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CHAPTER 6: THE GOOD SHEPHERD LAUNDRY

Yivat Jesus cf {Haria !

From our Conbent of The Good Shepherd.

Wavmmersuuith, Aped 23D, 1859

“I'RAY YE THE LORD, THATTIL MAY SEND LABOLGERS
INTO IS VINEYARD.™

In 1849, when the Good Shepherd Sisters headed a printed appeal
for novices with the scriptural quotation shown above, they did not
intend the irony of its application to the many lay-sisters and penitents
who would be called upon to work in the magdalen asylum laundries.

In the Magdalen Movement the role of work as a process of individual
mortification, and as a means of institutional self-support, reached
its clearest expression with the establishment of John Eudes' order

of Our Lady of Charity of the Refuge. That should not surprise us,

as from the earliest times of christian monasticism work had been
understood in that way. The documents examined in Chapter 1 revealed
the degree to which the refuge nuns stood squarely in that tradition.

There we considered the theological rationale and the growing secular

perception in the seventeenth century of a relation between moralism

\
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and work. Some of the issues involved are taken up again in a subsequent
chapter. The role of this chapter is to consider more closely the

specific form of work adopted by the Good Shepherd Sisters for their

magdalen asylums in Britain,

The account of the Hammersmith magdalen asylum showed how the
laundry work rapidly became a major pre-occupation in the life of
the institution, not infrequently distorting some of its traditional
characteristics, Despite the early difficulties laundry work persisted,
suggesting that there may have been a particular congruence between
that form of work and the organisation and aims of.the magdalen asylum.
That this may have been so 1is further indicated by the failure of
the nuns to establish efficient laundries at either the convict refuge
or the certified inebriate reformatory without setting up a parallel
class of penitents. To explore this question we need to examine in
detail the nature of laundry work and the extent of its compatibility
with both the internal organisation of the magdalen asylum and with
the salient characteristics of the penitents as a group. In this
way, we may be able to come to some clearer understanding of the material
base of the Good Shepherd Sisters' engagement in the work of reformation
and transformation. The specifically religious and symbolic significances
of laundry work, and its possible congruence with the ideological
aspects of the magdalen asylum, are discussed in Chapters 8 and 9.

Undoubtedly the initial decision to engage in laundry work was
taken on primarily economic grounds. The shirtmaking and other plain
needlework had produced only small and insufficient income. While
1t had the advantage of requiring very little outlay, the skills required
(even elementary seam and(lh)em stitching) were frequently beyond the
Capacity of the penitents. Laundry work may well have been seen as

holding out the possibility of a higher and more regular income from
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a lower level of skill. The original idea had come from Mr. Robson
and was recelved with considerable surprise, Needlework had been
the normal productive work in Good Shepherd convents - a tradition
deriving directly from the earliest Book of Customs - and the only
laundry work undertaken was for the purposes of the house. Tradition
apart, a new laundry business would require considerable capital outlay
on building and equipment and nmnuch higher regular outgoings on fuel
and laundry consumables such as soap, lye, blue, and starch. Such
a venture would take the sisters into an order of capital totally
beyond their means. The necessary funds were r;ised by subscription
but were unfortunately embezzled by Mr. Robson, whereupon a loan was
secured from the bishop to complete the building and equipping of
the laundry.(Z)

There 1is no direct evidence why Mr. Robson suggested laundry
work but one can surmise that he was aware of the demand for washing
in the rapldly developing middle class areas of West London. There
was already a marked concentration of hand laundries in the region.
These were primarily cottage enterprises conducted by the women and
girls of poor families. They collected the soiled linen from middle
class households on Monday and returned it laundered on Saturdays. )
The nuns consulted other advisers and all were agreed that laundry
work held the best potential as a secure basis for self-maintenance
by inmate employment. (4)1t was considered a realistic innovation
motivated by economic necessity and involving a substantial but
commercially acceptable risk, Not at this time, nor at any other
time, do the convent books at Hammersmith or elsewhere record any
explicit ideological rationale for the engagement in laundry work

Specifically. Nor is there any overt recognition of any deeper symbolic

significance that laundry work wmight have held in the life of a Good

Shepherd institution. The style of the Convent Annals and the Community
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T
Letters is such that had{symbolism of washing been immediately apparent

to the sisters it would have been elaborated and recorded. From the

want of such evidence it may be fairly concluded that the introduction
of laundry work was simply a necessitous but discriminating response
to available employment opportunities.

The Hammersmith laundry began work in April 1844 and by the end

of 1847 it was operating with considerable success. Of the eleven

lro
new foundations made during the periodf,{l9ll. all but one succeeded
(5)
in establishing a viable commercial laundry enterprise. Laundry work

became the typical gainful employment of all the British Good Shepherd
convents. When the first new foundations were made in 1851 at Glasgow
and Bristol, it was natural that a respect for the Hammersmith convent,
and a knowledge of 1its success, would have been a determining factor
in the choice of work. There were, of course, other logics at work.
By the middle of the nineteenth century the laundry trade generally
was close to the take-off point for exponential growth, and the second
half of the century was its heyday, (6)It was during precisely the same
period that the main structure of Good Shepherd convents in Britain
was established. A certain force must be conceded to the historical
circumstances. In addition, the centres where laundry work was most
in demand were those where prostitution flourished to its greatest
extent. The main concentrations of laundry workers were to be found
in London and the large ports. (7)The magdalen asylums established by
the Good Shepherd sisters at London, Bristol, Glasgow, Liverpool
and Newcastle were not short of custom once they had mastered the
technicalities of the laundry process to a degree sufficient for customer
satisfaction. There were vicissitudes, but they were overcome. This

wWas not the case at other places. At Manchester where the foundation

was made in 1867, the laundry was not securely established until the

(8)

€arly 1880's, The foundation at Glazenwood in Essex failed because
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(9)

Insufficient laundry custom was available in a rural area. The laundry
of the magdalen asylum at Ashford, which had succeeded the ill-fated
C.I.R., managed to secure steady custom from the developing surburban
belt in West Middlesex at the turn of the century, but operated at
a loss. At Ashford the work with the penitents was supported by the

large fee-income from the Ladies Inebriate Retreat which the sisters
(10)
also conducted there.

The continuation of laundry work after the initial decision of
1843 must have been influenced by the external growth of the laundry
trade. Yet, of itself, a burgeoning demand would have been insufficient

to retain this type of work had it been inimical to the inner organlsation
and i1deological content of the convents and magdalen asylums. The
persistence o0f washing and laundering as the predominant work type
in the Good Shepherd establishments can be further understood through
a closer analysis of the laundry process itself, Laundry work 1is

a sequential process which can be diagrammatically represented as

follows:~

COLLECTION

SORTING

soiled linen
into garment

and fabric types

WASHING
DRYING

MANGLING
TRONING

SORTING
into customer
sets

PACKING

RETURN

Figure 1: The Laundry Process
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All the written accounts of laundry work in the convent books, the
plans, and photographs reveal this basic pattern, whether they refer
to the first laundry of 1844, the steam laundries of the 1870's, or

the electrically powered laundries of 1912. The spatial arrangements

may vary and overlap, but the operational sequence is invariable.

The work is fully sequential.

On arrival the soiled linen is first marked with the customer
name or code number and then sorted according to the type of garment
or fabric, sheets or shirts, cotton or flannel, and so on. Marking
and sorting a large pile of stale smelling soiled domestic and personal
linen is a very unpleasant task, as the sisters were soon to discover,
Within a few weeks of the commencement of the laundry the penitents
refused to do this work as 'they did not like marking the dirty linen
when it came in from the world’. (ll)They were shamed into compliance
after Mother Regaudiat and the nuns did the work themselves. In all
the extant plans the same room was used for the initial sorting and
marking as for the final sorting and packing. Given the sequential
nature of the process, which ran' on a weekly c¢ycle largely determined
by the domestic customers, this was an obvious economy in the use
of space. However, it must have caused problems with contract work
received later in the week, although sheets and table linen in bulk
could have gone direct to the wash-room. ‘In the case of a convent
establishment such double usage was fprther determined by the value
to the enclosure of restricting ;ccesértoone pognt. 

The f£first major départmen't of ch.he 1aundi:y | was the wash-house
Or wash-room. Photographs 4 ~ 7 dépict‘the wash-ﬂbusés at Finchley and
Liverpool between 1890 and the Firstiworld Waf. It was equipped along
one end with a number of large coppers for boiling some kinds of items.

In the early days these were heated directly by coal furnaces beneath,

but within a few decades most were supplied with hot water recheated
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Photograph 6: The Washroom at Ford (Liverpool) c. 1895




The Washroom at Finchley ¢.1910

Photograph 7/
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by steam piped from the same boiler system. In that case the bollers

and furnaces were Jlocated in a separate room adjacent to the wash-
room. Ranged round the walls were washing and rinsing troughs supplied
with hot and cold water at which the penitents would work standing
on wooden boards or gratings. At various places in the centre of
the room stood the dolly tubs, water extractors, and squeezing troughs.,
Garments were first washed at the troughs by rubbing in soap and hot
water on a washing board. This was followed by the pounding in the
dolly tubs. They are clearly visible in photograph 4. They were
made out of cut down brewers' or dyers' barrels and the pounding was
done with a dolly stick or posser, of the type shown in the right
of the 1illustration on the facing page. The clothes were then rinsed
and boiled in the coppers for at least one hour., Finally they were
rinsed again in three waters, warm, cool, and blue. When the washing
was complete the clothes were placed in a centrifugal water extractor.
This was of a cylindrical shape, standing vertically about waist high
and fed from the top. At first they were hand operated but were available
in steam driven form from the 1870's. Large items such as sheets
were often put through a wringer instead. The used hot and cold water
from all the wash-room processes dralned off into an open gulley in

(12)
the centre of the floor.

