The governess in nineteenth-century Ulster middle-class households
Devlin, S. (2021). The governess in nineteenth-century Ulster middle-class households. Women's History
Review. https://doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2021.2002513

Published in:
Women's History Review

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
Copyright 2021 the authors.
This is an open access article published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits distribution and reproduction for non-commercial purposes, provided the
author and source are cited.
General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.
Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Download date:09. Jan. 2023

Women's History Review

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rwhr20

The governess in nineteenth-century Ulster
middle-class households
Shannon Devlin
To cite this article: Shannon Devlin (2021): The governess in nineteenth-century Ulster middleclass households, Women's History Review, DOI: 10.1080/09612025.2021.2002513
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2021.2002513

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group
Published online: 22 Nov 2021.

Submit your article to this journal

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rwhr20

WOMEN’S HISTORY REVIEW
https://doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2021.2002513

The governess in nineteenth-century Ulster middle-class
households
Shannon Devlin
School of History, Anthropology, Philosophy, and Politics, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK
ABSTRACT
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With its focus on Ulster middle-class households, this article traces
the experience of Irish, English, and European governesses in
nineteenth-century Ulster society. Using correspondence between
governesses and their employers found in family papers, this
article gives voice to the governess and uncovers her
multifaceted roles within the household. As the century
progressed, shifting expectations put pressure on governesses to
provide a more academic education to their charges whilst also
retaining the sophistication of elite middle-class gentility. Most
governesses undertook duties beyond the role of educator and
integrated themselves into the lives of both their employer and
the children they were teaching. These close, long-standing
relationships could be utilised for further employment, social
networking, and be depended upon after employment. Often
seen as positioned on the periphery of the family, this article
argues that governesses had an important role in shaping family
relationships and the household.

Governess; middle classes;
education; girls’ education;
household; Ulster; Ireland

In June 1875, the Governess Association of Ireland (GAI) held their sixth annual
meeting in Dublin. In his address to the board, Trinity Professor John Hewitt Jellett
noted that there were three options open to women without ‘ancestral wealth’: ‘to
marry, to become a governess, or to starve’.1 Set up in 1869 by education reformer
Anne Jellicoe, the GAI promoted the higher education of women and sought to
secure their employment as governesses. Modelled on the Governesses Benevolent
Institution (1843) and attached Queen’s College (1848) in London, the Association
recognised the diﬃcult position that many Irish governesses faced by being poorly
paid, poorly educated, and with no other form of respectable employment.2 In response
to growing calls for education reform, the GAI oﬀered competitive scholarships to
Alexandra College, a ladies’ collegiate school also established by Jellicoe. The GAI operated a library and reading room, hosted lectures through its close association with
Trinity College, and ran a registry where governesses could be advertised to prospective
employers.3 Along with other institutions such as the Ladies’ Collegiate School, Belfast
(1859), the Queen’s Institute, Dublin (1861), and the Belfast Ladies’ Institute (1867),
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Jellicoe’s Alexandra College and the GAI catalysed the push for education reform in
Ireland.4
Scholars of education in Ireland have focused on its progressive reform during the
nineteenth century, particularly after the introduction of the Intermediate Education
(Ireland) Act of 1878.5 John Logan’s focus on education within the home notes the gendered dimension of Irish educational practices.6 Deirdre Raftery has provided the most
extensive study of the Irish governess to date.7 This work demonstrates the shared similarities in Irish and British governess stereotypes and attitudes towards governesses in
nineteenth-century middle-class society.8 As in Britain, education within the Irish
middle-class home was gendered. Young boys usually attained early education from a
tutor before leaving for formal school.9 Their sisters were taught by governesses, often
in a range of subjects but with little depth, in preparation for the marriage market.10
Some girls may have been aﬀorded a ﬁnal year at boarding school for ‘polish’ and to
pick up accoutrements of middle-class society.11 Factors such as geography, religion,
family size, and family ﬁnances mean that there is some variation of education practices
across the Irish middle classes. Very wealthy households may have been able to aﬀord
more than one tutor, curating education to suit the number, gender, and age range of
the children within the family.12 Tutoring by a governess to young adulthood was a
marker of family wealth, bringing additional aspirations of gentility to the household.
On the other hand, those under ﬁnancial pressure could prioritise the education of
older sons by hiring one tutor and having other educational duties carried out by
older siblings or parents.13
Whilst formal school brought beneﬁts of prestige and networking opportunities, education within the home was not always automatically inferior.14 Unregulated with no
strict curriculum, the education provided by schools varied widely throughout the
century. Michèle Cohen notes education debates in eighteenth- and early nineteenthcentury Britain championed education within the home for this reason.15 Inﬂuenced
by education reform in England, Irish activists pushed for equal opportunities for
girls.16 Schooling within the home came under increasing scrutiny and placed increased
pressures on governesses to provide an academic education to align with that oﬀered to
boys.17 Ciaran O’Neill notes that there was an ‘informal ad hoc economy of circulating
governesses’ operating in Ireland.18 By the 1870s, Irish society was thought to be ‘overstocked’ with governesses, most of a lamentable quality.19 Consequently, the GAI
detected an increasing demand for governesses on the GAI register, their certiﬁed
higher education making them more attractive to prospective employers. Despite the
intended exclusivity of the registry, the GAI included, at least initially, governesses
without certiﬁcates due to the inadequate number having attained qualiﬁcation to
meet demand.20
The passing of the Intermediate Education (Ireland) Act in 1878 created a more structured secondary schooling system and regulated the curriculum, introducing a series of
competitive examinations in three age stages similar to the Cambridge Local Examinations.21 These were in a range of subjects including English, mathematics, Greek,
Latin, modern languages, and sciences. Examinations remained strictly secular and
funds were to be distributed irrespective of religious denomination. Extensive lobbying
by Irish education reformers, including Anne Jellicoe, ensured girls were included in
the Act on an equal basis to boys. In addition to a certiﬁcate, students achieving excellent
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results received cash prizes directly.22 Schools submitting students for exams received a
grant on their successful results. For this reason, schools prioritised subjects like English,
Latin, and Greek, which had a higher prize, over the languages French and German.23
Classical subjects were required for admittance to university. As women could not yet
attend university, many girls’ schools were unprepared to teach these subjects to a
high standard. However, students of schools, such as Alexandra College and Belfast
Ladies’ Collegiate School, which had already adopted a liberal curriculum, were able to
demonstrate their academic ability and dominated initial prize lists. Catholic Convent
schools soon became equally competitive as they became better equipped to prepare students for higher exams.24
Girls educated within the home could take the examinations without a school aﬃliation but the Act highlighted inadequacies of governess teaching and where governesses
lacked the educational background to keep up with the new curriculum. With more
opportunities for women lower down the social scale to move into teaching, attitudes
towards governesses also changed. Governesses came under renewed pressure to
provide excellent education as well as retain the aspirational sophistication of the
middle-class elite. Ironically, as Raftery argues, in pushing for education reform for
the governess, education activists ‘precipitated the demise’ of the governess role as opportunities for girls to attend formal school became the norm.25
Despite scholarship on Irish education practices and pioneers of education reform, the
experience of the governess within the Irish home has received less attention.26 This
article makes use of surviving correspondence by governesses found in family collections,
augmented by correspondence authored by their employers, to explore the experience of
the governess in Ulster homes. It aims to ascertain a better understanding of the Ulster
middle-class family and the role that the governess played in family relations. Like many
domestic servants, a lack of surviving records means that the experiences of women in
this line of work are largely absent.27 For this reason, Mary Hatﬁeld suggests that
studies of Irish governesses have, thus far, been ‘necessarily impressionistic’.28
However, fragmentary information can be found amongst the papers of the families
who employed governesses.
This article will explore experiences of governesses in ﬁve middle-class Ulster Protestant households. This includes the stories of Claudia Christie (1842–1923), governess to
the Clarke family of Liﬀord, County Donegal; Sarah McClelland (1823–1917), governess
to the Donaldson family of Castleshane, County Monaghan; Henrietta Birkett (1827–90),
governess to the Richardson family of Bessbrook and Moyallon, County Armagh, and her
successor, Helen Balkwill (1842–1914); a series of German-speaking governesses
employed in the 1890s by the Duﬃn family of Belfast; and three governesses employed
by Robert Workman of Belfast, Eugenie Sülzle, Pepita Chico del Rosal (1853–1922),
and Anna Dittler (1859–1934), all of whom Workman had met when holidaying in
the south of France. All the families investigated in this article were members of the
aﬄuent Ulster Protestant middle classes: the Clarke, Donaldson and Workman families
were Presbyterian, the Duﬃns were Unitarian, and the Richardsons were Quaker. The
Clarke family were landowners and had links to the spirit and provisions trade, Robert
Donaldson was a rural dispensary doctor, and the Duﬃn, Richardson, and Workman
families derived wealth from Ulster’s linen industry. By the latter half of the nineteenth-century, the Duﬃn patriarch, Adam, had moved into stockbroking whilst
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Robert Workman was the Presbyterian minister at Newtownbreda Church, Belfast.
Through these fragmentary family collections, insight into the role of the governess in
both rural and urban Irish contexts can be gleaned, as well as across various middleclass backgrounds.
The article is organised in three parts. Firstly, it investigates the role of the governess
within the household and the duties she was expected to undertake. Secondly, it will
explore the negotiation of social status and how the employment of a governess
upheld middle-class ideals within the household. Lastly, the article will consider how
time spent with a family could cultivate long-lasting relationships and bonds between
the governess and her charges. As will be argued here, the governess played a key role
in the middle-class family beyond education.

