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Clewer House of Mercy was a place of refuge for women from 
prostitution and sexual exploitation – the ‘fallen’ women of their 
generation. This study reveals women’s history generally, the 
history of prostitution, the life experiences of female servants, 
and the Anglo-Catholic movement of the mid 19th century, 
especially the role of Anglican Sisterhoods. Although some 
research has been carried out on such institutions, and on their 
controversial Catholic equivalents (the Magdalene Laundries) 
in Ireland, this is believed to be the first edition of a register of 
‘penitents’.

Its origins came when in 1848, Mariquita Tennant, a Spanish-born 
widow living in Clewer, took into her home as a servant Mary Ann or 
Marianne George. She was the victim of familial abuse rather than 
a prostitute but was soon joined by other young women, some of 
whom came from a form of brothel in Windsor. Few were hardened 
prostitutes, most being in their late teens or early twenties and having 
worked in some kind of domestic service before ‘falling’.

In 1851 the work was taken over by the Community of St John Baptist, 
a newly formed Anglican Sisterhood established for the purpose. 
A purpose built House of Mercy and convent was built in 1854. The 
‘penitents’ received religious tuition and worked at laundry and 
needlework. Most stayed two or three years and went on to find work 
and to re-establish themselves in ‘respectable’ life, while a few took 
vows to stay as Magdalens. Some struggled with the discipline of the 
House of Mercy and chose to leave.

The penitents’ roll books provide a wealth of information about the 
backgrounds of the women admitted: their geographical origins, age, 
former occupation, family background, and literacy. They also show 
how long each woman stayed and her destination on leaving. The 
House of Mercy closed in 1954. The building was sold in 2001 although 
the CSJB was not dissolved until 2020.

Lisa Spurrier studied History at the University of York and Archive 
Administration at Aberystwyth. She has been an Archivist at the Royal 
Berkshire Archives since 1994. She has catalogued the archive of the 
Community of St John Baptist which contains the records of the Clewer 
House of Mercy, and jointly curated an exhibition at the RBA in 2026. She 
was editor of two earlier BRS volumes on Berkshire Nonconformist Meeting 
House Registrations.
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