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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• History of the Reform Movement
• Publicly Funded Relief
• Privately Funded Relief
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Voice of 
Ann G. Lawthers

LOC Print cai 2a15050 //hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cai.2a15050
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Complaints
There are few towns in the United States more infested 
with vagrants and sturdy-beggars than Baltimore. . . If 
some means are not adopted to stop the progress of 
these idle vagabonds, they will soon become very 
troublesome to the inhabitants

Pennsylvania Packet 4 April 1787
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Quincy Report
• Written in 1821 by Josiah Quincy III, of Massachusetts

• Sent surveys to town – 162 responded

• Summarized systems of relief operating in 1821
– Outdoor Relief: provides supplies, food, fuel, and/or cash to 

poor families in their own homes.
– Pauper Auction: provides for the poor by letting them out to 

the lowest bidder in families at large within the town.
– Contract System: a town contract system where poor are 

indentured, bound out, or contracted to different members 
of the community.

– Poorhouse or Almshouse
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1821 Quincy Report Table – Paupers in 
Massachusetts
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1821 Town of Sutton Return
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1821 Town of Andover
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Report Conclusions
• Current system of relief fostered to 

mismanagement, waste, and abuses of power

• Methods of relief ineffective
– Outdoor relief fostered dependence and 

discouraged work
– Auctions and binding out lead to abuses

• Almhouses or workhouses least expensive and 
most efficient method

• Alcohol abuse was biggest cause of poverty
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Yates Report
• New York Legislature (1822) directed Secretary of State, 

John Yates to study poor relief; Reported in 1824

• Conclusions
– Inconsistent application of aid across jurisdictions
– “Farming out” the poor led to “barbarity and neglect”
– Children grew up in “filth, idleness, ignorance, and disease”
– No statewide provision for employment; idleness generated, 

vice, dissipation, disease, and crime
– Overseers tended to grant relief without sufficient inquiry 

into circumstances
– Laws encouraged street begging
– “Idiots and lunatics” did not receive adequate care
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Report Recommendations
• One or more house of employment per county

• Each house to be connected to workhouse for “sturdy 
beggars and vagrants”

• Increase taxes on distillers and purveyors of liquor

• One year residency in a community established settlement

• No male between 18 and 50 with all faculties to receive aid

• Importing non-residents into a county associated with 
financial penalties. 

• Street begging prohibited; offenders to be rounded up and 
sent to workhouse
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Reform Themes
• Change in locus responsibility

– Shift funding away from local to county, state or federal
– Rise in charitable funding

• Change in location of aid
– Centralize relief in institutions
– Declining outdoor relief

• Create separate institutions for different types of needs
– Children
– Insane
– Poor

• Emphasize work
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• Problem: Poverty a fact 
of life

• Solution: Communities 
responsible for all

• Problem: Poverty a 
problem of bad behavior 
and choices

• Solution: Moral 
education of individual 
poor

Early 19th CenturyColonial

Change in Attitudes (Simplified)
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Immigration
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Major Ports of Entry
• In colonial times many immigrants came through 

Philadelphia, largest city in colonial America

• After war, New York became busiest providing a 
water gateway through Appalachians: Hudson 
river and Erie canal

• Baltimore, Boston, New Orleans
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19th Century Immigration
• Initially, continuation of colonial patterns: German 

speaking, protestant Irish, and British 
Commonwealth

• As industrial revolution 
created jobs in America 
and famine and war 
pushed people out of 
Ireland and Germany, 
bump in immigration
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QUESTIONS?
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Early Federal 
Poor Relief
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Categorical Relief Programs
• Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1818
– Expected about 2,000 applications; received 20,000
– Enacted means test in 1820

• Relief for Native Americans
– Bureau of Indian Affairs established 1789
– Annual funds for rations, annuities, and medical care, 

agricultural tools and instructors for the tribes

• Relief for Merchant Seaman
– Established 1798 – Marine Hospitals for sick and 

disabled seamen
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Pension File - RI

