxury of the kind of inheritance which gave comfort to some
middle-class women on the death of their husbands.78 The poverty of wid-
owhood did not provoke sympathy in the hearts of creditors and landlords
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in the eighteenth century, and they would call their money in. Thus, wid-
ows had to earn their keep, and would, for example, take in washing or
turn washerwoman, going out to do the washing for other women.79 The
waged work of working-class widows was extremely important to their fam-
ily’s survival, even though widows could re marry. Bridget Hill makes the
point that widows were less keen on finding another husband than wid-
owers were a wife, an attitude which prevailed from the sixteenth century
to the mid-nineteenth.80 For this reason Peter Laslett has shown that the
number of widows made up one fifth of the population in early modern
England.81

We can see the extent to which common rights gave women the ability
to provide food and warmth for their families; once enclosure was enacted
these provisions had to be paid for – money had to be earned. Hannah
Barker reminds us that agricultural work was subject to regional variation
and that married women also provided support to farmers who needed to
fill in the unemployment gaps when there was a shortage of male labour.
This ‘filling in’ – one or more of a variety of roles, such as working dur-
ing the harvest or sowing seeds – was one way married women could earn
money. Some agricultural areas changed with the times: straw-plaiting for
hatmaking in Hertfordshire gave work to young women who could earn
between 6s and 12s per week, but overall the agricultural revolution was
unable to provide work for many women.82 Jane Humphries is clear: ‘the
eighteenth century saw a long term reduction in women’s work, and paved
the way for migration’.83 Barker and Chalus argue that the agricultural revo-
lution marked the end of an old way of life for young girls who migrated
to towns in greater numbers than men between 1700 and 1850.84 June
Purvis demonstrates that the move from agricultural areas to urban areas
may not have been sharply felt for some because young men and women
were used to moving away ‘to work in the houses of others as servants’.85

The reasons for the move, however, included the opportunity for employ-
ment. As Sharpe notes, migration was not only pushed by reduced work
opportunities in agricultural areas, but also pulled by increasing demand for
female labour in towns: migration was ‘as often a positive move as a result
of despair’.86

The move from rural agricultural communities to urban centres brought
changes in the demography of young women in the nineteenth century.
They reached adulthood at 21, and their ability to improve their economic
and marriage prospects contributed to an urban population growth.87 Urban
living offered industrial factory and metal work to young women, as well
as providing employment in domestic service. Historians have studied the
numbers of female migrants to urban areas and linked them to employment
and marriage rates. Michael Anderson and Keith Snell argue that women
who earned their living by working as domestic servants married no ear-
lier than their eighteenth-century agricultural counterparts,88 but, that said,
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Nigel Goose sees strong evidence for earlier marriage rates in the coalfield
districts, and Robert Woods identifies textile districts as manifesting a dis-
tinctive urban marriage tradition.89 Family history searches provide some
much-needed balance to Woods’s assertion, however, as they reveal rela-
tively low marriage rates in some textile districts such as Calverley, Leeds.90

However, wage-earning women were proving themselves to be good mar-
riage material, capable of providing support for a family by working in
factories. The resulting population growth generated a large number of
infants in urban areas, whose standard of living is much debated, and the
care of whom had to be combined with waged work.91

Whilst these women worked in daylight, Joyce Burnette recognises the
part women miners played in the industrial revolution when working in
coal, lead, copper and tin mines.92 The 1842 Mines Act forbade women
working underground, but in 1851 the census captured 2,535 ‘coal women’
in Yorkshire and Lancashire.93 The number of coal women was probably
higher as women dressed as men to circumvent the act, and inspectors
in Wigan found 200 women working illegally.94 Joyce Burnette notes that
women featured as casualties of mining accidents, but, even so, men were
keen for their wives and daughters to work in the mines and themselves
refused to do so if this was not accepted.95 The work that women did in
these mines, and their working practices and wages, varied from region to
region. Angela John notes in her work By the Sweat of their Brow that in the
coalfields of Wigan ‘women had worked in coal mines for centuries, [both]
wives and daughters playing a vital role in the family’s economy’, earning
1/6d to 1/8d per day – not more than 10s for a full week’s work.96 Barker
and Chalus note the number of women who worked underground in the
regional mining industry of Bo’ness in West Lothian during the 1760s and
in the nineteenth century in Pembrokeshire constituted 30 per cent of the
mine workers.97 Robert Shoemaker records pits in the northeast of England
and the midlands employing mining women who worked as ‘bearers carry-
ing coal from the face to the surface’.98 Women in Lancashire and Yorkshire
undertook this work on a daily basis and were mainly known as draw-
ers, but this could be termed differently, depending on the locality. Their
job was to ‘pull sledges or tubs along the pit floor or on planks from the
coal face to the bottom of the shaft’.99 This was done by ‘drawers crawl-
ing along the floors harnessed to their tubs by a belt of leather or rope’.100

This was hard manual labour and came to the attention of middle-class con-
temporaries during the nineteenth century because the coal women wore
few clothes due to the heat. These practices were said to depict women as
unfeminine and at risk of ravishment from their male colleagues. Reformers
attempted to remove women from the pit, but women were able to resist
this cull and it was not until 1972 when ‘the last two British female sur-
face workers were made redundant and left their work on 1 July 1972’.101

As Angela John points out, this was some ‘130 years after legislation had
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forbidden the employment of women below ground’.102 This example of
women’s hard graft, or manual labour, was paralleled by women who worked
in nail- and chain-making manufactures and by those in the white lead trade
and pottery industry.103 Women who worked in the nail-making industry
worked with steam hammers, and women in the white lead trades ‘worked
in its most dangerous sectors’ making white lead from scratch, which could
induce lead poisoning.104 The women earned 2s to 2s 6d for each ‘dan-
gerous’ shift they worked, giving an average of 12s 8d per week, but this
weekly wage could be increased if they worked two shifts per day, which
meant they could earn up to and over £1 per week.105 Double shifts were
barred in June 1898.106 Working in the potteries was also a dangerous occu-
pation, as women could incur pulmonary disease if they inhaled the clay
dust and flint in addition to lead poisoning from the colours and glazes
used to decorate the pots.107 Carolyn Malone argues that this work was often
done by widows and deserted women who had to support their families
singlehandedly.108

These ‘dangerous trades’ have to be contrasted with others that were less
harmful. Whilst the Cadbury firm supposedly employed few married women
in the nineteenth century Sonia O. Rose acknowledges that it occasion-
ally made exceptions for those in ‘poor circumstances’ and hired widows
to clean for a couple of hours per day.109 Nursing also contrasts strongly
with the dangerous trades which gave employment to women through the
early and modern periods. For example, workhouse nursing, midwifery and
baby-minding were considered appropriate roles for women through the
early modern period and beyond.110 Workhouse nurses were drawn from
the female pauper population and were widely believed to have few actual
nursing and medical skills or show little interest in their patients (and
when they did, popular opinion held, their nursing practice left much to
be desired).111 Shackled to the workhouse as a consequence of their poverty,
these women have received a bad press in the historiography of workhouse
nursing hitherto, and been given little credit for any endeavours made in
their work.112

For women who moved away from their families to work in urban indus-
tries, day-carers and baby-minders could act as surrogate kin, providing child
care when and where needed, for a fee.113 The narrative of day-carers, how-
ever, is immersed in a sea of neglect, their characters being compared to the
likes of Margaret Waters and Amelia Dyer, baby farmers who operated in
the south of England and drowned and half-starved infants placed in their
care.114 The extent to which the same dangerous and cruel characteristics
typify day-carers who operated in the northern industrial districts, however,
has not been researched: this topic will be discussed in Chapter 5.

Nurses who tended to the ill on a daily basis could earn up to 6d per
night but some could command much higher prices. For example one nurse
earned 42s over a three-week period for nursing someone with smallpox.



Scholarship on Women’s Waged Work and their Child Care 47

Midwives delivered babies in the community, but also tended to the sick
and dying.115 Midwives in the nineteenth century who looked after pregnant
women through their confinements were paid 4s per week.116 Wise-women
persisted in Britain until the nineteenth century, and their stories have been
documented since the seventeenth century. Lynn Abrams notes an example
flourishing well into the nineteenth century and she introduces us to women
such as Maggie Winwick (1820–95), who practised her art in Shetland ‘in the
absence of trained medical provision’ as ‘an un-trained midwife’.117

So far we have noted the orthodox, staple sites of women’s work, such
as domestic service, industrial and agricultural work, mining and nursing.
However a much clearer and more nuanced picture of the myriad ways
women earned a living is now available to us from more recent scholar-
ship. Susie Steinbach, for instance, shows that women took on a wide range
of occupations during the long nineteenth century and that women’s work
changed dramatically.118 Joyce Burnette comments similarly, remarking that
‘the participation of women [in the labour market] was widespread and not
strictly confined to a small set of occupations’.119 Drawing on an analysis of
the range of women’s work which she found in the 1851 Census, Burnette
lists women’s involvement in not only the staple industries indicated above,
but also includes transport and communication, paper and printing, chem-
icals, leather and skins, and metal manufacture and chemicals.120 To this
collection we need to add women who worked as workhouse matrons. Nor,
as Sonia O. Rose, Gerry Holloway and Susie Steinbach note, must we forget
the home-work in which hundreds of thousands of women were engaged.121

This work was often called ‘slop-work’, or ‘sweated home-work’, due to its
unskilled status. Women outworkers would ‘make, mend and finish lace,
seam and embroider hosiery, sew gloves, cover and sew buttons and plait
straw’ in addition to working in the needle trades making shirts, trousers
and waistcoats or repairing frayed collars and buttonholes.122 Women often
worked from 5 o’clock in the morning until midnight in a bid to provide
for their families, but could not earn more than 5s per week for doing so.123

This paltry sum was not enough for women to support their families so they
had to find other occupations to combine it with, often taking in washing.
We also have to include prostitution in this arena of labour, for this was
an avenue of employment, in both rural and urban environments, which
women could and did turn to when the need arose. Hannah Barker argues
that the rise in prostitution has historical links with unemployment, and
it was usually a part of a woman’s economy of makeshifts, when waged
work was in limited supply and the need to make ends meet on a temporary
basis.124

Research into sweated home-working, and information gleaned from var-
ious twentieth-century oral history projects, testify to a set of occupations
even more diverse than that given in Burnette’s census data. Hannah Barker
tells us of the fisher wives in nineteenth-century Banffshire who
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assist in dragging the boats on the beach, and launching them. They
sometimes in frosty weather, and at unseasonable hours, carry their hus-
bands on board, to keep them dry. They receive the fish from the boats,
carry them, fresh or after salting to their customers, and to market at the
distance, sometimes of many miles.125

Annie Spark, who gave an interview for an oral history project, spoke about
her mother who was born in the early twentieth century and who ‘drove a
horse and cart with every kind of vegetable, coal and all – and newspapers’ to
provide for her family.126 Annie herself, who lived in Hackney, London, had
a more conventional form of employment as she worked in a biscuit factory
where she ‘had to fill sixty packets of biscuits a minute’.127 Winifred Salisbury
was a full-time fire-fighter during the Second World War, and recalls how the
work influenced her life: ‘Prior to the war I was rather a quiet personality but
once having joined the fire service, how life changed! The comradeship of
the other girls and the work really changed my life.’128

The move to different forms of work was aided by conscription during
the First and Second World Wars to the extent that by August 1941, 87,000
women had volunteered and had been accepted into the women’s auxiliary
services or worked in industry.129 Previously male-dominated jobs provided
waged work for women during the Second World War. Although working
in a diluted skill format – the war government did not encourage women
to learn a skill130 – the young single women in these employments were
taken out of the domestic service market, which, as Selina Todd tells us, left
middle-class women servantless and obliged to fend for themselves.131 Rural
agricultural work also needed women and over 80,000 were employed by the
Women’s Land Army, earning slightly over £1 for a week’s work.132

The job opportunities open to women from the end of the Second World
War to the end of the twentieth century were limited to some extent by a
glass ceiling that blocked women, irrespective of their skill and capability,
from progressing up the ladder. More importantly, they were expected to
relinquish their waged-work role and give way to men returning from the
war. Attitudes towards women’s work changed after the 1950s and although
advances in contraception gave women some choice in determining their
family size, a woman’s role during these years was determined by family life.
Women were expected to be at the centre of the family, and their role was
expected to dovetail with the notion of the companionate marriage and the
reinforcement of the notion of the male breadwinner.133 This family-centred
role was to provide children who had experienced the horrors of war and the
dislocation of family, with security and domestication. Mothers were seen as
the linchpin of the family’s future, nurturing its growth.134 The routes by
which young women could enter work were narrow and obscure: few oppor-
tunities were open to women. Thus, Holloway argues, to ensure women
were discouraged from working, the opportunities that young women were
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offered were of the ‘less-skilled, lower paid variety, reflecting the normative
assumption of what sort of work a woman should undertake’, such as textile
workers, shorthand typists and canteen cooks.135

The aim of providing for a family was no more attainable for women who
worked in the latter half of the twentieth century: working options still lay
in less skilled jobs. Halloway sums up this difficulty succinctly by quoting G
Joseph:

the typical woman worker, at the turn of the century was . . . a city dweller,
a widow or a spinster aged twenty five years, employed as a domestic ser-
vant or in a textile factory. By the seventies, the typical female worker,
aged forty years, is married, has returned to work after some years of
economic inactivity, and works part-time in a clerical job.136

Economic decline gave rise to an increased number of working roles for
women, whose waged opportunities included working in technology as a
consequence of Britain joining the EEC in 1973 or, typically, ‘retail, factory,
clerical and caring.’137 Whilst we can see that women’s role in the labour
market developed during this period, no real understanding of its change
and continuity exists for, as Holloway remarks, ‘the history of women’s work
in the last thirty years of the twentieth century has yet to be written’.138

In reading the testament to waged work of working-class women it is
essential to remember that they did all of this whilst bearing and rais-
ing children. How, then, did they juggle this work and their parental
responsibilities?

Child care of waged working-class women

The pre-industrial era

As we can see, waged work has been vital to working-class or plebeian
women throughout the centuries. The ways in which women have cared for
their children whilst working has been the subject of much debate. Accounts
of the failings associated with waged work and working-class child care have
flowed from contemporary observers and historians alike. Female experi-
ences have been much picked over by historians, but women have always
had to combine their waged work with child care. If the work was done in
the home, such as in the pre-industrial era with brewing, spinning, straw
plaiting in the eighteenth century, glove-making or midwifery in the nine-
teenth century, or taking in washing in the twentieth century, then it was
combined with child care – women were in effect doing two jobs at the same
time. Combining waged work with child care was possible but extremely
tiring for the women concerned, and Hannah Barker has argued that the
pre-industrial era was not ‘any sort of economic idyll for women’.139 Expe-
riences of the combined role women undertook, of working in the home
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and caring for children, are not known to us because very little research has
been undertaken into the combined role of waged work and child care. It is
seen as a given that to be practised effectively mothers needed not only to
be on hand to care for their children but also had to manage the difficult
task of combining waged work with breast feeding. Historians argue that the
issues of child care and breast feeding arose for mothers with the onset of
industrialisation; this proposition will be discussed and tested in Chapter 2.
During the pre-industrial period the parish offered support to women with
children. In particular to widows. Although widows were often loth to apply
to the parish, preferring ‘independence and near starvation’, the parish usu-
ally assumed some responsibility for these women, especially those with
large numbers of children, and would provide materials to enable home-
work, such as ‘bundles of straw’ to make into hats, or sometimes provide
them with a skill such as midwifery.140 This provision of work in the home
enabled women to combine their waged work with child care, a practice
which Sonia O. Rose sees persisting into the nineteenth century for widows
in London.141 Pre-industrial mothers therefore were seen in the child care
debate as ‘safe’, for their work was done at home, where the children were,
so that work and child care could run alongside each other effectively.

Domestic servants

One of the issues which looms large in the history of child care relates to
the difficulties which domestic servants encountered. When domestic ser-
vants brought children into the world they faced huge problems. Domestic
servants were mainly single and ‘lived’ in’. It has long been accepted wis-
dom that any woman who became pregnant in this context was deemed
to be carrying a bastard and guilty of moral impropriety; she was a woman
of ill-repute and immediately lost her job and home because of her sup-
posed immoral character. This perception is now challenged. Tanya Evans,
for instance, finds that some employers were more sympathetic than this
and had a range of ‘survival networks’ to help servants out of their maternal
predicament.142

Some mistresses took pity on their domestic servants, and gave them
both monetary and emotional support, as they saw them as the victims
of unscrupulous men who had duped them and rescinded promises of
marriage.143 After these offers of support were exhausted, domestic servants
approached the London Foundling Hospital, founded by Thomas Coram,
often with a letter of support from their employers to provide for the educa-
tion and maintenance of their children.144 Others sought more dangerous
alternatives to rid themselves of the burden of illegitimacy. Whilst these
issues are important for our understanding of the extent to which domes-
tic servants were able to combine waged work with caring for their children,
little or no research has been done on the situation of nineteenth-century
domestic servants in the north to parallel Tanya Evans’s observations related
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to the south. Northern districts were home to a burgeoning middle class,
who needed domestic servants. The demand for domestic servants, there-
fore, grew, and we know that illegitimacy may not always have been the
route to disaster we have been led to believe. Carolyn Steedman provides
us with the example of the Reverend John Murgatroyd from Yorkshire,
who helped his servant with her lying-in in 1802 and allowed her, along
with her child, to remain with him throughout the rest of his life.145 If an
employer could show kindness to a domestic when pregnant, and flexible
attitudes to illegitimacy were reinforced by case law, which determined that
‘a maid-servant, got with child could not146 be dismissed from her service’
because ‘unmarried women being with child’ were ‘not guilty of any crime,
or even misdemeanour at common law’,147 why have historians argued that
domestic servants could not work with children?

The growth in urban population threw young people together, giving rise
to both population increase and illegitimacy, coinciding with an upsurge
in demand for young women to work in cotton and wool factories. The
practice of having children out of wedlock has been noted by Emma Grif-
fin, who has found couples cohabiting before marriage because they did not
have enough money to marry.148 Indeed, the rise of the factory gave young
women a choice of employment, with some preferring to work in factories
because it gave them more freedom than that of tethered domestic servants
under the eye of their mistresses for the most of the day. How, then, did
employers seeking domestic servants attract them into their houses and fam-
ilies? Especially if their duties included caring for their employer’s children,
a job which many domestics hated? Employers needed the work doing and
employees needed the wages, so did employers make concessions if prospec-
tive employees had children themselves? These questions will be answered
in the following chapters of the book.

Concerns over how workhouse nurses looked after children placed in
their care is also a topic which has been widely discussed by historians,
with Frank Crompton being particularly dismissive of care they gave to
infants. He argues that southern workhouse nurses shirked their responsibil-
ities towards their wards, effectively abandoning them to their fate within
the workhouse.149 The extent to which this characterisation reflects north-
ern workhouse nurses will be explored in Chapters 3 and 4 of this book.
They will look at the responsibilities of the nurses towards the infants placed
in their care; the environment in which they worked, and the working
relationships they had with the workhouse medical doctors.

Industrial work

Juggling work and child care was not easy for women who worked in indus-
trialised occupations, not least because married working-class mothers with
children who earned their living in factories did not leave work on becom-
ing pregnant. As Susie Steinbach notes, ‘few working-class families could
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survive on a single man’s wage’,150 therefore wives with children worked
in the mines,151 the Bryant and May factories,152 and the white lead and
pottery trades.153 For instance, one woman with six children worked in
the most dangerous section of the Newcastle white lead trade.154 Deserted
women and widows also worked in these sectors, supporting their families
singlehandedly.155 Ray Strachey records a case of a woman with fourteen
children who worked in the nail- and chain-making industry.156 Working
wives with children, therefore, contributed in great measure to the family
economy and national economy, in both the north and the south, by mak-
ing woollens, cottons, cheese, pots, matches, nails and chains, by working at
the harvest, and providing support to communities via nursing whilst also
bringing up their children. When women wanted to earn money for their
families they could find work, but what did they do with their children?

Mothers working in industrial areas during the nineteenth century, unlike
middle-class mothers who were spared taxes on servants, had little support
from the state, as parliament deemed that working-class parents should be
responsible for their own child care. Consequently, historians have argued
that industrialisation created child care problems for women who worked
because they could not take their children to work with them.157 Separation
forced women to turn to kin, neighbours and friends to care for their chil-
dren whilst they worked, and if neighbour and friends charged then they
had to pay the going rate.

Historians have devoted considerable effort to the matter of child care.
Sonia O. Rose points to Margaret Hewitt’s work, which was conducted in
1958 using the 1851 census of Lancashire. Hewitt calculated that ‘grand-
mothers or an elderly aunt’ were often on hand to help with women workers’
child care. Rose contends that this number had fallen to less than 6 per
cent in 1881.158 Hewitt argues further that mothers working at the facto-
ries sought out ‘nurses’ to care for their children, either on a daily or longer
basis, and that each nurse had the care of two to three infants. She main-
tains that ‘the normal practice was for the mother to carry her baby to the
nurse on her way to the mill at 5.30 in the morning, and to collect it or
have it brought home by the nurse in the evening’.159 Elizabeth Roberts
recognises the significance of day-carers in the Lancashire industrial dis-
tricts, noting that working mothers regularly placed their infants with these
women; entrusting them to do their duty by them.160 Anna Davin has shown
that another option for working mothers was to turn to their eldest daugh-
ters to fulfil the day-care role, and that they often became the sole carer of
young infants at as young an age as seven years.161 A further option was to
approach a baby-farmer, a woman who looked after infants and children on
a longer-term basis than a day-carer. Margaret Hewitt asserts that these indi-
viduals were ‘criminal characters’ whose child care could be characterised as
‘abuse’;162 and June Purvis remarks that ‘childminders . . . were alleged to be a
poor moral influence’.163 But, Meg Arnot has called baby farmers a ‘welcome
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ally’ for women who needed child care.164 Industrial mothers tended to
approach day-carers rather than baby-farmers as their need for care was on
a short-term daily basis. The cost of this baby-sitting service during the lat-
ter half of the nineteenth century was between 2s and 5s per week, which
cut heavily into the family budget as in general throughout Britain in the
nineteenth century ‘women’s wages were 1/6th of men’s’.165

These child care practices are driven by the separation issue: mothers being
unable to take their infants with them to work. A consequence of this prac-
tice was the extent to which infants suffered from unsuitable, unhealthy
food given to them by child minders, often leading, as noted by Margaret
Hewitt in 1958 and Robert Millward and Frances Bell in 2001, to infants
suffering from gastroenteritis and diarrhoeal diseases.166 The number of
mothers who needed child care was significant; in 1851, Susie Steinbach
notes, ‘75% of married women performed waged work’ through a variety of
roles involving hard labour (mining), dextrous practices, (lace-making), agri-
cultural work (harvest) and domestic work.167 Waged work was pivotal to the
survival of working-class women’s families. Carol Dyhouse, too, recognises
that during the 1895–1914 period mothers who worked in factories did so
to ensure their families’ well-being.168 Interestingly, Dyhouse points us to
a study carried out in Birmingham in 1908 in which babies were regularly
visited to check their health. It was found that the infants of women who
worked in industry had a lower death rate than those of mothers who did
not work.169 Dyhouse, however is a lone and singular voice in the advocacy
of mother’s industrial work tending to increase a family’s well-being. Few
dents have been made in the arguments put forward in 1958 by Margaret
Hewitt, that mothers who worked in mills put their children’s lives at severe
risk, not least because they gave their infants over to the care of others and
the separation meant that breast feeding of their infants was difficult. Hewitt
argued that mothers found breast feeding incompatible with their work,
thus subjecting the infant to ‘artificial foods’, rendering them susceptible
to gastroenteritis and diarrhoea.170 Although Hewitt was well meaning and,
writing in 1958, was lobbying for mothers to stay at home and look after
their children, running with the 1950s fashion of the stay-at-home mum,
she labelled the many women who worked in industry during the nine-
teenth century as irresponsible, setting a trend which has been followed
by historians. Indeed, Robert Millward and Frances Bell have claimed that
the highest levels of infant mortality diarrhoeal diseases afflicted children
born to northern textile-worker mothers.171 As the rise of industrialisation
coincided with an increase in the rate of infant death, working-class women
incurred the wrath of middle-class contemporaries and observers, who sup-
posed a cause and effect. Although not stigmatised as severely as unmarried
domestic servants who found themselves pregnant, mothers who worked
were nonetheless blamed for the rise of infant mortality due to their sup-
posed callous and irresponsible attitude, putting work before children. In an
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effort to address the problem, the government sought to force working-class
women to take responsibility for the care of their infants by reducing the
woman’s working day from 12 hours to ten, then ten to nine, through the
Factory Acts of 1833, 1847, and 1874. This, it was hoped, would encourage
working women to devote more time to their families.172

These acts did not always work in practice, however, as female workers
could get around the rules and after all, two hours meant little difference
to women whose eldest daughters were fulfilling the child care role. Again,
we seem to see these women struggle with the problems their infants posed
to them whilst earning a wage for their families, but to what extent was
this a true reflection of how working-class women combined waged work
with child care in this period? Sonya Rose argues that ‘employers structured
factory jobs as though they were to be held by people without household
responsibilities, and certainly by non-mothers, that is by men’.173 Yet the
numbers of women with household responsibilities who actually filled these
jobs in the West Riding districts of Yorkshire and Lancashire grew exponen-
tially during the nineteenth century.174 Moreover, she acknowledges that
‘the belief that individual women were responsible for social reproduction,
by which . . . [is meant] childbearing and caring for family members on a
daily basis, was enshrined in law as well as in local custom’.175 The idea that
working-class women were on their own, with no entitlement to assistance
in law or custom, in securing the safety of their infants during industrialisa-
tion is cemented in our minds. Yet as the agricultural revolution progressed,
contemporaries were noting the problems which enclosure posed to plebeian
and working-class women with infants. Thomas Spence, for instance, was so
concerned about the losses infants would incur from the changes afoot in
enclosure, that he argued that the nineteenth century should become the
era of ‘the rights of infants.176 These rights would be secured by mothers, and
included a provision for ‘the proper nourishment for the young’, the ‘right to
the milk from their [mothers’] breasts’, the ‘right for mothers to have food
to make milk of’, ‘good nursing’, ‘cleanliness’, and ‘comfortable clothing
and lodging’.177 These rights were to be obtained by women through their
own endeavours, mothers who would ‘labour for [them] selves and infants’
through their right to work.178 Thomas Spence argued that working moth-
ers would know what was best for their infants as ‘nature has implanted
into the breasts of all mothers the most pure and unequivocal concern for
their young, which no bribes can buy, nor threats annihilate, be assured we
will stand true to the interest of our babes’.179 Working mothers, according
to Spence ‘had the spirit to assert them’, but how this was to be enacted
during industrialisation, and what the customary rights these women were
imbued with, elude us, because historians of child care have not taken up
Spence’s rhetoric but rather have generally cleaved to the view that working-
class mothers reneged on this responsibility, and made others responsible for
their infants.
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It has been customary for historians to surmise that working-class women
had little control over their own lives, and were unable to act on behalf of
their infants when waged work in factories made its call. The historian J.G.
Williamson has argued that factory workers could make certain ‘demands’
as compensation for working in the factories; therefore, we need to see
whether mothers took action on behalf of their infants. This book will con-
sider whether we can find evidence of these mothers recognising their rights
to secure their infants’ safety and security whilst having them at work with
them during industrialisation.180 It will also aim to identify if others were
aware of this right; ask if so, what did they do? What steps did mothers
themselves take? How far could their demands be enacted? and attempt to
identify the child care practices that arose.

Whilst we are aware of the help which kin and older siblings gave to
mothers who worked in industry, working-class mothers were reluctant to
place their infants in ‘nurseries’, suspecting that their children could be
harmed.181 Yet, if they chose not to place their infants in nurseries then
what did they do with them? Aversity to nurseries might be associated with
cost, as the need for industrial mothers to retain money was clear. They
worked for a reason – to contribute to the family’s economy and make a
better life for their families. So, keeping their children in the bosom of their
families saved the expense of child care. We also know that working-class
women preferred to breast feed their infants. Tanya Evans says that ‘the
cult of breast feeding made little impact on the lives of the poor because
they had no choice but to nurse their own children.’182 Alysa Levene argues
that breast feeding was important to working-class mothers as it was known
to provide some protection against pregnancy; Margaret Llewelyn Davies
saw this choice persist into the twentieth century. During the new industrial
era women had to think about what to do with their children whilst they
worked; although working-class women had to acknowledge that infant life
was precarious, Jane Lewis has noted that child health was ‘indeed an urgent
maternal concern’.183 Edward Bedoes, a contemporary, remarked they ‘anx-
iously watched’ over their infants when they were ill.184 This interest in
securing infant life can be seen in the northern districts as it was in London,
where Julie Marie Strange has recognised that grief at death was evident
and that working-class women did ‘all they could’ for their children.185 The
money earned by working mothers was not for themselves but for their fam-
ily, so why were northern factory mothers particularly maligned and singled
out by nineteenth-century observers, and historians since, for their negli-
gence of infants? Was the reluctance to place infants in nurseries born out
the strong desire to keep their children with them so that children were
under maternal watch and could be breast fed, benefitting from a food which
would aid their health and obviating the need for ‘artificial foods’? Although
Dyhouse has shown that mothers’ industrial work lowered the high IMR in
Birmingham, no significant study has been undertaken to identify if women
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acted on behalf of their infants in the northern districts, where working-class
women have been the victims of callous rhetoric directed against their child
care practices.186 Indeed, the purpose of working-class women’s waged work
was to provide for their families, including the preservation of their infants’
health. We need to ask why they would go to so much effort to earn money
to keep their children alive while at the same time neglecting their very exis-
tence. This chapter will look at the West Riding of Yorkshire to investigate if
mothers who worked could improve their children’s life chances and if so,
attempt to describe how they did it. The questions the chapter will ask are:
Did mothers recognise their right, as defined by Spence, to safeguard their
infants whilst at work? Did others, such as employers, recognise this right?
The decisions about breast feeding seem to be linked to whether a mother
worked outside the home or not,187 but was this always the case? Indeed,
could mothers breast feed at work? (To do so would mean they had the right
to have their children with them or else that they had to devise some ‘cun-
ning plan’ to get them there.) In essence, the chapter will explore whether
working women in the industrial north developed new models of child care
which enabled them to combine their waged work with child care as they
had during the pre-industrial era.

War period and after

We know little of these individual positive endeavours by nineteenth-
century working-class women to act on behalf of their infants and safeguard
them. We have been led to believe that it was through governmental policy,
such as was developed and applied during the Second World War, that infant
safety was enhanced. Penny Summerfield points out that government policy
provided a blanket cover of child care;188 nurseries and crèches were set up,
giving mothers some maternal security whilst they worked in factory pro-
duction. Once the war was over, women were expected to take up what was
deemed their primary maternal role and retreat to the home. As the twenti-
eth century progressed however, women’s participation in work increased –
between 1975 and 1997 it went up from 60 per cent to 71 per cent, and con-
tinued to rise.189 It is important, therefore, to identify any ‘rights’ women
were imbued with to secure infant safety because it may have an impact
on women today who have to choose between work and home. Forces of
‘separation’ are still in operation today, despite a concerted campaign by
twentieth- and twenty-first-century feminists who have struggled to defeat
the baleful idea and practice of separation.

Patriarchy in the workplace

The social constructs obstructing women’s access to waged work in the
nineteenth century were strong. However, recent work suggests that there
were other forces opposing women’s work. Joyce Burnette does not see gen-
der as a heuristic device through which women’s working opportunities
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are diminished; rather, the lack of work was related to women’s lack of
strength.190 Yet we can see that women were capable of heavy labour – as Jo
Stanley remarks, men replaced women delivering milk when carts instead of
yokes were introduced from the 1870s.191 Women today still face patriarchy
in the work place. Unequal pay and the lack of affordable quality child care
mean that women still face obstacles when wishing to work.192 They have to
judge whether the money they bring in benefits the family or sets it at a dis-
advantage owing to them not completing their domestic tasks and having
to pay for child care. Whilst these ideas have been thoroughly debated in
working-class women’s history, Joyce Burnette’s work, which picks apart the
cultural working practices of the nineteenth century, suggests that whilst
patriarchy played a part, ‘gender divisions were driven by market forces’,
rather than a wholly patriarchal model.193 Moreover, competition was useful
for waged women workers in that it ‘sorted women into the least strength-
intensive occupations’.194 For a mother, the less strength she spent in work
the more she had for her children. So, did women gravitate to these less
arduous jobs in order to save their ‘strength’ for their infants and children?
Expending less strength did not mean that women were less interested in
their work than men, nor less focused in its practice: they were entitled
to their rightful wage. Indeed, we can note that during a labour dispute
in West Yorkshire in 1875, male workers in the mills of the West Riding
recognised female colleagues’ trade-union capabilities and preferred a female
committee, rather than a male one, to fight the dispute.195

Unwaged working-class women

Historians have the patriarchal line; that working-class waged work posed
severe problems for infants, particularly during the nineteenth century. The
result was that many working-class women hid their waged work, and oth-
ers were driven out of the marketplace altogether. Jane Humphries contends
that during the nineteenth century married women only worked in cri-
sis, generally providing for their families through their domestic skills, for
example, growing and preparing foodstuffs, and making clothes.196 In ced-
ing to the dictates of patriarchy and retreating from the public sphere these
women aimed to play what Tanya Evans has termed their ‘fundamentally
gendered’ and ‘natural role’ of ‘the angel of the house’.197 Some women
themselves believed their waged work contributed little to the household.
Mothers in Lincolnshire, Berkshire, Northamptonshire, Devon, Surrey and
Wiltshire believed that few gains could be made by actually going out to
work.198 Susie Steinbach notes the comment by one Mrs Hoot, of Surrey, who
remarked that she ‘used to go to work, and then had to sit up at nights to
wash’. Elizabeth Roberts, who conducted oral history interviews of women
who worked in the mills during the twentieth century, remarks on their pref-
erence for home-work of the sweated trades rather than factory work because
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they could combine it with their housework and child care and they did
not have to pay for prepared or processed foods.199 In this sense, patriarchy
might seem to have pulled the wool from many working-class mothers’ eyes.
In advocating women should not go out to work but conduct their work in
the home and on behalf of their families, the prevailing ideology released
them at a stroke from the ‘double shift’ which many were expected to do.

