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The Driveress and the Nurse: Childcare, Working Children, and Other Work under Caribbean 

Slavery 

 

Abstract 

This article examines the work of caring for, disciplining, and managing the work of 

enslaved children in British Caribbean slave societies from the seventeeth to the nineteenth 

century, drawing particularly on evidence from Jamaica. This work has attracted little but 

was nevertheless an important part of the society and economy of slavery. The intensity of 

the work regime of Caribbean plantations created a significant tension between the needs of 

infants and children for care, on one hand, and the plantation owners’ and managers’ 

requirement that everyone who could do so work in export crop production, on the other. It 

became impossible for women to care for their own children while working. In the early 

years of the Caribbean plantation system, the owners and managers of sugar estates resolved 

this tension by discouraging births and caring little about enslaved children’s deaths. Rather 

than rely on women’s reproductive labour in the Caribbean, they exploited women in Africa’s 

reproductive work in pregnancy and the care of young children to supply their labour needs 

through the Atlantic slave trade. During the eighteenth century alternative systems for caring 

for young children and managing the work of older children developed, and were 

consolidated as abolitionism threatened and then ended the Atlantic slave trade. These 

systems of childcare and child labour management appeared at a point in world history when 

they were extremely unusual, possibly unique. They are an aspect of the ‘precocious 

modernity’ of the Caribbean that has been insufficiently considered thus far.  

 

----------- 
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Between 1770 and 1796 an enslaved woman known to us only as Phillis worked as 

driver of the ‘grass gang’ or ‘small gang’ of Rozelle Estate, a few miles west of the town of 

Morant Bay in St Thomas in the East parish, Jamaica. She directed the work of a group of 

between seven and thirty-one enslaved children and teens, ranging in age from four to 

eighteen years. These children did ‘light’ agricultural work, primarily weeding around the 

developing sugar cane plants. From the middle of the 1780s another two women, Bessy and 

Mary Ann, took care of the younger children on the estate, usually until those children were 

six years old. Between them at any given time they were responsible for the care of around 

twenty infants, toddlers, and very young children.1 Phillis, Bessy, and Mary Ann were all 

born in the early 1730s, most likely in Africa, and thus probably experienced the dislocation 

of removal from their homes and the terror of enslavement and the voyage across the Atlantic 

on slaving ships as young adults.2 As younger women they had worked as field labourers. In 

                                                             
1 Rozelle Estate, Jamaica, Accounts and Administrative Papers, National Register of the 

Archives of Scotland 3572, private papers of the Fergusson Family, Baronets, of Kilkerran, 

Ayrshire. I am grateful to Sir Charles Fergusson of Kilkerran for permission to cite this 

material, and to Alex Renton for helping me access it. Thanks also to Charlie McKelvey, who 

drew my attention to the significance of this source through work for his MA dissertation, 

University of Edinburgh, 2018. All information in this article on enslaved people and their 

labour allocation at Rozelle is from the relevant Rozelle registers and inventories, which are 

available for 1770, 1771, 1773, 1775, 1781, 1783, 1785, 1786, 1789, 1791, 1792, 1796, 1797, 

1798, 1801, 1802, 1803, 1810, and 1811, NRAS3572 Box A and 3/2. 

2 Thirty-five percent of the enslaved population of Jamaica was African-born in 1817, ten 

years after the end of the legal import of captives. In the 1780s the proportion of African-born 

people would have been considerably higher, especially among older adult like Phillis, Bessy, 
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their late fifties and sixties they were described as ‘weakly’, but their work was essential to 

the running of Rozelle estate. Without Bessy and Mary Ann’s work, Rozelle’s managers 

would have found it more difficult to force the children’s mothers to work the long days in 

the sugar fields that were routinely required of them. Without Phillis’s work, cane growth 

would have been restricted by rapidly growing weeds. Less sugar would have been cut, and 

less profit made. 

Phillis, Bessy, Mary Ann, and the many women like them who worked to care for and 

manage the labour of children in plantation slave societies represent something new in the 

global history of mothering and labour. It is not historically unusual for older women to look 

after younger women’s children. Rather, what was new was that Phillis, Bessy, and Mary 

Ann were women whose primary responsibility was to care for and supervise the work of 

children who were not their own kin, in order to make the mothers of these children available 

for intensive productive labour, and to accustom the older children to such work themselves. 

Also new was the fact that the work of female drivers, sometimes described as driveresses, 

and of nurses, was allocated to them by the men who managed the work of the plantation as a 

whole. The children’s mothers had no formal say in who was to look after their children, nor 

in how their own caring labour would intersect with the care provided by other women. Older 

women have in most historical societies looked after the children of younger women, but not 

in circumstances like those on Rozelle Estate. 

This article builds on previous scholarship on enslaved mothering and the politics of 

reproduction in the Caribbean to examine the work of caring for, disciplining, and managing 

the work of enslaved children in British Caribbean slave societies from the seventeeth to the 

                                                             
and Mary Ann. B. W. Higman, Slave Populations of the British Caribbean 1807-1834 

(Mona, Jamaica, 1995), 122. 
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nineteenth century.3 It draws particularly on evidence from Jamaica. Compared to enslaved 

women’s work caring for the children of white slaveholders, as discussed in this volume by 

R. J. Knight, this work has attracted little attention, perhaps because it was less obviously 

emotionally contested and exploitative.4 It was nevertheless an important part of the society 

and economy of slavery. A lot of the work of caring for children was done by the children’s 

parents, especially their mothers. However, the intensity of the work regime of Caribbean 

plantations created a significant tension between the needs of infants and children for care, on 

one hand, and the plantation owners’ and managers’ requirement that everyone who could do 

so work in export crop production, on the other. The intense organisation of agricultural 

labour under slavery, particularly in sugar production, meant that it became impossible for 

                                                             
3 My work builds especially on Sasha Turner, Contested Bodies: Pregnancy, Childrearing 

and Slavery in Jamaica, 1770-1834 (Philadelphia, 2017); Katherine Paugh, The Politics of 

Reproduction: Race, Medicine, and Fertility in the Age of Abolition (Oxford, 2017); Jennifer 

L. Morgan, Laboring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery 

(Philadelphia, 2004).  

4 In addition to Knight’s article, see for instance Maria Helena Pereira Toledo Machado, 

‘Between Two Beneditos: Enslaved Wet-Nurses amid Slavery’s Decline in Southeast Brazil’, 

Slavery & Abolition, xxxviii (2017); Emily West and R. J. Knight, ‘Mothers’ Milk: Slavery, 

Wet-Nursing, and Black and White Women in the Antebellum South’, Journal of Southern 

History, lxxxiii (2017). Enslaved women in the Anglophone Caribbean did also sometimes 

perform care work for owners’ white children, but because of the concentration of 

slaveownership and the prevalence of absenteeism there were far fewer planter-class children 

to be cared for. Caring for them was therefore less significant as an element of enslaved 

women’s work. 
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women to care for their own children while working. In the early years of the Caribbean 

plantation system, the owners and managers of sugar estates resolved this tension by 

discouraging births and caring little about enslaved children’s deaths. Rather than rely on 

women’s reproductive labour in the Caribbean, they exploited women in Africa’s 

reproductive work in pregnancy and the care of young children to supply their labour needs 

through the Atlantic slave trade. During the eighteenth century alternative systems for caring 

for young children and managing the work of older children developed. They probably 

resulted initially from interaction between pressure from below by enslaved women, and 

managers’ drive to increase the efficiency of women’s work. Later, under the threat of the 

abolitionist movement, these alternative systems of childcare were consolidated. This 

consolidation took place during the period of exception from the late eighteenth century to 

the 1830s, during which sugar estate owners’ ability to exploit women’s reproductive labour 

from beyond the plantation zones was first threatened, and then became impossible.5 These 

systems of childcare and child labour management appeared at a point in world history when 

they were extremely unusual, possibly unique.  