Whatever the degree of mechanisation, and the Good Shepherd laundries
were ahead of the secular laundries in this respect, work in the wash-

room was hard and the conditions were exceedingly unhealthy. The

pounding, rubbing, and lifting of sodden articles was backbreaking
work in itself, a toil which was intensified by the damp and steam-

laden atmosphere, poor ventilation, and wet floors:

+evs low roof, bad light, the impossibility of getting
rid of the steam, made it unfit for the work and very

injurious to the health of sisters and children, but



Dolly peg (right), washing
punch and long-handled pos-
ser. Using a dolly peg is a
strenuous task, requiring both
a rotational and a vertical
movement. The washing
punch was used to similar
effect but with less of a rola-
tional action. Possers were
used with a vigorous vertical
movement and usually have a
long handle with no cross-
piece; small sink versions,
sometimes wilth a crosspiece,
were also available. Early
possers were home-made of
solid or perforated pine;
mass-produced ones were
made in a variety of patterns
usually based on a perforated
copper cone which worked at
least partly by suction. A
alvanised version called the
earl Wash Pump incorpo-
rated a small bellows atrach-

ment.

Page 214A




215

'how to improve it was a puzzle.'
(13)
That was at Bristol but similar tales were to be told at the other
convents and not infrequently reference was made to 1llness and death
attributed to such conditions. It was written of Sister Albert, one

of the founding nuns and the first Good Shepherd sister to die 1in

this country:

'She was a victim to the Laundry where she laboured in
a way she had not been used to and the alterations of

heat and cold brought on disease of the lungs.‘!
(14)

And that was within three years of the laundry opening. However good
the drainage, substantial spillage was 1inevitable as wet items were
transferred from one washing process to another. Higher cellings
and fan lights partially alleviated the conditions, but there was
no really ameliorative change until stringent regulations for ventilation
and drainage were imposed on the charitable laundries by the 1907
Factory Act. Even then an uncomfortable degree of dampness and humidity
remained. The nature of the work ensured that the wash-room was always
spatially discreet from the other laundry sequences.

A constant problem with the washing was that of securing a regular
and sufficient supply of clean water. Although water companies had
been established in the main connurbations by the 1840's, most of
the Good Shepherd laundrles were not connected to the supply until
the late 1870's and 1880's. Given the serious and tiresome nature
of the problem encountered it 1is surprising that the sisters did not
sooner enter into contracts with the water companies, although high

1 (15)
connection costs may have been partially responsible.

At Hammersmith a 1large brick cistern had been built beneath the

wash-house to collect the rain water from the roofs of the buildings.
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The dry weather problems have already been described; moreover, dependence
on rain for washing contradicted the need of sun for drying and bleaching.
Even 1if the elements had been propitious, there remained a more radical
problem. The cess pool drained into the cistern and its contents:

'veoo not infrequently turned from the right path and
their bounden duty to molest the clear water, and

distress and perplex the nuns.'
(16)

Several expensive attempts to remedy the problem failed and an artesian
well was eventually sunk. Manchester experienced an identical problem.
In thelr case, even when no ’'inconvenience found its way into the
water', the excessive amount of lime in the cement lining of the cistern
caused the water to damage the clothes, (17)Most of the convents changed
quickly from surface water collection to wells. Indeed, it was the
introduction of steam pumps for these wells which precipitated the
introduction of steam power to the laundry generally. (IB)Several decades
of carrying the huge amounts of water needed for the wash-room must
have added considerably to the labours of the penitents.

The next three sequences of drying, mangling, and ironing,
constituted the laundry work proper, although the word 'laundry' became
used comprehensively to describe washing as well. The first laundry
at Hammersmith was arranged 1in three separate rooms, the wash-roomn,
laundry, and packing room. The drying and ironing were done in the
lJaundry. The mangle was placed in the Class, but its noise proved
very irritating to the needleworkers and within a year a separate
mangling room was added. (lg)During 1848 and 1849 this was extended and
a drying room was provided. These early changes established the basic
pattern for the spatial arrangement of the work sequences, a pattern

adopted in all the subsequent laundries. The pattern is evident in

Plans 1 - 5 of the laundries at Brook Creen (1866), Cardiff (1875),
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Limerick (c.1875), Finchley (1877), and Glasgow (1897)

Boiler House
and

Engine

Drying Room

Mangling and
Folding Room

Sorting and
Packing Room

Figure 2: Spatial Arrangement of Work Sequences
Each laundry usually had a drying yard but this was only available

in fine weather and was intended as much for the bleaching of white
clothes as for drying. Most of the drying was done on large wooden
drying racks mounted on runners that enabled them to be pushed in
or out of the drying closet. The closet itself was normally heated
by a contiguous ‘hot air flue from its own furnace or that of the boller.
This was a dangerous system which often caﬁsed fires, some of them
major. The danger of fire and the difficulty Ein obtaining adequate
insurance cover led to problems at the Brook Green convict refuge,
and there were large fires at Bristol and Glasgow. 20 The dry direct
heat also had a baking effect on the clothes. Despite the drawbacks
and dangers of this system, no significant improvements ix; drying
closet design were made until the turn of the century when a method
of blowing air over steam pipes and through the clothes was introduced.
In addition to the drying closet, clothes were often hung on
free-standing clothes horses placed around the ironing stove or on

lengths of wood which were hoisted to the celling by rope and pulley.

On days when the drying apparatus failed, or the weather prevent ed

the use of the drying yard, or even when the volume of work was too
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great, the overhead drying caused very unpleasant humidity in the
laundry. This practice was very much criticised during the many
enquiries, both public and private, that surrounded the attempt to
bring laundries under the factory acts in 1895 and 1907. It was not
specifically legislated against due to the difficulty of enforcement.
It was rather difficult to draw a precise line between damp clothes
drying or ironed clothes airing while awaiting the specialist attention
of a collar ironer or a folder ironer. The practise is shown in
Photograph 8 which was taken in the mnmid-1920's at Snaresbrook, the
successor house to Hammersmith. |

Some large items, particularly sheets and table cloths, bypassed
the hot drying sequence and went direct to the mangle, Mangling smooths
and polishes dry or damp articles by passing them around a wooden
roller. Large items frequently required no ironing afterwards especially
if folded carefully., Turning the mangle was hard work. In the cottage
laundries it was often left to the man of the family, while in the
larger commercial hand laundries men were frequently employed for
this purpose. (ZI)The mangles came in various ﬁsizea but were of two
basic types. The box mangle consisted  of a weigh;ed box on a platform
mounted in a frame. The clothes were folded ar_ound wooden rollers,
Two of these were then placed between the platform and the box, which
was moved to and fro by a hand-turned gearing Hsyste?m. The other type
stood upright and consistedkﬁof twot geared rollers through which the
clothes were passed by oné person_ while thé th*ﬁei: i:tirnéd the handle.
There was a device for adjusting the pressu“f;j tg'étw}cn‘ the rollers,
The secret of successful mangling lay in careful folding, a steady
unbroken turning action and the choice of a correct pressure. The

various types of mangles and irons are illustrated on the inserted

pages.



Photograph 8: The Ironing Room at Snaresbrook c. 1924



1l abid seent Jhirect ftony s maniiaciueer,

Bradford' s Yowel A
Washing Machine.

Loy watdde s TR A

The SafeLy.

‘..l‘Ii 1’“'"

No 130

Brass capped rollers
2 . 24 . 27 n, M an.

47/0 4900 560
Bradford's Ye Tudor.

To order only.

—

i i’l i esda’enislsFand - ﬁSﬁ
" indhiarubber wrinmger, as

Jroown, extra 27/6

The Lancaster, or Army
and Navy. 7To order only

W SR el .. s eiach 61,8
N oW hrass capped ., 63/9
| €80
o R 16/6

r' Patent Box Mangles.

b Keowvm 10 wov b
Sipe Prue, rach sz
5 it 01n. 155/3 - Bt dn
5 w 6 . lcsm 9 e 4 T
"atent roller bearings ., patent g « 2 - ég?g }? a : :
IIHI"R"I'.' bflﬂfd slidcﬁ. lifﬂﬁﬂ 7 :' 0 :‘ 259” i 12 :' 4 “
' ‘"”'""l?:' nlers. 7 it W in “The above sent direct from manufag:
44 16 e 21T £ A (TS, Carnage ot panl 10 country.
M 46/6 53,3 S8 The prices wmiclude delivering, hxiog,

The 27 and 30 in. sizes are sup

| , and losdhing w1 ondon, or packing and
Phied with spring bars.

putting on ratls tor conntry'.

e it

Convertible Table Man(le.

i, 2
\'- | L l At .? with HH“['IH, 2() Ii\ fl!r"' s 49/‘3
| . | 2 504 517
24 .. 5% 5 /6
2z .. 6 52/9
22 .. 6 HH 0

Page 2 1 8A

WASHING, WRINGING, AND MANGLING MACHINES.

’ll!-: MY - W Aol i ; ol e be s =y C N CEEVREE [P S Y
Ewbuank Duchess
| 'I.:' ' J'!I

Tre The

Ewbank Queen.

"'I'lil . vy

20 e S 27 in. W
39,9 alfe  48/3 530
21 an 24 g4 Wy
40/9 42/3 4910 53/9 The Army & Navy Table
Mangle.
‘The Family. l (To order only.)
Sudtabie for Hats and other places
nlh*l’r Fawid Iy s &b (Illlhil]t‘fﬂlln“.

With Patent Safety Rolt

Sy
G
&

10 1. 12 . IFRTLS Ih
186  20/10 289 4/
: The Fresident. |

With toldimg handle and twe
mialleable fron ixing clamps |

Kollotr s LELE M. 2n o 1L

+ sy t.‘up;ull ]3;‘3 13[6 18;‘9 19!0

Uincupwed 176 179 180 18/5

Carragge pand toany Ranlway Statiens
i the Uninted Kingdoaw

The Presidert.

