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In 1848, bridget donnelly was reported for an outburst while 
sewing in the women’s workroom at Kingston Peniten tiary. 
A woman had approached Bridget to hand off her work. 

Rather than simply accepting it, Bridget turned and snapped, “I 
should see the day, I would not take anything from your bloody 
hands!” The woman recoiled, and the matron, overhearing,  
inter vened and wrote a punishment report against Bridget for 
“abusing convict Grace Marks.” Grace was one of Canada’s most 
famous convicts and the subject of Margaret Atwood’s Alias 
Grace. Bridget was one of the forgotten. Marks had been con-
victed for the murder of her employer five years earlier, in 1843. 
Her death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, and she 
went on to spend the next thirty years at Kingston Penitentiary. 
Bridget’s imprisonment was far more typical and unremarkable. 
But her experiences, and those like her, tell the more revealing 
story about Kingston Penitentiary.

Legal historians in Canada have largely ignored the experi-
ences of incarcerated women. Although women were imprisoned 
alongside men from the earliest days of Kingston Penitentiary, 
Canada’s first modern prison, their comparatively small number 
often pushed them to the margins of prison life. Women’s mar-
ginal existence in Canadian prisons is reflected in historical 
accounts that treat their incarceration as either an anomaly or 
of little significance. The real action was elsewhere – in the realm 
of prison riots, corrupt officials, paternalistic reformers, and pol-
itical masters. This history of men charting the development of 
a new social institution, while better known, often misses some-
thing larger about the true character of the modern peniten-
tiary.1 When women appeared in official nineteenth-century 
reports, they were frequently described only in feminized terms 
that hinted at the qualities of demureness, industry, and peni-
tence. Behind the closed doors of women’s wards, a different 
history unfolded, one that is harder to see in official records, but 
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4 | Introduction

at times, cracks in the official version offer a glimpse of the tur-
moil within.

This book tells the story of four women who were incarcer-
ated at Kingston Penitentiary and were counted among “the un-
ruly.” They experienced imprisonment in ways that were not 
ref ormative, uplifting, or beneficial, and I view their experiences 
through a lens tinted by the insights of critical legal studies. In 
1980, Pat Carlen argued that punishment must be seen in its 
proper social context. To accomplish this, she suggested that we 
need to break the “legal bond” between crime and punishment, 
an idea she drew from the first structuralist accounts of the peni-
tentiary, which presented punishment as part of a larger social 
and economic system.2 When crime is disconnected from punish-
ment, we are reminded that imprisonment is not the natural con-
sequence of crime. Rather, it is a response to socially constructed 
categories that are better viewed through the social conditions 
that brought people to the penitentiary. In short, the poverty, 
class divisions, and patriarchal relations that lead men and 
women into imprisonment are often more revealing than the 
legal codes that prescribe punishment. By breaking the legal 
bond, we place the penitentiary in its proper social context, 
where punishment can be viewed on its own terms. 

In other areas of legal history and working-class history, this 
insight has yielded a broader understanding of law and society. 
Writers such as Carlen and Joan Sangster have advanced a radical 
perspective on crime and legal structures that is at once feminist 
and class conscious.3 This perspective shares common ground 
with the work of women’s history by writers such as Bettina 
Bradbury and Meg Luxton, both of whom place women at the 
centre of historical research, creating a view of working-class life 
that is larger than the boundaries of the workplace and the union 
hall.4 These writers, along with many others, have brought the 
political priorities of feminism to the study of political economy, 
criminology, and criminal justice. Because the penitentiary has 
lacked the benefit of historical research on these terms, women’s 
experiences, the role of gender in the penitentiary, and the larger 
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social meanings of punishment in Canada have been obscured or 
generalized.

The analytical lens of feminism revealed the possibilities  
of approaching the past from a vantage point that includes the 
perspectives of women and other marginalized people. This  
book draws upon these approaches and offers a revision of the 
prison histories from the 1960s and 1970s that saw women’s 
experiences as marginal, as less significant. They were not. The 
Canadian example is a story about the development of a modern 
industrial response to crime, gender, and marginality. The ways 
that women experienced incarceration for the first century of the 
Canadian penitentiary tell us much about the character of mod-
ern Canadian law and how it responded to the vulnerable, the 
oppressed, and the unruly.

