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Frank Prochaska

A Mother®s Country
Mothers® Meetings and Family Welfare in Britain, 1850-1950

*

For nearly a century mothers®™ meetings were crucial to the
work of British women in welfare, but now, like other once
familiar parish institutions, they are largely forgotten.1
Sometimes called mothers® classes or maternal associations, they
were so widespread one hundred years ago that most married women
from the poorer classes either attended one or were invited to do
so. Most middle-class women with religious leanings either ran one
or were expected to do so. Like other parish charities, such as
Sunday schools and district visiting societies, they sought to
bring the various classes into closer contact in the hope of
creating a common culture. Geared to the perceived needs of
underprivileged women they became, as one philanthropist put it,
"part of the work of every organization seeking to help the
poor™. Established by Anglicans, nonconformists. Catholics, and
Jews, they sprang up around the country in the mid-Victorian
years, in remote rural areas and city slums. Soon after, they
spread abroad, wherever British women were found as missionaries,
wives of missionaries or simply in residence.3 By the end of the
century one male authority remarked that along with district
nursing, the mothers®™ meeting represented "the most practical and
successful”™ philanthropic work of women.

As with so many unostentatious female institutions, it is
impossible to put a precise date on the first mothers®™ meeting.
Elizabeth Twining, the sister of the philanthropist Louisa
Twining, claimed to have established the first meeting in London
in Clare Market in the 1850s, on the site of the present London



School of Economics.5 Inspired by a speech of Lord Shaftesbury,
Mary Bayly, the author of Ragged Homes and How to Mend Thenm,
formed another meeting 1in the potteries area of Kensington in
1853. Initially only a few poor women turned up and they looked on
her, in her words, "as they would have done at the entrance of the
white bear at the Zoological Gardens"™.6 But soon there were 25
women in attendance and the scheme became associated with local
ragged schools. Impressed by Mrs Bayly"s experiment, the Ragged
School Union adopted her ideas and eventually ran about 200 weekl
meetings from its schools and mission rooms in the slums.
Another influential figure in the -early movement was Ellen
Ranyard, one of the most innovative philanthropists of the
century., whose Bible and Domestic Female Mission probably did more
to expand the urban mothers® meeting than any other institution.
Said by her followers to have "invented" the mothers® meeting, she
met her first group of wives and mothers in London in 1857. Ten
years later her charity was renting 230 mission rooms in London
alone to provide accomodation for its weekly classes.g

Stimulated by the activities and writings of influential women
like Mary Bayly and Ellen Ranyard, mothers® meetings spread
rapidly in the 1860s. As with district visiting societies in an
earlier day, they captured the imagination of middle-class women
with strong maternal and religious sentiments. The Ladies Sanitary
Association (1857), which produced millions of tracts on public
health and related matters, paid tribute to the growing importance
of the meetings when it declared that they were "just the
opportunities for imparting sanitary knowledge to poor mothers'".16
By 1870 there was an identifiable and Jlucrative trade for the
religious publishing houses in what was called "mothers®™ meeting
literature™. The institution was ascendant when Mrs Mary
Sumner, wife of a leading churchman and mother of three, founded
the Mothers® Union in 1876. A formidable institution, Iits



membership rose to over 400,000 Anglican women within four
decades.12 By the end of the century the mothers meeting was
triumphant, the most pervasive female agency for bringing women
together on a regular basis outside the home in British history.
Not even the expanding female trade unions could match the
memberships figures for mothers® meetings. In Lambeth alone, a
borough not noted for a high 1level of religious observance,
Anglicans and nonconformists ran Ffifty-seven meetings in the
Edwardian years with 3,600 members.13

What brought the mothers®™ meeting 1into existence? In the
broadest sense it was a peculiarly female response to the problems
and opportunities associated with economic and religious change.
In other words, it was a voluntary expression of what may be
described as a maternal culture which began to take institutional
form by the early nineteenth century. Privileged women shared many
of the assumptions which commonly are labelled paternalistic. Like
paternalists they believed that society should be organic,
pluralistic and hierarchical, led by people of property with a
sense of social responsibility.14 But as they saw themselves as
different from men, with different sources of information and
inspiration, they translated these assumptions into something
distinctively female in their parish work. In their domestic
routine they displayed those qualities ritually described as
feminine and motherly, among them compassion, tenderness, and
self-sacrifice. As commercial expansion gave them the leisure to
join or to run their own charities, they applied these maternal
qualities to the world outside their homes. Naturally enough, they
turned their attention to causes in tune with their own experience
and their own values, most notably those connected with women and
children. That the government was unwilling or unable to
contribute to these causes was a considerable stimulus. So too was
the hesitancy of many philanthropic men, who were poorly equipped



to pursue charitable practices which were assumed to be decidedly
female in character. By definition a mothers® meeting was an
exclusive organisation and its expansion an expression of a vital
maternal culture with economic resources.

