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The Woman Prison Officer 
100 years ago 

MOYA \VOODSIDE 
IN 'I'll);' 
thl'ee ' YEAH IHG2, there were 
Millb,t fe~nale prisons in TJondon: 
:nefl! ,nk, ,nl'lxton, and Fulham 
I'('ce ,~(\ lIhllbnnk, a convict prison, 
tp(l 1\('(, women who bad commit-

. seno" ' 
hr.1 ; lHl crllne women whose 
"lln'l ' , 

chI' ,0111' WitS refl'ltctory, and the 
onw I'C. 't' , B ' ceivell' d!H IVlsts ; l'lxton re-

(.lderl . ~h: ,ordinary class Itna the 
• go {," lule Fulham, for !Selected 
indO( 'C?nduet ' Prisoners, provided 

l1stl'lltl t ' , 'l'l ,1'ltlnmg before dischal'ge, 
1(\ d,ut.

cons'1' " IWe1'llgo popuhttion WI\S 
nt nl(,(ll'lthle: 470 at Milllmnk, 620 

l'lxt of 12G4 on, 174 at FlllllltlU, It total 
tioll~ t ' A~ t~le ,two main institll
thos~ he (hsclphne staff, known in 
nUIll} days aH Prison Matrons, 
hl\l'l1 )~I'e(~ only 7H, Theil' work was 
1"'11 ' hell' hours wel'C' Ion" theil' 'HIll t' . "" {'I'll. Ion miR(>rl" M ," 
nltti O\'ed by C'olllpnssion and indig
nltl1lo~, It public-spiriterl gentleman 
ncco~( F, \V, Robinson wrote Itn 
l'el1linr~t of prison lif(>, hased on the 
n\Itt.I'oIS<,<'n~es of It rC'tired prison 
IHGW:: n'l I~IR book, published in 
tion ' I eplcts 'yividly the ('ondi
'\,ol'k 'lunder which prison stnff 
lind ,( ( , nnel plell(ls for l'ecognition 
II'E> ~rPI'ovement., Fronl'hiR pages, 
h'(l b ~lU[lAe HOllwthing of the life 
tl\l1.t ,~ th,ese 10ng-slIfiel'ing prison 
Ilgl'eleOnlsl In th<'ir difficult nnd cli1'l-
, ll){'t] , In eliRt ns \, (,1l1'1ng for women 

Ody 100 )'<'ltl'S IIgo, 

1 Recruitment and Salaries 
'\'o~e 11-1G2, employment open to 
ran" l~ Was confined to It narrow 
'.J:h~:~ arftely domestic in character. 

With sonw eduention who 

had, to fend fOl' themselves {~Ollirl 
only hope to become governesses, 
tf'nchers, or larlies' companions: it 
Heems that It few fonnd their way 
into the prison service, • The 
matrons', says Mr, Robinson, • as f1 

hody nre intelligent well-erlucnted 
earnest young women, chiefly from 
that class which has seen hetter 
days and known hnppiel' times, 
Most of them had SOlll(~ sad story 
to tell of early orphanage, of 
improvidf'llt speculations tlmt 
brought a family fl'om affluence to 
beggary, of widowed mothers or 
sick sisters to support, of husbandH 
who died (·arly and lC'ft them with 
little childl'en to work for', For It 
few, a prison appointment meant 
impl'OYement in social status, • Now 
Ilnel tllE'n a lady's-nmid, recommen
ded by It mistress who had a friend 
on tho Direction, 01' in the lady 
superintendent, used to pass mus
tel', h('come one of the staff, and 
made as gooll a Governmf'nt 
Sf'rvant as the rest " 

A probationary period WIIS re· 
quired, hut the author gh'('s no 
information how long it last('d, nor 
any detail Oil the sort of trn.ining 
provided flH' candidlttes, lie hints 
at favouritism in selection, Rnd 
wants the standltl'd of qualificntion 
raisell (. even an ilIitCl'llte being' 
he says, • would o('cnsionally work 
her way in ,), The starting salary 
for Itn nSRistant prison matron was 
£35 a yen1', from which 3s, 4d. It 

month was deducted for uniform 
dress, The nnnual increment WitS 

£1. When promoted to matron, her 
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salary was £40 a year; and if she 
should rise to the heights of 
principal matron (equivalent to 
Chief Officer today) she earned £1}0 
a yellr, with annnal increment of 
30s.0d. 

