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THE VICTORIAN LAUNDRY “DAY”

Written by: Heather Mousseau

Dirty laundry? Pitch it in the washer for 30 minutes, in 
the dryer for another half-hour—done. But in Victorian 
times, laundry “day” usually extended into four or more. 
It would begin on Saturday or Sunday, with every item 
entered into a laundry book. Items were sorted, not 
just into whites and colours, but into sheets, towels, 
gentlemen’s underwear, ladies’ undergarments... The list 
was endless! 

There were different cleaning methods for almost 
everything. Sheets and linens were soaked overnight 
in a mixture of warm water and soda. Mauve and 
violet laundry would have soda added to their water; 
blue would have salt; brown and grey would use ox-
gall purchased from the butcher; and dark green was 
maintained by vinegar or alum. 

Stains could be removed by rubbing them with turpentine 
and fuller’s earth or stale bread. The type of stain 
determined the cleaning agent: Ink came out with lemon 
juice, fruit stains were washed in hot milk, and candlewax 
was removed by the use of a hot coal wrapped in linen. 
Items with more than one type of fabric in them had 
to be picked apart and each washed separately, then 
resewn. Woolens and silks were considered too delicate 
to wash and were dabbed with benzene on the dirty bits.

Items that needed starching, such as caps, aprons, baby 
clothes, petticoats, and nightgowns, were dipped in a 
mixture of starch, melted borax, candle wax, and water 
simmered into a jelly. Lacy items too delicate for this 
procedure were treated with isinglass, milk, or diluted 
glue.

Once everything had been washed, rinsed, wrung out, 
starched, and dried, it all needed ironing. Mangles were 
used to give sheets, tablecloths, and linens a smooth 
finish beforehand. Heavy flat irons were used in pairs—
one sat heating on the stove while the other was in use. 
The irons had to be cleaned each time they were used—
soot from the stove would make them dirty and starch 
would stick to the bottom. Irons came in many sizes - 
large ones for linens and small ones for delicate items like 
undergarments or trim on dresses.

Families who could afford it would have their laundry sent 
out or would have a laundress come in. The latter was 
preferred - if it was sent out to a professional laundry, 
there was no knowing whose laundry it would be mixed 
with or what contagions it could pick up! Returned 
laundry items were hung up in front of the kitchen fire to 
air and to ensure there were no lurking bugs.

Next time you visit Dalnavert, pop down to the basement. 
You’ll have a new appreciation for our laundry area!

A Warm Dalnavert Welcome!
We are pleased to welcome two organizations who will now be holding their regular meetings at Dalnavert.

Antique Arts Club of Winnipeg

Founded in 1945, they meet six time a year, fostering an 
interest in antique arts, crafts, furniture, and collectibles, 
and building a network of collectors. Two of their meetings 
last year included a tour of Dalnavert led by Jane Fudge and 
Ines Bonacossa. Ines also gave them a talk on “held in the 
hand” personal items from our collection.

Miniature Enthusiasts of Winnipeg (MEOW)

MEOW is a non-profit organization, comprised of 
members from all ages and backgrounds. Their purpose 
is to create and stimulate an interest, both historical 
and creative, in all areas pertaining to miniatures. They 
have ongoing workshops and classes and are happy to 
welcome new members and to teach them new skills.

Source: The Victorian House, Judith Flanders

Save The Date! -- Friends of Dalnavert AGM: Thursday, June 15
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CHRISTMAS 
 at DALNAVERT
Christmas is 
always a special 
time at 
Dalnavert. In 
true Victorian 
fashion, the 
house is 
decorated from 
head to toe with 
garlands, 
wreaths, 
stockings to be filled by Santa, and, of course, a gorgeous 
8-foot tree in the parlour. Many thanks to our volunteer 
decoration squad: Susan Moffatt, Michelle Desourdy, 
Elizabeth Wiens, Eleanor Stardom, Stephen Rozniatowski, 
Lourdes Casanare, and Heather Mousseau along with our 
intern curator, Michael Teichman. Thanks also to Mary 
Steinhoff, Jane Fudge, and Virginia Lockett who set out the 
lovely Dickens village in the Visitor Centre. 