Yet, for many women working at home took a great deal of energy. Even
though the work was unwaged, housework needed to be completed daily:
it was all-consuming, carried great responsibility, and was no easy option,
particularly, as Bridget Hill has shown, in the eighteenth century.200 Thus,
through either waged or unwaged labour, working-class women had working
responsibilities throughout their lives, which was an important part of their
daily existence. Hill tells us how single married women earned their stripes
in housework through their indentured service as young female agricultural
apprentices. They were taught housework through a holistic approach which
encompassed both agricultural and domestic skills. In this way they would
become capable housewives, who could ‘manage the dairy . . . look after the
suckling of calves and house lambs . . . and cure horses cows and sheep’.201

Whilst widows and wives of the pre-industrial era made their living through
both outwork and housework, their economic role was dissolved during the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth century and it was no longer considered
necessary for them to play a waged part in the family’s economy.202 That
responsibility was placed on the male head of the household, with wives left
to work within the confines of the house and garden.

The responsibilities of unwaged working-class women were numerous.
They encompassed, providing ‘shelter from the elements and a source of
warmth, the means to cook food, the materials for providing a minimum
of light, and the ability of inhabitants to keep themselves, their clothes,
their cooking utensils and the house itself moderately (but only moderately)
clean’.203 Doing all this for the family was a demanding task. Hill notes
for example the difficulty of getting water for cooking, drinking, washing
and cleaning because ‘there was no piped water to the house . . . no system
of drainage, no sewerage, and no privy’. Vegetables had to be carried to
a stream to be washed, ‘local ponds, streams and springs were commonly
used by women for washing clothes and linen . . . Water butts were a dis-
tance from the house . . . to raise a bucket from a well was difficult’ – a bucket
could contain from one to three gallons (weighing 10 to 30 pounds).204 The
importance of water to the household was such that that people would be
employed to fetch it.205 Washing up of dishes and the washing of clothes
needed soap but not all households could afford it due to the soap tax, so
many women had to make their own.206 Food had to be prepared and the
fuel for the fire needed to be collected before this could even be begun.207

Women went into the forest to find wood and the hedgerows to collect twigs,
and collected cow dung and horse dung to dry for fuel.208
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Although many nineteenth-century wives had ranges on which to cook,
their days were still consumed by housework. June Purvis notes it was ‘ardu-
ous, physically demanding and time-consuming’,209 covering a whole range
of jobs: it demanded that women ‘shopped, cooked, cleaned, laundered, and
sewed apparently ceaselessly’, even when pregnant.210 As Susie Steinbach
notes, ‘the working-class home was a part of the world, and not a refuge from
it’.211 Hannah Mitchell of Derby, born in 1872, recalled ‘one Friday, hav-
ing done my weekend cleaning and baked a batch of bread during the day,
I hoped for a good night’s rest, but I scarcely had retired before my labour
began. My baby was not born until the following evening after 24 hours of
intense suffering . . . .’212

Hannah’s difficulties would be compounded by having to fetch water from
the ‘communal tap’, a practice that lasted well into the inter-war years. Her
daily routine included having to stand for long hours at the ‘dolly tub’
pounding away at the clothes with a wooden dolly, then forcing the wet
garments through a mangle to get rid of the water.213 It seems that little
changed from the work women had to do in the nineteenth century to the
twentieth; Mrs Mitchell, Hannah’s mother, recalled having to endure similar
circumstances to that of her daughter. Whilst most had a tap from which to
get clean water, washing took an enormous amount of time. The boiler in
which the washing was done had to be filled by

a lading can, a huge cup with a big handle and filled it at the tap, pour it
in this boiler till this big iron boiler inside was full of water, and then you
waited till that got hot, then they put all the clothes in after they were
steeped all night. They were put in and they were all boiled in there. They
would boil for so long, and then it all came and . . . they would go in this
butt of water to rinse. Then they would have a good rinse and be taken
out of there, put through an old-fashioned wooden wringer. It was solid,
you had to drag them out, you couldn’t move, made of solid iron with
huge wooden rollers.214

Mothers needed their children to help them with this. Once this was done
the next step was to starch and whiten the clothes. This was done by placing
them in a potion of ‘dolly blue’ then taking them all out and once again
putting them through the mangle. The final stage was to place them on
the washing line outside. As Mrs Mitchell notes, ‘she [her mother] must
have been up early’ for her to complete all of this in one day, alongside
all of their other tasks, not least because working-class women often had
large families – washing for all could involve eight or nine sets of clothes,
bed linen and sometimes furnishing fabrics.215 Elizabeth Roberts describes
the working-class woman’s role in the twentieth century as rooted in the
home, and this idea was planted in the minds of these women at an early
age.216
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Thus, the routine of ‘housework’, or baking bread, mending clothes, buy-
ing provisions and cooking them was unending and all-consuming for
eighteenth-, nineteenth- and twentieth-century wives. Margaret Llewelyn
Davies argued in 1915 that the unwaged exertions of nineteenth-century
mothers – of ‘cooking, scrubbing, and cleaning at the wash tub, in lifting and
carrying heavy weights, is just as severe manual labour as many industrial
operations in factories’.217 Due to the demands of this work, Susie Steinbach
records, mothers often cajoled their eldest daughter to help.218

The exertions of working-class women were compounded by another role:
it was usually their sole responsibility to balance the family budget. Alannah
Tomkins, Susie Steinbach, Anna Davin, Alan Kidd, Jane Humphries and
Sara Horrell have reflected deeply on the multitasking of nineteenth-century
working-class wives.219 Anna Davin comments on the ‘control’ mothers had
on the family purse;220 Susie Steinbach stresses the importance of this role
for working-class women;221 and Jane Lewis memorably characterises this
as ‘solving the food/rent equation’.222 Women’s calculations were based on
the male contribution, and wives did not always know what their husbands’
earnings were. The men’s contribution to the household budget could vary
from week to week; some could be counted on to ‘divvy’ up all their wage,
others not. But however these men viewed their responsibilities to their fam-
ilies, they often ‘top-sliced their wages, creaming off a share to finance their
personal expenditure . . . ’ such as tobacco, ale or gambling.223 By secreting
a portion of their wages from a job that did not provide a ‘family wage’
in the first place, husbands put working-class wives and mothers in a per-
ilous position224 as they had to plan with scarce resources.225 Anna Davin
and Alannah Tomkins have noted that the boom and bust of the nineteenth
century economy gave rise to a precarious nature of life for working-class
women whose husbands were subject to slumps in trade.226 When male
unemployment increased, working-class mothers enrolled in the sweated
trades we have already identified. When East End children got home from
school or the street their mothers might be ‘busy at the table’ making
matches, or they might be taking in washing.227 This was not always a regular
occupation and did not deliver a weekly wage, unlike other sweated work,
but could be done on an ad-hoc basis when the need for money arose.228

Shani D’Cruze points out to us women who earned money intermittently
by delivering ‘bundles’ back to women who had taken clothes to the pawn-
broker but did not want to be seen in the queue to redeem pawned goods, as
working-class women were often extremely ashamed to need the services of
the pawnbroker.229 The life of the working-class woman was often beset by
‘scheming and planning to make ends meet’ and this often meant robbing
Peter to pay Paul,230 not least to keep themselves and their families out of
the workhouse. The strategy Joyce Crump of Lambeth employed during the
1930s was to work as a housekeeper for a man who had two children. Joyce
had been a Barnardo’s child and when in hospital having her first baby had
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been told of a man who needed a housekeeper. The job entailed far more
than housekeeping, however. She found that her would-be employer, Rick,
actually needed someone to care for his children. He and his wife had split
up and the children were in care because he had no one to take care of them
during the day. Joyce agreed to become a surrogate mother and carry out
the domestic jobs. There was no sexual relationship between the couple but
otherwise they lived as a family, with both ‘muck[ing] in together’, to bring
up the children, both his and hers.231

Money difficulties could presage disaster and unwaged mothers had to
apply a wide range of strategies to forestall it. One way to do so was
by taking the wages of their older children. Alannah Tomkins has shown
that working-class women would turn to their kin in times of economic
need, but this was not the full extent of their networks.232 Pawning was
another option which working-class women could adopt to help manage
their money difficulties.233 During the 1884 depression, for instance, women
pawned their wedding rings. For one woman this was particularly signifi-
cant: arguably, her ring was almost never on her finger after she became
pregnant three times in quick succession.234 Shani D’Cruze notes the sup-
port which women gave to each other during lean times; she records that
women would in turn lend and borrow from each other, a method which
was vital to ‘smooth over the gaps’.235 Cracks in cash flow could be papered
over by approaching money lenders.236 During the nineteenth century many
working-class women employed a strategy of malnutrition, eating very little,
rather than deal with these often predatory suppliers of credit.

Child care of unwaged working-class women

By ‘being at home’, working-class women throughout the centuries con-
ducted their child care indoors. This is the patriarchal defining example,
aping the middle-class model. These women either cared for their children
alone or with the help of their older children. The atypical example of Joyce
Crump shows us that she not only cared for her own children but Rick’s
children too. In conforming to the ‘housewife’ role, Joyce conformed to
the gender stereotype prescribed for her. Women like Joyce would be on
hand to care for their infant’s needs, breast feed her own children at will
and perhaps live up to the nineteenth-century expectation of the ‘angel’
mother. Susie Steinbach notes the significant gains nineteenth century ‘stay-
at-home mums’ could enjoy. They did not need to pay for child care, nor for
prepared or processed food as they could prepare it at home. Thus, as she
argues, ‘with more time to shop and to prepare food, they could manage
money more carefully and spend more time raising their children; these in
turn increased their status in the family and the community’.237 Steinbach
goes on to argue that these women not only benefitted in economic terms
but by staying at home were able to comfort their husband more, reduc-
ing the risk of domestic violence.238 By rejecting waged work, stay-at-home
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mothers were at least on hand to ensure their infants and children came to
no harm. Yet, even when women conformed to the gender stereotype, they
did not escape vilification as careless mothers. Anna Davin argued the idea
of the maternally ignorant working-class mother and her ‘faulty maternal
hygiene’ emanated from medical doctors, particularly during the nineteenth
century.239 Alice Reid points out that to ‘overcome such maternal ignorance’,
health visitors were introduced into the northern districts of Manchester and
Salford.240

The extent to which unwaged mothers were better able than their waged
counterparts to provide their infants with breast milk is debatable, how-
ever. We have seen that breast feeding was, out of necessity, the normal
practice.241 Anna Davin remarks that during the twentieth century the
importance of this milk was widely recognised and that ‘neighbours would
do it’ for infants whose mothers could not provide.242 This gave infants the
important colostrum necessary to provide them with a better chance to resist
disease. Unwaged women, however, were at risk of losing their milk due to
a lack of food. The irregular nature of their sweated and ad hoc work had an
effect on the amount of food they could buy, which in turn had an impact
on their ability to make milk to feed their infants. As John Burnett tells us,
for most working-class families food could be ‘deficient’ but it was ‘the wife
who fared worst of all’. For:

on Sundays she generally obtains a moderately good dinner, but on other
days the food consists mainly of bread with a little butter or dripping, a
plain pudding and vegetables for dinner or super and weak tea. She may
obtain a little bacon at dinner once, twice, or three a week; but more
commonly she does not obtain it.243

The best of the working-class diet was given ‘to their husbands’.244

Anna Davin notes that older and growing children could also take the
best of the food, and that working-class women went hungry as ‘Mrs. H., a
tidy respectable young woman with a husband in regular work, though with
small wages, found that her growing children ate all the dinner. She always
took a bit of bread. Now it has come to my turn I don’t like it.’245 Anna Davin
recognised the problems that a lack of food posed to working-class women,
remarking that ‘on a diet of bread and tea nursing mothers soon lost their
milk.’246 Ellen Ross acknowledges the sense of self denial and sacrifice of
working-class mothers. She notes that ‘a pregnancy could denote a ‘period
of special hardship’ . . . , it involved more work, often less food than usual and
could be accompanied by great anxiety, as women prepared for the confine-
ment and tried to equip themselves for the new baby’.247 Doctors at London’s
General Lying Hospital revealed that the lack of food troubled working-class
women when pregnant and one woman, when asked about the amount
of food she was eating, cried.248 Twentieth-century pregnant working-class
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women seemed to fare little better: Ellen Ross reports ‘some of the saddest
cases’: Evelyn Bunting, for instance, observed at the Saint Pancras School for
Mothers in the 1900s ‘women who were in the last months of pregnancy, but
were weak with hunger’.249 The child care of unwaged working-class women
was clearly affected by hunger, thus casting doubt on the perceived idea
that home-work was best for the mother in respect of her ability to care
for her children. For if breast milk was not available then ‘artificial foods’
would have to be given, making a significant impact on the health of infants.
We can see the abject poverty of mothers who were unable to provide milk
and infants who were unable to take it, thus June Purvis, is right to argue
that infant mortality was closely related to poverty.250 Ellen Ross notes the
continual pregnancies of working-class women in London, a state of affairs
no different to that in the north. The average number of children per family
would reach five by the 1860s.251

Being at home, however, did not mean that working-class mothers had
unlimited hours to spend with their infants. Child care had to be combined
with the ceaseless housework. Infants and children had to fight for their
mother’s attention, and felt put out when a new infant and sibling came
along. When domestic work had to be combined with the sweated home-
work, infants were often given over to the care of older children, particularly
girls, whom Anna Davin has called the ‘little nurses’, and were often called
home from school to help out.252 Emma Griffin notes the dangerous aspects
of this practice, whilst Sally Alexander plots the apprenticeship these young
girls served under their mothers in order to ‘become a woman’ and give them
the competence to play such a role.253 These young girls often took their lit-
tle charges into the street in an effort to keep contact with their friends
and siblings.254 If they were not on hand to help then, Jane Lewis tells us,
infants were strapped either into high chairs or ‘into ordinary seats, wait-
ing in frustration for an older sibling to return from school and take them
out’.255 Despite the furore raised by nineteenth-century commentators and
observers arguing that the home was best for mother because it made the
lives of infants safer, the home environment could sometimes be dangerous,
because mothers had to give their attention elsewhere. Washing, cooking
and cleaning had to be done, whether women were pregnant or not, and
arguably standing for hours at the wash tub was little different to the stand-
ing at the loom all day, other than the lack of pay, and the supposed benefits
of having their children with them.

The space in which unwaged working-class women tackled their domes-
tic duties was cramped, the poorest, perhaps, being ‘cellar dwellings, the
worst form of urban accommodation, comprising one or at most two dark,
damp, low-ceilinged rooms with poor ventilation’.256 The consequences of
this environment for infants would often be respiratory ailments, and this
may be why mothers sent their infants outside with their older siblings.
It is no surprise that June Purvis remarks that ‘infant mortality was high
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in Sunderland, where women did little paid work, and low in other towns
where paid work was more common’.257

The range of strategies working-class women employed whilst trying to
combine either waged or unwaged work with child care was vast. The vari-
ety and scope of labour encompassed leads us to suspect that few of these
women evaded any of their responsibilities to their families.

Conclusion

Historically, women have always worked, taking on a diverse range of occu-
pations, bending with the capitalist wind when their families needed them
to. The effort made by working-class women on behalf of their families
is clear: long hours, and, in the pre-industrial era in particular, long days
for women who had to combine waged work with child care in the home.
This employment was often heavy labour such as working in mines, making
heavy cheeses, or working with deadly substances such as white lead which
poisoned both women and their infants. Although Amanda Vickery argues
against a ‘golden age’ for women during pre-industrialisation it may have
been easier for women to combine waged work with child care in the home.
The extent to which this ability to combine the two roles eroded as women
were moved from manor to mill with the onset of industrialisation is well
articulated in the historical literature.

Since the onset of the industrial revolution women who needed to earn a
wage have met with difficulties when children came along. The middle-class
control of the mode of production obliged women and mothers who needed
to contribute to their family economy to take up new roles, learn new skills
when the need dictated whilst at the same time being vilified by contem-
porary witnesses whose sensibilities were affronted by this waged work –
this role did not fit with the female image held by middle-class observers.
However, coinciding with the rise of industrialisation was a notable increase
in the number of baby-minders and of workhouse nurses who recruited by
the Guardians. Once this badge of honour was given, female paupers were
responsible for the care of the inmates of the workhouse.

Although many middle-class sensibilities were affronted by working-class
women’s waged work, this sentiment did not lead to the provision of
working-class mothers with the funds to stay in their homes and care
for their children. Thus, working-class women had to continue with their
employment, contributing in great measure towards their family’s finances
in both northern and southern regions by making woollens, cottons, cheese,
pots, matches, nails and chains.258 Historians argue that the separation issue
forced northern mothers to give their infants over to a carer, be it kin, a baby
minder or workhouse nurse, and all were maligned and subjected to scorn,
ridicule and scrutiny from contemporaries who concluded that they were
irresponsible. The perceived relationship between waged work and child
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care in the northern districts, therefore, was characterised as unacceptable,
because if a mother was prepared to ‘go out to work’ and the carer was pre-
pared to take money for the care of an infant then neither were responsible
women. However, we can see that either waged or unwaged work in all its
guises colonised much of the working-class mother’s day.

Northern factory mothers however, have been singled out as being the
worst perpetrators of neglect, the antithesis of motherhood; uncaring and
irresponsible mothers in a period of a high northern IMR. This is despite
women who worked in the southern white lead trade, for example, also
receiving criticism.259 For as Thomas Maudsley, the secretary for the Com-
mittee for Promoting the Nine Hour Act, remarked in 1872: ‘The prolonged
absence from home of the wife and mother causes an enormous amount
of infant mortality and it must cause the elder children to be more or less
neglected’.260

Indeed, the white lead trade was also suspected to harm the unborn infants
of women who worked in it.261 Yet, the reasons why women who worked in
the factories of the north, and the day-carers and baby-minders who looked
after their children whilst they did so, not to mention the workhouse nurses
who were in loco parentis, seemingly placed their infants at higher risk than
those who sought child care from kith and kin and neighbours can only be
guessed at. What we do know is that this neglect features widely in both
the contemporary and historiographical view. One of the reasons for the
latter being the availability of a wealth of primary source material emanating
from nineteenth century observers claiming to have witnessed neglect or its
consequences.

The options, historians argue, open to working-class women when chil-
dren came along were either to engage in ‘waged work’ and enlist carers
to help, or to stay at home and tend to their children themselves. This
binary choice meant that if women wanted or needed wages they either
had to obtain help with child care or stay at home and undertake sweated
labour, meanwhile relying on the wages of their oldest children to supple-
ment the family income. But as we have seen, both options posed problems
for working-class women. They were subjected to ridicule and scorn when
they engaged in factory work, and they were exposed to alarming poverty
when they stayed at home. Yet, there was little difference for working-class
women in the work they took part in: work was an omnipresent part of the
day and, as Spence argues, the perils of industrialisation would impose harm
on to their young if they did not ensure their well-being. Spence reminds
us that working-class women were the ones required to look out for their
infants and, as we have seen, they were not workshy, and employers needed
them to work, so we should ask if they developed a third way of caring for
their children which at present eludes us.

Carol Dyhouse set the ball rolling by showing us that working-class moth-
ers who worked in industry were able to improve their families’ lot. Was this
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so in the West Riding? And if so how did they do it? This book seeks to
take Dyhouse’s ideas further and discover whether there were similar posi-
tive aspects to women’s child care in the north as in Birmingham. Did factory
mothers, day-carers and workhouse nurses heed Spence’s words to take care
of infants? Is the separation issue for industrial mothers as evident as his-
torians argue it is? If so, is it due to the burgeoning work opportunities for
working class women? Have contemporaries and historians exaggerated the
irresponsible actions of factory mothers and used it as a cloak for neglect?
To answer these questions we now need to explore the child care practice of
mothers in industrial waged work.



2
Industrial Mothers

How did mothers’ waged work work impact on the northern IMR?

What do they do with the infants of the mothers who work in the mills?
‘Oh’, the Rector replied ‘they bring them to me, and I take care of them
in the churchyard!’1

The previous chapters introduced the topic of high rates of infant mor-
tality in the northern districts. They also explained the need for northern
women to work; the range and expanse of the occupations they undertook,
and the inherent child care models these hard-working and hard-pressed
women used whilst labouring in the industrial sectors. This chapter will
move beyond this context and explore the extent to which the model iden-
tified by the Rector and Dickens in the quotation above reflected the reality
of nineteenth-century child care for northern working-class women.

The structure of this chapter will be to address the criticisms of the
employment of mothers, then the actual child care practices of working-
class women will be described for women who worked in agriculture, heavy
labour such as nail- and chain-making, bricklaying, salt works and, finally,
textile work.

Criticisms of the employment of mothers

The answer Charles Dickens received from the Rector convinced him that
female factory work caused high rates of infant mortality. He particularly
viewed the tri-part relationship of the mill, married women, and infants, as
an unhealthy combination which led children to an early grave.2 In speak-
ing and writing against married women’s work Dickens was but one of many
critics who sought to push working-class women out of ‘industry’. For the
working-class themselves, however, it was not unusual or undesirable to see
married women working.3 After all, as we have seen, staying at home for
these women meant subjecting their families to severe and all-consuming
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poverty. Thus, the mill gates came to be regarded as an awkward, but
necessary portal to enter.

Although the mill was by no means the only form of employment for
northern mothers in this period, factory work was the particular bête noire of
many social commentators who echoed Dickens concerns with regard to the
northern IMR.4 These anxieties prompted many parliamentary enquiries.5

Influential men such as Herbert Asquith the Home Secretary in 1893 and
medical doctors such as William Farr were adamant during this period in
placing the blame for the high IMR on the shoulders of working women. Mr
Asquith remarked that ‘the main reason’ for the high IMR, ‘one of the most
melancholy features of our vital statistics . . . was the employment of young
married women in factories’.6 His analysis has led the factory to be seen as
a particularly destructive force in relation to infant health, and it is viewed
as a catalyst for infant neglect in that it removed mothers from both their
children and the domestic sphere.7

The moral barriers against female waged work were as forbidding for fac-
tory work as any other occupation, and more imposing than most. Asquith
argued that, during this age of the ‘deification of the home’, the married
working factory operative was at odds with the feminine ideal of the ‘house-
wife’ due to the length of time she was at work and consequently out of
the home. Moreover, as factory work gave women independence – or more
independence than domestic service allowed – the female factory worker was
even further distant from the feminine norms of the nineteenth century.
As they were not under the watchful eye of their employers, as domestic ser-
vants were, they were supposed to have more liberty during the working day,
which led them to be characterised as ‘unchaste’ and lacking in the appro-
priate maternal skills. Historian Nigel Goose notes that factory work, and
in particular married women’s factory work, had ‘dominated contemporary
discussion out of all proportion . . . ’ and forged a ‘protracted debate’ during
the nineteenth century as it was ‘of central concern’ to nineteenth century
observers.8

Middle-class men disliked their wives working. The idea was put forward
under the guise of protection, arguing that the public sphere was no place for
a woman and waged work was anathema to their sex. Middle-class women
in turn frowned on the waged work of working-class women who sought
‘independent careers’ like ‘impertinent mill girls who refused the paternal-
istic principle of domestic service . . . and who might also . . . refuse to fit the
role of a respectable man’s working wife.’9 Whilst middle-class men could
‘protect’ their women from this so-called danger, as they had enough money
to support their wives, working-class men had to allow their wives to work
because their wages were needed – hence, husbands were unable to keep
them away from supposed harm and associated sexual dangers. According
to the prevailing moral perspective, working-class women entering the pub-
lic sphere were philosophically engaged in a role which was anathema to
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their sex.10 Waged work identified working-class women as members of the
public sphere – albeit poor ones – causing tension between women due to
the independence it gave working-class women that was denied to middle-
class women.11 Femininity was shaped by domesticity, not waged work; the
‘Angel of the House’ was the ideal to which all nineteenth-century women
were to aspire.12

This philosophy was well rooted in the nineteenth century for, as histo-
rian Deborah Valenze remarks, ‘long before the nineteenth century Victorian
ideals of womanhood, eighteenth century moralists regarded the female Sex
for domestic Life only’. As Carolyn Malone argues, this ideal became more
entrenched in the century which followed.13 The link between the domes-
tic sphere and its inhabitants put the mother who cared for her children
at the head, and sanctified motherhood. As contemporaries remarked, ‘The
child receives nurture, warmth, affection, admonition, education from a
good mother; who, with the child in her arms, is in the eyes of all European
nations surrounded by a sanctity which is only expressed in the highest
works of art’.14 There was disapproval levelled at mothers who transgressed
this ideal; some even said it represented an emasculation of the husbands
who permitted their wives to enter the public sphere.15

The contemporary medical doctor George Newman, who became the first
chief Officer to the Ministry of Health in the twentieth century, remarked at
the end of the nineteenth century of his deep concerned over the high IMR.
Using statistical records collected by medical officers of health and published
by the Registrar General, Newman produced reports on the infant mortal-
ity problem, and he concluded that the problem was one of ‘motherhood’.
Moreover, he ‘placed the mother as the single most important influence on
an infant’s chances of survival’, and was convinced that the problem was
not medical but social.16 Newman arrived at this hypothesis after becom-
ing disillusioned with the extent to which medicine was able to make any
improvement in the IMR and he sought public office to establish the correct
procedures of infant health through a policy of the education of mothers.
This prescriptive role took on a more determined character when he became
a part-time medical officer for the Clerkenwell borough in London, before
attaining a lifetime ambition to become Chief Medical Officer of Health for
Education in 1907 and in the Ministry of Health in 1919, where he sought
to take control of working-class child care practice.17

Newman took his lead from the Yorkshire medical doctors such as John
Ikin of Leeds, George Reid, Edwin Chadwick, and Dr Lankester.18 Due to
the concern over the number of infants who were dying in Leeds, Dr Ikin
and his colleagues arranged a forum where these men could discuss this
issue. The group consensus was that working-class mothers and their waged
work was a significant cause of the problem because the factory separated
the mother and child.19 These findings were published in a pamphlet which
was distributed locally in the Leeds Mercury.20
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Although Newman found common ground with men like Ikin as to the
dangers that married mothers’ factory work caused infants, he himself con-
ceded that he ‘found it difficult to establish the case in a way that proved
completely convincing’.21 This caveat is a salutary reminder of how tacit
conclusions based on statistics collected from the Registrar General and the
medical reports which arose out of them, but lacking any content on the
experiences of women’s lives and child care, have maligned working-class
women’s characters and child care practices. Criticisms and condemnations
were composed and circulated with little evidence to substantiate them. Yet,
despite the lack of proof, Newman’s words exerted and have continued to
exert great influence in the northern IMR debate, as in the works of histo-
rians Robert Woods, Alice Reid and Margaret Hewitt, all of whom rely on
Newman’s rhetoric and the statistics of the Registrar General as they remark
on the ‘maternal ignorance’ of working-class mothers, as a result of which
‘health visitors had been first introduced in 1862 by the Ladies’ Sanitary
Reform Association of Manchester and Salford, in order to overcome such
maternal ignorance’.22 Robert Woods’s work shows that the highest rates
of IMR occurred in the industrial districts of the north, and this statistic
is repeated by Robert Millward and Frances Bell who have shown that the
highest levels of infant mortality applied to those born to northern textile
mothers.23

Northern mothers and agricultural work

The figures given by Millward and Bell show that whereas mothers employed
in agriculture endured an IMR of 125/1000, and those engaged in the proto-
industrial metal trades a rate of 190/1000, infant mortality amongst female
factory workers registered the high figure of 200/1000.24 From this evidence
it appears that there was more than a grain of truth in Margaret Hewitt’s
claim that mothers’ waged work during the latter part of the nineteenth
century in Lancashire and Yorkshire factories posed significant problems
for married women with children.25 When trying to ascertain the impact
of female waged work on the IMR, and whether factory work represented
a disproportionate risk to infants, however, we need to consider the range
of these modes of employment and the child care practices which they fos-
tered. With this in mind, we first examine the maternal experience of those
employed in agriculture during the period.

Despite the number of women employed in agriculture almost halv-
ing over the second half of the nineteenth century, working on the land
remained an option for a significant number of women. Despite being
characterised by industrial and urban growth during the period, the north
still retained an agricultural base which provided waged work for women,
particularly in the North and East Ridings, Northumberland, and even
parts of Lancashire.26 Agricultural work gave women both seasonal and
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all-year-round employment, offering them some flexibility. Historians Ivy
Pinchbeck and Bridget Hill note that this work particularly appealed to
mothers, as it allowed them to combine domestic and work responsibilities,
with even ‘servants in husbandry and cottagers’ wives, whose husbands eked
out their small allotments by occasional earnings as day labourers . . . [were]
often accustomed to work for wages at hay and harvest.’27 At a local level,
mothers were employed in higher numbers than men, and, as a Royal Com-
mission reported, not only was there a tradition of female workers in the
fields, but the ‘majority of the women who work in the fields are . . . generally
married.’28 Richard Jefferies described the nature of women’s agricultural
work during the 1870s:

From the earliest dawn to latest night they swing the sickles, staying with
their husbands, and brothers, and friends, till the moon silvers the yellow
corn. The reason is because reaping is piece-work and . . . the longer and
harder they work the more money is earned . . . Grasping the straw con-
tinuously cuts and wounds the hand, and even gloves will hardly give
perfect protection. The woman’s bare neck is turned to the colour of her
tan; her thin muscular arms bronze right up to the shoulder. Short time
is allowed for refreshment; right through the hottest part of the day they
labour. It is remarkable that very few cases of sunstroke occur. Cases of
vertigo and vomiting are frequent, but pass off in a few hours.29

Giving evidence to the Royal Commission, Mr Joseph Henley, MP for
Oxfordshire until 1878 and member of the Board of Trade during the
1850s, remarked that across the agricultural north, ‘women are extensively
employed throughout the whole year, and their labour is considered essen-
tial for the cultivation of the land’.30 The essentially female nature of
the northern agricultural labour force was, argued Charles Borthwick of
Lancaster, born of necessity, as farmers ‘couldn’t get males to work’.31 The
statements by witnesses to Royal Commissions are, of course, less a reflection
of any ‘truth’ than of the stance an individual wished to take to the Royal
Commission, and Henley and Borthwick may have been putting a positive
spin on mothers’ work because it was necessary and cheap for the farmer.
This is surprising in light of the overall desire for farmers to hide the true
extent of women, and especially mothers, employed in field work, but the
statistics support the witnesses’ evidence that field work was done by num-
bers of women and mothers. For example, around Durham, 40 single women
were reported as working in the fields, but 55 married women.32 Ever adapt-
able, these women did ‘a great many out-of-door tasks including “slingling
and quickening”’,33 leading one observer to note that ‘the women who do
this labour are physically a splendid race’.34 Whether single or married how-
ever, women formed the core of the northern agricultural workforce. The
absence of sufficient male labour was only one reason for this, however: as
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the witnesses noted, among the landowners around Doncaster in Yorkshire
there was a preference for women as their labour was ‘the most economical
the farmer can employ’.35

Despite agricultural employment waning during the second half of the
nineteenth century, women still worked in agriculture throughout the
north. This included a substantial body of married women and is significant
in respect of the infant mortality debate, for it allows the child care practices
used by these women to be evaluated and compared with those employed
by factory workers.

Margaret Hewitt damned the impact of female agricultural work on lev-
els of infant mortality. Arguing that this work was impossible to combine
with effective motherhood, she concluded that the mothers engaged in
this work abandoned their children at home, or delegated their child care
to siblings, leading to injury and even death for infants.36 These depic-
tions of neglect and abandonment for agricultural mothers contrast with
those advanced by witnesses reporting on agricultural employment, how-
ever. Inspections of York, Goole, Howden, Holderness, Beverley, Driffield,
Pocklington, Malton, Thirsk, York, Northallerton, Richmond, Hawes, Settle,
Guisborough, Wakefield and Rotherham, and of Northumberland led wit-
nesses to state that married agricultural workers, ‘take their children with
them to work’, where ‘they are kept in sight all day long.’37 Although Mr
Portman of York remarked in 1867 that he thought ‘mothers with young
children were better off at home’, the majority of witnesses to the Royal
Commission did not share this view.38 Agricultural mothers did not com-
promise the safety of their infants when they were forced to sell their labour
to farmers. This maternal practice was similar to that used by mothers in
Sussex in 1833 where:

the custom of the mother of a family carrying her infant with her in its
cradle into the field, rather than lose the opportunity of adding her earn-
ings to the general stock, though partially practiced before, is becoming
very much more general now.39

Mrs. Britton from Wiltshire remarked that she ‘frequently carried the baby’
with her, as she ‘could not go home to nurse’ it whilst she ‘worked in the
fields’.40 Northern agricultural mothers considered it highly advantageous
that this employment gave them the opportunity to combine agricultural
work with feeding their infants, who were breast fed for ‘a year and a
half or 2 years frequently’.41 Once fed, infants were ‘placed on a heap of
coats or shawls in the shade of a hedge where they would be watched
over by one of the older children’.42 Thus, not only did mothers’ agricul-
tural work present them with a way of having their infants with them, but
their older children also, enabling mothers to keep a close eye on both
age-groups, abandoning neither, despite accusations to the contrary set at
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them. Despite being physically demanding, agricultural work did not appear
to impact on the health of mothers, which in turn meant that their abil-
ity to care for their infants was not affected. Of course, agricultural work
does not always equate to rude health and we should be wary, as Everslay
has cautioned, of perpetuating this myth, but the witnesses to the Com-
mission were positive about the well-being of these women, remarking
that:43

married women bear the labour in the fields extremely well; that he
has never observed any other effects on their general health than colds,
from which they suffer occasionally, caught from wet and exposure to
the weather; he was sure that they were even peculiarly subject to colds;
women in the family-way, or suckling children, are not hurt. He does not
think that their work is too hard for them, or injurious, even taking into
account the fact of their generally having insufficient food. The out-door
work is rather healthy than otherwise.44

Indeed, as Mr James Barwick of Barrow suggested, the agrarian lifestyle
seemed particularly suited to mothers, as it provided a welcome addition
to the family income without compromising their independence.45

These observations are important for the IMR debate as they indicate that
agricultural work gave mothers the opportunity to combine the difficult
tasks of waged work and maternal obligation.46 The farmer was perhaps will-
ing for mothers to take their children with them as it improved the chances
to which they would turn up for work. Despite the physical and outdoor
nature of agricultural work, the latitude it afforded mothers facilitated infant
care whilst they worked and provided them with an effective check against
infant mortality. This explains why the IMR among these workers was less
than that experienced by their contemporaries employed in metal works and
factories at ‘only’ 125/1000.47

Northern mothers and heavy labour

Although the textile trades clearly moved towards more concentrated modes
of factory production over the course of the nineteenth century, some indus-
tries resisted this trend, with production still carried out along cottage or
proto-industrial lines.48 Industries like the glass and pottery trades, and cen-
tres of nail-and chain-making all proved slow to change, and continued
to provide work for northern women throughout the nineteenth century.49

Indeed, as witnesses to a Commission remarked of the nail and chain trade,
‘very few men of average strength continue in the trade’.50 Thus, Robert
Baker was probably correct when remarking that the northern nail making
trade was mainly the preserve of single and married women.51 Wages for
female workers in the metal industries were around 9s per week, which was
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not a high wage for women during this period.52 One of the main benefits
of this work however, was that it allowed mothers to work with their family
as part of a family unit, for as the witnesses noted ‘it was not an uncommon
sight to witness a man, his wife, and three, four, or five daughters working
in the same shop, and . . . mingled with these, a son and two or three men
who work as journeymen.’53

Despite enabling mothers to be with their families within the work place,
these trades were marked by social commentators as both dangerous and
unsuitable for women to perform, and posing a risk to the well-being of
infants. Reports submitted to the Royal Commission raised concerns in
respect of the impact that these working conditions had on the welfare of
infants. Their survey of northern nail makers, for instance, illustrated the
extreme nature of the working environment to which even infants were sub-
jected. The heat emanating from the forges for example, meant that many
women preferred to work during the night, when it was cooler, with infants
in tow. Should the infants wake from the noise of the hammers, mothers
would delegate their older female children to attend to them and ensure
that they were kept away from the sparks. The witnesses were not instilled
with confidence at the sight of ‘girls . . . each of whom carried a baby.’54 The
practices of hanging infants from a hook on the wall in slings after feeding,
in order to soothe them, or ‘placing infants in a wooden belt’ which ‘limited
their exercise area whilst their parents got on with their work’ were unlikely
to inspire confidence either.55

Whilst providing mothers with an opportunity to combine waged work
with child care and breast feeding, the trade raised problems of safety
because infants were in the workshop itself. Recognising this, mothers
attempted to make their infants as safe as possible so, as Robert Sherard,
author of The White Slaves of England, remarked in 1897, they erected poles
at the workshops to which they would attach slings into which they would
place their infants, whom they would rock to and fro.56 Female witnesses
to the Royal Commission investigating this form of work in 1894, remarked
that mothers perched their infants ‘on a warm heap of fuel or dangled them
in an egg-box from the shop ceiling’.57 These contemporary accounts are
supported by the historian Sheila Lewenhak, who likewise argues that it was
not uncommon to see infants ‘hanging in little swing chairs from poles so
that while working the hammers [mothers] could rock their infants’.58

In general, witnesses were positive about the impact of these working
arrangements, remarking that ‘there does not appear to be anything in their
employment to be at all injurious to health’.59 Further, they stated that ‘the
health of the nail makers as a class is very good; they are not subject to
any specific disease; as a rule they live long, their occupation being one not
too exhausting’.60 We have already seen that the IMR amongst this opera-
tive class was around 190/1000. This rate does not appear to mirror these
positive evaluations, and suggests that the close association between the
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working and maternal environment did not promote infant well-being or
health. That said, however, the number of deaths of nail-makers was less
than that recorded amongst female factory workers.61 Indeed, although the
working environment in the nail making industry was difficult for infants,
because infants were not separated from their mothers the risk set to them
was relatively small.

