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‘As soon as we die, we enter into 

fiction… once we cannot speak 

for ourselves, it is up to others 

to  interpret us.’

— Dame Hilary Mantel
Author of personal memoirs, short 
stories, and historical fiction, double 
Man Booker prize-winner and Reith 
Lecturer 2017.
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Notes to the reader
This book is offered as a  source of information and reference, 
primarily for family historians. It cannot be a  replacement for 
professional guidance or help.

It follows British spelling (e.g. colour, neighbour). 

The author had the benefit of a  history consultant, Dr 
George Regkoukos, who oversaw this project. You can find out 
more about George at the end of the book.

The author accepts that the context of our ancestors’ time is 
unknowable. The author is not qualified to diagnose psychiatric 
conditions and acknowledges that retrospective diagnosis is 
impossible. However, the author believes that introducing 
psychological theory, neuroscience, and epigenetics may offer 
a  valuable lens through which we can deepen our understanding 
of our family and ourselves. 

While the author has sought to provide historic and current 
scientific insight as a lens through which we can consider 
our ancestors this may feel an anachronism. However, such 
inclusions are integral to her work. See ‘About the Author’ for 
more about Helen’s mission.

The family tree which closes many of the chapters include 
only those named in that chapter. (The URLs take you to a  larger 
version on the website.)
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Notes to the reader

The time formats are as they appear in the original sources.

Providing endnotes in an uninterrupted serial sequence was 
a  conscious choice.

To help the narrative flow, the author has avoided the use 
of modal verbs wherever possible.

According to Walter’s niece Mary, Walter called his parents 
‘Ma’ and ‘Pa’.

Currency

Prior to decimalisation in 1971, Britain used a  system 
of  pounds,  shillings,  and  pence. (£sd or ‘l’, ‘s’ and ‘d’. LSD 
stands for the Latin words libra, solidus and denarius. There 
were 12 pence in a  shilling and 20 shillings in a  pound. The 
pound came in the form of a  paper bill, called a  note, or a  gold 
coin, called a  sovereign. 

Money was divided into pounds (£, or l in some documents) 
shillings (s, or  /-) and pennies (d). Thus, four pounds, eight 
shillings and fourpence would be written as £4/8/4d or £4-8-4d. 

20 shillings in £1 – a  shilling was often called a  ‘bob’, so 
‘ten bob’ was 10/-

12 pennies in 1 shilling

240 pennies in £1

For more information, please visit the resource page at  
www.helenparkerdrabble.com.

http://www.helenparkerdrabble.com
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Walter’s journey continues 

Walter’s journey continues 
in A Victorian Migrates and A Victorian’s Legacy

If you would like exclusive content sent to your inbox, visit 
the website www.helenparkerdrabble.com and click the ‘Exclusive 
Content’ button. (You can opt out at any time.) You will get: 

1. An occasional update, images, or exclusive appetisers 
from the series Who Do I Think You Were?®  

2. I will tell you when books from the series Who Do I  Think 
You Were?® are released. 

3. I will email occasional free resources for family historians. 

4. I will enter you into any free giveaways I run to win a 
personalised colour hardback edition from the series Who 
Do I Think You Were?®

Thank you for your interest. It means a  lot to me.

Take care,

Helen

http://www.helenparkerdrabble.com
https://mailchi.mp/7b626f787946/a-victorian-migrates
https://mailchi.mp/d9a5b18b0d96/a-victorians-legacy
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Dedication

To my family, past, present, and future, 

especially my mum,  

Doreen Drabble née Parker,  

1938–2002. 

She was to have been part  

of this journey.
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Foreword
By 

Dorothy Halfhide, Curator, Thorney Museum, The Thorney Society 
& Margaret Fletcher, The Thorney Society

Thorney is an old village. Set in an expansive area of level 
fenlands, it grew around a  seventh-century religious community. 
For hundreds of years it was part of the Russell family estates. 

A Summer Fair in the Tank Yard 
The Bedford Hall in the Tank Yard was converted in 1981 from a Victorian centre where 
the estate craftsmen worked. Photograph supplied with the kind permission of John Clark, 

Chris Lane and the Thorney Society.
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Foreword

In the nineteenth century, the 7th Duke of Bedford installed an 
innovative water, drainage and sewage system powered by steam. 
He housed the heart of the system in the Tank Yard. Today, 
the Yard and the Bedford Hall are the focal point of our 2,500 
strong community, whose history is recorded and preserved in 
Thorney’s accredited museum.1

Helen was first introduced to the people of Thorney in The Tank 
Yard. She visited while following in the footsteps of her grandfather 
Walter, a  proud Thorneyite. His adventure also started from the 
Tank Yard. Her meticulously crafted account of  A  Victorian’s 
Inheritance  provides unique insights into social history, village life, 
psychology, and the connections that bind them.

We chose Walter Parker’s story to form a  part of the 
Museum’s ‘Thorney Profiles’, a  Heritage Lottery-funded project 
which aims to link individuals associated with the village and 
broader historical or geographical themes. Walter is an example 
of such an individual whose life was shaped in Thorney and 
then by his emigration to Canada. Thanks to Helen’s efforts, we 
know a  great deal more about him and the Victorian village. 
Her innovative research is detailed and has already been well 
received. The Thorney Society, our museum and our visitors 
have been interested to learn about Walter, his family, and the 
village, and we thank Helen for her profound understanding of 
our local heritage.

We wish the author and her book a  positive reception and 
hope it encourages other family history enthusiasts to create 
and share their family stories.
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Preface
Why did Walter Parker refuse to doff his cap to the Duke of 
Bedford’s estate manager? This was uncharacteristic behaviour 
for the quiet and shy lad, given that the man was one the most 
powerful men in Thorney.2 Walter’s disrespect put at risk his future, 
his pa’s job, and the house in which they lived. Losing one’s home 
could have grave consequences: according to the Vagrancy Act 
of 1824, anyone found to be sleeping in a  public place or trying 
to  beg could be arrested and sentenced to one month of hard 
labour.3 Vagrants presenting themselves at the workhouse door 
were entirely at the mercy of the porter who decided whether they 
should be allowed a  bed for the night in the casual ward.4 

I was a  child when my mother first told me the story of my 
grandfather’s refusal to doff his cap. I imagined the manager in 
his carriage on his way to church. I visualised Walter and the 
other villagers waiting outside the entrance to the Abbey for 
their ‘better’ to enter and assume his seat. In my mind’s eye, 
women and girls bobbed as the men and boys took off their 
hats and caps. All except Walter, who stood resolute with his 
hands buried in his pockets. According to the story my mother 
told me it was a  lack of respect for the Duke’s man that had 
stayed Walter’s hand over a  century ago. As a  result, he had to 
leave the village to safeguard his family’s future. 

