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The Woman Prison Officer
100 years ago

Moya WooDSIDE

3“ TIIR
lee f
Millbapy,.

YEAR 1862, there were
nale Drisons in Tiondon:
efuge M'Hbrlxton, and  Fulham
Yeceivoq Ulbank, » conviet prison,
d ¢ Women who had commit-
Ohnv?(l)t?,}ls,crime' women whose
wonjg A8 refractory, and the
Ceivaq ‘tll(‘cuhylsts; Brixton re-
“Ider]{,- 1}‘ prdm:u-y class and the
 good. » While Fullham, for selected
in llstsi?:;(él.mﬁ ' Drisoners, provided
The daily aining before discharge.
considemt] ]&Lvemge population was
Fixto ble: 470 at Millbank, 620
of 1‘2(&4 R, 174 at Fullm‘m,_n t(_)txml
iong, ¢].. t the two main institu-
- the discipline staff, known in
n“mbmflewim us Prison  Matrons,
harq, ) (only 78, Their work was
femypa hours were long, their
Neration miserly.

lov . .
‘“ttioned by compassion and indig-

n’"ned’ *%Du\blic-sph_:ited gentleman
Weoung of W, Robinson wrote an
teminig e Prison life, based on the
Witron ¢hees of a retired prison
I8ggs > His book, published in
tiong " JCPicts vividly the condi-
\\-ol.kod‘nder which prison staff
nq ‘_‘“d pleads for recognition
Ye gl Provement, From-his pages,
loq 1. ™MDse something of the life
Matroy lese lopg-suﬂering prison
flm'eeu]? In their diffieult and dis-
In Ve taslk, caring for women
" 100 years ngo.
0 “Cruitment and Salaries

‘\'QmeI}HG21 employment open to
Yang, o, V48 confined to a narrow

) o e
Thog,, '8ely domestic in character.
tth some edueation who

had .to fend for themselves could
only hope to become governesses,
teachers, or ladies’ companions: it
seems that a few found their way
into the prison service. ‘The
matrons’, says Mr. Robinson, ‘as a
body are intelligent well-educated
earnest young women, chiefly from
that class which has seen better
days and known happier times.
Most of them had some sad story
to tell of early orphanage, of
improvident speculations  that
brought a family from affluence to
beggary, of widowed mothers or
sick sisters to support, of husbands
who died carly and left them with
little children to work for'. For a
few, a prison appointment meant
improvement in social status. ' Now
and then a lady's-maid, recommen-
ded by » mistress who had o friend
on the Direction, or in the lady
superintendent, used to pass mus-
ter, become one of the staff, and
made as good a Government
servant as the rest .

A probationary period was re-
quired, but the nuthor gives no
information how long it lasted, nor
any detail on the sort of training
provided for candidates, He hints
at favouritism in selection, and
wants the standard of qualification
raised (‘even an illiterate being'
he says, ‘would oceasionally work
her way in’). The starting salary
for an assistant prison matron was
£85 a year, from which 8s. 4d. a
month was deducted for uniform
dress. The annual increment was
£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 £50
8 year, with annual increment of
80s. 0d.

The Government, 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 awaits them at the end
of ten years'. The work, however,
wns so trying, that few prison
matrons appear to have had suf-
ficient physical or nervous strength
to stay the course even for that
period, We are told of one who
died, a very young woman, 'worn
out with toil and anxiety for the
reformation of her fallen sister-
hood’ and of others ‘who depart
from the service in a few years,
aged and anxious looking, with no
strength left for any new employ-
ment ',

Hours and Duties

The prison matrons were on daty
for fifteen hours a day, from 6 a.m.
till 9 or 10 p.m.: on alternate days
they worked from 6 a.m. till 6 p.m,,
after which they were free. They
had leave of absence every third
Sunday, from early morning till
10 p.m.; if they returned even five
minutes late, graduated deductions
from salary were made. They had
fourteen days holiday in the year—
but (cruel provision ) any previous
days of sick leave were deducted
from this brief respite. Such days
of sick leave, the author notes,
‘are unfortunately not few and far
between—the hours being long and
the service arduous’.