                                                             
5 For a more developed discussion of this periodization, see Diana Paton, ‘Reproductive 

Labour, Atlantic Slavery, and the Development of Capitalism’, unpublished paper delivered 

at the Berkshire Conference on the History of Women, Sexualities and Gender, May 2017. 

After the 1830s, sugar estate owners in the expanding sugar colonies of Trinidad and Guyana 

returned to a policy that relied on exploiting women’s reproductive labour from beyond the 

plantation zones, through importing indentured labourers from India. While this article 

focuses on the British Caribbean colonies, similar trajectories could be traced for other 

societies based on sugar and slavery. 
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Scholars have long noted the extremity and novelty of the social and labour relations 

on Atlantic plantations, especially in their large-scale Caribbean form.6 The influential 

Caribbeanist anthropologist Sidney Mintz analysed them as ‘landmark experiments in 

modernity’ that merged ‘field and factory’.7 Neither Mintz nor others who have emphasized 

the novelty of the Caribbean integrated sugar plantation have considered the organization of 

women’s caring work as part of what made the Caribbean distinctively ‘modern’ at an early 

stage in its history.8 Nevertheless, the large scale and hierarchically managed organization of 

childcare on Caribbean plantations should be understand as an important aspect of what 

Mintz’ terms the Caribbean’s ‘precocious modernity’.9 

Our children’s need for care is one of the most fundamental characteristics of human 

beings as a species. Humans are unusual in that our infants are born extremely dependent and 

vulnerable, and remain so for many years. Protecting them from harm and ensuring that they 

survive to adulthood requires work. It requires work both in the sense used in physics or 

                                                             
6 For one of the earliest statements of this argument, see C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins: 

Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution (New York, 1963). 

7 Sidney Mintz, ‘Enduring Substances, Trying Theories: The Caribbean Region as 

Oikoumene’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, ii (1996), 295, 298. 

8 Important work in this field includes Justin Roberts, Slavery and the Enlightenment in the 

British Atlantic, 1750-1807 (Cambridge, 2013), 17539993; Simon P. Newman, A New World 

of Labor: The Development of Plantation Slavery in the British Atlantic (Philadelphia, 2013); 

Russell R. Menard, Sweet Negotiations: Sugar, Slavery, and Plantation Agriculture in Early 

Barbados (Charlottesville, 2006).  

9 Mintz, ‘Enduring Substances, Trying Theories’, 298.  
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ecosystems: that is, needing a transfer or transformation of energy.10 And it requires work in 

the more social and vernacular sense. The work of looking after very young children, in 

particular, is always intense and exhausting, requiring near-constant attention and round-the-

clock availability. This work has almost everywhere and for millennia been predominantly 

done by women, but its organisation has been historically variable.11 That variability has 

been remarkably understudied, no doubt largely because caring for children has been 

women’s work, and undervalued. Thiregimes article contributes to a developing labour 

history of childcare and to broader debates about what Nancy Fraser terms successive 

‘regimes of social reproduction’.12 It draws on existing studies of the history of childcare as 

                                                             
10 For an ecosystems approach to Caribbean slavery, see Neil Oatsvall and Vaughn Scribner, 

‘“The Devil Was in the Englishman That He Makes Everything Work”: Implementing the 

Concept of “Work” to Reevaluate Sugar Production and Consumption in the Early Modern 

British Atlantic World’, Agricultural History, xcii (2018). Oatsvall and Scribner do not, 

however, discuss childcare as part of the necessary work of sugar production. 

11 On the implications of these biological constraints for human and other primate evolution 

and society, see Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Mother Nature: Natural Selection and the Female of the 

Species (London, 1999), esp. 265-287; Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Mothers and Others: The 

Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Understanding (Cambridge, MA, 2009). On the historical 

variability of childcare practices in modern Britain and the United States, see Sarah Knott, 

Mother: An Unconventional History (London, 2019). 

12 Nancy Fraser, ‘Contradictions of Capital and Care’, New Left Review, (2016). Jane Whittle 

has recently published a significant critique of the concept of ‘social reproduction’ along with 

several other means of framing what she prefers to term ‘house work and care work’. Jane 

Whittle, ‘A Critique of Approaches to “Domestic Work”: Women, Work and the Pre-
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work to argue that the allocation of the work of caring for and managing the labour of 

children to women who were not their kin in organized institutional settings on a temporary, 

daily basis, is a historically specific form with a particular set of implications for other 

aspects or social organization. The first place in which this historically specific form of 

childcare developed was in the world of plantation slavery.  

 

Methods and Sources 

Historians who discuss the labour process under sugar-producing slavery often 

describe the life cycle of field labour in which enslaved people moved from working in a 

‘small gang’ as children of around 6 to 14 years, into a second gang as teenagers, to a first 

gang as young strong adults, and then back to the second gang as they aged or became 

disabled, and sometimes, if female, when they had young children themselves. But these 

studies rarely analyse in depth the nurses and drivers of the small gangs when discussing the 

range of non-field-labour tasks undertaken by enslaved workers.13 Meanwhile studies of 

                                                             
Industrial Economy’, Past & Present, ccxliii (2019). There is not space to address her 

important argument in depth here. Suffice to say that, while recognising the force of many of 

her points, I continue to find the terms ‘social reproduction’ and ‘reproductive labour’ useful, 

both because they focus attention on the creation of new generations of people through 

biological and social means alongside the day-to-day labour of care, cleaning, cooking and so 

on; and because Fraser’s idea of a ‘regime of social reproduction’ emphasizes the systemic 

elements of such regimes. .   

13 Representative studies include Dale W. Tomich, Slavery in the Circuit of Sugar: 

Martinique and the World Economy, 1830-1848 (Baltimore, 1990), 314–319; David Ryden, 

West Indian Slavery and British Abolition, 1783-1807 (Cambridge, 2009), 139–150; 
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childhood under slavery discuss the grouping of young children under the care of nurses and 

the organization of older children’s work, but pay little attention to the adult work that 

enabled the nurseries and little gangs to exist.14 In part this lack of attention results from the 

fact that, compared to the organization of the work of producing sugar or other agricultural 

commodities, sources that describe the work of childcare or of managing children’s work 

under slavery are sparse. Nevertheless, they do exist, and fall roughly into two categories: 

                                                             
Newman, A New World of Labor, 202–204; Roberts, Slavery and the Enlightenment, 142–

143. 

14 See for example, Colleen A. Vasconcellos, Slavery, Childhood, and Abolition in Jamaica, 

1788-1838 (Athens, 2015), 29–30; Jerome Teelucksingh, ‘The “Invisible Child” in British 

West Indian Slavery’, Slavery & Abolition, xxvii (2006); Gwyn Campbell, ‘Children and 

Slavery in the New World: A Review’, Slavery & Abolition, xxvii (2006). There are brief 

discussions of plantation childcare workers scattered in works on slavery: Marietta 

Morrissey, Slave Women in the New World: Gender Stratification in the Caribbean 

(Lawrence, 1989), 50; Franklin W. Knight, Slave Society in Cuba During the Nineteenth 

Century (Madison, 1970), 75–76. María Elena Díaz, The Virgin, the King, and the Royal 

Slaves of El Cobre: Negotiating Freedom in Colonial Cuba, 1670-1780 (Stanford, Calif., 

2002), 398. Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Born in Bondage: Growing up Enslaved in the 

Antebellum South (Cambridge, Mass. ; London, 2000), 69–72; Richard Follett, The Sugar 

Masters: Planters and Slaves in Louisiana’s Cane World, 1820-1860 (Baton Rouge, 2005), 

70–71, 74; Manuel Moreno Fraginals, El Ingenio: Complejo Económico Social Cubano Del 

Azúcar, 3 vols (La Habana, 1978), II, 47–48. For a more extended study see Damian Alan 

Pargas, ‘From the Cradle to the Fields: Slave Childcare and Childhood in the Antebellum 

South’, Slavery & Abolition, xxxii (2011). 
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qualitative sources produced by slaveholders or observers of slave societies which purported 

to describe, and sometimes to prescribe, the running of a plantation; and accountancy-style 

sources in which plantation managers or valuers of estates for probate purposes recorded the 

names and work assignments of enslaved people. This article uses both types of source to 

reconstruct the work of child care and child management. I draw in particular on two sets of 

account books and other management records relating to Jamaican sugar estates. 

