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Emily Anne Engle
A TALE OF TWO ORPHANAGES: CHARITY IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY INDIANAPOLIS

This thesis studies the way Indianapolis women and men from the 1820s to 1890s
influenced the social development of the city through the creation and operation of
benevolent institutions. Before the Civil War, Indianapolis citizens created benevolent
institutions to aid individuals who could not care for themselves—specifically,
individuals with physical and mental needs. When the city’s population drastically
increased following the Civil War (and the emergence of railroads), Indianapolis citizens
began founding benevolent organizations intended to shape certain behaviors/control
specific societal problems—specifically, juvenile offenders and prostitution.

A study of two Indianapolis orphanages reveals that some Indianapolis citizens
established childcare institutions to care for individuals who could not care for
themselves (i.e., dependent children) while other individuals created childcare institutions
in attempts to control how children were raised. Founded in 1849 by white, Protestant
Indianapolis women, the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society (WOFS) subscribed to
the belief that poor children should be raised away from the influence of their parents in
orderly environments so they would grow into productive, contributing members of
society. Established in 1870 by Quaker women, the Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless
Colored Children (IAFCC) did not subscribe to this belief. Rather, African American
parents used the IAFCC as a means of temporary childcare during a family crisis.

The rich records left behind by the WOFS and the IAFCC allow for a study of

these organizations’ founding, finances, and operations. This thesis concludes that
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African American parents had more agency with the Quaker-run IAFCC than white

parents had with the WOFS.

Anita Morgan, Ph.D., Chair
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Introduction

Eddie Anderson and Willie Fisher Ponds were separated by the color of their skin
and twenty years. They never met, but their experiences were incredibly similar. Both
boys grew up in Indianapolis orphanages. Both young men searched for their biological
families. Both men received no help from the institutions that placed them with new
families.

Born in late 1874, Eddie Anderson arrived at the Widows and Orphans Friends’
Society in March 1875. His admission record states that he was only three months old.
For the next four years, Eddie lived, ate, slept, and played at the Indianapolis orphanage.
He was taken out in March 1879, but was brought back in 1882.1 In September 1882,
Eddie spent fifteen days in the asylum before being indentured to Mrs. Skillman from
Peru, Indiana, over seventy miles away.? More than twenty years later, in December
1903, Eddie wrote to the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society from Sharpe, Kansas. He
received no answer. After waiting several months, he wrote again.

Superintendent of the Orphants Home

Kind Sir-

| wrote to you in Dec. 1903 and as yet | have not heard from you and

fearing my letter or yours was misplaced | now write again, as | am

interested to find out about my record and in what condition | was taken

out of the Orphants home by mrs Skillman some 20 years ago. My name .

.. I know was Edd Anderson but they changed it to EImer Anderson and

did me other meaness. | am totally ignorant of myself. they used to

pretend as though | was adopted and was to get part of their estate . . .

[when] I was of age then they turned me off without clothes hardly good

enough to wear and not a cent to go on; now please do what you can for

me if you have any knowledge as where my folks are please let me know
and all that is of interest to me as | have been informed that my name, age,

L1t is unclear when Eddie came back to the orphanage between March 1879 and September 1882, because
the admission records for 1880 and 1881 are inconsistent and the admission records for 1882 to 1884 are
missing. Record of Children Admitted, 1871 — 1881, BV 3676, p. 105 and 238; Children’s Bureau of
Indianapolis Records (hereafter CBIR), Collection M0983, Indiana Historical Society (hereafter IHS).

2 Indenture record for Eddie Anderson, BV 3687, p. 114; CBIR, IHS.
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and record you will have in your ledger. some of mrs Skillmans relatives

say she had papers that | should of got concerning me and my relatives but

they distroyed them so please now help me all you can.?

There is no indication that the asylum ever responded to Eddie’s letter. His letter is not
mentioned in the Board of Directors minutes—it is simply stuck in between the pages of
his original admission record.