Ancestry.com:U.S., 
Revolutionary War Pension and 
Bounty‐Land Warrant 
Application Files
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Pension Payments
Ancestry.com: U.S., Revolutionary War 
Pensioners, 1801‐1815, 1818‐1872
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Relief for Indigenous People
• 1800 – Congress appropriated funds for rations, 

annuities, medical care, agricultural tools and 
instructors for tribes

• Support renewed each year

• 1835 – Jackson in State of Union address notes 
that funds to “Indian poor” amounted to about 
$30 per person annually
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Marine Hospital Service
• Established by Congress 1798, precursor of Public 

Health Service

• Established to:
– Relieve port cities of the expense of caring for 

indigent sick seamen who are not local residents
– Make service in the merchant marine more 

attractive by providing federal relief for seamen 
who could no longer work because of illness

• Records at FamilySearch.org (keyword = “Marine 
hospital”) and National Archives
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Federal Merchant Seamen relief FHL Film 106231840, Image 2
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State & County 
Poor Relief
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New Almshouses
• Rapid growth after Quincy and Yates reports

• By 1850, all but four counties in New York had 
almshouses

• Pennsylvania had:
– York County's home (1806)
– Pittsburgh's first poorhouse was built in 1818 in 

response to the large number of westbound immigrants 
who found themselves stranded

– Fayette County poorhouse (1822)
– Berks County (1824)
– Erie County (1833)
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Almshouses
• Full of early promise

• By 1850, bloom was off the rose
– Unseemly rates of death and disease
– Lack of discipline, graft, and mismanagement
– Costs of maintaining poorhouses increased beyond 

the expectations and promises of public officials
– Growing recognition that certain groups should 

not be mixed together, e.g. children, insane, blind
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Finding Almshouse Records
• FamilySearch.org – Catalog search where place is 

state or county

• ArchiveGrid - Centralized tool for locating 
archival materials
– Held by libraries, museums, archives, and historical 

societies
– Descriptions of physical materials
– Some links to digitized content
– Some links to finding aids 
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How to Search ArchiveGrid
• Search by
– Location
– Surname

• Use Boolean search logic to your keywords and 
terms, using AND, OR, NOT, and parentheses. 
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https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/
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ArchiveGrid – List View
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ArchiveGrid – Summary View
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Results of place sort
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Detail for William Keeler Ledgers
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familysearch.org/search/catalog
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Family Search Catalog Results
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Charleston, SC 1810 FHL Film 100641432, image 30

South Carolina, Charleston County, 
Charleston Poorhouse and Correctional House Records, 

1803‐1916
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Philadelphia, PA
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Blockley Alms House, PA
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Roxbury Almshouse
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Page two of Almshouse
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Decline of 
Outdoor Relief

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 46



Outdoor Relief in the 
Early 19th Century

• Fewer tax dollars for funding

• Despite reform efforts, it didn’t disappear

• Greater role for charitable and benevolent 
organizations
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Lancaster County, PA 1856 
FHL Film 8718947, image 350
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Massachusetts Historical Society
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HathiTrust.org 19th century Records Nashua, NH , Reports of the selectmen, 1841
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QUESTIONS?
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Signs of Charitable 
Growth
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New York Gazette, 1780 “Early American Newspapers” at 
AmericanAncestors.org

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 54



Newspaper Clippings

Connecticut Courant, 1836
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Types of Aid Societies
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Mutual Aid Societies
• Social insurance for specific groups
– Hibernian (NYC 1836)
– German Friendly (Savannah 1837)
– Hebrew Benevolent Society (Charleston 1784)
– African Union Society (Newport RI 1780)

• Activities
– Services  for poor and sick
– Monetary assistance to members
– Cooperative banking
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Finding Records
• Use Keyword searches on FamilySearch and 

