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Thesis and Sources  

 Government-funded public assistance, or welfare as it is commonly referred to, is often 

regarded as a modern solution to the social and economic needs of a country’s citizens. Many 

Americans, I included, were taught early on in our general education that the administration of 

President Franklin Roosevelt, with his revolutionary plan known as the New Deal, instituted the 

concept of the modern welfare system in the United States. The New Deal, however, was far 

from the first time that the government had taken an interest in aiding citizens who were in need. 

Many forms of public assistance date back hundreds of years. The state of Indiana, for instance, 

provided a form of public assistance from its founding through a system of mandated poor farms 

in each county throughout the state. Managed at the county level, these poor farms aided a 

variety of citizens in need from the mid-1800s to just after the end of the second world war. 

These poor farms operated on many modern principles and practices and in many cases arguably 

more efficient and equitable than many of the practices that are instituted in the United States 

today. These principles and the practices in our past can not only offer us insight into the history 

of government-funded public assistance in Indiana but also can contribute to the efforts to reform 

our current ineffective and non-sustainable welfare system. 

  Many forms of government-sponsored public assistance pre-date colonial times in the 

United States, with the practice being carried forward into the territories and later the 

foundations of state governments. In Indiana’s case, that practice was carried on in the 

establishment of the poor farm/asylum system. Each county in the state was required by the 

legislature to establish such a farm or asylum to aid citizens in need. This paper will focus on the 

poor farm established in Crawford County, Indiana. While the history of the “farm system” dates 
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to the earliest years of the county, this study will examine the records from the late nineteenth 

century when a more centrally located farm was set-up within the community. This farm is often 

referred to as “the second” Crawford County Poor Farm. There are several reasons behind 

examining “the second” poor farm in Crawford County. First and foremost, the records from this 

period are more abundant and available while many of the earliest county records have been 

either misplaced or lost to time. A second reason is that as record-keeping practices advanced in 

the 19th century, the available data is more reliable than older ones to reduce guess work by 

researchers.Finally, this was when the State of Indiana began  taking a more hands-on approach 

to the poor farm system, even going so far as to establish a commission to examine the records 

and investigate the farms themselves.The primary source documents this paper relies on include 

the commissioner’s meeting minutes, treasurer ledgers, land deeds, written correspondences, 

financial ledgers from the Crawford County Poor Farm, and many other miscellaneous and 

relevant documents. 1 

 Of all the primary source documents viewed, the meeting minutes of the Crawford 

County Commissioners proved to be the most valuable to understanding the operation and 

history of the Crawford County Poor Farm. It was the Crawford County Commissioners who 

controlled the finances of the county,managed the money that was allocated to the county poor, 

and supervised the hiring of the poor farm superintendents who managed the day to day 

operations at the farm.   

 
1 These county government documents are currently housed in the Crawford County Archives building located in 

English, Indiana, under the care and management of the county historian Roberta Toby. These documents are 
available for viewing by the public during normal operating hours or by appointment. Many of these documents 
concerning the history of the Crawford County Poor Farm are in a poor condition or not clearly labeled. Items 
mentioned in this research are described in the best possible way and marked in such a way as to allow other 
researchers the ability to locate and examine these documents themselves.  
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   Other academic works  contributed to a better understanding of the evolution of the 

practice of government-funded public assistance in Indiana as well as the management of the 

poor farm system as it moved into the twentieth century. One early piece was an article 

appearing in the American Journal of Sociology in May of 1906 titled “A Decade of Official 

Poor Relief in Indiana,” by Amos Butler of the Indiana Board of Charities.2 I could considered 

this to be a primary source due to his direct involvement at the time, and his opinion offered 

insight into the contemporary attitudes towards the proper administration of poor relief in 

Indiana. Amos Butler was a member of the Indiana Board of State Charities, which ran oversight 

on the poor farm system in the later years of its existence,however, he states in the opening 

paragraph that the purpose of the organization was to “[i]nvestigate the whole system of public 

charities” which is different from a mere narrative of his own experience and involvement.3 

Public charities at the time stood for government-funded public assistance. This article is crucial 

in not only describing the operation of the State Board of Charities, but also an analysis of the 

intent, purpose, and proper administration of aid to those in need in the state of Indiana.   

