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Ann G. Lawthers, Genealogist

Class 1: A Community Responsibility: 
Taking Care of the Poor

Researching Impoverished 
Ancestors in North America

Meet today’s presenter

Ann G. Lawthers
Genealogist with the Brue Family Learning Center

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Overview of Course
• Colonial Period

– History
– Types of Relief
– Records
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Voice of 
Ann G. Lawthers

LOC Print cai 2a15050 //hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cai.2a15050

Course Overview
Session Organization

• A Community Responsibility: Taking Care of the Poor
• Cries for Reform: Quincy and Yates Reports
• Growth of Organized Settings: Systems of Care from 1850 forward

Groups highlighted

 Poor  (widows, elderly and infirm, jobless)  
Mentally ill
Orphans
NOT COVERED - prisoners

Sample records covered

Town records
Overseers of the Poor
Church records
 Probate
Almshouses/poorhouses –
Orphanages
Court records

Session Roadmap

History

Elizabethan poor 
laws

Colonial laws and 
attitudes

Jurisdictions for 
relief

Types of Relief

Outdoor relief

Indentures

Pauper auctions

Apprenticeships

Institutions

Records

Town and county

Church

Probate and other 
court records

Institutions
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Legal Context for Colonial 
Poor Relief

• Colonial America adopted language 
of Elizabethan Poor Laws

• “Worthy” poor 
– Orphans
– Widows
– Frail elderly
– Disabled

• “Unworthy” poor
– Vagrants
– Drunk

Library of Congress Elizabeth I, 
Queen of England, 1533‐1603  
https://lccn.loc.gov/2005688185

English Poor Act of 1601
• Three categories

– Idle poor
– Able-bodied or deserving poor
– Helpless due to age or illness

• Each parish:
– Elect two Overseers of poor relief
– Set and collect poor relief tax from property owners
– Distribute either outdoor or indoor relief
– Parents responsible for children and grandchildren and 

vis versa
– Orphaned children to be apprenticed

English Settlement Act 1662
• Purpose:

– Establish the parish to which a person belonged
– Clarify which parish was responsible for person needing Poor Relief

• Settlement proved by: 
– Born into a parish where the parents had a settlement
– Hired continually by a settled resident for more than a year and a day 
– Reside in parish for 40 days without complaint being made to church 

officials
– Rent property worth more than £10 p.a.
– Married into the parish
– Received poor relief in parish in past
– Served a full seven-year apprenticeship to a settled resident
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Colonial Poor Laws –
Reluctant Public Charity

• Mirrored existing British law

• Strong Puritan influence, even in the southern 
colonies
– Religious responsibility to help poor
– But not the “idle poor” 
– And not individuals from outside the community

Representative Attitudes
• Idle poor characterized as vagabonds, beggars, 

drunkards

• 1645 – Virginia - Binding out of children of 
unemployed to prevent “sloath and idlenesse 
wherewith such young children are easily 
corrupted”

• 1727- Connecticut – “diverse idle and disorderly 
person” choose to “stroll from one country to 
another, neglecting labor”

Raymond A. Mohl, “Three Centuries of American Public Welfare: 1600-1932” Current History, Vol. 65, No. 383 
(JULY, 1973), pp. 6-10, 38-39

Who Were the Poor?
• Children, orphaned or in pauper families

• Sick

• Aged 

• Blind or had a crippling injury 

• Also seasonally employed, day laborers, immigrants, 
widows, runaway enslaved, abandoned families, 
social misfits, refugees, mentally ill
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General Principles 
Adopted by Colonies

• Family first - Three generations of family required 
to care for person

• Needy person must be a resident and eligible for 
relief
– Three-month residency 

• Persons capable of work must do so

• Pauper and orphaned children could be apprenticed

Responsible 
Jurisdictions

Jurisdictions for Relief
• Public

– Towns
– Counties
– State supported Anglican Parishes

• Private
– Charitable organizations
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Towns
• Towns

– Appointed Overseers of the Poor
– Levied taxes to raise funds
– Identified those in need and supplied relief

• Found in New England colonies

• Middle colony cities (e.g., Philadelphia)

Who Were the Overseers 
of the Poor?