These innovative models of child care practiced by northern mothers dur-
ing industrialisation have tended to go unnoticed by historians. No less
creative were the married women who processed brine in the Cheshire,
Manchester and Droitwich salt mines. These mothers were employed to boil
brine in pans, which made the sheds ‘very hot’.62 Extremes in temperatures
at the sheds were common: workers could ‘be met by a chilling wind,’ if
working on a different side of the shed. Despite the flux in temperature,
mothers thought the industry quite suitable to combine with child care for,
when a new baby was born, as the Inspector of Factories Mr Fitton reported,
they ‘bring their infants into the streaming sheds to be suckled, and lay
them down in the hot drying sheds to sleep at intervals while they, the
mothers, are occupied in the laborious work of dragging the salt from the
bottom of the pans with heavy iron rakes.’63 The ardent maternal nature of
these women, who were accused by contemporary commentators of lacking
motherly feeling, is summed up by the historian Brian Didsbury, who tells
us ‘Groups of weary women (some with babies wrapped in their shawls) and
sleepy-eyed children made their way through the pitch darkness towards the
Wych houses. Many lived within a short distance of the saltworks in cottages
rented from the proprietor but others had to walk up to two miles.’64 Robert
Baker (who erroneously stated that during the latter half of the nineteenth
century mothers left their infants in the care of others) was clearly aware of
these child care practices operated by the mothers who worked in the salt
works – yet this did little to dent his ambition to provide Select Committees
with the inaccurate testimony about the negative aspects of working moth-
ers’ child care upon which Margaret Hewitt’s classic and George Newman’s
tome is built.65

Mothers who manufactured bricks in Manchester and the West Midlands
were equally proactive and tender when managing their child care in times
of work, despite the ‘hard graft’ their labour asked of them. Pregnant women
worked in the brickyards where they soldiered on at their work shortly before
being confined.66 The MP Charles Owen O’Conor reported to the Select
Committee in 1876 of the tenacity of these mothers who ‘take their little
ones along with them to the brickyards’.67 Moreover, the parents remarked
that this was not unusual and was the custom on which infants of brickmak-
ers were ‘brought up’ for he remarked ‘I saw some of the parents last night,
and they said that they were almost born and bred in the brickyard. And on
the continuance of this ritual he said: ‘Their little ones are taken there, and
there are little corners in Messrs Rufford’s works which are screened off for
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the little ones. I have seen them many and many a time kicking and tossing
about’.68

Mr O’Conor reported the legality of this practice to the Select Committee
and agreed with the Committee’s conclusion that it was an extremely effec-
tive child care method as the infants ‘were looked after better than if they
were at home’, for the ‘mothers bring their meals in the morning and cook
them in the brick yards.69 The children are under their eye the whole of the
day, and they take them off home again by the time that the father comes
home from work’.70 These youngsters were watched over by both their moth-
ers and their older siblings who would often strain themselves in getting to
know their new siblings by carrying them around the brick works.71

Other safety measures were also used. William Henry Edwards remembers
his mother working the brick yards and how he was placed out of harm’s
way:

I had a little swing fixed up for me on the beam opposite the horse and
round and round I would go all day. If the horse dropped anything, it had
to be cleared away immediately to keep the path from becoming greasy
and in bad condition. So as I travelled round and round, I kept a diligent
watch for this, and was delighted when I could call out, ‘Tom, Old Jack’s
messing again’

This was a first-rate method of child care, allowing Edwards’s mother to get
on with her job, knowing her son was along with her. It enabled her to earn
the money she needed to raise her family, for, as historian Jane Humphries
acknowledges, she was ‘a good hand’, at making tiles and ‘made hundreds
and thousands’.72

Agricultural, metal, salt and brick work were all significant employers of
northern women where infants were kept close and were breast fed, and
where mothers ensured their children’s safety as far as they could. To what
extent were factory mothers able to display the same mother craft qualities?
It is to them that we now turn.

First, we examine the extent to which contemporary criticism of this work
described it as being detrimental to infant health and a key driver of infant
mortality.

Northern mothers and the textile industry

Northern working mothers were caught in the rise of centralised industrial
production which was, as Pat Hudson argues, ‘a distinct period in which
the commercial employment of female labour increased in an unprece-
dented fashion’.73 As the domestic process moved from manor to mill it
did not take with it the expensive male labour force, but drew, as Maxine
Berg has remarked, on a ‘large cheap female labour force’.74 As women were
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increasingly shaken out of agriculture by economic change, the factory gave
them a chance to carry on working and keep their wage – a process aided by
the feminisation of technology which, argues Maxine Berg, was the driving
force which led to the eventual ‘sexual division of labour’.75

Although historians Eleanor Gordon and Esther Breitenbach note that the
‘figure of the factory-or mill-girl was not typical of women workers in the
nineteenth century’, they nonetheless concur that ‘the sheer scale of the
textile industries as sources of employment for women makes them impossi-
ble to ignore’.76 Moreover, as these ‘new methods and new machines had
real potential to ‘eradicate [an old] trade and with it the assumption of
work for the rest of a person’s lifetime’,77 women who were young enough
to adapt and learn new technologies consequently flocked to the mills and
the supposed security they offered. For example, in 1841 at the Leslie Parish
in Scotland, the Prinlaw mill employed a vast number of women, totalling
some 74 per cent of the workforce, and throughout Britain females were
employed as tenters, spinners, warpers, weavers and reelers.78

The growth in demand for manufactured cloth such as cotton, wool, linen
and silk during the nineteenth century led to its manufacture in ever larger
premises, which in turn led to areas of manufacturing specialism. Lancashire
became famous for cotton processing and spinning, and Yorkshire and the
West Country for woollen weaving. What all these areas had in common
was that these industrial processes were performed by an overwhelmingly
female workforce.79

For married women, particularly those in Lancashire and the West Rid-
ing, this meant there was work for the women who needed and wanted
it.80 Whilst the Lancashire district needed women mainly to spin cotton,
Yorkshire mothers were asked to weave wool, worsted and flax which,
according to Maxine Berg, was the largest and most important growth indus-
try of the nineteenth century.81 Of a total of 703 woollen and worsted
mills in Britain during 1867–8, employing 131,896 workers, Yorkshire held
626 mills with 121,117 employees, a local monopoly which was retained
throughout the nineteenth century.82 As with the cotton mills of Lancashire,
the workforce was predominantly female.83 The historian Emma Griffin con-
firms that there was a high female participation rate in regions of cotton and
wool manufacture.84

According to the historiography reviewed in the introduction, the infants
of the mothers who worked in these industries were subject to maternal sep-
aration. Of course, we have to remember that not all women who worked in
the textile industries were married with children. As the number of married
women workers is largely unknown, the figure of infants at risk to this sepa-
ration is also contested. Nineteenth-century censuses sought to capture the
number and type of occupations working-class mothers were engaged in and
the results show that few mothers claimed to be accomplished in the art of
power loom weaving – either in wool or cotton.85 Leigh Shaw-Taylor notes
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the low figure as do her fellow-scholars Michael Anderson, Jane Humphries
and Sara Horrell.86 Eddie Higgs even goes so far as to argue that the figures
were actually much higher than those recorded,87 and Patricia Branca asserts
that the low numbers in census returns do not reflect the true numbers
but are a mirage intended to deliberately conjure a mean picture of waged
mother’s work.88 The historian and demographer Paul Laxton reminds us the
‘numbers listed in factory inspectors’ reports do not collate on to the census
records’, and thus this may have been a determined effort by nineteenth-
century working-class mothers to keep up appearances, and not divulge their
waged work during a period of high infant mortality.89

Any definitive conclusion to the statistics debate is unlikely to be forth-
coming. It is clear, however, that in the cotton districts of Lancashire
mothers were strongly represented in the women earning an income from
factory work. Historian Rosalind Hall has argued that they featured promi-
nently among the 500,000 factory operatives employed in the 2,300 mills
in the period from the 1860s to the 1900s.90 Elizabeth Roberts has noted
the high rates of married women who were employed in the cotton mills in
Lancashire, where their wage was crucial to the family economy.91 Burnley
is a good case in point, for, as historian Jutta Schwarzkopf has argued, this
Lancashire town ‘boasted 400,000 spindles along with 99,000 looms’, most
of which were operated by women, single and married.92 Lancashire was the
centre of the cotton industry and Hewitt points out that the area had strong
associations with married women’s work, estimating that around 58 per cent
of female workers in the Lancashire district were married and mothers.93

Family responsibilities were taken on by Lancashire mothers: on a visit to
the Lancashire mills in 1862, the author Ellen Barlee remarked that:

the temptation [for wives] to work is great; for, so large is the demand
for female labour, that fifty women can find employment where the man
fails. Thus, it is quite true that many women do keep their husbands and
families, the men merely doing such jobbing work as they can pick up.94

Given this scenario, the historian Joan Scott could be right to say that
women not taking a job in a factory town were ‘looked on as lazy’.95

In the West Riding districts of Yorkshire Emma Griffin and Elizabeth
Roberts remark on the high female participation rates of up to 50 percent,
but they caution against making too much of these figures, noting that
‘it may never be possible’ to quantify participation accurately.96 Yet, it has
to be considered that the numbers of women workers conveyed to us by
factory inspectors in their reports relay a truer picture than our historiog-
raphy suggests, as some working-class women concealed their waged work
from the census records, despite their role in supporting their families. Jane
Humphries has argued that women withdrew from the factory once their
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children were old enough to replace them, but irrespective of the age of the
children, if poverty came in at the window then any ‘choice’ women had
over leaving work and relying on their children’s wages flew out of the door.
Indeed, if destitution reared its ugly head, usually in the form of a bare food
cupboard, then women sought and took whatever work their region pro-
vided. Poverty was a driver of waged work for these women, even with its
associated moral approbation, which probably continued even when chil-
dren were old enough to bring in a wage. The nineteenth-century social
reformer and activist Barbara Hutchins tells us of the 95 women she inter-
viewed in the West Riding who worked mainly because of their husbands’
unemployment.97

Other reasons given for West Riding wives to walk through the factory
portals were widowhood, the refusal or reluctance of husbands to hand over
their wages (preferring sometimes to give their money to the pub landlord)98

desertion and separation.99 Hutchins’s survey is extremely small and not rep-
resentative of all married factory operatives, but we see that two-thirds of
mothers in the West Riding had to support their families single-handedly.
Others had to work to prop up their husbands’ low wages – wives worked
in the West Riding during the latter half of the nineteenth century because
work for their husbands could be scarce, and even if work was found it paid
very little.100 Very few mothers said they had ‘preference for outside work’;
these mothers went out to work out of necessity.101

Whilst most women worked full-time, part-time work was also available.
When full-time women were ill they would be replaced by a woman known
as a ‘sick weaver’. These women worked as and when needed, such as the
anonymous Mother A2 in Barbara Hutchins’s survey who worked as a sick
weaver during the 1880s and 1890s, replacing her colleagues who were ill.102

These women were also likely to stand in for pregnant women, such as
Emma Riley who lived and worked in the Leeds mills as a weaver. She was
aged 19 and was married to a rag merchant, John Riley.103 The narratives of
160 mothers who gave the reasons for their work to Margaret Llewelyn also
confirm the conclusion that male unemployment, low wages and drink were
their key motivations.104

The husbands of the wives in Hutchins’s and Llewelyn’s surveys in the
West Riding districts worked in the same industries as those captured in
the Leeds Brotherton infant death records – husbands subject to the same
low wages and unemployment.105 We can confirm this by using the cen-
sus to search for the parents of dead children. Thus we see that although
Alfred Crosland, the husband of Rosina, said he was a paper merchant (but
may have embellished his working status and was probably employed in
the paper industry), he was actually unemployed. Given this desperate eco-
nomic scenario Rosina, who gave no occupation on the census, was likely
to get work where she could find it. Mary Ash lived in the same district of
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Brotherton; her husband was a painter, as were 32 other men in Brotherton,
and she may have been equally pressed to say he was employed when not.
Of course, even when in work he was subject to a low wage.106 The same situ-
ation may have arisen for Ann Thorpe. Her husband was a respectable master
mason in Leeds, but when work was slack, with four children to keep, Ann
may have had to put food in the cupboard – as would Jane Simpson whose
husband was a basket maker in the same district. Rosina, Mary, Ann and
Jane may not have felt too indignant at having to go out to work, as other
wives who lived not too distant from them did so. Mary Birmingham, aged
29, was a wife and a spinner; Mary Bretham, aged 39, was also a wife and
a mill hand; Catherine Perkins, a widow aged 30, worked and spun in the
mill.107 Seeking and undertaking this work would have been difficult, but as
mothers, it was better than starvation.108 The wages earned might be from
full- or part-time work. In any event, as historians Carol Dyhouse and Ivy
Pinchbeck have commented, they made a significant contribution to the
family’s economy.109

May Abrahams visited mills as part of the investigations of the Royal Com-
mission on Labour: The Employment of Women to identify ‘the effect of
work on married women, on the health on themselves and their children’ in
the northern districts in the 1890s. She wrote in her report of its necessity,
and noted that only four mills in the whole of the West Riding area men-
tioned their dislike of it, whilst the others ‘regarded it with indifference’.110

As the female inspectors commented,

many workers fear the immediate result of a complete withdrawal of mar-
ried women working from the mills, and fear the effect upon homes
practically maintained by the wife’s labour, either where the husband is
dead or disabled from work, or where he is unemployed. [Where he is able
bodied] the withdrawal from the mill of his wife would not necessarily be
followed by the substitution of himself.

From this it could be surmised that the inspectors did not disapprove of
married women’s work as the balance of the family’s economic prosperity
was often in the mothers’ hands.111 In an unnamed mill in the West Riding,
Abrahams reported that married women accounted for some 97 per cent of
the ‘preparers’, 19 per cent of the spinners, 32 per cent of the warpers and
reelers, 14 per cent of the winders and 34 per cent of the weavers.112 Prepar-
ing was the most popular occupation for married women because, as the
manager reported, it was ‘owing to the work being of such a nature that it
could be taken up by the casual worker, who is driven into the mill by pres-
sure of circumstance’.113 The mothers who feature as parents of the infants
recorded in the Leeds death registers are not asked for their occupation, but
they could be dipping in and out of work when the need arose, despite their
reluctance to acknowledge any occupational status in the census.
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The factory inspector, Robert Baker, lamented the numbers of working
married mothers and related its growth from the 1870s in Yorkshire and
Lancashire, remarking that:

if the employment of married women has increased with the employment
of females generally, then we can probably arrive at some idea of their
amount. In 1850 the number of females employed in our textile factories
alone, exclusive of children was 329,577. In 1867 it was 479,596 or an
increase of 45 per cent. In 1872 they amounted to 720,468, independent
of those in thousands of workshops that are as yet unregistered. It cannot
be doubted therefore that the employment of married women has greatly
increased.114

The West Riding districts of Dewsbury and Batley, like Leeds and Lancashire,
had a predominantly female work force. By the mid-nineteenth century
the majority of woollen weavers were women – hence this area experi-
enced a gender occupational crossover.115 In the West Riding towns of Leeds,
Bradford, Dewsbury and Batley this was reflected in a six to four ratio favour-
ing women in woollen weaving by 1872.116 This had been facilitated by the
open nature of the trade due to the decline of the apprenticeship system and
the gradual introduction of power-looms, which were capable of being oper-
ated by women.117 The small town of Batley alone, for example, had at least
50 mills to its name, which were mainly worked by married women.118 The
cloth these mothers worked on, woollens and worsted, was specific to this
area. The town grew and prospered on the back of the mungo and shoddy
trade, developed in the 1860s, which turned old rags into new cloths and
became the fastest growing textile trade during the period, selling mungo
and shoddy cloth throughout Britain.119

Responsibility for pushing up the rates of married factory operatives seems
to have lain with the mothers themselves. A conclusion to the debate about
numbers of married women workers may rest in the hands of historians,
but the female factory workers of the nineteenth century exerted some
jurisdiction over membership of their sorority. As factory work during this
period was characterised by ‘irrespectability’, the women working in the
mills disliked mothers of illegitimate children tending to the looms. They
wanted only ‘married’ and ‘respectable’ women. Margaret Hewitt contends
that marriage may have been a prerequisite for procuring a job in the fac-
tory as manufacturers, reflecting the views of their workforce, were not keen
to employ unmarried mothers.120 Married mothers in Lancashire frowned
on unmarried mothers, as illegitimacy was synonymous and emblematic
of the supposed immorality they were keen to avoid, and they sought to
limit it.121 They policed courting couples and if a pregnancy occurred before
marriage they would subject the mother to the humiliation of ‘private pun-
ishment and public humiliation’.122 Factory mothers in the West Riding of



82 Infant Mortality and Working-Class Child Care, 1850–1899

Yorkshire seemed proud to have a husband, despite the anxiety their low
wages incurred, and Dewsbury and Batley women were keen to show their
‘respectability’. When the all-female ‘Heavy Woollen Weavers’ Trade Union
Committee’ posed for pictures in 1875, they ensured their wedding rings
were on show.123 In claiming the moral high ground these factory mothers
give us a sense of their pride in themselves and their work.

The extent to which their morals had any effect on the unmarried mothers
concerned is debateable but we have seen that working-class mothers in the
West Riding needed to work, and they worked for the high wages on offer in
Leeds. Although Leeds during the 1860s and 1870s has not been noted as a
typical mill town, it had a legacy of textile work and high wages for mothers
during the early part of the nineteenth century. It was known for its tex-
tile innovation, and Leeds manufacturers received royal assent from Prince
Albert and Queen Victoria. This acknowledgement of excellence and services
rendered may have pleased both worker and mill owner, but it was the wages
of up to £1 a week associated with this work which particularly attracted
women and mothers.124 The manufacturer William Hirst drew mothers into
his factories during the early part of the nineteenth century using a high-
wage strategy, to ‘encourage his weavers to make a good article’ on his new
machine he had developed to weave a new cloth, ‘superfine merino’, paying
‘from 5s to up to a £1 extra in wages’ for his workers to do so.125 This high
wage was necessary as it was a continuation of the fee women could com-
mand during the eighteenth century,126 which Nigel Goose acknowledges
was given to women in the weaving districts.127 Hirst believed that it was
necessary to build and secure a workforce to weave the new cloth, which
sold at double the price of ordinary material.128 The cloth had a distinct
‘lustre’ and ‘shine’ like no other,129 and was of a ‘perfectly different style to
any of which had been previously made in Yorkshire’.130 Hirst also devised
ways of speeding up production rates by using hydraulic presses, double-rod
mules, and the Lewis cutter which worked at a faster speed than those of
competitors because it added seven cutters to each machine.131, 132

The cloth sold well, and Hirst offered his patent to other Leeds manufac-
turers and in the West Riding mills133 (who presented him with a silver cup
for his efforts).134 In doing so he made both the work and the wage available
to other factory mothers working in the 67 mills that the Leeds manufactur-
ers had built and rented in order to profit from the cloth.135 The demand for
the cloth was high in Britain, Europe and America, and Leeds secured the
trade – thus decimating the West of England woollen trade.136 The American
financial crash in 1825 put Hirst out of business but other mills in Leeds
were able to carry on through the economic difficulty. The market secured,
factory workers produced this cloth throughout the second half of the nine-
teenth century, making the women workers in Leeds ‘better off’.137 In 1840,
mothers were amongst 17,000 ‘families’ who worked in the mills producing
this cloth.138 Women such as Martha Marshall, Ruth Wilson, Hannah Adams,
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Ruth Jackson and Maria Hartley all worked with numbers of children, from
one to five each, and could be fairly confident of their wage to support their
families.139 The wage books of Holly Park Mills in Calverley and John Briggs
Mill of Keighley also show mothers on the payroll, among them Hannah
Adams, Emily Marshall, Sarah Wright, and others, such as Mary Ann Moore,
Rebecca Buckley, Martha Feather, and Mary Ann Smith, worked in unnamed
mills, being paid up to £1 per week.140

These mothers were noted in the Leeds woollen and worsted mills by
William Dodd. He described a city which had an ‘immense number of fac-
tories in the neighbourhood, each vomiting forth clouds of smoke, which
collect in dense masses, and poison the surrounding atmosphere, and from
which are continually falling particles of dirt and soot’ [in which] ‘many
thousands of women and children are employed.’141 The lure of employ-
ment outweighed the unremitting harshness of the conditions endured by
women workers in Yorkshire and Lancashire. As the contemporary author
James Haslam remarked of a Lancashire cotton factory in 1904:

the ear was deafened by the roar of ‘flies and spindles’, the whirr of wheels
and the squeaking of straps ever going round and round . . . Women
attended carding engines . . . with the hurry, scurry and commotion of
ants in danger of losing their lives . . . The whole work room seemed under
an irresistible spell of continuous din and haste . . . some could be seen
coughing, some heads were bent in oppressive labour, and mothers of
large families [were] sitting on upturned skips, or on bobbins piled in
skips and tins, stealing forty winks in order to rest their tired bodies or
help sooth their pulsating limbs.142

The responsibilities of the weavers increased, as from around 1847 there was
a tendency for ‘each operative to be in charge of a greater amount of machin-
ery, and for machinery to be driven at greater speed.’143 This put pressure
on the women in charge of these machines and the contemporary journal-
ist and historian, Whately Cooke Taylor, remarked that ‘women could not
withdraw without affecting the work of the whole factory’.144

A contemporary report, informing the arguments made by Lord Ashley
to the Select Committee during the 1844 Ten Hours debate, states that a
manufacturer conceded that:

he ‘gives a decided preference to married females, especially those who
have families at home to support’. And why? Because, he says, ‘they are
attentive, docile, more so than unmarried females, and are compelled to
use their utmost exertions to procure the necessaries of life’.145

Thus, ‘he only employed women at his power looms’ as they ‘were easier to
manage and cost less’.146 This suggests the women ceded to the patriarchal
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mode. Yet, this liking for employing female workers was also born out of the
value of the women’s work, from which the majority of the Yorkshire mills’
profit was made.147 This gave the women a cachet in the mills, and their
value was something which the manufacturers acknowledged and wanted
to keep. As Hutchins argued ‘even in 1840 a woman working a power-loom
could do “twice as much” as a man with a hand-loom, and the assis-
tant commissioner who made this observation added the prophecy that in
another generation women only would be employed, save a few men for the
necessary superintendence and care of the machinery.’148

Manufacturers in the West Riding were thus keen to offload any men they
had and ‘offered 5/- to men working in the mills to go elsewhere’.149 Employ-
ers were extremely ‘indifferen[t]’ to married mothers working in the West
Riding districts because they knew that if employment could not be given
by them, the mothers would not retreat to their homes but would seek it
elsewhere.150 Manufacturers who turned married women away gave a valu-
able asset to their competitors. Moreover, they would be giving away women
who could offset further costs to the manufacturers for, unlike male workers,
who were apt to abuse the children working in the mill violently, incurring
prosecution costs from visiting factory inspectors, women practised a much
more gentle approach151 which did not incur these costs and overall, ‘soft-
ened the hardships of their children’s lives’ by reducing the risk of abuse.152

When children were naughty and mischievous, when they ‘ran about’ with
the ‘utmost unconcern’, and when they played ‘gymnastics on a revolv-
ing shaft’, and when ‘wilfully amusing themselves and playing’, it was their
mothers who intervened and stopped them.153 Through their omnipresent
and omnipotent eye, mothers took charge of their older children by get-
ting them to settle down to work in a routine fashion;154 working with their
mothers on a frame, the children were less disruptive and worked in a regular
pattern.155

As we have seen, the reasons for married women’s work were varied, not
only for the mothers themselves but for the manufacturers, but what about
their child care? In 1872 Robert Baker lamented the number of married
women involved in textile work in Yorkshire, and he agreed with Jevons that
‘there were many evils arising from the employment of married women’.156

In 1860 he had also remarked that ‘infantile deaths are concurrent with
the increase of manufactories, and the abstraction of females from their
homes and domestic occupations for mill labour’.157 This meant that when
towns such as Leeds and Batley were singled out by the Registrar General as
having particularly high levels of infant mortality these two issues were con-
flated, with the result that the crusade against the IMR also became a crusade
against women’s factory work throughout the northern industrial regions.158

Whateley Cooke Taylor argued that the mothers who worked in the factory
spent much of their lives at the loom rather than with their infants and
although ‘manufacturing mothers are organised like other mothers, in the
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first instance . . . they do not commonly nurse their own children, because of
the inexorable demands made on their time at the factory.’159 These infants,
Factory Inspectors Alexander Redgrave and Robert Baker argued, had to be
artificially fed, a practice which retained and exacerbated the northern IMR.
As Baker noted in 1871, ‘experience can scarcely speak in sufficiently strong
terms of condemnation’ in respect of the ‘employment of young married
women . . . in factories and workshops, especially those who are having fam-
ilies’, as this condemned infants to be fed artificial food ‘day in day out’,
which led to diarrhoea and exacerbated the IMR.160 Were these contempo-
raries right, or are their musings merely a tool with which they could argue
for limitations on married women’s work?

The historian and sociologist Margaret Hewitt has argued that irrespective
of the ‘exaggerated social commentators’ accounts’, factory work undoubt-
edly impacted on the time women were able to devote to the home, and
that consequently ‘beyond doubt, the employment of mothers was a threat
to the health and well-being of their babies’.161 Sheila Rowbotham arrives
at much the same conclusion, arguing that the archetypal northern factory
represented ‘the separation of work and home and the new discipline of
the factory made their diverse activities less easy to combine’.162 As Susie
Steinbach tells us, decisions about breast feeding were linked to whether
mothers worked outside the home or not.163 Wanda Neff, Margaret Hewitt,
Joyce Burnette and Jane Humphries also run with the separation issue, assert-
ing that throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century when mothers
worked at the Yorkshire and Lancashire mills it marred the amount of time
they could spend with their infants.164

Clearly, some historians have come to regard mothers’ industrial factory
work as clearly damaging to the maternal bond. At the forefront of Hewitt
and Rowbotham’s analysis is the impact that this employment had on the
time mothers could spend with their children.165 Jane Humphries points us
to the enforced costs of child care, often sought from neighbours, that fac-
tory work prescribed.166 Sonia O Rose reminds us of the wider problems this
separation rendered for factory mothers.167

It is clear that mothers had to spend much of their time at the factory,
and Baker’s musings are not without merit. The introduction of ‘self-acting’
machinery, for example, meant that constant attention was required from
female operatives, who also had to ‘set anything right that may happen to
go wrong with it’.168 These demanding working conditions meant that, as
Baker noted, nursing mothers who lived any distance from the factory were
simply unable to go home during the lunch break to breast feed their infants;
consequently they were fed a sweetened ‘pap’, prepared before the women
left for work.169

Administering this ‘pap’ to infants was, through necessity, delegated to
others. If families were ‘kin-rich’ then this task would be undertaken by rel-
atives. If this was not possible, then it was not uncommon for mothers to
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solicit the help of others to feed their infants.170 Contemporaries reported
that in Lancashire it was common practice for mothers to pay other women
to feed the infant in the family home, in addition to carrying out most of
the domestic tasks.171 In Yorkshire, the custom was different, William Dodd
recording the sight of mothers in the morning, who at the ‘first sound of the
factory bell’ ran with their infants to ‘some woman or girl’ who would care
for the infant and administer the artificial food.172

Robert Baker was also acquainted with this practice, and agreed that it
was commonplace for infants to be ‘nursed’ by women other than their
mothers during the day. he noted that this was the case throughout the
West Riding, citing the example of one handloom weaver from Bradford
who ‘having two children, one an infant and the other under four years
of age, at this moment places one out to nurse with her father at 2s 6d
a week, and the other 3s-6d a week to a female.’173 Such expenses would
have wiped out much of a mother’s income but in an era of economic flux,
when male employment was subject to peaks and troughs and low wages,
women needed to be the breadwinners and had to continue with this work
despite the costs it incurred. Some families may have reduced the child care
costs by using the husband during slack times to care for the children at
home, as cited in Barbara Hutchins’s survey. However, when employment
was available for both parents they took it, and when both parents were
away from home other resorts were taken: the contemporary travel writer
Angus Reach confirmed Baker’s observations, citing the case of a girl of seven
looking after her younger siblings due to their mother’s employment in one
of Dewsbury’s textile mills.174 For the majority of factory women it seems,
therefore, that the demands of their employment meant that there was little
or no opportunity to breast-feed their infants.

The anxieties associated with married women’s work were twofold: firstly
they represented an affront to the ideal of motherhood noted earlier; and
second, the separation of infant from mother rendered infants vulnerable to
the care of others, who would feed them dangerous artificial food. Due to
the need to work, the first morally charged objection has little significance
for this research. However, the second objection needs closer inspection,
for artificial food posed real danger to infants due to its lack of nutrients
essential for infant growth and development. Due to the dietary medical
prescription and its cheapness, the unboiled ‘pap’ which contemporaries
argued was found in some factory mothers’ homes had the same ingredients
as given to workhouse infants. Further, it was delivered via what Dr Farr,
the nineteenth-century medical statistician, and Drs W.S. Jevons, Kinnaird,
Wiltshire, Benson Baker and Robert Baker called the ‘fungus-bearing bottle’ –
it was often left dirty and gave the infants diarrhoea.175

As the historical demographers Robert Woods and Nicola Shelton
have identified, the northern industrial towns like Liverpool, Manchester,
Sheffield and Leeds experienced a disproportionately high rate of infantile



Industrial Mothers 87

diarrhoea. In Leeds the recorded IMR figure was 20–44.9/1000 from infan-
tile diarrhoea alone.176 This cause and effect for the northern IMR appeared
clear.177 This rationale contained more than a grain of truth, for if moth-
ers were to make up the pap without refrigeration it was apt to go off and
become sour, then they compensated for this by adding ‘an excess of sugar
in it to make [the] food palatable’.178 As Dr Andrew Williams, paediatrician
at Northampton Hospital has argued, even the smallest amount of sugar
when given to infants on a daily basis, would be highly detrimental to their
health, and could induce the wasting diseases of diarrhoea and atrophy.179

That this sweetener was administered at all was due to the belief that it was
a necessary addition to cow’s milk, and to its availability and cheapness.
As G.N. Johnstone has noted, due to technological changes in production
and refining processes, and a period of free trade from around the mid-
nineteenth century, sugar was transformed from a luxury item to a staple
of the working-class diet.180 This low price led the historian John Burnett to
the working-class had great use for it in amounts of ‘7½oz for adults weekly
and 33¾as a family.’181 Sugar was sold at the corner shop and added to tea
to make ‘an important and essential part of the urban diet of all classes’,
and during times of economic distress, was even used as a substitute for ani-
mal fat.182 Consequently, as contemporary social realist novelists Elizabeth
Gaskell and George Gissing remarked, it was always found in larders, even
when tea and milk were in short supply.183

Despite individuals like Robert Baker imploring female factory mothers to
refrain from adding sugar to infant milk in his many lectures such as No’butt
and Niver Heed, the high rates of fatal infant diarrhoea recorded through-
out the northern industrial regions suggest that the mothers rejected his
pleas.184 However, when specific causal factors of infant death are analysed,
although the incidence of fatal diarrhoea was indeed high, and may have
been induced by the adulteration of infant milk by sugar, the extent to
which this indicates a causal link between female factory work and the IMR
is difficult to assess.