Galvanized feame, indiiarubibng
rolllers, 12 v0 . ta elamp o

tih oy 14/4
Py e 3 warh v b ardd
1ed LLqu to tuh or table ‘3_-0

W\ orrn e v Nang iy Mo b At
l‘-lli'thh Ilu' \‘u.|i1h_l'l
l"ll',‘- t, .ll‘i! 5 N ITREC ik

21 IH‘-IHHH fl‘lll\ AIERIEL ,\;H |h'llll.**ll IYIA A
RO TRIITNY g v baen 'li.ll-.in'.; IIH'*- i"l-'l”'-‘l'

l .ilhll' Unulu“.-}’, | T

fealalen] winedant UE

The herght on the table s 2T s |l
IIH IR LI PMIE {e) "GL‘J lr\‘ ?olr‘! 11
-h-*llh'l YR

Where spae e s

hlllIHl 1R It iy

Itherebire ot
Kite s, A\t
oo

A e TR E |-

\~ TN l atul 2 with Radlers ?4 gy O s 'l?ﬂ‘
A= B 3 wath Rollers 16 b 304 0 SOLS
AL I 1P N

. 3 =

wASH[NG. MANGLING. AND WRINGING MACHINES ¢ nun Ko it i stew & R taiies) toeorder onds o s arded diiredt freny

I . i . i . . "
Nanuiacturers V'urchasers are particularty roguestod o retose the oo ptanes of anv aoe hine tendered by the Badw oy comnpaany of CArmwes an o
charrrangreel cooglot oo anud wihvise the Seoretary of such retusal



219

Ironing was the most skilled sequence in the laundry process
and it required training and experience to reach a satisfactory level
of performance. It was far more labour intensive than the other sequences.
The ironers were arranged in rows at tables around the walls and in
the centre of the room. Photographs 8 -~ 12 depict the ironing rooms at
Snaresbrook (c¢.1924), Finchley (1901), Saltash (1919), and at the
two Liverpool convents of Wavertree (1902) and Ford (c.1890). Some
of the tables, usually those in the centre, were of varying lengths
and widths to facilitate the ironing of awkward garments. Flat 1irons
were used and were heated on special stoves at the end of the room.
The heat from these stoves was fierce, not to mention that from the
irons themselves, If the drying closet and furnace were in the same
room, the atmosphere was frequently overwhelming, especially as the
garments hanging overhead reduced ventilation. The removal of the
drying closets to a separate room was an early development., By 1860
the Hammersmith sisters had further alleviated the problem by building
a separate but adjacent stove room with convenient access. Bristol
followed suilt in 1875 but ironing remained hot work and the separate
stove room did not become a standard feature in the oth:er Good Shepherd
laundries until the early years of the 20th Century. When a new laundry

was built at Hammersmith in 1886 the sisters were greatly put out:

'

+++o the ironing stove was most unfortunately put at
the end of the long room and inside the building so
that the heat was overpowering, and the distance half
the children had to walk for thelr irons was a great
consideration in the wear of thelr clothes, fatigue
of their bodies and the:loss of time. To obviate
all this we had to build a stove room at the side of
the laundry,'

(22)

That did not happen until 1890. The intervening four years must have

been exceptionally long and wearying for the penitents. At Manchester

they solved the problem in a different way:
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[he Ironing Room at Finchley

f

Photograph 9



Photograph 10: The Ironing Room at Saltash 1919



Photograph 11: The Ironing Room at Wavertree (Liverpool) 1902




Photograph 12: The Ironing Room at Ford (Liverpool) c. 1895
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The Tower storeved flat-iron stove, manufactured by Thomas Bradford and Company, Salford, and
supplied 1o the Roval School, Wolverhampton. The stove will heat fifty irons, including four
polishers, and is now in the collection of Staffordshire County Museum
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'The laundry being very much overcrowded since (the
increase of numbers was almost suffocating. We were

now able to improve it very much by running up a
large ventilating tube, through the dormitory and
out into the roof, which carried off much of the bad

air.’
(23)

Ironing was not simply a matter of smoothing and folding washed clothing.
It also involved the glossing of starched items and the crimpling and
goffering of caps, collars, cuffs, and ruffs. These jobs were reserved

to the more skilled ironers and a range of specialised irons and ancillary

equipment was available for thelr use.

After the initial sorting of the soiled linen and its removal
to the washroom, the packing room would have been cleansed in readiness
for the newly laundered items. The packing rooms at the two Liverpool

magdalen asylums are shown in Photographs 13 and l4. There was usually

a small ironing stove and some ironing boards and small clothes horses
for the last minute ironing of fine items wrongly creased or crumpled
in the packing. The packing room was normally arranged with deep
divided shelving along one or two walls, rather like an outsize set
of pigeon holes. Space was left above for the storage of empty laundry
hampers. Along the remaining walls there would beu* counters with ;
similar divided shelf arrangement beneath. There would be a few movable
trestle tables in the centre of the room but most of the floor Hspace
was left available for the hafmpers béing filled. lThg finished work.
was brought from the ironing room or mangling room “‘l"in open wicker
baskets. Much later these were replaced by sgecialéféslliea.

The sorters and packervzr-: Hwere tﬁe fir;t toq st:al.ft ‘énd the last
to finish. This was particularly hard on them as contract work increased
and family habits changed, for this meant that the laundry cycle could
be started on different days of the week or reduced to meet contract

deadlines. It was not unusual for penitents and sisters to sit up
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all night to pack the linen due to be sent out the next day. This
happened in the early days when throughput was slow or work had to
be repeated due to lack of experience. In the highly developed phase

it occurred when the entire laundry for an ocean-going liner or an
(24)
hotel might have to be completed within two or three days. A sense

of order and arrangement combined with a calm temperament were essential

qualities for the packing room. Here the sense of meeting a dead-

line was most acute. Both quality control and accurate sorting were

essential to retaining custom. It was not without its humourous side.

At Cardiff it was recorded in 1874:

'A curious incident occurred in the laundry which shows
what trifles might make mischief. We have the washing of
a family named "Coward". The label for their things got
turned and another direction put on the other side and
sent off in the packet of a youth in an office who sends
his washing here. The next week a letter of four pages
came to enquire what we meant by writing such a word on
his label. He had "never treated you ladies with any-
thing but the greatest respect’ and should be glad of

an explanation and a stamp enclosed for an immediate
answer. We were highly amused at the importance of

the letter.'
(25)

The uncrumpled arrangement of a variety of items in one container
and in a manner that would ensure an lmmaculate condition when unpacked

was a special art. It was a very responsible and skillful job never

to be replaced by mechanisation. On the death of a laysister at Finchley

in 1904 it was noted:

'(She was) employed with the children chiefly in the
packing room where her intelligent and clear mind
enabled her to be useful.’
(26)
It is not surprising, therefore, that the regular packing room staff

was augmented during hectic periods by the choir sisters, They were

literate and educated women, which the Jlaysisters frequently were not.
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Although conditions and events in the packing room were never
of the excessive or rather dramatic kind experienced in the other
areas, life there was not without its problems, These were usually
due to architects or builders who were either poorly instructed or
had no inkling of laundry requirements. At Finchley the architect

simply forgot the packing room altogether and at Hammersmith:

'The fact was, the new packing room had been built so
exceedingly small, there was room for the work and
cases, (but) our poor sisters employed there had to
sit up at night to pack. Besides this, the soiled
linen had to be counted and sorted in the old packing
room at the other side of the house. Here was a
double inconvenience for the Children's Refectory
became a passage to take the linen to the wash-house;
the dirt, disorder, and waste of time were all very
undesirable. By some extraordinary mistake, the

flue of the drying closet opened into the packing
room and when it needed sweeping it had to be done
there. The drying closet was worn out and so

delapidated that 1t was considered dangerous.'
(27)

All the convent laundries employed a van-man with horse and cart
for collection and delivery. This was determined by the nature of
the enclosure as much as anything else, for in the early days at
Hammersmith the touriére sisters had touted for needlework. Although
the weight of the hampers might have been a major consideration, 1t
must be remembered that both sisters and penitents were used to carrying
baskets of heavy sodden articles around the laundry. Hammersmith
were lucky in their choice of Daniel Geraghty, but 1t was frequently
difficult to find a reliable man, The initial outlay on a horse and
cart were heavy charges in the period before a steady custom had built
up. At Manchester the nuns hired an old man with his own horse and
cart, but he turned out to be very disreputable and irregular. They
were helped out of their quandry by a roman catholic baker who lent
them an omnibus which could take eight laundry baskets. They still

had to hire the horse and driver to go with it. It was not until

’



223

1873, eight years after the start of the business, that the Manchester
nuns were able to afford thelr own horse and cart, stable, and van-

man, (28)

The manpower and staffing of the laundry are difficult to determine,
especially so far as the penitents are concerned. The written accounts
of all the convents make it clear that in the early days the total
combined strength of the nuns and penitents was inadequate and night
work was common. At Hammersmith the sisters once worked two or three
nights a week for three months. (29)'I’he ultimate responsibility for
the laundry rested with the Mistress of Work, and she was answerable
to the Mistress of Penitents. As the Magdalen Asylum grew in size
the Mistress of Work often delegated responsibility for the laundry
to a choir sister who was variously described as 'In charge of the
books' or as 'Laundry Superintendent'. VWhether the Mistress of Work
did it herself or not, the post was always nominal so far as the actual
conduct of the laundry was concerned. It involved no more than keeping
the accounts. The real operational responsibility for the work rested
with the lay sisters who were engaged in the laundry regularly. From
the beginning of the Hammersmith laundry in 1844 there were always
two such sisters at least, one appointed to the wash~house and one
to the laundry. When necessary all the sisters helped with the sorting
and packing. Later as work and numbers increased, the wash-house
sister and the laundry sister were assigned permanent assistants from
among the other laysisters. When the laundries developed further,
particularly as the sequences became physically separated in different
rooms, lay sisters were assigned to take charge of the mangling room,
the 1roning room, and the packing room. The drying room appears to

have remained the responsibility of the ironing room sister and her

assistant, From the start, the lay sister in charge of the work was

recognised as crucial, When the lay sister who held that post at
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Manchester died in 1874, Mother Weld, the Provincial Superior much

bemoaned the loss and went on to comment:

'eev.. @ most important post for our houses which gain

their bread mostly by this means'.
(30)

At Hammersmith in 1877, the year in which the laundry converted
to steam power, there were 31 nuns, 35 touriére sisters, and 12 novices.
Apart from the sole choir sister who kept the books, the permanent
staff consisted of 5 lay sisters, of whom one had charge of the washing
and the remainder were distributed in the laundry. They were assisted
by 4 of the 5 lay sister novices. In none of the Good Shepherd laundries
did the permanent staffing ever rise above five and a careful examination
of the profession registers indicates that they were always lay sisters.
Help from the novices was only available at Hammersmith, and from
1886 only at Finchley. Even at the two-laundry convents, the overall
laundry operation was still conducted by no more than 5 lay sisters.
Throughout the period the basic division of wash house and laundry
was maintained, and never more than one sister was 1in charge of a
magdalen asylum wash-house. (See Appendix 6)

The size and stability of the work force 1is difficult to assess
with precise accuracy as no records of the penitents' work assignments
were Kkept. The entrance reglsters record admissions chronologically
and departures were noted against these initial entries. There were
no formally recorded tallies of total numbers in residence at specific
dates, except intermittent end of year counts between 1856 and 1869.
Such figures were sometimes mentioned en passant in the convent annals
and usually so in the community letters, but the letters became infrequent
and stopped altogether in the late 1880's. It is possible to calculate

the number of penitents in residence on 3]st December for any annual

cohort of admissions, and to determine the length of stay and turnover
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for the same group. This has been done from the dates of foundation
to 31st December 1911 for the four magdalen asylums whose complete
sets of registers are extant, Hammersmith, Glasgow, Bristol and Finchley.
A more detailed analysis of turnover has been calc'ulated for the first
year of each decade, and set out at Appendix 1. A detailed profile of
the annual cohort of admission at Hammersmith has been constructed
for 1878, 1888 and 1908, and a complete reconstruction has been achieved
for all the penitents resident at the end of 1866. This data, set
out at Appendix 2 and discussed in Chapter 3, is analysed further
below.

