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PREFACE TO THE 2014 EDITION





Although there have been a number of advances and alterations since 1970/71 in several of the areas I researched for this book, none of these, as far as I can judge, warrant any fundamental change in the conclusions I came to then.


It is possible some knowledgeable readers might suggest an exception to this is the possibility of the Nanny as Murderess which I examine towards the end of the book (pp. 291–302). It involves the murder of four-year-old Francis Saville Kent in 1860. The authority when I wrote was Yseult Bridges’ Saint with Red Hands? The Chronicle of a Great Crime. This was the book whose account I accordingly followed in describing this extraordinary case. But a new book on the murder has appeared – Kate Summerscale’s The Suspicions of Mr Whicher, or the Murder at Road Hill House. Her conclusions are diametrically opposite to those of Yseult Bridges. I was impressed by her scholarship, but both books are fascinating. I would urge anyone interested in this case to read them. At the same time, problems remain about the conclusions of both books.


As regards the most important area of all, the area this book is primarily concerned with, the effects on further development and behaviour of the first five to ten years of life, there has been some change of emphasis in recent years. There is more optimism about efforts to offset the damaging effects of early upbringing. More especially, much is made of the possibilities of personality development and ‘growth’ in later life. Nevertheless, these are only relatively minor modifications to the view generally accepted when I was writing. It is accepted still. Namely, that in this context the first five to ten years are still of overwhelming importance, and in precisely those ways that I describe.


Aside from correcting minor errors this book is therefore essentially the same as it was then. But forty-two years have given some details a period flavour – as when I refer to Nanny Franco, or the power wielded by the old Nanny of the Shah of Persia (Iran), or admiring and wondering references to motorways about to be constructed which have not only long since been completed but started to crumble away. I have unashamedly left all these in. A book about Nannies should have a period flavour.


Finally, it is always perplexing to read about prices and wages in the past without being given some idea of what the equivalent value is today. Comparing the purchasing power of the pound is notoriously difficult. However, some rough approximations may be obtained from the table below. It should only be regarded as impressionistic. It is based on the value of the pound in June 2014.
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	1830

	£78.12

	1925

	£49.76

	   






	1835

	£85.92

	1930

	£54.25

	 






	1840

	£78.78
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	£57.35
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	£93.30

	1945
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	£100.80
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	£94.41
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	£89.07
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	£1.30
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	£69.92

	2010

	£1.12

	 






	1920

	£35.05

	2014

	£1.00

	 
































PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION





I estimate that the conclusions in this book are based on a sample of 296 Nannies. This includes Nannies I interviewed, Nannies who wrote to me or whom I read about and Nannies I had described to me. Now I understand that for a subject of this magnitude a sample of nearly three hundred should be extremely reliable. Unfortunately, it is not nearly as impressive as it sounds.


The reason is that the quality of my sample was very uneven. People frequently exaggerated the importance of books they advised me to read. For example, someone said I should read a novel by Gissing, The Odd Women; “I seem to remember a first-rate Nanny figure there.” At that time I wanted to read Gissing. He was one of many examples of upper and upper-middle class men of that period who preferred lower class girls to those of their own class, a phenomenon I was interested in. The Odd Women is a long book and took me nearly two days to read. There was only one reference to a Nurse or Nanny and it occurred three pages from the end, on page 493: “They engaged a good nurse for the child.” Another person said there was a wonderful old colonel figure in one of Evelyn Waugh’s early novels who borrowed some money from his Nanny in order to go to a brothel. The Nanny as Bank is a slender but recurring theme, so once again I doggedly set to. I located the fiction after four novels–in Scoop. There are numerous Nannies in Waugh’s books, kindly if conventional portraits on the whole; the main one here is Nanny Bloggs (one might call her Nanny Scoop), and it is true she does lend a colonel figure, Uncle Theodore Boot, some money and that he does seem to be planning a visit to a brothel. But as the entire action of the novel, taking place over several months, separates the two events, a direct connection seems unlikely.


The same poverty sometimes applied to my interviews. A long and rambling discourse would end with my having only corroborated again the sort of way a Nanny learnt her trade or having recaptured once more the ‘feel’ of a particular Edwardian nursery.


It will be evident from the text which books I found most fruitful. As far as personal interviews go, I have relied chiefly on eighteen ‘in-depth’, discussions with Nannies, and sixteen similar interviews with people about their Nannies. By ‘in-depth’ I mean useful interviews of two or three hours, usually repeated.


Now, although these interviews were backed up on many individual points by dozens of less valuable discussions, by reading, and by a great number of letters, an effective live sample of thirty-four is a considerable reduction on 296. At the outset, therefore, I must emphasise that any conclusions I have drawn can only be tentative. It is arguable, therefore, that I am not justified in drawing some of them at all. A number of anthropologists and sociologists would certainly think so. In The People of Great Russia, for instance, Geoffrey Gorer makes the observation that you cannot say that a particular type of individual upbringing, because it causes a certain individual to behave in a certain way, is the cause of more general social behaviour. I do not agree with this. At the least, I think you can say that if a behaviour pattern in a culture is very marked and if it relates strongly to the method of upbringing, then that correlation must be suggestive. You are entitled to ask a critic, how else do you explain the phenomenon? Sometimes it is only possible to understand certain social patterns by the way the children in that society were reared. The violent group loyalty and extreme social cohesion of Kibbutzniks, along with other characteristics of Kibbutz society, are inexplicable without reference to their upbringing.


The lives of Nannies, anecdotes about their employers, their charges, their battles with other servants, are sometimes moving, frequently interesting, quite often the intense trivia of long vanished nurseries are still amusing; but I also think that in a study of this sort it would show a lack of courage not to attempt some more profound conclusions. Speculation about the deeper impulses at work in society is exciting. Certainly it is not a courage Gorer lacks. The People of Great Russia is an attempt, on a scale I do not think I would dare, to relate entire chunks of Russian behaviour to the fact that they were all severely swaddled as babies. I do not actually agree with this thesis; I do not see, for instance, how he can explain why those very wide ranging characteristics he attributes directly to swaddling were not general in Europe during the many centuries that severe swaddling was the universal practice. But there can be no question that it is a very brilliant, stimulating and illuminating book; there can also be no question that it is based on the idea that you can draw conclusions about general social behaviour from a study of individual upbringing. There must be a suspicion that when Gorer says you can’t he is trying to have his cake and eat it.


How you make up your mind affects this book, but less seriously. I think you can draw conclusions from Nannies and I have drawn them. If you do not agree with them then they remain as a thread which guides us into and allows us to explore certain aspects of English society. The book remains quite simply as their history; a study of a unique and curious way of bringing up children, which evolved among the upper and middle classes during the nineteenth century, flourished for approximately eighty years and then, with the Second World War, disappeared for ever.
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NANNY











I sing a long neglected dame


Let plays and poets all proclaim


The wonder of the mother’s name,


And even that of granny;


Let others tell with loud hurrahs


The general praises of papas—


I hymn the mother of mamas,


I sing the British Nanny.


Not every pink and girlish thing


That pushes round a pram,


The ancient rock-like NURSE I sing,


Britannia’s virgin dam,


That, old as mountains and as stout,


From child to child is passed about,


Till childless yet, she passes out,


The lonely British Nanny.







A. P. Herbert




























CHAPTER ONE


The Nanny Phenomenon and the Case of Winston Churchill





Some years ago I read two books, by chance one after the other, in each of which a Nanny briefly figured. The first was a biography of Lord George Curzon by Kenneth Rose. In this he quotes some notes about the Nanny, Miss Paraman—the very name is like some flagellant’s fantasy—which Curzon made years later.




In her savage moments she was a brutal and vindictive tyrant; and I have often thought since that she must have been insane. She persecuted and beat us in the most cruel way and established over us a system of terrorism so complete that not one of us ever mustered up the courage to walk upstairs and tell our father or mother. She spanked us with the sole of her slipper on the bare back, beat us with her brushes, tied us for long hours to chairs in uncomfortable positions with our hands holding a pole or a blackboard behind our backs, shut us up in darkness, practised on us every kind of petty persecution, wounded our pride by dressing us (one in particular) in red shining calico petticoats (I was obliged to make my own) with an immense conical cap on our heads round which, as well as on our breasts and backs, were sewn strips of paper bearing in enormous characters, written by ourselves, the words Liar, Sneak, Coward, Lubber and the like. In this guise she compelled us to go out in the pleasure ground and show ourselves to the gardeners. She forced us to walk through the park at even distances, never communicating with each other, to the village and show ourselves to the villagers. It never occurred to us that these good folk sympathised intensely with us and regarded her as a fiend. Our pride was much too deeply hurt … She made us trundle our hoops as young children, all alone, up and down a place in the grounds near the hermitage where were tall black fir trees and a general air of gloom and of which we were intensely afraid. She forced us to confess to lies which we had never told, to sins which we had never committed, and then punished us savagely, as being self-condemned. For weeks we were not allowed to speak to each other or to a human soul.





Immediately after this, I read Churchill—Four Faces and the Man, a collection of essays about Churchill, among which there was one, and it was the best, by Anthony Storr. At one point he quotes part of a passage (which I here give in full) from Churchill’s only novel Savrola.




Savrola’s thoughts were interrupted by the entrance of the old woman with a tray. He was tired, but the decencies of life had to be; he rose, and passed into the inner room to change his clothes and make his toilet. When he returned the table was laid; the soup he had asked for had been expanded by the care of his housekeeper into a more elaborate meal. She waited on him, plying him the while with questions and watching his appetite with anxious pleasure. She had nursed him from his birth up with a devotion and care which knew no break. It is a strange thing, the love of these women. Perhaps it is the only disinterested affection in the world. The mother loves her child; that is maternal nature. The youth loves his sweetheart; that too may be explained. The dog loves his master; he feeds him; a man loves his friend; he has stood by him perhaps at doubtful moments. In all there are reasons; but the love of a foster-mother for her charge appears absolutely irrational. It is one of the few proofs, not to be explained even by the association of ideas, that the nature of mankind is superior to mere utilitarianising and that his destinies are high.





It was not the passage itself which struck me particularly. It is quite a celebrated one and I vaguely remembered reading it before. Nor was it the contrast between Churchill’s feelings towards his Nurse and the understandable bitterness which Curzon felt towards the monster who had ruled him. But it was the use that Dr. Storr made of it. His comment on it was that what was surprising was Churchill’s surprise that a Nurse should love her charges. It is almost as though he expected a Nurse to dislike them. Yet, Dr. Storr argued, Nannies and Nurses have no children or husbands. It is natural they should love the children put under them.