Mesopotamia estate in Westmoreland parishes was owned by the Barham family. Its records 

list the names, ages, occupations, and state of health of enslaved people from the late 1750s 

until the end of slavery. Records from Rozelle Estate in St Thomas in the East unevenly 

provide similar information for the years between 1770 and 1811. Two hundred and eight 

enslaved people lived on Rozelle at its height in 1801. Mesopotamia was larger: in 1793, 386 

enslaved people lived and worked there.15  

These sources do not allow access to the point of view of women who worked as 

nurses or driveresses, or those of the children they looked after and whose work they 

managed. In the absence of first-hand accounts, I try to facilitate imaginative understanding 

of the experience of childcare and child labour management by pausing over the few details 

in the evidence about the conditions in which it was done: the spaces in which women cared 

                                                             
15 For Rozelle, see footnote 1. All information in this article on Mesopotamia enslaved people 

and labour allocations is from Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Clar b. 34/1, b. 36/1-2, b. 37/1-

2, b. 38, cited with the permission of Lord Clarendon. The Barham papers have been 

extensively used by Richard S. Dunn. See especially his A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave 

Life and Labor in Jamaica and Virginia (Cambridge, Mass., 2014). I have also benefited 

from Dunn’s research notes, available at: http://dloc.com/AA00026340/00001. The Rozelle 

papers have not previously been significantly used. 

http://dloc.com/AA00026340/00001
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for children; the timing of their work; the numbers and ages of the children for whom they 

cared and whose work they directed. While resisting the powerful pull of assumptions of a 

universal similarity in relationships between children and their carers, I also make some use 

of fragmentary sources that allow for informed speculation about the experience of this work, 

particularly those that hint at conflicts over the system of childcare.  

 

Care for infants and young children 

When Caribbean sugar estates were first established in the seventeenth century, their 

owners and managers made no provision for the care of young children. Henry Drax, writing 

about Barbados, simply assumed that few children born on sugar estates would live to 

adulthood, and thus that slaveholders would need to purchase new enslaved Africans 

annually to make up for adults who died. Morgan Godwyn, also writing about Barbados, 

criticized planters for failing to organize care for children.16 The availability of a constant 

stream of new enslaved people, supplied through the middle passage, made possible this 

disregard for human life.17  

                                                             
16 Peter Thompson, ‘Henry Drax’s Instructions on the Management of a Seventeenth-Century 

Barbadian Sugar Plantation’, The William and Mary Quarterly, lxvi (2009). Morgan 

Godwyn, The Negro’s & Indians Advocate, Suing for Their Admission to the Church 

(London, 1680), 84. On Drax and Godwyn, see Richard B. Sheridan, Doctors and Slaves: A 

Medical and Demographic History of Slavery in the British West Indies, 1680-1834 

(Cambridge, 1985), 223–224. 

17 Hilary McD Beckles, Natural Rebels: A Social History of Enslaved Black Women in 

Barbados (New Brunswick, 1989), 37. 
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Nevertheless, children were born, and their mothers sought to care for them. Richard 

Ligon’s 1657 account of Barbados provides the most detailed seventeenth-century account of 

enslaved women’s combination of childcare with intense agricultural labour. Ligon described 

how enslaved women returned to field work a mere ‘fortnight’ after giving birth, and claimed 

that a new mother worked ‘with her Pickaninny at her back, as merry a soul as any is there’. 

Any respite from the work pace set by the gang was at the overseer’s discretion. A relatively 

humane or perhaps far-sighted overseer might ‘suffer [her] to rest her self a little more than 

ordinary; but if not, she is compelled to do as others do.’ Ligon’s description noted the 

particularly intense and exhausting nature of gang labour in sugar, but moved quickly away 

from this recognition, instead drawing his readers’ attention to the playful interactions of 

mother and child:  

Times they have of suckling their Children in the fields, and refreshing themselves; 

and good reason, for they carry burthens on their backs; and yet work too. Some 

women, whose Pickaninnies are three years old, will, as they work at weeding, which 

is a stooping work, suffer the hee Pickaninny, to sit a stride upon their backs like St 

George a Horse-back; and there Spur his mother with his heels, and sings and crows 

on her back, clapping his hands, as if he is meant to flye; which the mother is so 

pleas'd with, as she continues her painful stooping posture, longer than she would do, 

rather than discompose her Jovial Pickaninny of his pleasure, so glad she is to see him 

merry.18 

Ligon’s description allows for an extraordinary moment of recognition of the child’s pleasure 

in play. At the same time, it implicitly blames the child for the fact that his mother ‘continues 

her painful stooping posture, longer than she would do’. Ligon thus obscures the real force 

                                                             
18 Richard Ligon, A True & Exact History of the Island of Barbadoes (London, 1673), 47–48. 
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that makes her put in these long hours of work. Carrying children for long periods is energy 

intensive, requiring around the same amount of energy as breastfeeding, and the woman 

Ligon described would have been doing both, alongside heavy manual labour.19 Their 

childcare work thus contributed to enslaved women’s exhaustion, malnutrion, and early 

death.  

 Enslaved women who worked in the sugar fields of Barbados, carrying infants and 

toddlers on their backs, continued the childcare practices they and their mothers and sisters 

had known in most of the West and West-Central African societies from which they came. In 

these societies, peasant and enslaved women did the bulk of agricultural and food-preparation 

labour, and young children were routinely protected and cared for while carried on the backs 

of their mothers or other female kin.20 In the Caribbean sugar fields, however, this work was 

transformed. The gang system, characterised by long hours, lack of control over work pace or 

breaks, and the threat of physical violence via whipping for those who did not keep up, made 

                                                             
19 Hrdy, Mothers and Others, 75. 

20 Kathleen Sheldon, African Women: Early History to the 21st Century (Bloomington, IN, 

2017), 16; Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, African Women: A Modern History (Boulder, 

Colo., 1997), 11–13. The Igbo-speaking region of today’s southeastern Nigeria provides the 

major exception to the rule that agricultural workers were women. See G. Nwokeji, The Slave 

Trade and Culture in the Bight of Biafra: An African Society in the Atlantic World 

(Cambridge, 2010), 153. For seventeenth and eighteenth century references to African 

women carrying young children on their backs see Jennifer L Morgan, ‘“Some Could Suckle 

over Their Shoulder”: Male Travelers, Female Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology, 

1500-1770’, William and Mary Quarterly, liv (1997), 184, 188. 
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the combination of agricultural and childcare labour more difficult and dangerous for both 

children and adult women.    

 During the second half of the eighteenth century this system changed, so that enslaved 

women in the sugar fields less often worked with their babies and toddlers on their backs. 

Instead, after only a few weeks during which post-partum women recuperated, they left their 

babies with an older woman, usually called a nurse.21 Some sources suggest that nurses 

worked close to the fields where gang labour was taking place, enabling mothers to 

periodically pause their work and breastfeed their children. Others described or advocated 

that nurses look after children in  or around designated nurseries close to where enslaved 

people lived. Estate records suggest that a mix of these two systems developed. The earliest 

evidence I have found of the allocation of women as nurses to work in the fields comes from 

the physician James Grainger, who lived in St. Kitts from 1759 until his 1766 death. In his 

1764 Essay on the More Common West India Diseases, Grainger proposed that children old 

enough to walk should be cared for by an ‘ancient and sensible Negress’ or ‘dry nurse’. Such 

women, he explained, mixing the descriptive and the proscriptive, ‘generally’ looked after the 

babies in a ‘tent near the field’ in which their mothers were working.22 Grainger’s comments 

                                                             
21 This terminology followed British convention, where until the nineteenth century ‘nursing’ 

referred to the care and upbringing of children. Care for the sick was more likely to be 

designated ‘sicknursing’. Margaret Pelling, The Common Lot: Sickness, Medical 

Occupations, and the Urban Poor in Early Modern England (London, 1998), 184–186. 