Ancestry

• Then try manuscript collections
– Using your ancestor’s location, look for historical 

societies
– Try ArchiveGrid at researchworks.oclc.org 
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Search for Hibernian Society
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Finding Aid for Maryland Records
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Benevolent Societies
• Almost exclusively female-managed

• Wealthy women used connections to raise funds

• Focused on children and widows

• Examples: 
– Society for the Relief of Poor Widows and Small 

Children (New York – 1797)
– Boston Female Asylum (Boston – 1800)
– Female Humane Association (1800)
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Boston Female Asylum 1800-1866

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 62



Search for Boston Female Asylum
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Results for Boston Female Asylum
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Boston Female Asylum 1800-1866

Minutes of the Boston Female Asylum – Film at the Family History Library 007943176, image 29  
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Immigrant Aid Societies
• Irish Emigrant Aid Society (1841 – New York)

• German Immigrant Aid Society 
(New Orleans - 1847)

• Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (NYC - 1881)
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Irish Emigrant Aid Society
• Founded in 1841 by Archbishop Hughes

• Went to docks where Irish immigrants landed and 
distributed materials on housing and employment

• Opened an employment bureau in 1842 and 
placed 1,200 people into jobs

• Sent notices to Irish newspapers warning possible 
immigrants of the hardships of America that 
awaited them
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Emigrant Savings Bank 
• Established in 1850 by members of Irish Emigrant 

Society

• Served thousands of
Irish immigrants 
who came to 
America following 
The Great Hunger
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Ancestry.com
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Test Book (1865), Emigrant Savings Bank via 
Ancestry.com
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Archives.nypl.org
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Archives.nypl.org
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Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society
• 1881 – Founded in 

response to Jews fleeing 
the pogroms in Russia 
and Eastern Europe

• 1904 – Established a 
bureau on Ellis Island

• 1911 – Kosher kitchen 
installed on Ellis Island
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FamilySearch.org
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Sample card
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Charity Organization 
Societies

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 76



What is a Charity 
Organization Society?

• Think “United Way”

• Growth of mutual aid, benevolent societies, and other 
charitable organizations made it hard to keep track of 
who was receiving what

• First formed in 1870 to inventory regional charity

• Advocated supplementing volunteer efforts with 
trained individuals (predecessor of the social worker)
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Private Institutions
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First Orphanages
• Established with private funding
– Seven orphan asylums on east coast by 1801
– 30+ by 1830

• 21 established by Protestant churches
• 10 by Catholic churches

• Goals:
– Food, clothing, and a place to sleep
– Discharge to apprenticeship

• Cared for non-orphaned children as well
– One or two years 
– Discharge back to family
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Growth in Orphanages

Susan Whitelaw Downs, Michael W. Sherraden, “The Orphan Asylum in the Nineteenth Century Social Service Review,” 
Vol. 57, No. 2 (Jun., 1983), p. 273
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Orphan Asylum Records
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Buffalo Orphan Asylum
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Institutions for the Insane
• Privately funded
– McLean Hospital Asylum for the Insane (1811) 

Belmont, MA
– Friends Asylum (1815) Philadelphia
– Bloomingdale Insane Asylum (1816) New York
– “Moral” model of treatment emphasizing character 

and spiritual development

• County or state funded
– More common after 1850
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Finding Records
• For privately funded institutions start with 

ArchiveGrid

• For county or state funded may find
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New Orleans Asylum City Insane Asylum: FHL 7902903, image 276
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Summary of Places to 
Try for Records

• FamilySearch.org – Catalog > State > County

• FamilySearch.org – Research Wiki

• Ancestry Catalog

• ArchiveGrid.org

• State and local historical societies
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Summary
• Reformers attempted to address the variability in 

poor relief by advocating centralizing care in 
institutions

• Growth in state and county funded almshouses

• Outdoor relief continued under private auspices

• Private funding also created
– Orphanages
– Insane asylums

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 87



QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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AmericanAncestors.org/researching-impoverished-ancestors-2023

Class 2: Researching Impoverished Ancestors in North America

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 89



THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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