At Millbank, the day’s routine
began at 6 a.m. with unbolting the

inner cell doors ( cells in this prison .

had two doors, the outer one

formed of an iron grating)- Clegl?e
ers were let out for early \\_'Ork'
rest of the women tidied “na
cleaned their cells. Brenkfast: :
pint of .cocon and n.t4 0z. LO“
bread, was brought rou
7.80 a.m. by carriers, Work g’f‘?
started (coir picking, bag and 81!
making ). This was carried o ol
each woman in her sepn,}'n,te ce
with all conversation forbidden: 3
9.15 a.m. the chapel bell rané oh
morning service at 9.45 etznt
matron escorting her compleme
of prisoners there and back. ) net
continued till 12.45, when dif e
was served. This consisted 0 gn
of boiled meat, % 1b. potatoes: * 'y
w G oz. loaf. After di!}n‘—“',“the
proceeded as before, ODY 4,
voices of the matrons breaking
stillness of the prison’. ol
One hour each day was n”°‘lfdg,
for exercise in the airing ntill
where the silent system “'“Sls in
enforced. Prisoners walkel the
Indian file round and roun< ave-
yard, ‘the matron keeping & 1c fack
ful watch on her ﬁock_Of, ) the
sheep’. After the 'airing . -,
women worked again till 5-30,[?(',31.
when they received a pinbof 857,
Prayers were then’ read tre of
matron standing in the cen 1ould
each ward, so that her voice odinﬂ
be heard by the prisoners sto"
at their doors. when
* diné
scissors were collected: re,],dlf"]t
was allowed till 8.80 p.nm» “nut in
8.45 p.m. the gas was turnc 0 otl
the cells by the matron from jght
side. At 9 p.n., the matron ondﬂ the
duty appeared, and ‘pace!
prison for slow weary hours * nt

e

Shortage of staff and _flqu an

illness imposed extra duties gron

already arduous day. One B .

is recorded as locking and u}?ﬂt i
ing siz hundred times a day, b
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on hep wy,

ockey rd of fifty prisoners, she

tvelvg tfmd unlocked each one
Wag g imes, Anpthgr tedious duty
rison “_113 of lighting the gas.
D“Dergels Were given seven gas-
Weelk Eﬂf: the beginning of each
KOiné d“{l‘y evening, the matron
Cens » 0\\r,1 the ward, called out
out thaper - One was then passed
t1 rfough the inspection hole in
ca dl°01‘, lighted by the matron's
. & and drawn in again by the

" who was supposed to
m " gas with it, the matron
(e::’l(;’tl’hlle h&viqg turned it on.
o €88 to say, ‘ gns papers’ were
Stgos tln demand for writing mes-
.. ‘0 other prisoners, and many

Wep
s“p&;he ruses to obtain an extra

\\‘::: It)‘“tlcul.urly distressing duty
m'iSonel? hmrqutting of all new
“nforce:]&- Tlns. inexorable rule,
linggg o 12 the interests of clean-
anq g Provoked frequent scenes
) *uggles in Receptions (long
em, dn-l Vigtorian days, were
Rloyy .)erS a woman's crowning
en The author recounts how
daileq Whose hearts had not
eip i’tperhﬂbs. at the murder of
eip )n ants or the poisoning of
i hop us_l"mds, clasped their hands
nuturulim at this sacrifice of their
Drayeq “‘101'n1}1ent—-—wept, begged,
ofiang Occasionally assumed o
lagt attitude, resisted to the
only b‘md Were finally overcome
Rll&rdsy loch - Sometimes the male
the gug, 1ad to be summoned from
a Violee to hanflcuff und hold down
hinjp.q 0t cursing woman till the
blet ‘%ttmg operation was com-
Qogpaq: 'Ch scenes must have been
Ing to all concerned.

Escort, Discharge, and
Visiting Duties

be sc‘l)}‘t _work appears to have
Imited - to the transfer of

Millbank women to Brixton, or
Brixton ‘good-conduct’ women to
Fulham Refuge. The matron sat
near the door of the omnibus, with
a male guard stationed on the step
outside. She was ‘cxpected to
watch the prisoners closely and re-
strain any excitability ' while ‘ the
equipage rattled away over Vaux-
hall Bridge and down the South
Lambeth Road’' on its way to
Brixton. The author gives a touch-
ing picture of the whispered com-
ments among the prisoners on
glimpsing the outside world again,

and commends the matrons for

their humanity in pretending not
to notice such breaches of the
silence rule.