 Regarding the overall history of the poor farm system in Indiana, one of the pivotal 

studies on the subject is The Indiana Poor Law: Its Development and Administration, with 

Special Reference to the Provisions to State Care for the Sick Poor.4 Written in 1936 by Alice 

Shaeffer, Mary Wysor Keefer, and Sophonisba P. Breckinridge, this book presents a history of 

the care of the poor in Indiana and is one of the more frequently referenced works on the subject 

 
2 Amos W. Butler “A Decade of Poor-Relief in Indiana,” American Journal of Sociology 11 (1906):763-783. 

https://jstor.org/stable/2762835 .  
3 . Butler, “A Decade of Poor-Relief in Indiana,” 763. 
4 Alice Shaffer, Mary Wysor Keefer, Sophonisbas P. Breckinridge,  The Indiana Poor Law: Its Delvelopment 

and Administration, with Special Reference to the Provisions of State Care for the Sick Poor. (Chicago,Ill: 
University of Chicago Press, 1936. https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89032303786. 

https://jstor.org/stable/2762835
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89032303786
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where Indiana is concerned. Moreover, it also provides insight into the general social attitudes 

regarding the treatment of those individuals who were unable to care or provide for themselves.  

 There have been few works produced that directly relate to the history/operation of the 

Crawford County Poor Farm. In 1926, Professor Hazen Hayes Pleasant, of Central Normal 

College in Danville, Indiana, wrote A History of Crawford County, Indiana, which is a general 

history of Crawford County.5 The poor farm is mentioned in several passages throughout this 

book, but it is more anecedotal than in-depth historical research. The book does contain some 

information concerning the “first poor farm” and its administration. More for leisure reading 

rather than for academic purposes, it does provide important names which helped me locating 

research for this paper.  

 Richard Eastridge, a former high school teacher, and former Crawford County Historian 

is the author of  Inmates of the Crawford County Poor Farm, The Forgotten People which was 

published by the Crawford County Historical Society in 2004.6 The book contains information 

concerning important dates in the history of the Crawford County Poor Farm with information 

regarding its operation and those individuals who came to reside there.  

 
5 Hazen Hayes Pleasant, A History of Crawford County, Indiana,(Glendale, California : The Arthur H. Clark 

Company, 1926). 
6 Richard Eastridge, Inmates of the Crawford County Poor Farm, The Forgotten People,(Leavenworth, Indiana : 

Crawford County Historical Society, 2004). Copies of this book are in the possession of the Crawford County Public 
library and the Crawford County Historical Society, both located in English Indiana. Unfortunately, of the two 
copies that I was able to examine, neither copy contained any form of a note-reference list, nor any form of 
bibliographic data. Therefore, during this research, I was unable to verify much of what was contained in it through 
the primary sources at my disposal. Mr. Eastridge is no longer living; therefore, I was unable to follow up with him 
where the primary source materials he utilized were now located. In speaking with members of the local historical 
society concerning information contained within the book, it appears that much of the information may have come 
from documents in his private possession or other local family histories that at the time of this paper unavailable for 
examination.  

 



- 5 - 
 

 Given the status of not being able to view and confirm the primary source documents 

utilized in the book, this research paper will not directly quote any information found in Inmates 

of the Crawford County Poor Farm. However, I would like to acknowledge the fact that the book 

not only exists, but was useful in ascertaining certain names, dates, and general knowledge of 

how the farm operated during the period. The information obtained from this work helped to 

narrow certain searches within the primary source documents and helped to identify some of the 

historical actors involved in this aspect of Crawford County History. It is my hope, that with 

further research, discoveries will be made concerning the location of the documents or notes that 

Mr. Eastridge relied on for his book, and that further academic work can be done on this subject.  

 Several academic papers and journal articles have been beneficial to my investigation. 