The Govel'nment, then as now, 
regarded themselves as model 
employers. • Encouragement to 
persevere in their duties is freely 
offered to these Government ser
vants' the author records, • and a 
life pension aWI1its them at the end 
of ten years '. The work, however, 
was so trying, that few prison 
matrons appeal' to have had suf
ficient physical or nervous strength 
to stay the course even for that 
period. \Ve are told of one ,,,ho 
died, f1 ver3' young woman, 'worn 
out with toil and anxiety for the 
reforma,tion of her fallen sister
hood' and of others' who depiwt 
from the service in a few yen,rs, 
aged and anxious looking, with no 
strength left for any new employ
ment '. 

Hours and Duties 
The prison matrons were on anty 

fOl' flftE'en hours a day, from 6 a.m. 
till 9 or 10 p.m.: on alternate daYH 
they worked from 6 a.m. till 6 p.m., 
after which they were free. They 
had leave of absenoe every third 
Sunday, from early morning till 
10 p.m.; if they returned even 11ve 
minutes late, graduated deductions 
from salary were made. They had 
fourteen days holiday in the yeal'
but (cruel provision) ItDy previolls 
tlays of sick leave were deducted 
from .this brief respite. Such days 
of sick leave, the author notes, 
, arc unfortunately not few and far 
between-the hours being long and 
the service arduous '. 

At Millbank, the dny's routine 
began at 6 a.m. with unbolting the 
inner cell doors (cells in this priso\} . 
had two doors, the outer one 

formed of an iron grating). Cleftf; 
ers were let out for early work, t 1a 
rest of the women tidied Iln 
cleaned their cells. Brellkfast':r 
pint of; cocoa and a 4 oz. 10llf at 
brend, was brought round

t) ell 
7.30 a.m. by carriers. Work ~t't. 
started ( coil' picking, bag and Shl bY 
making). This was cnrried on ell 
each woman in her sepn~'nte c At 
with all conversation forbIdden. f01' 

(>.Ill a.m. the chapel bell l'llog eh 
morning service at 9.45, e~tlt 
matron escorting her C01l1pJeJ~ .k 
of prisoners there and bllck'

d 
~ ~~l' 

continued till 12.45, when ItlOZt'l. 
was served. This consisted of 4 and 
of boiled meat, ! lb. potatoes, 'ot'k 
It 6 oz. loltf. After dinner "the 
proceeded as before, • on~Y 1 the 
voices of the matrons br£'aklOg 
stillness of the prison'. d 

Howe 
One hOlll' eltch day was Il l'all. 

for exercise in the Itiring yll till 
where the silent system WIlf\ S in 
enforced. Prisoners wnIke} thO 
Indinn file round and 1'0un( 11'0' 

yard, • the matron keeping It ~:'1c1' 
fnI watch on her fi.oc~t, o!, ) the 
sheep'. After the alrln" , Ill. 

women worked again till 5.~O ~;el. 
when they received a pint 0 t It 

Prayers were then' read Y of 
matron standing in the centl'oOultl 

'eo each ward, so tlmt her vo lO lin~ 
be heard by the prison('l'S Rtaot 

at their doors. ~'hell 
Worle went on till 7.45 p.m. 'tUng 

scissors were eollected; relt a lit 
was allowed till 8.30 P·l1l·'/,~~t jn 
8.45 p.m. the gas WILS turoe out, 
the cells by the matron fl'O!Upjght 
side. At !) p.m., the nUltron oOa th£1 
duty nppeared,' and • PIWE', 

