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How Bad Was It For Wet Nurses?


Mother’s Milk, Slave’s Tears
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I gave them milk,

But not from a place of joy,

From a place of loss,

Of longing.

My body ached for the child

Whose face I would never know,

While her lips kissed the life

I could never call my own.

I sang lullabies,

But they were not for her,

Her cries were not mine,

And still, my heart ached

For the child I never held

And the love I never gave.

Wet nursing refers to the practice where a woman breastfeeds another woman’s child, typically because the child’s biological mother is unable or unwilling to breastfeed. Wet nurses have historically been employed for a variety of reasons, and the practice has occurred in many societies around the world. Here’s a breakdown of wet nursing:
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Role of the Wet Nurse:

A wet nurse is a woman who breastfeeds and cares for another woman’s child. This can happen because the mother may not be able to produce enough milk, has a medical condition, or simply chooses not to breastfeed for various reasons such as social status, work, or health.

Historical Context:
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Wet nursing was common before the advent of infant formula and modern child-rearing practices. In many wealthy or noble families, especially in the past, women of higher social classes might prefer to employ a wet nurse to breastfeed their children, as they were often busy with their social duties and other responsibilities. In such cases, the wet nurse was often an impoverished woman, sometimes from a working-class or enslaved background, who would breastfeed children in exchange for payment or lodging.
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The Practice in the Context of Slavery:
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In the United States, particularly during the era of slavery, enslaved Black women were often forced into the role of wet nurses for white families. They would breastfeed the children of their white owners while their own children were often neglected or placed in difficult circumstances. This role was one of many labor demands placed upon enslaved women and was an example of the exploitation and dehumanization they endured.
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Infant Care:

[image: image]


Wet nurses not only breastfed the babies but often provided additional care, such as comforting and soothing the child. Wet nursing was seen as a way to ensure the child received proper nutrition and care when the biological mother could not fulfill these needs.
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Cultural and Class Implications:
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The practice of wet nursing has varied across cultures, but in many cases, it reflected the social structure, where wealthier families could afford to outsource child-rearing duties. In contrast, poor women, often those of lower socioeconomic status, were more likely to take on the role of wet nurses. In some societies, the act of breastfeeding was highly valued, and wet nurses had special social roles.

Today, with the availability of formula feeding and the changing norms around infant care, wet nursing is less common, though it still occurs in certain parts of the world or in more specific contexts. However, the practice of wet nursing, especially during historical periods like slavery, serves as a powerful reminder of the racial and social inequalities of the past.
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The Milk of Another
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I fed her,

Not my own,

A child whose face I will never call mine,

Whose cries echoed through the nursery,

But only to fall on a mother’s heart

That had been taken away.

I nursed her soft skin,

But my own child’s warmth—

Ripped from my arms,

Sent to another place,

My breasts full of sorrow,

Her tiny mouth, a hollow of need.

She drank as I wept,

Her hunger a reminder

Of the child I lost

And the life I never had.

The practice of wet nursing in the antebellum South was one of the many forms of exploitation and dehumanization suffered by enslaved women. These women were forced to care for the children of their white enslavers, often while their own children were taken away, neglected, or sold off to other plantations. The following is a detailed  story of an enslaved woman named Evelyn, whose life was shaped by the brutal realities of wet nursing.
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Evelyn’s Story: A Wet Nurse on a Southern Plantation
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Evelyn was born in 1820 on the large tobacco plantation owned by the Whitfield family in Virginia. Her mother, Harriet, had been born into slavery and had worked in the fields, but as Evelyn grew older, her mother began to care for the children of the Whitfield family. Harriet was often tasked with wet nursing the Whitfields’ infants, a role that was both physically demanding and emotionally painful. As Evelyn watched her mother, she knew that this was likely her future as well, though she did not fully understand the depth of the trauma it would bring.