The first is a 2013 Master of Science thesis by Kayla Hassett of Ball State University titled “The 

County Home in Indiana: A Forgotten Response to Poverty and Disability.”7 Hassett details the 

exact location of the farms throughout the state, along with data and drawings concerning each 

county’s operation. Hassett’s work was valuable in understanding the collective history of the 

poor farms in Indiana, as it detailed each farm's location within the state and each farm's years of 

operation. Along with Hassett, works by Joan Marshall concerning early attitudes and policies to 

the poor were influential. Specifically, Marshall’s article in the December 2000 edition of the 

Social Service Review titled “Shaping Poor Relief for the Sick-Poor in Indiana’s Pioneering Era, 

Tippecanoe County, Indiana, 1826-1846.”8 Marshall’s work on the early years of the poor farm 

system that operated in Indiana was useful to this research as it was able to fill in some missing 

 
7 Kayla Hassett, “The County Home in Indiana: A Forgotten Response to Poverty and Disability,” (Master 

Thesis, Ball State University, 2013) http://liblink.bsu.edu/catkey/1712084. 
8 Joan E. Marshall, “Shaping Poor Relief for the Sick-Poor in Indiana’s Pioneering Era, Tippecanoe County, 

Indiana, 1826-1846,” Social Service Review 74, no.4, (December 2000) 560-587 https://doi-
org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/10.1086/516425.  

http://liblink.bsu.edu/catkey/1712084
https://doi-org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/10.1086/516425
https://doi-org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/10.1086/516425
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pieces of the early history of the poor farm system in Indiana, as much of the Crawford County 

historical records from the period are incomplete, especially detailed records of the 

administration. Marshall’s article also gave me a look into how other farms in the state operated, 

allowing for some general comparisons to the one in Crawford County. These county farms were 

mandated under the same legislative decree and more than likely operated under the same social 

principles. Therefore by utilizing Marshall’s work concerning Tippecanoe county, we can make 

inferences on how Crawford County administered to the poor in the earliest years of the county. 

 On a broader topic of poor farms and attitudes towards poor relief in the United States 

during this period, several sources have been consulted. Of particular interest is a 2016 article in 

the Contemporary Rural Social Work Journal.9 Written by Michael R. Daley, Ph.D., of Texas A 

& M and Peggy Pittman- Munke, Ph.D., of Murray State University, the article notes some of the 

historical aspects of these poor farms across the United States and some of the general attitudes 

of not only those residing at these farms but in the communities that are supporting them. Of 

specific interest was the social attitudes toward these poor farms in general, noting that “When 

family, church, friends, and neighbors were not able to help support, the locally maintained poor 

farm or poorhouse was a place of last resort for help.”10 

 The purpose of this research is to illustrate how and why local governments responded to 

those in need of assistance in a time before the modern welfare system. This research’s purpose 

is to better understand the operation of the county poor farm and how the local government 

provided aid to those citizens in need residing in Crawford County. It also seeks to connect this 

 
9 Michael R. Daley Ph.D. and Peggy Pittman- Munke Ph. D., “ Over the Hill to the Poor Farm: Rural History 

Almost Forgotten,”  Contemporary Rural Social Work Journal 5, no.2 (2016) : Article 2, 
https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/crsw/vol8/iss2/2.   

10 Daley and Pittman-Munke, “Over the Hill to the Poor Farm” 1. 

https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/crsw/vol8/iss2/2
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with other county farms within the State of Indiana and even some on a national scale. This 

paper also seeks to give the reader a general understanding of the view of the poor during this 

period and how the government viewed its obligations to those who it assisted through the farm 

system.  

Key Terminology 

 Going forward there are a few important keywords from my research that require 

explanation to assist the reader in better understating the ideas put forth in this paper. The first of 

these terms  in need of explaining are the meanings behind the use of the terms indoor and 

outdoor relief.  The term indoor relief would come to refer to care that was provided by 

government institutions such as the Crawford County Poor Farm. That is to say aid such as food, 

shelter, clothing, and medical treatment was rendered directly to those in need via the poor farm. 

In the case of outdoor relief, this term refers to aid that was given indirectly to those in need. 

This includes payments and re-imbursemts by the government to those either in need or to those 

who have themselves provided aid to those in need of assistance.  