Walter fascinated me. I wanted him to share his life with 
me, to illuminate a  time of profound social and political 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Begging
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Preface

change, when a  working-class Englishman could become 
a  landowner in Canada. But in the face of my naïve compulsion 
to connect with him, Walter remained mostly inaccessible. As 
an 11-year-old, I was delighted when he came to live with 
my family in 1974. At last, I would hear the longed-for stories 
of his Victorian childhood and his adventures as a  bachelor 
homesteader on the Canadian Prairies. Yet no matter how hard 
I searched for a  key to unlock his silence, the door to his 
past remained firmly shut. I desperately wanted to attach, to 
feel close to him, but his emotional distance defeated me. My 
mum gently explained Granddad was a  Victorian fossil, that his 
decades on an isolated homestead had interrupted his growth. 

A year later, Granddad died. I was furious. He had told me 
he would live to be a  hundred and get a  telegram from the 
Queen. I avoided the room in which he had died, packed away 
the heartache and buried my anger. Life moved on. The feelings 
and my unresolved questions lived beneath the day-to-day. 
Then in therapy (which I undertook as part of my counselling 
training) I unpacked that distressing time. I came to believe, 
alongside my desire, I had absorbed my mum’s unmet, painful 
need to connect with her father. 

In the summer of 2013, I unexpectedly found myself near 
Thorney. Imagine my delight to find that the house in the Tank 
Yard where Walter had grown up was now the Thorney Museum. 
Incredibly, the volunteer steward, Jeremy Culpin, overheard my 
interest in the Parker family. He asked if I wanted an introduction 
to a  lady whose mother was a  Parker. It had never occurred to 
me I could meet people who knew my granddad. My Cousin 
Phyllis Mary Skells née Woods, known as Mary, was Walter’s niece 
and lived in nearby Peterborough. She was born in 1918 and had 
grown up in the village. At our first meeting, I discovered the 
cap incident was significant enough to be passed down our two 
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estranged branches of the family. In Mary’s version, Walter was 
with friends outside their school when the Duke’s man passed 
by on his way to the station. She added a  new and dark twist 
to the family tale by telling me that Walter had not doffed his 
cap because of the man’s ‘evil ways with young girls’. According 
to Mary, although this was apparently well known in the village, 
it was not openly acknowledged. Apparently, the villagers would 
not let Walter forget his audacious disrespect for the man. His 
principled stance would both liberate Walter from a  closed 
agricultural village in the Fens and trap him in a  Victorian 
mindset on the virgin prairies of Canada. 

The joy of finding living family encouraged me to seek 
more. I sent a  letter for publication to the Fenland Citizen in 
March 2014 asking for ‘information about the Parkers of Upwell’. 
Days later, I was thrilled to receive an email from Cousin Sue 
Oldroyd, née Parker. Sue’s grandfather Joel was Walter’s first 
cousin. Cousin Mary did not know of her Parker cousins who 
stayed in Upwell. Interestingly, when I re-joined the branches by 
introducing Cousin Sue and Cousin Mary, they discovered they 
shared a  love of figures, and had both worked for the council 
in various financial capacities. They also lived near each other, 
in Cambridgeshire, and had mutual acquaintances. Given where 
each lived and the people they knew, it surprised both of them, 
despite the generation gap, that they had not met and discovered 
that they were related. Mary, her youngest sister ‘Rene, our 
Cousin Sue, and I had a  few delightful years swapping stories. 

During these meetings, the yearning for a  deeper 
understanding of Granddad rocketed back to the surface. What 
had made this man? I set out to discover the answers to the 
questions which had burned in me through the decades. I pored 
over records in the Cambridgeshire Archives and spent days lost 
in study at the Peterborough Library. I visited museums and 
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binge-read about Victorian life, including medicine, education, 
health, and addiction. I noticed that Sigmund Freud, (the 
father of psychoanalysis and the psychodynamic approach to 
psychology), was a  contemporary of Walter’s mother. 

Re-reading Freud reminded me of my work and experience 
as a  counsellor. I turned again to psychological theories of human 
development, identity and social behaviour and extended my 
understanding of neuroscience and neuropsychology, the crossover 
between science and psychology. Neuropsychology led me to 
epigenetics, the study of  nature  (our genes) and nurture (our 
environment). Epigenetics seeks to explain how our environment 
and life experiences trigger on-off  mechanisms in our genes which 
can affect us, and our descendants, physically and psychologically.

I conceived of a  project-kaleidoscope, which would bring 
together my passion for family history, advocacy for better mental 
health, and evidence-based psychology. Before our birth, we 
are influenced by our ancestors and the mental, emotional, and 
behavioural patterns of the family around us. This phenomenon 
is known as psychological inheritance. I pondered all I had 
discovered about Walter and his family and considered them 
through the lens of modern psychological theory.5 I examined the 
family tree with the idea that ‘our children will inherit what we 
have not made conscious’ in mind.6 A psychological inheritance 
unravelled, revealing intergenerational anxiety, trauma, loss, and 
depression familiar to so many families. I had discovered my 
voice and the overarching theme of my work.

Understanding our psychological inheritance can illuminate 
our ancestors, but it can also give us the language to consider 
our thoughts, beliefs, and behaviour. It can add to the narrative 
we construct to make sense of ourselves and our family. The 
good news for my grandfather Walter and his siblings is good 
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news for all of us: our psychological inheritance need not define 
how we lead our lives. We can become more aware, live positively 
in our communities, thrive, and pass on a  different legacy. 
Family historians cannot know their ancestors’ psychological 
inheritance. But using historical and current theories, we can 
examine the records and speculate in an informed way. 

We are all complicated, multi-dimensional, multi-layered 
products of our environment, relationships, experiences, and 
genes. No one is without scars, though few show physically. So 
too, do we have strengths, flaws, and vulnerabilities. James Hollis, 
a  Jungian  analyst, believes we are all governed by the haunting 
of ancestral and parental influences and that we are shaped 
by inner voices, dreams, impulses, untold stories, complexes, 
synchronicities, and mysteries which move through us and 
history. He sums it up by writing, ‘What we resist, persists’.7 

Reading about another’s life can help us see from a  fresh 
perspective, time, or place to our own. Elements of other 
people’s lives can throw our own choices into light relief or 
suggest a  new direction; they can add to our understanding 
of who we are. Let me tell you about Walter’s life, his family, 
and the English village where he grew up. As you get to know 
him and what may have affected his development, consider 
your ancestors. What might their psychological inheritance be? 
A Victorian’s Inheritance could help you answer some crucial 
questions about those who came before you. 