Duties of the governess
Governesses in both Ireland and Britain had similar duties and expectations placed upon
them. Prior to educational reform, lessons for girls within the home focused on social
graces, reﬁnement and domestic skills.29 In some cases, Logan notes, a knowledge of religious instruction and needlework was considered suﬃcient for employment.30 In 1860,
John Grubb Richardson employed a governess to care for his growing family. John’s
eldest son from this ﬁrst marriage had already left for school and his daughter, twelveyear-old Helena, had just returned to the household after spending most of her childhood
with her grandmother. The family required a suitable governess to continue Helena’s
education, as well as teach John and his second wife, Jane Marion Richardson’s, four
young children: seven-year-old May, ﬁve-year-old Wakeﬁeld, and infant twins, Anne
and Edith. In their study of the English middle classes, Leonore Davidoﬀ and Catherine
Hall suggest that girls’ education was more likely to take place in the home where moral
and physical development could be closely monitored by parents or adult guardians.31
Richardson lamented that ‘many a time we resolved not to have any daughter of mine
at school’.32 As Quakers, the Richardsons were particularly conscious of outside
inﬂuence on their daughters’ education. One concern was that formal schooling would
detract from the Quaker practice of Simplicity and plainness. At home, the Richardsons
could cultivate and control the scope of the education curriculum in line with their personal beliefs.
The employment of a governess was well-anticipated. A niece of the Richardsons
noted that a governess would be ‘such a relief’ to Jane as it would take ‘the charge of
Helena + May oﬀ thy mind’.33 The family employed Henrietta Birkett, the daughter
of a dentist and member of a prominent Dublin Quaker merchant family. As the
younger Richardson daughters were still infants, Henrietta’s primary educational
duty was to the older daughters. However, she was largely responsible for the
general care of all the children on a daily basis. The addition of a governess into the
household would allow Jane Richardson more time to undertake her own domestic
duties and allow her to join her husband for extended periods of time in England.
Letters from Henrietta to Jane Richardson on one such visit to England reveal how
far her duties stretched, including sewing a new summer wardrobe for the children,
purchasing new material out of her own pocket, supervising play, and comforting
the children’s ailments.34 With the Richardsons spending months at a time in
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England, Henrietta became the religious, moral, and primary caregiver to the young
children within the household.
Upon her marriage in 1865, Henrietta Birkett was replaced by Helen Balkwill, the
twenty-three-year-old daughter of a Quaker chemist from Plymouth, England. Like Henrietta, Helen’s duties focused on religious instruction and companionship for the young
Richardson children but also included language lessons, possibly suggesting Helen had
these skills whilst Henrietta had not. The education oﬀered by governesses relied on
how well educated they had been themselves. Helen also had an additional responsibility
for the second-eldest Richardson daughter, May. By the end of the 1860s, May Richardson had become a cause of concern for her parents. May’s father noted that the family
had ‘yet to get a governess who could contain [May] enough’.35 Evidence suggests this
stemmed from May’s refusal to conform to the traditional middle-class domestic ideal
as her older sister, Helena, had done. Helen Balkwill later remarked that
of all the children, May has been the only one who has given me ever real trouble or pain, +
May, I hope as being my one chief charge + responsibility to be loved prayed + suﬀered for
until my work for her shall seem ﬁnished.36

