Museo Virtual de Ecologia Humana, Exposiciones Temporales, 2025
e _ =1
Vi g2 = /%f;
“ (L7
lpnitt T i

1859. Death certificate dated 30 August 1859 of Juan, of the Madrid Inclusa: “...In the graveyard of this parish Sotillo de la Adrada, on this day 30 of August
of 1859, | the undersigned, priest and bursar of the parish, ordered burial of Juan, of the Madrid Inclusa, under the nursing care of Paula Martin, wife of
Pascual Guerra of this parish, which was duly carried out...”. Photograph from the diocesan archive of Avila; parish of Sotillo de la Adrada, “Book of Deaths”,
years 1856-70, number 31, Sit. Arch. 179/5/2, f. 22r © Archivo Diocesano de Avila

Give Birth, Nurture, Grieve: a Gredos Wet-nurse and a
Madrid Foundling, mid-19th Century

In memory of my great-aunt Marie Hainzl, born in a small village, died in Vienna

In the spring and summer of 1859, the paths crossed of Juan, a newborn from the “Inclusa” foundling hospital in
Madrid, and of a village woman from the Gredos mountains. It would only be short-lived, this encounter between
the inclusero and the wet-nurse engaged by beneficence. The archives of the Inclusa and of the diocese of Avila
contain only a few documents relating to the event, records holding just one or two small signs, a handful of
tantalising pointers towards a wider historical and social context: a couple of dates marking a life’s beginning, and
also its end; some names and familial connections; a couple of social clues drawn from how the baby was clothed
prior to its exposure on a winter’s night in Madrid; the pecuniary value of a wet-nurse’s milk; the cause of an infant’s

death as certified by a rural physician.

These details allow us to imagine and sketch out potential scenarios of family life at the time, and of the first days
of infancy. They prompt the scholar to reflect on the ways the historical context dictated how some of humanity’s
great existential challenges would be confronted here: a baby’s defencelessness; the nurturing a newborn so
desperately needs and may be given; maternal attentions portioned out between children and siblings; the bond
created between infants fed at the same breast... and finally the female body, and its ability to bring new life into
being. In this latter case we then ask the question so often posed in myth, novels and tragedies: what happens

when the mother is absent?

We find ourselves in the period of recovery and economic expansion that took place during the reign of Isabel Il

and her dynamic prime minister Leopoldo O’Donnell. The capital was growing, up from two hundred thousand



inhabitants in 1850 to two hundred and eighty thousand in 1859. The city no longer felt so disconnected from the
mountain valleys, as men and women from the villages arrived in great numbers to work: in the shops, as craftsmen,
in the tobacco factory, or to serve in fine houses — and also to labour in the washing-places or the Madrid taverns
and cabarets. Alternatively, some of them could offer their services as wet-nurses: and every day the papers carried
commercial advertisements offering and seeking mother’s milk. This is the period so expertly related to us by the

contemporary novelist Benito Pérez Galdos.

Each night, the Madrid Inclusa in Mesdn de Paredes street — in a building now demolished, on a hill in the modest
Lavapiés neighbourhood — took in some half dozen foundlings. These were often boys and girls transferred from
the Casa de Maternidad, the hospital where their mothers had gone to give birth to them without revealing their
identity. Others would have been collected from a doorway or street corner by the Santa Hermandad del Refugio,
an order devoted to this pious mission. And in other cases, the infants would have been placed directly in the
foundling wheel in the Inclusa itself, or in another of the revolving mechanisms dotted around Madrid, where they

could be left without the depositor fearing recognition.

And every day several women from the villages of Castile — duly furnished with a certificate of suitability from the
local priest or physician — would present themselves at the doors of the Inclusa and apply for a child to take back
to their homes to nurse. They would come from the provinces of Madrid or Guadalajara, mostly, but also and
increasingly from Toledo, Avila, Segovia, Soria or Cuenca. These rural wet-nurses would be mothers in their own
right, often of several children, a few perhaps mourning a lost baby, some already feeding a baby of their own, or

others the mothers of children just weaned.

We find ourselves, then, before two discrete, unique realities of this period: one the exposure of foundlings, and
the other life in the rural villages generally considered to be altogether cut off from the city. It is remarkable to see
how these two distinct phenomena would then merge into a social mechanism of “imperfections, admirably
balanced and combined”, as described by Galdds in his novel Fortunata and Jacinta. Two of the most striking
features of this blended system were a disquieting cruelty towards the most vulnerable, and an appalling infant

mortality rate.

We will therefore approach our subject from a perspective which connects two different social wholes, the rural
and the urban. Taking this angle should shield us from certain tired tropes which, while not usually present in
academic scholarship, abound in popular historical accounts. These are the supposed isolation of the rural villages,
which were therefore unable to participate in the complex process of modernisation; the absence of women from

“work” prior to the 20th century; and poverty as the factor underlying (almost) everything.



It is not easy to present this subject in an attractive, accessible way for a digital audience accustomed to visual
content, since it was unusual to take photographs of the interiors of rural dwellings, and neither were many
illustrations made of life inside the Madrid Inclusa or other Casas Cuna (foundling hospitals) before 1900. Wishing
to avoid the risk of giving a potentially anachronic impression, we have largely eschewed the use of images from
periods later than the one discussed here, preferring to let the texts speak for themselves. It may just be that the
very concision of the written records — with their language choices so revealing of contemporary attitudes —
ultimately excites the historical imagination more than any visualisation not anchored in the period described could

ever do.

There is only a small number of sources which facilitate detailed study of confinements and early infancy in the
homes of the common people of the time. It is on account of this, and with great reluctance on our part as historians
of childbirth, that we had no alternative but to make use of records from society’s elites, accounts of babies born
in royal palaces and the great houses of aristocrats. This makes it a challenge to avoid hierarchical bias — a
shortcoming we were conscious of in our earlier work on this subject, published in 2022. Since then, however, we
have learnt a little more about the confinements of our grandmothers and great-grandmothers, having discovered
how much relevant information is contained in two magnificent new sources, easily consulted thanks to Family
Search and other databases, and packed with surprises for the scholar who immerses herself in their extensive
archives. These are the parish records, for one, and secondly the archives of the Casas Cuna. We will share many
examples here, in the hope of awakening our readers’ curiosity, and invite them to add new brush-strokes to the

ever-enigmatic painting of the past.

Curator: Wolfram Aichinger, professor and researcher at the University of Vienna. Also under his coordination, the

2022 Double Temporary Exhibition Cultures of Birth in Early Modern Spain and Europe can be visited at the Virtual

Museum of Human Ecology.
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