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Abstract: Where a grandmother was alive, she took a
very active part in the care of her grandchildren, from the very beginning of
their existence. There is considerable evidence for this thesis from Castilian
rural communities, rooted in longstanding modes of life and with family
structures that encouraged close interaction between the generations. Drawing
on mid-19th century parish registers from Pedro Bernardo (Ávila)
this case study analyses the ratio of grandparents who were alive or dead at
the baptism of their grandchildren. Data thus obtained show that most
grandchildren stood a chance to know their grandparents, with a predominance of
the maternal line and of women over men. These findings are consistent with
evidence on grandmothers being closely attached to their children’s children and of early symbolic
ties created through baptism and the choice of a grandparent’s name for the
newborn.


 


Keywords: Pedro Bernardo (Ávila), 19th century, paternal and maternal grandparents,
death in baptismal records, birth, postpartum care, first bonding, generations,
local endogamy, naming, godparenthood


 


Resumen: Donde vivía una abuela, tomaba parte
muy activa en el cuidado de sus nietos, desde el principio de su existencia.
Existen numerosas evidencias de esta tesis en las comunidades rurales
castellanas, arraigadas en modos de vida de larga tradición y con estructuras
familiares que favorecían una estrecha interacción entre las generaciones. Recurriendo
a los registros parroquiales de Pedro Bernardo (Ávila) de mediados del siglo xix, este estudio de caso analiza la
relación de abuelos que estaban vivos o muertos en el momento del bautismo de
sus nietos. Los datos así obtenidos muestran que la mayoría de los nietos
tuvieron la oportunidad de conocer a sus abuelos, con un predominio de la línea
materna y de las mujeres sobre los hombres. Estos resultados son consistentes
con la evidencia de que las abuelas estaban muy vinculadas con los hijos de sus
hijos y de los primeros lazos simbólicos creados a través del bautismo y la
elección del nombre de un abuelo para el recién nacido.
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Introduction


Did Spanish infants still have grandparents
at the moment of birth? How many had at least one, more than one, two, three,
all four, one maternal, one paternal, both maternal, both paternal ones, both
female ones? Did grandparents act as godparents, did they bequeath their
Christian names to the children of their children? And why should all this
matter? Could our knowledge concerning this aspect of past family life enhance
our understanding of an early modern rural community? How could it have
affected pregnancy, birth and earliest infancy? Could it add some insights into
roles of grandparents and of allomaternal care in general?


Church records from Pedro Bernardo in the
province of Ávila permit us to examine these questions with regard to a
Castilian mountain village and to present the results of a first case study
that comprises the years 1850 to 1861.


Readers will get some information on the
place and basic features of its social structure. Subsequently we will present
our sources and the information they provided concerning our questions: we will
lay out rates of living and defunct grandparents, maternal and paternal ones
and suggest some explanations for the disparities detected. Which factors, we
will ask, could come into play? Life expectancy, age of marriage, beginning and
ending of the reproductive years? Does legitimacy matter?


In a final step we will connect our new
insights with what we already know about Castilian grandparents’ functions
during the earliest stage of their grandchildren’s life. We will have to look
at care and protection as much as at culture and symbols, that is at the
creation of a community’s image and the affirmation and strengthening of ties
through ritual gestures at birth and symbolic acts like Christening.







1.
Studies on grandparents


Social anthropology has pointed to longevity
as an essential feature of human life stories as opposed to those of our
closest relatives among primates; longevity implies a high proportion of women
living well beyond their reproductive years. These women were important not
only in terms of emotional bonds but also for the handing down of knowledge through
proverbs, songs and tales. Grandmothers, as Sarah Blaffer Hrdy or Kirsten
Hawkes hold, might provide a key to a better understanding of how communities
gathered and administrated their resources. Where an elder woman can help her
daughter or daughter-in-law, mothers can have more children at shorter
intervals and those infants have a better chance of getting through the
bottleneck of childhood ―a period in which half of them were destined to an early demise[1].


Important work has also been done by
historians of culture and mentalities. Vincent Gourdon and Marie-France Morel
have examined changing roles and functions of French grandparents through the
centuries, thereby challenging the assumption that grandparents and
grandchildren in past centuries rarely shared time and experiences in the world[2]. Others have rightly pointed to the effects of the increase in life
expectancy will have on the relations between alternate ge-nerations. 


It is reckoned, that in 1750 the average
woman would die twelve years before the birth of her last grandchild,
whereas in 1970 she would live twenty-five years after the birth of her
last grandchild. With life expectancy extending into the nineties in the
twenty-first century, great grandparenthood will become a normal experience for
most women[3].


Ethnographic and anthropological work on
Spain has never been blind to the status and functions of elder generations[4]. Studies on court life and on aristocratic families and their
networks of power highlight the authority and influence of elder female kin,
patent in private letters, in diaries, but also in diplomatic correspondence of
past times or in the details of family life we can redistil from court records
or hagiography[5].
Historical demography has provided a huge bulk of data allowing for the
division of the population into age groups, for the assessment of female
fertility at different ages as well as the relation of age and life expectancy.
Surprisingly, however, whereas we are quite well informed about different age
groups, the relation between these age groups and generations does not
seem to have got the attention it deserves[6]. We know a lot about children in history by now, we are quite well
acquainted with the lives of the elder, but we know much less about their
shared lives and habitual interactions. As for Spain and Latin America of the
19th century, there are no studies published so far which aim at the
quantification of grandparents’ and grandchildren’s overlapping lifetime. In
what follows, we will endeavour a first raid into this new territory.