In time-honoured tradition, we presented Dickens’ A 
Christmas Carol over the length of December, offering 
visitors three different takes on the classic Christmas 
tale. The first week featured Ian Ross, who captured 
audience attention with his lively storyteller voice. Ross 
is a Winnipeg-based award-winning playwright and CBC’s 
“Joe from Winnipeg.”  The second week introduced 
a traditional reading by local radio personality Ron 
Robinson. Robinson dressed in Victorian garb and invoked 
the spirit of Dickens to bring the story to life. The third 
and final week of December, our own Charlene Van 
Buekenhout performed her Victorian Shadow Puppet 
Theatre. The return of the shadow puppets was a wild 
success, with full houses each night in the run up to 
Christmas; the audience clearly wanted a heartwarming 
take on the classic tale. Prior to performances, guests 
were treated with carolling in the parlour to get everyone 
in the festive mood. Carols were sung by The Sisters By 
Choice for the first two weeks and some merry singers 
from the community the last week.

New this year to our Christmas programming was A Child’s 
Victorian Christmas
Story. Children 
gathered by the 
Christmas tree in the
parlour to listen to 
storyteller, actor, and 
playwright Leigh-Anne 
Kehler. Kehler read 
some classic tales, such 
as Clement Clark 
Moore’s ‘Twas the 
Night Before Christmas, and performed traditional Christmas 
tales from the period.

We were happy to 
don the front page 

of the Winnipeg 
Free Press for their 

Dec 23rd issue. The 
article highlighted 

Christmas at our 
lovely Dalnavert

 and showed off our 
costumed 

volunteers Jeannie 
Hiebert, Calla Lofvendahl, and Joanne Roach as they posed for 

the camera. Now they can truly call themselves cover girls! 

All our Christmas programming was very well-received, with 
a total attendance of 474 for the two programs and many of 
the readings selling out. Last but certainly not least, we’d like 
to thank our dedicated volunteers who made the events run 
smoothly: 

Existing Volunteers:

Inés Bonnacossa
Jean Boyes
Michelle Desourdry
Jeannie Hiebert
Calla Lofvendahl
Susan Moffat
Judy Powell
Joanne Roach
Stephen Rozniatowski
James Skinner
Mary Steinhoff
Elizabeth Wiens

New Volunteers:

Arla Marshall
Deb Riel
Tylene Wright

Board Members:

Camilla Holland
Penny McMillan
Carmen Nedohin
Vanessa Warne
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PAST EVENTS
This past fall was a busy time at Dalnavert. We started off by 
participating in Nuit Blanche, the nation-wide celebration of 
the arts in Canada. Wendy 
Sawatzky of Bolshevixen Art 
Kollectiv premiered her new work, 
Ectoplasm, in which she combined
old photos taken of séances held at 
Hamilton House decades ago and 
projected them onto the Dalnavert 
windows. Additionally, the Costume 
Museum’s 1940s wedding collection
donned our visitors’ centre.

Things got even spookier in late 
October when Dalnavert After Dark 
presented Obsessed: Victorians and the Macabre. It was a 
chance for visitors to experience the house by candlelight, 
moving through the rooms as the candles cast shape-shifting 
shadows on the walls.  They learned about the Victorians’ 
obsession with spiritualism, death, and dying, including the 
lengths Victorians took to memorialize their loved ones. 
Sawatzky’s Ectoplasm installation was featured in the 
parlour and audio installations of 19th century literature 
exploring all these themes lured more people into the 
darkness. The evening ended with a classic Victorian ghost 
story in the attic, complete with eerie bumps in the night.

On four Sundays in October and November, 
the lecture series Victorian Secrets featured 
Inès Bonacossa, volunteer registrar, discussing 
the popular culture of the day and shining a 
spotlight on some of our wonderful treasures. 
Attendees learned about the lengths Victorian 
ladies would go to in achieving an alabaster 
complexion, such as powder made out of lead 
and arsenic. They also discovered some of 
the pharmaceuticals, such as Wonder Oil and 
Nerve Food, included in the typical Victorian 
medicine cabinet – such items can be found in 
our medicine cabinet! They learned about the 
use of papier maché to make furniture, writing 
sets, and serving trays (some of which we 
have here!), and how Victorian ladies discreetly 
carried their money.

OUR MYSTERY MONTH
From February 8-26, the Royal Manitoba Theatre Centre’s 17th 
annual Master Playwright Festival will feature ChristieFest, 
highlighting the extensive body of work of Agatha Christie, 
the “Queen of Mystery.”

We partnered with Across the Board Café to bring you Clue 
at the Museum, a live Clue game! The sittings on February 13 
SOLD OUT!