On October 19, 1899 (seventeen years after Eddie was indentured), Nellie Fisher
brought her son, Willie Fisher, and his three older siblings to the Indianapolis Asylum for
Friendless Colored Children. Willie had just turned four years old. Willie spent the next
four-and-a-half years at the Indianapolis orphanage before James D. Ponds adopted him.
Willie left the asylum with Ponds on June 5, 1904, and traveled to his new home in
Jonesboro, Indiana, also nearly seventy miles away.* Fourteen years later, Willie wrote to
the institution from Akron, Ohio.

| am writing you for some information regarding my age and my parents. |

was put in your home when | was very small | was taken out in 1904 at

which time | was 8 years old my name was Willie Fisher but some people

by the name of “Ponds” adopted me I have never known who my real

mother was in fact | would not know her if | saw her for it has been 19 or

20 years or possibly more since | saw her any how you have my record. |

had 3 brothers all of whom stayed there and don’t know who they or

where they are. The head Lady who was in charge at the time | was there

was Mrs. Taylor. If you can give me any information regarding this mater

| would appreciate it very much.®

Like Eddie, Willie wondered about his past and his biological family. Although

they were from different families, spent several years in different orphanages,

3 Letter from Elmer Anderson to the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society, March 23, 1904; Admission
record for Eddie Anderson, BV 3679, p. 88; CBIR, IHS.

4 Admission Record Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless Colored Children, 1871-1900 transcribed and
arranged by Jean Spears and Dorothy Paul (Indianapolis: Indiana Historical Society, 1978), 46.

5 Letter from William F. Ponds to the Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless Colored Children, July 23, 1918;
Box 3, Folder 5; Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless Colored Children records (hereafter IAFCCR),
Collection M0165, Indiana Historical Society (hereafter IHS).
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were treated differently by society for the color of their skin, and eventually
resided in different states, Eddie and Willie had extremely similar experiences as
orphans.

Eddie and Willie are two of several thousand children who spent part of
their lives at an Indianapolis orphanage, and their letters illustrate the rich source
material that has been left behind by the institutions that helped care for
dependent Hoosier children. This thesis studies two of Indianapolis’s nineteenth
century orphanages, the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society (WOFS)—Iater
called the Indianapolis Orphans Asylum—and the Indianapolis Asylum for
Friendless Colored Children (IAFCC).® The institutional records from the two
organizations demonstrate that the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society
espoused a belief of “social control” while the Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless
Colored Children did not. The records reveal that African American parents had
far more agency (and a remarkable amount of influence in determining what
happened to their children) with the orphanage for black children than white
parents had with the orphanage for white children.’

Studying orphanages in Indianapolis provides insight into nineteenth-
century views on childhood, parental rights, and community values in a prominent
Midwestern city. Several scholars have already identified multiple reasons why

Indianapolis is a city worthy of the historian’s attention. In his 1977 doctoral

61n 1875, the Widows and Orphans Friends’ Society changed its name to the Indianapolis Orphans
Asylum. To avoid confusion, | only refer to the orphanage by its original name, the Widows and Orphans
Friends’ Society (WOFS).

" As 1 explain further in chapter two, the “social control” theory was that if poor, dependent children could
be kept from the corrupt influence of their parents and raised in an orderly environment, then they would
grow into productive citizens.
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dissertation, historian Robert Barrows asserted that many scholars had “bypassed
the nation’s medium-sized cities en route to their studies of the metropolitan
giants” even though the often-studied cities of Philadelphia, New York, and
Chicago “were not representative of the ‘typical’ American urban experience.”®
Twenty-three years later, in his biography of the Hoosier reformer Albion Fellows
Bacon, Barrows again argued that urban historians should give more attention to
the nation’s medium-sized cities, like Indianapolis, because they were more
representative of the urban experience in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.®
In 1994, David J. Bodenhamer, editor for The Encyclopedia of Indianapolis, gave
another reason why scholars should study Indianapolis, arguing that it “is an
important midwestern city with a rich heritage and increasing national
prominence.”?

