
The Making of a ‘Domestic’ Life: Memories of a Working Woman
In writing an autobiography, Louise Jermy (1877-1952) was unusual for a working-class woman born in the Victorian period. 1 Jonathan Rose has pointed out that working-class memoirists are ‘not entirely representative of their class’, and this is especially the case of women: Rose calculated that those like Jermy who were born between 1870 and 1889 account for around fifteen per cent of such autobiographers. 2 David Vincent recalled his disappointment over how few working women wrote their life histories in the nineteenth century, and since by the end of that century there was near equality between the sexes in levels of elementary education, he suggested that the explanation for the paucity of female memoirists:


must lie, in general terms, in the absence among women of the self-confidence required to undertake the unusual act of writing an autobiography, and in particular from the increasing exclusion of women from most forms of the working class organisations, especially self-improvement societies, which provided the training and stimulus for self-expression for so many of the male autobiographers. The silence may also be a reflection of the subordinate position of women within the family; the husband was the head of the family and as such thought to be responsible for communicating its history to future generations. The consequence of the silence is that … women can rarely be seen except through the eyes of fathers, husbands, lovers and sons. 3 

While by the time Jermy published her life history (1934) women made up just under a third of working-class memoirists, Vincent’s reasoning might still apply to a woman born in the later Victorian period. Interestingly, Jermy’s memoir is cited in a later publication by Vincent but not discussed in his analysis of literacy and popular culture: Jermy does not write about her reading apart from the Bible; nor does she consciously measure change in her life by ‘the mutually supportive forces of intellectual and political freedom’. 4 Like the majority of such life histories, Jermy’s was one of much suffering, baldly recounted, but whereas working-class men wrote of their personal struggles as integral to their efforts to improve the lot of their class, Louise Jermy’s story is a struggle of rather than for her class. Her autobiography is a reflection on a working life which engaged with the public sphere mainly through the domestic. As a mother, however, she does not discuss her experience of pregnancy and birth, nor indeed of child rearing, in contrast to the women whose letters Margaret Llewelyn Davies published in 1915 to advance the campaign of the Women’s Co-operative Guild for maternity insurance. 5 Indeed, Jermy makes no mention of the Guild, perhaps because it was party-political, whereas the Women’s Institute (WI), of which she was a member, was not. 6 At the same time, Jermy does not discuss her membership of the WI, but ends her story with her last paid employment: the WI encouraged her to write a memoir of her working life which is what she did. Yet although for much of it she worked as a domestic servant, Jermy does not provide the detail either of what that entailed or of her relations with employers which is found in the diary of Hannah Cullwick (1833-1909). They wrote for different audiences, Cullwick privately for her (clandestine) husband, the civil servant Alfred Munby who had a fascination with women workers, Jermy in print at the encouragement of the largest women’s organisation in England, whose leaders employed servants. 7 Also in contrast to Cullwick but like most working-class memoirists, male and female, Jermy was reticent about her emotional and sexual feelings and experiences, and never complained of improper advances made by employers. 8  
The memoir as evidence
Yet despite these ‘silences’, Jermy’s memoir has been described as ‘a richly detailed picture of the economic and domestic problems of the working class during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’, and also as ‘a record of ill-luck, ill-health, poverty and disaster met with courage’. 9 From the age of eleven, Louise was a domestic worker in the family home; she was a live-in servant from the early 1890s until her marriage in 1911; and soon after being widowed a decade later, she became a laundry worker. The period covered by her memoir was one in which servant-keeping gradually declined from being the biggest employer of women in 1891, two years before Louise embarked on a career as a live-in servant, to accounting for only eleven per cent of women in the labour market in 1951, the year before she died. 10 The census for 1901 recorded 1,691,000 females who were categorized as domestic servants, putting Louise among the top forty per cent of the recorded employed female labour population. 11 Ten years later, when she left domestic service for marriage and her own home, it was still the biggest employer of women, though it was showing signs of gradual decline: as the census report of that year revealed, the number of indoor domestic servants had been growing at a considerably smaller rate than the general population since the previous census. 12 
The aim here is to examine the life of this female ‘domestic’ by means of a close reading of her autobiography to assess how intimately her identity was bound up with domesticity and social class. This particular memoir allows us to question the generalization that working-class women were quick to reject domestic service as soon as alternative employment became available. 13 Additionally, it provides some insight into the regional disparities in employment opportunities open to working-class women as well as in the prevalence of domestic service. As Pamela Horn pointed out, industrial areas had to recruit domestic staff ‘from away’ and ‘whereas in London in 1881 the proportion of indoor domestic servants (male and female together) was put at one to every fifteen persons … in the agricultural counties of Norfolk, Sussex and Essex the average was one to every twenty-one’. 14 From the late Victorian to the end of the Edwardian period, Louise worked first in London where there was the largest concentration of servant-keeping households, then in the industrial midlands which depended on the recruitment of rural outsiders and finally in the rural east where the percentage of servants per household was larger but still considerably less than in the capital. Indeed, whereas the pattern was for young women in depressed and rural areas to migrate to affluent urban centres in search of positions as domestic servants, Louise moved to Birmingham and later Norfolk from London with her employers. 15 This was a reflection of her skills as well as of the servant shortage in both areas, but it also suggests that domestic service for her was less about acculturation and more about escape from an unsatisfactory life in London. Whatever her individual circumstances, Louise’s choice was not unusual: in a study of domestic service in Leicestershire and Northamptonshire, Samuel Mullins and Gareth Griffiths observed that many of their informants ‘seemed to have been keen to get away from home, whether to “better themselves” (a common notion in service) or to escape from a crowded house or a depressed community’. 16 