Take care,

Helen
Helen Parker-Drabble
October 2020
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C H A P T E R  1 :  

Family
Our family and the people around us are crucial to our 
development. In 1902, Charles Horton Cooley, an American 
sociologist, outlined the concept of the looking-glass self.8 He 
believed that our view of ourselves depends on how others reflect 
their perception of us. Might some families impose their view 
when they label individuals as ‘the clever one’, ‘the pretty one’, 
or ‘the black sheep’? Our family, peers, culture, media, even our 
employers can hold persuasive mirrors up to us, feeding into the 
story we tell ourselves about who we were, are, and will become. 
Psychologists believe the early attachments we form with our 
parents and the people close to us are crucial to the way we 
develop.9 They often shape how our future relationships unfold, 
our resilience and how we manage adversity. Neuroscience has 
explained how our unique experiences, our diet, and even our 
geographical location help construct the architecture of our 
brain. Genealogically, the experiences of our grandparents and 
parents influence our development. Cultural and family values 
can be transmitted through our families of origin, which have 
their roots in past generations. Also, because our psychological 
and biological characteristics are profoundly affected by the 
contexts in which we grow up, what happens to grandparents 
reverberates through the ages to affect their descendants. So, 
to understand Walter’s psychological inheritance, we must first 
consider his parents and grandparents and their likely legacies.
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Chapter 1: Family 

Walter’s paternal Grandparents – Stephen 
Parker Snr and Frances née Moulton

Walter’s paternal grandfather, Stephen Snr, was born in Upwell, 
on the Cambridgeshire/Norfolk border in 1816. It was called the 
Year Without a  Summer (caused by the 1815 eruption of Mount 
Tambora in Indonesia).10 Appalling weather ruined crops all over 
Europe, including locally.

The weather, which had given such cheering promise 
of continuing favourable for the already commenced 
operations of Harvest, has unhappily undergone 
a  stormy and tempestuous change—Not a  day has 
been uninterruptedly fine for nearly this week past. —
On Saturday, the rain was without intermission, 
accompanied chilling wind, which increased during the 
night, to a  perfect hurricane the effects, we lament 
to learn, have been general, in laying the fine crops 
of corn as completely flat as if they had been rolled 

Map showing Peterborough, Upwell, Thorney, Wisbech, & Kings Lynn.  
Map data ©2020 Google United Kingdom. 
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Walter’s paternal Grandparents – Stephen Parker Snr and Frances née Moulton

down.—On Wednesday last, had a  heavy fall of rain, 
attended at intervals with thunder and hail:— some of 
the hail stones were of a  large size; so cold was the 
general state of the atmosphere, that they continued for 
some time after to cover the ground and the roofs with 
Wintry garb.11

The crop failures led to food shortages and the low wages 
of the agricultural labourers could not meet the higher prices 
demanded for basic foods. In nearby Littleport and Ely riots 
broke out.12 The Parker family was likely among the recipients 
of poor relief distributed on Monday 23d [sic] December 1816: 
‘A well-fed ox and 7 fat sheep [were provided] to the labouring 
poor of Upwell, amounting to near 500 families’.13

When Walter’s pa, Stephen Jnr, arrived in 1856, his mother 
marked the birth register with an ‘X’ in place of her signature. This 
was not unusual; in 1837, only two-thirds of all men and just over 
half of all women could sign their name upon marriage.14 Stephen 
Snr and Frances married at twenty-seven and twenty-six years of 
age in 1843, six years after Queen Victoria ascended to her uncle’s 
throne. According to social historian Professor Emma Griffin of 
the University of East Anglia, there was an aspiration among the 
working class that upon marriage, a  new household would be set 
up. Then as now ‘couples needed to pool their resources and 
ingenuity to make that happen’.15 The first child often followed 
a  year after the wedding. Studies of parish registers suggest that 
by the early nineteenth century men married at an average age of 
twenty-five and women at twenty-three.16 The delay in marriage 
meant that births could be limited, reducing the income needed to 
keep a  family healthy. Stephen Parker Snr continued to work on 
the land after his marriage. It was an occupation leading to food 
poverty, which may have given Walter’s descendants an advantage. 
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Chapter 1: Family 

The Avon Longitudinal 
Study of Parents and 
Children showed 
that when a  paternal 
grandfather experienced 
hunger before his 
teenage growth spurt, 
his grandsons enjoyed 
an increased lifespan 
by as much as thirty 
years.17 

Walter’s paternal 
grandparents moved 
several times over the 
years, with census 
returns showing the 
Parker family living 
at Back Drove, Broad 
Drove, Plawfield, and 
Green Road. These 
changes in address may 
reflect their improved 

circumstances as the family moved closer to the centre of the 
sizeable village, with Green Road being the closest and running 
parallel to the main road. In the 1881 census, Stephen Snr is 
recorded as being a  ‘farmer of 6 acres’, probably supported 
by his adult children Stephen and James. In the absence of 
a  universal state pension, it was not unusual for children to 
support their parents financially. Even if the parent received 
parish relief, it was customary to recoup as much of this as 
possible from adult working children. Those children who 
refused to contribute were hauled before petty sessional courts. 

Broad Drove, Upwell, 2014. 
From the author’s collection.

House in Plawfield, 2014. 
From the author’s collection.
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The use of opium – Addiction in the family?

Frances and Stephen outlived two of their eight children, who 
died at eleven and sixteen years of age.

The use of opium – Addiction in the family?

In 1891, Walter’s grandfather, Stephen Snr, was seventy-five 
and still working as a  farm labourer. It would be reasonable to 
suppose that he had arthritis. Long hours in the fields, exposed 
to wet conditions and bitter temperatures, along with dietary 
deficiencies may have contributed to poor health. A pharmacist 
who practised in the area in the early 1900s defined ‘the three 
scourges of the Fens’ as ‘ague, poverty and rheumatism’.18 Ague 
was a  crippling illness similar to malaria.19 To manage his pain 
and to support his wife, Stephen Snr probably self-medicated by 
taking opium.20 This widely accepted national practice included 
the buying of opium pills or opium-based products such as 
Godfrey’s Cordial, also known as laudanum. What was curious 
was how many local people swallowed opium and the quantity 
they consumed. In an issue of the British Medical Journal of 
1867, Dr Hawkins of King’s Lynn stated that Lincolnshire and 
Norfolk consumed more than half the opiates imported into the 
country.21 ‘There was not a  labourer’s house… without its penny 
stick or pill of opium, and not a  child that did not have it in 
some form.’22

Opium is addictive. As dependency grows, an increasing 
amount is needed to manage pain or satisfy the craving. If Walter’s 
grandfather could not afford the shop-bought drug, Frances could 
harvest white poppies, as had been done in the Fens for hundreds 
of years.23 Poppy-head tea was a  typical drink at ‘docky time’, 
so-called because the labourers pay was docked while they ate 
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Chapter 1: Family 

and drank.24 Mothers 
and wives used shop-
bought preparations of 
opium to treat arthritis, 
toothache, earache 
and colic, and to help 
with teething.25 Despite 
their often innocuous-
sounding names, these 
sinister preparations 
contained between one 

and four grains of opiate per ounce.26 We can hope Frances did 
not resort to dosing Walter’s pa and his siblings while she worked 
in the fields.