2.
Life in the Sierra in the mid-19th century


Perceived from a distance, Pedro Bernardo is
a white speck amidst the rocks, forests of pines, encinas and oaks, pastures
and swiftly descending mountain streams on the southern slopes of the Sierra de
Gredos; hunting and fishing were the first main human activities in this remote
mountain area, bucolic down by the river Tiétar that marks the frontier to the
province of Toledo, rough in the higher regions that ascend to more than 2000
meters above sea level.


In 1679, Pedro Bernardo was named a villa
with its own jurisdiction, thus emancipating from Mombeltrán[7], in 1850 Madoz describes it as an industrious town with quite an
ample spectrum of agricultural and protoindustrial activities: he lists the
cultivation of rye and some wheat, wine in big quantity, oil, flax, potatoes
and all kinds of vegetables (hortalizas), the breeding of sheep, cattle
and goats; five flour mills, four oil mills, a tahona (that is a mill
driven by draft animals, a production of common cloth, three good fulling mills
(tres buenos batanes), dyes of all colours (tintes de todos colores),
looms for linen (telares de lienzos), fabrication of wooden spoons and
spindles. Exportation of oil and wine, importation of wheat, barley, rye and
soap. In 1899, local historian Rufino Martín Romero deplores the decadence of
the local industry and the ensuing decrease in population. He warns that the
place might sink to the level of a wretched hamlet[8].


2.1. How did the generations live and work together in
this place by the middle of the 19th century?[9]


According to the survey carried out by
Pascual Madoz at the zenith of the century, at the time we are concerned with
there were 680 houses “of inferior construction”, 530 vecinos (heads of
household), 2114 souls[10]. Being
born in Pedro Bernardo entailed a strange combination of both belonging to the
community and to a social group with its own rules and horizons of living. The
community was divided into locals and foreigners, into lay-people and clergy,
profes-sional groups[11], age
groups and the female and male part of the population, with the respective
division of tasks and labour, and a clear separation of the roles played on
feasts and in everyday culture. Underneath the social field divided into women
and men, young and old, landowners and shepherds, priests and laymen, there was
the more permanent, underlying fabric of family networks, each of them perpetuated by
inheritance, extended through marriage and permanently conditioning the ways in
which the other transitory and individual identities were lived and
experienced.


There was a strong sense of local identity
and of living in a rough, isolated mountain area that demanded manifold
cooperation among the ones who wanted to survive in it. The people of Pedro
Bernardo worshipped the same Virgins, they sought out the same sanctuaries and
dedicated ex votos to the saints who saved them from accidents, from a stroke
of lightning, from the ravage caused by a mountain stream that burst its banks
in 1845[12], from
peril in childbirth or cured the diseases of their children. They all got
involved in the breeding of the cerdo de San Antón, a piglet donated to
the species’ patron saint which roamed freely through the town’s streets fed by
every house it got close to. The ways of the “holy pig” drew the map of the
community’s nutritional, social and religious space.


On the other hand, there was a sharp
dividing line between the “rich” and the “poor” (“pobre”, even “pobrísimo”
being a label frequently added to a death register by the priest), the ones who
would serve and the ones who would eat more and more comfortably. At one end of
the hierarchy, there were a few rich land-owning families, and the owners of
the mills and textile manufactures, closely related among them through
marriages of convenience.


This was a tiny minority. Their life
differed from the one led by small independent farmers and tenants (both
labelled labradores)[13] with
their mules and donkeys, who ploughed stony ground or cultivated wine,
chestnuts, beans, chickpeas and vegetables for personal consumption. They bred
some goats and sheep that grazed on the common land, a pig that was slaughtered
in November and furnished meat and ham for the winter.


In the priest’s registers, about half of the
male population is labelled as jornaleros (landless labourers,
farm-hands paid wages by the day on someone else’s land)[14], that is, they may have possessed a garden (huerto) or a
vineyard for their domestic needs; they took their livestock to the common
pastures, earned a minute salary and their daily dish for selling their
workforce to a landowner, working in the fields of an amo or looking
after his cattle.


Women ran their households, the well-to-do
ones with the help of ser-vants; poorer women participated in most agricultural
work; women of all strata and ages devoted much time to needlework, to
spinning, knitting, crochet and embroidering, also aimed at providing a
daughter with a trousseau or a newborn child with swaddles and clothes.


2.2. Marriage and grandparents, social and local endogamy


Most vecinos born in a Castilian town
remained there for all their lives; their residence might be interrupted by
seasonal work, by military service, the time an unmarried girl spent as a
servant in the capital, a mule driver was away from home transporting goods. Most
lives were conditioned by the way Casti-lians inherited and married. Upon death
property was divided among all the living daughters and sons (or nephews and
nieces…), there was the possibility, ho-wever, of granting special favours to
one of the heirs[15]. The
possessions a woman brought into marriage as a dowry remained under her name
and were passed on to her children through her will. Where estates were divided
at every generation, there was a lurking danger that at some point not enough
would be left to feed a family. Thus, marriages were above all contrived with
regard to the beneficial effects on the amount of land and cattle in the hands
of a newly formed economic unit. Consanguineous marriages were not rare, as
they counteracted the effects of the hereditary system. What had been parted
between say a sister and a brother, became reunited at the wedding of their
children or grandchildren, where a cousin gave her hand to a cousin[16].