Apart from 1its sequential nature laundry work has certain other
characteristics which need to be borne in mind when discussing the
work force. Foremost among these was the unpredictable volume and
timing of the work and its seasonality. 1In London laundry work generally
peaked in May and June during the social season and again in October
and November when Parliament opened. This was true both of domestic
custom and hotel contracts. To a certain degree this would have been
offset by other institutional or commercial contracts. At the ports
the rapid turn-round of ocean going vessels and the associated demand
for hotel accommodation tended to produce episodic pressures on the
laundries far more intensive than anything experienced at Hammersmith.
The weather had a considerable effect on the volume of domestic custom,
sudden fine spells causing a significant increase. Although the busy
season was predictable in general terms, there was considerable variation
within those months. Convents like Manchester, which relied heavily
on Jower middle class domestic custom, were particularly wvulnerable

(31)
to changes in the employment situation. During trade depressions

this group of customers, owners of small businesses or highly skilled

craftsmen, would tend to exercise their first economies by withdrawing
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laundry and doing it themselves.

The over-time consequent upon seasonality and unpredictability

was endemic in the laundry trade and the Good Shepherd establishments
(32)
appear to have been no exception. This was one reason for the very

fierce general opposition to the laundry clauses of the 1895 Factory

Bill. Despite allegations of sweating, it 1s interesting to note

that Mary Abraham's pre-legislative i1nvestigation of the charitable

laundries led her to conclude:

'The hours worked are similar in arrangement to that of
a leniently conducted factory and workshop. The only
evening over~time referred to was that which is sone-
times worked before Bank Holidays to clear away work in
order that the following day should be free. And it vwas

stated that when there are sufficient girls in the
Asylum this 1is very slight .... The over-time was not
because of other household tasks but because of the
volume of work and this is the same with all laundries.'

(33)
It may be that the overtime was more extensive than that admitted
to the Lady Chief Inspector of Factories. Five years before Mary

Abraham's report, the London Women's Trades Council had informed the

Home Secretary that 16 hours a day was not uncommon:

‘The women desire to particularly direct his attention
to the injurious effects upon the women themselves and

upon their families of such excessive hours of labour.
Long hours in heat and steam predispose to intemperance.'

(34)
Yet, as the Chief Inspector pointed out then, the irregularity of
the work and the pressure for rapid completion were considered to
be such basic characteristics of the trade that legislation had been
considered impossible during the major consolidation of the factory
(35)
acts in 18781

lo sequential process, variable volume, and rapid through=-put,

must be added the labour intensive nature of the work., Lven when
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calenders and washing machines were introduced, a great deal of washing
and laundry was done by hand. Unlike many other forms of mechanisation,
laundry machines required a high degree of human co-operation. A
steam driven calender could require the undivided attention of four
workers, where one or two would have sufficed at a hand worked mangle.
The smaller specialised ironing machines required exactly the same
man~-power as manual ironing. Hydro-extractors and washing machines
still had to be fed and discharged, and drying apparatus loaded.

The mechanisation of sorting and packing was beyond human ingenulty
and no method had yet been found to automate tl;e exchange from one
sequence to the next.

It only remains to consider the quality of labour force generally
necessary to laundry work. 1In the trade at large, except in the small
laundries, there was no interchange of employment between the three
main categories of washers, ironers, and sorter~packers. 36) This was
basically true of the Good Shepherd laundries also, although the more
permanent among the penitents were 1likely to have progressed from
washing to ironing, and possibly to packing and sorting. These
progressions apart, penitents would remain within their categories,
Washing was unskilled work requiring very little instruction and well
within the normal capacity of any penitent., The finer points of water
temperature, duration of wash, type of soap or bleaching agent, were
matters for the sister in charge. Ironing was more skilful, but the
basic technique of flat-ironing could be learned quite quickly and
improved with experience. The more specialised 1ironing required an
aptitude and more training and practice. Where machines were involved,
both in washing and ironing, the longer~-stay penitents were usually

in attendance. Packing and sorting required more intelligence and

basic literacy. 1In the trade at large it attracted women of a higher
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(37)
social standing than the washers and 1ironers. It has already been

noted how even the choir sisters would be engaged in this work during
hectic periods. Overall, laundry work was considered to be low grade

employment with a largely unskilled workforce, but involving a cadre

of longer serving skilled employees.

The basic characteristics of laundry work can thus be summarised:

l. Sequential Process
2. Variable Volume

3. Rapid Through-put
4. Labour Intensive

5. Largely Unskilled Workforce

6. Small Cadre of Skilled Workers

Their compatibility to the objectives, organisation, and activities
of the magdalen asylum will now be examined.

The sequential nature of laundry work was admirably suited to
the classification and separation requirements of the magdalen asylum
and to those of the more complex multi~class Good Shepherd establish-
ments, The temporal and spatial separation of the sequences fitted
the discrete block deployment of the classes. At Bristol, for example,
two separate laundry departments were built in 1864 for the reformatory
school girls and the penitents, but a common wash room was retained.

The girls used it on Mondays and the penitents for the rest of the

week. Prior to that the two classes had used the facilities on alternate
(38)

weeks. Even when two different classes worked at the same time,

they could be kept separate. 1Initially at Brook Green the women convicts

(39)
worked in the washroom and the penitents in the ironing room. One

class could be withdrawn for recreation, prayers, or needlework, and

another put in its place with a minimum of fuss, In other words there

was near complementarity between the work and the division of the
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inmates into classes. Sequential work and the imperatives of classific-
ation and separation were congruent operations.

Variable volume and rapid throughput, with their demand for long
hours, might at first sight appear to be inconsistent with the orderly
conduct of institutional life in a Good Shepherd establishment. However,
even after allowing for some understatement to Mary Abraham, who 1in
any case was not a gullible woman, and a degree of evasion with the
factory inspectors after the 1907 Act, over-time and night work were
more typical of the convent laundries during the early period of
development than during their established and shccessful operation.
In the early days the long hours were more likely to have been the
result of lack of experience and technical hitchs than of anything
else. In the sequential context, although a greater volume of work
would lengthen the washing and laundering hours, it was more likely
to have been the final sorting and packing which would have spilled
through the outer limits of the daily timetable, The 1907 Factory
Act also recognised this difference by allowing the Packing and Sorting
Room to be treated as a separate department for the purposes of the
Act., Moreover, the effect on the penitents was off-set by ., the fact
that 1in those circumstances the cholr sisters would be drafted into
the packing room, and it was not unknown for them to work all night.(&O)

When wholly exceptional rushes occured and the penitents worked
longer hours, washing as the first sequence could stil]l be kept within
the institutional timetable. It was the ironers who would be worked
into the night. This happened only rarely and the penitents involved

were those who had been longer in residence, either through the remorse-

less attrition of institutional life or because of a commitment to
secure their own salvation through a permanent co-operation with the

slsters. For the penitents a radical break with routine served as
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a diversionary release mechanism rendering institutional 1life more
tolerable whilst simultaneously pointing to the need for order. Even
little breaks with routine were occasions for excitement as the annals
frequently record. Such a situation also united the inner cadre of
penitents in the esprit du corps of an unexpected challenge surmounted

and a Jjob well done. Sometimes the exception became the rule, as

at Bristol in 1852:

'Sister Assistant had become very tired especially as the
Children had got into a very inconvenient manner of doing
their laundry work by staying up at nights. This was now
differently arranged as the new Mother Prioress saw there was
no real necessity, but only an inclination amongst the
children. After a short time they were reconciled to the
reformation and saw the benefit of it.'

(41)

The timetable was within the control of the sisters and the content
of blocks of time could be transferred without disruption to the
institutional pattern. The times for Mass and meals were immutable.
The former as a matter of 1deological priority and the latter as a

matter of institutional logistics. There were four blocks of work:

l. Before Mass o 30 mins
2. Between breakfast and dinner 3% hrs
3. Before tea 24 hrs
4., Between tea and supper 2% hrs

It will be noted from the timetable (Appendix 6) that the recreation

periods after dinner and after supper would readily permit an extension
of working time should exigencies so require. This was totally within
the nuns' discretion before the 1907 Act and was little affected there-
after. Under the Act women could work up to 14 hours a day provided

there was no continuous period of work longer than 5 hours without

a % hour meal break; and no work was to be permitted after 9 p.n,
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The laundries worked well within these limits. Even 1f all the
recreation time were used for work, the total working time would
amount to 11 hours, 3 hours within the maximum provided by law. The

sorting and packing could be done by the nuns, who were neither inmates

nor employees within the meaning of the Act,

The wash house and laundry worked on different schedules. The
wash house penitents worked the hours indicated above on a four day
week from Monday to Thursday. The laundry penitents could not start
until the first washing came through. They began the ironing after
tea on Monday and finished at tea time on Frida;. Only a few very
large commercial laundries washed five days a week. Good Shepherd
practice was typical of the industry as a whole. The capacity of the
convents to meet unpredictable volume lay in their total control over
the temporal disposal of the inmates and the reserve pool of nun labour
that could be brought into the last sequence.