This memoir is unusual in the genre, however. As Judy Giles has observed, ‘of course, it is rarely the deferential maid whose stay has been recorded’: instead, ‘those accounts of servant life that we do have found their way into the public domain because their authors resisted and rebelled against the system of servant- keeping’. 17 Louise was not a rebel in this mould: indeed, she does not discuss her life ‘below stairs’ except to point to positive aspects. As we shall see, she used domestic service as a means to achieve a degree of autonomy from her parental home, and took any advantages which service offered of improving her education as well as her domestic skills. Her pattern of two long-term and a number of short-term periods of service reflects the growth in her confidence to accept only the position which she found most satisfying, not merely in terms of the wages on offer. At the same time, the growing servant shortage by the early twentieth century meant that wages for domestic service were competitive with alternative employment, which may have played a role in keeping Louise in service. 
Childhood
Louise, sometimes called Louisa, was born in Romsey, Hampshire, on 30 January, 1877, on the Broadlands Estate where her mother, Selina Withers, was a labourer while her grandmother, Sarah Medley, had been laundress to the ‘great house’. Selina died when Louise was eighteen months old, possibly due to complications after giving birth to a son who was buried at only a month-old with his mother. Amy, Louise’s older sister by eighteen months, was sent to live with their paternal grandparents in Romsey (the grandfather had also been a labourer on the Broadlands Estate, from which he now received a pension), while Louise was brought up by her maternal grandmother who was then around eighty years old and living in an almshouse, also in Romsey. Widowed at twenty-three, Louise’s father John Withers, a labourer thirteen years younger than his first wife, soon remarried and went with his second wife, Mary, to London, where he was self-employed in a variety of small businesses. 18 While in Romsey, Louise attended the ‘British school’ (run by Nonconformists), but both she and Amy soon joined their father and step-mother in London. The sisters were never able to establish good relations with Mary Withers, who had three children by their father, one of whom, her only daughter, died when she was just over two years old. The bereavement so upset Amy, who had looked after the little girl, that their stepmother took the opportunity to remove her from school and got her a place as a nursemaid. 



John Withers had sunk all his savings in a fish shop, but as a sign that this was not prospering, he bought his wife a mangle so that she could earn money from home by taking in laundry. Louise recalled that his purpose had been to keep her stepmother at home, and her memoir shows that he would have preferred to keep his daughters there as well. 19 Besides Louise and two young sons, Mary Withers had taken in her husband’s niece while the girl’s mother was committed to an insane asylum. Louise was taken out of school at the age of eleven to help in her stepmother’s home-based laundry business, which was the start of Louise’s life as a domestic worker. She was sent round the neighbourhood with cards advertising the laundry, and for the next two years was put to fetching and carrying the linen and turning the mangle. On top of the heavy labour, Louise suffered severe physical abuse from her stepmother who often struck her with anything that came to hand, including a stair-rod, a poker, and a broom handle. Mary Withers grew irritable under the yoke of domestic responsibilities and laundry work, and abusive of her young step-daughter and co-worker: in Louise’s words, she was ‘knocked down and kicked up again’. 20 One result was that Louise became partially disabled with tubercular hip disease when she was thirteen.  