Now, leaving aside for the moment that Churchill is not saying this love is unnatural, but that it is not based on any obvious, rational self-interested motive, and that he, as Savrola, is expressing not so much surprise as gratitude, what further struck me as strange was that Dr. Storr never once referred to Churchill’s Nurse again. Yet I seemed to remember from somewhere, probably where I had originally read the passage Storr quoted, that Churchill’s Nurse had played an important, even crucial, role in his life.


Certainly Miss Paraman had dictated the general shape of Curzon’s future career; her savagery both whipping him on and, it could be argued, creating those difficulties of temperament which finally prevented him becoming Prime Minister. If the same dominance could be attributed to the person who looked after Churchill, then these were two extremely important and influential women. Curzon, among a great many other posts, was Viceroy of India from 1898 to 1905, governing three hundred million people for seven years, and Foreign Secretary in the Governments of Lloyd George, Bonar Law and Baldwin. Churchill’s position needs no explanation. It next occurred to me, in the process which led to this book, that an entirely new view, and a very much more accurate one, might be obtained of a large number of our past rulers if they were studied with reference to their Nannies. Indeed, it might well lead one to a new interpretation of British history—the Nanny View of History. Because, as well as Curzon and (if I was right) Churchill, probably the vast majority of those, in all spheres, who had governed or influenced our lives during the last hundred or hundred and fifty years (Curzon was born in 1850, Churchill in 1874) had been brought up by a Nanny. These devoted or docile or savage women—their temperaments as various as human nature—might be expected to have played an infinitely greater part in the upbringing and character-formation of our great men than had their own parents.


And not only great men; thousands, even perhaps millions, of lesser men too. For surely it had been an army, a great host of Nannies that had swept Britain some time in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, engulfing not just the aristocracy and upper ranks of society, but reaching far down into the middle classes as well. It was, when I thought about it, a remarkable phenomenon. How was it that hundreds of thousands of mothers, apparently normal, could simply abandon all loving and disciplining and company of their little children, sometimes almost from birth, to the absolute care of other women, total strangers, nearly always uneducated, about whose characters they must usually have had no real idea at all? It was a practice, as far as I knew, unparalleled on such a vast scale in any other culture which had ever existed. How had it arisen? When and under what circumstances? How did it progress and, as it had certainly now done, decline? Above all, what effects did it have?


So began my long and often perplexing pursuit of that unique, sometimes saint-like, sometimes horrifying, sometimes baffling figure—the British Nanny.


SCOPE OF THE BOOK


Churchill and Curzon aroused my curiosity, but of course number is the point. A cultural pattern of this sort is of no significance unless it is statistically large enough to affect the society in which it operates. Ten Nannies may be interesting, and, if they are the Nannies of Prime Ministers, will have had influence. Two thousand or five thousand Nannies, as perhaps we have now, makes an interesting study in survival in a specialised area of privilege. But one million Nannies, two million Nannies (I shall deal later with the accuracy of Nanny figures), and this continuing for a great number of years, is a situation worth studying to see (however tentatively) if it had any recognisable and large-scale social effects. For this reason it is important that I define precisely the limits of this book, who I will and will not count as a British Nanny.


Early on, when I was still reading and interviewing, I received an extremely sharp letter from an old ex-Nanny called Mrs. Wake. She said that it was impossible for me to have had a Nanny myself (indeed impossible for me to know or write about Nannies) because the real Nanny, the true Victorian Nanny, disappeared in 1914. This old Nanny would have started, she said, as a nursery-maid at twelve, worked long and arduous hours under a draconian R.S.M. Nanny, painfully worked her way up to Under-Nurse, or even Second Under-Nurse, and finally have achieved Nanny-dom herself, with a nursery far removed from the rest of the house, nursery-maids under her, and numerous charges. Over these charges she would have wielded despotic power, to use benevolently or not according to her temperament. Nor would the parents have had anything to do with the children until they were at least seven—if then. They might have seen their mother for ten minutes in the morning; then, some time between four-thirty and six, they would have spent an hour or so in the drawing-room before returning to the nursery. This pattern would have been inflexible.


Now this figure, the Classic Nanny, will of course occupy an important position in this book; she marks the point at which our subject reached her apogee. (Accurately placed by Mrs. Wake between 1895 and 1914, the Classic Nanny would probably not, incidentally, have been called Nanny—at least by the adults. The origins of the word are extremely obscure, but it seems not to have become universal until the 1920s; before the First World War it was used by children and not adults, and in the nineteenth century she was called Nurse or Mrs. Nor did the Classic Nanny disappear in 1914; on the contrary she flourished until 1939, and even now, in some distant wealthy spot in a remote county you can occasionally find single, usually very ancient, but still vigorous specimens, wrinkled relics of the pre-plasticine age.) The Classic Nanny is in a sense the centre of this book; she is not its whole subject.


Because, as I have said, the unusual and interesting thing about large segments of English Society, at various times but particularly from somewhere round the mid-nineteenth century on, has been their willingness to allow other people to bring up their children. It is this situation in its entirety that I want to study. I want to include all the women who looked after other people’s children. I shall examine all forms of delegation—from the most absolute, when the child was given to foster-parents, through the infinitely various and often subtle degrees of control accorded to, or shared with, the Nanny, down to the reverse situation, where the mother is dominant and only helped by a maid.


And our study will sometimes include women who appear to have the role of, or are even called, Governess. This is partly because in the sixteenth, seventeenth and, to a degree, still in the eighteenth centuries, the Nurse in larger, grander households, was also expected to teach a child to read and write—but at the age of two or three, when her chief role was still nursing. Jack Verney in the sixteenth century was taught to sing at the age of three. John Evelyn, the seventeenth-century diarist wrote that “I was not instructed in my rudiments until I was four”; evidently late. In the nineteenth century this practice of Nurse/Governess continued with the nursery governess, but as it became fashionable to have a governess the nursery prefix would often get dropped. Where the charges are six or under and where her duties are not so much to instruct as to look after and ‘bring up’ the children, then she is in effect a Nanny and I have included her. But where the children are older and where education is the prime object, then she falls outside my scope.


CHURCHILL AND NANNY EVEREST




“We shall go on till the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost maybe, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender …”


House of Commons, June 4, 1940





This is a famous speech. It has supplanted the words which Shakespeare gave Henry V before Agincourt. Before delving into the historical background of the Nanny, necessary and fascinating as this was, I decided first to satisfy my curiosity about Winston Churchill.


In his essay on the subject, though he has used several subsidiary factors as buttresses to the line of argument, Anthony Storr bases his main case on parental neglect. This he has no difficulty in establishing. There can be no doubt that Churchill was neglected by both parents: his father Lord Randolph was an obsessed politician, absorbed in the machinations of politics; his mother was extremely young, extremely beautiful and completely caught up in the whirl of fashionable society. They entertained, and were entertained, constantly. Sometimes whole weeks passed when they barely saw Winston at all.


Now the consequences of a deprived and neglected childhood have been well charted. Dr. Storr charts them again and then sees how they fit Churchill. Their aptness is, at times, quite uncanny.


If a child’s emotional needs are not fulfilled, or are only partially fulfilled by his parents, he will feel frustrated. Frustration leads to feelings of hostility, but hostility which cannot be expressed against those who have caused it because the child needs the love they are denying him. A number of things, therefore, happen. The first is that he creates, in his imagination, a picture of the parents he would like to have had and pretends he did have that love.




Psychiatrists have often observed [writes Dr. Storr], that delinquent and emotionally disturbed children, who have parents who are actually neglectful or cruel, still maintain that these ‘bad’ parents are really ‘good’, and blame themselves for their parents’ faults. A small child being weak and defenceless, finds it unbearable to believe that there are no adults who love, support and guide him; and if there are not, he invents them.





But this idealisation is of course very much easier if the parents are never there. They can then, in effect, become idols as well. Both processes took place in Churchill. All his life he expressed his admiration and love of his parents, particularly of his mother. “She shone for me,” he wrote, “like the Evening Star. I loved her dearly—but at a distance.” Later, he transferred this conception of romantic perfection on to women in general. Violet Bonham-Carter, among others, commented on this.




This inner circle of friends contained no women. They had their own place in his life. His approach to women was essentially romantic. He had a lively susceptibility to beauty, glamour, radiance, and those who possessed these qualities were not subjected to analysis. This possession of all the cardinal virtues was assumed as a matter of course. I remember him taking umbrage when I once commented on the ‘innocence’ of his approach to women. He was affronted by this epithet as applied to himself. Yet to me he would certainly have applied it as a term of praise.





And, of course, since women were perfect, a woman Queen must be the quintessence of perfection. Once, after staring raptly at a photograph of her for some time, he murmured, “Lovely! Inspiring! All the film people in the world, if they had scoured the globe could not have found anyone so suited to the part.”


Another aspect of deprived children is that they often continue to make the demands in adult life which were not met when they were young. They are selfish and querulous, they insist on little services, appear incapable of looking after themselves; they behave like big spoilt babies. Churchill certainly had this side to his character and when he was able to obtain the attentions he wanted he revelled in them. Whenever he was ill he tried to get at least two nurses to look after him. Lady Churchill once said to Churchill’s doctor, Lord Moran, “Winston is a pasha. If he cannot clap his hands for a servant he calls for Walter as he enters the house. If it were left to him he’d have two nurses for the rest of his life. He would like two in the room, two in the passage. He is never so happy, Charles, as he is when one of the nurses is doing something for him while Walter puts on his socks.”


But the repressed hostility engendered by neglect has to go somewhere. Frequently it turns itself against authority in general. The worst behaved children are the least loved, and all his life Churchill was to regard anyone in authority with potential dislike. His hostility also found expression in a general aggressiveness and pugnacity, which used to burst out with startling force and for whose victims Churchill was often afterwards sorry.


But above all it led Churchill to compensate by ambition. If the world is unkind then I will take it on at its own game and beat it. This ambition appeared in Churchill at an extremely early age and took the form of dreams that he had been chosen by destiny for some great purpose. This fantasy was to pursue him until he was sixty-five. And although, coming from a political family, politics was the career in which he would most likely choose to shine, it is interesting that political success depends in part on being accepted, admired, even, in a sense, loved, by a great number of people. But parental neglect not only explains the fury of Churchill’s ambition; it also explains the form of its final demise. Storr is perceptive about the genesis of this development.