Using data drawn from the detailed Leeds Burial Registers, it is possible to
reconstruct the causal factors of infant death in the city between the years
1865 and 1873 – a period when there was particular concern over the high
northern IMR. Although identifying the occupational status of the moth-
ers of deceased infants is notoriously difficult, as we have seen, we know
that factory work, and textile work in particular, was the principal employer
of female married labour during the second half of the nineteenth century
in the West Riding, including Leeds. The wider employment profile of the
region suggests that factory employment was typical for married women of
Leeds, and these burial registers are, therefore, essentially a record of the
mortality of the infants of waged-working mothers.185

As Table 2.1 indicates, when the 2260 infant deaths recorded in the Leeds
burial registers for the period 1866–1873 are compiled by contemporary
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Table 2.1 Recorded causes of infant death, Leeds 1866–1873

Cause of death Proportion of deaths (%)

Epidemic, Endemic and Contagious Disease 19.3
Sporadic Diseases of the Nervous System 18.5
Sporadic Diseases of the Respiratory Organs 13.1
Sporadic Diseases of Uncertain Seat (Including

Infantile Wasting Diseases)
48.7

Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Circulation 0.2
Sporadic Diseases of the Digestive Organs 0.2
Sporadic Diseases of the Urinary Organs —
Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Generation —
Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Locomotion —
Sporadic Diseases of the Integumentary System —
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mortality classifications, infant mortality was essentially driven by four
broad typologies: epidemic and endemic contagious disease; sporadic dis-
eases of the nervous system; sporadic diseases of the respiratory organs;
and sporadic diseases of uncertain seat (which included the various wast-
ing conditions). With 451 infants stillborn, and only two deaths recorded
as being due to ‘natural causes’, the figures clearly indicate a fundamentally
unhealthy environment for infants in Leeds during this period – a situa-
tion which was undoubtedly mirrored throughout the northern industrial
regions.186 Whereas some diagnoses were related to specific environmental
factors – like the incidence of sporadic diseases of the respiratory organs,
which may have been due to damp housing – of interest for the purposes
of this discussion is the incidence of ‘epidemic diseases’, which include 186
infant deaths attributed to infantile diarrhoea, giving an IMR of 18.4/1000.
This suggests that some mothers may have artificially fed their infants thus
inducing infantile diarrhoea, lending weight to the idea that infant mor-
tality was indeed a consequence of factory mothers’ or carers’ artificial
feeding.

Although it suggests a link between factory work and levels of infant
mortality, Table 2.1 supports another, more nuanced reading. The IMR of
18.4/1000 pertaining to diarrhoea in Leeds is below that of the general rate
of 20.4–44.9/1000 for the area shown by Woods.187 Of course, this differ-
ence can be explained by several factors. The place-specific nature of the
Leeds burial registers may not represent an exact ‘fit’ in respect of the aggre-
gate figures arrived at within Woods’s exhaustive national study. Also the
analysis of the Leeds data is based in part on a set of assumptions relating
to the occupational status of the mothers of the deceased infants. Despite
these possibilities it is argued here that the analysis is robust, for, as noted
above, this area was disproportionately characterised by high-wage mothers’
factory work, and due to this concentration and the squalid urban environ-
ment, levels of fatal infant diarrhoea would be expected to be towards the
high end of the spectrum, rather than below the aggregate calculated by
Woods.

If lower levels of diarrhoea are evident in Leeds, where mothers’ factory
work predominated, is it possible that Leeds mothers reduced them by hav-
ing their infants with them to breast feed in the mills? Flying in the face
of the comments made by Baker and Dodd, B.L. Hutchins, who interviewed
95 women in the West Riding districts, has provided evidence which sug-
gests that this was the case. Although 95 interviews are not representative
of the West Riding district overall, they give us a narrative from the women
who actually worked in the mills themselves during the 1860s and 1870s.
May Tennant remarked that factory mothers breast fed their infants but that
this posed difficulties for them whilst combining it with factory work.188

William Dodd acknowledged that manufacturers disliked it because it ‘hin-
der[ed] work’.189 Whether these testimonies witness an ‘objective view’ of



90 Infant Mortality and Working-Class Child Care, 1850–1899

the textile owners is of course open to question. Falling victim to machin-
ery Dodd had numerous accidents which crippled him for life and this may
have coloured his experiences of factory mills. He may have wished to paint
the mill owners and overseers in a bad light. Jane Humphries sees Dodd as a
confidence trickster, whose agenda was to embellish his account in order to
prise money from his sponsors,190 but concedes that not this does not mean
that all of Dodd’s musings of life in the factories were inaccurate.

Yet the evidence from May Tennant, B.L. Hutchins and Margaret Llewelyn
Davies, collected from working-class women themselves bears consideration
for accounts of the maternal infrastructure in the nineteenth century textile
mills. These institutions provide a more positive account of factory mothers,
as the mothers who worked there took their infants to work with them.191

Moreover, when their account is woven with Select Committee reports with
regard to the maternal environment which mills provided, they together
suggest that working mothers and mill owners came to some agreement in
respect of combining the needs of motherhood with those of waged textile
employment – and in an era of high infant mortality perhaps we should
not be surprised that each sought to come to an agreement. It seems clear
that mothers understood the merits of breast feeding; they recognised its
importance and that it could be integrated into the factory work regime.
The mill owners for their part acquiesced in light of the value of mothers’
work in the factory.

We know that working-class mothers preferred to breast feed their infants
themselves, rather than give them ‘artificial food’ because they found arti-
ficial foods, ‘inadequate’.192 Sian Pooley tells us that working-class parents
feared ‘the uncontrolled consumption of unsuitable food outside of the
parental home’.193 Indeed, as ‘mother fifty one’ from Llewelyn Davies’s
collections tells us, working-class women baulked at giving babies the ‘inad-
equate’ artificial food and warned other mothers to ‘shun all patent foods
rusks etc. as they would shun the devil himself, for an infant will have
to be born with a digestion like a horse if it is to digest solid food in the
early stages’.194 The dangers of this food for infants were seemingly clear for
working-class mothers, and breast feeding was a contraceptive, was cheaper
than buying artificial foods, and was seen as having significant benefits for
mothers – some medical men advertised it as way of reducing the risk of
cancer.195 Indeed, breast feeding also gave comfort to mothers, for retaining
the extra milk was extremely painful. As one Manchester mother reported
‘my breasts have given me the most frightful pain, and I have been dripping
wet with milk’.196 Medical men such as Sidney Coupland who interviewed
working-class mothers from the Yorkshire districts heard that out of 100
women, 70 spoke of their breast feeding methods whilst 12 admitted to a
mixture of artificial and breast.197 Forty nine gave details of suckling infants,
of whom 42 claimed to breast feed solely. The doctors gave no reason to sus-
pect these women were being economical with the truth. Thus, in an era of
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high infant mortality, when the child care practices of working-class mothers
were under scrutiny, and when the advantages of breast feeding to health,
comfort and in reducing costs were widely appreciated, we should not be
surprised that many working-class mothers fed their infants in this way.

Whilst historians and contemporaries argued that the factory walls cre-
ated a fortress which the maternal relationship could not penetrate, Richard
Stanway’s Enderly Mills at Newcastle bucked this trend and provided a ‘play-
room and a cot-room . . . being equipped with cradles which were gently
rocked by steam machinery.’198 This room was strictly for factory mothers
and their infants.199 When mother and infant came together, breast feed-
ing took place. Radical measures were also taken by the mothers themselves
to metaphorically break down the walls. The mothers who worked at Tean
Hall Mills at Stoke-on-Trent for instance, got around the blockade by breast
feeding their infants through a breast hole. As local historian Joy Dunicliff
has noted, for ‘the women [who] worked in the part of the mill near High
Street . . . there was a hole not much bigger than the span of a man’s fingers,
from thumb to little finger, in the wall, covered by a vertical sliding shut-
ter and through this a nursing mother could feed her baby. The baby would
be brought by its baby minder, usually by an aunt or an older sister, the
foreman would fasten up the shutter on its cord, and with the baby being
held to the outside of the hole, the feeding could be managed.’200 Yorkshire
factory mothers were no less innovative and found ways of having their
infants at work with them and feeding them themselves. Northern mother
105 from Llewelyn Davies’ data reported that if infants ‘were at the breast,
you must take baby with you’.201 A weaver who worked in the Yorkshire West
Riding districts during the 1860s acknowledged to an investigator from the
Women’s Industrial Council in 1909 that just as at Newcastle and Stoke-
on-Trent, this is exactly what she did when she worked in the West Riding
mills during the 1860s: ‘she had them at the mill, and put them in a bas-
ket out of the way, till she was ready to go home’.202 Taking infants to work
early in the morning would have been a cold affair as the manufacturer
Mr J. Booth remarked ‘it was a hardship . . . (more especially women with
infants) must suffer’203 Mother 53 in Llewelyn Davies’s dataset tells us it was
‘their duty’ to take them to work with them, which produced babies who
were ‘strong and healthy’.204 This practice was in keeping with the cultural
feeding practices of other industrial mothers such as those who worked in
agriculture, metal, brick and salt works. For instance, although when her
new baby was born, mother A26 left it at home with her mother and went
home to suckle it; should the grandmother be unavailable then the basket
served as an ideal place in which to place her new baby, for infants were no
strangers to mills.205

The importance of taking infants to the mills seemed to have grown out of
the idea that once mothers began breast feeding it was their duty to continue
to do so, and this may be the reason why Llewelyn’s mother remarked ‘take
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baby with you’.206 If child minders were used, they had the responsibility
of ensuring the infant’s progression even if the mothers had to be brought
out of work. When a babysitter was speaking to a medical doctor who was
enquiring about the family history of an infant whose mother worked as a
servant, the babysitter said due to the hunger of the male infant ‘I had to
send for the mother in the middle of the day about half past two because he
was crying’.207 This tells us that employers understood the feeding scenario
and the needs of infants and allowed mothers to go home and feed their
babies. This is a picture which offers a different perspective about infant
mortality and waged work when aiming to bring up infants. One of the ear-
liest practices used by mill owners to entice mothers out of their homes and
into the factories was to adopt or build ‘burling-sheds’ where women were
employed to do the ‘burling, stuff weaving and flax spinning’ – these were
female-only spaces.208 These sheds offered the mothers privacy to combine
breast feeding with waged work, like the sorting and picking sheds which
operated in Leeds late into the nineteenth century.209 These sheds facilitated
a strong ‘female group consciousness’, enabling mothers to discuss their
child care practices whilst they ‘exchanged views and gossip’.210

When larger sheds were built, anonymous mother A26 in Hutchins’s sur-
vey remarked that she worked at the mill whilst using the baskets to bring
up most of her 15 children. She took her infants to work – there was no
barriers to her doing so – and as a power loom weaver during the 1860s she
earned 34–40 shillings per week with her children by the side of her in a
basket.211 However, it is difficult to gauge the extent of this practice in the
West Riding for, as we have seen, overseers did not think it important to
identify whether women were married or not.212 Of course we also have to
consider the ease of this practice. Unlike today, nineteenth-century artificial
infant feeding vessels were difficult to transport, so for working-class women
who had to fit work and children together, breast feeding at work was the
most useful method, and it meant that they were on hand to feed when their
infants became hungry.

Although the mothers in Llewelyn Davies’s and Hutchins’s datasets tell
us they took their infants to the mills, where they were able to breast feed
and place their infants in baskets, their practice cannot be held to repre-
sent the West Riding in general. Nonetheless, in knowing this we can see
how 13 other factory mothers in Llewelyn Davies managed to breast feed
their infants whilst working at the mills.213 For, as mother 13 tells us, whilst
she worked at the mill her infant was given the breast ‘till she was twelve
months old’.214 This could only have been managed in continuation if she
took her infant to the mill with her. This method may have contributed to
the health of these infants and kept them away from the dreaded diarrhoea
and gastroenteritis which infants in the Leeds death registers experienced.
The practice was also in tune with the length of time middle-class moth-
ers breast-fed their infants,215 a length of time recommended and prescribed
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by medical doctors,216 who stated that weaning should not take place until
the age of 10 months, or ‘until their first teeth appear, as this indicates the
digestive organs are developed’ and the infant’s body could then digest solid
food.217 As we know, some infants can walk at nine months, so some moth-
ers may have walked their infants to the mill, placing them in a basket until
ready for a feed. Not only did the factory mothers who breast fed in the
mill reduce the chances of their infants incurring diarrhoea, they also pre-
vented the babies ‘getting a rash’, which stemmed from bottle feeding. This
could cause great concern for mother: as Mrs D8 in the Hutchins dataset
who worked in the mills in the 1870s tells us, ‘the anxiety about it [was]
killing her’.218 Breast feeding at work reflects a ‘medley of surety’, for the 60
women (out of 95) who cited ‘insufficiency of husband’s earnings’ as a reason
for working at the factory.219 This method brought together women’s work
and child care in industry, which operated a path of best practice against
infant mortality, poverty and isolation. Indeed, as nineteenth-century north-
ern women were apt to notice, working from home brought little reward as
one woman remarked it ‘worried her to be continually laying down her work
to attend to the baby or to see to something in the house’.220

Whilst Baker and Dodd paint a bleak scenario of mothers leaving infants
with nurses, the picture painted here, based on the evidence of northern
factory mothers, is much warmer. We see mothers working at their loom
with their infants by their side in a basket; mothers keen to preserve the
maternal bond, just like female agricultural, metal, and salt workers. When
women worked in industry they took their babies with them, and factory
mothers were no different –taking baby to work fitted in with the infant-
feeding culture of nineteenth-century industrial mothers.

The mills were not only a place where factory mothers could take their
infants; the infrastructure provided security for the infants in their baskets.
In this respect the mothers were allowed to ensure their infants safety by
adapting the factory architecture to suit their maternal needs. There were
baskets aplenty in the Leeds flax mills, as in the West Riding woollen mills,
and they were used as makeshift cots. A picture taken of the inside of the
Wilkinson’s Flax Mill shows numerous baskets for the mothers to choose
from and a wide space in which to place their infants at the side of their
looms. There were similar spaces at Marshall’s Mill from 1800 to 1880.221

These would be useful for, as Selina Cooper, who worked in the Lancashire
weaving sheds from 1876, recalled, some women ‘would give birth at the
looms’.222 The weave of the baskets, both large and small, was very similar to
the weave of the baskets which agricultural mothers placed their infants in at
work. These ‘makeshift cots’ were similar to the ones made by the St Pancras
School for Mothers, who turned banana boxes into cradles and sold them
to mothers in the belief that it was safer to place babies in these at night
than in their beds.223 Objects had multiple purposes during this period, as is
shown by Bernard Cotton who notes the vast number of uses a vernacular
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piece of furniture provided.224 Indeed, at home, infants were placed in the
drawer of a sideboard to sleep, and Margaret Macmillan’s mothers spoke of
placing older infants on chairs in the corner whilst they worked.225

Like the mothers who worked in the salt mines and brickworks, fac-
tory mothers displayed their responsible and nurturing maternal practice
by walking to their work with their infants in their arms. Mother A26 from
Hutchins’s survey would be seen thus, weaving her way through the streets
of the West Riding carrying her infant to the mill with her – a scene repeated
in Manchester, where women and men walked ‘through the streets with cra-
dles in their arms, . . . and women with their babies in their arms wrapped
in shawls to protect them as much as possible’.226 Eyre Crowe depicted
Lancashire mothers, like their Yorkshire sisters, breast feeding their infants
in the mill yards.227 These are scenes reminiscent of salt workers who walked
to work with their children in tow.

‘Rights of Infants’ and accommodations made

Looking after children while at work was clearly important to working-class
women, flying in the face of current historiography which portrays their
lack of maternal care. Significantly, working-class women took their infants
to work with them because they had the right to do so. Indeed, as Thomas
Spence, the English Radical Reformer, tells us, during the advent of the
industrial revolution working women would have to assert their rights to
ensure their infants’ well-being and they did so under the aegis of the ‘rights
of infants’.228 The historian, John Williamson, argues that workers in indus-
try during the nineteenth century were compensated through ‘rights’ for
the disadvantages industrialisation imposed on them.229 Whilst Williamson
makes claims for the rights of men, here we can see mothers claiming the
right to keep their infants with them whilst at work, in the name of ensur-
ing their health. During the 1860s and 1870s manufacturers did not seek
to change mothers’ established working patterns or destroy the maternal
bond when mothers moved from manor to mill in the West Riding, arguably
because they knew that the mothers needed to work, that they needed the
mothers’ labour and because they recognised that mothers needed to ensure
the safety of their infants. In 1876 the MP Charles Owen O’Conor confirmed
it their ‘legal right’ and entitlement for them to have their infants at work.230

Not only do we see this practice in the West Riding but this ‘right’ was also
evident in the West Midlands. The ‘majority of mothers’ who worked in the
brickyards, for instance, did not leave their infants at home when they went
to work but ‘the parents take their little ones along with them’.231 O’Conor
remarked further that this descended from the old custom of parents taking
their infants with them to work and that the infants are ‘taken there and
there are little corners in Messrs. Rufford’s works which are screened off for
the little ones’. As O’Conor acknowledged, this enabled mothers to ensure
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their infants safety as ‘the mothers bring their meals in the morning, and
cook them and the children are under their eye the whole of the day, and
they take them off home again by the time that the father comes home from
work’.232 For working-class parents work was a necessary part of their lives
and mothers had to contribute to a family’s progress and prosperity. The
ability to take infants to work meant that, as workers, neither nineteenth
century mothers, nor their infants, lost out.

By exercising this ‘right’ we can see that mothers in the West Riding had
little need for baby-minding. This was acknowledged and reported by the
Huddersfield Daily Chronicle in 1896 with a sense of pride.233 Indeed, as the
Leeds census data indicates, again with a sense of dignity, there was only one
baby-minder and one wet nurse during the 1831–1871 period.234 Thus, older
women who might have made a living out of child care, gravitated to the
outskirts of villages, making way for mothers to live near the mills, which
would have helped when carrying infants to and from work.235 This also
benefitted the infants’ siblings old enough to work alongside their mothers.
The highest number of children working in mills in the country were to
be found in the West Riding areas of Dewsbury, Batley and Leeds, where
worsted, woollen and flax manufacture dominated.236

Not only did mothers apply safety measures by keeping infants in bas-
kets, and by keeping them away from the looms, but they employed their
older children as baby sitters in the mills. The relationship between women
and children gave mothers an ally when needing help with their infants
at work. In Leeds and the West Riding areas of Batley, Holbeck, Hounslow
and Hunslet during the 1860s children were kept away from school to be on
hand to ensure the safety of infants and to help with child care inside the
mill.237 Children’s factory certificates from Stubley’s mill in Dewsbury from
1871 show 37 children working; they would have acted as surrogate parents
when the need arose.238 This was a practice which two of the factory workers,
Eliza Day and Elizabeth Sykes, would have used as they were the mothers of
infants but also had their older children working with them at the mill who
were on hand to baby-sit. The 1871 census records that women aged in their
thirties and forties who acknowledged working and who had children aged
one and under had between two eight children. That these women were
not ashamed to give their working status could be linked to their pride in
providing and caring for their children whilst at work, knowing they were
safe. Linking the census with factory certificates and wage books provides
a new way of identifying positive child care methods: if all three are avail-
able, if the mother has an infant and older children working at the same
mill with her then this ‘family unit’ may be definable as a team of work-
ers and infant carers aiming to preserve infant health. We can see examples
from Keighley factory certificates – Betty Denby worked at the mill with an
infant and eight older children; Mary Ann Moore had four older children
working alongside her.239 This was similar to the practice in Birmingham,
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where mothers placed their older children in charge of their infants when
they took them to work at button factories. Babies were placed in tubs filled
with sawdust for safety.240 The son of a button factory worker recalled in
1850:

I was a nurse at five years old, and had sometimes to mind the children at
home that they did not set their pinafores on fire, and sometimes I had to
go to the factory to attend to the infant. My mother was allowed to take
it with her, and it used to lie in a tub of sawdust, and sleep or roll about
till it wanted the breast. I was obliged to watch over it and amuse it. I was
put to work at the buttons at seven years of age, and I thought myself
very fortunate in being relieved from the disagreeable labour of nursing
the baby.241

Again, the dedication of these mothers in the industrial sector, who breast
fed their infants and employed their older children as baby sitters, is a new
phenomenon for historians of child care.

A domestic workplace

Breast feeding mothers needed to ensure they were sufficiently nourished
to produce enough milk. Again, the mills were adapted by them for this
purpose because mothers knew that ‘good plain food’ was necessary to
ensure good quality breast milk.242 To enable appropriate feeding whilst at
work, women altered the factory space to suit their needs: a ‘cookshop’ was
often erected.243 Angus Reach, who visited the Leeds and West Riding mills,
reported that cookshops had seats on which mothers and children could
come together to eat, and where the breast feeding mothers could feed their
infants at lunch time. Relatives brought pies to the mill ‘with under baked
crusts’,244 which were placed on a makeshift oven, often the ‘surface of the
steam engine’, which allowed for ‘every girl who pleases [to bring] her din-
ner, ready cooked but disposed in a dish so as to allow it to be warmed up
again’.245

In one mill Reach saw three hundred dinners prepared this way; ‘they
were handed out through a sort of buttery-hatch to each . . . as she shouted
the number of her cording machine or spinning frame or loom.’246 Reach
testifies to ‘one woman helping herself to potatoes using the shears she used
to cut the rags with’.247 Drinks were also available, and Lady Commission-
ers visiting the West Riding mills saw in Mark Oldroyd’s mill at Batley that
‘hot water and milk are given free to the workers’,248 and in a nearby mill
‘attendants provide tea, coffee, or cocoa for the women workers’.249 Should
mothers require anything further for their infants during the lunch hour at
the factory such as ‘camomile tea’, (which was given to both infants and
their older children), then mothers could ask a girl who was employed by
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the mill solely to run errands to fetch it.250 As the nineteenth century wore
on, further provisions to make the care of children easier were made, and
facilities for washing, combing hair, and cleaning, which had been frowned
on during the early part of the century, were allowed.251 To improve the
arrangements further, Dr Williamson even instructed that baths should be
provided.252 Large quantities of soap were purchased monthly by Marshall’s
mill.253

If the mothers found the factory floor rooms unsuitable then other spaces
could be found. The Leeds Intelligencer and Leeds Mercury tell us of work-
ers such as Margaret Kay and Nancy Mortimer, who worked at Morley and
Joseph Wilson’s mills, Rawfolds, Leeds respectively, retreating to the upper
rooms of mills in order to take their meals.254 Similar rooms where workers
congregated to eat were also available to factory workers in Bolton.255 Eating
at regular meal times was the best foundation for ensuring that breast milk
was made, as the infants needed a number of feeds whilst they were in the
mills with their mothers. Indeed, breast feeding was a time-consuming prac-
tice, the usual pattern during this period being 6 or 7 times a day, (beginning
at 7 a.m. with the last feed being given at 10 p.m.), and children were fed this
way for up to two years.256 Although May Tennant claimed that breast feed-
ing was incompatible with factory work because the looms needed constant
attention, by the 1860s power looms had started to become less demand-
ing of the worker, and ‘one weaver could manage four to six looms’.257

Great breakthroughs came with ‘winded parallel sided pirns’ becoming avail-
able. This was a marked difference from earlier versions of the loom, which
needed perpetual close attention. As a result it became easier for workers
to give more care to infants.258 The workers’ key tasks were to replace the
empty shuttle with ‘weft and [they had to] repair the waft and weft breaks’.259

The new looms only rarely suffered from broken yarn and, as Leon Faucher
remarked on his visit to a mill, the young women who worked them ‘had so
little to do they occupied themselves with needlework for intervals of half
an hour and an hour together, without rising from their seats’.260 As long
as the machines in Manchester seemed to be in good working order there
seemed to be no need to incur the expense of training women on new
machines which provided nothing new to the manufacturer.261 The West
Riding manufacturers were less concerned by these costs, so in Yorkshire
the new machinery was purchased and the mothers mastered its techniques.
Having done so they found time to breast feed whilst waiting for the shut-
tle to empty. Given this, Robert Baker and William Dodd resolved not to
focus on this innovation when writing their accounts of the child care
actions of mothers in the mills. Indeed we read the contemporary clinician
Dr Dolan account of witnessing mothers feeding their infants at ‘breakfast’
and ‘dinner times’, we realise that he meant at the mill, and not at home.262

This mirrors the research by Elizabeth Roberts, who argues factory mothers
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in Lancashire breast fed at the mill as their minders brought their babies
to them.

The wait at the loom for the shuttle explains how Yorkshire mothers could
find time to attend to their infants. As the historian Michael Huberman
points out, work, rather than being constant ‘mixed bouts of intense labor
and idleness’, which workers took advantage of. Factory mothers would use
this ‘slack’ time effectively by attending to their infants.263 Late deliveries
also punctuated work,264 and as infants needed ad hoc attention, this envi-
ronment would suit the mothers, who were, perhaps, glad of the time it
made available for their infants.265 These breaks were an overhang from the
earlier period in 1843 when work practices allowed both adults and chil-
dren to come and go to the factory as they pleased when work was plentiful.
As Anthony Austin, commissioned to observe the metal trades, remarked:

The adults and children come and go as they please; there is not any
necessity for finishing any quantity of work. What they have done is
weighed and paid for at the usual hour of the day, and then they
may leave. This is a common occurrence amongst all manufacturing
concerns . . . 266

It was possible for women in the West Riding textile factories to work this
way because they were paid either by the ‘warp’, ‘pick’ or ‘string’, which
were all equal to three yards three inches in length. Thus the worker and the
overseer were able to see exactly how much work had been done, and should
a mother need to take her infant out of the factory to go home or for a walk
she would receive payment (typically 10d for 50 picks) for the number of
picks woven.267

The mother attending to her looms and her infants in tandem was work-
ing to a similar rhythm undertaken to that of the pre-industrial era. Their
waged work, as in metal-working factory, salt-mine, brickyard and field, was
punctuated by the hunger of their infants, who demanded feeding every
three hours. It was this which gave the factory mothers their time-discipline.
These women were fully alive to the importance of the ‘necessary and
inevitable’ attention required for infants as they combined waged work with
child care, and aimed to produce little ‘conflict between work and labour’.268

This sense of time was, according to Norbert Elias, a ‘gift’. Yet rather than
mothers having an imperfect sense of time, ‘The mother of young chil-
dren has an imperfect sense [today as in the factory] of time and attends
to other human tides. She has not yet altogether moved out of the conven-
tions of “pre-industrial” society, [either today or in the nineteenth century
factory].’ This understanding of time and its framework for women’s daily
lives was a form of ‘structure’ and ‘communication’ for employers, and its
importance was noted by those wishing to impose the concept of time in
the mills.269 The public face of breast feeding was a common aspect of female
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working-class culture, which Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall argue was
frowned on by middle-class women, yet, despite being regarded as a display
of vulgarity, breast feeding served waged working-class mothers well because
it was a healthy response to the necessity of combining waged work with
child care and the feeding of infants.270

Infants of factory mothers were also given ‘fresh air’ by being taken out
of the factory. For example if a walk was needed after a feed, mothers could
‘demand’ time out of the factory ‘from overseers’ who knew they ‘had to
be at liberty’ to take this time, which was usually ‘half an hour’.271 Thus,
infants would be placed in a basket carriage or pram,272 taken out of the
factory doors and walked in the street. Richard Stanway’s mills in Newcastle
also provided a pram which the factory mothers could rent, which made
‘carrying their babies to and from the mill much easier.’273 The West Riding
factory mothers, like mothers in Bethnal Green, were alert to the importance
of taking infants out into the fresh air. Mrs Layton, born in 1855, when aged
8 used to push London babies around Victoria Park in a pram which was
hired by several mothers but managed by the older children.274 The carriages
used by the West Riding mothers were often supplied by mill owners on
the suggestion of Robert Baker, who knew the necessary apparatus needed
to cater for mothers with infants and children, and pressed mill owners to
provide ‘cradles, chairs, cots, or for those bigger than cradle size . . . a sofa’.275

The legal maternal aspects of mother care in the factories ran to tex-
tile mothers dictating their own working hours; they ‘made demand[s] to
that effect’, without fear of retribution. Thus mill owners and overseers
understood the problems faced by factory mothers and helped to accom-
modate them, often conceding lengthy periods of time out of the factory
if they wished, thus enabling them to juggle work with ‘attending to their
household duties’.276 Martha Ann Hirstwood seems to have had an excellent
working arrangement when she worked at J. & W.H. Sykes in Huddersfield:
she worked ‘out of hours’, justified by the knowledge that ‘she could do the
work anytime’.277

Overseers and manufacturers were aware of domestic life and its exigen-
cies and had to allow mothers to start late if they so wished.278 They stated
plainly that they could not make mothers come in early if they wanted to,
and factory mothers often did ‘not show up at 6 [when supposed to] but [at]
8’ because ‘they cannot turn out before breakfast’.279 Concern about moth-
ers’ night work was widely felt, but even though the Factory Acts legislated
against female night shift patterns they continued. John Marshall, the owner
of Marshall’s flax mill in Leeds, remarked on the common practice of night
shift working in Leeds and confirmed to select committees that he often
asked his mill girls to ‘Give me as many nights as you can’.280 For new mother
Sarah Dawson, the work as a flax weaver at Marshall’s was a welcome wage as
it contributed to the family’s income along with that of her husband Edwin,
and enabled them to keep their infant off the Leeds death register.281 These
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violations were not exclusive to Leeds factories, as the Factory Inspector Mr
Saunders conceded. Despite the restrictions laid down in the Factory Acts,
it was still commonplace for women to work during the night.282 It is no
wonder that factory mothers considered themselves to be blameless when it
came to the infant mortality rate, for they did all they could to enable them
to continue breast feeding whilst working in the factory.283

The well-intentioned factory inspector Robert Baker misread the situation
when he remarked that the working day was rigid. He was relying on adher-
ence to the Factory Acts [which introduced a 10 hour maximum working day
for factory mothers and a half day on Saturday] and their resolution that
‘in all mills in which steam power [was] used to move the machinery, the
hours . . . within which work and meal-times are to be done, are fixed’.284 The
presumption that the use of ‘steam power’ rather than the ebb and flow of
production governed the working day seriously underplayed and misrepre-
sented the opportunities that factory mothers had to devote to their infants
well-being. Whilst Baker sought to enforce the law, it was difficult to do so,
and the absence of any systematic legal oversight suited the factory own-
ers, who were reluctant to be bound by inspectors’ rules and regulations
and who, in Leeds in particular, voiced the ‘most urgent objections about
the act’.285 These flexible working patterns were also evident in Lancashire.
Power loom weavers John O’Neill, and his daughter Jane found the overseer
very amenable when it came to time off or time out. John was given leave to
spend time with his brother at very short notice from the overseer who was
visiting,286 and John’s daughter Jane felt at ease to dictate her own working
hours, delaying her trip to work and staying in bed because she was tired.287

However, even these pliable overseers were determined that certain tasks
had to be done by the women in the mill and had to be combined with
waged work and child care. Some women were ‘employed for nothing else
but to clean the floors of two of the rooms, [with] the others being done by
the workpeople’ and also for ‘cleaning the looms when in motion’.288 Yet,
there was recognition that mill owners were aware of the needs of nursing
mothers for it was understood that ‘they like[d] a decent place in which to
eat the food they bring in with them.’ In addition they required good sani-
tary arrangements, for ‘they like to be able to wash and tidy before walking
home’.289 This chimes with the comment made by Barbara Hutchins who
notes the West Riding factory mothers were ‘fiercely domesticated’.290 These
washroom facilities were not unique to Leeds: a ‘woman’s room’ was set up
at a mill in Essex in 1851, which provided ‘hooks for their clothes, and a
supply of water, towels and soap’.291

For mothers, cleanliness meant shielding infants from the dust by ensur-
ing that they kept their ‘territory’ around their machines as clean as
possible,292 ‘[keeping] bright the portions of stone floor, over which they
preside’.293 In this respect we can see that when these northern working
women stepped out of their private sphere into the public one, repeating
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some of the domestic duties they had performed whilst working at home,
and contending with all of the pejorative connotations which went with
the transfer, they retained their sense of self as mothers, despite working for
their living and no longer residing solely in the domestic environment.294

Given this we can see why factory mothers such as Rose Holdsworth, who
worked at the Holly Park Mill in Leeds, felt able to record on the census that
she worked in the ‘domestic’ rather than textile industry.

The extended efforts on behalf of factory mothers to keep their infants
well fed and safe in the mill is clear. But as Millward and Bell testify, infants
of factory mothers died at a higher rate than other mothers who worked,
so why was this? As mothers breast fed in the mill then why were there
not lower rates of infantile diarrhoea? In Yorkshire, this might have been
a consequence of the insanitary conditions in the factory. Marshall’s Mill,
and Holdsworth and Barrett’s Mill in Leeds both had outbreaks of cholera in
1854.295 Insanitary conditions caused numerous deaths amongst the factory
operatives but despite this, the greatest opposition to any sanitary improve-
ments came from factory owners, and factories were extremely slow to adopt
and pay for water closets, using instead privies that had to be cleaned out.296

The mills were thus extremely dangerous places as the privy was used by
all in the mill and faeces leaked onto the factory floor when it became full.
Responsibility for cleaning up this waste was tasked to the women in the
mill.297 They had ‘the option to clean it themselves or pay someone else to
do it’. Either way, women in the factory came into contact with the waste
matter which would get onto their hands. If they did not wash their hands
thoroughly afterwards, faeces could give children bacterial diseases and lead
to diarrhoea.298 The Lady Commissioners found these conditions existed
throughout the West riding mills and had done since the earlier part of the
nineteenth century.299 The same insanitary conditions were found at Messrs
Palmer and Hault, Pin Manufacturers, at Lancaster in 1843. R.D. Grainger,
the commissioner who was sent to observe the conditions in the factory,
found that ‘the privy was not fit for anyone to enter’ and evidence about the
conditions in the factory from Maria Field, a superintendent at the factory,
confirmed this view, remarking that the workers at the factory were not able
to use the privy ‘as it is not in a fit state for a dog to go into’.300 The same
perilous conditions were found in the Dewsbury mills’ closets, where Ann
Ellis the female Trade Union Leader in Dewsbury, requested a need for their
significant ‘improvement’.