Mary Withers wanted the money from the laundry business to go towards buying the house, perhaps a reflection of insecurity due to her husband’s failed business ventures: having lost their savings in the fish shop, he turned to stonemasonry and when that did not work out he went into the horse-drawn cab trade, eventually giving up self-employment for work as a station master in the new London underground. With Louise hospitalized, Amy was taken out of service to substitute for her at the mangle, but unlike the latter, Amy, now fifteen years old, would return blow for blow with her stepmother, and insisted on both regular payment and time off each week. When the sisters grew very close to one another, the stepmother separated them, sending Louise to recuperate with her own uncle and aunt in Radwinter, Essex. She stayed there for six months until January 1891 when, with the death of her paternal grandmother, she went back to Hampshire at the request of her grandfather. There she knitted socks which were sold at a shop in Romsey. Eight months later, she returned to London to help look after her two stepbrothers, of whom she was fond. Not fit for laundry work, but expected to contribute to the family income, Louise opted for dressmaking, partly because her stepmother clothed her very shabbily. Mary Withers, however, resented the fact that her husband paid the fees for Louise’s apprenticeship, diverting part of his income from the mortgage. Once again, Louise was hospitalized as a result of being beaten by her stepmother. Now prone to severe headaches and fainting, a doctor advised her father that Louise be sent to the countryside as soon as possible, and she went back to her grandfather for four months. 


Although Louise was unable to complete her two-year apprenticeship because of ill-health, she had nevertheless become a proficient dressmaker. 21 By then, the early 1890s, she was attending Sunday school where she confided in, and was supported by, the female teacher, an Irish woman, Miss Hanna. The latter encouraged her to write verse as a means of expressing her emotions and though no examples are included in the memoir, Louise stated that the poems reflected her bitterness about the ill-treatment she suffered from her stepmother. Aged sixteen, Louise finally confronted the latter when she tried to prevent her from reading the Bible. Louise did not explain Mary Withers’ objection, but the impression is that badly educated herself she did not want her stepchild to become superior to her. She may also have resented the growing importance to Louise of influential women outside the home (her sewing teacher and Sunday schoolmistress) as well as her efforts at self-improvement. Louise’s father, however, seems to have approved of the latter, presenting her with a bible when she turned seventeen, which Louise noted was the first birthday gift she had received from him. 22 Her stepmother still tried to exert control over Louise, objecting to her taking her first dressmaking job with her old teacher and eventually forcing her to give it up on the grounds that she did not earn enough. When the next post paid less, Louise was dismissed as worthless by her stepmother. Louise, however, was beginning to develop some self-esteem outside of the family home. She went for a two-week respite to the mission home for young people in need of rest at Croyden, supported by the philanthropist Lady Louisa Ashburton, where females and males took turn each fortnight. Once again, Louise responded positively to another female authority figure, the matron, Mrs Stanley. 
Domestic Service
At this point, Louise became determined to leave home. Her father was reluctant to agree and suggested that she return to her first employer. He gave her some money and insisted that she did not have to keep herself yet, a view clearly at odds with his wife’s. Since that would have meant continuing to lodge with her parents, Louise decided, despite her disability and her father’s opposition, to go into service. When she left, her father refused to help her again until she ‘came to her senses’ and returned home. 23 He did not succeed in imposing his patriarchal prerogative: whereas his daughter’s experience of working in the home laundry had been oppressive and exploitative, she portrays domestic service as a welcome escape from her family situation through which she was able to establish a degree of independence. 


