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Background information


Many working-class women worked in domestic service in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century.  Some regarded domestic service as a worthwhile career.  However, others came to prefer 
newer types of employment when they became available.  


A letter written by Mrs Peel commenting on the fact that it was difficult to find domestic 
servants in 1902.


The young girl of today prefers to become a school mistress, a post office clerk, a typist, a 
shop-girl or a worker in a factory.  They would do anything rather than become a domestic 
servant.


In this paper you will investigate changing attitudes to domestic service in the period c1870–c1914, 
and why women chose other types of employment, and show your understanding of the way 
historians work when they try to reconstruct the past.


 


Source A:  From Lark Rise to Candleford by Flora Thompson, published in 1945.  Here she 
is writing about domestic servants in the late nineteenth century.


The girls who ‘went into the kitchen’ began as scullery maids, washing pots and peeling 
vegetables.  After a year or two they became under-kitchen maids and worked their way 
up until they were second in charge after the cook.  


Some of the girls preferred working in the house rather than in the kitchen.  When they 
started work, domestic servants in big houses could earn seven pounds a year, which 
increased each time they were promoted.  A head housemaid might receive as much 
as thirty pounds.  A good cook could ask for fifty pounds and even get another five by 
threatening to leave.
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Source B:  Illustrations from an article about helping poor women in the east end of 
London, published in The Graphic, 16 January 1875.


 ‘Please, have you work for a poor little girl?’ A hard-working little housemaid


A girl before and after being rescued from poverty


Source C:  From the diary of Hannah Cullwick, a housemaid, January 1871.  


This month I shall be 38 and I shall have been in service for 30 years.  I have to do any job 
needing strength.  If one of the young ladies needs to go anywhere, I have to walk with 
them and carry their cloaks and parcels.  I clean the fire grates, get the coal and look after 
the fires.  I clean the saucepans and help clean the silver and do the washing up if I’m 
wanted.  I clean the lavatories, backyard, passage and stairs, the larder, pantry, kitchen and 
all downstairs cupboards.  After cleaning the house, I wash the walls and dust the pictures.  
I get all the meals for the other servants downstairs and do their washing up.  







4
N38102A


Source D:  From an article in The Cornhill Magazine, 1874.  It was written by Eliza L Linton, 
a novelist and one of the first female journalists.


There is now a rapidly increasing variety of new jobs for young women which were 
unknown in the past.  Women are now working in many different jobs.  These girls are 
employed as shop assistants, dressmakers, telegraph* operators, upholsterers and paper 
makers.  Countless thousands of other women work in the factories of the North.  All these 
women might have become domestic household servants.  


In these new jobs, the work lasts all day and is as hard as working in any big house.   
The rooms the women live in are worse than the kitchens and attics where cooks and 
housemaids are forced to live.  The real attraction of these new jobs to women is the 
freedom in the evening to go out anywhere and everywhere, with anyone they want to.


* telegraph – the telegraph was an early method of sending messages quickly over distance 
using a telegraph machine.


Source E:  A  photograph of women working in a London telephone exchange, January 
1910.  They are using a switchboard to connect telephone callers.
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Source F:  From British Economic and Social History by Ben Walsh, published in 1997.


A common job in the nineteenth century for younger, unmarried, working-class women 
was in domestic service.  The homes of the very rich usually had a large number of 
servants.  Less well-off middle-class households only had a ‘maid of all work’ who did all the 
housework.  It was an extremely hard life, and it is not surprising that many girls preferred 
factory work to domestic service.  The maid of all work had virtually no social life, because 
she was ‘on call’ at all hours of the day and evening.  Often her employers could hardly 
afford a servant, which meant that her wages and accommodation were usually very poor.  
Servants were often badly treated and even physically beaten.
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*N38102A0216*

Answer ALL questions.

Look carefully at the background information and Sources A to F in the Sources Booklet 
and then answer Questions 1 to 5 which follow. 

1 Study Source  A. 

What can you learn from Source A about life as a domestic servant in a big house?
(6)
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2 Study Source B.

What message are these illustrations trying to give about the effects of domestic 
service?  Explain your answer, using Source B.

(8)
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3 Study Sources A, B and C.

Does the evidence of Sources A, B and C support the view that being a domestic 
servant was a good job for a woman?  Explain your answer, using Sources A, B and C.
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*5 Study Source F and use your own knowledge of the work of the historian.

This source suggests that women chose to avoid working as a domestic servant 
because they wanted a better life.  

Explain the difficulties in finding evidence to support this and suggest other research 
the historian could do to check this claim about why many women no longer wanted 
to work as domestic servants in the years c1870–c1914.

(16)
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. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

(Total for Question 5 = 16 marks)

TOTAL FOR PAPER = 50 MARKS
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