Although some houses had water closets by the mid-nineteenth century,
the majority still disposed of their waste through the old fashioned method
of ‘bucket privies, dung carts, and cesspits’; in Leeds in 1860 these old meth-
ods outnumbered the new at a rate of three to one.301 The sanitary conditions
in the factories contributed to workers contracting bacterial infections which
were passed on to their infants, contributing to the 32/1000 death rate from
infantile diarrhoeal diseases calculated by Millward and Bell. If Emma Riley
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aged 19, who lived at Lady Lane, St John’s Square and worked at a Leeds
woollen factory, had to clean out the privy then her daughter, who died
of diarrhoea in 1871 as recorded in the Leeds Brotherton death registers,
was likely to have contracted the disease through her mother’s hands rather
than as a result of any reluctance to breast feed.302 The Huddersfield Chron-
icle reported on the insanitary conditions at the convent at Carlisle Place
Westminster leading to the deaths of many infants in 1877. A total of 1528
infants were admitted to the convent, 54 aged one month and under. Of the
54 month-old infants, 49 died, the other five being removed.303 What these
conditions tell us is that whilst this work may well show that mothers were
not to blame for the high northern IMR, the foul and dirty floors in factories
militated against the efforts of the pro-active, cautious and caring factory
mothers.

Even with this hard-won work ethic, the idea that working-class women
had ‘rights’ is not easy to comprehend. Historians have associated few
human rights with nineteenth-century working-class women, even less their
exercise of options within the work place. However, here we see them work-
ing on behalf of their families’ interests earning wages and simultaneously
ensuring their infants’ safety. In this respect we can see why middle-class
women were challenged by the independence of working-women; after all,
few women have this right today. This is why the Leeds factory mothers such
as Maria Hartley, aged 36, a wool weaver with children aged ten, seven, four,
two and one month, was able to keep her children off the Leeds Death Regis-
ter. As did Ruth Holdsworth, of Alma Place in Calverley, aged 27, working as
a woollen warper in Leeds with three children aged five, three and one. Sarah
Lister, aged 33, is a further example of this ‘mothercare’ of women working
in the textile districts with children aged 11, seven, five and one; as is Maria
Hartley whose children were aged ten, seven, four, two and one. Indeed, a
random search on ancestry.com reveals another 16 factory mothers aged in
their thirties and forties with infants alive in 1870 and 1871 all escaping the
death register. As these women had at least two children each, some having
eight, it is likely that if they undertook waged work they operated in simi-
lar conditions as did their colleagues, with baby-sitters on hand to provide
extra care in the mill.304 The independence this gave factory mothers meant
that they were able to continue working and functioning as caring parents
alongside their families as they grew older. This limited but strongly linked
evidence gives us reason to see that infants of factory mothers were cared
for and survived the high northern IMR, and that their child care methods
allowed mothers to continue working as the need dictated.

Working at the mill was a way to stave off poverty for women with infants.
When their husbands lost their jobs, gave their money to pub landlords, or
deserted them the mill was a way in which they could support themselves.
There was little leisure for these mothers to trade and, during a period of
wage rises – as Emma Griffin and Jan de Vries argue – their work was merely
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a part of a growing ‘industriousness’.305 After all, mothers were acutely aware
of how much money the family needed to survive. They ‘went to the mill’,
taking their infants with them, to ensure money was earned when their
husbands could not provide enough.306

Conclusion

This discussion of how working-class mothers who worked in industry com-
bined their work with child care has shown that they adopted innovative
and unorthodox maternal practices, and took their infants to work with
them to keep them close, breast feed them, and in doing so guarded against
the dangers of artificial foods and prevent levels of infant mortality spiralling
upwards. The demands of industry did not negate their maternal feeling and
through exercising their ‘rights’ as mothers with infants they were allowed
to adapt their working environment to fit their maternal needs. In doing so
they continued to combine waged work with child care as they did in the
proto-industrial home.

Having noted the extent to which working-class women sought to protect
their infants’ well-being when working, the next chapter will address the
extent to which northern workhouse nurses were likely to neglect the infants
placed in their care. The rates of infant mortality in the workhouse were said
to be equally high.



3
Workhouse Nurses

We saw in the previous chapter how mothers cared for their infants whilst
working in factories and mills. The problem of combining work with child
care is a continuing theme: this chapter will investigate how nineteenth-
century workhouse nurses tended vulnerable pauper infants, in loco parentis
whilst the babies were under the jurisdiction of the workhouse. It will begin
by raising what is seen as the key problem for pauper infants, go on to inves-
tigate the welfare philosophy for them, and conclude by examining nurses’
duties and daily routine.

The problem nurse

According to Frank Crompton, Pat Thane and Angela Negrine, infants were
forced into the workhouse for several reasons. Destitution was a prime
cause: infants accompanied parents who entered as a consequence of ‘family
poverty.’1 It was, however, possible for infants to enter alone, without kin:
for some mothers a newborn infant could be the straw that broke the eco-
nomic back of the household. This was a method, Frank Crompton argues,
used by mothers to keep the rest of the family out of the workhouse and allay
economic ruin.2 The largest category of workhouse infants, however, was the
‘orphaned, bastards, or deserted’ – consequences of a mother’s widowhood,
divorce or desertion by her husband.3

Although the workhouse was not originally intended to care for infants,
Guardians usually had no option but to accept them. Once inside, infants
were classified as amongst the ‘vulnerable’ who the guardians recognised
could not care for themselves, and were placed into the care of the
workhouse nurse.

The nineteenth-century social commentators and social reformers Louisa
Twining and Florence Nightingale, claimed that workhouse nurses con-
tributed to the high IMR because of a lack of care they gave to infants.
In effect, they argued, workhouse nurses were ‘too old, too weak, and too
drunken’ to care for pauper infants properly.4 Sidney and Beatrice Webb

104
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repeated these words and accepted these sentiments when examining work-
house infant care during the twentieth century. They claimed that work-
house nurses were responsible for the deaths of some of the thousands of
infants who contributed annually to the death rate recorded in workhouses
outside London.5 For the Webbs, the ‘ignorant and often careless’ workhouse
nurse, combined with the severity of the indoor relief regime, meant that
infants who inhabited the nurseries and lying-in wards experienced a death
rate ‘twice or thrice that of the nation as a whole’.6 This sentiment influ-
ences the more recent writings of Jonathan Reinarz and Leonard Schwarz
who, despite presenting new work which aims to ‘break down some general
statistics in regional and key diagnostic groups’, acknowledge that the mor-
tality of infants in workhouses was high.7 These figures were a blot on the
landscape for social reformers. As Ruth Richardson notes, their view was that
workhouse nurses and the ‘care’ that they provided to the vulnerable infant
paupers, was ‘dismal’.8

Like the factory mother, therefore, the workhouse nurse was one of the
‘usual suspects’ when social commentators sought out the causes of the
high northern IMR during the late nineteenth century. The prevailing view
was clearly stated by Florence Nightingale when she remarked that work-
house nurses were ‘absolutely in charge’ of infants ‘perhaps for the first and
last time of their lives’. She also asserted that it was essential to determine
whether the nurses who were responsible for the infants’ ‘care and comfort’
by ‘day and night’ were violent, old, lazy, drunken, inexperienced women
whose negligence harmed infants.9

The practice of drawing pauper nurses from the female inmate population
and putting them to work in order to pay for their keep was common in the
nineteenth-century.10 Responsible for the day-to-day care of the infant, and
also for the cleaning of the infants’ ward, pauper nurses performed key roles
within the workhouse during the latter half of the century.11 As the com-
ments of the Webbs and Ruth Richardson indicate, the suspicion prevailed
amongst traditional historians and contemporaries that, in part as a con-
sequence of their desperation at being in the workhouse in the first place,
these women neglected the infants in their care. Consequently they bore a
large part of the responsibility for the 50-plus per cent annual death rate of
infants in parochial and northern workhouses during the latter half of the
nineteenth century.12

These accusations were based on two premises: the physical demeanour
of these nurses, and the degree and length of time for which they were
responsible for the day-to-day care of infants.13 As Abel-Smith points out,
pauper nurses were often selected on the basis of their availability to under-
take nursing duties. This, according to historian Anne Digby, resulted in the
employment of women who were ‘marginally less infirm than the patient,
and were untrained in nursing procedures’.14 For example, a ‘professional’
or paid nurse who worked in the Rotherhithe workhouse during the 1860s,
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reported that pauper nurses were violent towards the paupers and were
liable to ‘steal their food’.15 Historians have taken reports like this as clear
indicators of the quality of care that infants received, for, as contemporary
observers noted, ‘as the matron was rarely seen among the wards, it was the
pauper nurse who controlled the workhouse ward’.16

Pauper nurses had an extensive and wide-ranging presence in the work-
house, and despite the vital role they performed – particularly for infants –
they feature little in the historiography of nursing. This could be a con-
sequence of workhouses not being initially intended for infants, meaning
that little material was collected as to the nature and conduct or practice of
the workhouse nurses who cared for them.17 In the absence of any compre-
hensive historical narratives therefore, the pauper nurse has been unable to
counter much of the historical understanding of their nature and role; they
have been reduced to little more than a caricature. The indolent and inebri-
ated Dickensian figure of Mrs Gamp, for instance, has passed from the pages
of fiction to inform our understanding of the workhouse nurse as rough,
cruel and tyrannical, as depicted by Abel-Smith and Crompton.18

Jonas Hanway, the eighteenth-century philanthropist and foundling hos-
pital benefactor is a source of much of the popular reputation of pauper
nurses, maligning much of the infant care in workhouses during the Old
Poor Law. He remarked that pauper nurses contributed towards ‘the mis-
ery and neglect amidst which the children of the parish grew up’, and ‘the
mortality which prevailed amongst them, [which was] positively frightful’.19

Hanway’s criticisms were meant to emphasise the disreputable nature and
decrepitude of the pauper nurse. Florence Nightingale and Louisa Twin-
ing reported the same circumstances in the workhouse in the nineteenth
century.

For Nightingale, the ‘true test of a nurse was whether or not she could
care for an infant’, and on their visits to workhouses to provide religious
instruction, both Twining and Nightingale found much to criticise.20 They
reported that, although nominally responsible for ‘the personal cleanliness
of each [infant] under [their] charge, the care and cleanliness of the [their]
room’, and ensuring that the ‘furniture and utensils of each [were] clean,’21

pauper nurses were not up to the task of caring for infants, as they had little
experience and exposed infants to significant risk.22

Determined to right the supposed wrongs of the pauper nurse in the work-
house, Louisa Twining formed the Workhouse Visiting Society (WVS), and
encouraged many middle-class female philanthropists, such as Mrs Shep-
herd, and Frances Power Cobbe, to visit workhouses in both the northern
and southern regions on her behalf. They published their findings in the
organisation’s journal, the Workhouse Visiting Society. On her visits to work-
houses, Frances Power Cobbe noted the same abuses as Twining, remarking
that the able-bodied women who undertook nursing and infant duties in the
workhouse were the most ‘wretched’ specimens.23
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It is not to be doubted that Twining and her supporters had the best inter-
ests of infants at heart and acted in good faith, with genuine concern for the
welfare of infants:

Nothing can be more important, in any endeavour to discover or amelio-
rate the condition of workhouses, than to be furnished with the means
of drawing comparisons between the state of mortality, and sickness in
different institutions, for such materials (combined with other informa-
tion) would give an excellent test of the care bestowed on the inmates,
especially infants.24

This rhetoric influenced the historiography of workhouse nursery care, and
its influence can be detected the works of Abel-Smith, Crompton and Lionel
Rose, who have tended to take these remarks at face value and gone on
to generalise about a whole cohort of pauper nurses. If these depictions of
negligent workhouse nursing practices are valid, then they would indeed go
a long way to explain why levels of infant mortality within workhouses were
so high. This raises the question as to how accurate these depictions are.25

Although the criticisms made by Twining and Nightingale of the inade-
quate care and attention given to infants are clear and backed by impressive
authority, achieving a genuine understanding of the workhouse nurse and
the care she gave is fraught with difficulty because the infant inmate experi-
ence seldom features in the available sources or scholarship on welfare.26 The
testimony of John Rowlands, for instance, is a rare example of a first-hand
account of the harsh life he experienced as an infant in the workhouse.27

As historians Alysa Levene and Gertrude Himmelfarb remark, the ‘infant
inmate experience of mortality largely remains invisible’.28

Despite their inability to observe the real practice of workhouse care, con-
temporary social commentators – and subsequent historians drawing on
their testimony – argue that there is a clear link between the high IMR in the
north and the use of pauper nurses. Mortality rose when increasing numbers
of infants entered the workhouse during the latter part of the nineteenth
century. As historians Kim Price and Tanya Evans point out, compassion for
illegitimate infants waned towards the end of the eighteenth century, with
the result that these ‘unfortunate objects’ increasingly found themselves
placed into workhouses, as opposed to charitable institutions like foundling
hospitals.29

Welfare and middle class philosophy

This change in sentiment, of which Malthus was a leading architect, was
supported by both the clergy and the middling sorts. Claiming the moral
high ground, these observers sought to restrict any entry into charitable
institutions, and – as critics of relief policy –to restrict outdoor payments,
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to single mothers, aiming to discourage illegitimacy, indolence and vice.
Henceforth, poor women and their children had to receive their welfare
in the workhouse.30 The economic and practical help which had been the
hallmark of the philanthropic spirit towards the infant poor consequently
declined during the period.31 Mr Hillis, owner of the foundling hospital
in Leeds, is evidence of this decline. During the latter half of the nine-
teenth century he decided that he no longer wished to give this support
to infants and closed his hospital.32 Hillis’s action supports William Burke
Ryan’s view that these charitable institutions were being written off in the
harsh sentimental climate.33

Although some orphanages continued to operate during this period, their
decline in number led to the parish becoming the prime provider of infant
welfare.34 As historian M.A. Crowther notes, during the New Poor Law this
sentiment took hold and grew, with deserted and orphaned infants now
classified as part of the ‘undeserving poor’.35 As Lionel Rose has argued, the
workhouse became the main residence for illegitimate infants in particular36

because charitable lying-in institutions did not welcome unmarried women,
leading to their ever-greater dependence on the Poor Law.37 Indeed, even if
unmarried women had money to pay for lying-in institutions, and for their
infants’ subsequent care, their morally compromised status could prevent
them getting help.

Levene has argued that the rise in illegitimate infants under the sole
responsibility of their mothers heightened this dependence on the work-
house, due to the nature of the problems that these infants posed.38

These arguments are supported by Frank Crompton’s valuable study of the
Worcester workhouse, which indicates that there was a move to confine
orphaned and deserted infants in workhouses, an impulse which was evident
not only across the industrial north but country-wide during the middle and
later part of the nineteenth century.39 The workhouse filled the vacuum left
by the deserting philanthropists.

In these circumstances, according to contemporaries and historians alike,
infants were left at the mercy of a system whose ideology was ‘less eligibility’;
a prospect which did not augur well for the standard of nursing and condi-
tions that infants could expect to receive. Indeed as the workhouse operated
a policy of forced separation, particularly in respect of unmarried mothers,
contact between mothers and infants was scarce and heavily policed, with
the result that most infants ‘remained in the care of the pauper nurse’.40

This forced separation meant that infants had to be artificially fed. It is
unrealistic to say that the workhouse never allowed mothers to breast feed
their infants, but it is reasonable to argue that this contact, if allowed, was
rarely prolonged, as official intent was to deter unmarried women from
having children.41 The advent of the New Poor Law was responsible for
the workhouse ‘care’ of an increasing number of infants, thus rendering
the workhouse nurse extremely important for infants.42 On visits to 48
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provincial workhouses during the 1860s, including unions in the north-
ern districts of Leeds, Manchester, Derby, Nottingham, Newcastle, Sheffield
and Stockport, to identify their dietary provision to the inmates, Dr Edward
Smith noted that the majority of workhouses did indeed provide the diet for
infants.43

To what extent were the nurses culpable for the worryingly high IMR
throughout the northern industrial regions? Twining received much sup-
port in her defamation of the nurse. Contemporary newspapers catalogued
apparent abuses: for instance, the Yorkshire Gazette condemned the actions
of the Tadcaster pauper nurse Catherine Levers in 1865. In addition to her
abuse of the elderly Elizabeth Daley, the cruel Levers directed her anger
against her younger children.44 She flogged George Standeven and kicked
and beat other youngsters in the Tadcaster workhouse with a brush.45 Levers
had a cruel streak, which went beyond the abuse of infants, and was fond
of telling the older children to stick their tongues out before smashing their
jaws together, causing them to bite and lacerate their tongues.46 William
Crossley testified that a young boy and girl, named Townend, were both
beaten ‘black and blue’ by her, and that when stripped of clothes, the boy
‘was black from his shoulders down to his hip.’47 This abuse was not con-
fined to Tadcaster: Ella Gilespie, a workhouse pauper nurse in Bolton, was
similarly charged with the assault of children.48 Protection from this sort of
‘care’ was difficult for the vulnerably orphaned and deserted as they had few
family members to turn to in the workhouse. Moreover, even when infants
were in the workhouse with their mothers, the BMJ concluded that isolation
was commonplace, especially in northern provincial workhouses, as infants
were only allowed to spend time together with their mothers on ‘visiting
days’.49

This neglect and abuse was noted by Frederick Engels during his investi-
gations of Manchester workhouses during the 1840s. Engels was critical of
the workhouse system per-se, but he particularly disliked the harsh treat-
ment meted out to infants, when they were ‘locked up in a “dog-hole”
for three days and nights’.50 For Twining this behaviour was attributable to
the culture of drunkenness that existed amongst workhouse nurses. It was
the case that both pauper nurses and some paid nurses were apt to indulge
in ‘drink’. Indeed, Poor Law records during the 1860s and 1870s indicate
that drunkenness was widespread amongst paid nurses.51 For example, Sarah
Allsop, employed as a nurse by the Manchester Union with a salary of
£16 per annum, was discharged in October 1871 for inebriation; Elizabeth
Hepworth, appointed in February 1872, was forced to resign due to neglect
of duty whilst drunk;52 Georgina Partington, taken on by the Leeds Union
on February 1878, was likewise discharged in November 1879 for intoxi-
cation; and Susannah Witham, also employed at Leeds in December 1879,
was discharged in March 1880 for insubordination.53 Alcohol was not an
uncommon feature of workhouse life.
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Nurses’ drinking was in keeping with customs in the workhouse, for, as
both The Lancet and the BMJ remarked at the time, although there were
dangers involved in nurses consuming alcohol, it was sometimes easier
(although dangerous) for a nurse to have had a drink of alcohol prior to
carrying out some of their medical duties, as it helped them cope with the
great number of disagreeable and repulsive medical cases.54 As contemporary
commentator Joseph Rogers remarked, during this period ‘the responsible
duties they had to perform were remunerated by an amended dietary and a
pint of beer’, whilst for laying out the dead, and other especially repulsive
duties, they had a glass of gin.55 The Guardians often provided pauper work-
house nurses with a small allowance of beer daily as part of their wage, as a
recognition of the many difficult tasks they had to perform.56 Beer or stout
drinking was the custom of working-class women when pregnant, and as it
was thought to help make breast milk. So, when workhouses nurses were
pregnant they had a two-fold justification for drinking.57

The suggestion by Twining and others that drink was emblematic of a
nurse’s negligence displayed a degree of ignorance of the role of alcohol in
the workhouse, the actual functions that nurses performed, and the circum-
stances under which they were obliged to work. Poor Law Unions were not
reluctant to dismiss those who neglected their duty when drink had been
taken to excess. So, although the consumption of alcohol had the potential
to impact on infant care in workhouses, it is doubtful whether it made a
significant contribution to the driving up of the northern IMR.

The degree of responsibility borne by workhouse nurses for the high IMR
throughout the northern industrial regions is, therefore, not as clear-cut, or
indeed as great, as Louisa Twining and historians have since argued. One
possible cause of error was a failure by the WVS to visit workhouses on a
regular basis. Minutes of Poor Law records suggest that the WVS was not
as ubiquitous as Twining would have liked: some unions reported that ‘if
[the WVS] does visit, there are no records kept’,58 and that often ‘the visit-
ing society did not visit at all’.59 The Lancet, although remarking on much
of the valuable work which the WVS performed in the field of workhouse
improvements,60 also noted that Twining’s ladies did not visit as often as
they should, because ‘workhouse visiting is not popular among ladies’.61

Edward Smith also concluded from his visits to 34 northern workhouses
that the Visiting Committee ‘infrequently’ inspected workhouses and as a
consequence many ‘defects’ went unreported.62

Although the work which Twining and her society set out to undertake
was laudable, it seems that the lack of visits from both her and the WVS
made them unqualified to pass any informed judgement on the quality of
care delivered by the nurses in the workhouse. Of course, Guardians who
disliked the WVS visiting may have placed obstacles in the society’s way.
Nonetheless, it seems that the conclusions the WVS drew and promulgated
were based on a combination of preconceptions and mere snapshots derived
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from occasional visits. Moreover, in light of the primary purpose of the WVS
being to provide religious instruction to the workhouse pauper population,
the extent to which Twining and her supporters actually set out to document
practices of infant ‘care’ on a long-term basis is questionable.

Nursing skill and dedication

The conduct of workhouse nurses came under increased scrutiny during the
latter half of the nineteenth century. The BMJ and The Lancet, for example,
carried out investigations across Yorkshire and Lancashire into the sup-
posed link between negligent workhouse nursing and the high northern
IMR.63 Contrary to the damning verdict of Louisa Twining and the WVS,
the medical journals noted that, in general ‘parish or union nurses could
demonstrate the best side of parish nursing’,64 that ‘most of [the nurses]
have been in office for long terms of years’, and that ‘they seem on the
whole well-conducted, zealous, and well managed . . . and anxious to deserve
good opinion.’65 For example, at St Luke’s, Halifax, the head pauper nurse
was ‘a widow of superior address’, her nurses were ‘well conducted and their
assistants considered ‘good natured’.66 The conduct of the nurses in respect
of the lying-in wards and infant nurseries was particularly praised by The
Lancet, which stated that although the rooms were ‘often low and small and
ill-lighted’, workhouse nurses nevertheless ensured that:

they had an aspect of cheerfulness and comfort, as they coloured the
walls cheerfully. There were prints hanging on the walls, and a few orna-
ments about the fire-places. The linen was very clean, and here two clean
sheets are allowed per week, every ward had a supply of bed rests for
patients, this was important for the infants who would often have bed
sores . . . The patients were cheerful . . . and kept as to their faces and hair,
and their personal linen. And there is an abundance of playthings for the
children.67

As a result of their investigation, the Lancet concluded that pauper nurses
could be both ‘very intelligent’ and ‘active’.68 These verdicts mirror the expe-
riences of the Poor Law Unions themselves: Dr Robert Patrick of the Bolton
Union workhouse noted the excellence of children’s nurse, Rose, and her
predecessor Mary-Jane Allen,69 and the Bradford Poor Law Guardians praised
the dedication and conduct of their nursing staff;70 even Miss Pringle, a phi-
lanthropist and close companion of Florence Nightingale, remarked that
‘some of the nurses [in Liverpool] were of the best type of women, clever
dutiful, cheerful and caring, [and] endowed above all with the motherliness
of nature which is the most precious attribute of a nurse’.71 Edward Smith
reiterated this approval and stated in clear terms that he ‘had met with
pauper nurses who have been employed for many years, and have gained
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the confidence of the medical officer and the sick’.72 Smith felt the need to
go further on this issue when reporting on the character of pauper nurses in
the northern districts:

It is all hastily assumed that all the female inmates of a workhouse
are either too old or too ill-conducted to make trustworthy nurses; but
omitting reference to the fact that not a few had previous experience
in nursing before their admission, it is needful to state that there are
many respectable persons who have been deserted by their husbands
and having been left with a number of children, had no alternative but
to enter the workhouse. Such remain in the workhouse for many years,
and acquire an aptitude for nursing quite equal to that of paid nurses in
general. Here is material from which efficient nurses might be made.’73

This testimony does not, of course, absolve all workhouse nurses from
complicity in the unsatisfactory northern IMR, but it does challenge char-
acterisations which have been informed by notorious yet isolated cases of
abuse and neglect like Catherine Levers at Tadcaster. Indeed, if weight is
given to the testimony of The Lancet and the Poor Law Unions, then it may
be suggested that the quality of care delivered by these women may have
limited, rather than contributed to the northern IMR. If this was the case,
how can their competency be accounted for?

To a large extent, this would be dependent on the kind of women
in workhouses who were selected to act as pauper nurses. As we have
previously seen, historians like Brian Abel-Smith, Anne Digby and, more
recently, Ruth Richardson have been dismissive of the physical attributes of
those selected to undertake nursing duties.74 The number of infants within
the nineteenth-century workhouse might have posed difficulties for aged
and infirm workhouse nurses; a point which was recognised by Poor Law
Guardians, who preferred nursing duties to be carried out by younger women
when possible.75 Notwithstanding this expressed preference, however, Abel-
Smith argues that it was rarely borne out in practice, as younger women
‘were not always plentiful’ in the workhouse, which meant Guardians were
obliged to recruit many of their nurses from the older female workhouse
population.76

The extent to which the ‘aged sot’ was representative of the pauper nurse
is, however, debatable, as new research suggests that Brian Abel-Smith is
wrong about the ages of pauper nurses, and that infant nursing, in particular,
was performed by much younger women. Whilst walking the many wards
in the northern workhouses Edward Smith found the pauper nurses:

Are not necessarily old or of bad character, but are often young or in
middle life, with health and energy which they cannot take to any other
market, since they cannot leave the workhouse and take their children
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with them. Hence they are as effectually restricted to the workhouse as
if it were a prison, and as in most cases their children are well treated
and well educated whilst in the workhouse, they become resigned and
are ready to give their aid in performing the work assigned to them.77

By analysing census material which shows workhouse female populations
across the latter half of the nineteenth century in the areas of the south
midlands, the south-eastern counties, the north west and Yorkshire, it is
possible to confirm Edward Smith’s view by taking a broad survey of those
who were in the workhouse, and therefore on hand to nurse infant inmates
during the years of high IMR.

Although census data are useful in determining workhouse population
cohorts and occupational backgrounds of inmates, it is clear that these data
have their limitations. Providing a mere snapshot of the workhouse pop-
ulation, the census cannot be used to determine length of residency for
inmates. Poor Law minutes for Leeds however, appear to indicate that young
women represented a significant cohort of the workhouse population and
that throughout the period 1875–6 their residency seems to have been pro-
tracted, indicating that there were enough young women to form a nursing
‘pool’.

The census data in Figure 3.1 reveal that women of childbearing age
(defined as 15–44) never represented less than 10 per cent of the female
workhouse population across regions and years, and often exceeded this

Figure 3.1 Regional female workhouse inmates aged 15–44
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markedly during the period of heightened concern over the Northern IMR,
a fact that has largely been neglected in accounts of workhouse nursing.78

Younger women like Emma Wilson, aged 19, and Lily Smith, aged 20, were
resident in the Leeds workhouse in 1875, and available to nurse for the Poor
Law Guardians; this is a new lens through which we can view both the
infant institutional experience and institutional infant mortality.79 As the
Leeds Mercury reported on 24 June 1865, Guardians considered the preferred
age for workhouse nurses to range ‘between the ages of twenty five to forty’;
looking at Figure 3.1, it is clear that there was no shortage of these younger
candidates, not only in Yorkshire, but across most northern regions. Pre-
sented with this younger cohort, given the Guardians’ preference, it was
they who made up the core of nursing provision in workhouses.

The large proportion of younger women in the workhouse confirms the
reorientation of sentiment in relation to relief policy noted previously.
As Steven King and Pat Thane have argued, the New Poor Law increasingly
stigmatised and marginalised both the single and married female poor, forc-
ing them to seek refuge in the workhouse in ever greater numbers in the
latter half of the nineteenth century.80 The jury is still out on the extent to
which indoor relief eclipsed outdoor relief, due mainly to the cost of indoor
care, but young women like ‘Molly’ (no surname), aged 20, and Phoebe
Smith, 22, were resident in the Bradford workhouse along with their chil-
dren, and were put to work nursing infant inmates.81 The significance of
using these women was that they were both mothers, experienced in caring
for infants. These skills were very valuable in a workhouse where as many as
six infants a week were being born.82

This is not to say that all the younger women in the workhouse had the
same level of skill in infant care. Even if they did, many contemporary social
commentators dismissed their capabilities, stating that they were unable to
perform the simplest of tasks such as ‘nursing baby’, or ‘cooking, scrub-
bing, cleaning house and mending clothes’.83 One anonymous commentator
remarked that female inmates not only could not look after babies, they
even had difficulty taking care of themselves – ‘their clothes are given them
to put on, their food is prepared and placed before them to eat . . . [they have]
no contact with the daily objects of everyday life.’84 This was not the picture
painted in The Lancet’s surveys of northern workhouses during the latter
half of the nineteenth century. These women often had domestic service
experience, rendering them excellent nurses.

As Figure 3.2 indicates, there were few named nurses in the workhouse –
they were almost entirely absent in the sample of northern workhouses in
1861 and 1881: in 1881 Liverpool named its sole nurse, and only one there.
This echoes Marjorie Levine Clark’s work on the Rye workhouse.85 What they
did have, however, as shown in Figure 3.2, was a number of experienced
domestic servants, possessing an array of skills, and it is this which was key
to the effectiveness of workhouse nurses in suppressing the IMR.
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Figure 3.2 Occupational proportionate breakdown of female workhouse inmate
cohort 15–44

‘Domestic service’ was an umbrella term for an array of female employ-
ments, including general servant, second girl, cook, laundress, chamber-
maid, waitress, housekeeper and nurse.86 It was a skill set which nineteenth-
century commentators like Lucy Maynard-Salmon knew was associated with
domestic service both in England and America.87 A common expectation of
private employers of domestic servants was that they would ‘care for baby’
and ‘nurse the infants’. They had vital training and experience which was
put to use in the workhouse.88 Mrs Warren’s domestic servants were rou-
tinely engaged in bathing, dressing and walking her son, John and daughter
Edith,89 and this was no anomaly. William Cobbett remarked in 1802 that
servants were only necessary when children came along because until then
wives could do the work.90 Once children came along, the use of servants
to care for them was widespread.91 Historians Joanne Bailey and Amanda
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Vickery both support this view of servants caring for children, and argue
that although knowledge of the exact split in ‘parental’ responsibility eludes
us, with domestics often ‘indistinct figures fading into the background’,
their role, was intrinsic to the rearing of employers’ children.92 Work by
Caroline Steedman has likewise shown that a servant’s workload undoubt-
edly increased during the eighteenth century due to an expanding range
of child care duties.93 For every Betty Ramsden, the dutiful mistress of the
house who gave up ‘visiting [her friends] entirely’, and for whom moth-
erhood devoured ‘almost all reserves of physical and emotional energy’,
there was a multitude of domestics like 19-year-old Elizabeth Rothwell of
Salford who found herself compelled to look after her mistress’ new-born
child, in addition to her ten other children.94 This practice endured well
into the nineteenth century: we see Mary Ann Green, a domestic servant in
Huddersfield in 1887, being left in charge of her employer’s infant ‘all day
long’.95 Mary got little respite from her child care duties, as her employer’s
neighbours, Mrs Abel and Mrs Jane Thornton, remarked that the child
‘repeatedly’ slept with Mary and she was the sole carer during the weekend,
from ‘Friday night to Monday morning’.96

George Reynolds, the author of Mary Price: or the Memoirs of a Servant Maid,
records the extent of the care which domestic servants were expected to pro-
vide to infants and children during this period.97 If domestics without these
skills were taken on then, argued Mrs Baines, Governor of the British Lying-
In Institution during the latter half of the nineteenth century, because of the
fragility of infant life, it was the duty of the mistress of the house to instruct
the servants as to their ‘expected’ infant nursing duties.98 In a similar vein,
Lucy Maynard-Salmon pointed out that it was vital that domestic servants
‘must understand washing, dressing, and feeding’, in addition to the ‘gen-
eral care and health and the well-being of children’.99 One consequence of
this was that ‘many housekeepers [were] obliged to conduct in their own
households a training-school on a limited scale’ for their servants.100 Writ-
ten instructions on what was considered proper child care were compulsory
reading in the middle-class household during the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, and were highly influential in determining the range and
standard of nursing skills that were inculcated into domestic servants.101

Through her ‘general reading’ of influential medical texts like those of Drs
Conquest and Allbutt, and Dr. Thomas Bull’s Hints to Mothers, written in
1838, but still used at the end of the nineteenth century, Baines sent direct
instructions to middle-class homes on infant care.102

Although mistresses like Mrs Dalton remarked that directing her domes-
tic servants in infant care was taking more time than she wished, she also
acknowledged that this role was important, and so ‘great pains [were] to
be taken in instructing them.103 Of most importance was that the servants
‘change[d] the infant three times daily’, and if baby cried, ‘the first thing’
that should be done was to ‘check them for dirt’.104 This was crucial in
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keeping them ‘dry and comfortable’, as the cotton or linen nappies of the
period were not very good at absorbing excretions.105 Even the introduction
of towelling nappies during the nineteenth century, which were more effec-
tive at keeping babies drier than the earlier nappies, did not entirely keep
children dry as ‘a thick piece of flannel called a pilch or saver’ had to be
inserted as a liner for the nappy during the night in order to ensure it did
not leak.106

Even routine tasks like pinning new nappies required patience and skill,
domestics had to use between eight to twelve ordinary dressmaker’s pins
in one nappy, hence proper care and attention had to be taken to ensure
domestic did not prick the baby they were caring for.107 The high level of
competence domestics brought to these tasks led women like the Manchester
born Mrs Stewart, a friend of the feminist Josephine Butler, to remark on
the enormous debt which middle-class women owed to these working-class
women, who, through often thankless, dedicated hard work and excellence
‘made and washed [their] clothes, cooked [their] food and nursed [their]
children’.108 Mr Twisden, the husband of Mrs Twisden who employed the
domestic servant Mary Price, was equally complimentary about the child
care Mary gave to their three children, which included a young baby.109

Competence in child care was a long-established prerequisite for obtaining
a position of domestic servant, as shown in eighteenth-century instruction
manuals.110

The knowledge and skills commanded by domestic servants were rated
at a premium inside the workhouse. When Maria Brookes left her position
in a Bradford middle-class household on account of her master’s ‘rudeness’
and placed herself at the mercy of the workhouse, she was immediately put
to nurse in the workhouse, the Guardians ‘seeing nothing wrong in their
action’ because Maria had been working for her employers as a nurse for at
least two years.111

The education and training which domestics received before going into
the workhouse was, of course, useful, but guardians thought it important
to advance their child care knowledge further once inside the workhouse
by providing instruction in the workhouse itself. In Manchester, due to
the Guardians being ‘most assiduous in the care of children’,112 a training
school for female pauper nurses was established in 1879, instructing pauper
nurses (such as Annie Roberts) over a year-long course in the art of correct
and effective infant nursing.113 Although the Webbs argued that northern
guardians did not identify with the needs of infants until 1894, the evi-
dence from Manchester clearly suggests otherwise.114 It also indicates that
the female nursing cohort had a degree of professionalism which was put to
use countering the northern IMR.