On the surface, Louise was moving from one home situation and domestic authority to another, but in contrast to the former, she developed a sense of self-worth as a live-in domestic servant. Her first employer, an unmarried brother and sister, arranged little pleasures for her in her time-off, such as visits to the theatre. Yet Louise’s notion of independence was still restricted by her continuing sense of family obligation, and once again she was prevailed upon to give up this position because of what her stepmother claimed were low wages. Louise, however, considered that the real reason was her stepmother’s intolerance of the Catholicism of her employers. Still, she did not return home, as her parents might have expected. The agency with which she had registered found her another position which was better paid. She took it as a sop to her stepmother, but since the employer was less congenial and the work was harder Louise’s health suffered. This time she had to return to the family home for three months’ recuperation. That failed to dampen her determination to leave, and once well enough she turned to the servants’ registry office again. These agencies may be seen as a reflection of the growing commercialization of domestic service, and though initially women seeking a place had often seen them as a last resort because of their dubious reputation, by the time Louise registered there were efforts to regulate such establishments, at least in the London area. 24 For a young woman whose parents were reluctant to see her leave home, the agency offered a seemingly respectable and impersonal escape route from complete dependence on them. 
Her next position, which she entered in 1895, proved much more satisfactory. Indeed, after two years of service, when she was twenty years old, she was presented with the opportunity to move to Birmingham with her employers, the Muirheads. Although she had never told her father about the abuse she suffered at the hands of his wife, he nevertheless held the latter responsible for forcing Louise out of his home, expressing regret that both his daughters had left him - Amy by then had married. Louise, however, considered that he had shown no real affection or care for her outside of his minimal duty as a parent until it was too late. He controlled the family finances and used that position to pressure Louise to do his bidding; but his wife held the upper-hand within the household since he did not interfere in her running of the domestic sphere. Hence, for all his attempts to exert his patriarchal authority, John Withers had conceded too much power over his daughters to his wife. 

Louise was encouraged by this employer - the husband was an academic who became a professor at Mason College in Birmingham, the wife a suffragist - to improve her education, which she did through a reading class and piano lessons. Her autobiography confirms the importance of such encouragement as well as of informal education for a woman who had left school at eleven years of age. Recurring problems with her hip, however, led to her leaving this first long-term position. After a series of short-term live-in jobs in Birmingham, she returned to London in 1901. This time, the family home was more welcoming: indeed, her father had invited her for a holiday to see the coronation procession of Edward Vll. Still unwilling to relinquish her independence from her parents, Louise found work as a cook, taking a number of temporary placements over the next two years until going into service with a woman who kept house for her invalid sister, the wife of an MP. 
Marriage
At this point, around 1903, another escape route, one which her sister had already taken, opened with a proposal of marriage from a man with a bakery business. Louise refused, she said, because she then believed that marriage would only bring more pain. 25 In making such a decision, she would have been aware of how difficult the lot of a single woman was, particularly one whose ill-health interrupted her employment and whose father would not support her unless she obeyed him. However, when he went into the cab trade, she was courted by the widowed son of his business partner. Louise was clearly attracted to this man since despite her dim view of marriage she accepted his proposal. Ironically, he soon reneged on the grounds that his previous experience of married life had been bitter, and although he returned to her twice, suggesting the second time that they try a new life in Canada, Louise was not prepared to allow romantic love to blind her to the shortcomings of the object of her affection. Indeed, as she painfully recalled, it was not long before he found a replacement, and this time his cold feet brought a breach of promise suit. Like many working-class memoirists, Louise generally recorded only the facts of her life, but on this occasion she revealed her emotions, confessing that she felt her trust had been shattered. She seems to have had some kind of breakdown, describing herself as a ‘disillusioned, broken-hearted woman’ with ‘wrecked nerves, broken health and extremely uncertain temper’ which may explain her unsettled working life. 26 

When he came back that second time, William objected to the new position she had taken with a Jewish family. Louise had recovered enough to prefer the security this situation offered to an unfaithful lover: she ignored his anti-Semitism and continued working for the Kleins. Around 1910, she was offered a second opportunity to leave an unhappy personal life behind in London, this time when she was asked by the Kleins to move with them to Wroxham in Norfolk. There she met her future husband, John Jermy, an agricultural labourer who also worked as a gardener for the Kleins. He was fourteen years her senior. Her father objected that he earned too little (thirteen shillings a week) and had poor health, warning her that if she married John Jermy she would be disinherited. Despite his business failures in London, John Withers still saw his situation as an improvement on agricultural wages. As Alan Armstrong has observed, farm wages stayed at levels ‘manifestly below’ those received even for unskilled labour in the town. 27 Moreover, Hampshire wages were slightly higher than in Norfolk: those members of the Withers’ family who continued to work on the Broadlands Estate as labourers earned around fifteen shillings a week between 1878 and 1904, dropping to fourteen shillings in 1913. 28 