Scholarly literature from various subfields inform this study of
Indianapolis orphanage practices. Literature on the development of nineteenth-
century towns and cities shows that Indianapolis’s development is representative
of medium-sized cities. Unlike Chicago, Cincinnati, or Louisville—prominent
cities throughout the nineteenth century—Indianapolis remained a small, rural
community for several decades and did not develop into a major Midwestern city

until after the Civil War.!! Similarly, Indianapolis did not develop like the

8 According to Barrows, “In 1920, 61 per cent of the nation’s urban population still lived in cities of
250,000 or fewer inhabitants.” Robert G. Barrows, “A Demographic Analysis of Indianapolis, 1870-1920,”
(Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 1977), 3.

% Robert G. Barrows, Albion Fellows Bacon: Indiana’s Municipal Housekeeper (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2000), xv.

10 David J. Bodenhamer and Robert G. Barrows, eds., The Encyclopedia of Indianapolis (Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1994), vii.

11 For further information on the populations of Chicago, Cincinnati, and Louisville, see Campbell Gibson,
“Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban Places in the United States: 1790 to 1990, U.S.
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countless small communities that never grew into major urban centers. In other
words, Indianapolis’s development is unlike both larger cities and smaller
communities—its development represents “the ‘typical’ American urban
experience” of medium-sized cities.!?

Historian Don Harrison Doyle studied the rise and fall of a small community by
examining Jacksonville, Illinois—a Midwestern town that failed to develop into a
significant city. Doyle’s study of Jacksonville showcases how Indianapolis developed
differently than the countless small communities that ultimately never became thriving
cities. His The Social Order of a Frontier Community: Jacksonville, 1llinois, 1825 — 1870
argued that the main problem facing the nation in the nineteenth century was how to
build new communities as increasing numbers of individuals and families moved west.
Focusing specifically on communities that developed from small, rural settlements into
cities, Doyle asserted that Jacksonville, Illinois, was typical of countless new towns in the
nineteenth-century Midwest because it ultimately failed to achieve prominence as an
urban environment.?

Doyle supported his argument about Jacksonville’s typicality of a city that failed
to thrive by studying the economic and social factors that led to the town’s population

growth (and ultimate stagnation). One of the main factors Doyle emphasized throughout

Census Bureau, Population Division, revised November 2, 2000, accessed December 18, 2017,
https://web.archive.org/web/20070314031958/http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twp
s0027.html.

12 Barrows, “A Demographic Analysis of Indianapolis,” 3.

13 Doyle states that “Jacksonville was typical of most new towns in that it aspired to urban greatness with
only moderate success . . . for every Chicago, St. Louis, or even Springfield, there were hundreds of
Jacksonvilles whose ambitions for urban prominence were betrayed by the conspiracies of nature, politics,
and fate.” Indianapolis, therefore, was not a typical example of Midwestern towns because it did not fail to
achieve “urban prominence.” Don Harrison Doyle, The Social Order of a Frontier Community:
Jacksonville, lllinois, 1825-1870 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1983), 5.
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his work was the “booster ethos” prevalent in Jacksonville from its inception to its
decline after the Civil War. According to Doyle, Jacksonville developed under the heavy
influence of town boosters—individuals who attempted to bolster the town’s economy by
arguing for the creation of colleges, businesses, benevolent institutions, and anything else
that would bring money and people to Jacksonville.** Indianapolis, however, did not have
a major booster influence until after the Civil War. In fact, it was not until 1870—nearly
fifty years after Indianapolis’s founding—that the “Common Council commissioned a
booster-style report to promote the city’s economic advantage.”®