  The terms pauper, poor, sick poor, vagrant and inmate are very important in 

understanding the poor farm practice and government funded public assistance within the period 

discussed in this paper. It is important to understand going forward that these terms are 

interchangeable and refer to the same individuals, those who came to reside on the Crawford 

County Poor Farm and receive government-funded public assistance. The term inmate may seem 

out of place, but is a term that comes up frequently in the discussion of the Crawford County 

Poor Farm. The use of the word inmate needs to be understood in the context of the period 

discussed here. According to a 2018 article written by Michael Ballard, Historian for Orleans 

County, New York, the term inmate during this period was “ used to describe someone who 
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shared a residence such as a visitor at a hotel. A boarding house, or a college student living on or 

around a campus.”11  

Origins of Poor Relief in Indiana 

 American colonies had adopted many of “ the mother country’s” practices, many of 

which continued after America's independence. This can be seen in the laws and social practices 

of the period, one of those being the Elizabethan poor laws. The concepts outlined in the 

Elizabethan poor laws “represented a major turning point in the history of welfare in that it 

recognized state responsibility for the indigent.”12   These laws survived the Revolution, as 

evidence in Indiana’s first constitution which includes provisions for the treatment of the poor 

who were found within the boundaries of the state.  Indiana’s constitution of 1816 states in 

Article 9, Section 4 that  “ It shall be the duty of the General Assembly, as soon as circumstances 

will permit to form a Penal Code, founded of the principles of Reformation, and not of vindictive 

justice: and also to provide one or more farms to be an asylum for those persons, who by age, 

infirmity, or other misfortunes, may have a claim upon the aid and beneficence of society: or 

such principles, that such persons may therein find employment, and every reasonable comfort 

and lose, by their usefulness, the degrading sense of dependence.” 13 This is the foundation of the 

poor farms and poor asylums in the state of Indiana.  

 
11 Matthew Ballard, “ Inmate was Term Used to Describe Poor House Residents,” Orleanshub.com. last modified 

February 24,2018, 08:08, https://orleanshub.com/inmate-was-term-used-to-describe-poor-house-residents/.  
12 Jill S. Quadagno, "From Poor Laws to Pensions: The Evolution of Economic Support for the Aged in  

England and America." The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly. Health and Society 62, no. 3 (1984): 417-46. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3349859 . http://www.jstor.org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/stable/3349859. 418. 

13 Indiana Archinves and Records Administration. 1816. "Full Text of the 1816 Constitution." IN.gov. June 29. 
Accessed 1 17, 2021. https://www.in.gove/iara/2778.htm. 

https://orleanshub.com/inmate-was-term-used-to-describe-poor-house-residents/
https://doi.org/10.2307/3349859
http://www.jstor.org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/stable/3349859
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The first of these poor farms appeared in Knox County in the southern part of the state. 

Established in the year 1821, the Knox County asylum “was the first provision made for 

institutional care or indoor relief in Indiana.”14 The use of the term “indoor relief” signaled a 

new form of public assistance. Indoor relief referred to relief/services that were administered on-

site, which means that an individual is under direct physical care/control of the state or local 

government. In the sense of the poor farm system, the county government was housing those 

individuals in need on the premises of the poor farm itself and providing any care required. Up 

until this time, assistance had been deemed “outside” or “outdoors.” In an article in the Indiana 

Magazine of History, Bruce Smith, a University of Notre Dame doctoral candidate, perhaps best 

describes “outdoor relief” as that “relief in the form of material goods or cash given directly to 

persons without the requirement that they submit to a term of residence in the poorhouse.” 15 In 

the earliest years of the poor farm system, an individual in need could directly petition the local 

government for assistance. In a great many of the cases, this government representative held the 

position of Township Trustee in the county. Handing out financial assistance was as Smith notes 

in his paper  “ the function of the already powerful township trustee.”16 In addition, a private 

citizen could also seek remittance for aiding another citizen in need. Some of the earliest 

accounts of public assistance paper were reimbursement by the Commissioners of Crawford 

County to individuals who had helped a fellow citizen in need.  One early example from 1852 

lists an individual petitioning the Commissioners for reimbursement for providing aid to the 

poor. On Monday, June 7th, 1852, the minutes of the Crawford County Commissioners recorded 

 
14 Shaffer, Wysor Keefer, Breckinridge , The Indiana Poor Law,.4. 

15 Bruce Smith, “Poor Relief at the St. Joseph County Poor Asylum, 1877-1891,” Indiana Magazine of History 
86, (1990). https://jstor.org/stable/27791377, 180. 