• Appointed by town or city or county

• Responsibilities of Overseers
– Determining eligibility for services (e.g., residency)
– Assessing needs
– Providing services
– Warning out

• In the latter part of the 18th century would establish 
a network of merchants to supply food and clothing

1692 Massachusetts Law

First priority, 
prevent 
vagrancy

Poor children 
could be 

bound out ‐
apprenticed

Three months 
established 

residency if not 
warned out

Family first 
line of 
support
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1723 Barnstable, MA Town Meeting Record

40 Pounds to 
Support of Poor

20 Pounds toward 
Workhouse

Districts and Counties
• Delaware required Overseers for 

each “hundreds” (districts) in 
the county

• New York delegated authority to 
counties and manors

• Pennsylvania gave authority to 
justices of the peace and the 
county courts

Delaware Archives: State Map Collection 
Delaware Map of Hundreds 1700‐1800

PA Act for the Relief of Poor 1705 A compilation of the poor laws of the State of 
Pennsylvania, InternetArchive, p. 4
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Anglican Parishes
• Virginia, Carolinas, and Georgia

• Responsibility of Anglican Parishes to appoint 
Overseers of the Poor

• Supported by parish taxes

SC Statutes at Large 1712 p. 594

Private Charities
• Religious

– Episcopal Charitable Society of Boston (1724) 
– South Carolina Society (founded 1737 by 

Huguenots) 

• Ethnic
– The Scots Charitable Society (Boston, 1657)
– Charitable Irish Society of Boston (1737)

• Other
– Fellowship Society of Charleston (founded 1762) 
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Fellowship Society of Charleston

QUESTIONS?

Session Roadmap

History

Elizabethan poor 
laws

Colonial laws and 
attitudes

Jurisdictions for 
relief

Types of Relief

Outdoor relief

Indentures

Pauper auctions

Apprenticeships

Institutions

Records

Town and county

Church

Probate and other 
court records

Institutions
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Outdoor Relief
• Non-institutional relief, in a home setting

• Funded by town or city taxes

• Methods:
– Direct assistance to person - food, fuel, medicine in their 

own home
– Boarding in someone else’s home - host reimbursed by 

town
– Pauper Auctions – town auctioned poor to lowest bidder
– Indentures / Apprenticeships for children

Town Treasurer, Danville, 1823 FHL Film 8649198, image 44

Boarding Out Payments

Town of Stoughton 1758

Direct Assistance
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Transfer Between Towns
• Jean Benoit, his wife, and sons were sent to Brookline 

• Jean Benoit of Brookline became ill while visiting in 
Boston in September 1760 and became a public 
charge

• Boston Overseers later 
billed the Town of 
Brookline for firewood 
and other necessities 
supplied to Jean Benoit

Binding Out / Indenture of 
Pauper Children

• Claude Bourgeois and his
daughters received aid as 
indigents in Amesbury

• Amesbury Selectman found
employment and subsistence
for the daughters with other 
families, i.e., indentured them

• When Claude brought his 
daughters back to his house, the Selectmen reduced the 
amount of aid to the family 

• Claude petitioned to have the aid restored

Mitchell Family of Marshfield
• Joseph Mitchell petitioned General 

Court because Selectmen of 
Marshfield had forcibly removed two 
of his sons and indentured them.

• “The committee are further humbly of 
opinion that it would be acting very 
different from the intention of the 
legislature if any selectman in the province 
should cause any of the children of the 
French from Nova Scotia to be disposed of 
for any sum of money or other 
consideration except for the immediate 
use & benefit of such child or children and 
that where any child or children are able & 
willing to support themselves or where 
their parents or friends will undertake for 
their support such child or children ought 
not to be separated from their parents or 
friends and that the selectmen should as 
far as may be consult the inclination of the 
parents & children on the service for 
which any children may be disposed of –
T. Hutchinson 20 April 1756.
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Institutional Relief
• Almshouse or Poorhouse

• Primarily in cities
– Boston 1685
– Philadelphia 1732
– Charleston 1736
– New York 1736
– Baltimore 1773

New York Almshouse 1772

Session Roadmap

History

Elizabethan poor 
laws

Colonial laws and 
attitudes

Jurisdictions for 
relief

Types of Relief

Outdoor relief

Indentures

Pauper auctions

Apprenticeships

Institutions

Records

Town and county

Church

Probate and other 
court records

Institutions
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Types of Records
• Overseers of the Poor

• Town

• Church

• County

• Court

• Private

Overseers Records

Finding Overseer Records
• Town Records

– Town Treasurer
– Indentures
– Bonds
– Warning Out
– Warrants for removal

• County Records
– Indentures

• Published Sources
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Boston Overseers Records 18th c

Publications of the Colonial Society of 
Massachusetts
Volume LXIX

Boston Children Bound Out
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston Overseers 
of the Poor Records, 1733‐1925,  II. Almshouse 
records, 1735–1911, Reel 8, Box 9, Folder 1

Boston Overseers of Poor 1754
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston Overseers 
of the Poor Records, 1733‐1925Reel 1, Box 1, Folder 
2, Record of money granted at monthly meetings, 4 
April 1738‐1 March 1769
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Town Records

Types of Town Records
• Types of Records

– Treasurer’s Records
– Town meeting minutes
– Selectmen’s records
– Town clerk records

• What you are looking for
– Reimbursement for services
– Binding out to another person
– Indication of pauper auctions
– Apprenticeships

Treasurer’s Records 
• Reimbursements to townspeople for services

• May be in a separate volume or interleaved with 
other town records

• Best source for finding the poor and women
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Case Study – Overseers of
Danville Maine

• Who were the parents of Luther Starbird?