Humanity was also shown in
that women who were sick or ill
were not sent home unattended on
discharge. A matron would escort
them to their own door, even if a
long railway journey were involved.
Women discharged to homes out-
side London were escorted as
routine to the appropriate railway
station and put on the train.
Although the matrons were glad to
be witness of a woman’s happiness
when the long-awaited day arrived,
this particular discharge duty, says
the author, ‘ was not sought for in
the least’, ‘ To rise an hour or an
hour 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 a hired fly to the railway
station, was not an enviable task;
more particularly as the matron
was expected to return by break-
fast time and 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 ‘was a change, valued
as & sct-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 to 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 communicate forbidden infor-
mation—all these human reactions
were familinry to matrons ‘taking
visits ' 100 years ago. Of distressed
relatives the author, a sensitive
observer, remarks: ‘ The tears and
sobs which they are unable to
restrain affect the watcher more
than is generally imagined. It is
very difficult to become accustomed
to this portion of a principal
matron’s duty—the office is
unenviable’,

Troublesome Prisoners

Prison life 100 years ago was one
of almost unendurable monotony.
Dull deadening work, such as
picking oakum, carried on in the
individual cells; no ‘association’;
no conversation; no evening classes
or other distractions; no prison
librarvies. A quarter of the entire
population in Millbank in 1862
were illiternte, another quarter
‘can read only ', and the remainder
had but imperfect schooling. There
wus no segregation of prisoners
suspected to be mad; murderous
attacks and suicidal attempts on
the part of crazed women were yet
another hazard of the prison
matron's post. It is hardly surpris-
ing that in circumstances of such

repression and boredom, *breanking®
out’ were a daily occurrenc®
Refractory women indulgf{d m
“smash-ups ', tearing everything 1
sight, banging, shouting "
swearing for hours on end. o
These wild half-demented priso?’
ers were punished for their Ollle
breaks by confinement in tls
‘dark’ cells. Disturbing scener
must have ensued: the autho
observes ‘the strength of some ?
these women, during their fit8 100
frenzy, is greatly in excess of tvL
men's’. It always required t¥2'
and very often thvee, of the m&™”
guards to ‘ force one fighting Ph“;‘e
ging woman from her cell to s
“dark’, tables and Dbedsted
snapping under their h:mt_ls li
splinters of firewood’. Ml_”b“lrllq
Prison possessed six 'dark’ ¢€>”
windowless, with perforated 8’”‘1 v
ings for air. They were {10
secured with ‘formidnblc.‘3001'*:Gx
and an outer sliding pad which .“:1;
supposed to stifle the upl'_O‘“"o of
sounds. The furniture consiste .
“a slanting series of boards by W7
of a bedstead, with an uncomio®
able wooden block for a pilloVW - i
night the woman was given & P’r“d
of blankets and a rug (often fou ).
torn to shreds in the moz'nmge .
The diet was bread and W& "
Three days of such conﬁnemc’lqb
was usually sufficient to 9x}lﬂ‘r:s.
even the strongest of pl'ls"”cfor
but some were so conﬁn?d s
gseveral weeks. Even canvas jacke!
and handeuffs were used to rest!
the most refractory.

The author deplores what hf
calls ‘this remnant of the -,
barous style of coercion pect! 2y’
to the Middle Ages". ‘ I cannob “hs’
he observes, ‘that these *Wg
have ever produced in any 81nt]10
instance u salutary effect upo? red
prisoners’. The matrons sufferc™

RALE
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tOo : ‘ .
» 8inee ‘with an ingenious

Sg:::lm?n of common humanity’
placed of the ‘dark’ cells were
eside t}elt;her above, below or
Millby, kle Matron’s quarters. At
intely Ill) lone such cell was immed-
Was ofte 0W; and the tired officer
e inc en kept a‘wn!m all mght. by
ickin esss}nt sprlekmg, hammering,

o cag.eslt'bsi th’e defiant song of
from, belo“’l'gless , which welled up

T
to‘ ﬁi‘V little medical help appears
m&tronc been given to the prison
tefraot S.ln managing these violent
great 1‘311)’ Drisoners, and there was
one ip uctance to pronounce any-
the Drisﬂnc. The author criticises
for thison surgeons ar_ld physicians
, s 8 uttlt'._ude which, he says,
Sceney JOccasionally to  horrible
may ‘(lln1 our prlsons’-zmd indeed
omcergn( anger the life of the
Anatyy Broadmoor  Criminal
owin ¢ Asylum, opencd the fol-
N sthilb)l@ll? in }863., at last provided
tally g e 1nst1§ut10n for the men-
Geranged in custody.