 
16 Smith, “ Poor Relief at the St. Joseph County Poor Asylum, 18777-1891,” 180-181. 

https://jstor.org/stable/27791377
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that “David Wilbur is allowed $1.50 for services rendered Wm. L. Kelly (pauper).”17 The early 

records from Crawford County often do not list the exact nature of the expenditure and what item 

was provided. In the later records of the county, we start to get a better sense of what private 

citizens were purchasing for the poor of the county. 

For instance, in the meeting records for the Crawford County Commissioners dated 

December 1st, 1873, we see such an example. During this meeting, we read that a private citizen 

by the name of R. Williams made a claim upon the county for ten dollars for services rendered to 

the poor.18 The claim for ten dollars was made for the services of “making a coffin for John 

Seals- the seid Seals being a very poor man.”19  The county considered and accepted the claim 

made by Mr. Williams and paid him in full. Examples such as this can be viewed throughout the 

early records of Crawford County where residents sought reimbursement for services rendered to 

the poor. 

There were cases where individuals took the poor into their homes until such time they 

could care for themselves without support from the community. One example of paying for in-

home care comes again during the December 1873 meeting of the Crawford County 

Commissioners. In the period, the Board of Commissioners, met over a series of days to discuss 

and settle the business of the county. On December 2, 1873, a Mr. William Clendening came 

before the board to request payment for caring for another citizen.20 Mr. Clendening, a private 

citizen, took another citizen, a woman by the name of Ruth North, “ a poor woman of Jennings 

 
17 1848-1858. Commissioners Meeting Minutes. Meeting Minutes, Archives, Crawford County Annex Building, 

English: Crawford County Commissioner's,272. 
18 1872-1877. Commissioners Meeting Notes. Meeting Minutes, Archives, Crawford County Annex Building, 

English: Crawford County Commissioners, 176. 
19 1872-1877. Commissioners Meeting Notes,176. 
 
20 1872-1877. Commissioners Meeting Notes (p.181) 
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Township” into his home and cared for her “from the 26th day of October 1873, to December 2nd, 

1873.”21 Mr., Clendening petitioned the Board of Commissioners to be reimbursed in the “ sum 

of six dollars and fifty cents” for keeping Ruth North in his home.22 Mr. Clendening was 

reimbursed by the County Commissioners for his expenditures in service to the poor of the 

county.  

Establishment of the Crawford County Poor Farms  

 In A History of Crawford County, Indiana, Pleasant states that “ At the March term of 

court in 1836, L.N. Phelps was appointed to act as an agent of reviewing the land Mr. 

Thomasson was to donate to the county for a poor farm.”23 Richard Eastridges book Inmates of 

the Crawford County Poor Farm, The Forgotten People, puts the date of the donation as being 

March 4, 1839, stating that “ William P. Thomasson appeared in court to donate to the county of 

Crawford.”24  Archival documents from the office of the Crawford County Recorder place the 

date of a property transfer on March 9th,1841.25   

  As social attitudes toward government-funded public assistance provided to citizens 

evolved, we witness an increase of indoor care of the poor. The county of Crawford found itself 

in need of better facilities to meet the needs of the people. In the summer of 1887, the board of 

commissioners for Crawford County started to search for a piece of property to better serve the 

 
21 1872-1877. Commissioners Meeting Notes (p.181) 
22 1872-1877. Commissioners Meeting Notes (p.181) 
23 Pleasant, A History of Crawford County, Indiana,92. 
24 Eastridge, Inmates of the Crawford County Poor Farm, The Forgotten People, 1. 
25 Crawford County Indiana Recorder. n.d. "Grant of land for establishment of Poor farm from W. Thomapson." 