February 11, we will be screening Murder on the Orient 
Express, starring Albert Finney as Christie’s dapper little 
Belgian detective Hercule Poirot. It received six nominations 
at the 1974 Oscars, including Best Actor for Albert Finney. 

As many Christie fans are well aware, in December 1926 she 
kissed her 7-year-old daughter goodnight, drove off in her car, 
and wasn’t seen again for 
11 days, sparking one of 
the largest manhunts in 
British history. When finally 
discovered, she claimed to 
have no memory of the 
missing time. February 17-26, 
Echo Theatre and Saucy Gal 
Productions bring you Leigh-
Anne Kehler’s theatrical 
speculations of what could 
have occurred during Christie’s 
missing time. The Inscrutable 
Fugue of Agatha Christie is a 
mystery comedy where you 
follow the famed author as she leads you from a proper 
Victorian parlour (literally) to the salty English seaside 
(theatrically) to solve a mystery of her own making .

On February 26 Prof Vanessa Warne will begin her reading 
series Victorian Detectives. Prof. Warne will delve into the 
Victorians’ penchant for invention, introducing us to the 
Victorian detective novel, the origins of forensics in literature, 
and more, particularly as it pertains to the rise of the crime 
novel. This talk is a prequel for a Victorian Detective Reading 
Series, coming up in the spring on March 5, 12, and 19. The 
reading series is $45 for the three sessions, with 10% off for 
members.

A New Year Brings New Volunteers!

Donna August
Sophie Cimon
Paul Longtin
Dorothy Lowe
Arla Marshall

We’d like to 
Welcome 

to our 
Dalnavert 

Family:

Deb Riel
Moira Smee
Wendy Stevenson
Tylene Wright



As a budding 
professional, Calla 
had two paths open 
to her: Creative 
writing or nursing. 
Since she always 

wanted to be a nurse, Calla accepted the offer from Red River College to 
follow that path. However, after her first year, she realized nursing wasn’t 
for her. After leaving nursing, Calla found herself building up an impressive 
resumé as she held many positions, including a physiotherapist aid, a one 
person office for a general surgeon, work at a company that built custom 
computers, and an office manager at a private practice physiotherapy clinic. 
Her history shows how eclectic Calla truly is and exemplifies her belief that 
people are able to hold diverse interests.

Upon retiring, Calla started volunteering as a tour guide in 2007. She was 
never much into history, but there was something about the house that spoke to her. Dalnavert brought history to life; 
the house made her want to learn more about the MacDonald’s life and the era. She shares this delight of investigating 
the past with visitors during her tours. She has a special interest in the 1919 strike and the 1950 flood in terms of how 
they relate to Sir Hugh and the house. Calla holds Dalnavert close to her heart and enjoys the time spent with the staff, 
students, volunteers, and visitors - from far and wide.

Volunteer
Spotlight

Calla
Lofvendahl

2016 
term 
staff

Thanks to grants from Canadian Museums 
Association-Young Canada Works, we welcomed 
Michael Teichman and Katrina Zmavc to 
Dalnavert’s team in the fall. Michael graduated in 
2016 from McMaster University with his honours 
degree in English and Cultural Studies. After 
his term at the WAG, he has joined our team as intern curator. 
He approaches work with the collection and curation with 
enthusiasm. Katrina is currently a student at the Univeristy of 
Manitoba, finishing her honours degree in Neuropsychology. 
Prior to joining our staff, Katrina was a dedicated volunteer 
with passion for the house and the Victorian era. She is assisting 
Charlene with programming, as well as administrative tasks. 
Katrina brings her skills of design and organization to many 
creative tasks, such as web design and this newsletter!

Dalnavert wouldn’t be able to 
function without its dedicated 
volunteers. Don’t hesitate to get 
involved, propose a project, or 
simply stop by and say hello! 
Plus, don’t forget to follow 
us on Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram!

get involved?
Want to

www.facebook.com/DalnavertMuseum

@DalnavertMuseum

Executive Director
thomas@dalnavertmuseum.ca

Volunteer & 
Member Services

volunteerservices@dalnavertmuseum.ca

61 Carlton Street

Winnipeg, Manitoba, R3C 1N7

204-943-2835

www.dalnavertmuseum.ca

General Inquiries
info@dalnavertmuseum.ca

Rental Inquiries
bookings@dalnavertmuseum.ca

Thanks for your support!
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Why not support our 
historic museum by 

inviting a friend to join 
you on a visit this spring?

Winter Hours
Wednesday - Sunday: Noon - 4pm

Monday - Tuesday: Closed 