22 James Grainger, ‘An Essay on the More Common West-India Diseases’, On the Treatment 

and Management of the More Common West-India Diseases 1750-1802 (Mona, Jamaica, 

2010), 15–16. Grainger did not explain how he thought non-walking children should be cared 

for. 
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suggests that in St. Kitts by the 1760s, such systems were used by some but not all sugar 

planters. Thirty years later, J. B. Moreton described for Jamaica a mixed system of maternal 

and nurse-given care for infants. Post-partum women returned to field work within a few 

days of giving birth, he stated. They carried their babies ‘on their backs, to which they are 

tied with handkerchiefs; and when they are weary of their burthens, lay them on sheep-skins 

in the field’ where ‘some invalid women’ would ‘take care’ of them them and ‘guard them 

from snakes and other vermin.’23 

 References to nurseries began to appear slightly later. Edward Long, in planned but 

never published revisions to his History of Jamaica drafted after 1774, wrote that estate 

managers should construct (in fact, should force enslaved people to construct) a ‘tolerable 

good House’ to serve as a nursery, with mats for children to lie upon.24 David Collins, who 

lived for fourteen years in St. Vincent, likewise advocated that plantation managers build a 

specialised nursery, ideally of stone, while Thomas Roughley described a ‘hut made in a 

convenient place’ and Alexander Barclay suggested that all estate had nurseries in the form of 

‘neat buildings on a ground floor, with platforms for the children to sleep upon, and a 

spacious yard enclosed as a play ground’.25 Barry Higman’s extensive study of Jamaican 

                                                             
23 J. B. Moreton, West India Customs and Manners: Containing Strictures on the Soil, 

Cultivation, Produce, Trade, Officers, and Inhabitants (London, 1793), 152. 

24 Edward Long, The History of Jamaica, Volume 2, with notes and corrections by the author, 

British Library Add Ms 12,405, manuscript notes following p. 404. 

25 David Collins, Practical Rules for the Management and Medical Treatment of Negro 

Slaves in the Sugar Colonies (1803), 166; Thomas Roughley, The Jamaica Planter’s Guide; 

Or, A System for Planting and Managing a Sugar Estate ... (London, 1823), 103; Alexander 

Barclay, A Practical View of the Present State of Slavery in the West Indies; ... Containing 
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estate maps and plans includes only one with a nursery, among many recording hospitals and 

kitchens. This suggests that these elaborate schemes were rarely put into practice in the form 

their proposers suggested. 26 Nevertheless evidence from estate records shows women doing 

childcare work ‘around the negro houses’ and other equivalent terms. Most nurses’ childcare 

work probably took place in and around their houses and yards.  

At Mesopotamia, the earliest lists of enslaved people’s occupations do not include 

women designated to look after young children. The first nurses appear in the list of 1766, in 

which two 45-year-old women are described with that term. Between them, Belinda and 

Queen seem to have looked after as many as 50 children who were too young to work. Both 

women were in poor health: Belinda an ‘invalid’; Queen ‘infirm’. Two years later, with many 

                                                             
More Particularly an Account of the Actual Condition of the Negroes in Jamaica ... (London, 

1826), 322. 

26 B. W. Higman, Jamaica Surveyed: Plantation Maps and Plans of the Eighteenth and 

Nineteenth Centuries (Kingston, Jamaica, 2001), 187. Archaeological studies of Caribbean 

plantations do not mention nurseries. See James A. Delle, An Archaeology of Social Space: 

Analyzing Coffee Plantations in Jamaica’s Blue Mountains (London, 1998); Douglas V. 

Armstrong, The Old Village and the Great House: An Archeological and Historical 

Examination of Drax Hall Plantation, St. Ann’s Bay, Jamaica (Urbana, 1990); Douglas V. 

Armstrong, ‘Reflections on Seville: Rediscovering the African Jamaican Settlements at 

Seville Plantation, St. Ann’s Bay’, in James A. Delle, Mark W. Hauser, and Douglas V. 

Armstrong (eds.), Out of Many, One Poeple: The Historical Archaeology of Colonial 

Jamaica (Tuscaloosa, 2011); Lydia M. Pulsipher and Conrad ‘Mac’ Goodwin, ‘“Getting the 

Essence of It”: Galways Plantation, Montserrat, West Indies’, in Paul Farnsworth (ed.), 

Island Lives: Historical Archaeologies of the Caribbean (Tuscaloosa, 2001). 
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of this group moved into the grass gang and few babies replacing them, Queen was released 

from childcare work. Belinda acted as sole nurse on the estate for the next nine years, with at 

least fifteen children, sometimes considerably more, under her care. From 1781 onwards, the 

estate records usually listed at least two women as nurses or carers for young children, and 

frequently three or four. They were described as ‘field nurse’, ‘children’s field nurse’, ‘dry 

nurse’, ‘children’s dry nurse’, ‘attends young children in negroe houses’, ‘nurse in negro 

house’, and, on one occasion, ‘attends Negroe children with yaws’. For many years there was 

both a ‘field nurse’ and a ‘dry nurse’. While it is hard to discern exactly what these 

distinctions implied, since some sources, including Grainger, imply that dry and field nurses 

both worked close to the fields, this range of terms suggests that some nurses cared for 

breastfeeding babies close to the field, while others looked after slightly older babies and 

toddlers in the area where enslaved people lived.  

Rozelle, in eastern Jamaica, used a similar system of childcare labour allocation, 

beginning slightly later. Records from the 1770s only haphazardly recorded work allocations, 

but these did not include any role caring for younger children. In 1781 a ‘healthy’ 61-year-old 

woman, Fortuna, was  for the first time listed as ‘nurse’, a role she continued to occupy until 

1785, when she was described as ‘weakly’. She looked after fourteen children aged four and 

under. Fortuna died in 1786. In 1786 no one was specifically allocated to care for young 

children. By 1789, however, two of the fifty adult women on Rozelle worked looking after 

young enslaved children. Bessy, aged 56 and ‘weakly’, was assigned to ‘take care of young 

children in the Negro Houses’, while Mary Ann, aged 57 and ‘healthy’, took ‘care of young 

children in the field’. Rozelle thus seems to have followed the same division as Mesopotamia, 

separating breast-feeding from weaned children.   

Both Bessy and Mary Ann moved to childcare work as they aged. Between 1781 and 

1783 Mary Ann worked in the fields; in the mid-1780s she moved through the roles of 
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washerwoman and watercarrier before being allocated to childcare work.27 Bessy was a 

‘poultry woman’ between 1781 and 1786. Bessy and Mary Ann continued to take care of 

young children in the ‘Negro houses’ and ‘field’, respectively, until 1798, when Bessy died, 

aged 64. After Bessy’s death, her role was taken by Juba, aged 61 and ‘healthy’, previously a 

field labourer. Mary Ann continued to work caring for children in the field until 1801, at 

which point she was described as ‘nearly blind’. By 1802, aged 70, she was no longer doing 

this work because she was now blind and an ‘invalid’. When Mary Ann retired she was not 

replaced, and from this point on there was only one woman in this role: first Juba and then, in 

1810-11, Dolly. Between them, these women looked after between 13 and 28 children at any 

one time, usually aged six and under, although occasionally a seven- or eight-year-old was 

included in the ‘child’ category. Bessy, Mary Ann, Juba and Dolly, like their equivalents on 

Mesopotamia, were all older than 50 when they became childcare workers. Their allocation 

to the work of childcare did not, therefore, diminish the available labour for sugar cultivation. 

Other women of their age generally did other kinds of reproductive labour such as cooking, 

washing, or housekeeping, until they became ‘invalids’. However, without their work, 

women between the ages of approximately 16 and 50 who had children, and who formed an 

important component of the field gangs, would have been less effective at planting, 

maintaining and cutting the estate’s saleable cane.28  

                                                             
27 Mary Ann and Bessy are listed in the 1770s registers, but these lists only include a few 

work allocations, with none for them. 