In the ordinary course of events, a child takes in love with his mother’s milk. A child who is wanted, loved, played with, cuddled, will incorporate within himself a lively sense of his own value; and will therefore surmount the inevitable setbacks and disappointments of childhood with no more than temporary sorrow, secure in the belief that the world is predominantly a happy place, and that he has a favoured place in it. A child, on the other hand, who is unwanted, rejected, or disapproved of will gain no such conviction. Although such a child may experience periods of both success and happiness, these will neither convince him that he is lovable, nor finally prove to him that life is worthwhile. A whole career may be dedicated to the pursuit of power, the conquest of women, or the gaining of wealth, only, in the end, to leave the person face to face with despair and a sense of futility, since he has never incorporated within himself a sense of his value as a person; and no amount of external success can ultimately compensate him for this.





One of the most tragic pictures, which can be sensed in Lord Moran’s account of Churchill’s last years, though it is scarcely mentioned, veiled over with tact, is of his ultimate unhappiness. He would sit for days, weeks, months it seems, silent and crushed, convinced of failure and of the uselessness of his life. His old enemy ‘Black Dog’, kept at bay so long, conquered him in the end.


For this was the final fruit of parental neglect; it brought forth in Churchill an inherited tendency to depression. This is a perfectly well attested phenomenon. Manic/depressive phases, which often run in families, can lie latent, sometimes for a lifetime; but should circumstances be particularly adverse, like an unhappy childhood or a series of crippling blows from fortune, then they will become manifest. Certainly these moods of depression, his ‘Black Dog’ moods, recurred throughout his life, usually when out of office (and so symbolically once again unloved). He conquered them by activity—writing, painting, bricklaying. The feeling of abasement and failure alternating or combined with self-glorification is precisely expressed in Churchill’s remark to Violet Bonham-Carter, “We are all worms. But I do believe that I am a glow worm.”


This complex series of deep-seated reactions to his early childhood not only, says Dr. Storr, explains Churchill’s character; in particular it explains the events of 1940, when he was sixty-five. Then, miraculously, reality and fantasy blended; at last the sense of destiny was fulfilled. The release of passion and energy, as sometimes happens when a man falls in love with a woman who incarnates some deep subconscious wish, was immediate and immense. The force that filled him flowed from the most profound springs of his nature. At last his hostility, his rage, his aggressiveness could find complete and legitimate outlet. Not only that, but England was in a desperate state. Despair was everywhere. It was national. But Churchill had met despair—and defeated it. Only a man who had done that could carry conviction. It was this knowledge, that deep despair and depression could be overcome, which gave him his great strength, his certainty. It is this combination that accounts for the messianic force of his leadership, the heroic, almost visionary glow which surrounded him at that time and which inspired England and led her to victory.


There is, actually, something almost messianic and visionary about Dr. Storr’s portrait itself. And it is more convincing even than this. It is supported by ingenious and penetrating side analyses. For instance there is Churchill’s puny physique. As a boy he was small and delicate. He grew up, according to Moran, “into a man, small in stature, with thin, unmuscular limbs, and the white delicate hands of a woman; there was no hair on his chest and he spoke with a lisp and a slight stutter.” He was five feet six inches tall and his chest, when he was at Sandhurst, measured thirty-one inches. Very young, he trained his will so that he could force himself to be brave and physically strong and active. Brendan Bracken said to Moran, “You and I think of Winston as self-indulgent; he has never denied himself anything, but when a mere boy he deliberately set out to change his nature, to be tough and full of male spirits.” Plainly, this is another good reason for that aggressiveness already explained by parental neglect. And there are other suggestions of a similar cogency.


True, Dr. Storr does give a modest disclaimer at the end of his discourse.




It is at this point that psycho-analytic insight reveals its inadequacy. For although I believe that the evidence shows that the conclusions reached in this essay are justified, we are still at loss to explain Churchill’s remarkable courage. In the course of his life he experienced many reverses: disappointments which might have embittered and defeated a man who was not afflicted by the ‘Black Dog’. Yet his dogged determination, his resilience, and his courage enabled him, until old age, to conquer his own inner enemy, just as he defeated the foes of the country he loved so well.





But of course he isn’t at a loss at all. This is just the routine genuflexion obligatory for anyone writing about ‘genius’ (especially if that genius is Churchill). No amount of explaining can ‘really’ explain, one says, the wonder of man. In fact Dr. Storr feels quite confident that he has done just this. And so do we, or at least so did I until, to put at rest that vague doubt which had stirred in me when I read the quotation from his novel Savrola, I read further into Churchill’s early life. There to my astonishment I found a quite different picture of his childhood; so far from being neglected, his early years were remarkable for their security and love, but it was security and love received after the fashion of the time—from the arms of a Nanny. For some reason, perhaps because it destroys the neatness of his portrait, in a study devoted to Churchill’s childhood, Dr. Storr has more or less ignored one fact, a mountain of a fact if you like, namely the most important person in it.


Mrs. Everest was engaged as Nanny by the Randolph Churchills very soon after Winston was born in 1874. From then on, wrote his son, “until her death in 1895, when Winston was twenty, [she] was destined to be the principal confidante of his joys, his troubles, and his hopes.” She was, in effect, far more than this. For the first eight years of his life he was virtually never separated from her. He slept in her room, was washed, changed, dressed and fed by her. A calm, loving, warm character, whose gentle exterior hid reserves of considerable strength and determination, she adored Winston and, if the evidence of her giving him presents is anything to go by, often over-indulged him. Instead of neglect or lack of love, he had for the first five years of his life, until his brother Jack was born, the total love and undiluted attention of this good woman concentrated entirely on his well-being. It is right that with unconscious, indeed anachronistic Freudian accuracy his nickname for her was ‘Woomany’.


Like so many Nannies, she peopled his life with her past charges. “Before she came to us,” he wrote, “she had brought up for twelve years a little girl called Ella, the daughter of a clergyman, who lived in Cumberland. ‘Little Ella’, though I never saw her, became a feature in my early life. I knew all about her; what she liked to eat; how she used to say her prayers; in what ways she was naughty and in what ways good. I had a vivid picture in my mind of her house in the North Country.”


The depth of Winston’s love for Mrs. Everest, and hers for him, is shown by how long it continued. Its simple strength shines forth in their letters to each other. “Winny dear, do try to keep the new suit expressly for visiting, the brown one will do for every day wear, please do this to please me. I hope you will not take cold my darling take care not to get damp or wet.” Or, “Thank you so much dearest for getting me a present, it has not yet arrived. It is very kind of you but you know my Lamb I would rather you did not spend your money on me.” When he has to go to France one holiday: “If you have to go to France without coming home I will send or bring your big tweed coat and some fine flannel shirts for you to sleep in, those you wore at Banstead.”


Winston’s schoolboy letters to his mother (his letters to Mrs. Everest do not survive) are always full of questions about his Nanny and requests to see her. “Has Everest gone for her holiday yet?”—“Darling, I hope you will come down to see me when you come home and bring Everest”—“My best love to Everest.” Whenever he was ill at school, he wrote at once and pleaded to be allowed to see ‘Woomany’. While any illness of hers immediately worried him. “Dearest Mother, I suppose you have heard about Everest’s illness [Winston is thirteen]. I and Jack at present (Sat 30th) are staying at Dr. Roose’s. It is very hard to bear—we feel so destitute. Dr. Gordon says that Everest has two patches down her throat but that is more Quinzy than Diptheria.”


But Mrs. Everest’s love was not just immensely valuable emotionally and psychologically; twice at least it saved him in more immediate and decisive ways. When he was eleven he caught pneumonia and only her devoted nursing saved his life.


But earlier than that she had saved him from what, when he was old, he described as ‘penal servitude’, the horrific prep school he was sent to when he was eight. Roger Fry, who was at St. George’s a few terms before Winston, wrote this description of the headmaster:




Mr. Sneyd-Kynnersley explained to us with solemn gusto the first morning we were all gathered together before him, that he reserved to himself the right to a good sound flogging with the birch rod…. But as I was from the first and all thro’ either first or second in the school I was bound ex officio to assist at the executions and hold down the culprit. The ritual was very precise and solemn—every Monday morning the whole school assembled in the Hall and every boy’s report was read aloud.


After reading a bad report from a form master Mr. Sneyd-Kynnersley would stop and after a moment’s awful silence say, “Harrison minor, you will come up to my study afterwards.” And so afterwards the culprits were led up by the two top boys. In the middle of the room was a large box draped in black cloth and in austere tones the culprit was told to take down his trousers and kneel before the block over which I and the other head boy held him down. The swishing was given with the master’s full strength and it took only two or three strokes for drops of blood to form everywhere and it continued for fifteen or twenty strokes when the wretched boy’s bottom was a mass of blood. Generally, of course, the boys bore it with fortitude but sometimes there were scenes of screaming, howling and struggling which made me almost sick with disgust. Nor did the horrors even stop there. There was a wild red-haired Irish boy, himself rather a cruel brute, who whether deliberately or as a result of pain or whether he had diarrhoea, let fly. The irate clergyman instead of stopping at once went on with increased fury until the whole ceiling and walls of his study were spattered with filth. I suppose he was afterwards somewhat ashamed of this for he did not call in the servants to clean up but spent hours doing it himself with the assistance of a boy who was his special favourite.





This was not Winston. He was hopeless at work and beaten frequently. It was Mrs. Everest, seeing the weals from those senseless blows, who told his mother and had him removed. (Incidentally, Winston’s attitude at this school has been adduced as evidence of his ‘hostility towards authority’. A saint could not be blamed for feeling hostile towards Mr. Sneyd-Kynnersley.)


By 1893, extravagance had led Randolph Churchill and his wife into serious financial trouble. By the standards of the time and their past position they were broke. Plans were set in motion to retrench, and one of the victims of these plans was Mrs. Everest. (Though paid for by Lord Randolph, she was ostensibly employed by the Duchess of Marlborough.) Winston, now aged eighteen and up at Sandhurst, immediately sprang to her defence.




My dear Mamma,


I have felt very uncomfortable since I got here about Everest. I fear that at the time you told me—I was so occupied with Jack and Harrow that I did not think about it seriously. Now however—I have a very uneasy conscience on the subject….