Much of this ‘work’ was religious instruction as May entered young adulthood, instilling
Quaker plain practices and moral values. In 1868, Helen remarked that May’s behaviour
had improved: ‘The children … have been very good today. May is so habitually, now’.37
However, despite Helen’s best eﬀorts, May’s behaviour still posed a concern and following advice from Friends, the Richardsons decided to send her to the Quaker school in
Lewes, England.38
This prolonged incident took a personal toll on Helen. After a trip home to Plymouth,
Helen noted that her family were concerned about her workload in Ireland: ‘I am so
vexed that people thought me not looking well when I came home + have been quite
troubled at a conversation between Mama and doctor this morning about me’.39
Helen’s apparent overworked appearance had worried her mother, who feared that her
duties within the Richardson household was keeping her busy ‘morning to night’. In a
letter to her employer, Helen insisted she was ‘not overdone … or if I ever am it is all
my own fault + I am also sure that it has been nothing to do with the children or my
work’. Eager to stress that this was not the fault of the Richardsons, Helen asserted
that the family had ‘been kindly anxious to relieve me from being with the children
… their presence has been a comfort and amusement rather than a burden’ and was
hasty to reassure that any ill-health was due to her own anxieties.40 Fearing that her
mother would write to her employer directly, Helen stressed that this was all a misunderstanding as her mother did not understand the duties of a governess.
On top of care of the children, both Henrietta and Helen had additional duties outside
the Richardson home. The Richardsons had a unique responsibility within their neighbouring village of Bessbrook, a community they had created for the workers in their
linen mill, including organising the local school and Quaker Meeting. Additionally,
the family welcomed visitors to their door on Saturday to distribute aid. However,
during the Richardsons’ extended absences to England in the 1860s, the task of deciding
who was deserving alms fell to their governess. In 1864, Henrietta Birkett asked permission to donate some of her employer’s clothing and added that ‘if I had a small
weekly sum I would endeavour to dispense it judiciously’.41 Worries about local
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neighbours and tenants of the Richardsons clearly plagued Henrietta, as evidenced by her
letters: ‘Poor Maxwell has another baby + is in much distress I fear’. On visiting an ill
neighbour, Henrietta found her ‘very ill, so weak, such bad pains … I fear she will not
be long’. The entire family were deemed ‘very poorly + destitute’ and required new clothing. To alleviate their suﬀering, Henrietta wished to give three local families a packet of
tea once a fortnight but Sarah, the Richardsons’ cook, claimed that they had no more
‘poors tea’ and would not be getting any more in.42
Henrietta was expected to carry out these philanthropic endeavours in place of Jane
Marion Richardson but unlike her employer, Henrietta had no autonomy over redistributions of family ﬁnances or giving out household provisions. Sarah, the cook, was most
likely conﬁned by a strict household budget and could not aﬀord to give away provisions
allocated for the rest of the family without permission from their employer. Just as she
had paid for the children’s new clothing out of her own pocket, Henrietta gave what
she could of her own to charity but this responsibility proved a strain. Henrietta confessed that Saturday was becoming
a very trying day to me, many whose story I know to be true + suﬀering I cannot believe as I
would … I have give [sic] what I could aﬀord but of course this could not meet the case at
all.43

Recognising the extent of poverty in the Richardsons’ neighbouring townlands, Henrietta
was forced to formally seek the family’s help as an extension of their philanthropic activities when they were absent from home.
Employing a governess from the same religious background was important to most
middle-class homes. As religion was so closely tied to middle-class domestic ideology,
education was to be grounded in religious teaching.44 In the Richardson household,
the employment of a Quaker governess had been paramount in ensuring that the
Richardson children were under the direction of good religious teaching. When John
Grubb Richardson ﬁnally decided to send his daughter to school, he sought advice on
‘the simplest + best special school where no music is taught’, emphasising how the teaching of his daughters at home followed strict Quaker principles.45 This contrasted with
how other middle-class families saw musical accomplishment as part of the accoutrements of middle-class society. This variance also impacted Quaker governesses. Their
own lack of art or musical skills, a product of their own Quaker education, was a disadvantage on the wider middle-class governess job market.46 By 1861, three quarters of
Irish governesses were Protestant and mostly employed by Protestant families of
upper- and middle-class status. As the Catholic middle classes grew, the demand for
Catholic governesses also increased and this slowly began to balance out.47 As the
majority of the Ulster middle classes were of a Protestant background, most governesses
employed in Ulster were also Protestant. Attitudes to proselytism, especially in nineteenth-century Ulster, meant it was rare for a Protestant family to employ a Catholic governess and vice versa. However, the variances between diﬀerent Protestant
denominations were easier to overlook. Claudia Christie was a member of the Church
of Ireland but was governess to the Presbyterian Clarke family. Similarly, the Unitarian
Duﬃn family employed Anglican governesses. Neither of these families expected their
governesses to provide any religious instruction, sourcing this elsewhere through
Church attendance, so it was not a deciding factor in picking the correct governess.
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Notices in newspapers indicate that religious background factored into gaining successful
employment.48 In 1865, an advertisement seeking a nursery governess speciﬁed ‘she must
be a Protestant’, whilst in 1870, a governess advertised herself as an ‘experienced, conscientious, Presbyterian Governess for little children’ seeking a ‘Christian family’ and
oﬀered her clergyman as one of her references.49 The inclusion of religious background
in advertisements, with no other qualiﬁcations or skills, reiterated the importance placed
on religious aﬃliation.
By the time the Richardson family employed a governess for their youngest child,
Kathleen, the religious background of the governess was no longer a priority. Twenty
years had passed since they had ﬁrst employed Henrietta Birkett and in the interim,
the family had lessened their strict adherence to Quaker practices, including sending
their daughters to non-Quaker secondary schools. One daughter, Anne, had a successful
academic career, attending Newnham College and later, Westﬁeld College, where she
subsequently became a member of teaching staﬀ. Her career was emblematic of the progressive opportunities opening to middle-class women by the end of the century. In 1885,
Anne accompanied her sister, Edith, to interview a number of candidates for a suitable
governess. Their only Quaker candidate was discounted immediately as being a ‘tiny
stunted little thing, sensible + trustworthy I am sure, but I am afraid she would not
suit us. She looks overworked + delicate’.50 Instead, the sisters interviewed three
women at a governess home in England:
We saw 3 governesses at the Home, one smart looking Swiss girl just over who cannot speak
a word of English but a care to children + looking after their wardrobe +c. I think they won’t
get fond of her. The 2nd was a capable looking little dark eyed Spaniard, not prepossessing at
ﬁrst, but very sensible, makes her own clothes +c + could teach in the ‘modern way’ [Anne]
says, who liked her on the whole. I did not, somehow, she was so conﬁdent … the last
foreigner was too old.51

