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In this paper, a microhistorical approach is used to shed light on a particular feature of life in four English parishes: the occupation of nursing for the London Foundling Hospital. The hospital opened as a home for abandoned infants in 1741, and followed a policy of wet nursing as many babies as possible in rural communities beyond London. This was a large-scale challenge, with in excess of 18,500 infants entering the hospital up to 1800. Analysis of nursing documents shows that hundreds of babies were sent to particular communities, often in Surrey, Kent, Essex, Middlesex and Yorkshire. Here, the registers of two parishes in Surrey (Epsom and Chertsey), and two in Yorkshire (Ackworth and Hemsworth) are investigated in particular detail, in order to examine the impact of nursing on the local community and the family of the nurse (both demographically and financially). Foundling nurses are shown to have had larger families than the mean for the parish, although taking a foundling to nurse corresponded with a lengthening of their birth intervals; they also worked for the hospital at a variety of stages in their life-cycles; and they seem to have exercised a significant degree of agency in how they used the hospital to supplement their income. The extra income that nursing provided tied these women to a more formal, waged female economy than is often recognised for this period, and may well have been used to keep large families or elderly women off poor relief. Other sectors of the local community seem to have regarded the foundlings with more antipathy, however, fearing that they were a drain on resources and a potential burden on the poor rates.