Despite the abundance of experienced young infant nurses within the
workhouse, contemporaries and historians seem to have little confidence
in these women. Rather, they note the absence of paid infant nurses in
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workhouses.115 It was true that Guardians were reluctant to pay for infant
care. Alice Broomer and Emma Cullum, for example, were almost unique
in their status as paid ‘infant nurses’ when they were employed by the
Manchester Guardians during the 1870s.116 Indeed, when Alice Greenhatch
resigned from the Manchester lying-in ward after a year’s work there in 1871,
the Guardians stated that they did ‘not at present propose to fill up the
vacancy’.117 Lamenting the low number of paid infant nurses Frances Power
Cobbe and Joseph Rogers thought that refusing to re-advertise the nursing
post put infants in the workhouse at risk.118 Yet, it seems that nursing per-
se was routinely condemned by these reformers: not only did they criticise
the low number of professional nurses, but, even when paid nurses were
employed they argued the women were of poor quality.

So, like their counterparts, the pauper nurses, salaried infant carers in
the workhouse were deemed as unfit for purpose – reformers maintain-
ing that this was because of inadequate vetting procedures. In this respect,
at least, critics like Joseph Rogers had a point, as candidates for jobs as
paid workhouse nurses were seldom grilled during the interview. They were
simply asked about their ‘religious views and so forth and whether they
had been accustomed to nursing a certain number of patients.’119 As an
unnamed nineteenth-century doctor noted during discussions of work-
house nurse reform, Guardians were apt to ‘take them without evidence of
character’.120

In light of the guardians’ knowledge of the skills that domestic servants
commanded, this narrow interview technique should be placed in context.
Of course, some women tried to get a job with false references, as in Leeds in
1876. The Guardians, under pressure from reformers like Rogers, appointed
Annie McDougall as a paid workhouse nurse. She had no experience of
domestic service, and was thus unable to show competency of infant care; so,
she supplied the name of a Dr Thomas, who worked at the Royal Infirmary
in Glasgow, as a character witness. On checking her reference, the Leeds
Union Board found, however, that the infirmary could not confirm that
Annie had worked there, and Dr Thomas had ‘no recollection of her and
that it must be some years since she was so employed at that Infirmary’.121

Without proof of identity or character, and despite being unable to show
any competency with regard to infant care, Annie was nevertheless taken
on and provided with a contract worth £25 per annum.122 This arguably
reckless approach was probably due to the pressure of middle-class reform-
ers like Rogers and Frances Power Cobbe, who would lobby rate-payers and
government administrators if they did not get their way. This may be why
incompetent salaried nurses were kept on, despite being incapable of caring
for infants, and why, as Brian-Abel Smith noted, a woman who ‘had been six-
teen times in the House of Correction . . . was a woman given to drink, . . . of
a violent, ungovernable temper, and [who] caused great misery to [those]
under her control’, was able to get a job in a workhouse.123
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Despite their shortcomings, these lax vetting and recruitment procedures
were on the whole not significant for the care of infants in the work-
house and its associated impact on the northern IMR. For, as we have seen,
paid nurses were few, perhaps as a consequence of their ‘character’, and
the workhouses already held a sizeable population of young women who
were capable of providing effective care to infants. Indeed, the fact that
the Guardians were acutely aware of the pool of cheap nursing talent avail-
able and on tap within the workhouse explains why they were so reluctant
to spend rate-payers’ money on salaried nurses, as they regarded them an
unnecessary and incompetent expense.124 Edward Smith acknowledged the
skill of the resident northern pauper nurse who worked in both the chil-
dren’s and lying-in wards and ‘who had acquire[d] an aptitude for nursing
quite equal to that of paid nurses in general’.125 He mused further that

nothing would be easier than to convert such persons into paid nurses,
and if they are fit to discharge the duties of nurse they should, I think,
be removed from the rank of pauper, and installed as paid officers . . . This
has been done in numerous instances and when the position rations and
apartments of officers are assigned to them they increase in self-respect
and efficiency and the sick inmates soon respect them’.126

Workhouse failings

If reformers like Nightingale, Twining and Rogers were wrong about the child
care abilities of workhouse nurses, to what extent were they right about their
personal qualities? The criticisms made of nurses cited their supposed lazi-
ness, their lack of rigour when undertaking their duties, and their lack of
attention to hygiene and cleanliness. A lack of hygiene was a contributory
factor to premature infant mortality in workhouses, as Lara Mark’s study of
workhouses throughout Britain has shown.127 Despite the stigma attached
to the lying-in ward of the workhouse, Lara Marks argues that most poor
women depended on its services when confined, and infant mortality rates
were due to the vulnerability of infants to the dirt and disease which often
characterised these places.128 To what extent is Marks correct in saying that
lying-in wards were one of the key components of infant death? What blame
can be attached to the pauper nurses responsible for these wards?129

Alfred Sheen, Senior Surgeon and Poor Law Medical Officer, who practised
in England, Scotland and Wales throughout the nineteenth century, took
great interest in labour wards and the possible impact they had on infant
mortality. Sheen noted that as the infants’ first experience of the work-
house was the lying-in ward, it was crucial that they were ‘exceptionally
clean’, and that in order to keep infants safe from infection ‘great cleanli-
ness’ should be enforced on the workhouse nurses.130 The Lancet questioned
the cleanliness of the northern pauper nurses in respect of these wards and
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reported the conclusions of a survey of northern workhouses during the
1860s, that ‘the majority of the labour beds were found to be filthy and
in a matted state’.131 Moreover, the beds were frequently ‘filthy, with crusted
blood and discharges.’132 Even women about to give birth were found to be
unkempt, the bed-linen on which the infants were to be born was unclean,
the ‘utensils with which to bring forth the labour were also very dirty and
the bath and towels which the new born infant was to be placed on were
black with dirt’.133 Throughout the country, from London to Stockport, the
picture painted by The Lancet report was almost unremittingly pessimistic,
and highlighted the problems that new-born infants had to contend with
during their first few hours of life. To what extent were these infants at
risk as a consequence of the actions or neglect of northern workhouse
nurses?

Edward Smith found northern pauper nurses were ‘devoted’ to their duties
in the children’s and lying-in wards and argued they carried them out with
‘patience, cleanliness and tidiness’.134 But despite the concerted effort made
by the pauper nurses on behalf of their patients, part of the problems experi-
enced within the lying-in wards in particular stemmed from a deficiency of
appropriate equipment, which caused malady and adversity for both infants
and mothers, rather than the personal failings of nurses. For example, it
was the duty of the workhouse to ensure that regulation labour beds which
had ‘an elevated rim around its margin’ and ‘lead sheeting to prevent stains
on the floor’ were provided.135 These beds, if purchased, would have pre-
vented matter from the women’s labour seeping onto the floor, and reduced
the work which workhouse nurses had to do to keep the ward clean and
infants free from infection. Yet, obtaining permission to purchase these
beds from the workhouse governors and rate payers was notoriously diffi-
cult, because the ‘Board of Guardians had never been told’ to run maternity
wards.136

Failure to provide appropriate equipment was only one aspect of a work-
house management ruled by a wider culture of ‘economy’. Although lying-in
wards are clearly evident in the Guildford workhouse in Surrey for exam-
ple, any clear-cut labour arrangements are less easy to see in northern
workhouses.137 The ‘fairly suitable’ four-bed labour ward at Guildford was
a far cry from the cramped makeshift lying-in provision that was com-
mon throughout the north, and which sometimes meant that when ‘several
[northern] women were in labour at the same time’, some had to be ‘con-
fined in general wards’.138 The Leeds workhouse placed lying-in women in
the body of the workhouse as the lying-in ward was housed in the main
building.139 As Poor Law Inspector Dr Edward Smith noted in 1867, the
pauper nurse ‘attends to the lying-in ward’ but there was no specific ‘night
nursing’ other than the pauper nurses should they be ‘willing to attend’.
Therefore, should a birth occur during the night it was likely that the
residue from the birth was not cleaned up until the following morning due
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to the demands placed on the pauper nurses.140 The duties placed nurses
under great stress, for in Leeds they had up to 77 children to care for
and 50 to 60 lying-in cases per year. Before they could attend to confine-
ments, nurses might have to clean up from the night duty, in addition
to doing nearly ‘everything for the women and babies’ and ‘delivering
them also’.141 Their burden was made even heavier because they were also
‘responsible for the distribution of food for meals’, and undertaking other
general nursing duties such as dispensing medicine throughout the whole
workhouse.142

Under these circumstances – the amount of work the workhouse nurses
had to undertake and the arduous regime – newborn infants were extremely
vulnerable. Mary Jane Allen, a workhouse nurse in Bolton during the 1870s,
confessed that the work was ‘far too much for her’, and that her ‘health
had given way under it’.143 Mary Jane was replaced by Rose Morris, who
also found the work exhausting, and likewise left the Bolton workhouse.144

Even when nurses like Mary Jane ‘had help [in] each ward’ they still found
the workload ‘impossible’, for ‘even with the most fatiguous exertions’, the
labour was far too onerous.145 The long hours were particularly criticised
in Liverpool,146 as was the physically demanding nature of the work, and
nurses in Liverpool commented that whilst carrying the clean and dirty
linen to and fro they ‘almost broke [their] arms; and the nurses were out
of breath after carrying them’.147 The duties placed on an assistant nurse
at Leeds who had charge of both the lying-in ward and those who lived
in the ‘main body of the house’ were equally evident. Although women in
the lying-in wards needed special care, nurses were unable to provide this
due to the time devoted in getting around to the other pauper patients who
were ‘scattered about’ with ‘no classification of cases, and young and old,
children and adults, mix[ed] together in the same ward’.148 The arduous
and unrelenting duties demanded of these nurses increasing the number
of avoidable instances of infant mortality that were not the fault of the
workhouse nurse.

It was not only nurses who complained about the heavy workload: doc-
tors also witnessed it. Of particular concern for the BMJ was that due to
the time constraints placed on nurses, infants would be the last in line for
attention.149 For ‘as these nurses were responsible for the personal cleanliness
of each infant under her care, and for the care and cleanliness of their room’,
her duties were ‘so manifest that she can give but a fraction of attention to
each.’150 Dr Edward Smith reiterated these concerns, noting that as paupers
were ‘scattered about’ such as at Leeds and this meant that nurses would
sometimes have ‘to walk 200 yards from one ward to another’, which made
it difficult to get around to each child.151 To reduce the time constraints
of the nurses such as at Leeds, and aid them in giving more attention to
the lying-in wards, Edward Smith suggested that ‘paid servants’ should be
employed to ‘clean the wards and wash the linen.’152
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With workhouses in cities like Manchester accommodating in excess of
2000 inmates, infants were in significant danger.153 In the Bradford work-
house for example, Mary Brook was charged with scalding an infant in
her care, which occurred as a result of her seeking to save time.154 When
questioned about the incident, Mary stated in her defence that ‘she had
left the infant in the bath whilst carrying out her other duties’,155 indicat-
ing that when viewed through the medium of the time demands placed
on nurses, what may at first appear to be clear instances of neglect need
more complex explanations. Indeed, although infants were clearly in dan-
ger this was not because of any wilful neglect on the part of the workhouse
nurses. Nurses themselves expressed concern over the conditions placed
on them. One unnamed pauper nurse at the Leeds workhouse remarked
that as she was in charge of, and dispensed, the ‘medicine’ for the ‘sixty
patients under her care’, disposed in seven wards, she found it very it
very difficult to get to all of her patients, and that ‘infants suffered’ as a
consequence.156

Although they were supposed to work an eight-hour day, many nurses
actually worked much longer, sometimes into the night, although as
few nurses could muster enough energy to work these long hours, the
inmates, including infants, were generally put to bed at eight o’clock in the
evening.157 Even if pauper nurses did on occasion agree to work the night
shift, this was often far too much for them to deal with, which caused them
many problems, leaving The Lancet to remark of one nurse who did this
work that it ‘should not have been thrust on her’ as ‘it was impossible for
her to carry it out’.158 During the day it was noted that ‘nurses . . . poor things
never sit’, rendering them physically exhausted and totally unfit to attend
adequately to anyone during day and night.159

For nurses labouring under these conditions, it was therefore likely that if
Twining should chance on some infants they would have ‘high temperatures
with their “whole being” in a sorry state and many having bed sores.’160

The guidelines in workhouses, which were beyond the control of nurses,
commonly required infants to be placed in hammocks, slings, or cribs
and kennels, with straw linings and blankets for extra warmth, like those
illustrated in Figure 3.3, a practice carried over from the late eighteenth
century.161 In these circumstances, it was possible that infants may have been
out of sight and mind if nurses had so much to do when going about their
duties, – often attending to in excess of 27 wards – leading to the bed sores
noted by Twinning.162 The Webbs were scathing of the infants’ workhouse
environment, noting that they were housed in nursery wards, children’s
wards, or kennels and lamented that ‘infants are kept too much in these
rooms and are not taken into the fresh air to the extent they should be’.163

The Webbs were not alone in voicing concerns; The Lancet also stated that
the space provided for infants was ‘very small’, which left them ‘very badly
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Figure 3.3 Crib for Workhouse Infants
Source: K. Morrison, The Workhouse, a Study of Poor Law Buildings in England, p. 34

off’.164 Recounting a visit to one unnamed northern ward, The Lancet report
continued:

It was a miserable and dark little room on the ground floor; the door
that gives access to it opens directly off a court, and has no screen or
porch to break the draught. It faces another door and to the left of it is
the fireplace . . . There is no proper lavatory attached to this ward, nor any
bathing accommodation other than a moveable bath. A few commode
chairs were standing in a recess behind the door.’165

An onerous workload and inadequate infant accommodation therefore
contributed to the infant mortality rates in northern workhouses. The signif-
icance of this is that even if the northern IMR was affected by the workhouse
regime, it would be misleading to lay the blame for this solely at the hands
of the pauper nurses in these institutions, a view supported by contempo-
rary doctors, who lobbied workhouses to take on extra pauper nursing staff
specifically to care for infants.

The conclusions drawn from the Select Committee report on nursing in
workhouses led Drs Smith and Farnell to argue that nursing staff were ‘espe-
cially’ necessary ‘for the Northern nursery and children’s wards’, as well
as ‘for the lying-in ward’.166 Rather than being critical of the pauper nurse
therefore, the medical profession was supportive of them, and acknowledg-
ing their ‘excellence’, argued for the continuation of their employment.167

The medical doctor at Leeds remarked that he was satisfied with his nurses,
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confirming that his ‘cases [did] well’.168 As the Leeds nurse attended the
lying-in ward every day, although we are not aware of the actual times, it
could be suggested that she had some control over her ward, the women
within it and the condition of both mother and baby.169 Equally, Edward
Smith lauded the pauper nurses at Loughborough in 1866, one of whom
had nursed and tended to the pauper inmates for nine years and received
glowing praise from the medical officer, master and matron for doing so.
Smith remarked in particular on the excellence of her midwifery skills and
the ‘homely aspect’ of the female wards where ‘each patient’ had their
own articles such as ‘comb and brush’, ‘soap, wash-hand basins’.. ‘a bas-
ket for clothes’, ‘rocking chairs’ and the all-important ‘mackintosh sheeting’
for the lying-in beds for their individual use.170 Both pauper nurses at
Loughborough carried out their ‘duties in a most satisfactory manner’, and
as a consequence, Smith felt unable to quarrel with the Guardians who were
disinclined to appoint a paid nurse.171

Indeed, through their role as Poor Law medical officers, doctors were very
well placed to gain a first-hand insight into the proficiency of these women,
and this led them to remark that ‘reformers were overstating the inadequa-
cies of the nineteenth-century nurses’.172 Although Lionel Rose has argued
that the medical profession was the enemy of the female nursing profession,
it is clear that this was not entirely the case; this supports Margaret Pelling’s
suggestion that the idea that nurses were the victims of a dominant and
patriarchal medical class has been overplayed.173

Advocacy on behalf of skilled nurses by the medical profession was
not merely confined to generalised utterances of support. J. Stallard, for
example, looked into the condition of workhouses and their nursing staff
during the nineteenth century, and noted that the relationship between
the workhouse doctor and nurse could be very close due to the amount
of work they undertook together.174 Further, some doctors were known
to directly intervene on behalf of nurses who experienced problems with
their health due to the amount of work they did. For example, the
Bolton nurse, Mary Jane Allen, stated that the ‘medical man tells me, if
I continue to do the work I am now required to do it will be at the
risk of my life’.175 These examples indicate that not only did some local
medical practitioners recognise the contribution made by pauper nurses,
but that they also acknowledged that nurses were expected to perform
their duties under very trying circumstances, and that these circumstances
could result in the neglect and even premature death of infants. Indeed,
rather than blame nurses for the ills accruing to workhouse infants, Dr
Dolan of Halifax remarked that doctors were sometimes guilty of not
spotting disease within the workhouse quickly enough, and they them-
selves, on occasions endangered the lives of entire wards of infants and
children.176 When seeking to understand the causal factors behind north-
ern infant mortality within workhouses, therefore, the focus needs to be
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widened to encompass actors and factors beyond the humble workhouse
nurse.

Conclusion

At times of concern about the high IMR in northern workhouses, many
voices blamed pauper nurses for the wilful neglect and premature death of
infants. Yet, following a visit to Bradford during the 1870s, a female inves-
tigator for the WVS remarked that the problems in northern workhouses
stemmed from a combination of ‘defective management and overworked
nurses’.177 These observations raise important questions in relation to the
characterisation of the workhouse nurse during the period, and show that it
is too simplistic to lay the blame for infant mortality in workhouses solely
at their feet. Indeed, much of what we read in the literature is based on or
influenced by the ill-informed, perhaps jaundiced judgements of reformers
like Louisa Twining. An important point to draw from this chapter is that
due to the philosophical and sentimental shifts which characterised the pro-
vision of public welfare from the New Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834,
the workhouse was able to draw on the excellent services of a cohort of
young women who worked in the workhouse as pauper nurses and whose
characters challenge the myth of the supposed ‘old sot’; they were women
who did not resemble the ‘Mrs Gamp’ archetype. Detailed analysis of the
occupational background of these women reveals that a sizeable propor-
tion were well versed in maternal skills, derived from their domestic service
employment.

Yet, despite the deployment of these skilled workhouse nurses – a point
acknowledged by medical journals like The Lancet – the IMR still remained
stubbornly high in northern workhouses. This should not detract from
the contribution made by the majority of the workhouse nurses: as the
report of her visits to the workhouse made by a member of the WVS
indicates, it was managerial shortcomings which were the main problem
in workhouses, and which the diligent nurses found hard to surmount.
Inadequate buildings, poor or non-existent equipment, and the ruinous
workload heaped on the shoulders of workhouse nurses fed into infant
mortality statistics in northern institutions. The difficulties these nurses
faced on a daily basis were acknowledged by medical officers, indicat-
ing that even contemporaries recognised that the frustrating battle against
the IMR was more complex than claimed by campaigners like Florence
Nightingale, Louisa Twining, and indeed some modern historians. This
is not to state that abuses at the hands of workhouse nurses did not
occur, but rather that the administration of infant care was governed by
complex forces and characterised by structural failings to a greater extent
than has hitherto been acknowledged. Understanding this, and recog-
nising its importance for the workhouse nurse debate, leads to a more
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nuanced reading of the relationship between workhouse nurses and the
northern IMR.

Infant mortality in workhouses remained high, and with this in mind,
the infant diet in workhouses, and the culpability of the nurses who
administered it, is now examined.



4
Workhouse Infant Diet

As we have seen in the previous chapter, workhouse nurses were not dis-
inclined to tend to pauper infants, but to what extent did they feed them
dangerous foods when they got around to offering care? This chapter will
analyse the feeding practices in the workhouse, and identify when and
where the workhouse took on responsibility for feeding infants. We begin
by relating the contemporary view of workhouse nurse feeding:

Experience has repeatedly shown that the congregation of several hand-
fed infants in infant-nurseries, workhouses and elsewhere entails almost
certain disease and death. Sooner or later, they are attacked by aph-
thae [atrophy] or diarrhoea, and no amount of care or attention will
avert their death. In one instance, mentioned by Dr. Routh, where the
infants . . . were received in an infant-nursery, an average of four out of
five died . . . 1

Despite the endeavours of workhouse nurses to do their best for pauper
infants, as the contemporary report in The British Medical Journal (BMJ)
cited above indicates, the incidence of infant mortality, particularly within
the workhouse, remained a concern for the medical establishment.2 These
concerns are shared by historians like Ruth Richardson, Angela Negrine,
Jonathan Reinarz, Leonard Schwarz and the Webbs in particular, who argued
that indoor pauper infants who lived in workhouses ‘outside of London’
experienced an annual death rate of a third of all infants, and these high
rates continued into the early twentieth century.3 Such figures were abysmal.
As Ruth Richardson notes, the workhouse nurses and the ‘care’ that they
were able to provide to infant paupers was ‘dismal.’4

Undertaking an in-depth survey into the causes of the high IMR and
attempting to explain it, the Webbs placed particular emphasis on the com-
mon feeding practices in workhouses, mirroring the conclusions drawn
by the BMJ.5 Although we have seen in Chapter 3 that the hard-pressed
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pauper nurse often carried out her duties under trying circumstances, we still
need to ask whether some blame could be attached to the pauper nurse’s
infant-feeding practices when looking for the causes of the high level of
infant mortality in northern workhouses. Essential first steps are to revisit
the nature of infant mortality in the workhouse, the feeding practices of
workhouse nurses, and the practical and medical rationale for them. Only
after this analysis can we determine the extent to which blame for the
appalling levels of infant mortality in workhouses can be allocated to pauper
nurses.

It should be made clear from the outset that many of the ailments which
afflicted infants in northern workhouses went beyond the remit of nine-
teenth century Poor Law Unions, who were obligated to provide ‘succour’ to
the poverty-stricken. Some ailments were, nevertheless, attributable to the
care, or rather the lack of it, within the workhouse. The prevalence of condi-
tions like rickets, for instance, shows that the workhouse diet lacked Vitamin
D. The nurses who gave the infants their diet, attracted criticism from social
commentators throughout the nineteenth century, just as criticisms of wet-
nurses characterised the eighteenth century.6 An eighteenth-century case in
point was the infamous London wet-nurse Mary Poole, who was employed
by the Poor Law to feed pauper infants. The remarkable death-rate of infants
in her care led the philanthropist Jonas Hanway to ask: 7

Would not any man in his senses conclude, after the death of three or
four children in one woman’s hands, that the nurse was very unfortu-
nate; and after five or six, that she was very ignorant or very wicked? But
when in so short a period, the mortality of seven or eight had happened,
would it not create a suspicion that she starved them . . . And would not
the same common-sense and candour lead one to think that on seeing
the eighteenth child brought within this parish nurse’s den that those
who sent them preferred that they should die? And what is preferring
that a child should die but something too shocking to mention or think
of? But it has been said and continues, in many parishes to be so com-
mon a practice, that this violence on humanity . . . is become as familiar
in these renowned cities, as the use of the bowstring in Morocco for those
who offend the Emperor.8

Hanway was clearly outraged by things he had seen and heard on his travels
and this led him to campaign for workhouse feeding reform. Yet, whilst not-
ing that some infants were starved whilst in the care of workhouse nurses,
historian Valerie Fildes argues that it was not only workhouse nurses who
bore responsibility for the high IMR; rather, the parish authorities were also
culpable as they sometimes failed to pay wet-nurses for their services. This
led to the nurses being unable to buy food for themselves, which in turn
reduced the amount of milk they could make to give infants in return.9
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Although, as Rose has argued, the tradition of wet-nursing waned during
the nineteenth century, to be replaced by artificial feeding beyond the first
month of an infant’s life, which limited opportunity for nurses to neglect
infants, the rates of infant death in the workhouse as a result of diarrhoea
and wasting diseases during the latter half of the nineteenth century were
still high.10

One of the main causes for the high rates of infantile diarrhoea was the
practice of feeding cows’ milk to infants. In his survey of 48 northern work-
houses in 1866, Dr Edward Smith found this practice was universal.11 Cows’
milk is totally unsuitable for infants due to its nutritional deficiencies, yet
nineteenth-century doctors approved its use in the workhouse. As nurses
merely followed the directions given to them, they may be absolved from
some of the blame of inducing rickets. Cows’ milk was thought to be suit-
able for infants because the eminent Dr Eustace Smith, MRCP and Physician
to the North-West Free Dispensary for Sick Children, a man who took a keen
interest in infant nutrition and its effects on IMR, said so. He remarked
that infants should drink asses’ milk which bore the closest resemblance
to human milk, but if that was not available, then they should be given
cows’ milk.12 As asses’ milk was more costly than cows’ milk, the workhouse
preferred the latter.13

The use of cows’ milk was a continuation of eighteenth-century infant
feeding practices. Dr. Hugh Smith argued as early as 1772 that when it was
necessary to ‘bring up a child by hand’ he preferred ‘cows’ milk to every
other kind of nourishment, in the early months’.14 Margaret Baines reiter-
ated this advice in her 1862 pamphlet on how to stay infant mortality.15

Clearly then, and despite its nutritional deficiencies, the feeding of cows’
milk to infants was medical orthodoxy by the late nineteenth century.
Laurence Weaver and P.J. Atkins have noted the extent to which unpas-
teurised milk led to debilitating illnesses for infants of the independent poor,
reflected in high rates of tuberculosis, gastroenteritis and diarrhoea, and, as
Table 4.1 indicates, these illnesses were prevalent and deadly in the Leeds
workhouse.16

The risk posed to infants was further compounded by the belief of
Dr Eustace Smith that cows’ milk given to infants ‘must not be boiled,
but that the cold mixture must be warmed by dipping the bottle contain-
ing it, for a few minutes in hot water.’17 Again, these directions reflected
eighteenth-century medical orthodoxy, with Cadogan, for example, stress-
ing that ‘boiled milk harmed infants’.18

As a consequence of the incorrect medical advice, compounded by the
lack of pasteurisation, it is little wonder that Leeds infants like John William
Hudson, Josh Hardwick and George Amos, in addition to many others
recorded within the Leeds Infant Death records during 1879–1883, suffered
from diarrhoea whilst in the workhouse and subsequently died, making their
own tragic contribution to the northern IMR.
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Table 4.1 Causes of infant deaths in the Leeds workhouse, 1879–1883

Cause of death Number of deaths

Epidemic, Endemic and Contagious Disease 18
Sporadic Diseases of the Nervous System 10
Sporadic Diseases of the Respiratory Organs 37
Sporadic Diseases of Uncertain Seat

(Including Infantile Wasting Diseases)
32

Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Circulation 0
Sporadic Diseases of the Digestive Organs 2
Sporadic Diseases of the Urinary Organs 1
Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Generation 3
Sporadic Diseases of the Organs of Locomotion 6
Sporadic Diseases of the Integumentary System 0
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Despite workhouse nurses being skilled in maternal care, their position in
the hierarchy of the workhouse rendered it difficult for them to question
the efficacy of the infant diet, assuming that they identified it as contribut-
ing to the levels of infant mortality in the first place. In this respect then,
workhouse nurses were merely the servants of the institution: they were
simply carrying out the orders of the guardians and medical officers, who
claimed to understand what was in the best nutritional interests of infants,
but which in some instances, could prove fatal.

Doctor Alfred Sheen, who worked for the England and Wales Poor Law
Board as well as being the author of influential paediatric texts, was adamant
that the responsibility for infant diet in the workhouse lay with medical
officers.19 In the case of the Leeds Union during the late nineteenth cen-
tury, this meant that Dr Allen was responsible for the infant diet and not
the workhouse nurses: they were merely doing his bidding.20 This is not, of
course, to state that potentially fatal dietary guidelines were borne of any
malicious intent, but rather that they were considered sound by contempo-
raries as they were based on flawed nineteenth-century medical reasoning.
Ill-founded medical thinking was not restricted to the consumption of
milk; it also influenced wider dietary policy, which had further devastating
consequences for infant mortality in northern workhouses.

This was particularly evident in the incidence of atrophy, or marasmus,
which accounted for 29 per cent of infant deaths in the Leeds workhouse
during the period 1879–1883. These rates and the reasons for them were
a mystery to most nineteenth century medical men, and they were cate-
gorised as ‘diseases of uncertain seat’. The uncertainty of the causes of these
deaths, and the scale of infant mortality which arose from them, was of
great concern to nineteenth-century medicine. The number of infant deaths
attributed to wasting diseases in the Leeds workhouse amounted to 32 out
of 109 recorded over four years.21 So, to what extent was the pauper nurse
responsible for these deaths?

Nineteenth century doctor William Farr linked the incidence of atrophy
to starvation, a view endorsed by historian Simon Fowler, who argues that
the infants fed by pauper nurses suffered from a lack of food.22 Lionel Rose
and Frank Crompton have drawn similar conclusions.23 If this was the case,
then the workhouse nurse could re-enter the frame when blame for the IMR
in northern workhouses is apportioned. To what extent were pauper nurses
responsible for infants suffering from marasmus and atrophy?

An alternative explanation for the atrophy rates, other than starvation,
can be found in the words of Dr Robert Baker: nineteenth-century Poor
Law medical officer and factory inspector. He had trained at Guy’s Hospi-
tal, London, was qualified as a Surgeon Apothecary, and latterly a MRCS
in London and then became the Poor Law medical officer at Leeds during
the 1830s. Baker was a severe critic of the artificial diet given to infants.
In particular, he argued that the infant diet contained an excess of sugar
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which had a profound effect on infants, leading them to ail from the wasting
conditions of atrophy and marasmus. As Baker starkly put it: ‘more children
die of sugar than of anything.’24

It was not only Baker who held this view. He took his lead from the French
physiologist Francois Magendie, who had developed an understanding of
the influences of sugar on the basis of the work on infant feeding by
the German physiologist Justus von Liebig during the nineteenth century.
Magendie found through experimentation on dogs that although sugar
was an essential part of the diet, when consumed in excess, it warranted
effects that led infants to develop ‘a general atrophy [wasting] of the muscu-
lar structure.’25 Despite these concerns about the use of sugar, Dr Edward
Smith, Medical Officer to the Poor Law, advocated that all infants resid-
ing in Poor Law Unions should receive it when the mother was unable
to produce enough breast milk, and once weaning had been completed.26

In order to assess the accuracy of the criticisms made against sugar in a
nineteenth-century infant diet, modern-day medical expertise was sought.
Current paediatricians like Dr Andrew Williams of Northampton General
Hospital, agrees that if sugar were given to infants at half an ounce daily – as
prescribed for example by Alfred Sheen and Dr Allen at Leeds – it would
severely impact on their health, inducing wasting diseases and stunted
development.27 Infants would become pale, pasty, lethargic, quiet, and ren-
dered with a ‘frozen watchfulness’ leading to atrophy, marasmus, and/or
diarrhoea, and ultimately tissue loss.28

The workhouse, under the jurisdiction of doctors, rather than pauper
nurses, subjected infants to a sweetened diet which, as the contemporary
testimony from the BMJ shows, was still thought appropriate some 20 years
after Edward Smith proposed it. Medical orthodoxy, rather than pauper
nurse ignorance, exacerbated levels of infant mortality in workhouses dur-
ing the late nineteenth century.29 These practices were not new: the use of
sugar in sweetening cows’ milk was a continuation of a method used in the
early modern period.30 Sugar in addition to spice and honey, was also con-
sidered to ‘add bulk to milk’ during the latter half of the nineteenth century,
and Margaret Baines argued in her pamphlets and also at a NAPSS meeting
in Bradford during the 1870s that cows’ milk was only safe to use for infants
when ‘other substances’ were added.31

Whilst the BMJ reported that workhouse day nurses took ‘charge of serving
the infant diets in turn for a week at a time’, which in practice meant giving
the infants their food,32 it is clear that as with the feeding of cows’ milk,
the workhouse nurses were not responsible for the make-up and danger-
ous nature of the food they were providing. They were merely carrying out
the dietary orders of the workhouse management –themselves influenced by
medical opinion and orthodoxy.