In Deed Record Book 3 : May 4, 1840 - June 20, 1846, by Crawford County Indiana Recorder, 152. English, 
Indiana: Office of the Recorder, Crawford County. (p.152) *** Due the the records of the period being handwritten, 
the exactspelling of Mr. Thomasson/ Mr. Thompson last name is in question, however it is almost than certain that 
whichever spelling is correct, the records are speaking of the same person as the physical desription of the property 
in question is the same. There are desprepensicies concerning this date among the sources but again given the the 
nature of the transaction and nature of the archival documents this is to be expected.  
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needs of the county. The board of commissioners voted in June of 1887 to place the current site 

of the county poor farm for sale and search for another property “ in a more central part of the 

county and of good tillable land”26  Later in September,  the county settled upon an agreement 

with James and Nancy Froman to purchase from them 238 ½ acres to establish a new county 

poor asylum, for the sum of fifty-five hundred dollars.27 In addition,  James Froman agreed to 

purchase the county’s existing poor farm, consisting of 160 acres for the sum of one thousand 

dollars.28 The transaction was finalized on September 7th, 1887, and the deed was filed in the 

Crawford County Recorder’s office that same day.29  Construction of the home and other 

buildings commenced soon after.  

Assistance Received and the Intent. 

 A contrast between government-sponsored public assistance of the late 19th century and 

Government funded public assistance as we know it today lies in the intention that 19th-century 

assistance was not meant as a long-term solution. The Constitution of 1816 makes it clear  “that 

such persons (the poor and needy) may therein find employment, and every reasonable comfort 

and lose, by their usefulness, the degrading sense of dependence.”30 In American society at this 

time, receiving assistance from the government was not something to be proud of and carried 

 
26 Crawford County Commssioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minute 1885-1890, Archives, 

Crawford County Annex Building, (English, Indiana: Crawford County Commissioner's,1885-1890),176. 

 
27 Crawford County Commssioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes 1885-1890, 187. 
28 Crawford County Commssioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes 1885-1890, 187. 
 
29 Crawford County Indiana Recorder. 1887. "Record of deed transfer from James Froman to Crawford County 

in the State of Indiana- Page 152." In Deed Record Book Crawford County April 14, 1887 - July 10, 1888, by 
Crawford County Indiana Recorder. English, Indiana: Office of the Recorder, Crawford County Indiana. 

30 Indiana Archinves and Records Administration. 1816. "Full Text of the 1816 Constitution." IN.gov. June 29. 
Accessed 1 17, 2021. https://www.in.gove/iara/2778.htm. 
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with it a type of “stigma” within the community. It was expected for an individual receiving 

government-funded public assistance to rely on the government as their benefactor for as short of 

a term as possible. It was seen as degrading to have been forced into a position to receive such 

care, as the societal norm at this time would have been to receive help from relatives or close 

friends. Yet in the absence of those resources, an individual could turn to the community and 

thereby its government representatives for assistance. This system of public assistance was there 

to be used by the citizenry, but not to be used for the rest of one's life. 

  The available records do show that there seems to have been every attempt to provide 

adequate care to those in need. An individual living at the poor farm had a roof over their heads; 

they were fed, clothed, and received medical attention as needed. In other words, their basic 

needs were being met. Not once did county commissioners of Crawford County refuse to pay for 

requested service to the county poor farm or an individual on the farm, based on county records. 

There are numerous mentions of individuals residing at the poor farm having received 

medical attention from local physicians during their stay. The records for the 3rd day of the 

March 1889 commissioners meeting clearly show that medical care was a common expenditure 

at the poor farm. Item 42 of the record shows that one Dr. Setsen received the amount of one 

dollar for “medicine for the poor,” as well as another $28.75 with item 49 for “medical services 

rendered poor.”31 The record goes on to show that a Dr. Bryon received $18 for “medical 

attendance rendered poor,” and that a further $14 was given to a Dr. King for “medical service 

rendered poor.” 32 Another sheet in the Commissioner records stated that the county paid a total 

of $61.75 for medical services to the county's poor farm for that particular month. While the 

 
31 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioners Record 1885- 1890, 298. *** The ledger 

is handwritten and Dr. Setsen may or may not be the correct spelling of the physician in questions name. 
32 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioners Record 1885- 1890, 298. 
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records seldom, if ever, indicate the specific nature of the medical services provided to the 

individuals on the farm, one could conclude that in many cases, an individual's health was a 

primary driver behind the circumstances that forced them to seek assistance. Therefore, as part of 

the recovery/rehabilitation, they undoubtedly would require medical assistance before they were 

able to leave the farm and adequately care for themselves.  