Another factor Doyle emphasized was the diverse and mobile population of
Jacksonville, arguing that it “became a central feature of nineteenth-century American
life.”*® However, a mobile and immigrant population was not as prevalent in
Indianapolis’s early development as it was in Jacksonville’s—Indianapolis did not have a
very diverse population until after the Civil War. According to historian Emma Lou
Thornbrough, “many people moving westward, especially European immigrants, by-
passed Indiana and settled in the states to the north and west.” Individuals who did
settle in Indianapolis—Ilike Calvin Fletcher, Nicholas McCarty, and others—typically

established roots in the new city instead of moving on after a few years. It was not until

after the Civil War that the city’s immigrant population grew.!®

14 Doyle, The Social Order of a Frontier Community, 62.

15 Katherine E. Badertscher, “Organized Charity and the Civic Ideal in Indianapolis” (Ph.D. dissertation,
Indiana University, Indianapolis, 2015), 73. For an example of how boosters influenced Indianapolis’s
development in the twentieth century, see Christine Crosby, “‘The Crossroads of the Air’: Boosterism and
the Development of the Indianapolis Municipal Airport, 1925-1939” (master’s thesis, Indiana University,
Indianapolis, 2015).

16 Doyle, The Social Order of a Frontier Community, 92.

1 Emma Lou Thornbrough, Indiana in the Civil War Era, 1850-1880 (Indianapolis: Indiana Historical
Bureau and Indiana Historical Society, 1965), 1.

18 James J. Divita, “Demography and Ethnicity,” in The Encyclopedia of Indianapolis, 53-55.
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Doyle’s work on Jacksonville mirrors the research in this thesis by examining the
importance of benevolent institutions in cities. According to Doyle, Jacksonville was
considered the “city of institutions” because it gained three of Illinois’s major charitable
institutions—the School for the Deaf and Dumb (1845), the Hospital for the Insane
(1845), and the School for the Blind (1848).1° Not only were these organizations “modern
symbols of progress,” they “were seen as rich fountains of public largess flowing into the
local economy.”? In other words, benevolent institutions were important to the
development of towns because they embodied a growing society, and they brought
tangible economic benefits to the communities where they existed.

Despite his clear claims that charitable societies influenced how a city was viewed
(i.e., as progressive or stagnant) and bolstered the local economy, Doyle does not
thoroughly examine the institutions in Jacksonville. Indeed, he only devotes eight pages
to a brief overview of the benevolent institutions in Jacksonville. In his chapter on
voluntary associations, Doyle only discusses churches, political parties, and “fraternal
lodges, reform societies, literary clubs, and fire companies”—he does not mention the
benevolent organizations where citizens (particularly women) volunteered their time and
resources. This thesis agrees with Doyle’s assertion that benevolent societies bolstered
local economies and served as symbols of modernity. However, it examines Indianapolis
institutions to a greater extent than Doyle, arguing that Indianapolis citizens improved
their community through the creation and management of benevolent organizations.

While Doyle’s study showcases Indianapolis’s upward trajectory as opposed to

many other Midwestern cities that failed to grow, John Mack Faragher’s book, Sugar

19 Doyle, The Social Order of a Frontier Community, 68.
20 |bid., 68-69.
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Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie, reinforces the typicality of Indianapolis as an example
of life in the nineteenth-century Midwest. Faragher studied the first generation of settlers
in the rural community of Sugar Creek, Illinois, in order to “understand more about
Americans of the early-nineteenth-century West, the region now called the Midwest.”?:
Faragher’s explanation of Sugar Creek’s beginning and development parallels that of
Indianapolis. For example, in both Indianapolis and Sugar Creek, settlers came from east-
coast cities and settled in the Midwest. According to Faragher, “Robert Pulliam typified
his generation of pioneers” by having origins in the east but roots in the Midwest, similar
to famous Indianapolis settlers like Calvin Fletcher or James Blake.?? Additionally,
county government officials in Sugar Creek, like Indianapolis, operated on a part-time
basis while continuing their occupations as farmers, lawyers, and merchants.?* Because
Indianapolis and Sugar Creek began, grew, and changed in extremely similar ways,
Faragher’s work shows that Indianapolis’s development was not an anomaly.