Four Unruly Women does not present a chronological history 
of women’s imprisonment in Canada, which would include not 
only the history of Kingston Penitentiary but also diverse forms 
of imprisonment and isolation – jails, asylums, emigrant asy-
lums, homes for the disabled, and homes for unwed mothers – 
from the nineteenth century to the twentieth. Recognizing that 
these forms of incarceration existed but that imprisonment for 
criminal conviction was the most common road to incarcera-
tion for both men and women, this book focuses on women who 
followed this path. Women were often incarcerated for different 
types of crimes than men and received different methods of 
punishment. Between 1835 and 1874, Kingston Penitentiary was 
the only penitentiary for women in Upper Canada (known as 
“Canada West” between 1841 and 1867 and renamed “Ontario” 
at Confederation). However, during this early era, many women 
also spent shorter sentences (less than two years) in local jails 
for “lesser” crimes. I don’t explore these women’s experiences 
but instead take a more focused view and explore a specific style 
of punishment, as it was experienced by four women in Kingston 
Penitentiary between 1835 and 1935. By taking this approach, 
I draw a portrait of a single institution and the unique ways  
that women experienced imprisonment over a long period of 
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6 | Introduction

time, when Canada experienced immense social, economic, pol-
itical, and cultural changes. Kingston Penitentiary endured 
throughout this century, and its walls both figuratively and lit-
erally form the bonds that draw together the disparate eras, 
places, and people in this book.

The four women whose experiences grace the pages of this 
book were chosen because they stood out in key ways. They were, 
indeed, the unruly and the unmanageable. They broke rules, 
resisted authority, and fought back against the constraints of 
prison life. Unruly women deviated from the rhythms of peni-
tentiary life, which were set to meet the demands of labour, 
meals, and worship, and because of this, they left behind records. 
Any deviation left a mark, particularly in the early era, when all 
manner of nonconformity was punished. 

Punishment registers, the most basic of records, allow us to 
identify which prisoners ran afoul of penitentiary regulations. 
Some women appear again and again, and the records take two 
forms: a book of disciplinary reports, which provide a brief  
description of the infraction, and a rudimentary register, which 
details in shorthand the corresponding punishment. Unruly 
women amassed long lines of these disciplinary codes, and de-
ciphering them is a start towards understanding what the most 
violent and troubling penitentiary experiences looked like. 

A second level of record, formal reports, were kept throughout 
the Victorian period and into the twentieth century. Wardens 
wrote daily accounts of penitentiary business, which were sup-
plemented by the reports of other officials within the peniten-
tiary. Each report reveals little, but when they are read in the 
aggregate across months or years, patterns and the official 
concerns of the penitentiary emerge. The medical records kept 
by penitentiary surgeons are particularly important for recon-
structing women’s experiences and provide some of the most 
detailed accounts of their lives at Kingston Penitentiary. Unruly 
women were often subject to additional (and often necessary) 
medical care.

Finally, at points over the first century of Kingston Peniten-
tiary’s history, crisis and scandal brought official government 
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scrutiny. The largest investigation, the Brown Commission, oc-
curred in 1849–50 and was led by Liberal George Brown. The 
commission was a response to a growing sense of scandal and 
urgency about the penitentiary and its obvious failure to address 
crime in Canada. The commission created a massive compen-
dium of testimony and first-hand accounts of the penitentiary’s 
early years. Although invaluable, these documents emphasize 
the perspectives of the powerful actors in the story. Women’s 
voices are seldom heard or were overpowered by the voices of 
men, whose testimony and recollections were deemed more 
valuable and reliable. Even where the documentary sources  
are rich, gaps and holes exist. The records tell us little about the 
women’s lives before or after their time at Kingston Peniten-
tiary. Penitentiary staff collected very little personal information 
upon admission, and there was no formal mechanism for tracking 
prisoners after their release in the nineteenth century. 

To overcome this limitation, I drew on additional archival 
sources from Kingston or Montreal. Women’s lives were captured 
by the census, they were listed in ships’ records or port records 
upon their arrival in North America, and they appear in parish 
records connected to marriages or deaths. Unfortunately, these 
sources rarely align in a way that provides a complete record of 
a woman’s life. Grace Marks, for example, left Canada for New 
York State after her final release from Kingston Penitentiary in 
1873. Although she is perhaps the most famous prisoner in 
Canadian history, no historian has been able to reconstruct what 
happened to her in her final years. In the absence of pertinent 
details, I draw composite sketches of the women based on their 
demographic and socioeconomic situations. 