The sisters obviously had criteria in mind, demonstrating a degree of care and caution in
picking the correct candidate. Compared to her eldest sisters, Kathleen was to receive a
much more progressive education focused on preparing her for further education in
England. Teaching in the ‘modern way’ was attractive, emphasising the importance of
languages in young middle-class girls’ repertoire. Age, reﬁnement, and suitability to
the family’s lifestyle all factored into the sisters’ criteria, as well as if their sister would
grow fond of her. On this basis, Edith recommended the Spanish governess, who
could come to Ireland on £35 per year.52 Whilst it is not noted what religion the
Spanish governess was, with a number of adult siblings still within the household, the
family were conﬁdent that Kathleen would receive adequate religious teaching from
another source.
The introduction of the Intermediate Education Act in 1878 promoted the beneﬁts of
a formal school education, allowing a range of subjects to be studied in one place. In parallel, the provision of school education in Ulster also increased with a growth of dayschools for middle-class girls. Many families still preferred a governess education and
the social cachet it brought with it. Despite their proximity to a number of schools,
the Duﬃn family of University Square, Belfast, continued to educate their seven daughters at home before sending each daughter to Cheltenham Ladies College at seventeen to
be ‘ﬁnished’. 53 The family were keenly aware of the beneﬁts of a good education for their
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daughters as their matriarch, Theodosia Duﬃn, was a founding member of the Belfast
Ladies’ Institute.54 Lessons by a local day-governess centred on intensely preparing for
the Intermediate exam.55 These governesses included Miss Wilson, Miss Bowman, and
Miss Janetta Law of Cavehill, Belfast. However, the eldest daughter, Ruth Duﬃn, later
remarked that this education was poor and the governesses were ‘none of them highly
qualiﬁed’.56
Ruth’s subsequent attendance at Cheltenham Ladies’ College oﬀered a stark comparison to her lessons at home, highlighting how variable education oﬀered by governesses
still could be by the close of the century. For example, upon learning that Ruth was studying Latin at school, their governess, Wilson, started to teach the others Latin phrases too,
despite (according to a Duﬃn sister) not being able to ‘do them a bit’.57 Eager to prepare
the sisters for the high expectations they would face at school, Wilson studied Latin at
home before teaching it to the Duﬃn children. Outside the home, the Duﬃn children
attended additional classes in music, art, and calisthenics, relieving the pressure on
their governess to be skilled in these areas. For families that could aﬀord it, multiple
tutors or additional classes lessened the pressure on the governess to be proﬁcient in
every subject at a time when middle-class girls were expected to have a varied range of
accomplishments.
Languages were increasingly important aspects of education for young middle-class
women to participate in elite society.58 Susan Bayley notes that a family could gain prestige by employing a German governess, reﬂecting contemporary middle-class attitudes to
continental cosmopolitanism and ‘high’ culture.59 This social capital was best gained
through interaction with others from diﬀerent backgrounds.60 In response to the
demand for this experience, a number of German and French women came to be
employed as governesses in Ireland. European heritage or time spent abroad was a frequent aspect of advertisements lodged in Irish newspapers. Many day-schools had, as
O’Neill suggests, a ‘continental tint’, as teachers came from Europe or were Irish-born
and schooled on the continent.61 Bayley records a similar ‘growing stream’ of German
governesses who came to England from the 1840s onwards.62 With a focus on languages,
ﬂuency made foreign-born governesses ideal in passing on French and German skills as
well as cultural accomplishments in literature and music.
In addition to their daily governess, the Duﬃn family employed a ‘series’ of German
governesses who lived with the family.63 Each was referred to as ‘Fraulein’ in correspondence making it diﬃcult for the historian to identify each woman speciﬁcally. These
women came for about a year at a time and included Fraulein Helmkampf in 1893,
Enhausen in 1894, Berger in 1895 and Bunter in 1897.64 The Frauleins spent a considerable amount of time playing with the Duﬃn children, taking part in tableaux and dressing up. Unlike the austere stereotype of the aloof governess, these women integrated into
the household and became friends with the Duﬃn children, helped by the fact they were
not expected to give formal lessons like the other governesses. Whilst the age of the Frauleins is not mentioned in surviving documents, their eagerness to play and participate in
jokes with the children suggest they were relatively young themselves, which may have
aided their integration into the household. The Duﬃn sisters’ proﬁciency in German
was a testament to the success of this method. In Ruth Duﬃn’s ﬁrst year at Cheltenham,
she requested to drop German classes. Her mother agreed, supposing that it would be ‘no
great loss to you’ due to the expectation that they would be employing a Fraulein at home
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for the foreseeable future.65 The family’s ﬂuency would also be key during the First
World War when three of the sisters worked as nurses on the German Front.66
Following the departure of their Fraulein in February 1895, Maria Duﬃn noted that
she had not yet secured a new governess to take over German duties:
I have heard of no one yet and have asked Miss Bowman if she would take Olive and
Dorothy for German for a month … it is not ideal but will save making a more permanent
arrangement and get Olive through her books.67