Louise’s formerly abusive stepmother, however, supported her choice of marriage partner. This may have been because by then the stepmother was ill and needed help, and also because her husband had once again lost all their money (this time £900) in the cab business. 29 The two women achieved a limited reconciliation when Louise returned to London and helped nurse her stepmother before the latter’s death. After that, Louise married John Jermy on 25 February, 1911. She gave birth to a son, Johnny, the following Christmas Eve, and a second son, Wilfred, was born in 1916. During this period, Louise remained at home, with her husband as the breadwinner. She had key domestic skills which contributed, at least indirectly, to the family income. 30 Given her previous experience in sewing, knitting and laundry work, Louise might also have contributed directly, but she does not write of doing ‘homework’ for extra money. Indeed, she does not discuss the family’s financial situation in this period. At the time of her marriage and first pregnancy, there was considerable unemployment among day labourers in Norfolk, while their wages had been on a downward trend since around 1905. However, John Jermy supplemented his wage through working as a gardener while within two years of their marriage, conditions in agriculture began to improve and then farming prospered under the impact of the First World War, which saw a rise in wages. 31 It was a short-lived period of (relative) prosperity, especially for Louise: not only did the wages of agricultural labourers in Norfolk begin to drop at the start of the next decade, notably in 1922 from forty-five shillings per week to thirty, but in 1921 John Jermy died of double pneumonia at the age of fifty-nine. 32 Louise then worked as her husband had done, on the land; indeed, she went directly to work after the funeral, afraid that if had not done so she would have another breakdown. 33 
Widowhood and return to service
This proved a temporary departure from domestic work. By the end of the nineteenth century, fieldwork in England had come to be seen as unsuitable and even unnatural for women. Since the census of 1861, a steady decrease in the use of female day labourers in Norfolk had been recorded and although there was under-recording of casual labour by women, according to Nicola Verdon the decline indicated by the census was nevertheless ‘suggestive of the actual trend on many farms’. 34 Alun Howkins described the numbers of women in Norfolk’s agricultural labour force by the 1901 census as ‘minute’: even the largest group - ‘female-labourers (general)’ - numbered just 279, which constituted only around one per cent of the sixty-four per cent of the agricultural work force categorized as labourers. 35 Certainly, women continued to be prominent (and under-recorded) in seasonal labour, while it was also recognized that in certain areas such as Norfolk, where there was little alternative employment, working on the land was necessary for some women. 36 Moreover, farmers increasingly relied on cheap casual labour. Thus, even in counties where machinery was widely used, again as in Norfolk, employment of women in considerable numbers continued up to the First World War. Indeed, it may even have grown as the decline in migrant workers as well as rural depopulation left many farmers short at crucial times of the year. 37 Nevertheless, although after the War there was more acceptance of women’s work on the land, Howkins points out that from 1920 economic problems in agriculture meant that few women workers in Norfolk could find part-time let alone full-time employment on the farm. 38 Indeed, there was a reassertion of the pre-war trend towards reduced reliance on female and casual labour. 39 

Thus, when Louise Jermy became a farm labourer in 1921, it was very likely a seasonal arrangement. While there was still reluctance among farmers to employ women, since agricultural labour was believed to corrupt girls and young women, they were prepared to take on married women, especially if they had children whose labour might be called on if required. 40 Louise did not record whether her sons worked beside her, but their ages (the elder was nine years old, the younger five when their father died) make it unlikely. Certainly, half a century earlier children as young as seven had worked in Norfolk fields and though this appears to have been rare, even after the Second World War there were regional variations in school holidays to accommodate different harvests. 41 However, although there was a long-term problem of male unemployment in rural Norfolk by 1921, that did not necessarily mean more work for women such as Louise since depression in agriculture was also associated with decline in demand for female labourers as farmers abandoned the jobs they did (such as weeding, stone picking, hoeing). 42 
Hence farm labour proved to be a short-lived alternative to domestic work for Louise, while her opportunities for employment remained limited. She may have decided to remain in Norfolk because she no longer had a family network which might support her in London or Hampshire. As has been pointed out, there were relatively few jobs in domestic service in Norfolk compared to London, but from around 1890 the percentage of servants in the country as a whole who were either married or widowed and over the age of forty-five had been very gradually rising. 43 Notwithstanding her considerable and varied experience of domestic service, however, and the fact that she was now in this age group, Louise had two young children and a record of ill-health: employers were reluctant to risk taking on older staff who might fall ill. 44 Generally, for an ‘older’ woman in her position, charring and laundry work were precarious ways of providing the family income, and likely to be casual. Moreover, by the end of the nineteenth century, fewer families maintained their own laundry. Louise finally found regular employment as a laundry maid to the ‘big house’, just as her maternal grandmother had done on the Broadlands Estate in the previous century. The memoir is not precise about the date or duration of this job, which is the last it records, perhaps because Louise assumed that her primary audience of local WI members would be aware of the chronology, writing instead that ‘when the land work gave out’ the lady of the manor gave her laundry work. 45 This beneficent gesture reflects the continuing paternalism (or in this case maternalism) in relations between employers and labourers in rural areas, at least towards those employees perceived as ‘loyal’ servants at a time of servant shortage. 
Unrecorded
The focus of this autobiography is on the author’s working life and external events are only recorded when they impinge on or coincide with something of note to the subject. Thus, since the memoir makes no mention of the great strike of agricultural labourers in 1923, which was very bitter in Norfolk, the implication is that Louise was no longer working on the land. Certainly the agricultural labourers’ union, first formed in 1872 under the leadership of Joseph Arch, a hedger and ditcher in Warwickshire, was opposed to women’s employment in agriculture on three main grounds: female labour took work from men, depressed male wages, and was detrimental to the home-life of labouring families since female farm labourers could not devote themselves to their domestic duties. 46 Whereas Alun Howkins has found evidence of female membership of the union, albeit on a small scale, Alan Armstrong points out that half a century later the union’s attitude toward women’s employment was at best ambivalent: there was recognition of the need for their support for strike action, but also anger at those wartime land girls who returned to Norfolk in 1923 to strike-break, as well as warnings against the influence of the ladies of the WI who, the union complained, instructed their wives:


