Poverty and Relief in Early New York
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Objectives
Students will analyze primary documents and identify the different methods of
relief used in early New York.

Vocabulary
indigent, provisions, ledger, vestryman, relief, lame, accompt, indenture,
moiety, apprentice, freeholders, zeawant

Background Information

Legislation

Prior to 1784, the church or parish was in charge of distributing money to the
poor in New York (Document 2.a). While most towns may have had an
Overseer of the Poor by this date, it wasn’t until the Law of 1784 was passed
that the position of Overseer of the Poor was mandated. This position was an
elected one, with each town in Ulster County annually electing two Overseers
of the Poor (Document 2.¢).

In 1824, NYS passed a law requiring that all counties within the state
construct a poorhouse. Many counties, including Ulster, were exempted from
this law, but in the winter of 1827 the county had begun purchasing property
to use as a county poorhouse. By June of the following year, a poorhouse was
established for the county in New Paltz on the same property where it stood
for the next 150 years.

By 1827, the County Board of Supervisors and the judges of the Court of
Common Pleas were directed to appoint the Superintendents of the Poor. For
some unknown reason, this did not take place in Ulster County where the state
legislature appointed the Superintendents.

Within twenty years, the position of Superintendent of the Poor became an
elected one (1847). At this time, only one man in each county was allowed to
hold the position. Superintendents now held a three-year term.

Treatment of Paupers

Prior to the establishment of county poorhouses, paupers were dealt with in

one of the following ways:

e Contract - Friends or family members signed a contract to take care of a
pauper for a set price.

e Binding out — A pauper was contractually given to a person as an
indentured servant. Boys were contracted until they were twenty-one years
old. Girls were contracted until they were eighteen years old.

e Public auctioning — Paupers were auctioned off to the lowest bidder. The
county was then responsible for paying an annual fee for the upkeep of
this pauper. '

e Qutdoor relief — A pauper would be given a certain weekly allowance for
their support (Document 2.b).
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Overview of Lesson

The teacher will use an overhead transparency of the Dutch document to
illustrate the earliest method of poor relief found in Ulster County. The whole
class discussion questions can be used to help explain the importance of this
document. Following this discussion, the teacher will explain the four methods
of relief used in Ulster County (NY) prior to 1828. The class can then be
divided into small groups and given documents 2.b — 2.¢ along with a student
question sheet. Each group will decide which method of relief is represented by
its document.

Documents 2.a
Dutch Church Account Book
Ulster County Clerk’s Office
Example of Church Relief
Whole Class Discussion Questions
®  In what language does this document appear to be written ?
e Why do you think it was written in this language?
| *  Who may have written the document?
g, s gy e =< *  Why do you think the church was placed in charge of
dispensing money or goods?
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Document 2.b
- . Certificate of Samuel Duncomb

Huguenot Historical Society
Example of Outdoor Relief

Questions to Guide Students through Document 2.b
e  Where and when was this document written?

e Who is applying for relief?

e For which provisions are these men eligible?

e What were these men granted?
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Document 2.c¢
Certificate of Catherine D’Lamator
Huguenot Historical Society

Example of Town Relief

Questions to Guide Students through Document 2.c

*  Where and when was this document written?

*  Who is applying for relief?

¢ In what town was Catherine originally living? Where was she presently
living?

¢ Who is responsible for the relief of this woman? ; b

Document 2.d
Receipt for the care of Alexander Perkins

Huguenot Historical Society
Example of a Contract

Questions to Guide Students through Document 2.d

e When was this document written?

¢ Who was being cared for? By whom?

e Who was the careraker?

e Who do you think Joseph Deyo was? (Probably the overseer of the poor)

e Who do you think Reuben Bennett was? Why did he sign this receipt with
an X?

Document 2.e
Ledger of the Accounts of the Poor

Ulster County Clerks Office
Example of Town Relief

Questions to Guide Students through Document 2.e

e Whart are the dates written on this document?

e What town issued it?

e How many paupers were cared for during the year1772?

e How much money was allotted for relief of the poor during 17722

e How much would this amount equal in dollars? (1 L= $1.57 U.S. dollars)
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Whole Class Discussion Questions

e What do you think were the reasons the Poor Laws were changed in 17847

¢ How do you think the church felt about this change?

e Think back to the methods of relief described in the beginning of the
lesson. What method of relief is represented in each document?

¢ Which document would illustrate how unsettled paupers were treated?

The following is an excerpt from History of the Pan-Handle, West Virginia,
1879;

A pauper standing nearly six feet in height was set up for sale. Being in the
prime of life, be looked as though he might be able to do considerable labor,
and as a consequence, of course, soon disposed of. During the progress of the
bidding the pauper hung his head and said nothing. When the auctioneer cried
“sold,” the man’s head came up erect, his face overshadowed with a
melancholy look, and in half- sobbing tones said: “It’s darned hard to be sold
this way, but I reckon it’s all right. But it does make me mad when such a man
as I am, must be sold by no better person than W (the auctioneer).

Extension Activities

*  Write a journal entry as a vestryman (church official) in the days following
the passage of the 1784 Poor Law. Describe your emotions.

¢ Choose one method of relieving the poor used before 1828, Take the role
of a politician and defend this method over another method. Prepare a
speech for the class.