According to the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich Gazette:

There can be no doubt of the prevalence of the use 
of opium and other opiates, amongst the poor. They 
must not [be] judged too harshly for this. Obliged to 
devote many hours to labour, and unable [to] procure 
[a] servant for their children, they endeavoured to send 
them to sleep, in order that their time may not be 
occupied in nursing them, but in other more profitable 
pursuits.27

What the report does not say is that opium can switch off 
the instinct to breathe.28 Another side-effect was to take away 
the infant’s appetite, and many died of starvation rather than 
poisoning.29 Significant regulation was not introduced until the 
1908 Pharmacy Act.30

The consumption of opium may have had a  profound effect 
on later generations, for ‘addiction to depressants can cause 

Victorian agricultural labourers at ‘docky’ time.
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Walter’s maternal grandparents –  James Bates and Ann née Rands

maladaptation of memory and reward circuits in the brain’, 
underpinned by DNA and regulated by long-lasting changes in 
gene expression.31 (Conceivably, such changes were reflected in 
Walter’s ma’s physiological inheritance and could influence her 
legacy.) Might the effects of ‘medications’ like these have led to 
the mistrust of medicine? Indeed, it was a  prevailing attitude of 
Walter’s (and his niece’s) generation to ‘work off’ pain and ill 
health, rather than medicate.

Walter’s maternal grandparents –  
James Bates and Ann née Rands

Walter’s maternal grandfather, James Bates, was born in West 
Walton, Norfolk. Walter’s grandmother, Ann Snr, came from 
Alconbury-cum-Weston, Huntingdonshire, thirty-eight miles 
from where her husband-to-be was born. Upon marriage, James 
was twenty-three and Ann twenty-four. According to the 1841 
census, the year before their wedding, both were working as 
servants on different farms. The couple would have nine children: 
four would die aged five or younger, another upon reaching 
adulthood. Walter’s ma was their second daughter named Ann. 

Professor Griffin wrote that the people who worked the land 
were among those least able to establish their own home at 
a  young age. Although this sometimes led to newlyweds living 
with one set of parents, others who married before they could 
support a  family described themselves as living in ‘inescapable 
grinding poverty’.32 Like most agricultural workers, the Bates 
family were at times reliant on parish relief for part of the year. 
Often this meant going hungry, suffering from malnutrition, 
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Chapter 1: Family 

and spending time in the workhouse. To encourage people to 
support themselves, the conditions were less than the poorest 
working labourer could achieve, so inmates and those receiving 
relief could still be close to starvation.33 Walter’s maternal 
grandfather, James, could not escape crushing poverty. 

What effect might this lifestyle have had on Walter’s mother, 
Ann, and her descendants? A landmark epidemiological study 
that investigated the impact of famine on pregnant Dutch 
women during the  Hunger Winter of 1944/1945 may offer some 
possibilities. Researchers found epigenetic differences regarding 
disease risk among individuals who were exposed to famine 
early in their mother’s pregnancy when compared with their 
unexposed, same-sex siblings. The suggestion is that ‘early-
life environmental conditions can cause epigenetic changes 
in humans that persist throughout life’ leading to increased 
risk of schizophrenia, coronary heart disease, obesity, and 
Type 2 diabetes.34 Nor are effects limited to the female line. 
Epidemiologist Dr Marjolein Veenendaal and her team found 
that the offspring of fathers exposed to famine prenatally 
weighed more and had a  higher body-mass index than offspring 
of unexposed fathers. This effect remained after an adjustment 
for birth weight, paternal weight, and body mass index.35 

After the death of James’s first wife Ann in 1860, he married 
Martha, a  woman nineteen years his junior. Records show that 
James, Martha, and their daughters were admitted to the Union 
Workhouse at Huntingdon at harvest-time, on 30 August 1873, 
and again on 10 September. Further admissions show a  family 
in crisis. James was presumably too ill, disabled, a  dysfunctional 
addict or unable to find work.36 He died in the workhouse 
in March 1875, aged fifty-six, ten years before his grandson 
Walter’s birth. For a  while, James’s widow, Martha, found a  way 
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of sustaining herself and her daughters, but they were again 
admitted to the institution on 9 February 1876. Martha died less 
than eight weeks later, at the age of thirty-four. Ann’s half-
sisters were just eight and six years old. 

Walter’s parents –  
Stephen Parker Jnr and Ann née Bates

Walter’s Pa – Stephen Parker Jnr

We know a  little about Stephen Jnr’s 
early life from the census records. 
In 1861 he was living with his 
parents, and older siblings James, 
Jane, Jacob, Isaac, and Mary. Baby 
Susannah completed the family. 
Stephen Snr supported the family by 
farming three acres in Plaw Field, 
Broad Drove. Walter would not meet 
his uncle Jacob, a  house servant and 
groom, who drowned in June 1861 
aged only sixteen. Eleven years later, 
in 1872, Stephen’s sister Susannah 
died painfully from ‘inflammation 
of the bowel’, at eleven years old.37 
Of the surviving siblings, we know 
little, but Stephen Jnr — Walter’s father — was working as 
an agricultural labourer in 1871. Although land work had been 
declining for decades, Stephen Jnr would probably have worked 
from age seven or eight removing stones from the fields, looking 

Stephen Parker Jnr  
(1856–1937), c1907. 

From the author’s collection.
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after animals, picking fruit or as a  human scarecrow chasing off 
the birds intent on eating precious young seedlings.38 

We often think of the Victorian period as one of poor health 
and nutrition. However, there is compelling evidence to the 
contrary. 

In the U.K. life expectancy at age 5 was as good or better 
than exists today, and the incidence of degenerative 
disease was 10 per cent of ours. They had little access 
to alcohol and tobacco; and due to their correspondingly 
high intake of fruits, whole grains, oily fish and 
vegetables, they consumed levels of micronutrients and 
phytonutrients at ten times the levels considered normal 
today.39

The ability to write one’s name improved over time. According 
to figures from the Registrar General, between 1871 and 1891 the 
ability of men to sign the register rose from 80 per cent to 94 per 
cent, and for women, it rose from 73 per cent to 93 per cent.40

Walter’s Ma – Ann Bates

Ann Catherine Bates was born in the small village of Alconbury-
Weston in Huntingdonshire. The 1861 census tells us that five-
year-old Ann was living on the ‘North Side of the Brook’ with 
her widowed father, James, who worked as a  labourer, having 
been a  ratcatcher. Ann’s mother had died a  slow death the 
year before, aged only forty-two, from phthisis, more commonly 
known as consumption or pulmonary tuberculosis. 

How might the loss of her mother have affected four-year-old 
Ann? The physiological and psychological effects of overwhelming 
emotional experiences, such as those which stem from natural 
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disasters, abuse, rape, losing 
a  parent or child or violence 
have been studied in-depth, and 
the effects on a  person’s life-long 
health are sobering.41 

Modern research shows 
the death of a  parent can lead 
to social withdrawal, anxiety, 
and social problems, as well 
as lower self-esteem and that 
a  quarter of children develop 
serious psychological issues 
following a  parent’s death.42 It 
seems a  forlorn hope that Ann’s 
environment was more protective 
than in recent times. To manage 
life at home, it was inevitable 
widower James had to rely heavily on his surviving older children: 
eighteen-year-old Mary, fourteen-year-old James, and twelve-year-
old William. The 1861 census record shows that James’s brother 
Criss lodged with them. Given the family lived, intermittently, in 
extreme poverty, it would not be unusual for a  paying lodger, 
family or not, to sleep in the marital bed with the head of the 
household.43 

I would like to think her older sister Mary mothered Ann, 
but by the time Ann was seven, Mary was twenty, married, 
and living in Upwell. Did Ann’s ability to form close emotional 
attachments diminish after each of her losses? Although her 
granddaughter, Cousin Mary, told me she did not doubt her 
grandmother’s love, she was not a  grandparent who hugged her 
grandchildren. Nor could Cousin Mary recall a  single time when 

Ann Bates née Parker.  
(1856-1938), c1907. 