Out of the 274 weddings contrived in Pedro
Bernardo between 1850-1859, 18 (6,47 %[17])
did so with a certificate of dispensation granted by the Church in cases of
consanguineous marriage, most of them were second or third cousins, in two
cases we have got first cousins though. Such unions
were not only formed among richer people, but across all professions[18].


This had effects on the elder generation: As
cousins do not share parents but do share grandparents, consanguineous marriage
may have altered relations between the generations of grandparents, parents and
children/ grandchildren. Cousins who married together and formed new households
were bound together by a shared attachment to the generation located above the
parental one. This is even more so as consanguineous marriage reduces the
number of ancestors, thus giving more weight and importance to the ones remaining.
Relatives living within the town limit and in neighbouring communities mostly,
we might therefore assume, remained united as much under their parents as their
parent’s parents’ authority. Parents are likely to watch over the interests of
their children first. Grandparents view family matters from the vantage point
of being one ge-neration ahead, they might adopt a wider view on family
interests; they overlook the whole bunch of grandchildren (some of them cousins
to each other) running about in the village. While teaching their
granddaughters to sew or to spin ―together with the elementary
rules of community life―, sitting at the doors of their dwellings on a long summer evening
or by the fireside in winter, they tried to work out which threads should be
interwoven in the complicated fabric of a family system, thus promoting the
town’s demographic future.


2.3. Households


Grandparents usually lived close to their
married sons or daughters and intermingled in their lives. Many a story is told
in the region about the elder interfering in the married lives of their
children, intriguing against their children-in-law, defending the interests of
the wife to the detriment of the husband or vice versa. They also protected
their children: when things got rough in married life, a discontented spouse
could seek (temporary) shelter at her or his parents’ home.


But households including a grandmother or a
grandfather were rare. El casado casa quiere (the married man desires a
house), goes the saying about the dwelling of Castilian newly wedded couples.
They want to move out of their parents’ house into their own one. Neolocality
was the mode of living deemed appropriate for married people. There is hardly
any house that deserves to be given that name, the local historian Rufino
Martín Romero stated. He remarks an excessive number of very small houses,
divided and subdivided (divididas y subdivididas)[19] by successive generations.


What happened to the parents of couples who
were now founding their own family? What happened to people who neither got
married nor joined the clergy? Both in the Catastro de Ensenada
(1750-1754)[20] and in
accounts of the 20th (even 21st century) we find a good
number of elder people living alone or in the company of one to three unmarried
children ―just like Bernarda Alba in Fe-derico García Lorca’s play. The ones
who cared for the elder could hope for an extra share of their inheritance[21]. Where there was no such spinster or bachelor who cared for an old
mother or an old father, siblings took it in turns to look after them; the old
ones were “handed” around and had to accommodate to another household every two
or three months.


However, as long as they could look after
themselves, people of rural Castile wanted to remain the masters of their homes[22]. There was a strong belief that children (and children-in-law) who
became owners of their parents’ home and estate before these parents had died
could no longer be fully trusted. They could change their attitude towards them
from caring to cruel. When visiting the region in the 1990s, we listened to
people stating the risks of an untimely take-over by the younger generation
confirmed by a notarial act. Popular reading stuff ―broadsheets
composed in the old form of the romance de ciego and still sold in the
area by the middle of the 20th century― time and
again warned: Do not bequeath your belongings to your children before the hour
of your death! Beware of the wickedness of your son’s wife, she will exert evil
influence on him with regard to this matter! Interestingly, in such stories it
is the grandchildren who stick up for their old grandmothers or grandfathers.


Those who remain owners and masters of their
homes, such stories imply, will cherish the care of their offspring. It was and
is very common that one child or grandchild (or grandniece or grandnephew) is
singled out for this task. They did not marry and either stayed with their
parents or moved in later to live with an elder family member. In reward for
their help, they could get a privileged status among the heirs. This happened
when the testator included a manda, a clause that stated that one child
or other relative should become the sole owner of her or his house[23].


Summing up: households rarely comprised more
than two generations li-ving together. However, many inhabitants were closely
related by blood and ma-rriage, so that the town’s human map was made up of
some dozens of family networks with members living in houses dispersed over the
town’s geography. Adult siblings often were neighbours or lived very close to
one another, as did parents and children, grandchildren and grandparents.
Children running out of their tight dwellings and into the tiny house of an
aunt or a grandmother ―where they were cleaned and fed when necessary― traced and affirmed the networks of dependence, loyalty and mutual
support. The upbringing of children and grandchildren was a shared duty[24]. Ties created through care and affection were an investment in
possibilities of future ownership and the degree of prosperity that could be
aspired to. Grandchildren must have been much involved in this game, acting in
favour of their parents in some cases, in their own in others. For even where
relations of parents and children were tense, this may not have applied to
grandchildren[25].


Where marriages among cousins were
encouraged, the dividing line between maternal and paternal kin dissolved and
the number of ancestors dropped. Siblings marrying their children together
became consuegros ―a term habitually used in Spain― and ties
of “blood” got strengthened by ties of marriage.