However much the institutional arrangements and principles may
have fitted the sequencing, unpredictability, and rapid through-put
of laundry work, there still remained the problem of labour supply
and quality. The labour intensive nature of the work, and the largely
unskilled operations of washing, mangling, and plain ironing would
have presented few problems. Hammersmith had reached an inmate population
of at least 100 by 1856, and by the end of the 1860's Glasgow, Bristol,
and Liverpool had reached the same level. Finchley rose to 106 in
1877, and by the end of the century inmate numbers in excess of one
hundred were quite common.(az)ln 1897 the Bristol annalist had recorded
that the laundry was overflowing with work for the 180 penitents in
the asylum. (43)Ten years earlier when the laundry had been opened at

Hammersmith, the penitents' refectory, dormitory, and church were

enlarged to accommodate 200 women, It was specifically acknowledged
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(44)
that the extensions were occasioned by the labour needs of the laundry.

Such an 1investment in accommodation implied no lack of confidence
in the availability of penitents. Cardiff had reached 120 within
10 vears of its foundation and accommodated 180 penitents in 1902. e
It may be safely concluded from the available evidence that the quantitive
supply of labour matched the demands of the laundries even at their
highest peak of development.

Yet quantity alone is insufficient, Washing may have been unskilled,
although one suspects that there were knacks, but it was certainly
hard. It must have been even harder in the Good Shepherd laundries
than in the secular laundries which generally relied on men for the
dolly-tubs and mangles. Although the Good Shepherd laundries worked
on a scale that could match even the most successful commercial laundries,
they did not mechanise to the same degree, and even less so in the
wash room. This was not solely determined by the availability of
labour. Moreover, in the laundry trade the degree of mechanisation
did not significantly affect the amount of labour required. The effect
of extensive wash room mechanisation was to eliminate much of the
hard labour of pounding, rubbing, and wringing. Apart from keeping
capital expenditure down, the more 1likely reason 1s to be found in
the continuing commitment of the nuns to the traditional idea of work
as penance. Manual work was viewed as far more effectively transform-
ative than machine minding, especially for the majority of women who
came to the Magdalen Asylum. In 1852 Sister Emma Raimbach had written
of the Hammersmith penitents:

'(The laundry work) certainly is profitable to the souls

of those among the penitents who are restless and brought

up to hard labour or who are very dissipated. To many a

penitent to sit still for hours at needlework, mostly in

silence, her companion her own grieved and irritated and

perhaps remorseful thoughts, to sit with the other silent
penitents is a purgatory and sometimes a very painful
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'source of temptation. For such a one the ironing room
or wash house is their security, whilst some preferring
tranquility after the excitement of the world find rest
and quiet a sure means of restoring the peace they had
lost. In both the wash house and the class the hours of
silence are enlivened by the spiritual reading, singing
of spiritual canticles at stated times, and saying the
rosary, and thus both kinds of labour are very
advantageous in a large class of penitents, where
varieties of character and clrcumstances, habits and
conduct require a difference in the treatment.'

(46)

The heaviness of work in the wash room would certainly have required
the women to be physically robust. At the very least, it would not
have been work for older women. It was such hard work that voluntary
inmates, such as were the penitents, might not be expected to stick

it out for long. The high turnover typical of the laundry trade had

(47)
been observed by Charles Booth 1in 1902 and again by the Prices and
(48)
Incomes Board in 1971, Both had noticed that alongside this turnover

there existed a core of workers with long service. We have already
noted in Chapter 3 that there were 102 penitents at the Hammersmith
Magdalen Asylum on 3lst December 1866, 27 of whom had been among the
57 who had been admitted during that year. The annual turnover in
that cohort was over 50% and most of those who left did so within
3 months. From Appendix 2: Table ]l it is clear that Hammersmith's
annual turnover had been running well above 30% since 1852, except
in 1883 and 1884, and was frequently in the 40% - 50% range. Appendix

l: Tables 1 - 5 reveal a consistent high turnover and substantial

departures within the first months at Hammersmith, Glasgow, Bristol,
and Finchley. During 1866, 1878, 1888, and 1908, the years selected

for detailed analysis, the average age of the Hammersmith penitents

admitted during the year was 22, 24, 24, and 29 respectively. Appendix

1: Table 3 shows that after 1876 the monthly average admission at

tlammersmith ranged between 7 and 11 which was somewhat higher than
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the magdalen asylums as a whole. Overall it would appear that the
supply and quality of women admitted was such as to meet the immediate
labour needs of the wash room. The women were generally young and
no training was required to put them to work. Although turnover might
be high in terms of the primary instirutional objectives, it ran at
a perfectly acceptable level for laundry work. It was probably far
lower than in the laundry trade generally. Booth remarks upon the
almost c¢asual labour aspect of washing and that as many as 5% of
1ns£itutional inmates had previous washing experience. The 1971 Prices
and Incomes Board report on laundry pay and conditions commented on
the constant high turnover in the laundry trade, which then ran at
72% for women. This 1s not to be taken as a valid statistical comparison

between Booth's data and that of the P.I.B., but it is sufficient to
indicate an endemic feature of any laundry work force.

The Good Shepherd 1laundries could not have survived solely on
the basis o0of an adequate supply of penitents suitable for instant
conversion into washerwomen. There were always some older women admitted,
among whom there might have been some ironers. But even if all such
women had been ironers, which was most improbable, their number would
have been totally 1nadequate. Admittedly, some among the current
admission could be taught mangle folding or plain ironing quite quickly,
particularly if they were used as 'backers' to more experienced women,
Fine and fancy ironing and packing were skills requiring much longer
apprenticeship and experience. Consequently there was need of a cadre
of skilled workers of whom the majority would have acquired their
skills during a lengthy period in the magdalen asylum. The laundry
work depended on their continual stability within the institution.

The analysis at _Appendix 2: Tables 5(a) -~ (9) of the 1866 profile throws

light on this crucial element of the workforce.

Seventy~-five women in the Hammersmith magdalen asylum on 3]st
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December 1866 had been admitted more than a year previously, compared

to the 27 who had been admitted at some time during the year.

Approximately one third of the 75 had been there for 10 or more years,
another third between 3 and 9 years, and the remainder for one or
two years. Apart from one woman of 65 years, all the women who had
been there for 10 years were still in their late thirties or early
forties. Twenty of the pre-1866 women were consecrated penitents
and therefore committed to persevering for life in the magdalen asylum,
and seventeen of them had already been there 10 or more years. Thus
there was not only a substantial group of long-stay women but also
an inner cadre of more committed women. All the long-stay penitents
would have acquired good laundry skills, but the consecrated penitents
were also entrusted with supervisory tasks. They were the cadre which
gave stability and control to the workforce. Although the status
of consecrated penitent was created to secure a deeper aspect of the
religious objectives of the magdalen asylum, it came to serve the
latent function of retaining skilled workers in the laundry. The
other long-stay penitents, even allowing for the inertia of institution-
alisation, could not be relied upon to remain to the same degree.
They still, however, constituted a very stable workforce, especially
when compared with the outside laundry trade, The profile indicates
that 6 of these women later became consecrated penitents, 14 were
found outside employment, usually in domestic service, six left of
their own accord (one after 19 years), 3 were dismissed by the sisters,
and 32 died in the institution, two in 1919 at 78 and 79 years old.
As.time went by the proportion of older women in this group would increase,
but age was no bar where fine ironing and packing were concerned,

and the 40 year-olds of 1866 were good for at Jeast another 20 years

in those occupations. The age structure of the laundry workers at
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Hammersmith, although the product of a different logic, was entirely
consistent with the age structure of the laundry industry as a whole.
There remains the question of the overall size of the laundry
workforce. There is no written record of the number of penitents
who actually worked in the 1laundry. New residential building was
nearly always undertaken in relation to laundry expansion, whether
this was pre-planned or otherwise. In most cases it is difficult
to distinguish cause from effect. Except in the one instance at
Hammersmith already c¢ited, the sisters always maintained that the
laundry work was to support the institution. VWhere the capacity of
new accommodation 1s mentioned it 1is more likely to be 1in terms of
what the institutional revenue could support, One cannot infer, for
example, that the dormitory capacity is a prime indicator of the size
of the laundry workforce, even though it might provide a notion of
scale. A very small proportion of penitents would be incapable or
unwilling to work. The latter would be dismissed very quickly. The
former would be transferred to hospital or the workhouse if they could
not be brought to health within a reasonable time, although long-
stay penitents and the consecrates would be cared for in the Magdalen
Asylum's own infirmary and tended until death if needs be. Some among
the penitents would be assigned to domestic work in the kitchen or
around the house, while others would be permanently engaged in needlework
in the Class. A very small number would be put to tending the farm,
garden, or dairy. It 1s by no means possible to infer workforce size

from the statistiqal data alone.

It 1is possible to derive more precise figures from the plans

and photographs that have survived. Photographs 6, 12, 14, and 3

depict the washroom, ironing room, packing room and Class at Liverpool

during the 1890's. There appear to be 28 penitents in the washroon,

46 in the ironing room, 9 in the packing room, and 33 in the Class.
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It does not seem unreasonable to assume that the photographs were taken
on the same day. Even 1if most of the room was on the camera side,
it 1s 1likely that most of the penitents would have crowded to the

(49)
photograph side. Photographs 4 and 9 were taken at Finchley in 190l1.

It can be deduced from modernisation drawings that the whole of the
wash room 1is shown. Here the penitents appear to stand at 40 in the
wash room (there are 30 washing troughs), and at 31 in the ironing
room. Photographs 5, 11, and 13 were taken at the second Liverpool
convent, Wavertree, in 1902. The Liverpool and Wavertree proportions
are similar, and given the size of the enterprise at Finchley, one
might suppose only half the ironing room had been photographed. The
photographs do not show the mangling or drying, but some of these
processes would have been carried outby the calender machines clearly
ldentifiable in Photographs 5, 6 and 7. Perhaps it may be inferred
from this evidence that twice as many women were required in the laundry
as in the wash room, a pattern confirmed by Booth's observations during
the same period. Overall it seems likely that 70% - 80% of the inmates
were employed in the whole laundry.