on how to make hats from the sleeves of jackets, and trimmings for bonnets from the edges of old shirts – ‘all part of a splendid 
preparation for less and less wages for the men folk’. 47 
This both underestimated the importance of home work, paid and unpaid, for adding to the standard of living of the labourer’s family, and reflected the middle-class assumption that working-class women were in need of their help to make them efficient domestic workers. Louise Jermy certainly needed no such instruction from her social superiors. 


As Maggie Andrews has shown, the WI did not challenge women’s primarily domestic role, but it did contest how that was constructed: theirs was not a passive domesticity. 48 Like Louise’s perception of herself, the WI saw its members as skilled workers. 49 The WI, with a membership of a quarter of a million by 1925, was a rural organization whose members perceived themselves to be the essence of English womanhood, yet whose interests were too often ignored by both government and local authorities. A working woman who had spent significant periods of her life in two big cities, London and Birmingham, Louise never stated a preference for rural over urban life and the WI at national level was not, in fact, anti-urban, for it advised and supported the establishment of the Townswomen’s Guild by the National Society for Equal Citizenship in 1928. 50 Still, as Lynne Thompson argues, regional WIs nevertheless maintained an interest in agriculture as such, and not just in producing and ‘preserving’: the WI leadership sought to maintain women’s influence in rural policy making. 51 Working-class members like Louise, however, saw the WI as offering rare opportunities for leisure and self-development. Indeed, this memoir confirms how few the opportunities for leisure were for married working-class women, especially in rural areas. 
Whereas women like Louise Jermy tended to look to the local branch, the middle-class leadership promoted the British Empire as the WI’s ‘focus of identity, nationality and security’. 52 Moreover, according to Maggie Andrews, the National Federation of Women’s Institutes was linked to almost every significant feminist campaign or organization in the inter-war period, either in terms of personnel or joint action. 53 This was not so evident at local branch level in what was a very de-centralized organization. Indeed, Louise Jermy makes no mention of either her membership of the WI or of its wider concerns. Yet while she does not discuss the world outside of her personal experience, she seems to have felt at ease in her Norfolk branch. She conforms to Maggie Andrews’ conclusion that national and indeed international campaigns were the preoccupation of the middle-class leadership, whereas working-class members generally focused on their own branch and local issues. 54 
The foreword to Memories of a Working Woman states that ‘it is said to be the first autobiography written by a Women’s Institute member’, so that however self-effacing the narrator, it is a reflection of how empowered she felt by that organization to tell her story. 55 Her branch held an official reception on the book’s publication, which stated that this was of ‘considerable interest locally’, recording that not only were many copies sold at the meeting but ‘a copy had been purchased by the Queen and a letter of congratulation from Buckingham Palace was read by Mrs Jermy’. 56 The memoir was also publicized in the WI’s national magazine, Home and Country, where it was described as ‘a human document of early experiences of [the author’s] life in service’. 57 Certainly, this memoir confirms the advantages of a life in domestic service at a time when there was much agonizing among the middle classes over the ‘servant problem’, since the author’s experiences of her major employers are overwhelmingly positive. Judy Giles observes that the servant problem in the early twentieth century became a metaphor for anxieties about class, service and deference, with servants characterized as rude, resentful, spiteful gossips. 58 Louise Jermy may be seen as the ideal ‘good’ servant, loyal and discreet as well as skilled at a variety of domestic tasks. Yet hers is not a sycophantic or self-serving memoir. She remained only with those employers who met her needs and, increasingly, expectations (notably for self-improvement), while her reasons for leaving a position generally related to her health or family concerns. 
A domestic life
Louise Jermy’s life was a domestic one both at home and in employment. Indeed, until she replaced her husband on the Norfolk estate, her home was also her place of work whether employed in her stepmother’s laundry business or as a domestic servant. Even when she laboured on the land, she worked within strictly gendered boundaries and though she saw herself as taking the place of her dead husband, she would have been set different work and paid less than he had received. Of her two principal acts of rebellion against her father’s wishes - entering domestic service and her choice of marriage partner - the first confirms notions of gendered space since she was still in a domestic setting. Of the second, as David Vincent has noted, few working-class people who left accounts of their private lives give any insight into what influenced the selection of a marriage partner. Memoirs such as this show that the authors felt they exercised some freedom of choice and that their marriage was founded on a genuine compatibility; but ‘beyond physical health, the attributes a suitor looked for, and which in turn caused a proposal to be accepted, are never explicitly described’. 59 Louise Jermy’s memoir fits that generalization, except that both she and her husband disregarded each other’s poor health. She may be seen as having been penalized for rejecting her father’s advice here, since when he died (two years after her husband’s death) John Withers left everything to his third wife whom he had married in 1912. The memoir does not mention the reaction of his other adult children, but Louise did not see herself as disinherited: in her view, it was only fair to her father’s surviving wife since she had a young son to support. Moreover, Louise had skills which she could employ both in and outside of her home. 