3.
Baptismal registers with grandparents alive or deceased


Baptismal records were first and foremost
introduced to keep a written record of sacramental acts in a parish. In the
course of Early Modern times, these records got richer in information and
furnished facts beyond the date of baptism, the name of the baptized, his
father, the godparents and the priest who directed the act. They also became
concerned with such facts as the hour of birth or the origin and residence of
parents and grandparents[26].


As for Pedro Bernardo and the years 1850 to
1861, Toribio del Barrio, parish priest of the community, showed special
diligence in the keeping of his registers: not only did he clearly distinguish
maternal grandparents from paternal ones; he also put down whether each of the
four (or sometimes only two, for instance if one of the parents had been
adopted as a foundling) was alive or dead. In addition, he informed about the
grandparents’ places of birth and whether they presently resided in Pedro
Bernardo. This certainly makes work much easier for historians who are
interested in this aspect of social life[27].


Thanks to the bookkeeping priest’s efforts,
we can determine both the proportion of grandparents alive when the children of
their children were born, and, moreover, the rate of grandparents who acted as
godparents and maybe even passed on their names to their grandchildren. Data
thus collected can be combined with other data extracted from the community’s
parish registers, such as ages of marriage and remarriage, birth intervals, the
number of children per couple and life expectancy.


Interestingly, further information on the
town’s family networks can be gathered from the records of the Madrid foundling
home (inclusa)[28]. They
show that in the middle of the 19th century, more and more married
women from Pedro Bernardo added to their family income by breastfeeding a child
abandoned at the institution and then transferred to the care of a foster
mother in the mountain community.
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Picture 1. “Difuntos” in baptismal registers of Pedro Bernardo

[Archivo Diocesano de Ávila,
Parroquia de Pedro Bernardo: Libro de bautizados, años: 1845-1863, No. 12, p.
160, entry 93 of 1851 (María de la Cruz)]


3.1. Information on grandparents in Toribio del Barrio’s
baptismal records


Between 1850 and 1861 Toribio del Barrio
baptized 1359 infants, 686 girls and 673 boys, a vast majority in the first
four days after birth.


These children were the offspring of 5436
grandparents, which can be classified as follows[29]:


Known/ unknown: 31 grandparents (0,57 % out of the total number) were recorded as
unknown (desconocidos); thus, the parish priest could not ascertain
their names, origins and whereabouts. Consequently, he was in no position to
tell whether they still dwelled among the living. This is due to the fact that
their children were of illegitimate birth and/ or left in the care of others,
when abandoned in some public place or put into the torno (wheel) of a
foundling home. Interestingly, the number of paternal grandparents which the
parish books are unable to reveal outnumber maternal ones. 14 paternal
grandfathers, 11 paternal grandmothers stand against three maternal
grandfathers and grandmothers each. Seven entries were discarded from our
analysis because the handwriting could not be deciphered.





Graph 1. Unknown parents and grandparents of Pedro
Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]


Alive/ dead: 2564 abuelas and abuelos are put down as
deceased (difuntos); we will count the remaining ones as alive[30], thus obtaining a number of 2841. Cast in percentages, 52 % of all
grandparents were alive at their grandchildren’s baptism.


If we look at the number of grandparents per
child figures are as follows: 87 % of the children did have at least one
grandparent at the moment of their birth and baptism, 17 % of the
children had all four grandparents left, 20 % had three living grandparents, 32
% two and 18 % one living grandparent. In only 13 % of
the cases all grandparents were deceased or unknown. 





Graph 2. Living and deceased grandparents of
children in Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]


Maternal/ paternal: 861 (63 %) of the maternal grandmothers were alive and 701 (52 %)
of maternal grandfathers. As for the paternal side, there are 718 (53 %)
grandmothers alive and 561 (41 %) living paternal grandfathers. At one end of
the spectrum is the maternal grandmother, on the other the paternal grandfather;
both groups are separated by a gap of more than 20 %. By contrast, there is a
much smaller difference between the paternal grandmothers and the maternal
grandfathers, with the first slightly outnumbering the second. A vast majority
of all children shared some lifetime with their mother’s mothers and more than
half of them with the maternal grandfather or the paternal grandmother. The
number of infants who made some acquaintance with their father’s fathers is
certainly not neglectable, but it does not ascend to 50 %.





Graph 3. Living and deceased grandparents of
children in Pedro Bernardo in percent

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]





Graph 4. Absolute numbers of living and deceased
grandmothers of Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]





Graph 5. Absolute
numbers of living and deceased grandfathers of Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]


Female/ male:
Looking at grandmothers and grandfathers separately, we observe that 80 % of
the children did have at least one grandmother whilst only 68 % had at least
one grandfather. 37 % of the children did have two living grandmothers and 43 %
did have one ―either a maternal or a paternal one. In comparison, 24 % did have
two living grandfathers and 44 % one living grandfather. Clearly, there
were far more children with the possibility of remembering one or even two
grandmothers than there were on the side of the grandfathers. When it came to
the possibility to be remembered by their grandchildren, grandmothers were in a
better position. 





Graph 6. Living
grandmothers of children in Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]





Graph 7. Living grandfathers of children in Pedro
Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]


We have got three main results. First,
living grandparents outnumber defunct ones. Second, the maternal side saw more
grandchildren being born and baptized. Third, grandmothers could play a more
prominent role in their offspring’s lives than grandfathers.


Three factors provide a good explanation for
these data: Life expectancy, marriage age, and the difference of marriage age
between women and men.