prison for slow weary hours· nt 
f que Shortage of stolf and. 1'6 11 (Ill 

illness imposed extm dut,les 0 trOn 
already arduous day. One Olioe){
is recorded as locking and u~fI,t jil. 
ing six hundred tim(!.~ a day, t 
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~~~~et' ward of fifty pl'if:.;onel's, she 
tweh~ ?,nd unlocked each one 
was ~ltlmE's. Another tedious duty 
Pris lIl,t of lighting the gas. 
Pn o,ners were given seven gas
we~ksEa~ the be~inning of each 
I{Oin' "ery evenmg, the matron 
, g down the wltro ('ltlIpd out 

Sit!! p , . " 
out th aper . One was then passed 
the d rough the inspection hole in 
candloor, lighted by the matron's 
Pris e, and drawn in again by the 
Iighfner Who was supposed to 
Inean h~l: gaR with it, the matron 
( 't..l W ule having turned it on 
4,eedles t' . llluch' s 0 say, glts papers' were 

BItReR In demand for writing mes
\Yel'~ to other prisoners, Hnd many 
S\lPPh~~I.e rnSf'R to obtain nn extrll, 

WI~ larticlllarly distressing duty 
Pl'i: he haircutting of all new 
enfo~~ers .. ThiR inexol'llble rule, 
lineR ced In the interests of clean
!lnd si provoked ft'equent scenes 
tl'CS s rn~gles in RecE'ptions (long 
E'Bte S(lt'l, III Victorian days, were 
glo..e~ed as a 'wolllan's crowning 
\\"o~e)' r.rhe author recounts how 
IltlltiJe n Whose hearts had not 
thei. ~, perhaps, Itt the murder of 
the'~ Infants or the poisoning of 
in hl hushands, clasped their hands 
nlttu~.~~01' at this sncrifice of their 
Pl'ltyed adorUl~lent-wept, hegged, 
nefinnt' oCCltslonally assumed a 
last attitude, resisted to the 
OnI; b1tnd Wero finally overcome 
gUa,rd Y force '. Sometimes the mltle 
tho R s lad to be summoned from 
'" "i~~te to handcuff nnd holll down 
hltil'.c ent, Cursing woman till the 
DIetl' ,uttIng operation was com
d(>gl'~n~llCh scenes must have been 

lng to aU concerned. 
Escort, Discharge, and 

lU Visiting Duties 
bel>~co:t . work appears to have 

hnuted . to the transfer ot 

Milluank women to Brixton, or 
Brixton 'good-conduct' women to 
Fulham Refuge. The matron sat 
neal' the door of the omnibus, with 
a male guard stationed on the step 
outside. She was 'expected to 
watch the prisoners closely and re
strain any excitability' while' the 
equipage mttled nway over Vnux· 
hnll Bridge and clown tho South 
Lambeth Road' on its way to 
Brixton. The author gives a touch
ing picture of the whispered com
ments Itmong the prisoners on 
glimpsing the outside world again, 
and commends the matrons for 
'their humanity in pretending not 
to notiec such hreaehes of thE' 
silence rule. 

Humanity was also shown in 
that women who were sick 01' ill 
were not sent home unattended on 
discharge. A matron would escort 
them to their own door, even if a 
long railwllY journey were involved. 
\Vomen discharged to homes out
side London wero escorted as 
routinE' to the appropriate railway 
station and put on the train. 
Although the matrons were glnd to 
he witness of a woman's happiness 
when the long-awaited dny lHrived, 
this particular discharge duty, says 
the author, 'waR not sought for in 
the least'. 'To rise an bour or an 
hOllr and a half before the usual 
early time for rising, and set forth 
in the raw morning, often the 
dense dark morning in the winter 
time, in n hired fly to the railway 
station, was not Itn enviable tasle; 
more particularly as the 'matron 
was expected t,o return by break
fltst time nnd was put on full duty 
for the remainder of the day'. 