28 For instance, in 1801 56 women and 31 men worked in the fields at Rozelle (excluding the 

small gang). The concentration of women in field work was typical of Caribbean labour 

allocations, as adult men worked in a wider range of occupations. For discussion of these 

patterns see Beckles, Natural Rebels: A Social History of Enslaved Black Women in 
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Records of estates beyond Mesopotamia and Rozelle suggest that, while not universal, 

childcare work was increasingly common on large estates by the late eighteenth century, and 

became more so in the nineteenth century. Of seven estates with more than 150 enslaved 

people inventoried in 1780, three had a nurse.29  On Chaloner Arcedeckne’s Jamaican estates 

in the 1780s; Worthy Park, Jamaica, in the 1790s, Island Estate, Jamaica, from the 1780s; and 

Newton Estate, Barbados, in the 1790s—all large estates--women in their sixties worked 

‘minding little Negroes’, as a ‘field nurse for suckling children’ and ‘in charge of young 

children’.30 Green Park, a large estate in Trelawny, began allocating women as nurses in the 

1820s.31 Smaller estates where there were few children did not allocate women to childcare 

roles. Only one of seven smaller estates inventoried in 1780 had a nurse.32 All the women on 

                                                             
Barbados, 32–36; Lucille Mathurin Mair, A Historical Study of Women in Jamaica, 1655-

1844 (Mona, Jamaica, 2006), 199–206; Morrissey, Slave Women in the New World, 74–75.  

29 Inventories of twelve estates belonging to William Beckford, TNA C 107/143. For further 

discussion of these estate records see Mair, Historical Study, 201–205. Colleen A. 

Vasconellos arguest that plantation nurseries became standard from the period of 

amelioration. Vasconcellos, Slavery, Childhood, and Abolition, 29. 

30 Turner, Contested Bodies, 194 (Arcedeckne); Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, ‘A Jamaica Slave 

Plantation’, American Historical Review, xix (1914), 544, 549 (Worthy Park). Inventories for 

Island Estate, Bodleian Library, Clarendon Papers, MS Clar Dep b. 36/1, 37/2, b. 362/2 

(hereafter Island inventories); Samson Wood to John Lane, ‘Report on the Negroes, when 

born, Ages, Employments, Families, Sexes’, (nd, c. 1796), Newton Estate Papers, Senate 

House Library, University of London, MS 523/288.  

31 Turner, Contested Bodies, 194. 

32 Inventories of twelve estates belonging to William Beckford, TNA C 107/143. 
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Orange Hill Estate, Jamaica, in 1799, with 150 enslaved people, were field labourers; the 

infants there must have been looked after in snatches of time during field work.33 Still, such 

decisions were coming to be criticised: William Dickson, arguing in 1789 for abolition of the 

slave trade and amelioration of slavery, condemned the fact that ‘naked infants’ in Barbados 

‘lay exposed to the weather, sprawling on a goat-skin, or in a wooden tray,’ while their 

mothers worked.34 Dickson’s comment suggests that the absence of structured childcare for 

young children was becoming a mark of a poorly run estate.  

By the 1790s, Mesopotamia’s childcare system was partially organized to take 

advantage of kinship. After driving the grass gang from 1785 until 1793, Sibby was listed as 

‘attending her grandchildren’ between 1794 and 1804, and then looked after unrelated 

children from 1807 until 1810, presumably after her grandchildren had grown up. In the first 

decade of the nineteenth century—the same period when the Atlantic slave trade became 

illegal--for the first time younger ‘able’ women with five children or more were released 

from other work to look after their own children. The estate’s managers accepted the loss of 

women’s productive labour in the hope of improving child survival rates. In doing so they 

very slightly exceeded the requirements of Jamaican law, which from 1792 stated that 

enslaved women with six or more surviving children could not be compelled to do hard 

                                                             
33 NLS Ellice Papers MS 15137, List of the Slaves on Orange Hill Estate, 1st August 1799. 

34 William Dickson, Letters on Slavery (London, 1789), 12. For discussion of childcare and 

children’s work on Barbadian plantations see Jerome S. Handler, Frederick W. Lange, and 

Robert V. Riordan, Plantation Slavery in Barbados : An Archaeological and Historical 

Investigation (Cambridge, 1978), 73–75. 



21 
 

labour. The concession applied to relatively few women, but did substantially increase the 

number of women whose main role was caring for children.35 

None of the women named in the estate lists left behind any source that reveals how 

she experienced her work. Clearly, it was hard work, requiring unrelenting attention, 

especially for women who were ‘weakly’—many of them in constant pain from injuries and 

the damage to their bodies incurred by years of intense field work. Edward Long’s outline of 

‘management of Negro children’ enumerates the tasks involved: nurses should take the 

children they cared for to the river each morning to wash, prepare meals for them and feed 

them, wash their clothes, and provide routine medical care such as doses of cabbage tree oil 

and nut oil and inspections for chiggers.36 David Collins proposed a similar labour process, 

including that nurses should spoonfeed babies with ‘pap’ made of water, flour, and sugar, and 

that they should ‘exercise [the youngest children] from time to time’, while toddlers should 

be ‘allowed to amuse themelves at play … but should not go out of the nurses sight.’37  Less 

certain but at least as important is the emotional experience of caring for other women’s 

                                                             
35 Mesopotamia inventories, Bodleian MS. Clar; Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations, 162. It is 

difficult to calculate precise caregiver/child ratios on Mesopotamia because the evidence is 

unclear about how many of the young children were being cared for by their mothers, or 

whether—as seems likely--the women listed as ‘attending her children’ also helped to care 

for other women’s children. Nevertheless, an approximate calculation suggests a nurse:child 

ratio of 1:15-25 before 1800, reducing to 1:5-10 afterwards. For legal requirements see ‘An 

Act … for consolidating and bringing into one the several laws relating to slaves’, TNA CO 

139/47. 

36 Long, op cit. 

37 Collins, Practical Rules, 167. 
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children in these circumstances. The women who became nurses were directed to do the 

work, but it seems likely they had some aptitude for it and took some pleasure in it—there 

were, after all, other work roles routinely done by older, ‘weakly’ women. Like other 

caregivers, women like Bessy and Mary Ann of Rozelle must have developed emotional 

connections with those in their care. Christine Whyte’s study of Sierra Leonean distributed 

mothering practices, in this volume, suggests that even post-menopausal childcare workers 

might have attempted to breastfeed their charges with their own residual milk, a practice that 

is likely to have increased emotional bonds. These connections may have been reinforced, or 

perhaps complicated by, the fact that the nurses knew the children’s mothers well, indeed that 

the children were sometimes their own grandchildren, great-nephews or great-nieces. They 

must also have been regularly frustrated, especially when hungry babies--separated from their 

mothers and usually fed on inadequate pap--cried, and when toddlers who could not be 

watched all the time caused accidents or hurt themselves.  