From the author’s collection.
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Ann had laughed or even smiled. 
She remembered her, sadly, as 
a habitually black-clothed, unhappy 
alcoholic who was ‘difficult to get 
along with’. (Cousin Mary said 
Ann’s dependence on whisky was 
referred to in the family as her 
‘condition’.) 

Ann’s traumas may have affected 
the expression or suppression of 
specific genes, influencing not 
only her lifelong health and well-
being, but succeeding generations, 
who did not know of them. 
Epigenetics offers a  way to explain 
the connection between nature 

and nurture, or as biologist Nessa Carey puts it, ‘how  the 
environment  talks to us and alters us, sometimes forever’. 
The process of epigenetics changes the chemical elements 
surrounding and attaching to our genetic material that, in turn, 
changes the way genes are activated or silenced without altering 
the genes themselves.44 Although we should view it with caution, 
epigenetics promises exciting new data related to mental health 
conditions that are ‘bound to touch all of us at some point in 
the not-too-distant future’.45

David Moore is a  psychobiologist and Professor of Psychology 
at Pitzer College and Claremont Graduate University. His work 
underlines that genes behave differently in different contexts. 
They don’t single-handedly dictate our talents, diseases, and 
preferences;   ‘what we do  matters, and that the environments 
we occupy profoundly influence how we end up’.46 In their 

Cousin Mary in Ilfracombe.  
Cousin Mary (Phyllis Mary Skells née 
Woods) Walter’s niece, Stephen & Ann 

Parker’s grandaughter.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/environment
https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/basics/environment
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study of mice, researchers from the University of Zurich 
and ETH Zurich discovered ‘Not only trauma but also the 
reversal of trauma is inherited’.47 The late Bruce McEwen, 
neuroendocrinologist and stress expert at Bruce Rockefeller 
University in New York pointed out that interventions cannot  
reverse developmental events but rather produce compensatory 
mechanisms. He concludes reactivating the plasticity of the 
brain through ‘physical activity, social support, behavio[u]ral 
therapies including mindfulness and meditation and finding 
meaning and purpose’ have a  powerful impact on our resilience 
and well-being.48 So perhaps in following her sister Mary May 
to Upwell in 1871, Ann could begin to counteract her earlier 
experiences. At fifteen, Ann was an independent maid-of-all-
work for John Hawkins, a  sixty-three-year-old farmer who lived 
steps away from her sister in Small Lode, Upwell, close to St 
Peter’s Church. Ann reported to a  housekeeper, aged forty-two. 
A seventeen-year-old male servant was the last of the live-in help. 
As a  maid, Ann was not in a  position to help her half-siblings or 
her father and stepmother stay out of the Union Workhouse at 
Huntingdon. Both Ann’s 
father and stepmother 
died destitute before 
Ann married. 

Marriage was more 
of a  practical affair 
than a  romantic one. 
A  working-class couple 
needed to work hard 
as a  team to bring in 
enough of an income, 
raise children and 
manage household 

The interior of St Peter’s Church, Upwell, 
2018.  

Stephen Parker and Ann née Bates married on 
Thursday, 23 December 1880 at St Peter’s Church, 

Upwell. From the author’s collection.
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affairs. Although a  partner could be found in the personal ads 
of some publications, it is plausible that Walter’s parents were 
introduced by Ann’s sister in their parish church after Ann 
had taken up the domestic post in Upwell.49 Stephen and Ann’s 
courtship could have taken place in public: at church socials, 
or while still in their Sunday  best, on the two-mile walk from 
Upwell to Outwell and back, to ‘see and be seen’.50 We do not 
know when they decided to marry, but choosing a  spouse was 
a  serious matter. Despite the 1858 Divorce Act, there were 
limited options for ending a  marriage. Stephen and Ann were 
joined in holy matrimony at St Peter’s in Upwell on Thursday 
23 December 1880. They were twenty-four and twenty-three 
years old respectively  — the same ages at which Ann’s parents 
had married. For Stephen, the timing perhaps reflected his 
confidence, for ‘He had succeeded in opening up a  tolerable 
trade as a  carpenter and builder’.51 For Ann, their vows may have 
represented a  much-needed sense of security after the death 
of her parents, brothers, and sisters. By the time she married, 
only four of her nine full siblings were alive. 

The 1881 census shows Walter’s pa and ma living in King’s 
Lynn as lodgers of Ann’s older brother William (a tailor), his wife, 
Mary Ann, and their four children. Another lodger, a  mason, 
also lived in the terraced house of Dilke Street. Skilled workers 
could afford these small homes which had two cramped rooms 
upstairs and two down. They were known as a  ‘through house’ 
because they did not back on to another dwelling.52 Stephen 
worked as a  carpenter and builder. I hope with Stephen at 
her side Ann had faith that she would have a  longer and more 
comfortable life than her mother had known.

It would appear Stephen first became a  father at the age 
of twenty-six, after he and Ann had settled back in Upwell. 
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Their first-born, Lily Ann, tragically died while still a  toddler. 
The same year, Stephen lost his mother, Frances, aged sixty-
five. Stephen and Ann’s second child, Ethel Mary, was born 
in 1884. Walter arrived a  year later, and in 1886 Stephen and 
Ann had their third daughter and named her Lily Bates. Their 
last child, Lucy Maud, came into the world in 1889. The 1891 
census shows Stephen, Ann, their four children, and a  lodger 
(another carpenter) were living a  few doors away from the Old 
Duke’s Head on the ‘High Road’, Upwell. Walter’s pa had left 
the land. He was earning more as a  bricklayer. 

Like all parents, Stephen and Ann were expected to raise their 
children to be useful members of the community. Psychologist 
and psychoanalyst Erik Erikson maintained that children’s 
personality develops logically through eight psychosocial 
developmental stages from infancy to adulthood.53 During the 
first stage, from birth 
to about eighteen 
months, infants 
develop a  sense of 
attachment to their 
caregivers and begin to 
trust people. We do not 
know how emotionally 
available Ann was 
to her children in 
these formative years. 
Stephen worked till 
dusk, so during the 
shorter days of the 
year he could spend more time at home. An extended family 
surrounded Walter and his siblings which reminds me of the 
old African proverb, ‘It takes a  whole village to raise a  child’.54 

Elworthy Row, Upwell 2019.  
Photograph by Amanda Carter. 

According to a notebook owned by Walter’s daughter 
Doreen, the Parker family lived in one of these 

terraced houses before moving to Thorney. 
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If Ann had mental health problems, her husband’s family and 
stable community might have helped Walter and his siblings to 
develop a  sense of trust. 