Prison matrons were occasionally 
called upon to escort mad prisoners 
(' those whose minds had given way 
beneath the monotony of their 
position ') to Fisherton Lunatic 
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Asylum near Salisbury. Although 
this escort employment was not 
the most agreeable, the rail journey 
to Salisbury' wa,s a change, valuetl 
as a set-off against the dark side of 
the expedition '. 

Visits of prisoners' relatives were 
less frequent than to-day. After six 
months at Millbank, the women 
were allowed t,o see their friends 
for twenty minutes once in three 
months, prisoner and visitor stand
ing opposite each other behind 
wire-work screens, while the 
vigilant matron sat in the space 
between. Embarrassment, grief, 
jealousy, recrimination, attempts 
to commnnicnte forbidJen infor
IJUttion -all these lllnnan l'Cactions 
were familial' to matl'Ons 'taking 
visits' 100 years ago. Of distl'Ossetl 
relatives the anthor, It sensitive 
observer, remarks: ' The tears antl 
sobs which they are unable to 
restrain affect the watcher more 
thn,n is generally imagined. It is 
very difTIcult to become accustomed 
to this portion of It principal 
matron's duty-the offIce is 
Ilnf>nvinble '. 

Troublesome Prisoners 
Prison life 100 years ago was one 

of nlmost unendurable monotony. 
Dull deadening work, such itS 

picking oaku1l1, cltl'ried on in the 
individual cells; no 'association '; 
no conversation; no even ing classes 
or other distractions; no prison 
libl'ltl'ies. A quarter of the entire 
population in Millbl1nk in 18G2 
were illitemte, nnother quarter 
, can read only', nnd the remainder 
had hut imperfect schooling. There 
WitS no segregation of prisoners 
suspected to be mad; murderous 
attn,cks and suicidal attempts on 
the pl1rt of crftzed women were yet 
Itnother hazard of the prison 
mlttron's post. It is hardly surpris
ing that in circlllllstltnC'es of such 

repl'Cssion and boredom, • bl'cnkings 

out' were a daily occurrenc.~ 
Refmdory women indulged ~ 
'smnsh-ups', tearing eYerything IJ sight, banging, shouting nn 
swearing for hOllrs on end. 

These wild hltlf-demented prison
t-. tl· 

ers were punished for th~ll' °the 
breaks by confinement III s 
, dfwk' cells. Disturbing scen~l' 
must lutve ensued: the (llltb { 
obset'Yes 'the strength of some of 
these women, during their fits ° 
frenzy, is greatly in excess of t~le 

, .1 h\O, 
men's '. It always reqUll'eU Ie 
and verr often three of the 11111 

guards to ' fot'ce one fightinl~ pl~r~ 
ging woman from her cell to dB 
, dark', tables and beJstC\e 
snapping under their hnnt!8 11 k 
splinters of firewood', MIllbl1Vil Prison possessed six • dn,rk' ce t' 
windowless, with perforated gl'l\; 
ings for air. They were fil'J1~ , 
secured with 'formidable ilOOl~d 

1 · 1 WI," nnd an outer sliding pltd w llC 1" US 

supposed to stifle the llPl:Oat If of 
sounds. The furnitl1I'e conslste( 'aY 
, a sil1nting series of boards by" t" fOl' . 
of It bedst('ad, with an unconl At 
able wooden block for It pill.:>w '. Iii' 
night the woman was given 11 Plnd 
of blankets Itnd It rug (often f?~). 
torn to slll'edH in the 111orn,1 tel'. 
The diet WitS bl'Cltd and "I. nt 
Three days of such conflnell1e t 
WitS uSllally sufllcient to cxhn.l1r~ , Ile p, 
even the strongest of Pl'l!!O fo l ' 

but some were so confined ts 
sevel'al weeks. Even cauvn!! jn,eJ(eil; 
Itnd handcuffs were nsed to 1'08tl'l1 
the most rcfl'ltC'tol'Y. I 