When read against what we know about Canada in this period, 
these women’s lives lead us to larger conclusions about the peni-
tentiary and the shape of historical change. I combine case file 
research with biography to engage in a close analysis of each 
woman’s life. Historians Franca Iacovetta and Wendy Mitchin son 
argue that case files can help reveal the words and actions of 
both the powerful and the marginalized.5 Case files are records 
generated by institutions with an interest in understanding  
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8 | Introduction

particular populations for the purpose of governing or monitor-
ing. Explorations of case files have revealed a great deal about 
hospitals and asylums, social welfare agencies such as the 
Children’s Aid Society and the Salvation Army, and marginalized 
populations in colonial or institutional settings such as Indian 
reserves and residential schools. At its core, case file research 
questions power and struggle, and it exposes the social implica-
tions of these two types of interaction. Iacovetta and Mitchinson 
point out that the existence of a case file usually implies inter-
vention into people’s lives because of a conflict with the goal of 
resolution in accordance with particular social norms.6 Although 
social and legal historians have used case files to create a rich 
understanding of their subjects, they have been slow to apply 
this method to penitentiaries or the lives of prisoners. There are 
notable exceptions, including Atwood’s literary interpretation 
of the life of Marks and Tom Mitchell and Reimer Kramer’s re-
construction of the life of domestic servant Hilda Blake, hanged 
in 1899 for the murder of her employer. The infamy or notoriety 
of particular individuals has made them intriguing subjects of 
case file research.7

Penitentiary case files have unique properties that make them 
different from records assembled by other social welfare agen-
cies, particularly in the twentieth century. None of the incar-
cerated women had a caseworker, as women involved in cases 
connected to families, domestic settings, or medical institutions 
in the twentieth century would have. Penitentiary case files in-
stead reflect operational and administrative concerns as they 
pertained to the women. Compared with other case files, they 
are less observational and don’t include discursive layers of  
assessment and, in some cases, moralization or judgment.

Case files often contain enough information to reconstruct 
biographies of individual people’s lives, but few historians have 
adopted a biographical approach to explore the lives of women 
in conflict with the law.8 By contrast, working-class historians 
have used biography and autobiography to provide rich insight 
into the lives of the working class or marginalized.9 Much like 
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microhistories, which involve the detailed investigation of a 
single person or event to illuminate or illustrate larger structural 
and social developments, biographies of ordinary people can tell 
us much about the lives of prisoners or the working class.10 The 
notion of the “exceptional typical,” introduced by Italian his-
torian Edoardo Grendi, captures the underlying premise of this 
method and explains how the lives of four women can speak for 
a century of penitentiary history.11 Their biographies and experi-
ences reflect structural elements of the penitentiary as a social 
institution. Although they are, indeed, exceptional, their experi-
ences help us understand what every woman who arrived at  
the penitentiary potentially faced. Real harm, danger, and abuse 
could befall anyone imprisoned in this era and, in the case of the 
four women, they did.

Within prison walls, the lives of incarcerated women were 
regulated by the demands of penitentiary discipline, the eco-
nomic imperatives of prison labour, and the unusual constraints 
of gendered segregation in women’s wards. But their lives, in 
turn, reflected something larger: class divisions, patriarchy, and 
paternalism and the myriad ways that these forces shaped insti-
tutional response to imprisoned women. The penitentiary was, 
in fact, a unique hallmark of the arrival of industrial capitalism 
in Canada.12 Between the 1820s and the 1850s, the rise of the 
penitentiary in the Western world reflected industrialization and 
urbanization. In Upper Canada, this development led penitentiary 
promoters to look to American and British examples of institu-
tional confinement – stretching back to the first workhouses of 
the late eighteenth century and forward to the modern peniten-
tiary experiments of the 1810s and 1820s in the American North-
east – for guidance in building the first penitentiary. American 
legal reformers were building on the reform initiatives of John 
Howard and combining new forms of incarceration with the 
Beccarian ideology that bad laws had created social disorder.13 
They regarded the penitentiary as a rational response to this dis-
order, one that was inherently capitalist. As the use of imprison-
ment in America rose (partially in response to legal reforms that 
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10 | Introduction

eliminated most capital punishment), so, too, did the impulse to 
set penitentiaries to a capitalist rhythm. Legal reforms in New 
York and other states in the 1810s allowed the new penitentiar-
ies to sell prison labour on the open market.14 

Although the pressures of industrialization arrived more slowly 
in Canada, social anxiety about poverty, urbanization, and crime 
reflected emerging conflict between the elites (including the 
nas cent bourgeoisie) and the working class. Historians J.M. 
Beattie and Peter Oliver argue that this anxiety reflected mount-
ing concerns about moral degeneration.15 Thus, economic anx-
ieties about the working class and the poor were often recast  
as moral questions, and the penitentiary offered an economic 
solution that would put convicts into productive roles – literally 
selling their labour for the benefit of the state.