The Duﬃns clearly preferred a German governess to teach the language compared to
their English-speaking daily governess. Maria noted that she now had to take on the
duty of teaching the youngest Duﬃn child whilst ‘the music goes to the dogs!’68 The
departure of a governess meant that educational duties had to be shuﬄed between
other family members, even on a temporary basis, until an acceptable person could ﬁll
the position. This emphasises the often haphazard organisation of education within
the home which could be disruptive compared to formal school.
The Duﬃn family did not have to wait long to ﬁnd another governess. Within weeks,
the family had received a card from Enhausen stating she ‘had heard of a young German
lady, who was very anxious to come to England or Ireland, and would she go and interview her?’69 The cyclical nature of German governesses employed by the Duﬃns, coupled
with their young age, suggests that their time with the Duﬃn family was seen as an
opportunity to experience life in Ireland and improve their English before returning to
Germany. Like those Irish governesses advertising time spent on the continent, a short
time in Ireland could boost the resumé of European governesses when they returned
to their native country. However, the obvious language barriers could impede governesses entering new households and emphasised their otherness in new environments.
In this case, the Duﬃns’ new governess, Berger, arrived in Belfast a month later,
where sixteen-year-old Olive noted how it ‘was awfully funny’ when they met her at
the boat as ‘she could understand no English’.70
Berger’s employment through this recommendation also highlights how helpful a
network of connections could be in gaining employment abroad. Despite being set up
by Enhausen, Berger had lived with Fraulein Helmkampf, a previous governess of the
Duﬃns, in Brussels, where they ‘slept in the same room, worked together, and did everything together’.71 The Duﬃn family clearly had a good reputation as employers and
employment in their household was sought by the Frauleins’ circle of friends on the continent. Jane McDermid notes that spending time abroad opened up similar networks of
employment for Scottish governesses as well as allowing women to become competitive
on the job market.72 The Workman family of Belfast similarly employed their foreignborn governesses through recommendations from friends they made when holidaying
in Montauban, France. In 1870, Robert Workman oﬀered German-born Eugenie
Sülzle employment as governess for his young family in Newtownbreda, Belfast.
Eugenie had become acquainted with the Workman family in Montauban where she
was boarding at Madame Dadre’s school. During their stay, Eugenie had acted as governess to the two young Workman children on an extended trip to Switzerland. Keen to have
his children continue to speak French ﬂuently back in Belfast, Robert Workman oﬀered
to take Eugenie back with them.73 However, the distance proved too daunting and
Eugenie instead accepted a teaching position at a Moravian pension closer to her
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family in Neuwied.74 In letters to Robert Workman, Eugenie expressed insecurity at this
position, particularly teaching so many children English: ‘I see so well all my deﬁciencies
and feel how unable I am to educate others, being scarcely educated myself’.75 In contrast,
her teaching ‘deﬁciencies’ would not have been an issue had she gone to Belfast with the
Workmans. As teaching languages would have been her main duty, her ﬂuency in French
and German meant that she was eminently suited for the position. Compared to teaching
jobs in their native countries, teaching abroad where they were expected to only impart
languages may have been ideal for those already ﬂuent but lacked academic proﬁciency in
other subjects.

The social position of a governess
The employment of a governess in the middle-class home signalled wealth and reaﬃrmed
aspirational middle-class ideology.76 M. Jeanne Peterson’s inﬂuential study of the governess argues the governess herself was in an incongruous position.77 In order to teach
middle-class children eﬀectively, the governess had to be from a suitably aﬄuent background. The board of the GAI openly admitted that ‘any young woman who undertook
to make an accomplished and reﬁned lady of her pupil ought, in the ﬁrst instance, to be a
reﬁned and accomplished lady herself’.78 However, the need for employment meant that
she contradicted ‘the very values she was hired to fulﬁl’.79 Many middle-class women
found themselves entering into employment due to sudden ﬁnancial diﬃculty.80 With
such limited options available, teaching was the only employment that oﬀered respectable work for middle-class women.
In 1871, the three youngest Clarke siblings, Eliza (‘Ia’), Maggie, and Andrew, were
under the tutelage of Claudia Christie, who lived in their home at Port Hall, Liﬀord,
Co. Donegal. Two older Clarke brothers, James and Daniel, had already ﬁnished
school and were working in the provisions trade. Claudia Christie was the secondborn daughter of a respectable grocer and emigration agent in Derry.81 With eight siblings, the death of her father in 1862 probably encouraged Claudia’s move into teaching
and her younger sister would also later go into governessing.82 Claudia formed friendships with the whole family, especially the two Clarke daughters but being similar in
age to the older Clarke sons, she was frequently invited to soirees and functions with
the family.83 Claudia’s well-perceived background allowed her to ﬁt more easily into
the social life of the Clarke household and demarked her from other domestic servants.
In November 1871, Claudia joined her employer and James Clarke, the eldest Clarke son,
at a party hosted by cousins of the family. Ia Clarke was also invited but as she had ‘no
dress considered good enough’ she remained at home.84 Evidently Claudia did have a
dress suitable for the party and had been invited in her own right, not as a companion
to the Clarke daughters, highlighting her means to participate in middle-class society.
The close association of the two families suggests that the Christies’ peers were able to
overlook their downward mobility, possibly believing it to be only temporary. In later
years, both Claudia and her governess sister, Mary, lived together with another sister
in Wicklow, all three listed as living oﬀ dividends.85 The presence of three servants in
the household highlights the temporary nature of the family’s strained ﬁnancial circumstances thirty years before. The Christie sisters’ class background and family support
system meant eventually they were able to return to living in relative security. By the
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time Claudia died, she was listed as a ‘gentlewoman’ reiterating that she was no longer
ﬁnancially vulnerable.86
The Christies’ immediate economic need after the death of their father meant that
Claudia’s entry into work was respectable. However, her employer, Annie Clarke, was
less approving of those from a middle-class background who entered into teaching
unnecessarily. In 1872, Annie’s niece, Susan Clarke, left Ireland for school in Windermere. Annie remarked: ‘[Susan] is taking a situation as governess and intends improving
herself in German and drawing and anything else she may require. Is it not a strange
fancy she is fond of teaching and would like to be doing something’.87 Notions of
middle-class respectability in Ireland and Britain meant that the ideal role of a woman
was to not have to work and becoming a governess was usually framed as a last
resort.88 Working out of choice was the antithesis of Annie Clarke’s view of the
family’s social position. Both branches of the Clarke family were aﬄuent meaning
Susan did not require a job for ﬁnancial reasons. Susan’s choice to continue with education may allude to her wish to explore opportunities that had been previously unavailable. By 1881, Susan had returned to school in England and passed the Cambridge
University Higher Local Examination with a distinction in German.89 As one of six
single sisters, Susan’s choice to improve her academic education may have been a contingency plan for any future economic downturn that could put the family into crisis.
On the other hand, Susan may have seen teaching as a more attractive alternative to marriage or remaining in her isolated rural household. Nora Gilbert suggests that negative
opinions of governesses arose due to their threat to the status quo. Single women
earning their own money could have an advantage over their married sisters, especially
before the Married Women’s Property Acts of 1870 and 1883.90 Just as some women
became governesses because of economic need, earning a wage oﬀered middle-class
women a degree of independence from relying on family members and allowed
women to travel or live away from home. This type of ‘new woman’ attitude may have
conﬂicted with more traditional expectations held by older generations of the family.
No matter their economic background, within their employer’s household, most governesses held a subordinate position. Eugenie Sülzle remained in contact with Robert
Workman after she had left his employ. Writing to him in 1874, Eugenie reiterated
her gratitude for the opportunity to have travelled with the Workmans, reﬂecting how
she would ‘always be thankful for your kindness to take me there [to Switzerland],
and always feel that you did much more for me than I deserved’.91 The use of this
memory may have been to ensure a good reﬂection of her character onto the
Workman family, especially after so much time had passed. Continued correspondence
between the two led to Eugenie being invited on holiday with the family again and eventually, the Workman’s eldest daughter, Marion, visited Neuwied for six months in 1874
under Eugenie’s charge.92 On one such trip, a fellow travelling companion showed a
romantic interest in Eugenie and Robert Workman was hopeful to secure their courtship.
Writing to his wife, Robert noted ‘it is only an idea I have taken + may likely come to
nothing for want of opportunity’.93 Despite Eugenie’s need to work to support herself,
Robert Workman clearly considered her of a suitable social status to make a good marriage match for his friend. Accomplishments in languages and music, along with continental sophistication, outweighed any hierarchical issue that might arise from her lower
class position. Despite being acquainted with the family now socially, Eugenie admitted
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to being ‘overpowered’ by a gift of a silk dress from Sarah Workman, considering herself
too inadequate to accept.94 Similarly, Helen Balkwill expressed modesty about her time in
the Richardson household. When she returned home to Plymouth in 1871, Jane Richardson noted that ‘dear Helen Balkwill is leaving—a great loss she will be but she thinks it w
[oul]d not be’.95 Oﬀering reassurance that a governess had enjoyed their experience of
employment or oﬀering expressions of gratitude maintained the class hierarchy
between governess and their employer. Dependant on recommendations and references,
governesses recognised how maintaining good relations with former employers was vital
in securing successful employment elsewhere.