The work of Caribbean nurses has been disregarded by historians who have seen it as 

a marginal occupation of little substantial economic or social value.38 In this, historians 

unintentionally echo the judgements of commentators during the slavery era. According to 

John Williamson, a doctor who lived for four years in St Thomas in the Vale, Jamaica and 

published a pro-slavery tract:  

                                                             
38 Richard Dunn, for instance, refers to this work as a ‘marginal occupation’, while Lucille 

Mathurin Mair considered ‘nurse’ to be a ‘euphemism for superannuated field workers’ rather 

than a skilled role. Richard S. Dunn, ‘Sugar Production and Slave Women in Jamaica’, in Ira 

Berlin and Philip D. Morgan (eds.), Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of Slave 

Life in the Americas (Charlottesville, 1993), 61; Mair, Historical Study, 205. 
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There are old women on most estates incapable of any kind of labour, yet persons of 

decent character, who would find occupation and recreation in taking upon them the 

care of negro children, while their mothers are at labour in the field.39 

Considering the numbers of children for whom women like Belinda, Bessy, or Mary Ann 

were responsible, one can only reflect that Williamson had spent little time with young 

children. Each woman cared for more than ten children, despite her poor health; far from 

being ‘occupation and recreation’ this work was both gruelling and essential. Without it the 

children’s mothers’ ‘labour in the field’ would have been severely disrupted, as Edward Long 

implicitly recognized. He noted that having a nursery ‘takes a great deal of trouble from the 

Mothers hands’ in a context of extreme overwork. When she came ‘home from laboring very 

hard in the field,’ the enslaved mother ‘finds enough to do in the very short time that is 

allowed her, before she is again called out’, and thus would appreciate the provision of nurses 

who kept ‘her Child … in safe hands, & prevented from rolling in the Ashes & Dirt’.40 David 

Collins made essentially the same point more directly, arguing that women who were allowed 

to ‘retire occasionally’ from fieldwork to breastfeed their babies took longer than necessary 

to do so, indeed ‘so long as to lose near the half of every day’.41 Long presented the provision 

of children’s nurses as an act of planter benevolence that ‘rejoices me and gladdens the 

Hearts of the grown Negroes’. Read carefully and in the light of Collins’s argument, though, 

his account reveals the system of nurses as one that exploited older women’s childcare work 

in order to facilitate the more intense exploitation of younger women in agriculture. 

                                                             
39 John Williamson, Medical and Miscellaneous Observations Relative to the West India 

Islands (Edinburgh, 1817), 209–210. 

40 Long, op cit. 

41 Collins, Practical Rules, 165. 
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Directing older children’s work 

 Alongside nurses, other women did another job relating to children: they worked as 

drivers or driveresses of small gangs or grass gangs, the units through which enslaved 

children aged roughly six to fourteen were inculcated into the work of slavery. Female 

drivers came to be seen as essential to the running of sugar estates earlier than did nurses. The 

first reference to them that I have found is in William Belgrove’s 1755 instructions on 

plantation management, modified from those earlier produced by Henry Drax. Belgrove, who 

did not discuss care of children too young to work, proposed that the ‘lesser negroes’ on a 

sugar estate should be placed into two gangs, ‘the least to be followed by some careful old 

Woman, who must use them with Gentleness’.42 The Beckford estate inventories also suggest 

that female drivers were seen as more crucial than were nurses, especially for larger estates. 

Eight had female drivers while only five had nurses. All seven estates with more than 150 

enslaved people had a female driver, as did one of the estates with fewer than 150 slaves.43 

On Island estate, female drivers were present routinely from 1794 and occasionally before 

then.44 In Barbados, one woman on the Codrington estate in 1783 directed the work of 38 

children in the ‘hog meat’ or grass gathering gang, while at Newton estate in 1796, Daisy 

directed the ‘3rd or little gang’.45 

                                                             
42 William Belgrove, A Treatise upon Husbandry or Planting. (Boston, Mass., 1755), 64–65. 

43 TNA C 107/143. 

44 Island inventories. 

45 Newman, A New World of Labor, 223–224. Samson Wood to John Lane, ‘Report on the 

Negroes, when born, Ages, Employments, Families, Sexes’, (nd, c. 1796), Newton Estate 

Papers, Senate House Library, University of London, MS 523/288. 
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Mesopotamia’s 1745 list of enslaved people’s labour allocations includes no female 

driver, but by 1762, Broney, an African-born woman aged 50, worked as ‘driver of the 

children’. In subsequent years Mesopotamia always had one and frequently two female 

drivers. Juno, Pegg, Sibby, Cooba, Augustine and Camilla all worked as field labourers 

before moving to the role of driver of the children, or ‘driveress’.46 These women supervised 

the work of substantial numbers of children. The ‘grass gang’ or ‘third gang’ comprised  

between 13 and 38 children, usually aged six to sixteen.47 

On Rozelle, the small gang already worked under a woman driver when the first list 

of enslaved people’s occupations was produced in 1770. Also sometimes called the ‘grass 

gang’, it was made up of between five and thirty children. They were usually aged between 

seven and sixteen, although occasionally children as young as four were allocated to this 

gang. The small gang was directed by five different individuals between 1770 and 1811: 

three women and two men. By far the longest serving was Phillis. In 1770, aged around 40, 

she was already described as a ‘driver’, with her name listed immediately before that of seven 

children designated ‘grass carriers’. In 1781 and 1782 she was a ‘fence cleaner’ and the grass 

gang was listed without a driver, but by 1785, aged 55 and healthy, she was ‘driver to the 

grass gang’. By 1786 Phillis was ‘weakly’ but maintained her previous role, though renamed 

‘driver of the small gang’. She continued to drive the small or grass gang until 1796, after 

                                                             
46 Juno was driver from 1763 until 1776; Pegg in 1781 and 1782; Sibby from 1782 to 1793; 

Cooba from 1790 to 1794; Augustine from 1804 to 1807 and 1817 to 1832, and Camilla from 

1793 until 1830.  

47 Mesopotamia inventories; Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations, 77. In the last years of slavery 

when the estate population was larger, children of these ages were divided into a third gang 

and a fourth gang, but for most of the period they formed a single ‘grass gang’. 
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which she was listed first with no job allocation and then from 1801 as ‘superannuated’. After 

Phillis’s retirement, the role of small gang driver became less stable. It first went to a man, 

Ajax, in 1797; was passed to a woman, Dolly, in 1798; and then returned to a man, Ned, from 

1801 to 1803. In 1810 and 1811 the small gang driver was first Phema and then Flora. Ned 

had previous driving experience. Before becoming small-gang driver he had been the estate’s 

head driver from 1785 to 1792, in his late thirties and early forties, and then a driver (but not 

head driver) for the rest of the 1790s, except for one year when listed as a mason. These 

divergent trajectories suggest that Rozelle’s managers wavered between considering the role 

of driving the small gang as an extension of women’s caring role and thus appropriate for a 

woman no longer strong enough to work in the field, or as a form of labour management, 

which would benefit from previous experience in directing labour. Ned and Ajax, however, 

seem to have been unusual; in most plantations, the work of ‘driving’ the gang of child 

workers was done by women.  Whether the small gang driver was a man or a woman, the 

effect was that the children’s parents, especially their mothers, could be forced to work 

without concern about what would happen to their children.  

As they do with the work of nurses, historians often pass over the labour of 

driveresses as insignificant, something done by women who could do nothing else. It is true 

that most, but not all, of the women who became drivers did so when they were no longer 

healthy enough to do the hard physical labour of the first and second gangs, and that when 

they were assigned a value it was less than that attributed to younger field women.48 On 

Mesopotamia, the women who became drivers generally did so at or soon after the point 

when they were no longer described as ‘able’ and instead were ‘infirm’ or ‘weakly’, but there 

were telling exceptions. Peg[g] had been an ‘invalid’ without any occupation since at least 

                                                             
48 Ryden, West Indian Slavery, 144. 
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1773, when she was in her early forties. She then drove the small gang between 1780 and 

1782, dying in 1784. The trajectory of her working life implies that the estate managers 

thought it essential to have a small gang driver.  

The work of managing the little gangs meant that children aged approximately six to 

fourteen were gathered together, supervised, and inculcated into the discipline of gang labour. 

The children’s work was economically significant. William Dickson described how children 

in Barbados were placed in ‘the little gang, which is employed in weeding, collecting grass, 

and other light work, till the individuals who compose it are able to take their station in the 

great gang, a transition which compleats the hardship and misery of a field negro.’49 Stewart, 

writing on Jamaica a generation later, concurred, noting that ‘the third, or what is called small 

gang, consists of the children from about six to twelve, attended by a female driver, and are 

employed in weeding the young plant-canes, and other easy work adapted to their strength.'50 

The tasks that Dickson and Stewart describe--weeding the growing canes and gathering 

fodder for the estate animals—were essential. Canes that were not effectively weeded would 

be overgrown and develop poorly, while the manure produced by these animals was critical 

to maintaining soil fertility in a context of monoculture.51 As well as its economic value, this 

                                                             
49 Dickson, Letters on Slavery, 12. 

50 John Stewart, A View of the Past and Present State of the Island of Jamaica; with Remarks 

on the Moral and Physical Condition of the Slaves, and on the Abolition of Slavery in the 
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Long, op cit; Collins, Practical Rules, 181; Roughley, Jamaica Planter’s Guide, 104–107. 