Louise Jermy’s memoir is structured around a conventional working-class chronology of birth, childhood, family, work, illness and death. She rarely gives precise dates, occasionally using a particular royal event to mark a significant development in her life. For example, she remembered the day of the future George V’s wedding in 1893 as the time she cut out her first dress, while her employment with the Kleins and removal to Norfolk coincided with the death of Edward Vll in 1910. 60 Although her life was indeed constrained by home and duty, her story tempers our understanding of the limited choices, both in terms of availability and aspirations, which were open to working-class women of her time. She considered domestic service as a skilled trade on a par with her first choice of dressmaking. Her life was certainly restricted to domestic settings, yet she was geographically mobile, despite the fact that she ended her working life as her maternal grandmother had done, doing someone else’s washing. She did not migrate in search of work, but moved with her job. Apart from a brief spell as an agricultural labourer, Louise’s working life was a domestic one in which she took great pride, but contrary to Theresa McBride’s suggestion, she does not seem to have regarded her employment in service as preparation for a ‘career’ in marriage. 61 She found enough security in service to postpone marriage until she was thirty-four years of age. Work, rather than marriage, was her means of escaping an unhappy family life, but she saw neither as a justification for shirking family obligations. Indeed, her life story shows how strong parental ties were, even when abusive. It also shows how crucial was the role of the mother (in this case, stepmother): her father was the head of household and wanted to keep Louise at home even into adulthood and even if she was still financially dependent on him. It was her treatment at the hands of the mother which drove her to subvert that patriarchal authority. 

As we have seen, there is much that is left unsaid in these memories of a working woman: there is no discussion of politics, and the only mention of the world outside of the home is of when her father took her to see the coronation procession of Edward Vll, who, she was convinced, saluted her in the crowd. 62 Her main employer in Birmingham was a suffragist but Louise does not discuss either the issue or the campaign, though she clearly admired the lady of the house. She ignores efforts to unionize domestic servants, but when the Domestic Workers’ Union of Great Britain was set up n London in 1910, she had quit the capital to work in Norfolk. 63 Nor does Louise record the debate around the inclusion of domestic servants in the National Insurance Act in 1911, but that was the year of her marriage and first pregnancy. There is no mention of the First World War, which offered many alternatives to domestic service for working women; but by then she was a wife and mother of two young sons whose husband was too unfit to go to war but who enjoyed high enough wages to allow her to stay at home where she could make the most of her domestic skills. As noted above, she does not refer to the Norfolk agricultural labourers’ strike in 1923, an omission which may have been in deference to her WI mentors, though it may also reflect the shift she had already made back to domestic work.  
A life of limited choice 