In the first place if I allowed Everest to be cut adrift without protest in the manner which is proposed I should be extremely ungrateful—besides I should be sorry not to have her at Grosvenor Square—because she is in my mind associated—more than anything else with home.


She is an old woman—who has been your devoted servant for nearly twenty years—she is more fond of Jack and I than of any other people in the world, so to be packed off in the way the Duchess suggests would possibly, if not probably, break her down altogether.


Look too at the manner in which it would be done. She is sent away—nominally for a holiday as there is no room at Grosvenor Square for her. Then her board wages are refused her—quite an unusual thing. Finally she is to be given her congé by letter—without having properly made up her mind where to go or what to do.


At her age she is invited to find a place and so practically begin over again. Of course I am extremely fond of Everest so it is perhaps for this reason that I think such proceedings cruel and rather mean.


I know you have no choice in the matter and that the Duchess has every right to discharge a servant for whom she has ‘no further use’. But I do think that you ought to arrange that she remains at Grosvenor Square—until I go back to Sandhurst and Jack to school. In the meantime she will have ample time to make up her mind where to go—to find a place and resign herself to a change. Then when a good place has been secured for her she could leave and be given a pension—which would be sufficient to keep her from want—and which should continue during her life.





The letter ends:




Dearest Mamma—I know you are angry with me for writing—I am very sorry but I cannot bear to think of Everest not coming back much less being got rid of in such a manner. If you can arrange with the Duchess or persuade her to let Everest stay till after Christmas—I should feel extremely relieved. If you can’t, I will write and explain things to papa, who will I am sure forgive me troubling him….





Sometime after this, however, she moved back to an old employer. There she broke her arm and had to go and stay with her sister. She used to write long loving letters to Winston, which were found among his papers when he died. It was at this time Lord Randolph died. Churchill, aged twenty, became head of a family in ever worsening financial straits. But it was now he began to support her.


“My darling Precious Boy”, she wrote to him in April 1895, “I have just received £2 10s from Cox and the Charing Cross on your account.” She continues, over several pages, an endearing, tender letter, which ends, “I hope you will take care of yourself, my darling. I hear of your exploits at steeple-chasing. I do so dread to hear of it. Remember Count Kinsky broke his nose once at that …”


The payments were not to continue for long. Soon after this, as he describes in My Early Life, she fell seriously ill. The moment he heard, he writes,




I travelled up to London to see her. She lived with her sister’s family in North London. She knew she was in danger, but her only anxiety was for me. There had been a heavy shower of rain. My jacket was wet. When she felt it with her hands she was greatly alarmed for fear I should catch cold. The jacket had to be taken off and thoroughly dried before she was calm again. Her only desire was to see my brother Jack, and this unhappily could not be arranged. I set out for London to get a good specialist; and the two doctors consulted together upon the case, which was one of peritonitis. I had to return to Aldershot by the midnight train for a very early morning parade. As soon as it was over I returned to her bedside. She still knew me, but she gradually became unconscious. Death came very easily to her. She had lived such an innocent and loving life of service to others and held such a simple faith, that she had no fears at all, and did not seem to mind very much. She had been my dearest and most intimate friend during the whole of the twenty years I had lived.





He at once telephoned the clergyman in Cumberland, and when they gathered at the grave the old man was there, ‘without little Ella’ Churchill sadly noted.


He never forgot Mrs. Everest. Even in extreme old age, in lucid moments, he would suddenly refer to his love for her; and for many years after she died he paid an annual sum to the local florist for the upkeep of her grave.




Erected in Memory


of
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 Jack Spencer Churchill





THE CASE FOR NANNY EVEREST


In one sense, of course, speculation about the early life of anyone dead is quite fruitless. We cannot possibly know for certain, perhaps even remotely, what went on in the mind of the baby Churchill and what effect it had later on. The biographies of our great men, like our history, have to be continually rewritten so that they conform to whatever view of man’s nature is currently fashionable. Then we understand them again, and can gain pleasure and inspiration from them. It is, if you like, a sort of game, and a fascinating one; but there are certain rules. One of them is that you don’t suppress the evidence.


Accordingly, when I had finished reading about Churchill, I wrote to Dr. Storr to put my views on Mrs. Everest and to see if he had any reason for neglecting her. He answered at once that he agreed she saved his life. But that a Nanny’s love never made up for a hostile or neglectful mother because a child always knew the mother was the authority and therefore thought the Nanny was somehow on the mother’s side. He quoted a cruel mother/kind Nanny case of his, suitably anonymous, as an example.


Now it is quite true, as we shall see, that this is not an uncommon type of Nanny set-up, but in my experience it can only arise if certain conditions are also present. The mother has to be around a certain amount, vaguely there, demanding and expecting an obedience and a love when she has done nothing to deserve it. Then, either the mother is actually unkind or hostile. Or else the Nanny is unkind and the idealised mother is also blamed (“Why won’t she save me?”). In these cases, certainly, the tensions, resentments, repressed anger are quite obvious.


But none of these factors exist in Churchill’s case. The Nanny was not cruel; she was kind. Nor was the mother hostile. Indeed during these crucial years ‘neglect’ is a loaded word. A ‘neglected’ childhood is one with insufficient love or care. Churchill’s was the reverse of this. It is not so much that Lady Randolph was neglectful as that she was never there at all. “The lack of interest shown in him by his parents,” wrote Churchill’s son in his biography, “[was] remarkable even judged by the standards of late Victorian and Edwardian days …” Even when he was twelve Winston didn’t know what schools his father had been to. The fact is that for the first important years it is quite probable that the baby Winston didn’t know he had any other mother than Mrs. Everest.


Aspects of his early development bear this out. That formidable will and dominance which Moran says made even to wake him from his afternoon sleep something of an adventure, developed very early, and in a way which suggests it sprang from a completely secure and unneglected background. Clement Attlee, for instance, in his somewhat laconic account of his own early childhood (no reference to a Nanny, though clearly from his circumstances he had one) gives an example when Winston was about seven. Curiously enough, Attlee, who was born in 1883, had the same nursery governess as Churchill, “whom she described,” he writes, “as a very determined little boy. She could never have thought that the two little boys were destined in turn to be Prime Minister. A story was current in our family that one day a maid came into the room and asked Miss Hutchinson if she had rung the bell, whereupon young Winston said, ‘I rang. Take away Miss Hutchinson, she is very cross’.”


There is a point in his study where, without mentioning her, Dr. Storr seems about to give Mrs. Everest her due. He is discussing Churchill’s childhood fantasy of glory, and because I am sure what he says, before he suddenly withdraws, is true of Churchill, I shall quote it.




The conviction of being ‘special’ is, in psycho-analytic jargon, a reflection of what is called ‘infantile omnipotence’. Psychoanalysis postulates, with good reason, that the infant has little appreciation of his realistic status in the world into which he is born. Although a human infant embarks on life in a notably helpless state, requiring constant care and attention in order to preserve him, his very helplessness creates the illusion that he is powerful. For the demands of a baby are imperious. A baby must be fed, cleaned, clothed, and preserved from injury, and, in the normal course of events these demands are met by a number of willing slaves who hasten to fulfil them. As the child matures, he will gradually learn that his desires are not always paramount, and that the needs of others must sometimes take precedence. This is specially so in a family where there are other children. The hard lesson that one is not the centre of the universe is more quickly learned in the rough and tumble of competition with brothers and sisters. Only children may fail to outgrow this early stage of emotional development, and, although Winston Churchill was not an only child, his brother Jack, born in 1880, was sufficiently younger for Winston to have retained his solitary position during five crucial years.





Suddenly, however, Dr. Storr remembers that it is the consequences of neglect he is supposed to be describing. Hastily he adds that, as well as this, a child who is deprived of love can continue in this state, striving all his life to get the attention denied when he was young.


It is clear from this, and other passages, what happened. Studying Churchill’s character Dr. Storr found what looked like a classic case of someone deprived of love and who therefore might be supposed to have repressed hostility to his parents. (In fact, quite often what he describes in his psychological exegesis are the consequences of love deprivation which, as we have seen, are irrelevant to Churchill’s childhood.) Then he looked at the parental background and found ‘neglect’. Eureka! Intoxicated with the completeness and perfection of his portrait (quite a number of psychiatrists are artists manqué) he swept into his study of Churchill which, let me reiterate, he has executed with a brilliance to which I’m afraid my précis did little justice. In the exhilaration of composition, Mrs. Everest got forgotten.


In a way, of course, Churchill would have agreed with him. Not in ignoring Mrs. Everest, but in the effect the undoubted difficulties of his early life had on him. In his biography of Marlborough he wrote, “It is said that famous men are usually the product of an unhappy childhood. The stern compression of circumstances, the twinges of adversity, the spur of slights and taunts in early years, are needed to evoke that ruthless fixity of purpose and tenacious motherwit without which great actions are seldom accomplished.”


This can be quite true. But it is also true that that very early confidence and security, so deep that their roots become indiscernible, merging into the very bone of the character, and which can only come from the strong and continuous love of a mother or mother-substitute, are still more necessary. In my view, Everest was that mother.



















CHAPTER TWO


Childhood up to 1850—How the Nanny evolved







“… a sort of little Bastille, in every closet of which was to be found a culprit, some were sobbing and repeating verbs, others eating their bread and water, some preparing themselves to be whipped.”


Lady Anne Lindsey on her eighteenth-century home





Nevertheless the question remains—how did Mrs. Everest ever reach such a position of dominance in Churchill’s young life? Why did his mother feel no need to intervene in any but the most spasmodic way in his early upbringing? The British Nanny evolved out of, and held her sway in, a particular society with very definite views about the nature and upbringing of little children. To understand how she could behave as she did, to discover from whence she drew her immense power, it is necessary to go briefly into the history of those views and the history of that society in so far as it affected her. We shall find during this fairly brief survey that many of the themes we shall afterwards study in some detail often have roots which go back hundreds of years.


People forget their childhood; and people with unhappy childhoods forget, or repress them, more thoroughly than most. From the fourteenth century right up to the nineteenth there appears to have been an almost complete, large-scale, collective act of forgetfulness on the part of the British people about their infancy. Nevertheless, from this deep and melancholy gloom—not for nothing was it said that childhood wasn’t invented till the eighteenth century—some pertinent factors can be singled out.


The first is summed up in an Italian text, A Relation of the Island of England, of the late fifteenth century, describing customs in the reign of Henry VII.