51 On the importance of weeding in intensive sugar agriculture see Jason W. Moore, 

‘Madeira, Sugar, and the Conquest of Nature in the “First” Sixteenth Century: Part I: From 

“Island of Timber” to Sugar Revolution, 1420–1506’, Review, xxxii (2009), 372; Jason W. 
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work acted to discipline children and train them in the intensity of sugar labour. David 

Collins suggested that the small gang was important because without it children ‘for want of 

other employment, would escape from their nurses, and employ themselves in mischief, such 

as in breaking canes, or pilfering from the absent negroes, or in setting fire to their house.’52 

They learned to work hard and to keep pace with a group of workers; they learned also that 

physical violence could result from failure in these tasks. As Thomas Roughley, writing in 

the 1820s, explained, the woman selected to drive the small gangs should be ‘experienced … 

in all manner of field work’ and ‘should be … armed with a pliant, serviceable twig. 

Although Roughley claimed that the purpose of the ‘twig’ was ‘more to create dread, than 

inflict chastisement’, the threat of violence was clear enough.53  

  

Precedents and innovations 

The plantation system of childcare, in which the work of looking after and supervising 

children was routinely separated from other work and formally allocated to a specific set of 

people, usually women, was a Caribbean innovation. It followed neither African nor 

European childcare patterns. It was a response to a new situation, part of the development of 

what Philip Curtin termed the ‘plantation complex’.54 
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52 Collins, Practical Rules, 181. 

53 Roughley, Jamaica Planter’s Guide, 106–7. 

54 Philip D. Curtin, The Rise and Fall of the Plantation Complex: Essays in Atlantic History 
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It is difficult to be sure of this claim, because so few historians have investigated the 

changing means by which children have been cared for in any society, and evidence about it 

is sparse. The topic is often overlooked within more general studies of women’s work or the 

history of childhood. Historians of African women emphasize the importance of the social 

and political role of mother, especially for elite women and particularly in matrilineal 

societies, but have access to few sources about everyday life that would reveal the gendered 

labour process of mothering or childcare in the period of the Atlantic slave trade.55 

Nevertheless, narratives by survivors of the middle passage provide some fragmentary 

evidence. They report close physical relationships between young children and their mothers. 

Venture Smith, born around 1729 in the hinterland of the Gold Coast, described how his 

                                                             
55 On the social and political role of mother in West  Africa see Lorelle Semley, ‘Public 

Motherhood in West Africa as Theory and Practice’, Gender & History, xxiv (2012). 
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Authority,” in Queens, Queen Mothers, Priestesses, and Power: Case Studies in African 
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mother temporarily left her husband, taking him and his two younger siblings with her. The 

four travelled for several days, with Smith, aged around five, walking at his mother’s side 

while she carried her middle child on her back and the youngest, ‘a sucking child, in her 

arms’.56 Olaudah Equiano, depicting childhood in 1740s Igboland, wrote that as a young 

child he was ‘almost constantly with’ his mother; indeed was ‘so fond’ of her that he ‘could 

not keep from her, or avoid touching her’ during those ‘certain times’ (presumably 

menstruation) when she was barred from being in others’ presence or touching food.57 

Slightly older children appear in these sources as working independently, as in Smith’s 

account of driving sheep to and from pasture at the age of six, or Equiano’s claim that 

children were ‘habituated to labour from our earliest years’.58 At other times, older children 

played together while parents worked away, sometimes under the general oversight of other 

adults but without direct supervision—a situation that could put them at risk of capture and 

sale into slavery. Ottobah Cugoano, born in the 1750s in the Fantee area of the Gold Coast, 

remembered that he and other children went regularly ‘into the woods to gather fruit and 

catch birds, and such amusements as pleased us’.59 Similarly, Equiano  reported that ‘when 

                                                             
56 Venture Smith, A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Venture, a Native of Africa: But 

Resident above Sixty Years in the United States of America. Related by Himself. (New 

London, 1798), 6. 

57 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus 
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the grown people in the neighbourhood were gone far in the fields to labour, the children 

assembled together in some of the neighbours premises to play’, despite fears of 

kidnapping.60 Both men described their enslavement by kidnappers while playing with other 

children.  

This evidence accords with the broader scholarly consensus that that in almost all 

African societies, women were the main agricultural and food-preparation workers, and in all 

of them women were the main carers for children. Everyday life was generally strongly 

segregated along gendered lines. In many societies, non-elite but successful men commonly 

had more than one wife, and women on marriage often joined a group of co-wives whose 

relationships with one another mixed hierarchy and cooperation. Enslaved women often also 

did both agricultural and reproductive labour.61 Building on these principles and on the 

evidence from middle passage survivors, we can speculate that younger children were cared 

for primarily by their mothers, though probably with the assistance of other women and girls, 

especially sisters and older daughters. Responsibility for older children’s safety and support 

appears to have been more broadly distributed. Thus, raising children in Atlantic African 

societies was not a dyadic process involving an individual mother and her daughters and 

sons. Rather, different elements of parental roles were frequently disaggregated and 

distributed among different individuals and groups over the course of a life-cycle, as the work 
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of anthropologist Esther Goody demonstrates for several twentieth-century African 

societies.62 There is no evidence that it bore much resemblance to the systems of coerced 

structured childcare that developed in the plantation zones.63 

In Europe, as in Africa, the work of caring for children, especially very young 

children, was done by women and took place within and around the household. Studies of 

Sweden and England show that women’s responsibility for caring for their children or 

ensuring that their children were cared for shaped the whole of their working lives. Women’s 

work focused especially on food processing and household textile production, and was 

understood to be always interruptible, both because women were frequently required to ‘help’ 

men with their tasks, and because they were interrupted to attend to children’s needs. 

Childcare, note Jane Whittle and Mark Hailwood, was ‘normally undertaken in parallel with 
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other activities.’64 As well as looking after children themselves, mothers drew on kinship to 

ensure their children were cared for while they did other work. They left children temporarily 

in the care of older girls or older women, particularly their own daughters and mothers; 

occasionally and in emergencies neighbours.  Sometimes families paid other women to look 

after their children, often combining it with other work of a live-in servant. Poor women 

without the resources of kin, money, or tradable goods sometimes left children unsupervised 

in order to work. Women’s childcare work was essential: the death of a mother of young 

children could be a catastrophe for her household. Widowed men quickly remarried in order 

to ensure continuity of care for their children; if they could not remarry they often found it 

impossible to keep their households together. While care for children and supervision of their 

work in European societies was distributed and often delegated, there is little evidence of 

structured, institutionalized childcare approaching the kind of system that became routine in 

the Caribbean plantation world.65  
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These systems, whether European or African, of informal shared care, interruptibility 

and combination of multiple tasks were not tenable under a system of gang labour. Sugar 

plantation gang labour required greater intensity of work than agriculture in either Europe or 

Africa.66 The distinctive system of nurses and driveresses emerged after an earlier phase in 

which women had to combine gang labour and childcare with no or minimal respite in the 

work pace, as in the system described by Ligon. The new Caribbean system involved the 

routine spatial separation of children from their mothers for the temporary period of the 

working day, institutionally organized by the people who managed the mothers’ agricultural 

work.  