The flawed medical advice of giving sugar to infants in measurements
higher than half an ounce a day is evident in the northern workhouses.
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Edward Smith’s project of surveying 65 provincial workhouses yields valu-
able information with regard to the diet of northern workhouses, as Smith
recorded the diets of 34 of the unions. This analysis revealed that the practice
of adding sugar to the infant diet was common. Whilst Kirby Moorside
added no sugar to the infant diet, like 21 other northern unions, the
four unions in the West Riding, including the urban areas of Hunslet and
Great Preston in Leeds, did. Another thirteen areas, seven of which were in
Yorkshire, included sugar.33 At Hunslet, in Leeds, infants were fed a ‘pap’
which comprised 4 ounces of bread, 4 ounces of cows’ milk, and 2 ounces
of sugar daily, whereas at the Halifax workhouse, the medical officer, Dr
T. M. Dolan, prescribed ‘three pints of sweetened milk during the day’; and
that after ‘nine months, four ounces of bread should be added to the milk’
to make the ‘pap’.34 This sweetened diet was also found in Hemsworth,
Wakefield, where 4 ounces of bread to which sugar, milk and water were
added was the staple. Rotherham, Scarborough and Knaresborough did not
add sugar, but in the areas of Yorkshire, and in particular in the urban area
of Hunslet, where pauper nurses were said to be culpable for the high rates
of infant mortality, it was included. A similar diet was found in Cardiff,
where Dr Sheen remarked that the infants in workhouse from ‘birth to nine
months’ received:

2 ¼pt milk daily and from nine months to twelve months their ‘pap’ was
made up of 2 ¼pint milk, ½oz loaf sugar and 6oz bread. If weaned from
six to twelve months the ‘pap’ was made up from 4oz bread and 1 pint
milk daily, and 2oz loaf sugar weekly.35

The rationale for this adulteration of the infant diet was the belief that as
cows’ milk contained less sugar than working-class mothers’ breast milk, it
was important to make up this deficiency in towns where pauper inmates
were drawn from the industrial districts.36 Moreover, nurses were also
instructed to add it to mask the taste of limewater which was added to reduce
the acidity of cows’ milk.37

Although seemingly certain as to what the correct diet for infants was,
doctors were extremely ignorant of the problems which this incorrect diet
caused infants, and of the influence this had on the mortality rates in the
workhouse. Even august medical journals like The Lancet could give little
explanation for the prevalence of wasting diseases like atrophy or marasmus,
which had caused the deaths of infants like Fanny Henkinson and Edward
Craig, both born in the Leeds workhouse, and who died at the age of eight
weeks and four months respectively in 1879.38 Even the eminent Dr Eustace
Smith himself, Senior Physician to Shadwell Children’s Hospital in London,
who was responsible for the infant workhouse diet, and who influenced
workhouse medics like Dr Allen of Leeds and Dr Alfred Sheen amongst oth-
ers, was at a loss to explain why so many workhouse infants succumbed
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to wasting diseases.39 Smith’s pamphlet The Wasting Diseases of Infants and
Children written in 1868, for example, questions why so many infants died
of atrophy, marasmus and diarrhoea, yet also contains the prescription to
add sugar to the infants’ feed.40 The review of Smith’s work by the BMJ tells
us much about the state of ignorance that prevailed with regard to the effects
of feeding too much sugar to infants. Although lengthy, the review merits
restatement:

In this small volume, the author groups together the various affections
that entail, as a common result, the production of a condition which
is generally somewhat vaguely spoken of as one of ‘marasmus’, ‘tabes’,
or ‘atrophy’. The condition itself, amongst infants and young children,
more especially in our crowded cities and towns, is one of the greatest
frequency, obtruding itself on the busy practitioner at every turn; and
we feel assured that the careful and judicious way in which Dr. Eustace
Smith has treated his subject will ensure its favourable reception as a most
useful and valuable contribution to our medical literature. The author
assigns as his reason for grouping these affections, that ‘he had not long
begun the study of children’s diseases, before he found that even the
best systematic treatises dealt but imperfectly with the clinical condition
of chronic wasting, and did not consider together, in the way required
for every-day use in practice, the various disorders to which it may be
due’. After some general introductory remarks of a practical character,
Dr. Smith, treats, in successive chapters, of the various forms of Chronic
Wasting, resulting from In-sufficient nourishment. It would be impossible
now for us to follow Dr. Smith in his exposition of these various sub-
jects; and, although we might differ from him in some matters of detail,
we can most honestly recommend the volume as one full of valuable
practical information, not only concerning the diseases of children of
which it treats, but also as to their food and general hygienic manage-
ment. The book is essentially clinical in its character; and, as the author
observes, ‘he has limited himself to matters of direct practical signifi-
cance, and has indulged little in considerations of a purely speculative
kind’, in the pathological department of his subject. The author has evi-
dently spared no pains in order to make his book as useful as possible;
and we have little doubt that it will soon be a work in the possession of
a large majority of busy practitioners, who have not too much time for
reading.41

Although Magendie and Baker saw the deleterious effects of putting sugar
into the infants’ feed of cows’ milk, most medical doctors did not under-
stand the dangers of sugar, unboiled milk, and the dirty bottle. Medical
doctors undertook vigorous analysis of artificial foods to understand why
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so many infants succumbed to the conditions of marasmus and atrophy,
but as a profession, their discipline was flawed and failed to establish a link
between sugar and wasting diseases. For, despite advances in medical pae-
diatric knowledge, the President of the Obstetrics Society of London and
Professor of Midwifery at Birmingham University in 1904 admitted that ‘in
some cases, the want of knowledge of doctors themselves with regard to the
most elementary principles of infant feeding is lamentable . . . Infant dietetics
might be better taught in medical schools [as] it is a subject that is not taught
properly [but] picked up by degrees’.42 Despite good intentions, the medi-
cally prescribed diet did more harm than good to infants in workhouses and
drove up the level of northern infant mortality.

The workhouse was not only detrimental to infants eating artificial food;
new-born infants also suffered from malnutrition. Dr Joseph Rogers, a
London Poor Law medical doctor and workhouse reformer, found that the
mothers of new-born infants were provided with little nutrition as they were
only allowed to have fluid for the first five days whilst both mother and
infant lived in the lying-in ward.43 William Rathbone, a middle-class philan-
thropist, and Florence Nightingale, found similar conditions on their visits
to the Liverpool workhouse, where Nightingale commented that ‘food was
at starvation level’.44 This would have severe implications for the mothers
themselves who were dependent on receiving food from pauper nurses to
enable them to feed their children. The motive for supplying such poor
rations, argued Rogers, was that guardians wished to deter single mothers
from resorting to the workhouse.45

Smith’s survey of northern lying-in wards reveals the lack of food avail-
able to new nursing mothers in the Leeds workhouse. He reports the diet
consisted of the following:46

Within one week after confinement after birth:

Breakfast: 5oz bread,
1 pint tea,
½ oz sugar
½ oz butter.

Lunch: 1 pint milk,
4oz bread,
4oz sago.

Supper: 5oz bread with gruel,
1 ½ pints of tea,
½ oz sugar.

Within one month after confinement and birth and afterwards, in Leeds,
during whole period of suckling:
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Breakfast: 6oz bread,
1 pint tea,
½ oz of sugar.

Dinner: 4oz meat,
8oz potatoes,
or other vegetable,
3oz bread.

Supper: 6oz bread,
1 pint tea,
½ oz sugar.

Smith argued that this diet was inadequate for nursing mothers to provide
sufficient nutrients to enable their infants to thrive, and he argued that other
doctors were of the same mind.47

The quality of the breast milk of mothers taking this diet would have put
infants at risk, but it did contain the ‘antibody-rich colostrums’, as noted
by Alysa Levene: ‘breast was best, because it gives protection against certain
diseases’. Notwithstanding the mothers’ diet, the contemporary perception
of working-class breast milk was that, like cows’ milk it had deficiencies.
Indeed, Eustace Smith argued it was less sufficient, and of a lower class
than the breast milk of a middle-class counterpart because it lacked cer-
tain nutrients.48 Eustace Smith was convinced that working-class women
provided insufficient nutrition to their infants, arguing that:

from the researches of MM Vernois and Becquerel we find that the rich-
est milk is far from being secreted by women of the greatest muscular
development. On the contrary, their investigations tend to show that
a robust figure is inferior in milk-producing power to one slighter and
less apparently vigorous. Under the first head (strong constitution) they
place brunettes, with well-developed muscles, fresh complexions, moder-
ate plumpness, and all the other external signs of constitutional strength.
Under the second head they range fair-complexioned women with light
or red hair, flabby muscles, and sluggish muscular contraction.49

Smith’s analysis is shown in Table 4.2.
The conclusions Smith drew from these ‘researches’ was that ‘It will thus

be seen that in women ranked under the head of strong constitution the
deficiency in the amount of the sugar and the casein is very remarkable,
while in those of apparently weaker constitution these elements very nearly
attain the normal standard.’50 The imperfection of breast milk, Smith argued,
was most seen in women with ‘well developed muscles . . . and all the other
signs of constitutional strength’ attained through waged work and which
was to be counter-balanced by providing ‘lump sugar to nursing mothers’.51
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Table 4.2 Eustace Smith’s analysis of breast milk for three
categories of female constitution

Constitution

Strong Weak Normal

Specific gravity 1032.97 1031.90 1032.67
Water 911.19 887.59 889.08
Solid parts 88.81 112.41 110.92
Sugar 32.55 42.88 43.64
Casein 28.98 39.21 39.24
Butter 25.96 28.78 26.66
Salts 1.32 1.54 1.38

To remedy these deficiencies and tackle the high IMR, therefore, Smith
recommended working-class mothers to increase their intake of sugar whilst
breast feeding. We see the added sugar was given to nursing mothers in
Leeds at breakfast, dinner and supper. In addition, to ensure enough sugar
flowed into the infants’ veins, Smith recommended working-class pauper
women should limit their breast feeding to ‘twice a day’ and the rest of
the feeds should be made up of ‘three to four ounces of cows’ milk sweet-
ened with a teaspoon of sugar every two hours’. When their infants were
a little older, ‘the breast should be given twice a day’ with the rest of the
feeds being ‘pap’, which should be made up of cows’ milk, bread, and the
all-important sugar.52 Smith published his findings in his book The Wast-
ing Diseases of Infants and Children, which influenced other students of
nineteenth-century infant mortality53 and which led to another 27 doc-
tors prescribing the sweet supplement to mothers in workhouses such as
Holbeck, Bramley and Howden in Leeds, Helmsley, Wakefield and Kirby
Moorside, North Yorkshire.54

Smith’s testimony led The Lancet to prescribe this augmented diet for
working-class mothers in lying-in rooms. The prescription ‘for women at
the breast an extra one pint of milk and 1oz of sugar daily in addi-
tion to [their ordinary] diet until the child is one month old’, was the
prime response to the widespread concern about the apparent undernour-
ishment of mothers in the workhouse.55 In the 35 Yorkshire unions, a
strong and wide belief in sugar and its nutritional benefit to working-
class infants and mothers was evident. As Smith himself remarked, Leeds
workhouse doctors were extremely grateful to the Guardians for institut-
ing the recommended dietary enhancements, noting the ‘considerations
which his suggestions have been received, and for the generous readi-
ness with which most of them have been carried into effect’.56 The flawed
logic of providing sugar to working-class mothers and infants was highly
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significant, as it tapped into wider social and political concerns centred on
the northern IMR.

Doctors believed that mothers and infants prospered whilst in the work-
house during the month they were allowed to be together in the lying-in
ward. Margaret Hewitt reiterated this view by arguing that the vigorous
health of working-class infants and mothers was largely due to the fact that
‘mothers who were admitted into the maternity ward of the workhouse had
a full month’s rest after their confinement, during which time they were
able to give their infants their full care’,57 which the BMJ argued made them
‘quite strong’.58 Although mothers had a limited diet, the time they spent
with their infants providing breast feeding on demand, gave positive results.
However, doctors’ conviction that working-class mother’s breast milk was
flawed, and their belief that artificial food had better ingredients, led them to
seek to bring poor working-class mothers into the workhouse in ever-larger
numbers during this period. The medical profession saw this as an oppor-
tunity to produce fit and healthy infants, so addressing the problem of the
high northern IMR. Infant mortality measured the health of the community,
and the Poor Law and medical profession were under pressure to reduce the
IMR whenever and however possible.

The workhouse enabled the medical profession to control the diet of
working-class infants as part of the efffort to reduce infant mortality.59 Public
health measures had improved adult mortality rates, and it was considered
by medical practitioners like Dr. Dolan of Halifax that the workhouse as
an avenue of public health could improve infant health too. Indeed, con-
trol of early diet would enable ‘the children grow up strong and be in after
life of service to the state’.60 The workhouse was the front-line in the battle
against the IMR, taking control of the feeding practices of northern mothers
on outdoor relief. Justification for this policy lay, as with many contempo-
rary theories, in the supposed inadequacies of the poor mothers themselves,
seen as lacking maternal skill and, in the case of those who had robust char-
acteristics due to the waged work they performed, deficient in the quality of
their milk.61

The workhouse, therefore, embarked on a programme of recruiting new
mothers and their infants, aiming to take direct control of their diets. Yet,
doing so caused difficulties, as medical officers had no powers to separate
even the ‘most neglected or ill-used child’ from its parents. And doctors
were unable to prescribe special foods for outdoor mothers, for, as the Webbs
noted ‘it [was] unfortunate during the latter half of the nineteenth century
that . . . no particular instructions [were] issued to Relieving Officers to grant
special food to women . . . about to become mothers’.62 The help which poor
mothers received was therefore limited to a midwife attending the birth.
There was no post-partum support from ‘nurses’, and the outdoor relief for
new-born infants amounted to only a shilling or two, with ‘nothing for the
mother’.63 Thus if doctors were to help these women they had to get them
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into the workhouse, so the workhouse targeted poor women on outdoor
relief during the 1860s and 1870s, and ‘compelled them’ to seek ‘assistance’
within the workhouse.

Mr Earnshaw, relieving officer for Leeds and Wakefield, was sent to police
the individual circumstances of new mothers and infants receiving outdoor
relief. As a result, women like ‘Sarah Rusby and her children’ were subject to
‘an order made out for their admission to the House’, as were Ellen Sykes of
Ackworth and her two illegitimate children.64 These cases were part of a wide
trend to capture and control the maternal experience within the workhouse.
When Louisa Dobson was ‘recently confined of an illegitimate child’ in 1862,
she immediately came to the attention of the Guardians, who resolved to
enquire and report on the situation.65 Similar treatment was evident in the
same year in the case of Martha Smeaton, ‘due to her recently being con-
fined of an illegitimate child’.66 Likewise, for Mary Bulmer and Caroline
Brook, each mothers to two infants, Anne Richardson and her infant, Annie
Walker of Leeds and her child, and Emma Standfield, ‘a poor person belong-
ing to Great Houghton and her children’, relief was likewise conditional on
complying with an ‘order’ to go into the house.67

Indeed, the desire to ‘rescue’ infants from inadequate working-class moth-
ers’ milk was so strong that unions were prepared to pre-empt some
cases. In Leeds, the Guardians were particularly concerned with pauper
Jane Waddington, who was merely considered likely to become pregnant
sometime in the future. The Leeds Guardians sought to prevent any such
pregnancy and Mr Earnshaw, the relieving officer, reported to the Leeds and
Wakefield Guardians that ‘she had just buried a bastard child and it was
feared [she] would soon have another’ without any intervention, and so it
was ‘strongly recommend[ed] that a Workhouse Order should be sent for
her’.68 Consequently, ‘The Clerk produce[d] a letter from Mr Barras on the
14th inst declining to give out-relief to Jane Waddington and requesting that
an order might be sent for her admission into our workhouse and an order
was duly made out accordingly.’69 Jane was a single mother; we would be
justified in a suspicion that the Guardians’ interest in her was to stop her
becoming pregnant again, as the costs for maintaining the child would fall
on the ratepayers. However, it may well be that the Guardians may have
been seeking to head off the conception of what they feared was another
child likely to contribute to the high IMR in Leeds.

These cases support Pat Thane’s theories on the surveillance of single and
widowed women.70 None the less, the actions of Guardians and doctors in
Leeds and Wakefield suggest that these acts of social control were at least in
part a logical result of an attempt to improve the nutrition of the infants of
poor women. At a clinical level, these ‘policies’ took infant nutrition away
from the mother and placed it under the control of the pauper nurses who,
on instructions from the medical officer, gave artificial foods to the infants.
This had the perceived advantage of reducing the possibility of the pauper
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infants inheriting the ‘bad characteristics’ of the mother through ‘tainted’
breast milk.71 This may explain why it was considered appropriate to sepa-
rate an infant from its mother ‘immediately’ when they entered the Wigan
workhouse,72 but retain both mother and child within the workhouse for as
long as possible.

Indeed, as Steven King has argued, women ‘vulnerable to poverty’ tended
to end up in the workhouse along with their children, and once admitted,
children tended to remain there ‘for a long time’.73 In Leeds, for mothers
of illegitimate children, ‘the workhouse had the capacity to become just as
much a prison’.74 As Appendix 2 shows, 40 per cent of the women who
went into the Leeds workhouse were there for 180 days at least, provid-
ing doctors with what they considered was the required time to augment
and ‘improve’ the diet of mothers and their infants. This was a ‘custom in
common’ across the north, with both Liverpool and Manchester operating
similar policies, and it also has resonances with the Chaley Union in the
south, where guardians urged single mothers with young infants to ‘stay’
in the workhouse.75 One consequence of this was that as Figure 4.1 indi-
cates, women of child-bearing age constituted 15 percent of the workhouse
population during the period of heightened concern over the northern IMR,
which perversely resulted in ever more infants being rendered vulnerable to
premature mortality as a direct result of a policy which sought to ameliorate,
rather than exacerbate the problem.

Figure 4.1 clearly supports this view, and illustrates that infants repre-
sented a sizeable proportion of the workhouse population during the second
half of the nineteenth century. Their diet came under the remit of work-
house medical officers and subject to their ‘nutritional theories’. As Robert
Baker had predicted, the consequence of the widespread adoption of an
infant diet laced with sugar was the polar opposite of that envisaged by
workhouse medical officers. Far from reducing the IMR within northern
workhouses, Leeds for example would return infant mortality figures of
257/1000 in 1879–1883, which was significantly higher than the national
average of 150/1000, and which was largely driven through a high incidence
of atrophic wasting diseases.76 These levels and causes of infant mortality
point to the need to question the role of the workhouse diet as a direct cause
of infant mortality.

Doctors did not, of course, set out to cause distress or harm to infants
under their care. They were insistent that infants should not leave the lying-
in ward until they were well enough, and they also forwarded details of
the condition of infant inmates and their surroundings in both the lying-in
ward and nurseries to The Lancet Commission and the BMJ throughout the
latter half of the nineteenth century, both of which journals fought long
campaigns to improve workhouse conditions for infants.77 This policy how-
ever, was firmly opposed by Guardians and Poor Law Boards who sought
to keep the Poor Rates to a minimum. They gave little financial support to
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Figure 4.1 Female and child workhouse population for the years 1851, 1871 and 1891

improving the lot of infants, thereby thwarting the efforts of the medical
profession.

Reducing the frequency of breast feeding meant that infants had to be fed
workhouse pap by the bottle,78 and this was done with a vessel called the
‘bubby pot’, invented by Dr Hugh Smith:79

The pot is somewhat in form like an urn; it contains a little more than a
quarter of a pint, its handle, and neck or spout, are not unlike those of a
coffee pot, except that the neck of this arises from the very bottom of the
pot and is very small; in short, it is on the same principle as those gravy-
pots which separate the gravy from the oily fat. The end of the spout is a
little raised, and forms a roundish knob, somewhat in appearance like a
small heart; this is perforated by three or four small holes; a piece of fine
rag is tied loosely over it, which serves the child to play with instead of the
nipple, and through which by the infants sucking, the milk in constantly
strained. The child is equally satisfied as it would be with the breast; it
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never wets him in the least; he is obliged to labour for every drop he
receives in the manner as when at the breast; and greatly in recommen-
dation of this contrivance, the nurses confess it is more convenient than
a boat, and that it saves a great deal of trouble in the feeding of an infant;
which is the greatest security to parents, that their servants will use it,
when they themselves are not present.80

This was a humane method of feeding as infants were fed with something
which resembled their mothers’ nipple.81 When infants grew older, the
‘bubby pot’ enabled infants to feed themselves – which was vital for the
survival of infants who had been separated from their mothers for what-
ever reason and fed by nurses who had little time to do it. However, the pot
was a dangerous mechanism for feeding because although its rag was meant
to act as a filter, it could at times allow small pieces of bread to flow into
the infants’ mouths, causing the youngsters to choke.82 Thus bread, or ‘solid
food, when given to infants, became “bullets”’,83 endangering the lives of
the young inmates. As a result, the ‘bubby pot’ was replaced by the ‘Maw’s
feeding bottle’ – more commonly known as the tube vessel.84 This method
was better for weaning infants as the thin tube allowed less bread to pass
through. The feed bottle was placed into a dish on a ledge, and the tube was
left to dangle down to the floor, from where infants could grab the tubing
and suck.85 It was also made in a smaller metal version, allowing the infants
to use it in their cots. Dr Eustace Smith remarked during the 1860s that it was
‘the best kind of bottle’ for feeding infants, and the BMJ reported that it was
commonly used in workhouses.86 The tube method, therefore, enabled the
youngsters to wean themselves, and eat some of the solid foods that would
form their diet at a later stage.

For overstretched nurses, this feeding method was extremely useful.The
WVS remarked, ‘it was well that these infants were so capable of looking
after themselves’, when they saw ‘an infant lying in a large bed . . . placidly
sucking a tube feeding bottle’.87 Although useful, the tube bottle was very
difficult to clean, and a dirty bottle led to bacterial infection resulting in
gastroenterital infections such as diarrhoea. Given this scenario, it is little
wonder that rather than ameliorating the IMR within northern workhouses,
the combination of cows’ milk enriched with sugar, forced separation, and
the substitution of breast milk with unsuitable ‘pap’ in dirty tube-feeding
vessels had a detrimental impact on infant mortality rates within the north-
ern workhouses – and all at the instigation of the medical officers. Equally
importantly, although workhouse nurses fed infants, their role was just that –
to feed the food prescribed by doctors, using the vessel provided. They were
not involved in the make-up of the food, nor in the choice of bottle.

Conclusion

Pauper nurses have been much maligned, subjected to criticism for the
feeding practices they used in northern workhouses during the latter half
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of the nineteenth century. The Leeds workhouse infant mortality stemmed
from wide systemic failings: wasting diseases in the workhouse are a new key
to the incidence and cause of infant mortality.

Believing that poor women’s breast milk was of poor quality and nutrition-
ally deficient, doctors set in train a course of dietary reform that imposed
sugar as a compulsory supplement to infants’ and mothers’ diet, despite
the dangers highlighted by Baker. This induced fatal wasting conditions in
infants. Moreover, under pressure to address the high northern IMR, the
‘logic’ of nutritional reform led Guardians and medical officers to bring
young women with children into the workhouse, so that their perceived
nutritional failings could be brought under the control of the Poor Law and
its modern nutritional practice.

The ideologically driven separation of mothers and infants meant that the
result of medical and welfare policy was to expose infants to a harrowing
death as they were fed a damaging mixture, usually from a dirty bottle.This
practice absolves the pauper nurse from blame, as they were working under
the assumption of the benefits of sugar relayed to them firstly by middle
class women and secondly by workhouse doctors.

What this chapter demonstrates is that the scorn directed at pauper nurses
was misplaced, and fails to take account of their position and actions in
a wider hierarchy of responsibility. In providing context to the workhouse
infant diet debate, we have seen the workhouse infant experience and its
relationship to workhouse nurses more clearly. The book now explores the
child care privided by day-carers and baby-minders.



5
Day-care and Baby-Minding

Continuing the theme of previous chapters on how infants fared at the
hands of mother-surrogates, this chapter will visit the conventions of child
care of working-class day-carers and baby-minders to identify the part they
played in the high northern IMR. It will explore how day-carers and baby-
minders looked after the infants they were paid to supervise and protect
on a daily or weekly form. It will firstly address the historiography of the
women employed in this occupation. Then, through individual case studies,
it will investigate the relationship between carers and infants in Lancashire
in particular (day-care was less common in Yorkshire, as mothers there could
often take their infants to work with them). The discussion will then move
on to consider in broad terms the practice of loco-parentis, examining its
nature and characteristics in more detail to identify whether the actions of
day-carers and baby-minders had a detrimental effect on the northern infant
mortality rate.

‘She asked me if I would nurse Lewis who was three weeks of age, I agreed
for the sum of 5s per week’.1

In 1877, Lewis, the infant son of Jane Jones, was cared for by the baby-
minder Isabella Mason, of Darwen, Lancashire, whilst his mother went to
work. For working-class mothers like Jane Jones, the infant- and child-
care services provided by self-employed, private child carers like Mason
were essential. Dr E. J. Syson, a contemporary medically qualified observer,
remarked that two-thirds of married mothers who worked in Lancashire’s
mills put their children out to nurse.2 The demand for this service was enor-
mous: women like Isabella, who would look after the infants of working
women on a daily and weekly basis,3 caring for them until the end of the
working day (usually around 6–7pm4) were ‘besieged with applications’.5

The historian Elizabeth Roberts acknowledges the common practice of
Lancashire married mothers turning to day-carers when needing to support
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their families through factory work through the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.6

More recently, the historian David Bentley has also noted the importance
of this child care and argued that the need for it was substantial in the north
of England, and particularly in the Lancashire regions, during the latter half
of the nineteenth century.7 Isabella, and women like her were, therefore, a
crucial element of the support of families like Jane’s. This relationship also
provided succour to Isabella, who earned money from minding to support
her own family. Isabella was one of the numbers of women who, for reasons
unknown to us, chose not to go out to work but to earn her living through
child-minding. This was the ‘critical’ role Isabella defined for herself whilst
she contributed to ‘the management of the family budget’.8 Mothers paid
between 3s 6d and 5s per week for this service, easing the poverty of child-
minders.9 Should child-minders take in more children, perhaps up to three,
this could provide a ‘comfortable income’.10 The women electing to look
after babies, usually identified as ‘day-nurses’, tended to be elderly. They were
typically under severe pressure; not only was their child care under scrutiny
from the mothers of the infants they cared for, but also from medical men.
This meant that the demands made on the values of the ‘Angel in the house’
were more acute for child carers than for other women. If they were to
make a living out of this employment, securing their status as a reliable day-
carer, they would have to draw on all of their mothering skills irrespective
of the poverty they faced. The position of child carer during the latter half
of the nineteenth century was arguably a lonely and isolated one. They had
no ‘body’, either public or private, to lobby on their behalf. Nineteenth-
century feminists such as Emma Paterson gave their support to working
women who entered the public sphere, giving them licence to move away
from their ‘female status’, for she wanted to bring these ‘outdoor’ working
women into line with men, but this option was not available to child carers
because to lose any of their feminine identity would have been detrimen-
tal to their work, pinned as it was to their maternal skills.11 Margaret Hewitt
questioned the maternal values of nineteenth-century Lancashire day-carers:
she argued that they ‘regarded day nursing as merely a potential source of
income’ and that acts of ‘kindness’ were rare.12 However, Elizabeth Roberts
characterises the women chosen to care for the infants of industrial mothers
in Lancashire during the twentieth century as ‘some reliable person’,13 and
Jane Lewis informs us that nineteenth-century ‘neighbourhood public opin-
ion was intensely hostile to those suspected of cruelty to children’.14 She
records that in certain communities such as the East End of London, should
infants be harmed the mothers’ enmity was publicly displayed, ‘strong-
arm[ing]’ the women concerned. They ‘mobbed and hooted women accused
of starving “farmed out” infants when they appeared in court, and extra
police guards were sometimes required’.15 Whilst this evidence may tend
to allay fears about metropolitan child carers to some extent, we should



146 Infant Mortality and Working-Class Child Care, 1850–1899

investigate the northern experience during the latter half of the nineteenth
century.

Contemporary medical men such as Dr E.J. Syson remarked that
Manchester day-carers were in it for the money; that the infants given to
nurse were mere tiny tots of two weeks of age, and the women who were
asked to look after the babies were of a lower class than the mothers.16 Not
surprisingly, rhetoric such as this resulted in the day nurse often being seen
as resembling the criminal character of the baby farmer. According to the his-
torians David Bentley, Jim Hinks and Lionel Rose, and nineteenth-century
social commentators William Charley, MP for Salford, Ernest Hart, Editor of
the British Medical Journal, the medical man John Ikin, and the Reverend
John Clay, the future for babies like Lewis was not bright. Contemporaries
and historians alike labelled the thousands of Lancashire baby-minders as
having the same criminal character as that of ‘baby farmers’ who disposed
of the infants they were paid to care for. These premature deaths in turn
impacted on the northern IMR.17 The sense of moral panic over baby-
minding fed the belief that neglect was common. Indeed, James Greenwood,
the nineteenth-century journalist, lamented the evils of the practice and
asked:

Was there no remedy for [the modern and murderous institution known
as baby farming]? Would it not be possible, at least, to issue licenses to
baby-keepers as they are at present issued to cow-keepers? It may appear
a brutal way of putting the matter, but it becomes less so when one
considers how much at present the brutes have the best of it.18

The character of these day-carers was summed up in a BMJ article by Dr Reid
and Mr Asquith which asserted that these women were responsible for the
high infant mortality rates which existed in factory districts where young
mothers had to rely on someone willing to care.19

Irrespective of the Commissioners finding little evidence of industrial
mothers in Lancashire placing their infants out for ‘lump sums’, as with
baby-farming, Dr E.J. Syson testified to the select committee that infants
were vulnerable in day-care, and that ‘a great number of them die[d]’20 –
80–90 per cent of those aged under one year.21 Contemporary commentators
believed that infants like Lewis were as vulnerable when placed in day-care as
they were with a baby farmer. Yet, little is known about the actual practices
of Lancashire day-carers and it is now time to visit this topic to see whether
and how they affected the high northern IMR. Before we do so, however, it
is important to note that the child carer was a necessary form of child care
support. As the 1851 census illustrates, 50 per cent of women in the prime of
life, of whom many were mothers, were unsupported by a husband, leading
to a vacuum in familial provision.22 As the New Poor Law failed to address
the economic problems which these women experienced, and as Lancashire
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mothers were unable to take their infants to work with them, many north-
ern working-class women in waged work were obliged to turn to the private
baby-minder.23 For a fortunate few, support from the extended family was
available: Michael Anderson has pointed us to the numbers of grandmothers
in Lancashire who provided much-needed day-care help for their daughters
in the factories.24

For single mothers engaged in waged work, the dilemma was acute.
As Margaret Arnot notes, most mothers of illegitimate children could not
care for their children at the same time as supporting themselves.25 Con-
sequently, these women had to turn to those who provided a ‘minding’
service, as without them, as Lionel Rose has argued, they ran the real risk
of being sent to the workhouse, where independence was lost, separation
ensured, and maternal care was handed over to institutional nurses.26 Single
women were extremely disadvantaged when it came to choosing who would
care for their children whilst they worked because they could not approach
anyone in receipt of ‘welfare’ (an outdoor Poor Law payment). Indeed, if it
was known that such a person was caring for a ‘bastard’ child, their relief
would be discontinued and they faced an accusation of aiding and abet-
ting illegitimacy, or even prosecution for harbouring an illegitimate child.27

Arguably, it was those in receipt of relief who needed the work the most, but
nineteenth-century Poor Law legislation forbade it. Widows were likewise
compelled to seek the services offered by ‘baby-minders’ when in need of
child care support. Pat Thane notes that widowed women were often ‘left to
support children on their own’, which led them to consider someone who
would take on their infants as a ‘welcome ally’.28

Clearly, baby-minders were an established part of the canon of child care
arrangements available to, and utilised by, working-class women during the
late nineteenth century and after.29

Despite the valuable service these arrangements provided to working
women, medical journals persisted in characterising working-class carers as
‘feckless, selfish and uncaring’, holding to the belief that both the women
who were employed as carers and the mothers who used their service were
responsible for the many cases of infant death.30 Indeed, the belief that the
IMR was adversely affected by day-care led to the Infant Life Protection Acts
of 1872 and 1897, which sought to regulate the practice and restrict the
number of infants that day-carers could take on to just one.31

The emergence of new social history and second-wave feminism from the
social and political movements of the 1960s and 1970s led to a critique
of the existing historiography concerning infant mortality. Historians like
Anna Davin challenged many of the negative assumptions which under-
pinned judgement of working-class women’s maternal practices.32 Noting
the extent to which the high rates of infant mortality dominated the dis-
course of nineteenth-century public health officials and medicine, Davin
persuades us that there was an increasing tendency for these commentators
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to lay the blame for the death or ill-health of infants at the working-class
woman’s door in her role as mother or child carer.33

In a similar vein, June Purvis notes that, in general, working-class child-
minders were alleged to be a poor moral influence, and ‘regularly dosed their
infants with opiates’. However, she argues, such comments should not be
taken out of context, as ‘bland food and regular rest were necessary compo-
nents of good child care’.34 Elizabeth Roberts demonstrates that there is ‘no
evidence’ whatsoever that child-minders neglected the children they cared
for; rather, these Lancashire women were ‘generally fond’ of the children
they minded during the day and that ‘they brought [them] up in the same
way as their mothers before them’.35 Indeed, any ‘neglect’ of children meant
that a carer would no longer be considered as reliable and the community
they lived in would ostracise them.36 For women who earned their living
in this way, such rejection meant they lost their ‘wage’. Awareness of any
neglect spread amongst the factory mothers quickly, helping to prevent any
future harm to other children. Of course not all minders were women; Mrs
A11 in Margaret Llewelyn Davies’ survey, which was conducted to identify
the maternal problems posed to working-class mothers, entrusted the care of
her ill child to her husband when she worked in the Yorkshire mills during
the latter half of the nineteenth century.37 This supports Ruth Homrighaus’s
view that child-rearing practices were more complex than we have been led
to believe.

Despite this acknowledgement, much of the historiography concerning
the baby-minder still paints her in an unpleasant and menacing hue. This
lends weight to Margaret Arnot’s claim that although much of the sensa-
tionalised rhetoric centred on ‘one or two cases of neglect’, this led to the
vilification of ‘whole groups of women’.38 It is clear that there were northern
day-care nurses who were guilty of neglect. Bentley cites the case of Sophie
Todd of Manchester, who strangled a three-week-old infant in her care.39

Likewise, Rose documents four cases of northern ‘board-minding’, including
the Mancunian Francis Rogers, who was sentenced to 20 years imprisonment
for her ‘wilful negligence’ of the infants in her charge.40

It is also clear that, for northern women, child care represented only
one support alternative among many. Family support for child care was
not uncommon: when the unmarried Mary Ann Addey gave birth in 1860,
her father informed her that the family would help her with child care.41

Neighbours would also support mothers who lived away from home and
away from their kith and kin with an overnight baby-sitting service.42 This
ad-hoc form of baby-sitting was also needed on washdays, when babies were
taken to a neighbour’s house for a few hours whilst the washtub and mangle
took over the mother’s time.43

For daily or weekly care in the northern districts it was often a network
of women who stepped in when baby-minding was needed. As the single
mother named E.S. reported to Dr Theodore Dyke Acland at the Vaccination
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Commission on 17 April 1892, when she required help to care for her new-
born son after she gave birth to him on 25 September 1891 she found
she could count on the support of many women around her.44 Not only
was help provided in the form of living accommodation but also in medi-
cal care when her child became ill. With no permanent fixed abode but a
baby to care for, E.S. went to live at her boyfriend’s father’s house taking
her baby with her. Two weeks later she left this home and approached a
Mrs B for help who duly obliged to take him in. Three weeks after this, for
reasons unknown, she approached a Mrs A.C. to care for the child whilst
she worked. Although having several children herself (who took up a great
deal of her time), Mrs A.C. agreed, at a price of 3s per week. The baby
remained at Mrs A.C.’s house for around twelve weeks, being visited reg-
ularly by his mother until three weeks after ‘Christmas’. During this time
when the boy became ill with what Mrs A.C. suspected was ‘bronchitis’,
she ‘dressed it with oil, and put flannel shirts on and I used it the same
as I should one of my own’. Mrs A.C. took on further responsibility on
behalf of the baby in her care. Knowing that her brother’s wife was tak-
ing her own infant to be vaccinated, she asked her 14-year-old daughter
to take the baby along too. When complications arose with the vaccinated
arm, Mrs A.C. washed the baby’s arm ‘well’ remarking ‘I washed it two or
three times a day, every day for about a week’. I also put some Fuller’s Earth
on the arm after I had washed it’. I did this for a day or two. I did all this
with the view of relieving the inflammation’.45 When the boy’s father vis-
ited his son at Mrs A.C.’s he found him ill, and in his desire for the infant
to spend as much time with his mother as possible he sought out other
accommodation, as Mrs A.C. did not have room for both the infant and his
mother. New lodgings where infant and mother could come together were
found at Mrs S’s.46 This case shows us that both carer and father were capa-
ble of tenderness to the boy and also that vaccinating infants seemed to
be an important aspect of ‘infant care’. Indeed, taking infants to be vacci-
nated seemed to be the done thing and was also practised in Salford when
in 1892 Mrs B took a neighbour’s child to be ‘vaccinated’ and ‘also on the
eighth day to be inspected’.47 This was also the case for an infant female
baby during the year 1888 who was taken for post-inoculation inspection by
her neighbour.48

Whilst, as we can see, help was available for mothers in need of daily,
weekly and even hourly care, some sought not to pursue these arrangements
but to take a different path altogether. Indeed, the case of Catherine Holme
reminds us of the options that were open to women with children when
faced with the dilemma of balancing motherhood and waged work. As The
Leeds Mercury of September 1860 reported under the headline ‘Selling chil-
dren near Rochdale’, Holmes clearly decided that the most practicable way
out of her predicament was to sell her child at the Whitworth Wakes; even
‘bartering in order to secure the highest price’:49
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On Thursday she offered for sale what she said was her own child – a fine
looking boy – at the public house called the Chapel Inn. She asked £1.00
for him. One of the company, a stone mason, said he only had 14s and
10½d which she accepted. The child appears to be about 11 months old.
The woman left the place soon after she had effected the sale and had not
been heard of since.50

When the empirical source base is widened it is even possible to use Assize
cases to discern positive narratives of day-care in Lancashire.51 The Assize
holds records of mothers who committed infanticide, yet in reading these
indictments they reveal that the women who provided the day-care and
baby-minding service for these mothers prior to their infants’ deaths were
capable and responsible women, and that the infants in their care met their
deaths only when they were returned to their mothers.52

As pointed out previously, when using Assize sources to investigate the
character of day-care we have to be aware that they may present a skewed
picture. The day-carers giving testimony would wish to present a positive
image of the time and attention they gave to infants they were paid to take
care of. They needed to present their case in the best possible light and pre-
serve their maternal character, for any blemish would severely impact on
their ability to earn their living this way. As we will see, any ambiguity
regarding the circumstances of care they gave is resolved by the words of
others, and we see the actual practice of their care coming alive.