The want of affection in the English is strongly manifested towards their children; for after having kept them at home till they arrive at the age of seven or nine years at the utmost, they put them out, both males and females, to hard service in the houses of other people, binding them generally for another seven or nine years … during that time they perform all the most menial offices; and few are born who are exempted from this fate, for everyone, however rich he may be, sends away his children into the houses of others, whilst he, in return, receives those of strangers into his own.





A number of points should be noticed about this. In the first place, it was a custom which extended far back into the thirteenth and possibly twelfth centuries, and forward into the sixteenth century. Nor were the children necessarily as old as seven; it was not unusual for them, boys especially, to be sent away when they were six or even five.


This practice also illustrates the medieval idea—but an idea that lingered on in subterranean ways into Tudor and Stuart times—that you had to learn to serve others before you could be expected to lead them or even conduct your life among them. And you had to learn to serve no matter what station you eventually filled. The first sphere of learning was in domestic service. Nor was this thought degrading. Virtually no distinction was drawn between domestic service and any other sort; the boy and girl would wait at table, and at the same time he would learn to be his master’s secretary, she her mistress’s seamstress or help in the nursery. There was not so much confusion as identification between all the various sorts of service to be performed by servants and taught to children, and an identification also, therefore, between servants and children. So much so that the books (and there were vast numbers of them) specifically written to teach ‘servants’ manners were called ‘babees’ books’. This teaching took place in other people’s houses, partly because it was thought to be easier to learn, or rather easier to teach, in a house where the child wasn’t already known and established. Also because if possible children were always sent to grander households than their own, where they could be expected to better themselves in various ways.


Now this attitude to service is important to our subject for a simple reason. While it remained, no mother would think it below her to perform even the most menial task in the nursery, no matter how high born she might be. The 1605 conversation, which I shall quote a little later on, shows into what detail mothers went. It is not until this attitude has disappeared—as it did gradually through the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—and not until a domestic servant ‘class’ has grown up, whose ‘place in life’ is accepted by both sides to be waiting, serving and performing all the unpleasant physical functions in a household, that the way is open in our sphere of interest, psychologically even more than physically, for the Nanny.


It is an illustration, incidentally, of the enormous tenacity of ideas about education and bringing-up generally, that this ancient practice of sending children away at a cruelly early age persists to this day. In no other Continental country does the prep school play the part it does here. And an Italian seeing the droves of whey-faced, tearful, seven-year-old upper-class little English boys, clutching the hands of their mothers—or even, still, their Nannies—at Waterloo or Paddington or Euston Stations at the start of another term, might well write home in exactly the same vein today as his countryman did five hundred years ago.


The second practice which has bearing on our subject during these early centuries is fostering. This is the farming out of little babies, more or less from birth, for almost any length of time from when they are weaned until they are properly ‘trained’ at five or six.


In Scotland this was very common indeed. Lady Antonia Fraser describes in her biography of Mary Queen of Scots how the family of the Earls of Mar had become the hereditary foster-parents of the Royal children of Scotland. But farming out was a universal custom among the rich families of that country.


In England, it is very difficult to discover how common it was. It was quite a usual custom for the parish to pay money to women to take babies belonging to the unwanted poor; middling well-off families would sometimes do this with illegitimate children. Since the money paid was usually a lump sum, and since the continued existence of the children was therefore a drain on capital, they frequently did not continue to exist for very long. But the appalling death rate which resulted—amounting at times, in effect, to mass murder—together with other facets of this practice, did not take place at the level of social life with which we are concerned.


Here, the use of foster-parents was also not uncommon. Juliet, Shakespeare makes plain, was suckled and looked after by foster-parents when her mother and father were away at Mantua. Mary Verney, because it was the Civil War, could only find to foster her child “Raff Rodes’ wife … I feare but poore and looks like a slatterne … but she sayeth if she takes the child she will have mighty care of it, and truly she hathe two as fine children of her owne as ever I sawe.”


And the custom of farming out children continued well into the nineteenth century. An analysis of advertisements appearing in The Times from 1822 onwards shows that practically every day there were requests, or offers, to take one or two children. Only gradually do these advertisements fall off towards the end of the century. Those asking for foster-parents quite often seem to have been those who were going out to one of our colonies, usually India, and it is possible that the growth of Empire led to a revival of this practice in the nineteenth century. Kipling and his sister were two children treated in this way, and their appalling sufferings, particularly his, I shall deal with later.


Nevertheless, it does not seem possible to ascertain with any accuracy just how common a practice fostering was. The most one can say is that it is another example of, another contributory strand to, the English ability to allow others to look after their young.


THE WET NURSE


From very early times (at what point precisely, or even vaguely, no one seems to know) until well into the eighteenth century, it was extremely common all over Europe for wealthy, and often just quite well-off women to have their children suckled by poor women to whom they paid money.


Evidence for this is plentiful. Laws were made about them for example. In 1235 Henry III passed a law against Christian wet nurses suckling Jews. A whole literature grew up, some of it devoted to advice on how to choose wet nurses, some of it containing instructions for the rich on how to cope with their overflowing bosoms. Andrew Boorde, a doctor in the middle of the fifteenth century, wrote in his Fyrst Book of The Introduction of Knowledge some advice on ‘curdling of milk in women’s breasts’. He dismisses an old-fashioned remedy—‘Repercussions’—and goes on, “I wolde not do so, I do thus: I do take Dragavant and gomme Arabycke, and do compounde them with the whyte of rare egges, and the oyle of violettes and do make a playster. Or else I do take pytch and do liquifye it in Oyle of Roses, puttinge a lytle doves dinge to it, and dregges of wyne or ale, and make playsters.”


But, as usual with a custom universally established, the extent of it is as often revealed negatively; that is by the surprise expressed at its absence or by the attacks on it. In the fourteenth century, for instance, the Countess Yde of Boulogne was noted and wondered at for the ferocity with which she determined to feed her own children.


The attacks on wet nurses were continuous throughout the period, and these attacks sometimes suggest the possible reasons for the custom. Breast-feeding is tiring and it causes the breasts to lose their shape (it also makes the uterus contract, so restoring a woman more quickly to her figure, but no one at the time seems to have been aware of this). A theologian inveighing against wet nurses in the fourteenth century (theologians and priests were particularly against them) said that the reasons for their existence were that women were afraid of losing their figures, that they wished to frolic with their husbands and that the practice of feeding your own children was not fashionable.


Sir Walter Raleigh, writing on the subject, said, “Unnatural curiosity has taught all women, but the beggar, to find out nurses, which necessity only ought to command.” He is using ‘curiosity’ here, I think, in the sense it sometimes had in Elizabethan times of delicacy. It is possible that he was being ironic, and for delicacy one should read ‘laziness’.


As well as theologians, doctors led the attack on wet nurses. An example, out of many, is a French doctor writing in the sixteenth century. Why, he asks, did God give women breasts—as decorations or for feeding children? If women realised the pleasure they’d get by suckling they wouldn’t give it to wet nurses. And the child’s love for its wet nurse ravishes the heart. Women say that their husbands say that feeding a child would spoil their figures. In point of fact these fastidious husbands are usually making love to the wet nurses all the time. Feed your own child and you gain in every way.


It seems to have been the custom during the Middle Ages and even later, and especially during winter when food was scarce, to keep babies at the breast for as long as possible. The Nurse in Romeo and Juliet says that she fed Juliet for three years (Act I, Scene III). The argument, employed by a number of the historians of our subject, is that these wet nurses, once their feeding had been done, stayed on and became the Nurse/Nanny figure for the rest of the child’s infanthood.


Now, it is quite true that examples of this can be found. Juliet’s Nurse is presumably one. Another is to be found in the family of Princess Anne, the daughter of James II. In 1689 she had already had twelve miscarriages and three little girls had died. She was not surprisingly a semi-invalid, but despite this continued to do her duty and in this year a son was born—the Duke of Gloucester. Since he was the heir to the throne, great care was taken: doctors were in constant attendance, almost continuous prayers were said; and a highly considered, proven wet nurse, Mrs. Sharman, engaged to feed the little prince.


Nevertheless, the baby did not thrive and after a while developed convulsions. Immediately the court began to panic; wet nurse after wet nurse was thrust upon the prince (each being given five guineas consolation) and when they all failed a large reward was publicly announced. At this, newly-delivered countrywomen converged on the palace in droves and soon the ante-room, staircase and driveway were jammed with eager contestants.


Among them, already in the ante-room itself, was Mrs. Pack with her one-month-old son. She was plain and very dirty, but a large robust woman, with the deeply ruddy complexion which can come from health or alcohol or even, as in this case, both; particularly noticeable were her breasts, which were gigantic. It was these that caught the eye of Prince George hurrying through the ante-room to see his wife, and he immediately ordered Mrs. Pack in to feed his son.


Miraculously, and almost at once, the baby recovered. Mrs. Pack was now in an extremely powerful position, since the life of the heir to the throne apparently depended upon her milk. Orders were given that she was never to be contradicted, and that she was to be given as much to eat and drink as she wanted. Of all three, Mrs. Pack took full advantage. Her behaviour became gross in the extreme. She never washed, she was frequently drunk; far more fit for a pigsty, one of the doctors said, than a royal nursery.


When they moved to Craven House in Kensington her power was consolidated and increased. She was in sole charge of the nursery wing, with immediately beneath her the Chief Nurses, Mrs. Atkinson and Mrs. Fortress (each with their own footmen and various attendants) and under them again, a retinue of thirty servants, nursery-maids, footmen, seamstresses and so on. This position, however, Mrs. Pack was unable to sustain. The responsibilities, but more particularly the opportunities for unlimited and prolonged indulgence, proved too much. She died some months after they had moved in.


She had achieved, by virtue of her milk, a position as autonomous as any we shall see when we come to the Nanny proper. Yet, just as this was exceptional, so was the result it brought. Nor, despite her position, was she in any real sense a Nurse. Her interest was in food and drink. She never won the affection of the little Duke of Gloucester. When Mrs. Pack died, the Queen asked him if he was sorry. “No, Madam,” he said. The person he loved was Mrs. Atkinson, whom he called Atty, and she in fact is far more of a Nanny figure than ever Mrs. Pack was. She spoilt the little prince so much that it was commented on and she is one of the first of that type we will meet somewhat rarely in this book, the over-indulgent Nanny.