Part of the family?
Residing in the household, many governesses found themselves on the fringes of their
employers’ family where opportunities arose for relationship boundaries to become
blurred. Gilbert suggests that governesses were best placed on the outskirts of the
family, remaining unobtrusive to family festivities.96 Proscriptive material suggested a
model of subservience was best when interacting with the employing family.97 Often
this advice was ignored.98 The friendships formed between the Duﬃn children and
their governesses were short and intense. Fraulein Enhausen made a particular
impression on the family and was a frequent attendee at dinner parties hosted by the
Duﬃns. Due to the proximity to Queen’s College, these parties were often attended by
professors and other prominent members of the Belfast intelligentsia. For example, in
January 1895, Enhausen was noted to be ‘immensely amused’ when she attended a
dinner party where the discussion was ‘all political economy’.99 Enhausen’s experience
within the Duﬃn household was in stark contrast to the other domestic servants,
Mary and Minnie, employed by the Duﬃns at this time who ‘attended [the table]
quite nicely’.100 In comparison to the Duﬃn’s day-governess, who was learning Latin
in her spare time, Enhausen appears to be able to have had a more active social life
due to her friendship with the family. So too did Anna Dittler, governess for the Workmans in the 1880s. Anna attended her own music lessons with a local German piano
teacher and was frequently requested to play piano or harmonica at social events
outside the Workman home.101 By accompanying the Duﬃns to social engagements,
Enhausen strengthened her friendship with the family as an equal outside her role as a
governess. As a parting gift, the Duﬃns bought Enhausen a Robinson and Cleaver
cloak hoping that it would ‘keep life in her between [Belfast] + Brussells and is native
manufactured’.102 Such an expensive gift was indicative of the good relations between
the Duﬃns and their employees. Sending Enhausen home with an Irish manufactured
cloak was also clearly symbolic and intended to remind the Fraulein of her happy time
spent in Belfast. When Enhausen ﬁnally departed, she was noted to have been ‘very
depressed’ and the family ‘were all sorry to [leave] her and shall miss her in the house’.103
On the other hand, the departure of some governesses could be welcomed. Letters
from the Richardson children suggest that they had started to dislike their ﬁrst governess,
Henrietta Birkett. In 1864, Henrietta was anticipated to be absent from the household to
attend the Quaker Yearly Meeting in Dublin, and her departure was described by eldest
daughter, Helena, as a ‘happy event we have hardly any hope’ of occurring.104 However,
this trip had not yet been ﬁnalised. May Richardson relayed this back to her mother in
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England: ‘Henrietta Birkett says she thinks that she will not go to the Dublin Yearly so I
am afraid that we will not have much fun’.105 Her decision to stay was classed as ‘a great
disappointment’ to the children.106 Much of the children’s dislike towards Henrietta
stemmed from their parents’ extended absence and Henrietta’s strict demeanour, seen
as a block to play and fun within the household. Helena Richardson remarked to her
father that ‘it is indeed a great trial to have to bear with her so long, and you being
away from home makes it ten times worse’.107 A negative opinion was also expressed
by the wider family circle, suggesting Henrietta Birkett was diﬃcult to live with.
Helena noted that, ‘Aunt Ruth, cousin Anna, Annie + some others were longing that
H Birkett was gone, they thought she would have gone before this’.108 Additionally, a
cousin of the Richardsons declined an invitation to stay with the family and family
gossip suggested the reasoning was that ‘she is afraid of being here alone with H
Birkett’.109 The following year, Henrietta married a neighbour of the Richardsons and
the relationship between the two families improved when Henrietta was no longer
living within their household.
Part of Helena Richardson’s dislike of her governess could be explained by her age.
Now sixteen, Helena had taken on many of her step-mother’s responsibilities within
the household, conﬂicting with Henrietta’s position of governess and primary caregiver
in the Richardsons’ absence. Likewise, the intense relationships developed in the Duﬃn
household could be unwelcome as the children grew older. Despite being ‘as kindly +
inoﬀensive as ever’, one of the Duﬃn’s Frauleins, Berger, had taken a ‘violent
aﬀection’ to second-born daughter, Olive.110 Olive had grown weary of the woman,
writing to her sister ‘I am so tired of Fraulein, she is like a mouse and always follows
me about’.111 Aged sixteen and preparing to follow her sister to Cheltenham Ladies’
College, Olive clearly had outgrown the playful nature that the governesses exhibited
within the Duﬃn household. Fraulein Berger also posed a problem when the family prepared to leave Belfast for their holiday to the seaside. As she had not found alternative
employment, Maria Duﬃn worried that they would have to take their Fraulein with
them. Berger could not be left at home in Belfast without supervision, a nod perhaps
to both Berger’s young age and lack of English skills. Adam Duﬃn hoped his wife had
‘booked Fraulein to the Brownlows’, suggesting that middle-class families could
provide alternative accommodation and employment in the short-term for employees
of other families.112 The swapping or loan of servants between family households was
a suitable short-term solution on the understanding that the favour would be returned
at a later stage. Advertisements in newspapers also reveal governesses looking for
short ‘holiday engagements’.113 However, the onus was clearly on their Fraulein to
make these arrangements. This could be particularly diﬃcult for women who had
never been to Ireland before or made connections with neighbouring families. With
no lessons expected over the holidays, the presence of a governess on their holiday
would prove socially awkward. Moreover, Berger would require a bedroom, limiting
the number of guests the family would be able to invite. This situation was a source of
anxiety for a number of days until Maria’s mother-in-law agreed to ‘kindly’ ask their governess to spend the vacation at her house, which Maria remarked, ‘is a blessing’.114
The blurred position of middle-class governesses within the home could lead to more
intimate relationships. In 1872, nineteen-year-old Pepita Chico del Rosal came to Belfast
as the governess for the Workman family. Originally from Spain, the Chicos had ﬂed to
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Montauban following the upheaval of the Spanish revolution. Pepita had been educated
in Geneva and, like Eugenie Sülzle, also trained under Madame Dadre. The Workmans
had met the Chicos whilst on holiday and stayed in touch via their correspondence with
Eugenie Sülzle. In January 1872, Eugenie noted that Pepita was no longer living at the
Dadre house following the death of Madame Dadre.115 Despite their former acquaintance, Robert Workman’s wife, Sarah, was initially reluctant to employ Pepita, possibly
alluding to a strained or unfavourable relationship between the two women.116 Under
her husband’s persuasion, Sarah ﬁnally agreed and Pepita joined their household in
Belfast where she was expected only to speak in French to the Workman children.
Robert believed that Pepita’s arrival would ‘rouse’ his eldest daughter, Marion, and
‘make her more intelligently industrious at lessons’.117 Sarah’s reluctance may have
been justiﬁed as within a year, Chico had married Robert Workman’s cousin, George
Augustus Workman. Like Robert’s aforementioned attempts to set up romantically
Eugenie Sülzle with his friend, Pepita Chico’s lack of equal social status did not pose
any immediate concern to Robert and he married them in March 1873.118
However, the marriage ‘stirred up much temper in many quarters’, both at home and
with acquaintances on the continent.119 In April 1873, Robert returned to France whilst
his wife bore the brunt of the family disapproval at home. Robert aﬃrmed that they
would have to ‘try to exercise patience + the unpleasantness will soon pass away’.120
Meanwhile, Robert assured Eugenie Sülzle that his cousin ‘was a good man’ and
‘Pepita would come under good inﬂuence with him’.121 Reservations over the union
may have been justiﬁed. George and Pepita’s marriage was tumultuous and ended
with a highly publicised attempt to divorce.122 Pepita accused George of cruelty, claiming