Although the moral discourses advanced by reformers such as 
Charles Duncombe or legal patriarchs such as Beverly Robertson 
are instructive, the underlying economic motivations reveal much 
more about the penitentiary’s development in Canada. Adopt-
ing a historical materialist framework, I look at the structural 
con ditions of women’s lives and how the frayed threads of  
im prisonment intertwined to form the noose of their social  
lives and experiences. I explore how structural inequalities were  
reflected in social experience, and by doing so, offer a deeper 
under standing of how ordinary men and women became involved 
with the penitentiary, either as the subjects of its new disciplin-
ary power or as supporters and promoters of the penitentiary 
experiment. The lives of women show how the penitentiary came 
to structure the lives of the poor and dispossessed in the nine-
teenth century.

Several Marxist writers have accurately linked the rise of the 
penitentiary to the birth of modern industrial capitalism.16 But 
few structuralist historians have addressed the issues of divers-
ity, experience, and gender. For many, the question of gender 
lay outside concerns about class and political economy. For 
example, in an essay on the classical Marxist positions on pun-
ishment, Dario Melossi argues that what is left unsaid about 
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women and punishment concerns more of the “outside” than  
the “inside” of prisons, because women’s lives reflected the 
patriarchal structures of society and, thus, a domestic type of 
social control compared with “penal social control.”17 

Moving beyond such a view begins with accepting that class 
oppression perpetuates gender oppression. A feminist approach 
requires us to recognize the centrality of gender and patriarchy 
in modern penitentiary history. Patriarchy, as a concept, is the 
expression of class structures in gendered terms; it links do-
mestic and political rule, both of which produced women’s op-
pression. By focusing on the penitentiary, I explore the ways  
that patriarchy was expressed in institutional terms and, in turn, 
experienced as a personal relation of dominance by prisoners. 
Relations of dominance appeared in many forms, including the 
segregation of women, different standards of punishment stem-
ming from notions of feminine fragility, the sexual division of 
labour, and gendered conceptions of criminality, sexuality, and 
medicine. 

Women experienced the penitentiary differently than men 
because of the structures that patriarchy, as both a political and 
personal reality, imposed on penitentiary life. Historian Bryan 
D. Palmer, reflecting on the patriarchal nature of political life 
in Upper Canada, states, “Patriarchy was the unquestioned, often 
unarticulated foundation of the social and culture assumptions 
of the age.”18 This powerful political reality was reflected in the 
penitentiary and is glimpsed throughout this book in the wider 
political climate that sustained the nineteenth-century peniten-
tiary experiment. It was also reflected in the governance of the 
penitentiary itself, including in the thoughts and actions of the 
first political masters who sought an institutional solution to 
societal anxieties about class and economic change and in the 
men and women who enforced the internal relations of domin-
ance that the penitentiary created. In a somewhat contradictory 
sense, patriarchy was also the catalyst for women’s penal reform. 
The harsh treatment of imprisoned women in Europe and North 
America sparked the penitentiary reform movement, which was 
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often led by women and sought to lessen the burdens of patri-
archal power within prison walls. Whether the movement was 
a success is unclear. The path from reform ideology to penal 
practice could be long, and it was often interrupted by the prac-
tical realities of nineteenth-century institutions.

Patriarchy is also often wholly personal. Neither a conspir-
acy nor a disembodied menace, it is an active phenomenon. 
Sociologist Dorothy Smith writes that patriarchy “has been done, 
actively. The social, political and economic forms of women’s 
oppression have been and are the actual work, actual activities, 
actual doings of actual individuals.”19 This is true of the peni-
tentiary and is reflected in the experiences of the women in this 
book. Relationships with prison officials mattered a great deal, 
and in the details of these relationships we find the daily terms 
on which women were constrained by prison life and actively 
resisted it. 

Authority, power, and resistance in the early Canadian peni-
tentiary were shaped by the structures of paternal authority. 
Paternalism was how patriarchy and class solidified into author-
ity, and it operated on multiple levels. At the highest reaches of 
political power, paternalism underlay the political authority of 
the ruling Tory elites, motivations for building the penitentiary 
in the first place, and the structures of governance that were 
implemented in the prison as it took shape. Ruling Tory elites, 
as “local worthies,” were appointed to the first penitentiary 
boards and the administrative positions in the prison, creating 
structures of authority or pathways through which power flowed. 
But paternal authority was also manifested in an intensely per-
sonal and individual way in the penitentiary world. It came to 
life in the decisions, actions, and words of those holding power 
over imprisoned women, including penitentiary staff.