The charitable activity most common among women who
established mothers® meetings was district visiting, which was
widespread by the 18303.14 House to house visiting was largely
the preserve of women who had the leisure to volunteer, and female
visitors pointed out the desirability of bringing poor women
together on a regular basis, free from the isolation of their
homes. This was seen as all the more desirable after the religious
census of 1851, the results of which alarmed many in the religious
establishment. Thus many mothers® meetings, Mrs Ranyard"s for
example, grew directly out of district visiting. As one writer
remarked in the 1870s: "almost every district visitor has a
mothers® meeting”.” Yet many meetings were unconnected with any
formal charitable society and began simply out of religious zeal
and social conscience. For clergymen®s wives, of course, running a
meeting became virtually obligatory. They and other women with a
strong parochial sense cleverly took advantage of the
opportunities afforded by the informality in church or chapel
life, which was particularly marked 1in evangelical communities.
But whatever the origins of the meetings, they may be seen as a
form of female religious and community life carried on with the
blessing of church or chapel but little subject to clerical
restrictions. The mothers®" meeting gave middle-class women the
freedom to preach without offending churchmen, and an opportunity
to convert and to ameliorate poor wives independent of their
husbands.

As an institutional expression of maternal culture, the
mothers® meeting was justified and ennobled by reference to



scripture. As in their other charitable activities philanthropic
women scoured the Bible for portions of scripture which would
testify to their claims for a wider role in missionary work and
social vreform. The [literature surrounding mothers® meetings was
thus suffused with biblical texts concerning women and children,
which provided ever-ready topics for discussion in the meetings
themselves. Could churchmen oppose a mothers®™ meeting when the
Bible enjoined a woman to "stretcheth out her hand to the poor;
yea ... reacheth forth her hands to the needy" (Proverbs 31.20) or
pronounced that "a child left to himself bringeth his mother to
shame™ (Proverbs 29.17)? At the heart of mothers® meetings, for
those who ran them at least, was the example of Jesus, whose
respect for motherhood and concern for children was ritually
celebrated. With Jesus to testify to the sanctity of motherhood,
home, and family life, Christian women exalted. So inspired, they
let flow that maternal missionary zeal, which they called love,
and broke out of their own domestic routine. In seeking to extend
those domestic Christian influences to less privileged women, the
mothers® meeting was very much in tune with Victorian attitudes
towards family life and the place of women. The family, it should
be remembered, was about the only institution in nineteenth-
century England that did not come in for abuse. Whether conscious
of it or not, the women who ran mothers® meetings exploited that
public respect for the family as a means of emancipation from
their homes. The humble women who attended were not likely to
share in this emancipation, for an essential purpose of the
meetings was to remind them of their domestic responsibilities.

Mothers® meetings would not have expanded so rapidly nor have
been counted such a success if the poorer classes had stayed at
home. Attendance at the meetings ranged from six or eight to
hundreds, the average size being fifty or sixty." The largest
meeting that 1 have found was in Kilburn, London, in the 1890s,



where 426 names were listed on the register with an average
weekly attendence of 310.17 Some organizers frowned upon large
meetings because there was less opportunity to get to know the
members personally. Wonderfully flexible, the meetings were geared
to the hours and needs of working-class or cottage wives. The
recruitment of mothers, who were invited to bring their infants
with them, was the priority. But all women were welcome and a fair
share of older girls and women without children attended. Held in
church halls, schoolrooms, vicars®™ libraries, mission rooms, or in
a lady®"s drawing room, the meetings ran weekly, sometimes
fortnightly, and met for two hours or so during those times of the
day when women were relatively free from domestic duties or the
demands of husbands. (After 1870, many more of their older
children would have been in school.) Mid afternoon was favoured,
but evenings after dinner had been served were preferred in those
communities where many women worked during the day. Some charities
preferred Mondays or Wednesdays but they were common on other
weekdays. Attendance tended to be higher in the winter when a warm
fire was provided and Christmas promised a season of special
events and entertainments. In the summer the poor were more often
away from home and the heat made sitting in crowded rooms for long
periods uncomfortable. Despite a high turnover of members, many
meetings ran for decades and could boast of dedicated women who
continued to turn up in old age.

But why did so many women from the humbler classes join a
mothers® meeting ? The answer was obvious to the institution®s
promoters: all mothers had an instinctive desire to protect and to
provide for their children.18 In a world in which women were
thought to have distinctive characteristics, setting them apart
from men, and in which women of all ranks could find themselves
excluded and mistreated because of their sex, class differences

and antagonisms between women could be set aside in the interests



of female solidarity. To this end the meetings dwelled on those
concerns common to women, such as needlework and childbirth. This
is not to say that they were free of class tension or that they
all ran smoothly. Far from 1it. Many a member left a mothers”
meeting because she felt patronized or was not offered an
opportunity to make her views heard.19 But most of the women who
sponsored meetings were highly sensitive to the class distinctions
which divided themselves from those they wished to benefit and
sought to play them down by treating the poor with courtesy and
respect. Comparing the privileged lives of educated women to the
lot of the poor, Mrs Sumner remarked, "l doubt if we could face
their difficulties or live their lives as bravely and contentedly
as they do." This remark displayed some self knowledge, for Mrs
Sumner, according to her granddaughter, never in her life had to
put on her own stockings.21 The Mothers® Union, in which the
social divisions were marked particularly, was not among the more
successful charities in breaking down class barriers, a point the

society frequently Iamented.22

In setting up a mothers®™ meeting the priority was to create a
happy working environment, an atmosphere in which the members felt
comfortable. In most meetings one or two ladies supervised, though
in the larger groups more assistance was required. Some ladies, of
course, were better at putting members at their ease, but all
wished to achieve it. Many of them, if we are to believe the
charitable reports, also managed to form close and lasting
friendships among their charges.23 Mrs Henrietta Barnett, who with
her husband Canon Barnett set up three mothers® meetings in the
parish of St Judes in the East End in the 1870s, was in no doubt
that such meetings promoted friendships between organizers and
humble mothers. Over twenty years after leaving the parish she
continued to receive numerous Christmas blessings from former

24
members of her classes.