According to Erikson, the second psychosocial stage, which 
occurs in the toddler years, covers autonomy versus shame and 
guilt. Walter became more independent as he learnt to control 
his body, including his bladder and bowel. Washing an infant’s 
nappies in Victorian Britain was hard work and time-consuming 
so, I imagine Ann was compelled to toilet train as soon as her 
children were sufficiently developed. At this milestone self-
esteem is boosted, leading to the beginnings of willpower and 
self-control. When Walter reached the third stage, at ages three 
to five, he had started imitating his parents. Rural working-
class children inevitably learnt useful skills from an early age. 
It seems probable that Stephen encouraged Walter to take the 
initiative. To meet his community’s expectations and those of 
his parents, Walter became competent in foraging, weeding, 
sweeping the grate and laying a  fire. Outside his home, Walter 
explored and found a  sense of purpose. In theory, should 
children not find a  goal, Erikson suggested they could disappoint 
their parents, resulting in feelings of guilt.55 Walter and his male 
peers emulated their fathers. They therefore looked forward to 
their graduation into long trousers. 

Although the second half of the nineteenth century saw 
some people use education as a  route out of land work and the 
poverty associated with it, social mobility was still restricted. 
Stephen Parker and his brother James had the personality and 
drive to seek opportunities and build assets. I wonder if they 
believed they were building a  world where progress would 
march ever-forward, with each year better than the last. 
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https://tinyurl.com/y5ofn3ke  |  https://tinyurl.com/y3o4zjr9

Stephen Parker
b. 1816 Upwell
d. 1895 Upwell
m.

Frances J. Moulton
b. 1817 Sawston
d. 1883 Upwell

James Parker
b. 1845 Upwell
d. 1931 Upwell

Jane Parker
b. 1849 Upwell
d. 1927

Jacob Parker
b. 1851 Upwell
d. 1867 Upwell

Isaac Parker
b. 1853 Upwell
d. 1934

Mary Parker
b. 1854 Upwell
d. 1947 Downham

Susanna Parker
b. 1860 Upwell
d. 1871 Upwell

James Bates
b. 1819 Alconbury Weston
d. 1875 Alconbury Cum Weston

m.

Martha Bull
b. 1838
d. 1876

Eliza Bates
b. 1868 Alconbury Weston
d. 1938 Spalding

Ellen Bates
b. 1870 Alconbury Weston
d. 1962 Rugby

Stephen Parker
b. 1856 Upwell
d. 1937 Thorney
m.

Ann Catherine Bates
b. 1856 Alconbury Weston
d. 1938 Thorney

Lily Ann Parker
b. 1882 Upwell
d. 1883 Upwell

Ethel Mary Parker
b. 1884 Upwell
d. 1953 Ruislip
m.

Francis Woods
b. 1882 Thorney
d. 1950 Thorney

Phyllis Mary Woods
b. 1918 Thorney
d. 2016 Peterborough

Walter Parker
b. 1885 Upwell
d. 1975 Arkley

Lily Parker
b. 1886 Upwell
d. 1967 Bucklow

Lucy Parker
b. 1889 Upwell
d. 1963 Thorney

m.

Ann Rands
b. 1818 Alconbury Cum Weston
d. 1860 Alconbury Weston

Mary Bates
b. 1843 Alconbury Weston
d. 1915

William Bates
b. 1848 Alconbury Weston
d. 1927 Huntingdon

https://tinyurl.com/y5ofn3ke
https://tinyurl.com/y3o4zjr9
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Upwell
Upwell (from the old English word ‘upp’ meaning up and ‘well’ 
meaning spring)56 is an ancient place. Many Georgian and 
Victorian houses line the two long, parallel highroads, which 
are split by a  narrow river. On the west side of the river was 
Cambridgeshire, on the east side, the county of Norfolk. This 
pattern of building is not surprising given that the Roman 
emperor Hadrian set in motion the draining of the land and 
took advantage of Upwell’s inland port. The waterways leading 
to and from Upwell have been used for trade (mainly fruits 
and vegetables). They also acted as a  conduit for armies, such 
as those garrisoning at Hadrian’s Wall.57 During medieval times 
seagoing ships capable of sailing to Iceland, Norway and all over 
the Baltic Sea were based in Upwell.58 In the 1880s some of the 
houses that back onto the canal or face the River Nene had 
a  private jetty for boats or barges. 

In Upwell, Walter saw men, women and children working in 
agriculture. He likely watched coal being transported by the modern 
tram to the Outwell depot, where the loads were transferred to 
the waiting barges for distribution through the Fens.59 The trams 
trundled between Wisbech and Upwell carrying people, fruit 
and vegetables. As a  six-year-old, had Walter looked forward to 
a  dangerous local childhood rite of passage; jumping on and off the 
moving tram without being caught by the guard?60 If so, it was not 
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to be, for Walter’s pa, Stephen, had an exciting new job and was 
to move the family to a  parish owned by the Duke of Bedford.61 

Research tell us that a  parent’s way of caring has a  profound 
effect on a  baby’s psychological and physical growth.62 Walter’s 
mother, Ann, may not have been aware of the importance of her 
interactions with her children. Nor could she have known that an 
infant’s caretakers directly influence a  baby’s brain development, 
it’s mental health, even its resilience to adversity.63 In humans 
and primates, a  mother’s sensitive recognition of a  baby’s needs 
helps kick-start the neural system and activate (or silence) genes 
regulating stress levels. For example, contact with adults regulates 
a  baby’s oxytocin levels and alpha waves.64 Epigeneticists build 
on these findings to argue that psychological inheritance during 
the formative years is as critical as physiological inheritance. 

St Peter’s  Church, Upwell 
©  Copyright Evelyn Simak 

and licensed for reuse under 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0.  
Walter was baptised at this font 17 May 1885.

A traditional christening dress 
for boys and girls. 

In the keeping of  
Cousin Sue Oldroyd née Parker. 2018  

image from the author’s collection.
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St Peter’s, Upwell, 2017. 
From the author’s collection.

Roof Demon, St Peter’s Church, Upwell by Lynne Jayne Jenkins, 2018. 
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Roof angel & demon, St Peter’s Church, Upwell by Lynne Jayne Jenkins, 2018.

Angel St Peter’s Church, Upwell by Lynne Jayne Jenkins, 2018.

Upwell, looking towards St Peter’s Church.
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Lower Town Street, Upwell. 
Postcard from the author’s collection. 

Town Street, Upwell. 
Postcard from the author’s collection. 

New Bridge, Upwell. 
Postcard from the author’s collection. 
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Boyces Bridge, The Wisbech & Upwell Tramway. 
Postcard from the author’s collection. 

Steam Tram, Upwell. 
This steam tram was a J70 0-6-0, originally the GER Class 53.  

Postcard from the author’s collection.
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Local author Reverend W. Awdry based Toby on the Upwell tram. (According 
to https://www.lner.info/) Toby the Tram at Bitton Station on the Avon Valley 
Railway during a Thomas the Tank Engine day. Toby the Tram by Felixcatuk. 

In the public domain.

Upwell Station c1900. 
In the public domain. According to https://www.lner.info/ local author, etc
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The Wisbech & Upwell Tramway, Elm Road, Wisbech. 
From the author’s collection.