This atypical evidence testifies to the ideas presented in Elizabeth Roberts’s
work, A Woman’s Place, where she found effective and responsible baby-
minding was revealed, in the twentieth century and where we see Rosanne
Walker adhering to this child-minding ideal in the nineteenth century.
Rosanne lived in Bolton in 1876 and was paid to take daily charge of the
child of Ann Berry whilst Ann went to work at the cotton mill of Messrs.
Cross and Winkworth. Both Rosanne and Ann seemed happy with their
arrangement, and, according to neighbours, Rosanne and the infant ‘were
often seen walking out together’.53 The case of Elizabeth Ingham, also pro-
vides testimony to support the notion that child-minding was a positive
support to mothers, built on reputation and trust. Elizabeth was employed
to care for the child of her Lancashire neighbour Mary Ann Charnley, a fac-
tory worker, in 1884. Charnley remarked to the Assize that she employed
Elizabeth for ‘over a year.’54

Elizabeth is an excellent example of a working-class woman who worked
as a baby-minder and gave careful and considered care to the infants she
looked after in her own home on a daily basis. It is likely that Elizabeth
was chosen as she lived in the Billington area, which was local to Mary.
Moreover, Elizabeth could be considered ‘respectable’ as she was married to
James and by 1884 was well known to the waged female factory mothers who
needed help with their children. The money Elizabeth earned from caring
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for infants went towards supporting her own family, which comprised four
children: two sons aged nine and four, William and John, and two daughters
aged two and 11 months, Emma and Isabella.55 Elizabeth’s character was
probably regarded favourably in factory floor gossip when mothers discussed
their child-care arrangements.

Indeed, the further example of Elizabeth Seddon and a Mrs Hughes indi-
cates that northern carers provided a welcome haven for infants in the
Lancashire of 1877 whilst their mothers worked. Mary Jones was the infant
daughter of single mother Emily Jones, and she was well provided for by
baby-minders Elizabeth Seddon and Mrs Hughes. A doctor stated in his depo-
sition to the Lancashire Assizes that prior to Mary’s strangulation at the
hands of her mother, she had been ‘well nourished’ by Hughes.56 The actions
of the baby-minder Isabella Mason similarly challenge many of the assump-
tions that have accumulated around this mode of infant care. When Jane
Jones, a single mother of two children, found herself desperately in need of
a nurse for her three-week-old son Lewis in 1889 – because she was about to
be married and her husband would not accept the responsibility of Lewis –
she sought the assistance of Mason. The terms for his care were agreed at the
cost of 5s per week, and, due to Jane’s distant employment in Blackpool, she
agreed to send Isabella her fee via the post.57

We have no direct evidence from Mason of the quality of care that was
given to Lewis, but it is possible to deduce from the evidence and testimonies
in the Assize Court records that he seems to have received good and compas-
sionate care from her. Indeed, he appeared to flourish whilst under the care
of Isabella, which Jane herself concurred with when she remarked that Lewis
was given good care within a good home.58 Moreover, he was also provided
with plenty of clothes, which, as it was noted at the Assizes, were of excel-
lent quality.59 That he was provided with clothes at all from a baby-minder
is worthy of remark; the northern women who cared for infants described
in this chapter seem far removed from the felonious depictions of some his-
torians and contemporaries.60 Furthermore, when Lewis’s mother ‘began to
fall off in her payments,’61 Isabella took Lewis to Blackpool to his mother,
only to be told that Jane ‘dare not take him’, because her husband refused
to allow him in the house.

Rather than ‘do away’ with him, Mason remained compassionate and con-
tinued to care for him for a number of weeks whilst reminding Jane of her
responsibilities. Although Jane owed Isabella a significant sum of money,
Lewis did not perish whilst under the care of his nurse, but rather she
remained an ‘abiding’ maternal ‘presence’ during his short life, and he only
met his downfall when he was finally returned to his mother.62

What these cases indicate above all is that for some northern working
mothers who needed child care, baby-minders were undoubtedly a ‘welcome
ally’, enabling these women to maintain some economic independence.63

The importance of this ‘beneficial’ day-care was acknowledged in testi-
monies given by Commissioners who reported to the Select Committee
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on their findings on day-carers. For example, Dr E.J. Syson, although
suspicious of day-carers, had to concede that they were known to the moth-
ers who employed them as they were usually a neighbour. Moreover, as
Dr Whitehead found during the 1870s in the northern districts, between
the day-carers and mothers ‘there is a feeling of kindness existing between
neighbours . . . and it is partially done out of kindness and partially for a little
addition to the general income of the family’.64

The relationship between mother and day-carer was strong; the day-carer
often opened her home to the mother to come and feed the infant during
the day so the child could take breast milk.65 If not, the mother would pro-
vide the day-carers with a pint of milk for each child. The mother would be
in constant contact with her day-carer as she would call on her way home
from work each day to pick up her child.66 Moreover, it was inferred by
the Select Committee that the day-carers employed by the factory opera-
tives were reliable and responsible and that the infants’ Lancashire operative
parents were a ‘well to-do, well dressed cleanly people’,67 who would not
place their infants with someone who did not come up to the mark. Famil-
iarity with day-carers, and cleanliness, were extremely important to the
Lancashire operatives. Indeed, despite Dr Whitehead running a charitable
crèche whose charges were much less than the day-carers, the Lancashire
operatives shunned his establishment, preferring to pay their neighbour.
Dr Whitehead was astonished that they did so and was moved to declare
to the Select Committee that his establishment was a moral and upstand-
ing one.68 However, when questioned by the Select Committee, who were
most interested to find out why the Lancashire operatives chose a neigh-
bour over Dr Whitehead’s cheaper option, it was conceded that the crèche
was ‘three miles out of their way’ and that the infants in his institution
were ‘riddled with vermin’.69 Whilst acknowledging the spirit of philan-
thropy in which his nursery was established, the Select Committee put it
to Dr Whitehead that perhaps the reason why factory operatives chose their
neighbour over his institution was because they lived nearer, ‘they had a
dislike of vermin’, knew better than him, and wanted to choose their own
day-care and place their infants with people they knew and could rely on.70

Crucially, it has to be considered that Dr Whitehead’s nursery probably took
in the infants that the day-carers rejected. Day-carers probably knew that to
take in lice-ridden infants would jeopardise their reputation amongst factory
mothers.

This Select Committee of 1871 revealed that William Farr had a clear
understanding that the day-care service provided by neighbours of mill
mothers in Lancashire was:

a beneficial operation of infant nurseries in the districts where children
of working women are taken in for a small charge. Particularly relative
to the satisfactory working of some infant day nurseries in Manchester
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and Salford – there is increasing confidence being shown by the people in
these institutions. Children being well cared for at a moderate charge.’71

Indeed, without these responsible day-carers mothers were reduced to
unmanageable circumstances, as the case of Ann Riley indicates. Ann was a
single mother living in Bury in 1878, with a nine-month-old infant, and she
was in economic difficulty. She approached her friend Mary Blackburn for
help. Mary agreed to help Ann but needed the money there and then, unlike
the baby-minders who could wait until the end of the week. On the second
day Ann was unable to pay and was thrown out by Mary, who kept her bed
and bed stock as payment for the previous night’s lodging. In desperation
Ann applied to the workhouse on three occasions for entry but the relieving
officer rejected all of her requests – why is not known. In consequence Ann
proceeded to commit infanticide.72

Beyond this modest though important reappraisal, it is possible to further
contextualise and widen our understanding of the practice of baby-minding
by closer examination of the court depositions themselves, bringing the Poor
Law and baby-minders together in the fight against high infant mortality.
For instance, the case of Isabella Mason contains details in her deposi-
tion statement which help us to place day-carers and baby-minders in a
wider context. Although a private baby-minder, her testimony suggested she
turned to the Poor Law for economic support when mothers reneged on
their payments to her. When Jane Jones failed to forward payments for the
care of Lewis, Mason informed her that she would in future have to send the
money for his care ‘to the workhouse’.73

The implication of her remarks is that as a baby-minder she had at least an
informal understanding or arrangement with the local Poor Law Union. The
non-payment of the arranged fee by Jane Jones seemingly compelled her to
involve the Poor Law, which, we may surmise, would underwrite the costs
incurred while she continued to care for Lewis, whom she considered to be a
vulnerable infant, as an outdoor nurse.74 Mason’s action (and the actions of
others like her, which will be discussed below) gives us reason to suspect that
within the eyes of the Poor Law at least, baby-minders were not considered
to represent a threat to infant well-being, but rather the reverse. Plainly, the
idea that baby-minders were collectively viewed with suspicion during this
period must be questioned.

Of course, the extent to which the Poor Law had any working relation-
ship with baby-minders is difficult to ascertain. Alysa Levene for example
argues that under the regime of the old Poor Law, ‘outdoor nurses’ were
employed by the parish in order to address the problem posed by neglected
and deserted infants; although she notes that ‘the wages were often low, and
it was generally practiced in restricted areas’.75

Although the numbers of these nurses may have been small through-
out, advantages could be gained through their use to nurse infants in the
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home, and they were deployed by the Poor Law as ‘state sponsored’ baby-
carers, accepting money for the care of infants and children who were not
their own.76 After the advent of the new Poor Law, inspired by Malthusian
and utilitarian doctrines that argued against costly parochial responsibili-
ties towards paupers, this nursing policy was supposedly frowned upon.77

The new policy towards mothers needing surrogate child care was to oblige
them to go into the workhouse with their children. The separation of the
mother and infant would then ensue and the parish would provide care for
infants through ‘outdoor nurses’. Due to the high regard with which these
nurses were held for their help to new mothers and vulnerable infants, as
Dr Edward Smith testified, the practice continued, although on a reduced
scale, well into the nineteenth century.78 The change in policy is reflected
in nineteenth-century overseer account books, which indicate that pen-
sions – which often represented payment for nursing, either in the form of
baby-minding or day-caring, undertaken on behalf of the Parish – declined
markedly in areas like Bolton, Bradford, Leeds and Wakefield following the
reforms of 1834.79

The diminished scale of outdoor nursing may be clear, but a close exam-
ination of the Poor Law records illustrates that the practice continued. The
Wakefield Union minute books, for example, state that Clara Rogerson was
in a working relationship with the Poor Law, receiving £23 from them
whilst caring for a child which was clearly not her own.80 Furthermore,
the Wakefield Union minutes also record that ‘Ann Brear, a person having
the care of Sarah Ann Sampson’s illegitimate child, states that on Monday
next there will be an arrear of 16/- due to her from Sarah Ann Sampson in
respect of the maintenance of such child.’81 Rather than remaining aloof
from ‘private’ maternal arrangements like these, Poor Law documentation
illustrates that officials actively intervened in these cases, as the Wakefield
minute books relates that ‘the Clerk was to write to Ann’ on this matter.82

Dr Edward Smith comments on this child care practice in Helmsley, North
Yorkshire, where infants were ‘put out to nurse’, although neither names nor
numbers of the women who did this are noted.83 Fanny Moses, who lived in
Leeds in 1871, tells us that she was looking after Thomas Dyson, an illegit-
imate nursed child, but we do not know whether she was employed by the
Poor Law to do so.84

We can be certain that the nurses in Helmsley were state-sponsored baby-
minders.85 These arrangements suggest that the Wakefield and Leeds Unions
were dealing with outdoor nurses such as Clara and Ann in the same way
that the Manchester Guardians appear to have dealt with Isabella Mason,
who was quite clearly a baby-minder. Indeed, it is no wonder that Mason
remarked on her relationship with the Poor Law for she was able to show
the clear mark of respectability required by both Poor Law indoor and out-
door nurses. She was married to Henry who worked at the iron foundry and
had four children herself.86 It is likely, therefore, that Elizabeth Seddon was
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paid by the Poor Law when caring for Emily Jones: she enjoyed respectable
married status, evidenced by having two children, being head of the house-
hold and an experienced carer of children. Elizabeth’s reputation was intact
after the death of Emily for, as recorded in the 1881 census, she continued to
look after other children after Emily died, and was confident enough in her
standing as a baby-minder to record that Mary Drury, was her ‘nurse child’
and lived with her.87

The working relationship of these nineteenth century outdoor nurses
with the Poor Law appears to compare favourably with their eighteenth-
century counterparts. Providing child care to mothers who needed it gave
women like Ingham and Seddon a wage, although we do not know its exact
level, and we see the Poor Law increasing its care of infants out of the
workhouse, rather than reducing it, continuing with the age-old practice
of using ‘outdoor nurses’ within its confines. Discussion of these quasi-
professional relationships that tied these women to the Poor Law is new in
the historiography of child care, and this study indicates that the women
who performed child care, in all its guises, were accepted and respected
within northern Unions. Given this, doubt must be cast on the attribu-
tion of the high IMR in the nineteenth-century north to these women
and their child care practices. With the help of wages from the Poor Law,
Mason was able to buy food, in addition to ‘a hat, a frock, a petticoat,
a shirt, a pair of socks and a pair of slippers’ for Lewis.88 This raises the
important question as to how she was able to afford these items with-
out alternative sources of income. It certainly seems that she and other
carers were in receipt of money from the Poor Law for the services they
performed, though her baby-minding occupation is merely implicit in the
1881 census. We can merely surmise as to the reason why she declined
to register her job. If contractual relationships did indeed exist, then this
raises the question as to what the rationale was behind this co-operation.
One possibility may have been that contrary to the neglectful stereotype,
these women were engaged in a form of ‘policing’ of maternal practices,
which would imply that, as the Poor Law bankrolled them, they were con-
sidered to be part of the solution to the high IMR, rather than part of
the problem. The neglect of children by some mothers in the north does
not rule out this possibility. In Yorkshire for example, newspapers like The
Leeds Mercury, The Leeds Times and The Yorkshire Post, and 1860s social com-
mentators like Dr William Farr and John Ikin, relentlessly documented the
negligent actions of mothers and posited a link between this behaviour and
the IMR.89

Some northern mothers lacked time to pay sufficient attention to their
infants, and their actions were reported on in the local press. The Leeds
Mercury, for example, cited the case of Jane Todd, a neglectful mother who
was serving a three-month prison sentence in Wakefield prison for deserting
her infant. Her behaviour was far from uncommon: Rebecca Brown, Mary
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Ann Murphy and Elizabeth Laycock were similarly detained in prison for
desertion, whilst their infants were placed in the workhouse.90 Indeed, the
Bradford Poor Law Guardians noted that a total of 27 women had deserted
their infants and children in the second half of 1857 alone.91 The Bradford
Union Administration and Discharge Book also records the names of the
infants George Brown, Thomas Bradley, and Ellen Dossey, all deserted, and
whose subsequent care would have been in the workhouse.92

Whilst not all neglected infants came under the jurisdiction of the New
Poor Law, with the West Riding orphanage at Headingley Hill, Leeds, being
an exception, the Poor Law remained responsible for the care of infants
who were either born in the workhouse, were abandoned, or ‘found’.93 For
example, when Elizabeth Laycock left her child alone in a house in Stirling
Street, Bradford, Mr Wilson, the local relieving officer, stated that the infant
had ‘since been maintained in the workhouse at the charge of the town-
ship of Horton.’94 As Crompton has argued, the New Poor Law was ‘most
assiduous in the care of these groups’.95 Whether this was because Poor Law
Unions were sensitive to the mortality rates that were published weekly in
the northern press – which had the potential to reflect badly on their relief
policy – is, of course, speculative. And whether this prompted northern
Unions to attempt to check the IMR through the employment of baby-
minders is equally speculative, but, as the case of the baby-minder Mary
Hickman illustrates, this may have been a distinct possibility.96

Instructed by the Poor Law to oversee the delivery of the child of the
unmarried Sarah Boadle, Hickman remarked that the Poor Law obliged her
‘to nurse the infant of an unmarried mother’ both during the confinement
and afterwards.97 These arrangements were not unusual, the Poor Law even
underwriting boarding costs for outdoor nurses whilst they attended new
mothers and their infants.98 Whether the Poor Law authorities were con-
cerned that Sarah would not care for her child, Maurice, as she had been
accused of starving him, and sent Mary to care for him instead, is not known.
What is known, however, is that when Mary left Sarah’s house after giving
Maurice, three weeks of what the court called ‘due care and compassion’,
Sarah failed to feed Maurice, and three weeks later he was dead. Mary tes-
tified at the trial that Sarah neglected him. She said that ‘Sarah would not
feed the child’ and that she ‘did not seem to nurse him either’ – and ‘often
found him valiantly sucking on an empty bottle’ when she was instructed to
revisit by the Poor Law.99 Mary said the reason for this was that Sarah wished
Maurice ‘dead as he stood in the way of a marriage proposal’,100 and that her
boyfriend wanted her to kill her child: ‘He wants me to smother it, and then
he will marry me’, she said.101

The Poor Law’s confidence in Mary Hickman and her services is evident.
What is equally clear is that they deputised her to ensure the well-being of
a child they had identified as being ‘at risk’.102 This suggests that the Poor
Law Union considered Hickman to be a responsible and respectable carer,
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the court even noting her ‘her high moral standing’ when giving evidence
against Sarah.103 Mary Hickman was put to work to guard Sarah’s infant,
and her actions chime with women in London who were ‘intensely hos-
tile to those suspected of cruelty to children’. Indeed, the Poor Law were
copying the model used by the NSPCC who used neighbours’ testimony in
prosecutions for cruelty.104

Due to the paucity of the archival record, it is difficult to quantify the
extent of employment of baby-minders by the Poor Law in the north to
negate the negligent tendencies of mothers. What is clear, however, is that
the employment of third-parties like Mary Hickman and Isabella Mason to
ensure the well-being of infants has a degree of historical precedent. Given
the concern about infant mortality during the latter half of the nineteenth
century, therefore, it is plausible that the baby-minder was a contemporary
guise for a maternal strategy, entrenched for a considerable period, which
sought to monitor and regulate maternal practice.105

It is clear that the employment of third parties to care for infants was not
taken lightly by some Unions. For example, the Bradford Board of Guardians
rigorously scrutinised the character of prospective infant carers, taking three
weeks to decide whether George Stansfield’s grandmother was respectable
enough to nurse him at home.106 Judith Wilcock’s Uncle was subjected to
the same vetting procedure by the Guardians before she was sent to live with
him in Little Horton, Bradford.107 These decisions appear to mirror the con-
clusions drawn by Steven King in respect of Bolton, where local dignitaries
commented that Guardians seemed inclined to ‘put out workhouse children
into homes that were respectable’.108 Hence, it was important for mothers
like Isabella Mason, Elizabeth Ingham and Elizabeth Seddon to show they
were married and had experience of child care, as evidenced by them hav-
ing their own children. The implication behind the actions of the Poor Law
Unions like Bolton is that they considered these ‘surrogates’ as worthy of
patronage. This point may resolve in part the question posed by Steven King
as to why ‘Poor Law administrators might have been prone to favour a small
stratum of their local poor above all the rest’.109

If this ‘small stratum’ comprised, at least in part, baby- minders, then this
raises the issue of remuneration for services rendered. As we have seen, it was
not unknown for Unions to provide financial assistance to these women,
which in turn implies that a value was placed on their services. The case
of Isabella Mason and others may suggest that part of this value was con-
sidered to rest in her active intervention on the maternal practices of the
suspect poor, which in turn would positively feed into the IMR within the
locality. Moreover, as most relief recipients were women whose opportunities
to find and perform waged work were diminishing, placing infants into the
hands of these trusted surrogate mothers served to deter neglect and infanti-
cide, whilst also providing work to women who otherwise would have been
idle.110
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Clearly, the nature of these working relationships between baby-minders
and the Poor Law has slipped under the radar of much existing histori-
ography. This may be due to the complexity of developing a method of
analysing these women, and also to the acceptance of the assumption held
by Crompton and others that relief for infants and children was invariably
provided within the workhouse. Once admitted to these institutions, chil-
dren were extremely unlikely to get out.111 This reading of Union policy is,
however, overly reliant on the Admission and Discharge registers, which, as
the example of Bradford clearly indicates, were neither accurate nor reliable.
In particular, they distort the permeability of the workhouse. In the case of
infants who lived in the workhouse, such as George Stansfield and Judith
Wilcox, these registers do not record if, or when, they left the workhouse,
although that there is good evidence that they did leave. This raises impor-
tant questions in respect of the actual care arrangements for infants and
children who were ostensibly confined within the workhouse. For if admis-
sion and discharge ledgers are no guide to residency, to what extent do they
conceal the employment of surrogates within Unions?

This is a complex question that can only be addressed if Poor Law records
are viewed in conjunction with other sources, such as those of the Assizes.
This approach can shed important new light on the infant mortality. How-
ever, little record linkage of these sources has been undertaken. Although
Pat Thane has argued that Poor Law material in particular has limited value
in exploring women’s issues during the nineteenth century, due to its focus
on the problem of male poverty, it is clear that this opinion needs to be
revised.112 When used judiciously, and when woven with other sources
such as the Assize court records, Poor Law material offers new insights
and enables a more complex reading of the attitudes and actions of local
relief administrations. In attempts to check the high IMR, the Poor Law was
adept in exploiting the maternal alternatives offered by carers of infants and
children.113

Conclusion

In addressing a regional dimension of the child care debate, it has been possi-
ble to argue that some of the customs and practices of northern carers reveal
interesting and complex dynamics – a contrast to David Bentley and Lionel
Rose’s wholly critical account of the actions of women who conducted these
services. Far from displaying criminal intent, they paid attention to the chil-
dren placed in their care and bought them clothes. Their policing efforts
indicate a professionalism in child care hitherto unnoticed by historians.

Moreover, through an innovative methodology of record linkage it is pos-
sible to place this professionalism firmly within the context of the Poor
Law itself. This may well have represented a continuation of practices that
were commonplace during the eighteenth century, but it is significant that
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provision of outdoor nurses was evident beyond the application of the New
Poor Law in 1834. The sources suggest that professional carers were actively
co-opted by the northern Unions named in this chapter in order to arrest
excesses of maternal neglect and abandonment, and the impact of these on
the IMR. Given this, it is clear that the responsible and respected carers of
children noted in this chapter were not characteristic of the stereotype ped-
dled in the contemporary media, and repeated within historical accounts.
Far from being responsible for the high northern IMR, the child carers
described in this chapter represented a positive and pragmatic response
to the problems posed by maternal neglect. The criminal, cruel stereotype
advanced by historians such as David Bentley and Lionel Rose is ill-fitted to
these cases, a misleading rendition of the northern experience.



Conclusion

In the early years of the twentieth century, Margaret MacMillan expressed
her concern over the high levels of infant mortality:

It is still enormous – 120,000 die every year in this country. The great
majority of these little victims, belong, of course to the poorer class. It is
not hard to live, even if one is a weakly baby, when all the resources of
wealth, and love, and modern science are at command. But if a weakly
baby is born to a working-class mother, he cannot in many instances
command even her services, and the chances of life and health are very
doubtful indeed.1

Her call for working-class infants to access and reap the benefits from sci-
entific medicine was misguided given the failures of this discipline during
the nineteenth century to reduce death rates. The hope invested in scientific
medicine and public health initiatives was not restricted to contemporary
analysis, for, as we have seen, historians today reiterate the belief that sci-
ence and medicine might have improved the northern IMR during the
latter half of the nineteenth century were it not for the failings of northern
working-class mothers.

Clearly, working-class mothers were not collectively an embodiment of
the contemporary conception of the ‘Angel in the House’, yet this book
has shown that working-class infants could ‘command the services of their
mothers’ and the factory did not require their work, especially in Leeds, to
drive a wedge between them and their mothers. These women exercised their
‘right’ to take their infants to work with them and carried out their maternal
duty throughout industrialisation and played a significant role in ensur-
ing that their working conditions and practices minimised the impact that
waged work had on their infants. They were responsible and hardworking
and did not lose sight of their maternal obligations but adopted new meth-
ods of child care to ensure their infants were not victims of their waged work,
using their value as workers as leverage. Should their needs be neglected, it
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was well known that these valuable workers would ‘go elsewhere’, leaving
mill owners to employ men, who worked more slowly and were less likely
to undertake the domestic duties necessary to keep the factory clean. The
mothers adapted the factory, turning it into a domestic environment where
they could combine waged work with breast feeding and child care, thus
bringing down the high northern IMR. What did lead to factory mothers’
infants incurring diarrhoeal infections was the cleaning-out of the factory
privy. In refusing to purchase water closets, factory owners left their female
workers with no option but to undertake this insanitary task and in doing
so rendering themselves and their infants susceptible to bacterial infection
and disease.

Maternal elements however were but one constituent of the care provided
to infants during the period. The workhouse nurse stood in loco parentis,
and provided nursing care on a daily basis to the numerous infants both
born into and brought into northern workhouses. Whilst they did on occa-
sion act with violence and negligence, as the case of Catherine Levers at the
Tadcaster workhouse illustrates, the important threats to infants were the
unclean and inadequate workhouse facilities. Louisa Twining and the WVS
she inspired recognised this. Despite the shortcomings of workhouse nurses
their actions did little to raise the rate of infant mortality within the work-
house: their service was considered to be ‘excellent’ – a significant verdict
given the onerous work and real time constraints they laboured under.

Equally benign was the role that the nurses played in the infants’ diet
in workhouses. Nutritional orthodoxy and the forced maternal separa-
tion which arose due to the prevailing philosophy of the period meant
that working-class mothers’ breast feeding capabilities were questioned and
mothers’ milk was replaced by dangerous artificially sweetened ‘pap’. The
rationale for this arose from the majority medical opinion that working-
class mothers and their breast milk were ill equipped to feed their infants.
Robert Baker was a lone voice arguing against the incorrect medical nutri-
tional policy which supported the feeding of artificial foods, and the onward
march of the high IMR was attributed to the failings of working-class women
as the debilitating and deadly infantile diarrhoea and associated wasting
conditions continued to take their toll.

Under instruction by doctors, workhouse nurses had no choice in admin-
istering this dangerous food, in unsterile feeding bottles which contributed
to the demise of many infants, a fact easily derivable from an analysis
of infant mortality in the Leeds Union workhouse. Indeed, such was the
number of infants who came into the workhouse during the latter half of
the nineteenth century, these feeding practices significantly increased the
northern IMR.

The motive in employing day-carers in the Lancashire regions was to
ensure factory mothers could earn a full-time wage. These day-carers took
their roles seriously and worked with mothers to ensure that the infants in



162 Infant Mortality and Working-Class Child Care, 1850–1899

their care flourished. Carers were not aloof in dealings with either infant or
mother, but opened their doors to ensure maternal contact with the mothers
was maintained.

When day-care is placed in a broader context, as the rare sources from
the Assize Court testify, important nuances appear which challenge the pre-
vailing historical orthodoxies of child care in all its guises. The practice of
day-care and baby-minding was a responsive and rational response to the
needs of mothers for help in caring for their children and when dealing
with the difficulties of remarriage. Indeed, the testimony from the day-carers
themselves, and from doctors, reveal that these surrogates were not akin to
the murderous baby-farmer stereotype propagated in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Moreover, the Poor Law acknowledged the usefulness of these women’s
skills and developed working relationships with them, which indicates that
even to contemporary eyes, the day-carer was considered to be a useful ally
in providing maternal care for infants at risk or separated from their moth-
ers. Day-carers, in the northern cases in this book at least, operated with the
sanction of the Poor Law, and were a factor acting to reduce the high infant
mortality rate.

In the main, working mothers in the north had their infants with them
whilst at work in the fields, in the metal and salt industries, in brickyards
and in the factories. They even had them sat on buffets in the corner of
the room the mothers were working in if they went out washing. It is clear
that surrogates were on hand to act as an effective safety net when working
women had to leave their infants.

In using a wide source base, eschewing the Registrar General’s material
which has hitherto provided the core material base, this book challenges the
deep-seated suspicions, held and expressed by nineteenth-century contem-
poraries and historians alike, regarding incompetent and neglectful modes
of maternal and institutional care as the prime cause of the high northern
IMR. It has shown that working-class mothers did care for their infants and
went to extraordinary lengths to do so. This has only been made possible
through the means of a thorough re-examination of the issues based on a
wide evidential base which has been overlooked by many other historical
accounts of IMR.

Whilst mothers cannot be entirely absolved from responsibility, it is nev-
ertheless beyond doubt that women collectively, and the modes of care they
employed, were not the weak link in the chain of culpability constructed
by social commentators. Rather, it was a flawed medical and political
class which drove up the northern IMR rates as they attempted, without
success, to reduce the depressingly high levels of infant mortality experi-
enced throughout northern industrial England during the latter half of the
nineteenth century.

This book makes clear that should blame be apportioned for the high lev-
els of infant mortality in the north during the period, then it is towards
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the well-meaning but misguided medical establishment and penny-pinching
factory owners who refused to provide their workers with clean sanitation
that we should now look. Informed by a biologically deterministic mentalité,
the policies imposed by the medical men ensured that infants were separated
from their mothers and condemned to be fed sweetened pap. As Edward
Smith’s diet sheets illustrate, this proved to be the fate of an innumerable
number of infants consigned to the workhouse. In this light, it is clear
that the high IMR of the nineteenth-century north was not a consequence
of the uncultured maternal social world of working-class women, but was
attributable to the hubris of the medical profession, whose ‘wise words’ and
claims of paediatric knowledge were almost universally accepted.

Working class mothers were able to effectively combine waged work
with child care, providing infants with breast milk by using their wit and
innovation and, in doing so, hold down the northern IMR. For working
mothers themselves, combining waged work with child care were two sides
of the same coin. They understood the importance of the maternal bond
to infant life, and they found ways to maintain the link whilst they con-
tributed towards the family economy. The importance of infants being with
their mothers was also understood by the manufacturers who accommo-
dated them. This philosophy was also applied by surrogates, who adhered
to this model in opening their doors at lunch-time to defeat the separa-
tion of mother and child, and called women from work when their infants
needed breast milk. Working-class mothers, with the help of manufacturers
and surrogates, lost little sight of the infants they were supposed to have
neglected and harmed. Rather, they applied robust, pragmatic judgement,
hence putting a brake on infant mortality.

In this respect, when working class women worked in the public sphere,
took their infants with them to ensure their safety, and earned money
to contribute to their family’s economy then they displayed an indepen-
dence and public responsibility hitherto unknown to us. Work and child
care were entwined, and infant safety could be ensured. Thus, middle-class
men and women were right to acknowledge the independence of work-
ing class women and wrong to malign them through their rhetoric and
ill-informed evidence, wrong to enforce legislation to limit their working
hours, and wrong latterly to strip mothers of the right to have their infants
at work with them. This philosophy and ideology made it ever more diffi-
cult for women to work in the public sphere, hence inducing the poverty
of both mother and infant. Yet, despite this hostile environment, working-
class women through the latter half of the nineteenth century used their
class and gender milieux to adapt their child care models to industrialised
society. Their serious, responsive, effective and innovative efforts made them
saviours of infant life.
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Appendix 2: Length of stay, in days, for women inmates at Leeds
Union Workhouse, for the half-year ended September 1875.
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Appendix 3: Manchester Training Nurses Mid Nineteenth
Century
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Appendix 4: Letter to the Leeds Poor Law Board

To the overseers of the poor of the Township of Leeds, within the Leeds
Union, in the County of York;-

And to all others whom it may concern.

Schedule

Whereas the Poor Law board caused an Inquiry to be made on certain
days in the month of October last, by Henry Longley Esq., Poor Law
Inspector, respecting the validity of the last Election of Guardians of
the Poor for the West Ward of the Township of Leeds, within the Leeds
union, in the County of York.

And whereas certain Witnesses, whose names are herein-after set forth,
having been duly summoned, attended before the said Inspector upon
such Inquiry, and did not travel more than ten miles from the said
Township of Leeds, which Township, in the opinion of us, the Poor
Law Board, was interested in such attendance,

Now therefore, We, the Poor Law Board, in pursuance of The powers
given in and by the Statutes in that behalf made And provided, order
you, the overseers of the Poor of the said Township of Leeds, to pay
to the said Witnesses so attending The said Inquiry the amounts set
opposites to their respective Names in the following Schedule, which
We deem to be the Reasonable expenses of such Witnesses.

Example of women who attended the Board of Guardians and their
expenses:

Hannah Sheard, spinster and weaver, - 2/.

Ellen Botterill, a lodging house keeper, - 3/6.

Ellen Broadley, a widow and dress maker, - 3/6

Mary Dodds, dress maker, - 3/6.

Mary Earl, widow and cloth boiler, - 2/

Sarah Glendenning, wife of Edward Glendenning, - 5/6 for both her and him

Hannah Goldthorpe, wife of James Goldthorpe, - 8/6 for both him and her.

Source: MH12/15042, p. 573/4 976 E/71.
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