Conditions and Complaints

a Wll_&t could the prison matrons
it sg Improve their lot ? Very little,
.Om'OmS- In common with other

theyen, workers of that period,
&SSOC.“?I‘O unorganised, had no
et Mutions to protect their inter-
unepynd~-should they fall -ill or
otl, erplob'ed—-no means of support
Poq, than recourse to charity or
dapgq aw  out-door relief. Few
hej” to complain, Not only was

(¢ ec.“bour exploited, but bad food
vag_dedly and disgracefully bad’)
I'QOHE’I'OVIded in the matrons' mess-
m&des' At times protests were
88idq but these were brushed
Dot Y the steward saying he‘saw
beep 0g wrong with the meat (‘oily
lngje and goatish mutton’). The
8 were being too fastidious.
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On another occasion, the surgeon
was solicited for his verdiet and
he ‘fell into raptures over a plate-
ful of mutton which had made half
the matrons sick’.

Prison matrons, ‘were always
considered in the wrong, and
complaints of this nature were
regarded in a light almost imper-
tinent'. Attempts were made, the
author records, ‘to memorialise
the authorities ' on this and other
grievances, but ‘the nervousness
with which strong measures are
generally regarded has always
interfered with the project, some
refusing to sign because of fear of
dismissal’. In many instances
‘there are mothers, 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
hours are mentioned, but met with
small responso. ‘Reading rooms
have been thought of, and aban-
doned’ the author reports. At
Brixton the experiment was tried
of a little music, in a room across
the yard. But (deplorable develop-
ment) ‘the music led to a quadrille
now and then, and it was thought
advisable to send the piano back
to the maker, and rescind the
privilege’. Then, as now, the staff
preferred to spend their free time
outside the walls—'their craving,
when health and strength permit,
to pass beyond the gates and shake
the prison dust from their feet ',

Official visitors to tho prison
often appear to have regarded the
matrons on a par with domestic
servants, and were ‘awkward and
embarrasscd’ when they found
they could not leave a tip with the
attendant who had shown them
round. Acceptance of any such fee
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was strictly forbidden. ‘ The offer
of money to the officers of our
Government prisons is an act
which brings an indignant blush
to their cheeks, 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 the prisoner concerned. ‘The
more disreputable class of these
visitors appear to consider this
offer as a temptation which even a
prison matron has not the power
to withstand'. But withstand they
did, thanks to their ladylike up-
bringing and their dedieation to
the prison service.

Their champion, Mr. Robinson,
devotes his final chapter to a plea
for better treatment for the down-
trodden female stulf, and links this
with the improvement of prison
discipline generally. ‘The stafl of
matrons is not sufficient for the
proper working of our female
prisons’ he roundly declares. It
has never been sufficient, and the
officers are worked too hard. Fif-
teen hours a day are too many.
This even though ‘the Direction
acknowledges that the superinten-
dence of female convicts forms the
most trying feature of prison
experience .

‘Female prisoners must be
treated individually’, he goes on,
‘When more attention can be paid
to each woman, instead of to each
class, results more satisfactory will
be arrived at. The whole principle
of discipline is to lead, not to drive ;
therefore it is nceessary that
prison matrons should be carefully
selected from ‘thoughtful earnest
women, possessed of disceretion
and judgment’. Among his other

reformist ideas are o change Of
name for women prison officer®:
‘Officer* he says, is too masculin®
‘ matron ' a misnomer ; both name8
convey an impression of hzu'shncsz
and ugliness. He thinks the

“sisters’, if this did not suggest the -
nunnery so strongly, would be the
most approprinte designation—.
‘sisters in their interest for those
poor creatures who are confided to_
their care’. o

Mr. Robinson wants lectures o2
divers subjects, 'calculated
interest and distract a prisonet®
mind’, to be delivered to %‘: '
female convicts in prison.
wants the removal of ‘the W
class of prisoner’ to a separ®
establishment, and an observé 11
ward for the segregation of U
mentally unsound. His concludlﬂg_
request ( which has a very conte™
porary ring) is for a Governme’
grant to the Prisoners’ Aid SO‘}IG“,;
1f the good effects of the society
work conld be rendered still MO'S
comprehensive, the number
‘returns’ and re-convictions WO
he is sure, continue to diminish-

Women prison officers to@é
still have a difficult and demnnd}n
job; but their conditions (€Y ee "
though recommended for furth
improvement t) and the gf‘ner.e
atmosphere in which they work “; o
incomparably different from t ok
described in Mr. Robinson's bo? :
Many changes must have followe
its publication : gratitude is du® o
this unknown Victorian gentleﬂ;‘h o
who so eloquently pleaded b,
cause of women prison sta (an
women prisoners ) 100 years #8%

u ldv

n
* Female Life in Prison. F. W. Robinsor

London. Spencer Blackett, 1863-

+ The Wynn Parry Report, 1958
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