A The steam mechanisation of the Good Shepherd laundries was begun
at Hammersmith in 1877, and 1in this the sisters showed themselves
to be well ahead in laundry development. Throughout the second half
of the 19th Century small workshop laundries and individual homeworkers
dominated the trade. There were some large hand laundries employing
80 or so women by the late 1880's, but mechanical factory laundries
did not start to develop until the 1890's, despite the possibility
of steam laundry machinery in the 1860's. The thirty year delay before

any significant degree of mechanisation began to occur in the commercial
Sector was probably due to the existence of the large hand laundries

for whom a ready supply of labour was available. Laundry work was
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almost entirely female work, the proportion of women and girls ranging
from 99% in 1861 to 93% in 1911, Mechanisation in the laundry trade
was strongly resisted by the women's trade union movement and other
organisations representing women. They thought it would extend the
number of men employed at the expense of women, For whatever reason,
the fact remains that the large scale mechanisation of laundry work
did not occur until some 50 years after it had become commonplace
in indust;y generally. (SO)The Good Shepherd Sisters, however, are an
interesting exception, and their introduction of steam machinery may
well have been the pre-cursor of later commerc:l:al developnents. A
scaled reduction of the original installation drawing 1s 1inserted
at the end of the chapter.(51)

It may have been the size of the Good Shepherd laundry business
which brought them to steam power and mechanisation earlier than nearly
all other operators. Some idea of the scale may be gleaned from the
fact that in 1850 the laundry income at Hammersmith was already higher
than the 1901 income of four of the six charitable laundries cited
in the Fablan Society's tract 'Life in the Laundry'. While in 1901
the Ford laundry income was twice as much as the second highest on
the list, and that at Hammersmith was higher again. 2

The precise effect of mechanisation on life and work in the Good
Shepherd institutions 1s difficult to determine, The installation
of the steam engine, washing machines, and ironing machine at Hammersmith
made no dramatic difference to the steady upward trend in laundry
receipts, despite the substantial capital investment involved. Far
from leading to a reduction in laundry workers, the number of penitents
admitted in 1878 increased by 38% and remained at the higher level

t hereafter,. The most notable difference was that annual turnover

within the current cohort leapt from 37% to 62%, but even this movement

settled back to broadly average_levels 1n subsequent years (Appendix 2:
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Table 1). Within the strict terms of Good Shepherd policy the admissions
could be expected to increase as the purpose of an enlarged and modernised
laundry was to support more penitents., At the same time, this larger
number of penitents had to be provided with the work which was a central
part of their programme of rehabilitation. The laundry neatly fulfilled
both functions. A reduction 1n the workforce was no part of the policy
and there were no wage costs, although total inmate maintenance costs
would have increased.

Mechanlsation certainly meant a redeployment of the workforce
between the different departments, but this was not to the same extent
as in the commercial laundries. In the commercial laundries the number
of washerwomen was reduced drastically, and in some cases they were
totally replaced by male machine operatives, In the Good Shepherd
laundries the hand washing troughs were retained alongside the washing
machines. As late as 1912, when the Finchley laundry was electrified,
all 30 hand troughs were retained. (SB)The machines were attended by
women from the start, and the engine room itself was often supervised
by a consecrated penitent. It is recorded of the engineer at Liverpool
in 1885:

'Frances fell from a ladder and broke her collar-bone;

she had had charge of the Engine~Room for many years
and was most devoted to her task.'

(54)

The far greater speed and volume of washing led to a considerable

increase in the penitents who were deployed to the ironing room,
The mangling room generally disappeared as the mangles were replaced
by steam driven calenders. The introduction of ironing machines was
not nearly as extensive as 1in the commercial laundries and rarely
went beyond installing one or two machines for ironing collars. Basically

the Good Shepherd Sisters developed a dual system of machine and hand
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washing alongside a totally mechanised mangling operation. Ironing
remained very largely manual with gas irons coming 1into greater use
by the First World War, although as late as 1906 Cardiff had installed
a new ironing stove. For the Good Shepherd Sisters mechanisation
meant a vastly increased speed of washing and mangling. This required
a larger number of ironers and packers to complete a larger volume
of work in the same time. In other words the laundry process becomes
more continuous and hectic and this increased as laundry technology
further developed.

The clear congruence between laundry work anci the magdalen asylum
in its organisational and labour aspects 1is persuasively supported
by the evidence that has been adduced. The laundries in all the Good
Shepherd magdalen asylums had become substantial commercial enterprises
by the 1880's, a process which was accelerated by the introduction
of steam mechanisation. Although £financial self-sufficiency had long
been a legitimate aspiration for monastic institutions, there always
remained the uncomfortable paradox that the necessity of a material
base tied an essentially spiritual undertaking into dependency on the
secular world. The Good Shepherd laundries increasingly took on the
character of organised factory production, thereby assuming a secularity
of form readily recognisable to any outside observer., Whatever the
sisters might have intended or wished, and we have no evidence to
gailnsay the sincerity of their perception of the industry as consonant
with the traditional principle of transformative work, the outside
world did not view it in the same way. It was not to be long before
the very success of their commercial enterprise brought them into
conflict with those who wished to bring 'the convent laundries within
the purview of the Factory Acts. This challenge to their traditional

ideological understanding of work, and their e‘fforts to combat the

threat, i1s described in the next chapter,
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CHAPTER 7: THE STRUGGLE FOR FACTORY ACT INSPECTION AND THE

PAYMENT OF WAGES

Despite their own perceptions and intentions, the Good Shepherd
Sisters had been inexorably drawn into the concerns of the secular
world through their engagement in laundry work. This is nowhere more
evident than in the continual efforts to subject their activities
and status to various kinds of legislative control. At heart, it
was a conflict over the very nature of the magdalen asylum and the
convent as religiously based transformative institutions, more particularly
as places outside and beyond the purview of the secular world. This
chapter is largely concerned with the politics of the question, but
the surface enactments of government hide the deeper significances
of the struggle to assert the superiority of differing conceptions
of religion, morality, and work. There were many participants in
the struggle and many modes of 1its expression: roman catholic and
protestant, radical and conservative, the temperance movement, trade
unions and employers, and an emergent women's movement. Each of these
groups was working to establish the primacy of its own values and
practices, and in the process elaborating its own crusading discours;{)
In Chapter 9 the symbolic aspects of these discourses are addressed
directly; here we are concerned to recount their empirical substance,
and the mode of their expression in political action.

Attempts to bring convent property and activities under public
control or inspection were a recurring feature of Victorian life.
In part they were a response to the somewhat strident roman catholic

attempts to remove the few anomalous disabilities that remained after

the 1829 Emancipation Act, in particular the illegality of charitable
(2)
trusts for monastic purposes. The attempts were oftentimes motivated
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by an ingrained fear of romanism, a fear which was exacerbated by the

manifest rapid growth of the Roman Catholic Church in England. Moreover:

' e.. even if nunneries had not awed and at times

aroused sexual fantasies among Victorian
parliamentarians, the latter might still have

found just cause to inspect and regulate them, Jjust
as the House of Commons had set into motion the

inspection and regulation of lunatic asylums,
factories and schools.’

(3)

The first major attempt to bring the convents under some kind
of public supervision occurred when Dr. Thomas_. Chambers introduced
a Recovery of Personal Liberty Bill into the House of Commons in 185354)
The idea that women were somehow lured into convents, retained against
their wills, and forcibly deprived of thelr property, held a firm

grip on the mass of nineteenth century protestants, An 1dea that

markedly contrasted with the reality; for women who entered the convent

may have had a better deal than their married counterparts. They

retained a 'radical dominion' over their dowries and property and

(5)

often engaged in useful and responsible work, Chamber's Bill was
defeated, together with a concurrent attempt to appoint a Select

Committee 'To consider regulations, if necessary, for the protection
(6)

of inmates of convents and their property'.

The Good Shepherd Sisters were well aware of what was going on

and followed the proceedings with some trepidation:

'The dishonourable bill which would have been the
destruction of Rellgious Houses in England caused
so much indignation and disturbance .... that
constant reports about 1t penetrated our quiet
little enclosure, and great and serious was the
anxiety which many of us felt.'

(7)

Hammersmith had been one of three convents visited by a small fact-

finding deputation of M.P.'s. On that K occasion, according to one
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Member who cited her comments during the debate, Sr. Quvrard the Superilor

had commented:

'If it is not charity which induces us to undertake a
task which brings us into contact with the worst of our
sex, what else can be our motive? And yet you represent
us in the House of Commons as the most abandoned of

human beings.,'
(8)
There the matter might have rested but for the persistent efforts

of Charles Newdegate, the Member of Parliament for Warwickshire, and

but for the public interest in some instances of litigation concerning

(9)

convents.

Mr. Newdegate's perseverance was rewarded in 1870 when the Commons

agreed to set up a Select Committee on the Law Respecting Conventual
and Monastic Institutions. (10)A former Good Shepherd nun, Lady Gertrude
Douglas, was moved to protest at length in the Times newspaper, ) and
a number of leading roman catholics, including the Duke of Norfolk,
organised a public meeting. (12)Despite the furore, the Select Committee
proceeded with its enquiry. To complicate matters for the nuns, the
bishops were away in Rome attending the 1lst Vatican Council. A committee
of influential roman catholic lawyers and politicians agreed that
it was necessary to co-operate with the enquiry in order to protect
convent property and to pacify the public demand for information. 43
The Select Committee was much impressed by the evidence submitted
by the roman catholic lawyers, to Mr. Newdegate's considerable disgust.
Although the committee's report stopped short of an actual recommendation
to change the law, it did point clearly to the confused legal situation

(14)
of the convents and their property.