The example of Mrs. Pack could be multiplied. Mrs. Cheveley in the family of George III is another wet nurse who achieved power—but I want to reserve her till a little later because she illustrates an early appearance of two major themes: the extraordinary duplication by the Nanny of classic, almost mythological, family relationships and situations (in this case Mrs. Cheveley was a Step-Nanny); and second, the ease with which an unkind Nanny could hide her cruelties both from parents and outside observers.


But the fact is that until the nineteenth century examples are nearly meaningless. The numbers are too few. It is true some Nurses were at first wet nurses; it is equally true that a great many (actually in terms of numbers it would seem more) were not. Katherine Ashley, Queen Elizabeth I’s Nurse was not, nor was Nan Fudd of the Verneys, or Hetty Yallop who appears in Parson Woodford’s Journal in the eighteenth century. Again, though there is evidence that children were kept at the breast for a long time (a fundamental factor, since this would establish the wet nurse and child together), there is as much evidence that children were weaned quite early. Because of bad water, for instance, children of one and two were often fed on wine or small beer (a narcotic thread which we will see re-emerge with the discovery of gas in the nineteenth century). In 1512, in the Earl of Northumberland’s household accounts, there is the item: “Breakfast for the Nurcery, for my Lady Margaret and Mr. Ingram Percy [aged three and one and a half], a manchet [fine bread], one quart of beer, 3 mutton bones boiled.” Pap boats, from which a mixture of water, milk and bread was taken, were recommended from the age of seven or eight months.


There are, however, a number of more positive reasons why I think it unlikely that the wet nurse had very much to do with the evolution of the Nanny/Nurse. A minor one is linguistic. From quite early times the word ‘dry nurse’ was used to differentiate a child’s nurse who looked after it from one which fed it—thus recognising a difference in function. (Though in Shakespeare a dry nurse also means a medical nurse.) Again—the wet nurse had a child of her own. It is true that great poverty and a more easy acceptance of childhood death might lead a poor mother to neglect her own child in preference for that of another. An appalling instance of this occurred in the life of Benjamin Haydon, the painter of monumental historical paintings. Five of his children died, including his beloved daughter.




Her whole life span, 2 years, 7 months, 12 days, was one continual torture. One day when she was reduced to a skeleton, and her mother ill, I kissed her and she sucked my cheek violently. I visited a wet nurse instantly and found her, her husband, and a fine fat pink baby living in great poverty. “Is it just,” I thought, “to risk the life of another child to save my darling Fanny?” I went home tortured about what I should do, but the desire to save her predominated. She seized the bosom like a tigress and was saved, but the fine baby sank and perished. I was never easy and Fanny soon followed.





Quite often the wet nurse had several children, as did Raff Rodes’s wife, foster-mother to another of the Verney family, and this too would make it difficult, if not impossible, to continue as a Nurse after weaning.


The most cogent reason, however, why the wet nurse and the Nurse proper were different people is because the wet nurse had to give milk and the Nurse/Nanny had to look after children. The qualities required were quite different. Those of the wet nurse were worked out in enormous detail, and carefully set down in books of instruction. Jacques Guillemean, chirugien to the French Kings, Charles IX, Henri III and Henri IV, wrote that she must have an agreeable face, clear eyes, well-made nose, red mouth, white teeth, strong round neck and a deep chest. The shape of her breasts was immensely important and minute particulars were given as to their size, shape and colour, and on how they were to be prodded and felt for firmness and resilience. The wet nurse should not be pregnant; she should speak well and should be neither a drinker nor a glutton. She should feed the baby whenever it likes, and frequently unswaddle it and wash it. She should not desire the company of her own husband; as to her employer’s husband, if possible she should have an actual aversion to him. She should be able to sing pleasantly.


The reason for all this care, which continued throughout the period up to the eighteenth century and all over Europe, was, of course, that breast milk was magic. With it, the baby imbibed something both of the physical appearance and character of the nurse. As a result, a mystique attached itself to the wet nurse which gave her great power; but it also sharply defined her position and dictated its duration.


Just how strong and deep this belief was—and it must have originated in the primitive days of sympathetic magic—is illustrated by the behaviour of the Countess Yde of Boulogne in the fourteenth century. She fed all her children herself, and in fact forbade anyone else to do so. One day, when she was at Mass, her new son, Eustace, woke up and cried. The maid attending him, unable to make him quiet, called a wet nurse and made her suckle the child. However, the Countess noticed something had happened, questioned the maid, and discovered someone else had been suckling her child. Her reaction was dramatic. 




Her heart shook … she fell back upon a seat … sore gasped her heart under her breast … she called herself a poor leper. Swiftly she flew all trembling with rage and caught the child under the arms; the child of tender flesh she caught him in her hands, her face was black as coal with the wrath that seethed within…. There on a mighty table she bade them spread out a purple quilt and hold the child; then she rolled him and caught him by the shoulders that he delayed not to give up the milk which he had sucked … the maiden stood more benumbed than worm in winter time … she fled before the bursting of the storm and absented herself from the Countess’s presence, several months.  


Then the saintly and devoted Countess laid the child in the place where he should be, and suckled him so long until she had laid him to rest, and all three (the first child too) were covered with her ermine mantle.





Rooted deep in the past, the belief in the transference of characteristics by breast milk continued almost up to the present day. Margot Asquith who was born in 1864, wrote in her autobiography, “My second sister, Charlotte … was the only member of the family … who was tall. My mother attributed this—and her good looks—to her wet nurse, Janet Mercer, a mill-girl at Innerleithen, noted for her height and beauty.”


Nurses and Nannies had their own mystique—their medical and superstitious lore, their stories, their almost Roman authority—but it was far removed from, and had nothing to do with, the primitive magic of the wet nurse. And the final proof of this is that just as conditions became right for the evolution of the Nanny, and by the time she was almost ready to emerge, strict, starched, completely formed, the wet nurse disappeared.


The chorus of disapproval against wet nurses reached its height in the eighteenth century. Rousseau argued against it in Emile. Doctors became almost unanimous (much as they are today) in favour of mothers feeding their own children. Dr. Cadogan, for example, wrote in 1747 that the children of the poor had a better chance of survival because their own mothers suckled them. A Dr. Buchan knew that breast milk protected against disease (actually, this had been noticed in the Middle Ages). As a result, it became rapidly more common for mothers to suckle their children and by the end of the century it was taken as a matter of course. Letters redolent of the pleasures of suckling are usual. “My dear little girl sleeps in bed with me after her first sucking,” Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire wrote to her mother Lady Spencer in 1783. It was only when his wife was ill that Haydon, who was born in 1786, went to a wet nurse. By 1865 Lord Amberley can write about the subject like this. His child wouldn’t suck, which irritated him. “It seems very badly managed by nature that little babies should not find it as easy to suck as little puppies; but if that is one of the arrangements that was made in consequence of Original Sin, we must not complain of it.” With enormous difficulty they managed to find a wet nurse, but, and this is the point, it was “a terrible disappointment to her, for we both care very much about ladies nursing.”


In the nineteenth century wet nurses finally disappear. An analysis of advertisements in The Times shows that in 1822 a wet nurse was wanted once every four days, between 1845 and 1865 it is one every five days, 1873 one every six days, 1882 one every twelve days and from then on wet nurses are neither asked for nor offer themselves. And these were the very years when the Nanny at last appeared.


Nevertheless, it was in terms of attitude a very recent disappearance. (Isolated examples, of course, lingered on. Churchill had a wet nurse.) And the attitude is the same one we have met before, the attitude that another woman should take over the functions of the mother; in this case in an area which, as we shall see, a number of psychiatrists consider to be fundamental both to the mother/child relationship and to the psychological development of the child itself.


EARLY ATTITUDES TO INFANTS AND CHILDREN; THE EXTENDED FAMILY; PURITANISM


One of the reasons history is an art is that the historian has to re-create the character of the past, which in effect means to re-create the people of the past. Using such information about them as he can get, and his knowledge of himself, he must create a world. Just so, from the rag-bag of his acquaintance and himself, does a writer create a novel. Both require the ability to identify with and reconstruct figures which, no matter how many ‘facts’ the creator uses, must essentially be of the imagination. So strong are most people’s feelings about childhood and ways of bringing up children, that here it is particularly difficult to understand the attitudes of the remote past. Nevertheless, an attempt must be made, and it is possible, so tenacious is custom in this sphere, that we may find that some of those distant attitudes set up echoes in the Nannies we shall later study, and even in ourselves.


It is often said that children up to, and into, the eighteenth century were regarded with far less concern than they are today. One reason for this is that so many of them died young. It was rare for even a quarter of the children born to survive. They died of everything: croup (inflammation of lungs and larynx), fevers, colds, whooping cough, all aggravated by poor diet and by the standard medical treatment of bleeding. In fact medical treatment quite often killed them. In the eighteenth century smallpox inoculation was carried out by a thread dipped in cow’s pustules and then drawn through the skin of the patient. The patient was often dirty and infected, the thread would then be drawn through another patient and another and another … early inoculation was nearly as risky as the disease itself. So much early death, it is said, not only inured parents to it (even in the eighteenth century court mourning was not expected for a child under seven), but led them to feel less about their children in the first place.


Another and more subtle reason for this supposed indifference to children, or at least relative lack of status given them, has been advanced by, among others, Philippe Ariès in his book Centuries of Childhood. His thesis is that the modern idea of the family did not exist in the Middle Ages; his evidence being that the family unit is never shown in the ‘iconographic’ material of the time, in the pictures, illuminated manuscripts, church decorations etc., which are our principal sources for discovering the social customs and ideas of the past. Households of this period, and on into Stuart times, were enormous. A household of sixty was not considered large. They were composed, apart from servants, of the ramifications of entire families: uncles, aunts, grandparents, in-laws, cousins. But these ‘families’ weren’t considered as units for producing and bringing up children, as they are today; they were considered as a line, a dynasty, a group, related by blood and marriage, whose function was to get property, power, patronage and, by marriage, ally themselves with other dynasties who were seeking, and who possessed, these same things.


A family was an economic and defensive/offensive unit—like the village, the manor, the castle. Children were not important to this sort of family nor was the family important to the children. Other units—peer group units, servant units—were of far more consequence to children.


The modern ‘idea’ of a family slowly grew during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, says Ariès, and this is shown by the growth of its depiction in art until, during the seventeenth century, we get family scenes of as close and familiar an intimacy as La Femme en mariage by Guerand which shows a mother wiping the bottom of a naked child. Not until this intimate idea of a family grew, the idea that it was a father, a mother and children set apart from the world, could you get that concentration on children which leads, ultimately, to the position they hold in our lives today.