In urban meetings it became common Tfor working-class Bible
women or missioners to help out, an idea pioneered by Mrs Ranyard.
Often recruited from the meetings themselves, they spoke the
language of the poor and came from the local neighbourhood. They
were thus very useful in easing tensions and getting proceedings
underway. The organizers insisted on setting a high moral tone, a
spirit of mutual respect and reverence. Complaints about
neighbours or other members were out of order. Sensitive to
criticism that the members did not contribute enough themselves to
the meetings, the wiser supervisors brought them into discussions
and made sure that they voted on the rules governing their
gatherings.25 By these and other means, personal feuds and social
differences were kept from disrupting proceedings. There was often
disruption enough coming from outside, especially in the slums.
Reports were common of fights on the doorstep of mission halls,
stones thrown through windows, and eggs pelted at the members. In
Spitalfields, on one occasion, a black man barged into a meeting
and danced in the midst of the assembled mothers.26

Mothers® meetings were divided into two complementary parts,
religious and secular, both of which were designed to promote
family life among women who were often rough and despairing. On
the religious side, the meetings opened and closed with a prayer,
and usually contained a hymn. Typically, there was also a
religious address, often in the form of a commentary on a tract or
a passage from scripture, which resembled a sermon. This form of
address was much favoured by women who would have gone into the
church but for their sex. Mrs Ranyard, among other evangelicals,
was insistent that the address should consist of unadorned
scripture and many meetings resembled Bible classes with extensive
readings from the testaments, especially those passages with an
especial meaning to women. Less Bible centred. Catholic classes
might use the penny publications of the Catholic Truth Society,



stories, or extracts from improving books. Many meetings,
regardless of their particular faith, offered short stories or
readings from poetry; Tennyson was a favorite. Mothers in Council
(1891-92), a periodical of the Mothers” Union edited by the
novelist Charlotte Yonge, gave advice on the choice of readings
and related matters. Whatever form the address took, it usually
lasted for twenty or thirty minutes and was defended on the
grounds that poor mothers, many of whom could not read, enjoyed
listening to the educated reading aloud. The prayers and addresses
were chosen with the particular needs of individual members in
mind, so that, for example, a women who had just 1lost a child
would be singled out for sympathetic attention.

Though clerics or male missioners sometimes participated, the
meetings were a distinctively female form of Christian worship
which often served as a substitute for church or chapel
attendance. Historians of religion have made little of it, but
many meetings sought to vreach and did reach those levels of
working-class life untouched by formal religion, especially in
urban centres poorly served by the churches. As Mrs Barnett
remarked "to be a member of a meeting may be very far from being a
member of a church ... but such membership may be preparation for
the highest of all memberships in the body of Christ".27 The
Ranyard Mission, among other charities, was most anxious to

recruit those women "who considered themselves unfit for church or
chapel services". For many women who had a vague sense of
religion but who failed to attend church because of the distance,
a husband®s objection or the want of a suitable dress, the local
mothers® meeting provided a welcome alternative, as their letters
attest. The poor "Mothers of Millwall™, for example, wrote to Mrs
Ranyard: "It is now 6 years ago that through your Kkindness Mrs...
Opened our Mothers®" Meeting in A Small Back Room. There was

fifteen of us then but God has prospered us tenfold and the
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Meeting has been a Blessing to us our Homes and our Husbands But
above all to our souls which were dead in trespasses and sins and
are now alive unto God and His kingdom."29

As that letter suggests, there was more to a mothers® meeting
than religion; and the secular side of the programme proved very
popular. Here the common denominator was needlework. Throughout a
meeting the members were busy with their needles, which usually
they were asked to supply. Both organizers and members agreed that
sewing was invaluable in the domestic economy. Even in the late
nineteenth century most of the clothing of women and children was
made at home, or in working parties or mothers®™ meetings. But to
the organizers sewing had other advantages, which merged with
female piety. Deeply ingrained 1in women®s culture, needlework
signified those feminine ideals of home, family, respectability,
the suggestion of love for others.30 During a meeting, it also
provided an automatic distraction for the hands, which freed the
mind to imbibe the religious message. With heads bowed over their
needles, as if in prayer, members got on with domestic work that
would otherwise have been done at home. As an historian of
embroidery argued, ‘“sewing allowed women to sit together without
feeling they were neglecting their families, wasting time or
betraying their husbands™.31 Mrs Bayly discovered that husbands,
even those hostile to religion, were reconciled to their wives
joining a mothers®™ meeting because it provided clothing for the
family without inconvenience to themselves.32