I have not found direct evidence about how this system began. But it probably 

emerged through pressure from below as well as above, and was worked out through conflict 

and struggle on the plantations. In a context in which they were forced to work for twelve 

hours a day and where childcare was understood by everyone to be women’s responsibility, 

mothers needed someone to look after their young children. Women forced to act as they did 

in Ligon’s day would, no doubt, have preferred not to have to work so hard in the field. But 

in the absence of the possibility of release from field labour, they may well have welcomed 

and indeed sought out someone else who could temporarily look after their children.  

The emergence of British anti-slave-trade campaigns in the 1780s and their eventual 

success in 1807 added a further stimulus to the development of a system that had already 

begun to be implemented. Once it was clear that planters would not always be able to 

outsource the work of social and biological reproduction to women and their communities in 
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Africa, planters became more concerned about birth rates and infant mortality. Historians 

have documented how slaveholders in this context implemented new systems such as lying-in 

houses; rewards and less intense work or release from field work for women with large 

numbers of children; and greater monitoring of infant care practices including attempts to 

restrict breastfeeding to young children in order to reduce birth spacing. 67 The plantation 

childcare system prefigured such ‘pronatalist’ systems and meshed well with them. Its early 

development before the campaign for the abolition of the slave trade became influential, 

however, means that it cannot be explained primarily as a response to the threat that that 

campaign represented to slaveholders’ supply of captives. Plantation childcare measures were 

initially implemented in order to intensify the labour demands on women, rather than to 

preserve the lives of children. After all, if slaveholders had really wanted to protect babies 

and toddlers, they would have allocated many more people to the task of caring for them. 

By the 1830s, when slavery was abolished, women had come to think of the provision 

of childcare for their young children as part of the norms of their society. In August 1834, 

children under six became immediately free, while children aged six and over became 

‘apprentices’ who were required to work for their former owners for forty-five hours a 

week.68 In response, as part of a broader attack on former slaves’ living conditions, many 

                                                             
67 Paugh, The Politics of Reproduction, 40–54, 180–189; Turner, Contested Bodies; 

Morrissey, Slave Women in the New World, 125–30; Diana Paton, ‘Maternal Struggles and 

the Politics of Childlessness under Pronatalist Caribbean Slavery’, Slavery & Abolition, 

xxxviii (2017). 

68 For analysis of the apprenticeship system see Thomas C. Holt, The Problem of Freedom: 

Race, Labor, and Politics in Jamaica and Britain, 1832-1938 (Baltimore, 1992), 55–112; 



36 
 

planters prevented the nurses who had previously looked after young children from doing 

their work. Governor Sligo of Jamaica complained that in St. James’s parish ‘the nurses, old 

women fit for no other work, who used to watch the children in the field were withdrawn & 

the mothers thereby compelled to carry their children all day in the field.’69 Planters also tried 

to force women with six or more living children, who had during the last years of slavery not 

been required to work in sugar production, into the fields. Both younger women and the 

women who had been nurses responded with indignation and anger. For instance one woman, 

Christmas, complained to a magistrate that she was no longer permitted to work as a nurse 

and instead was forced to work in a jobbing gang; he initially ruled in her favour but was 

eventually overruled by the governor, who determined that while she could not be made to do 

heavy labour, her former owner could not legally be required to allow her to work caring for 

children.70 Protests by mothers against attacks on their own and nurses’ care for their children 

played an important role in creating broader conflict during apprenticeship, and ultimately in 

leading to the early end of the system, after four instead of the planned six years.71 
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Caribbean plantation childcare anticipated forms of childcare developed in Europe in 

the mid-nineteenth century, through institutions often understood to be the origins of modern 

childcare systems. Examples include the infant schools established by Robert Owens at New 

Lanark, Scotland, in 1816, and the French crèches initially established in the mid nineteenth 

century, which then were copied in Italy, Germany, Russia, and Britain. All these institutional 

responses facilitated women’s factory work, while some explicitly responded to concerns 

about infant mortality. Historians of childhood and childcare describe them as the point of 

origin of contemporary nurseries or, in US parlance, daycare.72 The Caribbean evidence, 

though, suggests an additional origin story. There is no clear line from the plantation system 

of childcare to contemporary nurseries or daycare centres; rather than a story of diffusion, 

this is one of independent development in a related context—convergent evolution, to use a 

biological metaphor. This is partly because, once slavery ended, the system did not persist but 

instead was replaced by a more informal system of household-based care and practices of 

delegated parenting, sometimes referred to as child shifting.73 Even so, the Caribbean system 

should be integrated into broader genealogies of the work of childcare: the fact that it did not 

directly influence the later European history does not make it less significant. Systems like it 

have been repeatedly invented in different historical settings in response to related conditions. 

The historical separation of household and productive work, whether under conditions of 

slavery or proletarian labour, has created the need for organized, institutional childcare.  
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Conclusion: regimes of social reproduction 

Recognising the novelty of the development of organized childcare labour under 

Caribbean plantation slavery could help us to develop a broader framework for understanding 

the history of caring labour and its relationship to changing regimes of social reproduction 

over time. Nancy Fraser has recently mapped the development of these regimes as part of her 

analysis of today’s problems of ‘time poverty’ and ‘family-work balance’. Fraser reasserts 

and develops the Marxist feminist claim that ‘every form of capitalist society harbours a 

deep-seated … contradiction’ in relation to the work of social reproduction. This 

contradiction is that ‘capitalism’s orientation to unlimited accumulation tends to destabilize 

the very processes of social reproduction’ which are essential for its existence, indeed, which 

are a ‘condition of possibility for sustained capital accumulation’.74 Expanding on this point, 

Fraser sketches three historically specific regimes of ‘social reproduction cum economic 

production’, which she associates with the ‘liberal, competitive capitalism of the late 

nineteenth century’; with Fordist ‘state-managed capitalism of the postwar era’; and with ‘the 

globalizing financialized capitalism’ of the present and recent past. For each historical 

situation, Fraser attends to the relationships between ‘core’ and ‘periphery’ and shows the 

tensions that developed between the needs of capital accumulation and of social reproduction. 

However, because her main purpose is to understand the present, Fraser’s historical vision is 

limited to the period since the late nineteenth century.  

Attention to the eighteenth-century Caribbean allows us to deepen Fraser’s analysis of 

changing crisis-prone regimes of social reproduction. Before her nineteenth century ‘liberal, 

competitive capitalism’ there was an earlier capitalist regime of social reproduction. In this 
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regime, intense exploitation of women and men’s labour in plantation zones provided capital 

for investment, raw materials, and important consumer products that fed, clothed, and 

stimulated the population of North-West Europe. It thus contributed to the development of 

early industrial capitalism there, which in turn led to changes in longstanding patterns of 

social reproduction in European societies.75 In the plantation zones, dependence on imports 

of captive Africans through the Atlantic Slave Trade--that is on the reproductive work of 

women in Africa in bringing up children who would be lost to that continent—meant that 

human needs for care in the Caribbean could be pushed beyond their limit. The result was a 

demographic crisis in the plantation zones. The development of organized childcare as a form 

of labour was a means by which those who relied for their income on violently forcing 

enslaved people to work attempted to resolve this crisis while continuing the intense 

exploitation of women’s plantation labour. It foreshadowed nineteenth and twentieth-century 

developments, in which a range of different pressures ensured that both men and women with 

young children needed to undertake work that is physically separated from those children, 

and thus led to the institutionalisation of childcare. 

One part of this regime of social reproduction was the development, on Caribbean 

plantations, of a structured system that moved infants and then children through a series of 

stages, towards increasingly productive labour. At each life stage, women cared for them and, 

and as they grew older, supervised their work. Plantation managers developed this system of 
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institutional childcare to more fully exploit the labour of women of child-bearing age, by 

relieving them of the hour-by-hour work of childcare. In a context of intense labour demands, 

the change was likely welcomed, perhaps even in some cases initiated, by enslaved women 

field workers. Like other factories that came to rely on the work of women of child-bearing 

age, the ‘factories in the fields’ of the Caribbean were characterized by the separation of the 

work of childcare from the work of production for profit. In this, as in so many other ways, 

they were ‘precociously modern’.  

 