3.2. Life expectancy


As for life expectancy, historians have
pointed out that we must not confuse life expectancy of newborns with the one
of adults. Those who survived the dangers of earliest infancy could hope for a
lifetime that reached beyond their reproductive years[31]. The Pedro Bernardo registers of deceased adults record 506 deaths
which occurred between 1850 and 1861. The average age at death for these
inhabitants was 48,59 years, but 61,50 years for people over 40 years old 341
(or 67 %) people of this group reached the age of 40; 281 people or 56 % could
celebrate their 50th birthday and 201 people or 40 % reached the age
of 60. 8 men and 12 women got beyond the age of 80 or even older, that is 4 %
of all the cases taken into account. On the other hand, 44 people died before
they turned 20 years old. 99 women and 63 men were widowed at their time of
death implying that slightly more women survived their husbands than the other
way round.





Graph 8. Average
age at death of people of Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from registers of deceased adults (Author’s own work)]


3.3. Marriage age


On average, women married at the age of 22,9
and men at the age of 25,4 years. A vast majority of all children were born by
married women. The age of newlyweds was somewhat lower than in Northern Europe,
but higher than in other regions of the world during the same period. However,
it grants a chance of grandparenthood to women who get close to the fifth
decade of life and to men who get into the first half of their fifties.


As we have seen, inhabitants recorded among
the difuntos adultos ―that is the ones who died after their eighth birthday― died at the age of 48,59 years on average. It can therefore be
deduced from this that there was a relatively good chance that the parents'
lives overlapped with their children's reproductive years.


The difference in the marriage age of women
and men accounts for the maternal bias in our findings. Where bridegrooms are
on average two years older than their brides, this difference doubles in the
next generation, so that we have got a paternal grandfather four years older
than a maternal grandmother. Consequently, a considerable number of maternal
grandmothers are likely to see their grandchildren being born. As for maternal
grandfathers and paternal grandmothers, the difference of age produced by one
generation is outbalanced by the next one. Thus, both groups show a similar
rate of living and deceased persons.


3.4. The proximity of grandparents


The impact of grandparents depends on how
close they live to their children, in times when roads were bad and journeys
long and burdensome, even more so.


Of the 2608 grandparents in question, more
than 90 % were born in Pedro Bernardo and most of the ones who were still alive
resided there.





Graph 9. Grandparents native from Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]





Graph 10. Grandparents living in Pedro Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]





Graph 11. Children with grandparents living in Pedro
Bernardo

[Source: data from baptismal
registers (Author’s own work)]


Our sample is very much in accordance with
what anthropologists have had to say about the ethnocentrism of Castilian towns
where the average inhabitant would be married and buried in the parish he was
born into, where marriages among locals were the preferred ones, where
newlyweds moved to their own living space but remained close to their
ancestors.







4.
Grandparents and birth


Why should it matter that grandparents are
alive at birth? To fully assess the question, we have to ask how birth was
attended and what roles were assigned to the generation declining at the
arrival of a new one. A personal note from present days can provide a starting
point: Some years ago, a Spanish colleague’s wife gave birth to her first child
in Vienna. The soon-to-be grandmother who resided in a Castilian town could not
be present at the event but was quickly informed. She very much insisted on the
phone that nobody should see the child before she arrived and made her first
acquaintance with the infant. Even where doctors and nurses cared for the
mother, where siblings would have been looked after by some institution, where
no washing and cooking had to be necessarily done, where becoming a member of a
religion through ritual was not considered an affair of primary concern, a
Spanish grandmother insisted on her symbolic rights, on her desire to be the
first one to bond with the baby, on her wish to express and manifest through
proximity and gestures of endearment a relation of kinship considered a privileged
one.


Now imagine a community where birth was not
an affair where doctors were required, where living space was shared by
siblings, servants (and domestic animals), where meat and bacon came from the
pig raised in a pigsty close to the house, chickpeas, beans and potatoes from
the villager’s own huertos (vegetable gardens); where, on the other
hand, grandmothers did not have to take a plane to support their daughters or
daughters in law during their labour, but lived at some yards distance down the
street.


What distinguished birth in a provincial
town from birth in a modern hospital? And what was the role of elder relatives
in such a setting? There are four main features: first, female care and
a domestic setting, second, higher mortality of mothers and infants, third,
breastfeeding, fourth, higher numbers of siblings and the ensuing importance of
birth rank. We will briefly examine these points.


4.1. Female care and a domestic setting


Birth (as such) was mostly run by women[32], from the moment of conception until churching, with the most
experienced of them in charge of the “roughest part”[33]. This was the midwife[34],
to be sure, but we are reluctant to assign her absolute command and to draw too
sharp a line between her and other women present, usually the parturient
woman’s closest kin. The midwife (comadre) probably had had some
official training and held a diploma. She enjoyed an official status and was
most likely employed and paid by the richer people. The parish priest trusted
her, when it came to the correct exercise of religious functions. But in addition
to this official birth assistant, there was a number of other women (parteras),
entitled only by skill, by experience, by what they had seen and learned from a
mother who worked in the same craft. They often requested nothing more than
some agricultural produce, and were satisfied with receiving goods from the
woman’s farm in return for their services. Such a partera moved on a
ground of shared knowledge, gathered and communicated by all women who were
involved in childbirth in one way or another. And which woman was not? Just
imagine a mother who bore nine or ten infants and lived enough to attend a
dozen of births with her daughters or daughters-in-law as protagonists. She
could consequently show off some twenty or more birth stories in her
curriculum, she had witnessed miscarriages, births of stillborn babies, maybe
abortions; she was very likely to share the memory of children and
grandchildren buried at a very early age. Such a woman was in a good condition
to give a helping hand even where an official midwife ran the show[35].