When the women arrived, usually wearing something black, they
rummaged through a stock of prints, calicoes and flannels piled on
a table, often of a quality that few of them could afford at
retail prices. The organizers took pride in the fact that the
material which they provided was superior to the "rubbish"™ found
on local barrows, and they recognized that this was an attraction
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of the meetings. After the opening prayer and the taking of
attendance, the supervisor organized the sale of the material and
noted the purchases in a book set aside for this purpose. Apart
from patterns, which were usually supplied free, little was
provided that was not paid for. This was holy writ for most of the
women who sponsored the meetings, for they were anxious to promote
self help and providence and hoped that such attitudes would spill
over into family life. Some meetings offered prizes for sewing
competitions, but vrarely were “bribes"” or other inducements
permitted. Louisa Twining, who ran a meeting for ten years in
connection with the Parochial Mission Women"s Association, argued
that cloth bought in bulk by the organizers and sold at cost to
the members offered sufficient inducement to mothers.33 With
prices that were within the budgets of all but the most destitute
few went away empty handed. The records do not tell us what the
local cloth traders made of all this.

As initially conceived, the mothers® meeting provided a form
of discount fabric shopping in a convivial religous atmosphere, an
opportunity to carry on sewing while listening to a reading or
picking up tips on domestic management. As we shall see, the
interests and activities taking place in the meetings expanded
considerably with the years, though religion and needlework
remained constants. The beneficiaries could accept the religious
indoctrination or simply feign respect for it. As suggested, the
promoters knew that mothers, whatever their station or outlook,
were not indifferent to their children®s prospects. Most were
grateful for the support and camaraderie that the meetings
provided, and we should not assume that they were alienated by the
homilies, which encouraged acceptable social behaviour in their
children. Respectability, after all, was not the preserve of the
rich and the mothers® meeting was designed to bring it to the many
women down the social scale who wanted it for themselves and their
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families. One poor woman who wrote to Mrs Bayly spoke for many
others when she remarked that her meeting had given her the
sympathy of other women, an ideal training for her children, the
consolation of religion, and, not least, "rest" from her arduous

Iabours.34

It was always thought to be an advantage of mothers® meetings
that they provided a refuge from domestic drudgery. The social
investigator Charles Booth believed that they filled "a real
want"™, for they gave "to tired and worried women a peaceful hour
enlivened by conversation or reading aloud".35 It became
painfully clear to not a few organizers that many poor women
attended as an escape from men. Their weekly fellowship with other
women was the one "bright spot" in an otherwise dreary routine,
refreshment from '"the wounded spirit" to use the language of the
day .36 "In one thing they were all agreed", said Mrs Ranyard of
her first meeting, "they all had bad husbands™.33 Drink and
familial violence were persistent problems in the slums and rural
areas and thus temperance and moral reform were high on the list
of subjects discussed at mothers® meetings. It is now fashionable
to dismiss the work of Victorian moral reformers and temperance
campaigners, but for the many wives and children brutalized by
drunken men in the past the need for reform of behaviour,
especially male behaviour, was no laughing matter. The mothers*
meeting, which provided solidarity and consolation to many long
suffering women, may be seen as one of the principal local
agencies working toward the reform of manners and morals, a
practical response to those calls for social purity which dated
back to Hannah More. Its supporters espoused the central axiom
"reform _the mothers and you begin at the root of our social
evils."” And out of it came 1ideas which were to have quite
fascinating, unexpected repercussions, not least for men.
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As one writer of tracts put it, ‘'get at the mothers, and

you"ll get at the men of the nation".39

And so it turned out,
though perhaps not quite as this mother intended. For not
satisfied with organizing women the promoters of mothers® meetings
organized men in what were called "fathers®™ meetings"” or '"men's
classes”. The object was to round off the work of the maternal
meeting, which was thought incomplete as 1long as husbands and
fathers were neglected. Combined meetings in which wives and
husbands joined in prayer or bible instruction were common enough
in nineteenth century charities. Mrs Pennefather, for example, ran
one in her North London Training Home in the 18603.40 But the
earliest meeting that I have found set up exclusively for fathers
began in 1872 under the auspices of the Ranyard Mission.41 With
an attendance rising to 200 working men, it was run along the
lines of a mothers® meeting, with a strong religious message,
tempered by secular instruction. Needlework was not included, for
it was thought inappropriate for grown men. The mission did
provide needlework instruction to males by the end of the century
in the form of boys sewing classes.” Other charities did
likewise, but the records do not relate whether these were a

success or not.

Though never ubiquitous like the mothers® meetings, fathers®
classes became increasingly common in the 1880s, perhaps because
they offered popular activities such as hymn singing and secular
instruction. They were numerous in the Ragged School Union, for
example, where along with parents® meetings and mothers® meetings
they formed an integral part of that charity"s temperance and
missionary work.43 The West London Mission, a Methodist society
established in 1887, also ran men®"s classes alongside its mothers®
meetings.44 Whether run by the sisters as an adjunct to their
maternal meetings, or by male missionaries, an essential purpose
of such classes was to promote male respect for Christian family
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life and motherhood. These were purposes in tune with those of the
many other agencies of moral reform, such as the White Cross Army,
which recruited large numbers of working men in the 18805.45 The
transformation of the relations between the sexes seemed all the
more urgent to female reformers in a society in which so many men
could not resist the temptations held out by those institutional
expressions of working-class culture, the pub and the working-
men®s club.