When Evelyn was just fourteen, she was called to work in the Whitfield household. It was the spring of 1834, and Mrs. Margaret Whitfield had recently given birth to her third child, a boy named Thomas. Mrs. Whitfield had been struggling with her health after the birth and had not been able to breastfeed her infant. As was the custom among the wealthy, Evelyn—now a young woman with milk—was chosen to nurse the child.

Evelyn was summoned to the main house, where she was introduced to the infant. Margaret Whitfield sat in a high-backed chair, watching with a cold, distant gaze. “You will care for him now,” Margaret said flatly, her voice betraying no warmth or empathy. “I trust he’ll thrive under your care.”

Though Evelyn’s body was not accustomed to nursing another child, the overseer, Mr. Harris, insisted she begin immediately. The power dynamics in the house left Evelyn with little room to protest. Her own mother, Harriet, had raised the Whitfield children, and Evelyn was now expected to do the same, regardless of the emotional strain it would cause.

The First Days as a Wet Nurse

Evelyn’s first few days as Thomas’s wet nurse were a blur of exhaustion and confusion. She was forced to nurse him on demand, and the physical toll was immediate. Her breasts were sore, her body ached from the strain of repeatedly breastfeeding a child she did not know. But what hurt most was the emotional void she felt, caring for a child who was not her own.

Evelyn thought of her younger brother, Henry, who had been taken from her when he was just a baby and sold to another plantation. She hadn’t seen him since he was torn from her arms at the age of two. The thought of her own child being sold away, or worse, neglected, was too painful to bear. Her grief was compounded by the knowledge that she was now giving all of her care and attention to Thomas, the Whitfields’ son, while her own family was treated as property to be moved and controlled.

When Evelyn nursed Thomas, she did so mechanically, forcing herself to block out the sadness that welled up within her. She tried not to look at his innocent face, knowing that he had no control over the brutal system of slavery that had brought him into her life. But every time she saw his eyes, she was reminded of the ways in which her own motherhood had been stolen from her.

Separation from Her Own Children

A few months after she began nursing Thomas, Evelyn found out that she was pregnant with a child of her own. She had been with a fellow enslaved man, Samuel, who worked in the fields, and though their relationship was forbidden by the rules of the plantation, they had found solace in each other. Samuel’s love was one of the few things that kept Evelyn going through the pain of her daily life. But Evelyn’s joy at the thought of her own child quickly turned to dread.

Mrs. Whitfield made it clear that Evelyn’s pregnancy was a problem. “You will not nurse your own child,” Margaret said coldly when she found out about the pregnancy. “You will continue to nurse Thomas. Your baby will be cared for by someone else.”

Evelyn’s heart broke at this announcement. She was told that her baby would be given to another enslaved woman to nurse, and she would be expected to care for Thomas as if he were her own. Evelyn’s body had become a vessel, not only for the Whitfields’ child but also for their unyielding control over her.

As her pregnancy progressed, Evelyn’s duties grew more difficult. The physical demands of breastfeeding while pregnant drained her energy. She was constantly fatigued and often had to push through the exhaustion to fulfill her role. There were no breaks. There were no moments for self-care. She was simply a tool for the plantation’s needs.

The Emotional Strain of Wet Nursing

One day, Evelyn’s labor took a toll on her that she could not ignore. She had been up all night nursing Thomas, who had been fussy. Her body ached, and her mind was heavy with the burden of caring for a child who was not hers, while her own baby grew inside of her, ignored and neglected. She was sitting by the fireplace in the main house, holding Thomas in her arms, when she looked down at the child’s face. She thought of her own unborn child, a child she might never be allowed to care for.

In that moment, Evelyn’s mind flashed to her mother’s experiences. Harriet had been forced to nurse the Whitfield children and had never had the opportunity to raise her own. Evelyn knew that she was following the same path, that the cycle of forced motherhood would continue as long as she remained enslaved. Her own children, like her mother’s before her, would never experience the love and care of a mother. They would always be torn from her, either sold or neglected.

But what made Evelyn’s situation even more painful was the fact that, despite her role as a wet nurse, she was not even allowed to experience the most basic aspects of motherhood. She could not protect her
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