The campaign for inspection was limited to the nuns themselves

and their property. There was, as yet, no particular concern about

the inmates of the institutions run by nuns. For nearly 20 years
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the Good Shepherd nuns had accepted government inspection of their
reformatory schools. The convict refuge had been subject to similar
scrutiny since its inception in 1866. Although there had been initial
difficulties, the sisters understood the necessity for the inspection
of institutions partially subsidised by public funds. Indeed they
had undertaken the reformatory school work within 3 years of the first
inspection bill which had so upset them in 1833, Whatever may have
been the motivation of Thomas Chambers and Charles Newdegate, and
setting the property issue apart for the present, the sisters reallsed
that to concede the inspection of their convents by the civil authorities
would fundamentally weaken the practical and symbolic value of the
enclosure. It has already been noted how strict enclosure was regarded
as a basic safeguard to nuns, especially 1its function of providing

a stable context for their own transformation. (15)The inspection of the
reformatory girls or the convict women posed no such threat., Para-
doxically, it served to enhance the standing of the sisters as a community
providing important public utilities. It will be remembered how Napoleon
only allowed the re-establishment of the refuges in France on
precisely that understanding. (16)In his evidence to the Select Committee,

the roman catholic solicitor, Mr. Harting, had specifically asserted

that the main function of the religious orders was:

'to meet the wants of modern society and modern times,
arising from the great increase of poverty, great
increase of population, great increase of crime, and
all those many things which have to be considered and
provided for in a great community,'

(17)

The Victorians wunderstood as well as any age, if not better,
that good works depended on strong ideals. Historlians of the period
(18)

make much of this point. Yet good works require good funds and

therein lies the practical import of the charitable trusts question for
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the Good Shepherd Sisters. It 1s an 1ssue at once practical and
ideological. Although in 1832 an Act of Parliament (1g)had placed roman
catholic charities on the same basis as those of protestant noncon-
formists, in 1835 it had been held in West v Shuttleworth (z?iat cer;ain
charitable purposes were illegal under an earlier statute of 1714, N
Such purposes were held to be the application of charitable bequests
to ‘superstituous purposes', of which masses for the dead or provision
for monastic communities would be examples. West v Shuttleworth became
the leading case and the tenor of subsequent judgments gave grounds
for the prudent assumption that bequests to convents might be held
to fall within the category of superstituous uses, Indeed it was
quite clear from an Act of 1791 (22)that any trust establishing a
religious order was illegal 1in itself and could only be considered
charitable if the objectives 0f the order fell within conventional
charitable purposes, such as providing an orphanage. Furt hermore
the 1829 Emanicipation Act had declared monastic institutions illegal.
Neither the 1853 Charitable Trusts Act, (zs)which created the Charities
Commission and provided for the registration of charities, nor the

(24)
1860 Act which extended it to roman catholics, had repealed the

earlier legislation.
Roman catholics had been reluctant to register their charities
with the Commissioners as it seemed to imply state control. Manning,

at this time Provost of Westminster, felt it 1incumbent to enquire

of the Roman authorities:

'How can the bishops submit their Trusts to the
Commission if they thereby recognise the altum
dominium in the State - that is, to deny the
Church?’

(25)

If Jleading ecclesiastics were writing in such terms, it is hardly

Ssurprising that the matter was perplexing to the sisters. In any
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case, given the unrepealed legal disabilities, it 1is understandable
that few roman catholics risked their trusts being found void by the
Charity Commissioners. The difficulty did not arise with the actual
institutions run by the Good Shepherd Sisters as hthese were Cclearly
charitable within the ordinary usage of the term. As early as 1856
the property of the Good Shepherd reformatory school in Bristol, as
distinct from the convent itself, had been vested in a separate charitable
trust. (26)In 1862 Bishop William Clifford had advised the sisters
that this would be a legal and appropriate course of action for the
magdalen asylums as well. (27)But the pivot of Good Shepherd activity
was the convent, and there seemed no way for the sisters to hold their
property communally with safety other than to subsume it into the
property of the institutions they provided. In this way there came
about a paradoxical legal and symbolic inversion of the status relation-
ships between sisters and penitents within the order.

Other devices like ijoint tenancy were difficult. The secret
purpose of a joint tenancy was of no legal standing if one tenant
reneged on her private understanding that she held her part of the
property for the religious order. Even 1f honour held, nuns were
not family relatives and succession duties would become payable on
the death of any tenant. 1If the Charity Commissioners became aware
of such an arrangement, they could put the property into trust with
trustees appointed by the Lord Chancellor. The charitable object
would be maintained but the sisters would have lost control. In the
end the sisters put their convent properties in trust to some of the
sisters as individuals without naming the Good Shepherd order. At
the same time they made a private declaration of conscience to the

bishop that the property belonged to the order. Thus the Good Shepherd

ownership of convent property rested solely on the good will of a

L]

few sisters. It was not until 1877 that the Bistersz put matters on
5

%
¢
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a safe footing, after taking legal advice from Frederick Bagshawe
QC. He was strongly of the opinion that they should declare a trust
and enrol it with the Charity Commissioners. This would exempt the
nuns from succession duty and place them in a definite and certain

basis in the eyes of the law:
'The deed might likely be so framed so as not to
disclose their smaller, or indeed any of their rules,
and to preclude any interference with the nuns or
their penitents, either by the civil or practically,
1f they so desired by the ecclesiastical authorities,
and at the same time to give the Superiors of the

Convent almost unlimited power in dealing with the
trust property.’

(28)

Although practical matters concerning the control of property
and finances were at stake, and the sisters were not insensitive to
that, there was a more radical concern behind the 1issues.,. It was
a concern to demonstrate and secure a definition of the convent as
an autonomous religious 1institution totally distinct from the secular
world. This 1issue arises again and again in the constant struggle
to become exempt from rates and taxes,

Such then is the background: The roman catholic authorities
had averted parliamentary attempts to inspect convents and their property
holdings. Given the legally anomalous status of convents however,
it was not something to be taken for granted. It is ironic that the
marginality already noted as characteristic of transformative activity
should be so perfectly reflected in the civic and legal marginality
of roman catholic convents in nineteenth century England. It was
a dilemma for the sisters. They were torn between the need for public
recognition in this world and the need to establish themselves as

primarily concerned with the other world. This dilemma, their experience

of the parliamentary battle to impose ‘inspection, and the search for

a legal personality, must be borne in mind constantly when the matter
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of factory inspection is recounted and analysed,

The magdalen asylum had not been s1ubject to any form of public
control or inspection since its establishment in 1841, This reflected
the general public commitment of the Victorians to philanthropic work
with fallen women. In any case, such control may well have been thought
unnecessary for institutions which only accepted women whose desire
for admission and reform was entirely voluntary, and who were f{ree
to leave the asylum at any time. In 1841 factory and labour legislation
had been at an early stage of development and laundries did not become
regulated until 1895. There are only two recorde& instances of former
inmates accusing the Good Shepherd Sisters of 1ll-treatment. On both
occasions the nuns were entirely vindicated by the court. (zg)The asylum
was further removed from public control by its exemption from the
Poor Rate and from Income Tax, although these exemptions seem to have
been the subject of perennial negotiation. The magdalen asylum, the
work par excellence of the sisters and the raison d'etre of their
institutional existence within the Roman Catholic Church, was thus
wholly free of public control.

The sisters had been familiar with government ingpection ever
since they undertook the management of reformatory schools at Bristol

and Glasgow in the late 1850's. Although this had settled into an
amicable working arrangement, it 1s notable that at the start there
was considerable dissension between the Home Office and the roman
catholic authorities as to the extent of the inspection. The Bishop
of Clifton, Dr. Clifford, acting on behalf of the Good Shepherd Sisters

at Bristol, put the 1ssue very clearly to the Rev. Sydney Turner,

the Inspector of Reformatory Schools:

'Suppose an Inspector is authorised to inspect Cétholic
children, and suppose a difference of opinion to arise
between the Inspector and the Catholic Chaplain as to
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'what belongs to religion and what to secular
instruction .... the government would claim a
right to settle such points through the Inspector
or otherwise - and differences might perhaps be
avoided through the moderation of individual
inspectors, but Government would still claim the
right then to interfere in religious questions,
even 1f the Inspector refrained from using it.
This is what Catholics object to ....

(30)

The content of this objection 1s specific to the religious education
of girls in roman catholic reformatory schools. The form, however,
is recurrent in all the subsequent discussions on the differing forms
of inspection to which the sisters became subject. It 1is a struggle
over the authority to establish the boundaries between the sacred
and the secular; a struggle made all the more complex by the very
overlap of these two basic categories 1in the context of transformative
activity.

The convict refuge, established in 1866 ,was subject to inspection
by officials of the Directors of Convict Prisons as a condition of
receipt of capitation grant from public funds. Although independently
managfed, it was liable to such control as was necessary to ensure
its efficlent administration as an integral part of the ‘'Intermediate
System' then being developed by the prison aut‘horities. The certified
inebriate reformatory was in an i1dentical position to the convict
refuge, except that public control and inspection were exercised through
the Home Office ‘'Inspector under the Inebriate Acts'. Neither 1in
the reformatory schoals, nor the convict refuge, nor the certified
inebriate reformatory was inspection directed specifically or centrally
to 1ssues concerning the conditions of inmate labour. Such concern

as there was turned on their part in the rehabilitative programme.

Laundries had been exempt from the 1878 Factories and Workshops
(31)

Acts, which had amended and consolidated all the previous

legislation, The Jlaundry trade had been united in its opposition
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(32)
to inclusion, mainly due to the irregularity of the hours worked.

The Chief Inspector of Factories later advised the Home Secretary
that another reason for exclusion had been the prevalent opinion that
women workers would be disadvantaged by any fixed limits on the hours
worked. (33)After an abortive attempt in 1891, the power laundries
were included in the 1895 Factory Act.(34)00nvent laundries evaded
further efforts to include them in 1901 and 1904 and were £finally
brought under the Act in 1907. The earlier attempts to include all
laundries had failed because the Irish Members of Parliament concerted
to defeat the amendments simply to avert the i;lspection of convent

(35)
laundries. One contemporary commenting on the failure of the 1891

amendment noted:

'ee.. the opposition feeling the weakness of thelr own
arguments, suddenly appealed to the religious prejudices
of a portion of the House .... with the result that they

had a narrow majority of nine.’
(36)

The Chief Inspector had commented on the employment of women
when the London Women's Trades Council asked to meet the Home Secretary
to consider the appointment of a Lady Factory Inspector and the inclusion
of laundries under the 1878 Act. The L.W.T.C. was concerned at the
severity of laundry work, often done in conditions so objectionable

that, contrary to the general trend for many occupations, men were

taking jobs from women:

'a change which women cannot regard as seemly or

beneficial',
(37)

Eventually they got their lady inspector, Miss Mary Abraham. She
came to play a part in the organisation of the Jlaundresses, and nol

a little in the affairs of the Good Shepherd Sisters. A concern with

the conditions of laundry work as .a sweated trade was recurrent during
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the last two decades of the 19th Century. It 1is not surprising that this
concern should have reflected upon the activities of the charitable
laundries,

Amid the mounting public and political pressures that led up
to the enactment of the 1895 Factories and Workshops Act two 1ssues
predominated: Whether the Act should include the charitable laundries
and whether it should include the hand laundries. The latter, small
laundries in which no more than two persons were employed, had been
severely criticised for sweating practices. In 1890 a select committee
of the House of Lords had reported on the sweating system, and late
In the same year the Home Secretary, Henry Matthews, had initiated
an enquiry 1into the factory inspectorate. The Chief Inspector had
come to so perfunctory a conclusion that he had been ordered to begin

again, His anti-semitic chauvinism can hardly have provided a basis

for policy:

'ee.. London Jews are fairly well in order, but

foreign Jews do not change their most filthy

habits; their domestic workshops are the dirtiest

of all, in many cases living and working in one

room, that generally at night in small tenements,

the excess of gas burning is injurious to health.'
(38)

The truth of the matter was that the government could no longer simply

disregard the issue., Additionally, the hand laundries had Jlong been
considered seedbeds of drunkenness by social reformers and temperance
advocates. It was mainly against the hand laundries that the Women's

Trades Councils had directed their opposition.