The' itutho1' deplores whl1\!t~:' 
calls • this remnant of tho JiM 
lmrous style of coercion peen '/' 
to the Middle Ages " ' I cltn~oi SI~S' 
he observes, 'that these l l~r glt'l 
have ever pl'oduced iq !tny !!I Oth£l 
instance !t salutary effect llP~~ red. 
prisoner!! '. The 1l1atl'Ona aU e . ' 
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too sl'nc ' 'tl ' , ,,' e WI 1 an IngenIOus "orv ' ' son el SlOn of common humanity' 
1 Ie of the 'dark' cells were 

~ l1~ed either above below or 
eSlde tl 1\'1 t ' ' 1I1ilIb Ie J.V It ron s quarters. At 

iat 1 ~nk one such cell WitS immed· 
Wa e l' bOlow ; and the tired officer 
tl s, often kept awake all night by 
ki~ll,ncossltnt shrieking, hammering, 
th Hng, 01' by 'the defiant song of 
fr~ncabged tigress " which welled up 

1 elow, 

Very !'ttl ' to I ,Ie medICal help appears 
lIWe be -. t tl ' IOMr . en given 0 . lC p1'1son 

l'efr °tUS In nutnaging these violent 
Ito ory p " , d th groat. ' 11soners, an ere WitS 

all .lelllctance to pronounc'(\ nny
th e I~sane. The author criticises 
fo~ i:~son surgeons and physicians 
'Ie 1 lis attitltde which, he says, 
Sc It( IS occasionally to horrible one . . 
llla S III Our prisons' and indeed 
Of!" Y ('ndangel' the life of the 

lCel'S B 1 C I IJl1n ' . roa( moor rim ina 
low,atw Asylum, opened the fol
a s~ug yea~ in ~HG3, at last provided 
tall In.ble InstJtu tion for the n1('11-

~r ( eranged in custody. 

Conditions and Complaints 
do'ill.at could the prison matrons 
it a Itnprove their lot? Very little, 
\\'0 seelUs, In common with other 
thetnell workers of that period, 
ass Y ,\\'~l'e unorganised, had no 
est O('ltttlOns to protect their inter· 
Un' and--should they fall· ill or 
otl~U1Ployed-no means of support 
Jloo~: than recourse to charity or 
dill' 1 Law oll.t·door relief. Few 
there to complain. Not only was 
(' de r ,lltbour exploited, but bad food 
Was C1dedly and disgracefully bad .) 
1'00 Provided in the matrons' mess· 
lllat!s, At times protests were 
asia e, but these were brushed 
uoth' by the steward saying he saw 
bOef lug wrong with the meat ('oily 
ladi and goatish mutton'). The 

es Were being too fastidious. 

On another occasion, the surgeon 
was solieited for his verdict and 
he 'fell into rfiptures over It plate
ful of mutton which had mad(> half 
tlHl matrons sick '. 

Prison matrons, 'were always 
considered in the wrong, and 
complaints of this nature w(>re 
regarded in n. light almost impel" 
tinent '. Attempts wei'e made, the 
author records, 'to memorialise 
the n.uthorities' on this and other 
grievances, but 'the nervousness 
with which stt'Ong meaSlll'CS are 
generally regarded hn$ always 
intei'fered with the In'oject, some 
refusing to sign because of fen.r of 
dismissal'. In many instances 
'there al'e l1lothet's, sisters, little 
children to support' and the 
matrons must endure all evils 
rather than run any risk. 

Some efforts to provide change or 
recreation for the matrons' off-duty 
honrs n.re mentioned, but met with 
small responso. 'Readinl~ rooms 
have been thought of, find allan· 
doned' the fiuthor reports. At 
Bl'ixton the expedment was tried 
of a little musie, in n. room Itcross 
the yard. But (deplorable develop· 
ment) 'the music led to a (llUtdrille 
now Itnd then, and it was thought 
advisable to send the piano back 
to the makel', !lnd rescind tho 
privilege', Then, as now, the staff 
preferred to spend their free time 
outside the walls-' their craving, 
when lwalth and strength permit, 
to pass beyond the gates and shake 
the prison dust from their feet '. 