Now this is certainly fruitful, but in my view Ariès, and others who push this concept of the ‘extended’ family, have got their emphasis wrong. After all, they were wiping bottoms long before the seventeenth Century. Sir Thomas More adored his daughters and used to lure them into his study by showing them his collection of coins and oddments. “I have given you kisses enough,” he writes to one, “but stripes hardly ever.” The Paston letters of the fifteenth century show strong parental concern. St. Bernadino of Siena (1388–1444) sees that the natural helper of the wife with child is the husband. And it would not be difficult to produce further evidence that in a sense—that is from the point of view of a child from birth to five years—the ‘family’ consisted of its mother, nurse, helpers, brothers and sisters and the presence, rare but positive, of an interested father. This is much as it was in the eighteenth century—indeed much as it can be today.


The fact that this isn’t depicted in the iconography is a subject for the history of art; it is to do with the function of the artist in a religious age. It doesn’t mean there wasn’t, in the sense I have used it above, a family. The family isn’t particularly emphasised in the iconography of today either. But though in some respects it is going through a rocky period, no one would seriously deny its central role in child-rearing. (I am not an expert in this field at all, but actually I think, when the artists got a chance in earlier centuries, they did show family scenes. There are things called misericordes, coverings on benches and choir stalls in churches which, when turned back, the monks could lean against. Because these normally remained hidden, the sculptors could let themselves go. Here you quite often get family situations—there are some in the churches of the Ile de France for instance or, in England, in Westminster Abbey. There is a charming Wife beating husband at the end of Westminster Abbey.)


It is not lack of concern we find at this time, but a particular type of concern. Because the fact is that the dynastic family did not diminish the importance of children but increased it. They were not only the essential pawns in the complex marriage alliances which formed such a feature of its aggrandisement, but they were also, after all, provided they lived, going to be the family. Thus the sending away of children at the age of six is not only an example of allowing others the care of their children—it is also an example of how this different sort of concern worked in practice. The more important and powerful the family the happier its members would be. Therefore they were sent away when young to gain influence and marry people who would enhance the family, and so ultimately improve their own lot.


Similarly, the frequency with which children died increased the importance of those that lived. Nor am I convinced that this frequency did a great deal to accustom parents to their despair. Throughout this period one is struck just as, or more, often by the depth and poignancy of their grief as by the lack of it.


But children were no good to the dynastic family unless they were adults, and so we come upon the theme which I regard as a far more significant result of the extended family and a theme which is fundamental to this book: that children are really little adults, but adults with defects who must be trained and taught as quickly as possible to be true adults. The images are always of forcing, restraining, disciplining, cutting back, pruning (it is highly significant that English is the only language which has the same word, nursery, for the place where children are brought up and where plants are grown). It is fundamental because it lasted so long. It is an attitude which was still widespread in 1950 when Geoffrey Gorer did his enormous survey Exploring English Character.


It was also an attitude which went far into the past. To accustom little Saxon babies as fast as possible to the sights and sounds of war, Tacitus describes how the camps for women and children were deliberately pitched close to the battlefield. And Galen says that new-born babies were plunged into icy water to harden them.


As the centuries progressed the instructions on how to bring up infants were laid down in a great number of Babees’ Bokes, Bookes of Urbanity, Bokes of Vertue and so on. These instructions are extremely detailed; they are also very familiar. One of the things that always fascinated me about Nannies was the vast repertoire of often, it seemed to me, almost pointless little prohibitions and laws they enforced. And what was stranger still was the way this repertoire was shared, even though they can’t all have met each other, nor had they undergone some strict training at a common college of Nannies. It was as though there was a collective Nanny Unconscious to which they all had access. And in a way that is what there was. Because here, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, we find those Nanny maxims written down. Take these rules, from a book of 1475: little children (from three onwards) must not speak till spoken to, they must not chatter or stare about, they must stand till they are told to sit, they must not look sulky, they mustn’t pick their noses or scratch their ears, pick their nails or teeth, they mustn’t drink with their mouths full, mustn’t lean against post or door, mustn’t put their elbows on the table, nor wink or roll their eyes…. The list is almost endless, and could be duplicated in dozens of books of the same sort. It is tempting to speculate that in many respects upper and upper-middle class children of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were brought up according to rules developed during the later Middle Ages—for where else can they have come from?—and preserved in the folk memories of their lower-class Nurses and Nannies.


The idea that childhood was not a separate state, but a period of defective adulthood out of which children had to be trained as fast as possible, persisted, as I have said, for a very long time. It is indicative that not until well into the twentieth century were children dressed as children; before that they were dressed as tiny adults. But during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries an element was added to this training which is also important to a full understanding of Nannies. That element was religion.


Throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries the books of instruction became increasingly moralistic. Seager’s School of Vertue, for instance, first published in 1557, and reprinted in 1626, gives lists of psalms to be learnt at an early age, advice is given on how to behave in church, fierce warnings are thundered against every conceivable immorality or backsliding—gambling, swearing, drinking, lying, anger, malice, oversleeping, to give but a few; while lists of virtues—charity, love, patience, kindliness, meekness—are similarly pressed.


It was during this period that most of the Protestant middle class, but particularly the Puritans, evolved the equation that moral rectitude led to social and economic success; that if you were good, you would work hard and your work would flourish. It is a simple step from here to assume that hard work is in itself a moral good; and an equally simple step to reverse the formula and say that anything that interferes or is opposed to work—i.e. anything pleasurable—is a moral evil. Pleasure itself is evil. Without appreciating this very considerable strand in the English character much Nanny behaviour becomes perplexing. Take the Nanny in Compton Mackenzie’s Sinister Street, an unkind, vicious, wrinkled, alcoholic little woman, based on his own Nanny.




Treats were important factors in Michael’s life. Apparently anything even mildly pleasant came under the category of treats. It was a treat to walk on the grass in the Gardens; it was a treat to help push Stella’s perambulator; it was a treat to have a sponge floating beside him in the bath, to hum, to laugh, to read, to stay up one minute after half-past six, to accompany Nanny on her marketing, and most of all to roll the slabs of unbaked dough down in the kitchen. The great principle of a treat was its rarity. As anything that had to be asked for became a treat automatically and as the mere fact of asking was made a reason for refusing to grant a treat, the sacred infrequency of the treat was secured.





Now Compton Mackenzie’s Nanny—or rather Michael Fane’s in Sinister Street—had, apart from gin, virtually only one form of pleasure, and that was in thwarting and denying Michael Fane. But the form this denying took, and the fact that she could feel as she did it that she was ‘doing him good’, derive directly from the Protestant/Puritan attitudes developed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and already, in that period, being applied to children. The final phrase I quoted, “the sacred infrequency of the treat was secured”, is, remarkably, though probably unconsciously, accurate: infrequency, of everything, was sacred indeed. We shall find many Nannies, infinitely kinder, gentler and in every way more admirable than Compton Mackenzie’s, acting in a similar way and from similar motives.


One more step took place in the attitudes to moral behaviour. Because hard work, prayer and good behaviour were not only morally good for you, but led to business success, it was natural to assume you enjoyed behaving well. Parodoxically, the stern duties and obligations and disciplines which on the one hand were meant to be opposed to the transitory indulgent pleasures of life, were now also supposed to be pleasurable themselves. Isaac Watts, in one of his Divine and Moral Songs for Children wrote:








Let children that would fear the Lord


Hear what their teachers say:


With reverence meet their parents word,


And with delight obey.











“And with delight obey”—that note, that sanctimonious mixture of strictness towards children, disguised by a thin sugary coating of assumed and expected enjoyment, is one we shall find frequently in Victorian nurseries.


An appreciation of these Protestant, but more particularly Puritan, ideas and ideals is essential for a proper understanding of English or American national character. Especially American—where material success, which used to prove religious faith, has retained all its fanatic religious fervour while losing any qualities of compassion it may once have had. These ideas, still more important when they are implemented in a sphere connected with the bringing-up of children, were of course sometimes more and sometimes less powerful. They reached a height during the rule of Cromwell and then, from the Restoration of Charles II till the end of the seventeenth century became less influential. After this, despite the moderate, sophisticated and on the whole tolerant main stream of eighteenth-century rationalism, the religious revivals associated with Wesley had considerable success. By the end of the century even quite ordinary, worldly households barred toys on Sundays. Little William Goodwin was told off because he stroked a cat on the Sabbath. Sermons frequently lasted three hours. During Victorian times and thereafter, Puritanism and all its related attitudes must always be born in mind; even today, despite appearances, they cannot be ignored.


BEATING


There is a more sinister aspect of the long persisting aim to make children adults as soon as possible—that is, the methods used.


In the fourteenth century, a book, The Goodwife (but similar advice is found in every book of this sort), said this about misbehaving children.








And if thy children be rebel and will not them bow,


But if any of them misdoeth, neither ban nor blow [don’t curse or cuff]


But take a smart rod and beat them in a row


Till they cry for mercy and be of their guild aknow.











So we hear for the second time in this book the thud of that cane which is to beat its cruel and pointless way through too many of its pages. It was universally accepted until well into the nineteenth century that the most effective, indeed the only effective way in which to discipline even tiny children was to beat them. But there was more to it than effectiveness. “Marriage fills the earth, virginity fills heaven,” wrote St. Jerome. To be born at all meant one was full of original sin. It had to be forced out by baptism—and by beating. Beating was a way of saving children, not just correcting them; a child that was spared the rod would not only be spoilt, it might lose its soul. It is from this view that that unpleasant word ‘naughty’ derives its powerful undertones. Naughty, naught, nothing—a child who was naughty was nothing, worthless, soulless, evil.


And this view, though consciously it gradually receded into the background, is the reason beating was started so young and continued so vigorously. The Earl of Warwick, guardian to Henry VI, complains that the King grew “more and more to grucche with chastysing and to loth it”. Henry VI was at this time eight months old and used to preside at Council sitting on his mother’s knee. His infanthood is punctuated, as far as his caretakers are concerned, with incitements to violence.