The decisions and actions of wardens, keepers, and matrons 
played a central role in the prison experience. Imprisoned women 
experienced paternalism as different forms of family authority 
in a new civil realm.20 Historians Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Eugene 
Genovese, and E.P. Thompson have identified paternalism as 
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being at the centre of societies and modes of production based 
on unequal social relations, whether they be plantation society, 
chattel slavery, or the early penitentiary.21 As Genovese argues, 
in plantation society paternalism involved no small degree of 
reciprocity between slave and master, and these exchanges con-
tained the possibilities of resistance. “Accommodation,” he ex-
plained, “might best be understood as a way of accepting what 
could not be helped without falling prey to the pressures for 
dehumanization, emasculation, and self-hatred.”22 The slave was 
both insisting on rights and rejecting the total subjugation of the 
slave-master relationship. And accommodation was a central 
component of survival for incarcerated women. The concept of-
fers a more nuanced view of resistance behind prison walls, one 
that captures the experiences of women who might seem to be 
powerless in the face of overpowering disciplinary authority.

To some degree, the portraits of Bridget Donnelly, Charlotte 
Reveille, Kate Slattery, and Emily Boyle that follow constitute 
case files of my own, drawn from disparate sources and span-
ning several decades. Donnelly was a recidivist, or repeat of-
fender, who was incarcerated at Kingston Penitentiary eight 
different times (in addition to countless short sentences in local 
jails) between 1838 and 1880. Her life illustrates the effect of 
poverty and class oppression on women’s lives as Upper Can ada 
transitioned to industrial capitalism. Her case demonstrates that 
with the rise of the Canadian penitentiary, poverty and imprison-
ment represented a joint experience for some people, particularly 
immigrants and those living on the margins of capitalist, urban 
society. During her years at Kingston, Bridget’s insurgency against 
the rules was a form of resistance against the inevitability of 
poverty, incarceration, and servitude to the state. Over the course 
of forty years – her entire adult life – Bridget witnessed the rise 
of a penitentiary reform movement intended to address the hor-
rors of her early prison experiences and the criminal tendencies 
that repeatedly brought her through the doors of the prison.

Charlotte Reveille, imprisoned between 1846 and 1849, became 
the subject of a public inquiry when penitentiary investigators 
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charged that she had been “goaded into insanity” by excessive 
punishment. After being whipped, isolated, and starved, she suf-
fered a prolonged illness in the penitentiary hospital. Her experi-
ences reveal how multiple forms of patriarchy – including 
segregation, corporal punishment, and sexual abuse – operated 
in the lives of imprisoned women. Charlotte spent her three-year 
sentence resisting domination, but she faced inescapable con-
straints – particularly in the form of questions about her physical 
and mental health or moral standing.

Kate Slattery arrived at Kingston in 1890 to serve a two-year 
sentence. Like Bridget and Charlotte, she was identified by prison 
officials as the worst of the worst. Agreeing that there was no 
reform solution that would reach her, they finally deported her 
to Ireland as a means to interrupt her life of crime. But what 
made her, and all the women in this book, irredeemable? And 
what happened when the rhetoric of moral reform fell away?  
In the 1890s, just as had been the case in the 1830s and 1840s, 
all that remained for Slattery was isolation and restraint. In the 
intervening decades, the penitentiary had abandoned the wanton 
violence of its earliest days, but the spirit of its response to the 
“worst of the worst” remained the same.

Nearly forty years later, in the 1930s, Emily Boyle would 
adopt new strategies of accommodation and resistance to peni-
tentiary discipline when she gave birth within the prison walls. 
At that time, penal reformers were promoting maternalism and 
middle-class maternal ideals to reform unruly women. But child-
birth and child rearing in prison brought the new maternal 
ideology into conflict with older forms of paternal power and 
the patriarchal dominance that characterized all elements of 
penitentiary governance and life. Emily discovered the limits  
of maternal ideologies when she faced the larger imperatives of 
authority, discipline, and class biases towards imprisoned 
women.

Her experiences, like those of the others, open a window on 
Kingston Penitentiary, from its imposing gates to the depths  
of the women’s ward. Although she and the others lived and 
struggled in the past, their experiences tell us much about modern 
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Canadian responses to marginality, poverty, and crime. These 
women experienced the worst of what Canadian criminal justice 
could inflict upon a woman. Although their treatment is repug-
nant by modern standards, it’s essential to understand that none 
of the punishments meted out to them should have been justifi-
able in the nineteenth century either. Imprisonment should never 
be a justification for treating an individual as less than human. 
History illustrates that the power imbalance inherent in penal 
institutions, combined with the marginalized status of certain 
prisoners, makes abuse and suffering an absolute inevitability.
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