More importantly, Faragher claimed that persistent families—those who settled in
the Midwest and did not move on after a decade—were extremely influential to the
development and survival of frontier communities. According to Faragher, only thirty-
percent of families who moved west settled and remained in one place. Most families
either continued farther west after a decade or returned to the East.?* However, Faragher
emphatically argued that persistent families—though a minority until the Civil War—

“provided the continuity and cohesion necessary for communal life.”? Although famous

21 John Mack Faragher, Sugar Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1986), xiii.

22 |bid., 4.

23 |bid., 137.

2 1bid., 50.

% 1bid., 52.
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historian Frederick Jackson Turner “focused on those who moved,” Faragher states “the
community created by those who stayed behind is also a ‘really American part of our
history.””?® Calvin and Sarah Fletcher, James and Eliza Blake, Isaac and Julia Phipps, and
Nicholas and Margaret McCarty (among so many others) are but a few of the many
persistent families who shaped the cultural, economic, and social development of
Indianapolis because they were the families who “remain for years in one spot, forming
the mass of the settled population, and giving a tone to the institutions of the country; and
at each remove, a few are left behind, who cling permanently to the soil, and bequeath
their landed possessions to their posterity.”?’

While Doyle and Faragher’s studies provide context for Indianapolis’s
development as a city, Kathi Badertscher’s 2015 dissertation explores the history of
philanthropy and gender roles in the Indianapolis community by examining the charitable
institutions that flourished in the city during different time periods. Titled “Organized
Charity and the Civic Ideal in Indianapolis, 1879 — 1922,” Badertscher’s work offers a
comprehensive study of Indianapolis charity by chronicling the founding, development,
and evolution of the Charity Organization Society (COS)—and the many benevolent
institutions that operated under its guidance. However, Badertscher did not simply study
the work of the COS; rather, she examined the women and men who managed the
benevolent organization and argued that “gender, professionalization, and complex

relationships all affected the COS’s mission.”?

% |bid., 52.

27 James Hall, Sketches of History, Life, and Manners, in the West vol. Il (Philadelphia: Harrison Hall,
1835), 67, as quoted in Faragher, Sugar Creek, 52.

28 Badertscher, “Organized Charity and the Civic Ideal in Indianapolis,” 3.
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Prior to the creation of the COS, the size of Indianapolis allowed “neighborhood
benevolence”—Indianapolis citizens volunteering their time and resources to help their
neighbors in need.?® However, Badertscher argued that by the end of the 1870s, the
volunteer efforts of Indianapolis’s citizens were not enough to lessen poverty.
Badertscher concluded that “Indianapolis’ growth, industrialization, and population
heterogeneity all challenged traditional neighborhood benevolence as the primary remedy
for assisting those in need” and by the end of the 1870s, “the conditions were ripe for a
new leader and a new strategy to combat poverty in Indianapolis.”** The COS developed
in stages that Badertscher labeled the founding, maturing, and corporate phases.
Badertscher studied each stage through the women and men who ran the organization and
through the cultural changes that accompanied each new stage. Badertscher concluded
“the women of Indianapolis exhibited more agency in their charitable work than is
commonly understood during the organized charity movement.”3!

Badertscher’s work compliments any study of Indianapolis charity by providing
context for understanding the city’s history of philanthropy as well as the role of women
in benevolent societies. Specifically, her second chapter—examining the relationship
between the size of the community to the philanthropic efforts of the city’s residents—
shows how Indianapolis citizens responded during different stages of the city’s
development. Additionally, Badertscher’s focus on women’s roles in the COS highlights

the study of traditionally overlooked workers in benevolent institutions.

29 It was more than thirty years before the Indianapolis population was large enough to extend beyond the
original city plat, known as the Mile Square. Lamont J. Hulse, “Neighborhoods and Communities,” in The
Encyclopedia of Indianapolis, 133, as quoted in Badertscher, “Organized Charity and the Civic Ideal in
Indianapolis,” 37.