that he had become ‘temporarily deranged’, whilst George argued Pepita had been adulterous.123 George Workman’s wealth had been estimated at £12,000 upon their marriage
and he had lost his fortune on a number of speculating ventures, contributing to the
deterioration of his mental health and their marriage. Despite their estrangement, the
divorce was not granted and Pepita petitioned for increased alimony of £200 a year, continuing to live on the continent with their two children.
Pepita’s decision to marry may have been inﬂuenced by a fear of being unable to
support herself after her employment. Pepita had been refused French naturalisation,
which factored into her decision to come to Belfast.124 Additionally, the worsening political situation in Spain caused the family anxiety. Shortly after their marriage, Robert
Workman noted that ‘Spain is in a dreadful state, they are beginning to divide the property in several places + things seem fast returning to a state of chaos. It will be fortunate if
Pepita gets her property intact’.125 Pamela Horn notes that some governesses were able to
use their employer’s social status to bolster their own.126 George’s wealth and their relatively quick courtship may have raised concerns, from both sides of the family, of inevitable marital and ﬁnancial problems.
Following Pepita’s marriage, Robert Workman employed another governess, Germanborn Anna Dittler.127 Anna became friendly with the older Workman sisters, especially
Marion, who was only a year younger but retained authority over the younger Workman
siblings, setting lessons and disciplining them when they failed to behave. The authority
of governesses within the home varied and depended largely on whether the family considered governesses as an employee or a friend to the family. Personal relationships
formed within the home between governess and student could be more lenient than
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any formal relationship between teacher and pupil. Additionally, as governesses were
often considered as an older sister in German culture, Anna may have preferred this
type of informal relationship.128 However, this could lead to more complicated relationships. Following the death of the Workmans’ mother, Sarah, in 1883, Anna took on
increased responsibility within the household. It was in this position that Anna grew
closer to her employer, subsequently marrying Robert Workman in 1885 and having
three more children.129 Gilbert suggests that the recurring trope within Victorian literature of a governess, unable to ‘regulate her own sexuality’ and seducing her employer, was
aimed at stirring up Victorian middle-class anxieties rather than a reality.130 Governesses
usually understood their position as a subordinate within the household rather than as a
prospective marriage partner.131 Evidently these fears were not completely unfounded as
marriages between governesses and employers, or their family members, did occur. It is
unclear how the Workman children felt as the power dynamics within the household
changed. This may have been particularly diﬃcult for the older Workman children
who were of a similar age to their new step-mother.
Many governesses hoped to use marriage to avoid the vulnerability of old age. Henrietta Birkett, the Richardsons’ ﬁrst governess, married a local widower, Joseph
Dawson, twenty-ﬁve years her senior.132 Stereotypes of the governess focused on the
‘pitiful plight’ as many were eﬀectively out of work by middle-age and had few prospects
of support or marriage.133 Aged in her late thirties, this marriage may have oﬀered Henrietta security and Dawson companionship, being mutually beneﬁcial. Henrietta was
widowed in 1869 and moved to England, marrying Edwin Rayner Ransome in
1875.134 Their marriage, three months after Ransome’s wife had died during childbirth,
suggests that the care of the eight young Ransome children was a priority. Ransome was
said to be ‘overwhelmed’ by his sudden widowhood and his family’s ‘need of a mother’s
loving care weighed upon him till he knew not what to do’.135 The fragmentary nature of
family papers mean that Henrietta’s true motivations and feelings regarding both of her
marriages are unfortunately lost to the historian but they ensured her relative security
after her time as a governess.
For those without a ready or willing family support system, old age may have been a
daunting prospect. Commentators on the GAI noted that governesses earned ‘a miserable pittance during the greater part of their life’ and were left ‘without anything at
all’.136 In 1851, the Asylum for Aged Single Females in Dublin dedicated itself to
aiding aged governesses who could not avail of charities for widows or servants.137
The Governesses Home at Harcourt Street, Dublin, admitted around 175 women in
the latter decades of the century, most of whom remained in the Home until their
death and were buried in a common plot at Mount Jerome cemetery.138 Despite recognition of their importance in education reform, the number of governesses experiencing
destitution in old age highlights, as Raftery argues, how the status of the governess as a
profession had not increased by the end of the century.139
With low pay and without a pension, many were forced to rely on charitable kindness.
Sarah McClelland worked as the nursery governess for the Donaldson family in rural
County Monaghan from 1862 to 1879, spanning from the birth of the ﬁrst Donaldson
child until the youngest left for school.140 As children inevitably grew up, even well
liked and long-standing governesses would no longer be required by the family and be
let out of their employment. On her departure, Sarah lamented her newfound absence
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from the home: ‘I am expecting a letter from you every day’, she wrote to the eldest
Donaldson daughter, Jeannie, ‘I think you must have forgotten all about me’.141 Sarah
also lamented the lack of correspondence from the two eldest Donaldson boys who
had left for boarding school in Belfast. As her charges were all increasingly busy in
formal school, correspondence was not as frequent as she would have liked.142 Moving
on from a household could be traumatic for a governess, rupturing routine and quasifamilial relationships. Sarah was persistent in keeping in touch, writing in February
1880 to again assure the family that she ‘was thinking long about them’.143 In this
letter, she signed oﬀ as ‘S Donaldson’ rather than McClelland. Intentional or not, this
slip highlights the blurred relationship between employee and employer. After nearly
two decades with the Donaldsons, no longer living with them was devastating for
Sarah who clearly considered herself closely aﬃliated with the family.
This close connection was utilised by Sarah in old age. Aged eighty-eight, Sarah
appears in the 1911 census living with the Donaldson family in Belfast.144 In the
census she is described as being a servant. Not only does this suggest that Sarah
carried out a range of duties for the family, it alludes to the fact that Sarah acted more
in a caring capacity for the Donaldson children than as an educator. As a nanny or
nurse, Sarah was probably not from the same social bracket as the other governesses considered in this article. It is unclear where Sarah was living in the interim and she is absent
from the 1901 census, highlighting how diﬃcult it can be to trace individuals, especially
unmarried women, through the historic record.145 Whilst it is known that Sarah was
born in County Monaghan, it has been impossible to trace her or other family
members without further information such as birth date or townland address. For whatever reason, Sarah found herself back with the Donaldsons by 1911 and moved with them
to Rathgar, Dublin. Aged in her nineties, Sarah was ostensibly there to help look after
Jeannie Donaldson’s young daughter but it is unclear how able she would have been
to nurse the young child. Nevertheless, Sarah remained with the Donaldson family in
Dublin until her death in 1917.146 The Donaldson family buried Sarah back at home
in County Monaghan with an elaborate headstone inscribed by the family to their ‘faithful and beloved nurse’, a stark contrast to the many unnamed governesses buried in
Mount Jerome.147 Despite the signiﬁcant gap between Sarah McClelland and the Donaldsons in the social hierarchy, her role as carer for the children created an intimate relationship between employer and employee. The Donaldson family’s strong aﬀection for Sarah
translated to their responsibility to her in old age. With nowhere else to go, the Donaldsons had become Sarah’s family support network, upon whom she relied for shelter and
nursing when she was ill.