Obviously, the campaign for the reformation of manners and
morals was not altogether successful. Large numbers of working men
showed a reluctance to turn up at church or chapel, nor were they
freed from their addiction to one another as drinking companions.
The fathers®™ meeting, like the mothers® meeting, now appears an
historical curiosity. It could be argued that mothers® meetings
and other forms of female philanthropy contributed to the
popularity of pubs and other male working-class preserves, for in
bringing women together outside the home, they left men to their
own devices. Certainly, conflicts must have arisen between sober
and pious wives and their less than temperate husbands, which
raised tensions in working-class neighbourhoods. This, along with
the antagonism between the rough and respectable poor, helps to
explain those eggs and stones hurled at women attending mothers*
meetings. Some of the ideas discussed in fathers®™ classes must
also have alarmed many working men (and may come as a surprise to
us). In one piece of fathers®™ meeting literature it was argued
that when men marry they place their women on a level of "complete
equality” free "to do as they please"™, and that wives had "as much
right” to a man®"s earnings as he had himself.46

The fathers®™ meeting suggests the dynamism of those familial
ideals at the heart of maternal culture, but it was only one of
many institutions with an essentially religious purpose that
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developed out of the ethos of the mothers® meeting. Parish life
was wonderfully rich in interrelated and mutually supporting
voluntary societies run by women. Many of them involved needlework
in some way. At the heart of female culture in the nineteenth
century, needlework was crucial to women"s philanthropy at home
and abroad. Middle-class working parties and Dorcas meetings, for
example, supplied clothing to be sold or recycled in mothers®
meetings. Mothers® meetings, in turn, not only produced
garments for the wuse of members, but frequently contained their
own Dorcas societies, which provided clothing for foreign mission
stations. As it reached young mothers and infants, the mothers”®
meeting was seen as a crucial training ground of religious
experience. And while it sought to promote church or chapel
attendance, it promoted a host of closely related institutions,
which, like itself, often served as a substitute for church or
chapel; among these were prayer meetings, maternity societies for
pregnant women, bible classes, temperance societies, juvenile
missionary associations, and bands of hope. Invariably, mothers
and their young were encouraged to join one or more of these
gatherings, which carried on the work of evangelizing 1in another
form. Ideally, as the younger generation of girls became wives
themselves, they would return to the mothers® meeting, which had
initiated their religious education. So the Christian cycle
turned.

Social, regional and religious differences insured that
mothers® meetings were richly various. A gathering of the Mothers*
Union among cottage wives in a lady"s drawing room in rural Devon,
for example, would seem a strange world to the women who attended
a class in a mission hall in a Liverpool slum. But whatever their
setting or character, they usually pioneered schemes relevant to
local needs. Across the country, one major problem was the
irregular management of domestic Tfinance, usually blamed on
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husbands, which compelled many wives to take recourse in
pawnshops. Fathers®™ classes were eventually part of the
campaign to regulate household expenditure. But from the early
years, savings banks or provident societies became associated with
mothers* meetings and spread widely. Thrift, it should be
remembered, was a sign of respectability among the labouring
classes; it did not have to be imposed from above.50 In the first
ten years of its operations, Mrs Ranyard"s Mission collected
L 44,000 for clothing and furniture through provident schemes.51
It was assumed that people with property were respecters of
property.

By the end of the century, the range of social schemes,
activities and entertainments was phenomenal. Clothing, boot,
blanket and coal clubs were commonly attached to mothers’ meetings
and augmented the savings banks and thrift societies. In addition
to its penny banks and clothing clubs, the West London Mission
provided "numerous small pensions" for needy senior members of its
meetings. Here was a clever application of the bazaar to social

purposes, for they were financed from sales of Work.52 The
meeting in Kilburn, though unusually large, was not untypical of
urban gatherings. In the 1890s it boasted a blanket club, a

medical club, a doctor®"s fund, a sick benefit society, a lending
library with 320 volumes, and a créche in an adjoining room.55
Other meetings lent saucepans, sold recipes, offered lantern
lectures, reading classes, singing classes, and country holidays.
Most hosted annual parties and outings and provided the ubiquitous

teas. All in all they could be marvellously adaptable
institutions, wrapped in Godliness, which saturated the poor with
an ingenious mix of benevolence and self help. It is not

surprising that they were so popular with the Jlabouring classes,
though not presumably with the pawnbrokers. It was common for
charities to "sift" through their members to get rid of
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"travellers” who went from meeting to meeting taking advantage of
the benefits.54