Wisbech & Upwell Tramway, Elm High Road, Wisbech. 
From the author’s collection.

There is no way of knowing the physiological effect of the 
earliest interactions between Walter and his mother, but we can 
plausibly discuss their psychological effects. To do this, we need 
to explore his childhood. 
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A perilous birth – 18 April 1885

Walter was the third child born to Stephen and Ann. 
Preparing for Walter’s birth, Ann understood that childbirth 
could kill her. At this time, one in twenty mothers died in or 
after delivery from infection or haemorrhage.65 Ann would have 
certainly worried about herself, but there was the added danger 
to the baby. It would be natural for her to fear Walter would not 
survive. Around 1885, in surrounding Norfolk, approximately one 
baby out of every eight died.66 Should Ann need inpatient care; 
their nearest hospital was in Wisbech, five miles from home. 

Given Ann’s rural location and class, her midwife was likely 
a  woman.67 Women of the extended family and her network of 
acquaintances could be called upon to help Ann. Her mother 
had died, but her sister Mary May lived locally. Mary understood 
Ann’s anxiety as she and her husband had lost all four of their 
infants.68 If Mary had felt unable to be with Ann, another labour 
companion could have been Ann’s sister-in-law Jane Britten. Jane 
was a  close neighbour to both women. She had testified at the 
inquest investigating the death of Mary’s daughter Florence in 
1881. On that occasion, the jury returned the verdict ‘Died by the 
visitation of God’.69 Ann’s other local sister-in-law, Mary Utteridge, 
may not have been able to help. There is a  newspaper report of 
Mary’s husband Henry doing hard labour in 1877 for deserting 
his wife and family.70 Walter’s pa, Stephen, was likely working 
nearby. Infant mortality rates in Norfolk around 1881 were also 
high.71 Ann’s first-born, Lily Ann, had passed away as an infant, 
as had Ann’s older sister Catharine who died at thirteen months. 

Ann knew children were at risk. Ann’s oldest brother, Davis, 
had died of meningitis aged five; Ann’s namesake was just 
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three years old when she passed of a  fever; and Alfred, the 
youngest in the family, was taken by tabes mesenterica, a  form 
of tuberculosis. A significant reduction in infant deaths was not 
achieved in the Fens until around 1910.72 Ann could not have 
known that breastfeeding was Walter’s best chance of surviving 
infancy.73 But she was encouraged to feed her children naturally 
by contemporary guides, such as the Cassell’s Household Guide 

Lily Ann Parker, memorial card, 1883. 
The memorial card of Lily Ann Parker, most likely given to the family by the 

undertaker. It reads: Sacred to the Memory of Lily Ann. The Beloved Daughter of  
Stephen and Ann Parker who died October 24th 1883. Aged 1 year and 7 months. 

Interred at Upwell Church, October 27th.
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of  1877. Its author declared that ‘the most suitable food for infants 
is that of Nature’s own providing — mother’s milk’.74 The fact that 
we cannot know whether Ann, as a  working-class mother, breast-
fed or not, is itself thought-provoking. Dr Arthur Newsholme, 
a  leading Victorian health expert, estimated that between 62 
and 84 per cent of English working-class mothers breastfed.75 
This percentage may seem low to us, but can be explained by 
restrictions placed upon working mothers on the one hand and, 
aggressive marketing of formula milk on the other. By 1883, 
twenty-seven brands of formula milk, predominantly from cows, 
were available to the public.76 

Another critical indicator of infant mortality was the health 
of the mother.77 Stephen and Ann’s first child, Lily Ann died 
from tubercular meningitis in 1883. With so little in the way of 
treatment, Ann and Stephen were helpless to relieve their little 
girl’s suffering. Charles West, founder of the Hospital for Sick 
Children in Great Ormond Street (the first children’s hospital 
in Great Britain) published his observations of this harrowing 
illness in 1848. His description finishes by stating:

The recurrence of convulsions usually hastens the end, 
but sometimes many days will pass, during which death 
is hourly expected, and earnestly prayed for, to put an 
end to the patient’s sufferings.78

Ann was five months pregnant with Walter’s sister Ethel when 
Lily Ann died. With new life growing inside her and a  family to 
feed and care for, it is unlikely Ann had the chance to grieve 
for Lily Ann. Only weeks after Walter’s birth, his second Cousin 
Mary Parker, who lived close by, died of measles and diphtheria 
at the age of five. Tragically, all three of Mary Parker’s siblings 
also died before their parents. 
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There is a  common belief that our ancestors were less 
affected by loss, disaster, or trauma than we are. However, Hilary 
Marland, Professor of History, at the Centre for the History of 
Medicine at the University of Warwick, makes a  convincing case 
that poverty contributed to and exacerbated mental suffering 
in women in Victorian Britain.79 That the poor were somehow 
immune to the loss of their loved ones is also soundly contested 
by Julie-Marie Strange, Professor of Modern British History at 
Durham University. Strange demonstrates in her book about 
death, grief and poverty that poverty increased rather than 
deadened the anguish of the poor.80 It would, therefore, be 
understandable if Ann emotionally distanced herself from Walter 
and his siblings to cope with her loss. 

A working-class mother’s responsibilities

After the death of her daughter, it is reasonable to suppose 
Ann took ‘prevention is better than cure’ seriously, so she 
probably dosed her children with castor oil. This is one of the 
oldest medicines known. It was an unpleasant tonic that was 

Castor oil syrup recipe. 
This recipe for castor oil syrup came from a family recipe book which belonged to Mrs 

Charles Aaron Allot, née Mary Hopkinson. She started recording recipes in this notebook 
in 1860. Mary married James Parker in 1906. The book is in the keeping of Cousin Sue 

Oldroyd née Parker, great-granddaughter of James Parker.
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believed to promote wound healing, relieve pain, treat acne, 
fight infection, and keep the scalp and hair healthy. It has been 
proven to induce labour and cure constipation.81 Should castor oil 
fail, Ann would have prepared another age-old cure for regular 
bowel movements using Epsom salts, magnesium sulphate, 
lemon and sugar dissolved in boiling water.82 For conjunctivitis, 

she turned to a  homemade recipe made up from filtered snow 
water and one drop of white vitriol (zinc sulphate).83 If Walter 

Constipation cure.

Eye water recipe.
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had a  cough, Ann could mix honey and treacle with the bitter 
laudanum.84

Cough recipe.

Vinegar too was a  part of the housewife’s arsenal. It was used 
in the home to clean wounds and treat infection.85 For sprains, 
sore throats, and rheumatism, a  local newspaper suggested: 

Vinegar Recipe.

Take half a  pint of turpentine and one egg, put them 
into a  large bottle, cork it, and shake it till it becomes 
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a  thick cream, then add gradually one pint of vinegar: 
bottle for use. This mixture will keep for years and is 
improved by the addition of a  small lump of camphor.86

According to a  Parker family recipe book for his colds, 
Walter could be given either a  hot ‘Whisky Cordial’ or sweetened 
blackcurrant vinegar.87 Strong spirits may seem an odd treatment, 
but alcohol was a  valued part of the home medicine kit and was 
often prescribed by doctors. Research ‘supports the folklore that 

Whisky cordial recipe. 
Photograph by Debanjali Biswas.
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Blackcurrant vinegar recipe.