• First appears in Greene, Androscoggin County, Maine 
in 1850 census with wife Susannah and son Elmer

• 1870 Census, Luther reports his place of birth as 
Danville

Danville

Greene

1845 Map of Maine by Sidney E. Morse and Samuel Breese. New York: Published by 
Harper & Brothers, 1845) viewed at David Rumsey Map Collection

Town Treasurer, Danville Maine 1826
FHL Film 8649198, image 54

Luther 
would 

be about 
3 years 
old

Town Treasurer, Danville, 1823 FHL Film 8649198, image 44
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Duxbury Town Records, 1774 Records of Duxbury, 1642-1826 FHL Film 7009262, image 98

Town 
Meeting 
record, 
July 1774

Town 
Meeting 
record, 
Sep 1774

Care of a Town Member Being Rotated Among Homes

West Greenwich, RI, 1797

Probable Binding Out rather than Auction

Pauper Auctions
• System where towns paid community member for 

a set period of time to care for indigent, usually a 
year to three years

• Not all indigent were auctioned
– North Bridgewater only auctioned those persons 

who could not find a place with a friend

• Virtually all colonies and later, states, used this 
system
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West Greenwich, RI

Indications of Auctions

Town of Framingham 1774

Child Apprenticeships
• The Boston Overseers of the Poor records show 

that between 1756 and 1806 over 1100 children 
were apprenticed . 

• Boys had opportunities to learn a number of
trades, although over 40% were bound out to 
learn husbandry (farming). 

• Girls were overwhelmingly indentured for only 
one occupation – domestic servitude . 

• Records may be in town records, court records
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Apprenticeship example – Baltimore Orphans’ Court

Howard, Louise Ogier, Trice, Mildred McKenney
Guardianships and indentures involving orphans as 
abstracted from proceedings of the Orphans' Court of 
Baltimore County, Vol. 1
Maryland. Orphan's Court (Baltimore County)

Philadelphia Indenture 1772-1777
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography, vol.33, issue 4, 1909

Leicester, MA Indenture of 2-year old
NEHGR – Vol 34 p 311

55

56

57

Class 1: Researching Impoverished Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



6/12/2023

20

Gloucester Apprenticeship Papers

New York City Indentures

Town Cost Avoidance 
– Warning Out
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Warnings Out
• Practice in New England until early 19th century

• Non-residents of town examined upon arrival to 
determine if likely to become a public charges 

• Inhabitants of a town had the right to be supported by 
the town if the inhabitant became unable to support 
themselves

• Some towns made it a practice to warn out all 
newcomers

• Warnings did not always mean that the person was 
escorted to the edge of town

Warning Out – Clarendon, VT

Warnings Out

Warning Out – Pownalboro, ME
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QUESTIONS?

Church Records

Vestry Minutes
• Mostly southern colonies where the Anglican 

church was the official church

• Will find binding out, child apprenticeship
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Christ Church Middlesex, Virginia

County and 
Court Records 

County and Court Records
• Know your ancestor’s location

• FamilySearch.org Research Wiki lists available 
record sets
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page

Buncombe County Wiki Page

Available Court Records
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Indentures, Buncombe County NC

Worcester County Guardianship
Worcester County, MA: Probate File Papers, 
1731-1881, Case 57562

Institutions
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Early Philadelphia Almshouse Records

Life in Early Philadelphia

FamilySearch – Admission Records
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Philadelphia Almshouse 1800 Billy Smith, Life in early Philadelphia : documents 
from the Revolutionary and early national periods, 
p. 38

Boston Almshouse – MHS Records
Massachusetts Historical Society Finding 
Aid, Boston Almshouse

Summary
• Colonial ancestors who lived on the margins of society were 

probably poor, ill, suffering from misfortune, old, or all the 
above

• Colonial systems for poor relief grew out of the Elizabethan 
Poor Laws

• Colonial poor relief was administered by the Overseers of 
the Poor, churches, or private societies and usually took the 
form of Outdoor Relief or Binding Out or Pauper Auctions

• At the turn of the 19th century Almshouses and Poorhouses 
or farms became the predominant mode of providing relief.

79

80

81

Class 1: Researching Impoverished Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



6/12/2023

28

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

AmericanAncestors.org/researching-impoverished-ancestors-2023

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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