30 Badertscher, “Organized Charity and the Civic Ideal in Indianapolis,” 108.

31 |bid., 402.

10
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Indianapolis may be worth studying, but why should the historian examine
orphanages, particularly an orphanage for black children and an orphanage for
white children? In part, studying the IAFCC, an orphanage for Indianapolis’s
black children, is necessary because of the lack of literature on orphanages for
African American children. Historian Jessie B. Ramey decided to study the Home
for Colored Children in Pittsburgh specifically because “there was such a gap in
the historiography on institutions for African American children.”? Studying the
WOFS, the white counterpart to the IAFCC, adds to the narrative by allowing
comparison of how Indianapolis citizens responded to the needs of dependent
black children and dependent white children.

Historian Timothy Hacsi agreed with Ramey, stating that the “greatest
weakness [of the literature on poverty] remains children: for example, the
literature on indenture, foster care and its predecessors, and the actual practice (as
opposed to creation) of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) is scanty and

uneven.”® Hacsi argued that studying orphanages revealed societal values about

32 Jessie B. Ramey, Child Care in Black and White: Working Parents and the History of Orphanages
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2012), 194. The gap in literature on African American orphanages is
evident in Indianapolis scholarship since Thomas Cowger’s article on the IAFCC is one of the only studies
of this institution. In 2015, John Ramsbottom studied the IAFCC’s latter years in the twentieth century. In
2017, Paul Mullins authored a blog post that examined the orphanage from its inception until 1922 when
the county took over the institution. Both of these recent studies extensively cite Cowger’s work on the
IAFCC. Thomas Cowger, “Custodians of Social Justice: The Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless Colored
Children, 1870-1922” Indiana Magazine of History 88, no. 2 (June 1992), 93-110. John D. Ramshottom,
“Searching for Their Real Home: Dependent Black Children in Indianapolis, 1910-1940,” Traces of
Indiana and Midwestern History (Summer 2015): 34-43. Paul Mullins, “Orphans Across the Color Line:
The Indianapolis Asylum for Friendless Colored Children,” Invisible Indianapolis (blog), February 21,
2017, https://invisibleindianapolis.wordpress.com/2017/02/21/orphans-across-the-color-line-the-
indianapolis-asylum-for-friendless-colored-children/.

33 Timothy A. Hacsi, Second Home: Orphan Asylums and Poor Families in American (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1997), 5.

11
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how to care for dependent children.®* According to Hacsi, during the majority of
the nineteenth century (and even into the twentieth century), orphan asylums were
the primary means through which dependent children received care.® It is
essential, therefore, to study the evolution of orphanage policies if one is to
understand nineteenth-century views of children. If Indianapolis is a
representative example of a nineteenth-century city, then a study of the city’s
child care institutions contributes to the overall literature on children and their
care in the late nineteenth century.

Hacsi argued that a comprehensive study of American orphanages, across
all regions, was necessary. Thus, Hacsi took a “national perspective,” writing
about the “commonalities and distinctions between asylums of different religious
backgrounds and different regions.”3® Additionally, he studied the change that
occurred over time in orphanage practices and policies by examining institutions
from the 1830s to the 1930s. Using government records and reports from several
dozen orphan asylums throughout the United States, he argued that American
orphan asylums generally fell into one of three categories: the protective
institution (where children were kept from the world beyond the asylum “in an
effort to preserve an ethnic or religious heritage”), the isolating institution (where
children were kept from the world beyond the asylum “in the hopes of breaking
children away from their parents’ world”), and the integrative institution (a

twentieth-century model that helped “children interact with the world outside

34 In this thesis, I use the term “dependent children” to refer to children who received the majority of their
care (even if only for a short period of time) from an orphanage or institution, not a family member.

35 Hacsi, Second Home, 1.

% Ibid., 6.

12
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asylum walls”).*” According to Hacsi, orphanages in the nineteenth century were
either protective, isolating, or a mixture of both.