Elderflower wine recipe.
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a  hot tasty drink is a  beneficial treatment for relief of most 
symptoms of common cold and flu’ because of the powerful 
placebo and physiological effects on salivation and airway 
secretions.88 As was typical, Ann laboriously made hedgerow 
wines, mead, beer and sloe gin for the family to consume at 
home. Could it be that Ann followed a  family pattern of self-
soothing with alcohol?

Mead recipe.
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The daily life of a working-class housewife

Despite her mental health problems, Ann was responsible 
for her family’s health and nutrition. She also made, repaired, 
and cleaned their clothing and bedding, and kept their home 
clean and free from infection. Yet Ann had access to the most 
basic implements and ingredients. Although Walter’s working-

Furniture polish recipe.

class family were comparatively well-off, health remedies, meals, 
cleaning products, towels, curtains, rugs, and all of their clothes 
were fashioned by Ann, either reworking them from existing 
items or making them from scratch. Unlike her middle-class 
counterparts, Ann was expected to manage her duties without 
the aid of a  servant. If she was lucky, after Walter’s birth, Ann 
might have had her ten-year-old niece, Rose Ann, lend a  hand 
as a  mother’s help after finishing her chores at home.

Open fires and few appliances meant housework was 
heavy, isolating work, and the hours were long. It was usual 
for the housewife to rise before her husband to give him his 
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breakfast and ready his food and drink to take to work. If Ann 
had a  cooking range, instead of an open fire to cook on, her 
first job was to clean the range, except the front bars, while 
the fire was drawing up.89 To keep the appliance in working 
order, Ann cleaned the whole of it, including the boiler and 
oven, once a  week. The water levels in the boiler had to be 
replenished daily. Once Ann was satisfied with the water, she 
put the kettle on to boil, set the porridge to cook, and laid the 
table for breakfast. Used tea leaves from yesterday’s breakfast 
were scattered on the floor to help collect the dust. If Ann had 
a  rag-rug in front of the fire, now would be the time to shake 
it outside before sweeping the front step.90 After breakfast, Ann 
aired the bedding, turned the mattresses, emptied the slops, 
and rinsed the chamber pots. 

It was recommended that the floors were washed three times 
a  week, less frequently in winter.91 Any pieces of carpet Ann 
may have had needed regular cleaning. Candle drippings were 
scraped off first. Then the area was cleaned with a  brush and 
chilly water. Next, a  bar of homemade soap was melted into 
scalding water, and the floor scoured using as little water as 
possible. The entire area was gone over with a  sponge removing 
the soap and dirt. The sponge was rinsed well before being 
dipped into a  pail of cold vinegar water, and the whole carpet 
was wiped a  third time.92 The dirt produced by coal fires meant 
dusting and polishing was done daily and rooms cleaned from 
top to bottom once a  week. This cleaning involved lifting any 
floor covering, beating it, brushing down the walls and curtains 
or blinds, washing the paintwork and cleaning the windows.93

Between the demanding jobs around the house, Ann fed the 
children and kept them clean, prepared a  midday meal, then 
an evening meal. If Stephen could not get home for lunch, Ann 
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sent him a  wooden box with a  lidded dish inside surrounded 
by straw to keep the food warm. After the evening meal, which 
usually started around 5 p.m., Ann cleared away, perhaps 
preparing a  lunch for Stephen for the next day and washed and 
dried the utensils and pans. Now she might have time to sit 
and either mend or make bedding or clothing for one of the 
family. The last job was to rake out the kitchen fire and lay it 
ready for the morning. If a  maid-of-all-work was expected to 
retire to bed no earlier than 10 p.m. it is probable the working-
class housewife would not get to bed sooner.94

The weekly washing, drying, and ironing took the working-
class housewife three days per week. On Sunday, Ann soaked 
Walter’s cloth nappies and sorted and soaked the other washing. 
On Monday, the nappies were plunged into a  hefty pot of boiling 
water set on the range or an open fire. Pounding was the next 
task. Then, like the clothes and bedding, they were rinsed four 
times, hand-wrung and heaved through a  mangle. After some 
time drying on an outside line, clothes horse, or an airer on 
a  pulley system, the washing was rolled up, at a  specific level 
of dampness. This made Tuesday’s job of ironing as easy as 
possible. 

To remove the creases from fabric Ann used heavy flat pieces 
of cast-iron metal with a  handle attached. While she ironed 
with one another was kept hot by a  fire or cooking range. When 
she had finished, the laundry was aired again. The irons had to 
be kept immaculately clean, sand-papered, and polished. They 
were stored away from burning fuel and were regularly, but 
lightly, greased to avoid rusting. An application of beeswax on 
the base prevented the iron from sticking to starched collars, 
cuffs, and aprons. No wonder the better-off roasted a  large 
joint on a  Sunday; it provided meat for the family’s main meal 
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until Wednesday. It is sobering to think all Ann’s chores were 
probably completed without even a  cold-water tap in the house.95 
Industrialisation gradually brought household products into the 
home. From 1884 Ann could buy Sunlight Soap, a  laundry block, 
to wash the nappies, clothes, and bedding. Its recipe contained 
copra or pine kernel oil, which lathered more easily than the 
traditional soaps Ann laboriously made at home from animal 
fats. I expect Ann was grateful for the improved facilities her 
home in the Tank Yard provided.
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Family tree 

https://tinyurl.com/y4l6rqjy

Stephen Parker Snr
b. 1816
d. 1895
m.
Frances Jane Moulton
b. 1817
d. 1883

Mary Parker
b. 1845
d. 1915

James Parker
b. 1845
d. 1931
m.
Susan Rhodes
b. 1841
d. 1879

Rose Ann Parker
b. 1876
d. 1966

Jane Parker
b. 1849
d. 1927
m.
Matthew Britten
b. 1846
d. 1922

Mary Hobourn Parker
b. 1854
d. 1947
m.
Henry Utteridge
b. 1855
d. 1927

James Bates
b. 1819
d. 1875
m.
Ann Rands
b. 1816
d. 1860

Sarah May
b. 1870
d. 1870

William May
b. 1872
d. 1872

Elizabeth May
b. 1875
d. 1875

Florence May
b. 1880
d. 1881

Mary Bates
b. 1843
d. 1915
m.
Job May
b. 1839
d. 1914

Davis Bates
b. 1844
d. 1849

Catherine Bates
b. 1845
d. 1846

Ann Bates
b. 1853
d. 1854

Stephen Parker Jnr
b. 1856
d. 1937
m.
Ann C. Bates
b. 1856
d. 1938

Lily Ann Parker
b. 1882
d. 1883

Ethel Mary Parker
b. 1884
d. 1953

Walter Parker
b. 1885 1975

Alfred Bates
b. 1857
d. 1858
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