The two separate leglslative issues concerning charitable laundries
and hand laundries were not infrequently confused; largely because
both were seen as sweated industries. Already the government was

aware of the results of official enquiries into sweating pract ices

in French convents, most of which were engaged in contract sewling
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for large manufacturers. In Britain, sweatlng practices would not
be subject to direct legislative intervention until the 1909 Trade
Boards Act. However, by the late 1890's the Chief Inspector of Factories
was making explicit reference to the sweated conditions in charitable
Jaundries. (39)There can be no doubt that it was a proper matter of
public concern, but caution 1s necessary in interpreting the evidence.
Allegations of sweating against the convent laundries were a convenient
means of protecting a primarily commercial concern to limit serious
competition. Mary Abraham's later enquiries into the Good Shepherd
laundries certainly exonerate the nuns from impésing excessive hours
of work, and this was the gravamen of the case. (40)A complex array of
interests were at work in the campaign to bring the charitable laundries
under the Factory Acts.

A major protagonist 1in the struggle was the National Laundry
Association, although according to Charles Booth it was not well supported
by the trade. Ml)The N.L.A. very mainly represented the proprietors
of the large commercial power laundries. Their view was c¢lear and
cogently argued: The charitable laundries should be included because
their exemption from certain rates and taxes and their use of unpaid
labour put them in a position of advantageous and unfair competition.
The proprietor of a steam laundry in West Norwood commented:

'There are a number of charitable institutions, who
are at present carrying on Laundry work as a trade,
at such prices that there is no possibility for a
public Jaundry to compete. They pay little or no
wages and are besides supported by voluntary

contributions. One of these institutions was in
1893 doing over £5,000 work at a loss,'

(42)
The writer recognised, that as such work represented a source of revenuc
in the overall institutional finances rather than a clearly demarcated

commercial profit or loss, it was difficult 1o regulate.
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On the other issue the N.L.A. argued that not to include hand
laundries under the Act was to exclude that very sector of the industry
which most required a public check on sweating practices. To add
grist to their case on charitable laundries they accused them of using
sweated labour. At a meeting with M.P.'s, Mr. John Burn a member

who had espoused their cause alleged:

'.... there are many of these benevolent, philanthropic

institutions who under the guise of charity fallen women
are taken off the streets and there sweated and persecuted
and bullied under the most loathsome conditions in the
style exposed by Mr. Labouchere in the Zirenberg case.'
(43)
The Zirenberg case, with its lurid details of sexual exploitation

and brutality, was a gift to the pro-inclusion lobby. It fuelled

the case for control while at 4l'he same time bringing the religious
phalanthropies into disrepute. (4 )Zirenberg had brought a libel charge
against the proprietor of the secularist journal 'Truth' for publishing
a Charity Organisation Society reported on the extreme sweating of
workers practised at the laundry in his unlicensed home for inebriate
women. (45)The house was advertised as a religious charity and on
that basis received donations and subscriptions. The case against

(46)
Labouchere was dismissed. It was an extreme and public illustration

of the general principle central to the pro-inclusionist case and

put to good effect in that cause.

The other main thrust for the inclusion of Jlaundries had come

from the London Women's Trades Council] who had organised a mass demonstra-
tion in Hyde Park in support of their deputation to the Home Secretary.

They were to be joined by the Women's Trade Union League who had decided

to abandon an earlier Jaissez faire policy and to campaign for the
regulation of laundry hours. Altogether the pro-inclusionists const it ut ed

a strange amalgam of large steam laundry proprietors, certain sccularist
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and anti-roman catholic pressure groups, some of the less skilled
steam laundry operatives, and the women's trade union movement. From
the point of view of the sisters it mnust have represented a spectre
of commercialism against charity, the secular against the sacred,
and a strident feminism in conflict with the traditional roles of
women.,

Ranged against inclusion were most cottage laundry workers and
employers, who felt all their business would go to the steam laundries,
the more skilled steam laundry operatives, some_ of the proprietors
of the larger laundries employing home workers, the Soclety for Promoting
the Employment of Women and the Reformatory and Refuge Union. In
1893 the Women's Industrial Defence Committee of the S.P.E.W. had
published a report on the conditions of women's work in laundries. A
It concluded that any legislative intervention would discriminate
against the majority of laundry workers who were married women unable
to work fixed shifts and whose circumstances fitted well with the
intrinsic irregularity of laundry work. Although they were agailnst

inclusion, they agreed with the contention of the women trade unionists

that the introduction of machinery tended to favour the employment

of men. This was not the experience of the Good Shepherd Sisters

who, at most, employed a competent maintenance man for the steam

machinery. The W.I.D. Committee argued that the leglislation was

partially motivated by social reformers seeking to inculcate temperance

and morality; yet they omitted charitable laundries from their enquiry:
'Such institutions, being carried on for the improvement

of the inmates and not for purposes of gain, afford no

basis for comparison, nor furnish any data with regard
to the exigencies of the trade,'

(48)

Thus they unwittingly recognised the.claim of the charitable laundries
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to be a wholly different enterprise. The women who worked for hand
laundries held a number of meetings to protest against inclusion,
often at the instigation of their employers and with the encouragement
of the W.I.D. Committee.

By far the major opposition came from the Reformatory and Refuge
Union which addressed itself solely to promoting the exclusion of
the charitable laundries. Within that brief it was more concerned
to avert the imposition of universal hours of work thap to prevent
inspection, the latter being a possibility that alarmed roman catholics
more than protestants. It was clear that the overwhelming body of
informed opinion, both in the trade and outside, were for bringing
the power laundries within the Factory Act., Consequently much of
the public debate was focussed on laundries conducted by philanthropic
institutions. The case advanced by the R.R.U. turned on three major
issues. Firstly, there was the charge of unfair commercial advantage.
They rebutted this by asserting that refuges often charged higher
laundry prices as they had higher overhead expenditure such as the
maintenance of the inmates. Secondly, the institutions they represented
could not be tied to fixed hours of laundry work since they provided
education in the reformatories; and 1n the refuges the women were
organised into classes for instruction as well as undertaking the
domestic chores of the house. Consequently, there could be no hard
and fast line controlling the lJaundry time-table. Finally, reformatory
schools and convict refuges were already subject to inspection by
other government departments, although the R.R.U. were willing to

accept some form of inspection for voluntary homes such as the magdalen

(49)
asylums. The Good Shepherd Sisters at Cork added a separate submission,

to which the English sisters were privy, stressing the seclusion necessary

for the Magdalen Sisters and the. penitents, and the f]eﬁibility of

{
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hours necessary to meet all the religious activities of the convent.
They considered that inspection would be positively harmful to the
central task of reclaiming fallen women. In any case, the total weekly
hours already worked were within the proposed limits. 0

The hard-headed Mary Abraham, now Chief Lady Inspector of Factories,
was set to investigate the matter. Her scrutiny was very thorough.
She was disposed to agree with the contention that refuge laundries
were not conducted under the same conditions as the commercial laundries,
but pointed out that they had the major advantage of free labour.
As the inmates were clothed and fed by voluntarf subscriptions there
was no expenditure on wages. In point of fact this source of revenue

was of 1insignificant proportion in Good Shepherd finances. On the

question of hours she concluded:

‘The hours worked are similar to a leniently conducted
factory.'

(51)
So far as inspection was concerned, she conceded that the reformatory
and prison 1inspectorate could be used for factory purposes where
appropriate, and with reference to the Zirenberg case she commented:
'(The Reformatory and Refuge Union is) of the opinion
that in view of recent disclosures in the management
of a certain house, inspection is desirable but they

consider special legislation is necessary. 1 do not
consider the case has been established.

(52)
The Chief Inspector of Factorles underwrote the report while pointing
out that the real comparison was with prison laundries, where the
Act would not apply since it would be subversive to discipline. Clearly
the Good Shepherd Sisters were faced with another dilemma. They would

reject the comparison with prisons and i1its assumption of compulsion,

yet the R.R.U., of which all their superiors were active members,
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asserted that the limitation on hours which would become a statutory

right of inmates was inconsistent with the internal control of the

inmates.

Mary Abraham investigated further the specific claims of the

Good Shepherd convents:

'The main objection seemed to be the 'nature of
inclusion', in one case the Superioress adding that
she believed it would weaken her power over the

women employed, who are recruited from the fallen
class., It was felt that evidence of thelr subjection
to rules in the form of an Advertlisement exhibited in
the Laundry, would make it more difficult for the nuns
to enforce the discipline of the convent.'

(53)

Perceptively, she had noticed that even convent laundries employed
a few ordinary workers and so it could not be argued that they were
purely philanthropic. In addition, she reported, the laundries were
separate from the convents and inspection would not interfere with
the religious aspect. But in this view Mary Abraham appears to have
showed herself ignorant or dismissive of the sisters' own ideological
understanding of the role of the laundry in the work of conversion.

In the meantime the sisters were 1in private correspondence and
negotiations with Henry Matthews, the Home Secretary in the last
Conservative Government and a roman catholic. He urged them to provide
him with as much factual information as possible. He explained pressure
group tactics at a private meeting with the Provincial Superior. (5&)He

undertook to present the convent petitions for exemption to the House

of Commons. In the meantime he suggested:

'If you can bring influence to bear on Members of
Parliament, by all means do so - the Irish members
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