Since its publication in 1971 (and the publication of a revised edition in
1990), historians have considered David Rothman’s The Discovery of the Asylum:
Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic as a classic for the study of
benevolent institutions. Rothman explored the rise of the asylum during the
Jacksonian era and examined the societal ideals that resulted in the establishment
of orphanages. He argued that middle-class individuals and groups established
penitentiaries, orphanages, insane asylums, and similar institutions “to promote
the stability of the society” during a time when the nation was rapidly changing.®®
For several decades, scholars considered Rothman’s thesis to be extremely
accurate. Towards the end of the twentieth century, however, scholars
complicated and challenged Rothman’s argument by examining the individuals
(rather than the societal ideals and institutional rhetoric) who lived in—or placed
their children in—orphanages.

Clay Gish challenged Rothman’s argument in her article, “Rescuing the ‘Waifs
and Strays’ of the City: The Western Emigration Program of the Children’s Aid Society.”
As the title suggests, Gish examined the Children’s Aid Society of New York’s
(CASNY) famous practice of sending dependent children from crowded, east-coast cities

to homes in the rural Midwest. Commonly known as “Orphan Trains,” this program was

pioneered by Charles Loring Brace, a man who believed that poor, dependent children

7 Ibid., 7.
38 David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1971), xviii.

13
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should be “saved” from the corrupt influences of their environments (i.e., their poverty-
stricken parents and the vices of the city) so they would not grow into criminals and
become societal burdens. Gish argued that historians had been focusing on the rhetoric of
reformers like Brace, rather than the experiences of the individuals who participated in
the emigration program. Through her research in both public and private records, Gish
showed how poor children and families utilized the program in attempts to find work.*®
Rather than focus solely on the reformers’ ideologies (as Rothman did in his
book), Gish studied the relationship between the institution (the CASNY)) and the
individuals who used the organization’s services.*® Using the client case records from
432 children as well as the CASNY caseworker’s journals, Gish explained that nearly
three-quarters of the children who the CASNY sent to foster homes came to the
institution of their own (or their parents’) accord. Gish’s examination of the records
revealed that approximately seventy-three percent of the 432 children came to the
CASNY because a family member brought them “for temporary placement during some
type of family crisis” (about 17.1 percent) or the child came to the institution “seeking
entry into the labor force” (about 55.5 percent).*! According to Gish, “less than one-
quarter (21.3 percent) of those in the emigration program” arrived at the CASNY because

they were “orphaned or abandoned.”*?

% Clay Gish, “Rescuing the ‘Waifs and Strays’ of the City: The Western Emigration Program of the
Children’s Aid Society,” Journal of Social History 33 no. 1 (1999), 121-141.

40 Gish outlined several of her questions at the outset of her study, asking “Was the relationship between
reformers and the working class a one-sided imposition of power and values, or was it more dynamic and
dialectic? Were working-class parents and children passive victims or active participants in their own fates?
How did children and their families experience the foster placement program?” Gish, “Rescuing the ‘Waifs
and Strays’ of the City,” 124.

4 |bid., 124.

42 Gish claimed that “few children in the sample fit the profile of homeless, neglected, or abused ‘waifs’
that Brace liked to publicize.” Ibid., 124.
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Gish concluded that the CASNY records unmistakably showed that working-class
and poor individuals (parents and children alike) used the CASNY’s services for their
own purposes. Whether parents used the institution as a temporary home for their
children while they faced a family or financial crisis, or whether adolescents utilized the
CASNY as a means to find employment, working-class individuals “exhibited enormous
resourcefulness and agency” in their efforts to support themselves and their families.*®

Ramey further explored this concept—of poor and working-class individuals
using benevolent institutions as a means to provide for themselves—in her book Child
Care in Black and White: Working Parents and the History of Orphanages. Ramey
confirmed Gish’s argument that working-class individuals demonstrated agency and
control o