Where grandparents were alive, fit and lived
in harmony with their children, they probably got involved in all the logistics
of birth: fetching the midwife, heating the room, providing sheets, boiling
water, getting ready all that was needed to cut the umbilical cord, to attend
to the afterbirth, and to the newborn as well as to the exhausted mother and,
where necessary, elder siblings.


4.1.1. Symbolic acts with permanent effects on the child’s
life story


Parturition was all prayers, holy words,
rosaries, religious images. We have shown in another study, that all this had
the deepest psychological effect, especially during birth, when a woman’s body
and mind, carried away and “ruled” by pain and contractions as much as flooded
by hormones that dealt with it, had to open up in order to release another
human being (or even more than one) into the world[36].


Birth leaves deep marks in the memories of
all present. In a community so much based on kin and family, this was a moment,
at which first social ties were established and the memory of them engraved
into bodies and minds. Therefore, it mattered very much who put a religious
image or a rosary on the parturient woman’s womb, who first held the baby, who
cut the umbilical cord, who put the child to the mother’s breast, who prepared
some chicken broth for the mother[37].


Birth was the starting point of a close
relationship between grandparents and grandchildren, a relation that involved
the teaching of household and farming skills, rules of social interaction
embedded in stories and proverbs, the foundations of Catholic faith, through
prayers, images and the introduction into the big moments of the religious
calendar. From the very beginning of a child’s existence, the ones who looked
after it, fuelled the social ties that were deemed most beneficial for the
child and for its closest kin[38].


Does the maternal grandmother ―as some anthropologists and sociobio-logists suggest[39]― habitually occupy the central place on the family photo? Was the
maternal side more important than the paternal one? There is considerable
evidence from traditional Spain to support this view[40]. At this point of our research, we can offer few data with regard
to the question; except for this important one, stated above and confirmed by
figures: on the average, maternal grandmothers shared more lifetime with
grandchildren than did the paternal one. They simply had more time to prevail
over the paternal one.


4.2. Birth and death


4.2.1. Infant mortality and emergency baptism


According to Catholic dogma, an infant who
died without being baptized could not attain salvation. Parents and relatives
were deeply concerned with the issue, everybody present bore emergency baptism
in mind at every moment, the whole scenario was overshadowed by this
preoccupation. As a considerable number of babies were stillborn or died a very
short time after delivery, the possibility of such a turn of events had to be
taken into account at every birth, together with the duty to give the local
religious authority, that is the parish priest, a truthful report about when
and how and by whom the sacrament was administered, or, conversely, why the
opportunity of a speedy baptism had been squandered, and what could have been
done not to let it go by. C-sections on a dead mother were very much encouraged
by the clergy; they were carried out for the sake of baptism, to open the gates
of heaven for creatures who stood very little chance to survive. Thus, when in
August 1860 either the town surgeon of Pedro Bernardo or the midwife opened the
womb of one María Sánchez de Eugenia to extract and baptize two foetuses, the
initiative was driven by religious preoccupations and carefully put down by the
priest in his register[41].


We have got no testimonies of baptizing
grandparents; what we know, however, from other sources is that in Early Modern
Spain they supervised emergency baptism and regularly bore witness to church
authorities[42].


Most of the children baptized with the
so-called agua de socorro died a short time later. Birth and death were
close companions and the bells tolling for a defunct infant were a most
familiar sound in a Spanish parish of the time[43]. An infant was immediately taken to its last resting place, the
ritual being sparse in decoration ―among the poor it was not
habitual to put flowers on the wooden box the child was laid into―, but profound in what was said through the few objects involved,
such as the best dress (“su mejor trajecito” as a woman we talked to put it) of
the infant, a dress that had been knitted or woven by its mother, elder sister,
aunt or grandmother.


Hard as it is to imagine for most Western
people today, the experience (maybe joy) of birth frequently was the
preliminary of mourning and the preparation of a funeral. Family members were
bound together not only by memories of ancestors. On the contrary, they also shared
memories of very little ones to be taken to their last resting place. Thus, we
can imagine a grandmother involved in the sad preparation of a burial, a burial
that took place on the very day of death or the day after at the latest. Who
else then but her own parents would have comforted a mother or a father after
the loss of a baby, even more so, as the elders had very likely gone through
the same ordeal once, twice or even more times in their reproductive years?


4.2.2. Maternal death and adoption


Mothers were at much lesser risk at birth
than their babies. As for the years 1850 to 1861, we have found four cases of
mothers who died during birth or in the first days after birth according to the
parish priest’s registers. Numbers of women who succumbed to difficulties
during pregnancy, to the effects of miscarriages or whose life was shortened by
the combined consequences of diseases, hardships and numerous births, might
certainly be much higher. Next to fathers, either the grandparents, aunts,
uncles or elder siblings were deemed the most appropriate persons to look after
surviving children.


4.3. Breastfeeding


Pedro Bernardo had a reputation for good and
abundant milk. Babies were habitually breastfed by their own mothers for quite
a long period, usually for more than a year and up to a year and a half.


