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The Junta de Damas de Honor

y Mérito (Committee of Ladies
of Honour and Merit): Children’s
parchments in the Madrid
Foundling House (1802)

Dr Elena Serrano”’

Introduction

More resistant than paper, these little pieces of parchment (4 cm by
10 cm) were filled in and attached to babies’ waists as soon as they were
received in the Madrid Foundling House. They worked as children’s
identity cards — necessary as children drifted from hand to hand. As in
many other foundling houses, children only spent a few days in the wards
before they were sent to be wet nursed by women who lived in poverty in
the surrounding neighbourhoods.*> However, children were often
returned after only a few weeks and the affair of finding another wet-
nurse had to begin again. Wet-nurses needed to show the parchment and
the baby at the Foundling House to assure the baby’s identity, and to be
paid. If the child died, a doctor or a clergyman would write the date of
death on the parchment’s back, which then had to be returned to the
Foundling House. As can be seen in this source, the parchments of
deceased children were cut at the corners and in the centre to prevent
them being sold on the black-market.
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Source

Figure 5.1 Children’s parchment used to identify a baby in the Madrid
Foundling House, 1802. Image credit: Archivo Regional de la Comunidad
de Madrid. Fondo Diputacién, Inclusa.

Analysis

By the late eighteenth century, the Madrid Foundling House was receiving
around three to four babies a day, approximately a thousand babies a
year, which amounted to a quarter of the total number of children born
annually in Madrid. Mortality rates were terrifying even for
contemporaries: more than 90 per cent of children died during their first
month in the care of the House.** In 1799, a female society, the Junta de
Damas de Honor y Mérito (Committee of Ladies of Honour and Merit)
replaced the previous male committee and took full control of the House’s
management.* The Junta construed its practices as feminine and
enlightened. It touted its own management of the Foundling House as a
break from the previous old-fashioned, careless and masculine way of
running it. The Junta meticulously ordered the everyday life of the
Foundling House, mirroring the ideal ways of ruling domestic households.
It specified all the tasks of employees and the daily hygienic chores,
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checked the accounting books, ordered the archives and tightly controlled
the incomes and expenses of the House. It increased the hygienic medical
measures, doubled the medical personnel and controlled the health of
wet-nurses. It was especially careful in supervising how babies were
treated, issuing rules for the new nuns that the Junta contracted, and
involving the local priests to oversee the behaviour of external
wet-nurses.

Moreover, in order to correctly calculate mortality rates (the
proportion of children that died in relation to the total that were received),
and to be able to prove that the new measures were working, the Junta
developed a refined system of tracing the entrance and exits of children
and their identities.*> Children were carefully registered in the legend
books in which all of babies’ known data, including parents’ names, place
of birth and the circumstances of their finding were recorded. Babies were
also labelled with parchments (as seen in the source image) and placed
in numbered cradles during their time in the Foundling House.

The parchments could be considered as mobile elements in a
sophisticated system of ‘paper tools’ or ‘paper technologies’ that organised
the life in the Foundling House.“® Parchments functioned in a similar way
to library book labels, which linked books to catalogues, so that books
could be found, sorted and classified. Likewise, the parchments linked
babies with information held in the legend books. As can be seen in this
source, in addition to the name and the date the child entered the Foundling
House, there were two numbers in the corners. The one in the left corner
indicated the number of the legend book in which the baby was registered
and the one in the right corner noted the page. For instance, baby Remigio
Josef was inscribed in Book 170, which corresponded to year 1802, page
118. In this year, the Junta made a further step: it changed the old system
of registering the children that had been set up in the seventeenth century,
reunifying in one legend book all the information about the child that had
previously been scattered in two. In this way, it claimed, it would be easier
to calculate mortality rates weekly, monthly and annually.*” Moreover, the
Junta was able to quantify the most frequent causes of death and analyse
its distribution by age and sex.*® The female society also introduced new
categories for qualifying the condition in which children arrived and how
this might affect their chances of survival.

Eventually the new paper technologies allowed for the creation of
medical knowledge. The analysis of parchments, legend books and other
notebooks that classified deceased children by age, sex and place of
death, and mortality rates lists, demonstrate the ability of women to
produce knowledge in places beyond scientific venues.*
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Questions

1. How would you define ‘paper technologies’ and ‘paper tools’? Can you
think of any other eighteenth-century examples? You might consider
different fields such as natural history.

2. What role did these parchments play within the wider system of
identifying and tracing foundlings?

3. To what extent did paper technologies such as the one used in the
Madrid Foundling House enable the production of new knowledge?

4. How did the paper technologies employed in the Madrid Foundling
House relate to skills considered at the time necessary in the education
of high-class women, such as accounting and housekeeping?

5. The Foundling House was an institution run by women, whereas
many scientific academies of the day only permitted men. Might this
have had implications for the kinds of knowledge produced, shared,
and valued by these places? If so, how?

Further reading
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Letters of Sir Humphry Davy, vol. 2: 339. Written from Dunrobin Castle, the Scottish seat of the
Marquess of Stafford, Davy managed to namedrop a further two dukes and an earl with whom
they would be staying.
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42 Onwet-nursing see Sussman, Selling Mother’s Milk; Valerie Fildes, Wet Nursing.
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and Levene, Childcare, Health and Mortality at the London Foundling Hospital, 1741-1800. See
also Styles, ‘Objects of Emotion’.
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Serrano, ‘Chemistry in the city’, 2013; Bolufer Peruga, ‘Neither Male, Nor Female’; and Bolufer
Peruga, ‘Women in Patriotic Societies’.

45 Onnumbers as a measure of objectivity, see Porter, ‘Making Things Quantitative’, 1994.

46 A good revision of the historiography can be found in Jardine, ‘State of the Field’, 2017. See also
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On notebooks and note taking as paper-technologies, see Heesen, ‘The Notebook: A Paper-
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Much To Know. On paperwork, lists and other literary technologies, see Kafka, ‘Paperwork’,
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Caring’.

48 Hess and Mendelsohn, ‘Case and series’, 2010.
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