With the years more and more attention was given over to an
expansion of the mothers®™ meeting as a clearing house of
information on family welfare. The pioneers of the movement
recognized that it was easier to give hints on cleanliness and
sanitation to poor women in meetings rather than in their own
homes, where they were more inclined to be affronted.55 Thus from
the early days talks on cookery, dietand health, and the
management of babies were common. With the assistance of
institutions such as the Ladies Sanitary Association and the
Charity Organisation Society they gradually became more
informative and Jless amateurish. As Henrietta Barnett put it,
readings from '"goody-goody books"™ were dropped in favour of talks
on more relevant matters. In her own meetings she and her husband
introduced illustrated newspapers to help explain public events.56

Any issue with domestic implications became suitable for
discussion at a mothers®™ meeting, from infant welfare to the state
57

of the housing market, from venereal disease to votes for women.
Such issues led female philanthropists intolittle known
territory, not least the male preserve of government. In their
view, stable family life would render state activity in social
policy unnecessary; yet calls for government action on specific
issues were made by those who promoted mothers® meetings. As early
as the 1850s, Mrs Bé&ly asked for greater state involvement in
sanitation and housing. Whether shy of the state or not, female
philanthropists kept in close touch with government proposals
affecting family life. The Mothers® Union, for example, sought to
influence legislation on issues such as education and housing.59
In 1910 it gave evidence to a Royal Commission on marriage and
divorce. Thus the tendrils of the humble mothers® meeting reached
the corridors of powers.
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As practical, temporal activities came to the fore a subtle
shift in tone and emphasis can be detected in mothers®™ meetings.
The many references to parties, outings and teas, for example,
suggests the growing importance of the meetings in the
recreational lives of members and their families, especially in
the country and in evangelical communities where restrictions on
entertainments were considerable. (The countless trips to the
seaside made each year by parties of mothers should interest
historians of working-class leisure.) In many meetings the
religious emphasis gradually diminished, perhaps because of
pressure from a membership more interested in diversions and
physical well being than in the rigours of religious instruction.
The decline in religion, however, should not be overstated, for
well into the twentieth century all meetings contained a religious
element and many remained centred on Bible readings and prayer.
For its part, the Ranyard Mission was slow to introduce
entertainments and thereby relax the religious format of its
meetings. But then it worked with the poorest class of women,
whose need for spiritual consolation was thought paramount. As
noted elsewhere, attentions to the soul took precedence in an age
in which there was little hope for the body.60 But as education
and the standard of living improved for many families, a trend not
unconnected with mothers®™ meetings, more was required than the
Christian prescription that the poor put up with their conditions
in the hope of better things to come. The mothers® meeting had to
move with the times.

Nowhere is the versatility of the mothers®™ meeting better
illustrated than in its connection with children®s health. The
welfare of children was, of course, a central issue for women; and
it had stimulated the creation of myriad charities, many of them
run by females, for over a century. The organizers of mothers*
meetings, like philanthropists before them, were painfully aware
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of the high rate of child mortality, and they compiled their own
rudimentary statistics which showed the dimensions of the problem
in their neighbourhoods. Having practical experience of dead and
dying children themselves, they had a heightened sense of the
terrible toll of infant mortality, which government statisticians
only corroborated. Mrs Bayly, for example, discovered in the 1850s
that there were almost two infant deaths per mother among women in
the Kensington potteries.*’1L It is not surprising therefore that
talks on infant health were increasingly common. Louisa Twining
invited Dr. Pope of the Natio%al Health Society to give a series
of lectures in the 1870s. The Barnetts provided talks by an
expert on "Bodies and Babies™ in 1881.63 For its part, the
Ranyard Mission showed 1its sensitivity to the issue through its
extensive district nursing programme, initiated in 1868.64 With a
growing interest in maternity and antenatal care, its Bible nurses
visited women in confinement and inspected the babies and toddlers
of mothers® meetings, often referring cases to local hospitals and
dispensaries. By 1908 the Mission also received assistance from
the London County Council, in the form of a lady who did the
rounds of mothers® meetings giving lectures on child care.65

Despite the long-standing interest of historians in child
welfare, the subject has been treated with virtually no reference
to mothers®™ meetings.66 The local institutions which do receive
attention are the infant welfare centres and the schools for
mothers, which emerged in the Edwardian years, partly in response
to the growing government concern over child mortality and the
needs of national efficiency after the Boer War. Some of them
qualified for and took up government subsidies before the First
World War and received assistance from the medical profession;
thus they came into the state"s purview and consequently the
records of government in a way that mothers® meetings did not.
This helps to explain their prominence in the histories of child
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welfare. Yet the neglect of maternal meetings would astonish
Edwardian women. For many of them infant welfare centres and
schools for mothers were institutions which carried forward their
own traditional concerns; as one writer put it, they- were
"descendant(s) of the mothers” meeting".fl7 Looking back on her
own maternal classes in the 1870s and 1880s, with their emphasis
on children®s health, Henrietta Barnett remarked that they were
"an anticipation of the Schools for Mothers now subsidized by
government".ft It is hard to avoid the conclusion that had women
like Henrietta Barnett, Mary Bayly or Ellen Ranyard been medical
men or employees of the state their work would have been more
widely celebrated. Seeing the subject of infant welfare primarily
from a male or a collectivist perspective, historians of social
policy have concentrated too narrowly on government and the
medical establishment. Indeed, studies of the infant welfare
movement are essentially coterminous with the history of state
intervention. The way the questions are formulated emphasizes the