There are two indications which allow to
state this for our time and specific place: first, the spacing of births,
second, certificates issued to wetnurses with indications about how long they
breastfed their own children.


As for birth intervals, we can observe quite
a regular pattern with a spectrum of intervals ranging from a year and a half
to three years and numerous cases with quite regular spacing of some two to two
and a half years. Did the presence of grandparents, who helped out on the farm
and in the household, encourage longer lactations? This seems very likely. One
might also argue, however, that a grandmother could feed and attend babies that
were already weaned, thus enabling the mother to have more children at shorter
intervals with less strain. The question cannot be solved without taking into
account the specific reproductive story of a family, together with the specific
social conditions and conditioning factors of a moment. What we can state is
that most likely grandparents got involved no matter which of the two choices
prevailed in a family.


The second reference to the duration of
breastfeeding comes from documents which promoted the commercialization of
maternal milk that female residents were able to provide. These documents were
drawn up and signed by the town’s mayor and the priest, stating ―in a rather formulaic style― that one prospective foster
mother had just lost her own baby or weaned a baby that was some 14 to 18
months old, that she was married, of good and Christian customs and had good
and abundant milk[44]. Why
did women require such breastfeeding certificates? By the middle of the 19th
century, more and more female villagers from Pedro Bernardo appear on the
monthly payroll of the Madrid foundling home (inclusa). Dozens of babies
were carried from the institution to Pedro Bernardo every year, to be cared for
in the home of a married couple and breastfed by a wife whose own baby had
either died or been weaned from its mother’s breasts[45]. In return, she received a monthly payment from the Madrid
foundling home. Wet-nursing became an important source of income for poorer
households.


Grandparents might have played a crucial
role in the business, as they could look after the wet-nursing woman’s own
children and provide the support necessary to run a household where one more
mouth had to be fed.


The care for foundlings fits into the
lifestyle of a town and region where a good number of women attended nurselings
simultaneously and breastfeeding could be seen as a favour and a service to be
granted to others in the ceaseless succession of calculated gifts and favours
that were exchanged among family members and town people. Stories of aunts
nursing their nieces or nephews in past times are told in every family of the
region; probably there were also cases of young grandmothers who assisted or
substituted their own daughters in the task. This was no trifling matter. When
a biological mother could produce no milk of her own this could turn into a
question of life and death, female relatives who stepped in could count on
long-lasting gratitude and certainly established a close relation with the
child they fed.


The Catastro of Ensenada counts more than
1200 beehives within the boundaries of Pedro Bernardo[46]. It was a place flowing with milk and honey, where some babies had
a better chance of surviving than in the Capital City.


4.4. Birth rank, gender, social status


There remain some tricky issues to be
mentioned: birth rank, gender and social status. Did the first in line receive
more and better care than the seventh, eighth, ninth…? Did an only child get
special favours from its mother, aunt or grandmother? Was an only daughter
assigned a status similar to an only son? Did the ones who were born after the
death of one or more siblings receive special care and protection? All this
cannot be treated here in any satisfactory way. Suffice it to say: children
were very much perceived not only in terms of gender, but also in terms of
their birth rank[47].


Care and the need of assisting grandparents
(and other family members) varied from the first to the last child in a family.
The unexperienced primipara probably asked for more help and advice than
a woman who was with her seventh or eighth child. Conversely, a grandmother
aged 46 on the average, when her first grandchild was born, could muster more
energy at the event than an elder one. On the other hand, the younger one might
still have had to look after her own children. It takes a village to raise a child;
this very much applies to a Castilian village… We should bear in mind that
children, put to work at a very young age, took part in the distribution of
work within the village[48].


By and large, we can discern three patterns
much followed in traditional Castilian families: First: orphans (or maternal
orphans) were adopted by relatives after their parent’s (their mother’s)
demise. Relatives were ready to raise a younger child in their household, so that
while the oldest sibling remained with her parents, the second one ate and
slept and played under her granny’s roof[49]. Third: Involuntary childlessness was balanced out by a
redistribution of offspring. An older woman from the zone belonging to the
place’s “middle-class”, recalling her life-story, told us that she was born the
youngest of eight sisters and brothers and raised in the house of her aunt who
had no children of her own.


In all this, we should take into account
social differences, migration, seasonal migration with the absence of those
husbands, who crossed the mountains in summer to gain money at the
wheat-harvest on the Castilian meseta. We should consider the girls who
had enrolled as factory workers or housemaids in Toledo, Talavera or Madrid. We
should look into the birth stories of non-sedentary and therefore temporary
inhabitants of the town, into ways of hushing up secret pregnancy and birth and
the fate of babies abandoned at the doors of the parish church or some other
public place. We should examine the registers of the Casa de Maternidad of the
capital, the place where women from Madrid and from the provinces of Castile
could give birth anonymously and then leave the baby at the care of the
foundling home. It is very likely that the expecting women’s mothers were taken
into confidence in such circumstances and helped out in the discreet
proceedings aimed at guarding the family honour. We should also ask to what degree
the demand for labour (within the community but also through opportunities
elsewhere) and the demographic evolution at the middle of the 19th
century conditioned birth and the unfolding of family care around it. But as we
cannot aspire at a wholesale microhistory here, all this will have to be
discussed in a longer study.