Ofiicial visitOl'S to the prison 
often appear to have regarded tho 
matrons on a par with domestic 
servants, and were' awkward and 
embltrl'!tsscd' when they found 
they could not leave It tip with the 
attendant who had shown them 
round. Acceptance of any such fee 
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was stl'ictly forbhl<len. 'The offer 
of money to the officers of our 
Government prisons is an act 
which bl'ings an indignant blush 
to theil' cheel{s, and makes their 
fingers itch to box the ears of the 
would-be donor '. Nor was it un
known for prisoners' relatives on 
visiting days to 'make delicate 
hints that money will be forth
coming', if required, in return for 
the concessions of any little favour 
to tlj(' prisoner concernecl. 'The 
mOl'e disreputable class of these 
viRitors appear to consider this 
offer as a temptation which even a 
prison matron has not the power 
to withstand " But withstand they 
(lill, thn,nks to theil' ladylike up
hl'inging and their dedication to 
the pt'ison service, 

Theil- champion, Mr. Robinson, 
devotes his final chapter to a pIen, 
for bcttel' treatment for the down
trodden female staff, and links this 
with the improvement of prison 
discipline genemlly, 'The staff of 
matrons is not Ruf{icient for the 
proper woddng of our female 
pl'isons' he ronndly declares. It 
hits never been sufficient, and the 
officers Itt'e worked too hard, Fif
teen hours it dll,y are too many. 
Thh! (!ven though 'the Direction 
apknowledges that the superinten
dence of female eonvictR forms the 
most trying feature of prison 
experience' . 

, Female prisoners must be 
treated individually', he goes on, 
\Vhen more attention can he paid 
to each woman, instead of to each 
dass, results more slttisfactory will 
be ctrl'ived at. The whole pt'inciple 
of (liscipline is to lead, not to drive; 
therefore it is necessary that 
prison matrons should be carefully 
selected from 'thoughtful earnest 
women, possessed of discretion 
and judgment '. Among his other 

reformist ideas m'e n. change of 
name for women prison offic~rs. 
• Officer' he sn.ys, is too mascuhne, 
, matron' a misnomer; both names 
convey an impression of harshncs: 
n.ntl ugliness. He thinks tha 
, sisters', if this did not suggest thl c 
nunnery so strongly, would be t Ie 
most appropriate designatioll-

, sisters in their interest for thoSO 

poor creatures who are confided to> 
their care'. ' : 

Mr. Robinson wants lectures on 
divers subjects, • calculttted ~o 
interest and distract a prisoner s 
mind', to be delivered to tli: 
female convicts in prison. I t 
wants the removal of 'the wor~ 
chtss of prisoner' to n sepnl'!l e 
establishment, nnd an Obscl'Vattlf~ 
wltl'd for the Aegr'egation of . 1 

mentally unsound. His concluding 
reQuest (which has It very conteJUi 
pOl'ary ring) is for a Govel'nJ~len 
grant to the Prisoners' Aid socletf' 
If the good effects of the HocidY S 

work could he rendered stm mOl'! 
compr'ehensive, the numher l~ 
. returns' and re-convictions woll ( • 
he is sure, continue to diminish, 

\Vomen prison officers tO~11Y 
still hn.ve a difficult nnd de1l1itndlng 
job; bnt their conditions (~~e:; 
though recommended for fut' loJ 
improvement t) n.nc1 the gener '0 
atmosphere in which they work nt 
incompambly different fl'om thO~ 
described in Mr, Robinson'S baa d 
l\Iany changes must have follOW~o 
its publication: gl'I1titude is due 
this unlmown Victorian gentle~~~ 
who so eloquently plcnded J 
canso of women prison staff (nn 
women prisoners) 100 yen,rs ngo, 

-----------------------~ 
• FemaleLifeiaPrison, F, w. Ronlntl

On• 
Lonilon, Spencer l3laclcctt, 1863, 

t The Wynn Parry neport, 1958, 
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