Conclusion
In his 1879 address to the Board of the Governess Association of Ireland, Provost of
Trinity College, Dublin, Humphrey Lloyd noted the importance of governesses in
shaping Irish society. As educators within the home, the governess was engaged in
‘forming the mind at a time when it was most impressionable, when habits were most
easily created, and once created, were most diﬃcult to be removed’.148 Their duties
were often ill-deﬁned and wide if not all-encompassing. Governesses held a vital role
within the middle-class household, managing educational expectations and caring for
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the welfare of middle-class children. Parents went to great lengths to employ a suitable
governess who would ﬁt into their lifestyle and suit their family’s needs. Prioritisation
of particular subjects or the employment of a governess from a speciﬁc religious background was critical for ensuring a good ﬁt. The position was an unenviable one, recognised by the middle classes as a poorly paid vocation and only respectable for middleclass women who had fallen on hard times. This downward mobility could be at odds
with the middle-class ideology a governess was meant to impart to the young women
under her charge. Whilst governesses enjoyed a better position than other domestic servants within the household, they were expected to remain subordinate to their employer.
However, their extended time in the household allowed for boundaries to blur and strong
relationships could form between a governess and the family that employed her. Partaking in family festivities and attending middle-class social engagements created opportunities for a governess to interact with wider middle-class society and create her own
network of acquaintances.
For many, the purpose of a governess education was to prepare middle-class girls for
entering polite society and the marriage market. Changing expectations of education
provided for girls by the end of the century focused on academic skills. In this
context, many governesses struggled to keep up with the shifting educational needs of
young, middle-class women. Reliant on their own educational background, governesses
were required to be well-versed in a wide range of domestic skills, music, languages, and
the ability to teach to a high academic standard. The increasing popularity of schools for
girls and younger, better educated women entering the teaching profession placed
pressure on governesses to improve their own skills and remain competitive on the
job market. Recommendations of ability or certiﬁcation through registries, such as the
one operated by the GAI, attempted to secure a higher wage and better employment
opportunities.
The governess was a mainstay in many middle-class homes, making lasting
impressions on young children and adult family members alike. These relationships
often lasted after employment ended, through correspondence or holidays. For governesses who remained in the household for a long time, the end of employment could be
traumatic as the governess had settled into family life and held strong, aﬀectionate
bonds of love for the family. In more extreme cases, the marriage of a governess to a
family member encapsulated the distorted position that the governess held as a
person on the outskirts of the family unit, yet close enough for these family relationships to overlap and form. For some governesses without a family support network,
these relationships could be relied upon in the vulnerability of old age and were
crucial to surviving without a pension or savings. However, many were forced to
seek security elsewhere. Networks formed through an employer’s family and social
circle could provide access to middle-class society and options for marriage. For
those who did not marry nor have any family support, reliance on institutions, such
as the GAI and the Governesses Home, was indicative of the reduced position that governesses found themselves after employment. Despite their vital role in shaping
middle-class society, the status of the governess remained on a downward trajectory.
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