role of the state and relegates the voluntary sector to the
periblery. 69

In putting the cause of children®s welfare into wider focus, a
deeper knowledge of philanthropic work shows its continuity with
the past. The closer we look at mothers® meetings, for example,
the clearer it becomes that infant welfare centres and schools for
mothers were their "descendants'. Take the St Pancras School for
Mothers. Established in 1907, it is often cited, with some
justice, as pioneering. Stimulated by a scheme in Belgium and
sponsored by a Medical Officer of Health, it was an influential
institution despite its local character. But most of its features,
including the inspection of infants, lessons on cookery, sewing
and housewifery, provident maternity club, home visiting,
temperance work and fathers®™ classes were nothing new or
extraordinary. They were staples of countless British mothers”



21

meetings established decades earlier. Having said this, the
relationship between a school for mothers such as that at St
Pancras and the more established mothers®™ meeting was not one way.
Mothers® meetings too were influenced by the lively discussion of
child mortality and the needs of national efficiency taking place
at the turn of the century; and it is clear that these discussions
and the institutions of infant welfare which emerged in their wake
reinvigorated many mothers® classes. Lectures on the health and
management of babies from government officials became increasingly
common in mothers® meetings as the work of schools for mothers and
infant welfare centres became more widely known.70

Despite the give and take among the various institutions
associated with infant welfare 1in the early twentieth century,
they did not all share the same priorities. Serving somewhat
different functions, schools for mothers and infant welfare
centres were not synonymous with mothers®™ meetings. This was
recognized by societies like the Mothers®™ Union and the Ragged
School Union, who gave these new institutions considerable
publicity or founded some of them themselves.71 Typically,
schools for mothers and infant welfare centres put a higher
premium on preventive medicine and health education than was the
case in mothers® meetings. With a larger contribution from the
medical profession, they were more preoccupied with the body than
the soul. Yet they were not without religion. Though historians of
social policy rarely mention it, many infant welfare centres were
established by religious charities, like the Ragged School Union;
if not, they wusually had clerics on their committees. The St
Pancras School for Mothers was founded by a Quaker, Alys Russell,
and a Methodist, Dora Bunting. The West London Mission gave it
accommodation in one of its halls, and vreligious Jleaders were

prominent in its management.72
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When incorporated into the history of child welfare, the
mothers® meeting helps to push the subject back several decades.
Having said that, we should not conclude that it was simply a
forerunner of the state services for children, rapidly vanishing
with increased state intervention. To assume this would be to
lapse into Whiggishness. The majority of infant welfare centres,
like mothers® meetings, were charities run by women, with little
or no support from government authorities. At the end of the First
World War, for example, there were 1525 infant welfare centres in
Britain, most of them voluntary societies without state
subsidies.73 But this figure, though 1impressive, was only a
fraction of the number of maternal meetings taking place at the
time. In 1918 the Mothers®™ Onion alone was running regular
meetings in each of its 8,273 branches in Britain.74 The Ragged
School Onion set up nine infant welfare centres, but it did not
reduce the number of its mothers® meetings as a consequence. In
the late 1930s it ran just under 200 of them, the highest figure
ever reported by that society.”5 Before the Second World War, the
mothers® meeting continued to be far and away the most pervasive
grass roots agency dealing with issues of maternal and child
welfare in Britain. And its decline has a complicated history, one
that cannot be told simply by reference to the rise of the Welfare
State.

Although deeply ingrained in British culture as recently as
the 1930s, the mothers®™ meeting is now little remembered except by
women of an older generation and by members of societies which
carry on the tradition in an attenuated form. The Mothers® Union,
for example, still runs numerous women®"s fellowships among its one
half million members, which are direct descendants of the meetings
established by Mrs Sumner. Then there are the "evangelistic
meetings" of young wives in the Church of England, which alternate
bible classes with talks on home-making, nursing and child care.7
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But a deterioration of the venerable ancestor set in in the early
twentieth century which resulted in its transfiguration into the
various Christian women"s meetings of today.

In the broadest sense, anything which threatened the self
sufficiency and status of the family threatened the mothers”
meeting, from the increasing availability of cheap manufactured
clothing to widening employment opportunities for women. The drop
in the birth rate, which began among the middle classes in the
1870s and spread to the working classes in the early twentieth
century, was perhaps the most obvious threat. Six live children
were born to married couples on average in the mid-Victorian
years. With the adoption of family planning the figure was down to
just over two per couple by the 19305.77 An implied attack on the
ideology «of maternalism, birth control not only diminished the
number of potential recruits to mothers® meetings, it reduced the
span of years mothers might find them useful.

