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Dorothy McLaren

Dorothy McLaren left school at the age of 15 and it was not until
her children were grown up that she entered academic life.
After gaining a degree in history from the University of Reading
she embarked on a study of ‘Stuart Caversham: a Thames-side
community in Oxfordshire during the seventeenth century’, for
which she was awarded a Ph.D. in 1975. It was during her
research for this thesis that she first noted the differences in
childbearing and lactation habits between wealthy and poor
women in the community. Her interest in the reasons for these
differences was to lead to her spending the last 10 years of her
life in detailed research into the lives of women in
seventeenth-century England, at first in Oxfordshire and
Buckinghamshire and later in Somerset. By reconstituting small
communities and using both historical and modern
physiological evidence to explain her findings, she identified
and explained the connection between breastfeeding, marital
fertility, and child spacing in pre-industrial England.

That lactating women are less likely to conceive had been
known for centuries. Both physicians and ordinary men and
women were well aware of the connection between breast-
feeding and fertility. During the twentieth century, however,
this concept had received the attention of doctors and
physiologists who demanded concrete proof. Thus, scientific
opinion on the existence of this link fluctuated according to the
current state of research. It is only in the last few years that the
contraceptive effect of breastfeeding has been fully accepted.
Just 6 years ago it was possible for an eminent medical scientist,
when asked his opinion of the latest published evidence on
lactation and fertility, to state that he did not believe it because
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Dorothy McLaren

he had worked on it 20 years before and had found no evidence
that breastfeeding suppressed fertility at that time. Not
surprisingly, historians and historical demographers followed
the views of the scientific community when trying to explain
historical changes in fertility. Thus, when Dorothy first
produced her interpretation of the effect of maternal
breastfeeding and wet nursing on fertility and birth intervals,
reactions from historians tended to be hostile, ranging from
polite interest, through disbelief, to, in at least one instance,
open attack after presenting a paper on the subject. However,
time was to vindicate her theory. Growing scientific and
demographic evidence resulted in the acceptance of the
concept that natural, frequent breastfeeding does have a
contraceptive effect, particularly in the first few months after
birth. Dorothy’s last published work, ‘Marital fertility and
lactation 1570-1720’, not only provided impressive historical
evidence of the important role of lactation in the lives of women
in pre-industrial England, but also listed the developing beliefs
of both scientists and historical demographers about the
significance of lactation amenorrhoea. Today her pioneering
work on the subject is fully accepted.

Shortly before her death in a car accident in 1985, Dorothy
pinpointed another gap in the historiography of women in
seventeenth-century England: their central and important role
as mothers. She did not live to write the book she planned on
English women as mothers in this period. It seemed fitting,
therefore, that a volume in her memory should concentrate
upon the subject area she had identified, and largely utilize the
type of evidence she sought and employed to such good effect:
the detailed personal and local records of English women and
their families.

This book is dedicated with affection and respect to Dorothy
McLaren, 1922-85.

Publications of Dorothy McLaren

‘The marriage act of 1653: its influence on the parish registers’,
Popul. Stud. 28 (1974), 319-27.

‘Fertility, infant mortality and breast-feeding in the seventeenth
century, Bull. Soc. Soc. Hist. Med., 20 (1977), 12-15.



Dorothy McLaren

‘Fertility, infant mortality and breastfeeding in the seventeenth
century’, Med. Hist., 22 (1978) 378-96.

‘Nature’s contraceptive. Wet nursing and prolonged lactation:
the case of Chesham, Buckinghamshire 1578-1601", Med. Hist., 23
(1979), 426-41.

‘The individualism of good mothering’, Bull. Soc. Soc. Hist. Med.,
24 (1979) 36-8.

‘Emmenologia: a curse or a blessing?’, Bull. Soc. Soc. Hist. Med., 25
(1979), 65-7.

‘Disease and dirty water in West Somerset in the late nineteenth
century’, Bull. Soc. Soc. Hist. Med., 35 (1984), 35-6.

‘Marital fertility and lactation 1570-1720’, in M. Prior (ed.),
Women in English Society 1500-1800 (London, 1985), 22-53.

Xvii



Contents

List of Tables

List of Figures

Notes on Contributors
List of Abbreviations
Dorothy McLaren

Introduction

. The construction and experience of maternity in
seventeenth-century England
Patricia Crawford

. Embarklng on a rough passage: the experience of
pregnancy in early-modern society
Linda A. Pollock

. The ceremony of childbirth and its interpretation
Adrian Wilson

. Puritan attitudes towards childhood discipline,
1560-1634
Robert V. Schnucker

. Wet nursing and child care in Aldenham,
Hertfordshire, 1595-1726: some evidence on the
circumstances and effects of seventeenth-century
child rearing practices
Fiona Newall

39

68

108

122



Contenis

6. Maternal feelings re-assessed: child abandonment
and neglect in London and Westminster,
1550-1800 . 139
Valerie Fildes

7. Conjugal love and the flight from marriage: poetry
as a source for the history of women and the family 179
Mary Prior

Bibliography 204
Index 220

vi



Tables

2.1 Examples of suspect miscarriage

4.1 Attitudes to childhood discipline, 1560-1634

5.1 Decadal totals of nurse child burials recorded in
the Aldenham burial registers

5.2 Parity-specific mean birth intervals in years for
Aldenham and for the three care groups

5.8 Gross infant and parental death rates for the three
care groups

5.4 Estimated completed size of families in the three
care groups

6.1 Foundling baptisms as a percentage of total
baptisms in seven London parishes, 1590s-1750s

6.2 Decadal totals of baptisms in the London Bills of
Mortality and estimated decadal totals of
foundling baptisms, 1610s-1750s

6.3 Baptisms and burials of foundlings at the Temple,
1700-1799, showing underrecording of foundling
baptisms

6.4 The age of foundlings when abandoned,
1550s-1790s

6.5 The sex of London foundlings, 1560s—1790s

vii

58
109

125
128
129
130

141

143

145

149
150