It is important though to note that the minimum basics were provided. Public assistance 

at this time was targeted and direct to the specific need. That is to say that if, for instance, an 

individual required a new pair of shoes, a pair of shoes was purchased for them at the expense of 

the county. Unlike today’s modern welfare system in the United States, an individual did not 

receive a lump sum of money to purchase whatever items they desired, which was not considered 

a good way to ensure not only the poor’s survival and welfare but their self-respect and dignity.  

The poor farm system has the appearance of being fiscally responsible and was managed 

to keep its operating cost to a minimum. The poor farm did not rely on public funding alone. As 

this institution resides on a large tract of land, the farm grew most of the food that the poor farm 

residents consumed in its first years. As the poor lived on the farm, they engaged in farming to 

help sustain this operation for themselves and others on the farm. 

 In the 19th century when an individual who was deemed able-bodied came to reside on 

one of these farms, that individual was expected to work for their keep. Work on the farm at this 

time followed the socially accepted gender roles of the period. Men residing at the farm were 

expected to perform the “hard manual labor” and other tasks commonly associated with the male 

role in society. Women who came to the farm filled more of a support staff role i.e., childcare, 

cooking, laundry, etc. There were also expectations for children in these institutions. Eventually, 

these farms and asylums were expected and required to provide an education for a child residing 
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on the farm. Women living on these farms in many cases filled the role of educator to the 

children in the care of the farm.  

 The requirement for working on the farm also served another purpose. Especially in the 

earliest years of the poor farm system, agriculture and thereby farming was the main industry in 

the United States. In a time before mass industrialization, requiring someone to work on the farm 

was not only allowing them to support themselves and the institution that was caring for them, 

but it was also allowing them to learn a trade. Learning new farming practices or showing that 

you were an able hand around the farm could lead to employment and a means to leave the farm. 

This again brings us back to the idea that poor farm was viewed as a short-term solution to an 

individual’s situation. Again, the Indiana Constitution that sets up the poor farm system states 

“that such persons may therein find employment, and every reasonable comfort and lose, by their 

usefulness, the degrading sense of dependence.”33 Quite simply, the Crawford County Poor Farm 

and others around the state were seen as a vehicle to get someone back on their feet and for lack 

of a better word “rehabilitated,” so that they may take care of themselves and be independent 

once more.  

Women,Children, and Long – Term “Inmates”  

 During the years that the farm operated there were numerous instances where women and 

children also came to live on the farm. They were widows, orphaned children, or just simply 

individuals who were abandoned. The farm did its best to help these individuals. Some women 

and children were there merely as a temporary measure until they could make other 

arrangements, which generally meant that they were working out means of travel to relatives in 

 
33 Indiana Archinves and Records Administration. 1816. "Full Text of the 1816 Constitution.” 
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other parts of the state or country. In many cases, children that were orphaned or abandoned in 

the community came to the farm until they were adopted by local families or sent off to 

children’s homes in other parts of the state.  

 During research for this paper, there were no documents or mention in public records that 

would suggest that there was a maximum amount of time that an individual could live on the 

farm. Many people died while living on these poor farms. According to a book entitled Jennings 

Townships Cemeteries, compiled by Sharon Morris of the Crawford County Historical and 

Genealogical Society, there are a total of 53 burials listed in the farm’s cemetery records, with 

only 8 being marked with a name and 3 post farm era burials.34  This number does not reflect the 

number of those who died while residing at the farm and were buried in other locations either in 

pre-arraigned family plots or claimed by friends and neighbors. 