Beating is universal in these early centuries. When Agnes Paston sent her little son to school in the late fifteenth century he took with him a request to the master to “well belashe him”. In the sixteenth century one of the little Verneys (Edmund, aged three) is beaten for shyness. He is sent to his great-great-grandmother. She had heard “he is disliked, he is so strange”, but after having him to stay she writes pleading for him to be beaten less. “He is too young to be strudgeled in any forcing way. I had intelligence your father was troubled to see him so strange … he knows the child was fellow-good-enough at my house. I pray show him what I have written about him, and be sure that he be not frightened by no means: he is of gentle sweet nature, soon corrected.”


John Wesley’s mother, writing to him on the principal rules she observed when educating her family, had this to say on the subject, “When turned a year old (and some before) they were taught to fear the rod, and to cry softly; by which means they escaped abundance of correction they might otherwise have had; and that most odious noise of the crying of children was rarely heard in the house; but the family usually lived in as much quietness as if there had not been a child among them.”


Such examples could be endlessly multiplied right until, indeed, the present day. Dr. Johnson, helping Boswell with a case about a schoolmaster who was accused of beating his pupils too hard, puts the eighteenth-century view with his usual force and concision. “The charge is, that he has used immoderate and cruel correction. Correction, in itself, is not cruel; children, being not reasonable, can be governed only by fear. To impress this fear is therefore one of the first duties of those who have care of children. It is the duty of a parent, and has never been thought inconsistent with parental tenderness….” At another time, discussing with Boswell the lashings he himself had received, he says, “No attention can be obtained from children without the infliction of pain, and pain is never remembered without resentment.”


Resentment—there is a key word on this subject. The effect of beating on young children is to fill them with rage. But since the person beating them is usually the person who is looking after them, the person in fact they love and depend on for love, they often find it difficult to express or even admit this rage and the murderous, vengeful fantasies it gives rise to. They suppress them, suppress their burning, frustrated resentment, and the aggression does not surface until adolescence or adulthood. It is scarcely surprising that the Middle Ages were a period of such brutality and violence, a period notorious for men of terrible rages. Henry II, whose anger led to the murder of Becket, would at times become completely beside himself and like another king, King John, lie on the floor foaming at the mouth and gnashing his teeth in the rushes. And this long-repressed resentment not infrequently found expression on the person who had caused it. There are numbers of cases in legal records of parents being assaulted by their children. The Earl of Warwick, fearful that when he came of age Henry VI might revenge himself by having him murdered for having done his duty, always asked the Council to sanction his ‘chastysings’.


And one cannot help feeling that this resentment, which is inevitable in very young children, however justified a beating may seem to be, must have been compounded by the fact that, under the guise of ‘doing them good’, parents, tutors, Nurses and later Nannies, were sometimes just indulging impulses that were quite simply cruel and sadistic. From the accepted (religious) position of hating the sin and loving the sinner they moved imperceptibly to hating the sinner because of his sin and so justified the utmost excesses of violence the real motives of which were often deeper and more sinister.


We have met Curzon’s Miss Paraman; we shall find Nannies almost as bad. In the seventeenth century Lady Wentworth wrote, “Hear is a strange unatural reporte of Lady Abergane that she had in a pation killed her own child about seven years old, she having been a great while whiping it, my Lord being grieved to hear it crye so terryably, went into the roome to beg for it, and she threw it with such forse to the ground she break the skul; the girl lived but fourer howers after it.”


Another instance, among a great many, concerns a rather curious ghost story. In Elizabethan times, the mistress of Bisham Abbey was a Lady Hoby. She was a clever woman and a scholar, but given to furious outbursts of rage and brutality which were particularly fired by stupidity or slowness. The story was that she used to beat her little son, William, and eventually beat him so cruelly that he died. Her ghost used to be seen coming from a bedroom, washing its hands. Now, oddly enough, Lady Hoby’s life is quite well documented. We know when she was born and died and when she was at Bisham Abbey. But there is no record of her ever having had a son William. No record, that is, until comparatively recently. Then, when alterations were made to the house, some very old and badly blotted copybooks were found hidden behind the original Elizabethan skirting boards, as though hurriedly stuffed there. They bore the name William Hoby in a childish hand.


Sadism certainly plays its part in the story of the Nanny, as we shall see. But it is the exception. And, though the treatment of children right up to and including the nineteenth century was often brutal by our standards, one thing must be realised: it does not mean that parents and Nurses did not love their charges. Beating was the accepted method of discipline. Indeed it is of immense importance throughout this book to remember that the vast majority of parents and Nannies loved their children. They wished to do the best they could for them and frequently did so. Mistakes, when they were made, were usually caused by ignorance.


And during the late seventeenth and the eighteenth century people were becoming a little less ignorant about the nature of children. It is time now to look briefly at the more enlightened ideas which were also around as the Nanny slowly emerged.


GROWTH OF ENLIGHTENED IDEAS ABOUT CHILDHOOD


In the sixteenth century they invented something called the Black Pudding. This was a huge round hat, like a puff-ball, of thickly wadded black velvet which little children wore so that they wouldn’t bump their heads when they fell over. St. Austin preached against children being hemmed in “on every side with terrors, threats and stripes [that is, beatings] so that they can get no liberty whatsoever”. Elizabeth I’s Counsellor Lord Burleigh wrote, “Bring up children in learning and obedience; yet without austerity; the foolish cockering [over-indulgence] of some parents and the overstern carriage of others causeth more men and women to take ill causes than their own inclinations.” Breast-feeding, even if it was someone else’s breasts, appears always to have been given when babies cried.


These instances of kindness, and I have given others, men and women who understood the need for moderation and gentleness, sprinkle our period. Towards the end of the seventeenth century they start to increase. The Restoration, which brought a relaxation in manners, and a near collapse in morals, was reflected in a more indulgent attitude to children. The Frenchman Maison wrote in 1698; “On a une extraordinaire complaisance en Angleterre pour les jeunes Enfants, toujour caresser, toujour applaudie, a ce qu’ils fait.” In 1707 Madame de Maintenon wrote about an English custom of letting babies out of swaddling bands at three months, and swaddling declined quite quickly through the century. In the mid-eighteenth century Sir Roger Newdigate, obviously kindly if still rough, wrote to his daughter suggesting that her baby should be “tossed about by a stout nimble nurse from morning to evening”. One or two books appeared, like Bishop Earle’s The Child Microcosmography, which not only took the world of little children as important and worthy of rational enquiry, but began to see that little children were different.


The most important of these was John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education published in 1692. It was originally a series of letters written by Locke to his friend Edward Clarke in 1684 advising him on how to educate and bring up his son. It was subsequently expanded by other letters and additions. Although Locke uses the word ‘Education’, he in fact saw this as the entire process of upbringing from the earliest years, and in the original letters the learning part came last—and least.


One of the principal targets of the Thoughts was over rigorous use of the rod. Locke wrote:




I would have children very seldom beaten. ’Tis to make slaves and not virtuous men to use them to be governed by the fear of the scourge and to know no other motive of their actions, no other rule of right and wrong, but the cudgel…. A gentle persuasion and reasoning will most times do much better. You will perhaps wonder to find me mention reasoning with children, and yet I cannot but think that the true way of dealing with them. They understand it as early as they do language, and if I misobserve not they love to be treated as rational creatures sooner than is imagined.





‘Rational creatures’—it might be thought that these are just the little adults of before, upon whom Locke is grafting the Reason of the eighteenth century. But it is clearly more than this. He has a genuine knowledge and love, this bachelor, of small children: “The little, or almost insensible impressions on our tender infancies have very important and lasting consequences…. Innocent Folly, Playing and Childish Actions are to be left perfectly free and unrestrained…. Inadvertancy, Carelessness and Gaiety is the character of that age.” And he writes elsewhere, “If the Faults of their Age rather than the Children themselves, were as they should be left only to Time and Imitation, and riper years to cure, children would escape a great deal of misapply’d and useless correction.” He also urged that children should see as much of their parents as possible, and not be left with servants.


Although this was because he believed servants would corrupt children with their lewdness and dishonesty, it was a step, like most of Locke’s advice, in the right direction, even if sometimes for peripheral reasons. The direction, that is, first towards closer family relations—which we have already seen in the advocation that mothers should do their own breast-feeding. Next, towards a more humane and gentle attitude to children, which did very gradually grow during the next two centuries. And finally towards the conception of children as different, as living in a world which was separate and which should be seen and concentrated on as separate. This idea is plainly of prime importance when one considers the emergence of the Nanny in the nineteenth century, when just that separation and concentration took place, but a concentration which, paradoxically, was obtained by banishing the mother from the care of her children instead of enlisting her help.


Another book which had a certain influence around this time was Rousseau’s Emile, published in 1762. When you examine this book, and the rest of Rousseau’s thought as it might be applied to children, he is not in fact nearly so revolutionary as Locke. Man was born free and everywhere was in chains, it is true, but this meant there should be no unnecessary restriction and he does not seem to advocate nearly as much or as specific a freedom as Locke does. He advocates mothers breast-feeding. He believes that children should be brought up like savages, but this only meant they should be trained in hunger, thirst, cold, etc. (This ancient Saxon idea was echoed again in Locke, too. He said that children should wear leaky shoes to toughen their feet.) Rousseau also felt strongly that the mother should nurse and bring up the children; the father should tutor them. Or wrote strongly, rather. His own children were put in a foundling hospital.


Yet his influence was probably more liberalising than these rather meagre proposals of his would suggest. For one thing he believed that the early years were by far the most important in a person’s life; and the more important they were felt to be the more attention would be paid to them. For another, as time passed, there occurred a process common among influential writers. The less he became read the simpler, more general and more influential Rousseau’s message became. It came simply to mean ‘freedom’, and the child was a ‘noble savage’ who, forced to be less virtuous by adult restrictions, must be set free.


There is other, anecdotal, evidence that the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth century saw the growth of a more indulgent attitude to children, paralleling the general laxity which characterised the Regency. A Miss Weeton, for instance, had an appalling time being Nanny/Governess to the Armitage family in Huddersfield. The children were extremely spoilt, “screaming dreadfully whenever she tried to teach them, and flying into violent fits of passion”. The eldest girl, aged seven, went on strike and refused to do anything. Miss Weeton says she tried persuading and requesting in vain. “The maddening child only smiled and tossed her head.” In the end—“not withstanding it is so repugnant to the present mild system of education”—she had to resort to the rod. But even this was no good. The children screamed as though they were being killed. (Miss Weeton said she was only hitting their clothes, but since they were inside them the effect must have been much the same.) They all went on strike and any semblance of discipline collapsed.
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