It was argued years ago that a necessary condition for the
adoption of family planning is a rising standard of Iiving.78 An
essential reason for the existence of the mothers®™ meeting was the
widespread poverty in the mid-Victorian years. With improvements
in living standards some organizers noted that their meetings had
lost their sense of purpose and had become little more than
gatherings for gossip and recreation. The Ranyard Mission, which
carried out a survey of the conditions of trade in London"s slums,
noted a '"vast" improvement in the appearance of mothers in the
18805.79 By the early twentieth century it lamented its failure
to adjust to the needs of better off and better educated wives and
mothers, who were beginning to drift into other organizations.
During the First World War it reported that its mothers®™ meetings
were falling into disrepute with respectable women, who regarded

them as occasions for 'gossip and cadging". Thus it introduced
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fresh ideas and invented new names Tfor the meetings, such as
women®s Tfellowships and mothers®" clubs. But the results were not
altogether encouraging. The Mothers®™ Union too worried about their
meetings becoming '"stagnant” and it detected a similar trend
during the First World War as many of its working-class members
moved on to other institutions such as schools for mothers and
women"s institutes.81 But unlike the Ranyard Mission, it always
found it easier to vrecruit new members among the wives of

tradesmen and artisans.

In accelerating social change the two world wars had an
unsettling effect on mothers® meetings. Charities like the
Mothers® Union, the Girls®™ Friendly Society and the Ranyard
Mission were zealous in their support of the British case in the
First World War and demonstrated their patriotism by promoting the
sale of war bonds: making articles for men at the front, and
assisting recruitment drives. The Mothers® Union also assisted the
Board of Trade in registering women willing to do war work.8
Their close contacts with the missionary movement and their other
links overseas strengthened their loyalty to an Empire which they
had adopted as part of a mother®s domain.83 At first, they little
realized that the war would undermine the ideological basis of the
Empire and with it have implications for maternal culture. Nor did
they understand its more immediate meaning for their communities
and the lives of women. As a generation of men went to the front
parish life was fractured. As young women took their place in
agriculture and industry they had little time to give to those
female institutions which might otherwise have filled their idle
hours. One witness put it neatly: women and girls were "cast from
the service of the home and of the class amid the whirl of
wheels".84 The growing difficulty of recruiting younger members
to mothers®™ meetings often meant that a rump of older women had to
carry on as best they could for as long as they could. When
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mothers died off without being replaced by their daughters, that
generational cycle, so important in the transmission of
Christianity, was broken.

If anything, the Second World War had a greater impact than
the First on mothers® meetings and maternal culture. Total War not
only reduced those social distinctions which were bound up with
mothers® meetings, but the aerial bombing often disrupted or put
an end to proceedings, especially those of the city missions. (The
Mothers® Union, with its base in the shires, was less unsettled.)
The Ragged School Union, for example, reported a dramatic decline
in 1its classes for mothers Cafter 1939. Thirty-eight of its
missions suffered bomb damage. Furthermore, the society, like
others, had to <cope with the continual <calling up of its
volunteers for the forces. The evacuation of children further
dislocated families and neighbourhoods. Before long, the emergency
resulted in many missions and schools being requisitioned by the
authorities. Rooms in which mothers® meetings had been held became
recreation centres for servicemen or wards for casualities of the
blitz. Many charities, not least those which ran mothers”
meetings, found it difficult to recover lost ground in 1945,
especially as the war had changed the public®"s expectations in
regard to the social services. The postwar evolution of the
Welfare State in Britain took away further ground, especially
among those charities which provided medical or material benefits.
Those savings banks and provident schemes, for example, which were
still a feature of mothers® meetings in the interwar years, became
outmoded with increased state benefits and a rising standard of
living. In this new social terrain, could women who had travelled
far from home during the war, who had taken up new employments and
seen new possibilities be satisfied with a return to the disrupted
rituals of parish life? Having worked alongside men in war,
industry and agriculture, could those age old beliefs in the
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differences between the sexes, which underpinned maternalism, any
longer satisfy or persuade?

Among the casualities of war was community religious life and
all it represented. To most philanthropic women, Christianity was
the fountain of family and community values and, by implication,
national purpose. The Girls®" Friendly Society put its finger on
the dangers to religion at the end of the First World War, when it
reported on a society in which children were no longer buried in
the same churchyard as their parents and grandparents.86 In an
increasingly mobile and material world, the Christian mothers”
meeting, like maternal culture generally, could not survive
intact. With the decline in religious faith, those expressions of
maternalism which mixed so well in the mothers®™ meeting,
compassion and needlework, declined as well. That compassion was
stimulated by religious precept is obvious. But there was also an
element of religion in needlework. Before the mass marketing of
manufactured clothing, sewing took wup so much of a woman®s
existence that it was part of her femininity. Sewing and religion
merged in the church stitch church routine of Victorian women, a
tendency strengthened by the Biblical prescription that women sew
for the benefit of others. But jJust as there were signs that
British women were losing their piety, reports appeared that they
were also losing touch with their needles and consequently their
meetings, a trend not unconnected with the invention of the sewing
machine with its distracting whirr.87 In more and more meetings
singing classes, lantern lectures and other entertainments Tfilled
hours formerly devoted to Bible reading, needlework and prayer.
Such trends would have alarmed those god-fearing pioneers who
created the mothers®™ meeting in the nineteenth century. For they
never doubted that their dear cause floated on a sea of faith and
flannel. It sank when the praying and the sewing stopped.
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