5.
Symbolic ties through christening: godparents and names


5.1. Grandparents as godparents


Baptism made an infant part of the community
of Catholics, a community represented by the parish and the women and men who
belonged to it. People were anxious to get the baby baptised as soon as
possible; therefore this first exploration of the outside world took place
within the first days of the new-born’s life. It was the grandmothers’ habitual
task to accompany the father to the baptismal font, while the mother was still
confined to bed.


Christening implied two symbolic acts with
longstanding effects: the choice of the godparents and the choice of a name[50]. Historical research has confirmed and analysed what we already
knew from folktales and movies: godparenthood was paramount for the
construction of imagined communities. A godmother or a godfather was admonished
by the priest to care for and watch over a child’s religious education. They
were also expected to take over in case of the parents’ demise. Aunts and
uncles were the most likely candidates for this task, next or equal to
grandparents.


Where relatives acted as godparents the
priest explicitly stated the degree of relatedness in his registers.





Picture 2. Godparents in baptismal registers of Pedro Bernardo

[Archivo Diocesano de Ávila,
Parroquia de Pedro Bernardo: Libro de bautizados, años: 1845-1863, No. 12, page
164, entry 113 of 1851 (Gregorio de Lorenzo Diaz Blanco)]


Supposing that he did not omit to do this in
many cases and for lack of another unequivocal indication, we have only considered
registers of the kind quoted above[51].
Thus, for the period under consideration, we get these figures:


A sponsor from the family circle was chosen
for 389 out of 1359 baptized children, 210 (15 %) got a godfather who was the
paternal grandfather. 175 

(13 %), by contrast, were linked by spiritual kinship to the maternal
grandfather and two to the maternal grandmother. No paternal grandmother was
chosen as godmother.


The paternal side got preference, it is
true, but the maternal one was by no means neglected. To assess the importance
of the difference we’ll have to wait for a bigger sample. By and large,
families aimed at including both lines, the maternal and the paternal one. We
may surmise that due to the average difference of age the paternal grandfather
was more likely to be chosen for (one of the) first-born children, the maternal
one for latecomers. That both lines were well represented seems to be in
accordance with a social structure where in issues of property and legacy,
mothers and their parents were in principle as important as fathers.


In any of the two scenarios, the choice of a
grandfather as a godfather tightened bonds between the generations and affirmed
patriarchal authority, as expressed in the public sphere, in the sphere of
written documents, the sphere in which the public image was created and
expressed.


However, the male bias among godparents may
also be a question of ba-lance and equity: while grandmothers bonded with the
child in the female sphere of parturition, through washing, swaddling, feeding,
grandfathers became prominent at the baptismal font. For lack of more
information these are mere suppositions. For a fuller picture we also need to
look for uncles or aunts as godpa-rents, as well as to what line of ascendency
they belonged to[52].


5.2. Grandparents as namesakes


Were children named after their
grandparents? We know that this was very common in previous centuries, both
among aristocrats and commoners. Parents were even more prone to honour a
child’s grandparents by handing down their names than to perpetuate their own
ones[53]. In the 19th century this habit was given up by most
people, in favour of the patron saint indicated by the Christian calendar at
the date of birth. A name was a legacy of a saint and came together with the
protection believed to be especially effective on the holy person’s feast[54]; this protection was very much needed where so many infants died
even before their first day on earth had concluded[55]. Saints trumped ancestors. We could only find a few children
bearing the same name as a grandparent. In some cases, double names (Eugenia
María, Julián Saturnino…) allowed for the expression of both devotion to a
Christian role model and attachment to an ancestor.


Eight of the children included in our source
are namesakes to their grandparents, in four cases it is the paternal
grandfather, in two the maternal grandfather, in two the maternal grandmother.
In six of these cases, however, the choice of the name may also have been
motivated by the saint of the day, or what is most likely, one of the saints
suggested by the date of birth got preference because an ancestor had already
been named after him.


The infant Pedro, however, born on the 20th
of April 1851, appears to have been christened Pedro mainly because his
maternal grandfather Pedro stood sponsor[56].


By and large, the old and the young, the
dead and the living, the past and the future generation were not connected by
the symbolic tie of homonymy.







Conclusions


Data collected in the parish registers show
a high proportion of grandparents still alive when their grandchildren were
born. This fact together with our general knowledge about family, lifestyle,
community, religion and earliest infancy in Castile and in the Tiétar valley
allows us to imagine grandparents as much involved in all matters around
pregnancy and birth. These included issues we do not habitually associate with
birth anymore, such as emergency baptism or the burial of a dead baby. There
are also good reasons to assume: The periods of pregnancy, birth and earliest
infancy were periods of heightened social relevance, periods in which every act
became a symbolic one, thus shining with brighter colours and possessing
stronger outlines, therefore leaving deeper traces in the memories of all people
involved. It was in these periods when the fabric of family relations was up
for reassessment, when the first and strongest lines on a human being’s map of
social relations were drawn, when a child was positioned in a family system,
this positioning depending not only on gender, but also on birth rank and
social status.


While grandparents’ Christian names were
scarcely the model to be fo-llowed two generations later, they were by contrast
often chosen as godparents. Grandfathers appear more often in that function
than grandmothers, the paternal side outweighs the maternal one which is
nevertheless also much engaged at the baptismal font. Godparenthood on top of
biological kinship created a strong and privileged personal tie between one
member of the older and another of the younger generation, so that in a sort of
distribution of the affective workload, a number of grandchildren could get
special attention from a grandparent. These particular ties were encouraged at
the very beginning of life.
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