This is the story of a harsh childhood and early adulthood in which severe physical abuse was a burden to be shouldered by the victim alone, with only the sympathy of outsiders who could do nothing concrete to relieve the situation. Even as adults, daughters were expected to remain under parental authority. The response of her stepmother and first fiancé to her choice of employer uncovers working-class intolerance (in this case of Catholics and Jews), but Louise herself was more open, preparing to judge a family by its treatment of her rather than its religious affiliation. Moreover, of the employers whom she discusses in any detail, none sought to interfere with her own religious beliefs. 64 Louise Jermy’s life story certainly reveals the still severely limited choices both in terms of education and employment, open to working-class women, especially when older, even into the inter-war period. During her working life, domestic service remained the largest employer of women. Louise Jermy found all her posts through an agency, which as noted above may be taken as an indication that by the later Victorian period domestic service was becoming more businesslike. Such agencies were a reflection of the increasing demand for servants in this period, as well as a sign that it was beginning to outstrip supply. 65 
Using an agency also made relations with the employer less personalized; yet Louise developed relationships of respect with those employers she felt valued her. She is illustrative both of the rapid turnover of domestic service and of the loyal servant prepared to follow the employing family rather than stay near her own. Her decision to do this twice shows that being in service was more than a job for her; and in developing her talents it offered more than a refuge from an unhappy home. Thus, domestic service was not simply a life of toil and dull respectability for Louise, since it also provided a means for improving her education and broadening her cultural experiences. The one domestic situation which she experienced as exploitative and oppressive was working for her step-mother, while all domestic work, including the knitting of socks as a child, both earned money and added to her skills. As noted above, she did not detail the tasks she performed as a servant in various households; indeed, only rarely are co-workers mentioned in the Jermy memoir, though she learned new skills, such as cooking, from them. That Louise did not talk about other servants in the household may reflect both her reserved nature and that, as Jane Rendall has observed, outside of large establishments with many employees, domestic service for most ‘brought no common feeling with other servants’. 66 Where she had time for leisure, the household would have been either small or have employed more than one servant. According to Horn, in the late Victorian period the professional classes with whom Louise found work generally had around three servants. 67 
Conclusion
The memoir was published when the author was fifty-seven years old. It is not clear whether she was still in employment, but when she died on 28 October, 1952, aged seventy-five, in the cottage in Wroxham which she had shared with her husband, she left savings worth just under £280. The image from Memories of a Working Woman is of stoicism and endurance, with a suggestion of humility and deference, reinforced by the fact that almost all this working woman’s life was limited by traditional gender expectations. Whilst this memoir may be seen as ‘exceptional’ in that it was written by a woman who saw domestic service as a positive choice, albeit for at least some negative reasons, its author cannot be dismissed as passively accepting her place. She did not look on domestic service as having low status among her own class, while she may have been more representative of domestic servants than those who rebelled against it. 68 Like the majority of servants she did not join a trade union, but also like them she showed her dissatisfaction in leaving any employers whom she either regarded as exploitative or who no longer met her requirements. 
As daughter, employee, wife and mother, Louise’s sense of identity was intimately bound up with her domestic working life. It has been argued that through marriage, the experience of a former female servant was communicated to her family so that the effects of her training could be to spread the middle-class ideal of domesticity through the working class. 69 Certainly, Louise learned both the skills and the ideology in service rather than in school, which she was forced to leave at the age of eleven; but as Jane Rendall has observed ‘the young woman from a country background who returned to marry a labourer was unlikely to be able to afford to look back to the life of her middle-class employer’. 70 Louise Jermy’s life bears this out, though her road from rural to urban back to rural was more complex than the generalization allows, not least since her final migration was not a return to the family roots. This understated memoir of a working life in which the author experienced abuse and insult in her parental home, respect and encouragement in service - though of course this too is an over-simplification - is a valuable counterpoint to the unrelentingly negative images of domestic servants found in the complaints of middle-class contemporaries and reflected in historical interpretations. The author did not challenge her position in the social or gender hierarchy but through a domestic life she found opportunities for self-improvement and developed a strong sense of self-worth.  
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