 In the article titled “ Overhill the Hill to the Poor Far: Rural History Almost Forgotten,” 

Daley and Pittman-Munke perhaps best sum up the general attitudes towards these places the 

“general sense that not only those who were current poor were at risk, but that a sudden change 

in circumstances put almost anyone at risk for becoming indigent.”35  This statement is very 

reflective of the reality of the period but not of the “attitudes” as anyone without a strong support 

choice mechanism within the community, whether that be family or friends, was an injury or 

death away from having no other choice but to turn to the poor farm for assistance. A relatable 

circumstance to this, where the Crawford County Poor Farm is concerned, is the number of 

widowed women that came to the farm over the years. Many likely had no local family to turn to 

 
34 Sharron Morris, Jennings Township Cemeteries. Local Historical Reference, (Leavenworth, IN: Crawford 

County Historical and Genealogical Society, INC,2004),63-66. 
35 Daley and Pittman-Munke, “Over the Hill to the Poor Farm” 1. 
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in the aftermath of the unforeseen death of their spouse. Having no local family and perhaps no 

well-established social connections to the community, it is likely that these women would have 

had nowhere else to turn but the poor farms.                        

 

Management of the Poor Farm  

 Onsite management of the poor farm and its day-to-day operations fell to an individual 

appointed by the County Commissioners who saw to the needs of those poor living at the farm 

and ensured that the farm was maintained and operated as it should. As pointed out in the book 

The Indiana Poor Law, “from the beginning most of the poor asylums were run on the contract 

system, by which the superintendent paid the county a rent for the farm and in some agreements 

was paid a per diem for the support of the inmates36.” Crawford County followed a similar 

procedure as well for most of the farm’s history. The authors of The Indiana Poor Law mention 

that this practice ended in the early years of the 20th century stating that “the last contract of this 

kind expired in 1903.”37 It would seem that at least in the case of Crawford County’s poor farm,  

the position of superintendent switched to salary-based pay in the early years of the twentieth 

century. 

In the case of Crawford County, the terms of many superintendents are listed at one or 

two years. Often, at the expiration of the contract, the county would renegotiate with the current 

superintendent, or the position would be filled by another individual. In the earliest years of the 

farm operation, the first poor farm was rented by an individual who rented the farm and then 

 
36 Shaffer, Wysor Keefer, Breckinridge , The Indiana Poor Law,33. 
37 Shaffer, Wysor Keefer, Breckinridge , The Indiana Poor Law,33. 
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contracted to care for the individuals whom the county would entrust to care of the farm. In the 

case of the second poor farm, post-1887, the position of superintendent from the contracts 

viewed, appears to be negotiated for a fixed payment. The example that follows is a contract the 

county agreed to with one Robert M. Scott to operate the poor farm.38  

                                3rd Day – Wednesday March 7th 1888  

                                     -------Article of Agreement------- 

 This day made and entered into by and between Willam Landis Henry 
Bateman and Hamilton Martin Commissioners of Crawford County 
Indiana parties of the first part and Robert M. Scott party of the second 
part Superintendent of the poor assylum for the term of one year from the 
____ day of March 1888. The parties of the first part agree to furnish all 
the provisions necessary for the maintenance of all the persons properly 
admitted to said poor asylum together with all the clothing necessary for 
the poor in said asylum. Aslo furnish a good farm with wagon and all 
necessary farming implements to conduct and cultivate said farm and such 
stock as may be deemed necessary for the benefit of said farm. Also to 
furnish said Superintendent and family with such board as os furnished for 
the inmates of said assylum. The party of the second part agrees and 
consideration of the sum of three hundred + sixty five dollars to be paid 
quarterly to take charge of said poor farm and work the same by growing 
grains and such other vegetables as are generally grown by good farmers 
and devote his entire time to work on said farm in cultivating and 
repairing the same. Said party of the second part further agrees to furnish a 
cook or cooks necessary to furnish the inmates with victuals and such 
nourishment as is necessary to the maintenance of said inmates in a good 
and sufficient manner.39  

 

This agreement was entered into between the County and Superintendent Scott to operate 

the Crawford County poor farm for the term of one year. The following year Superintendent 

Scott again came before the Crawford County Commissioners to negotiate a new term as 

Superintendent. On the fourth day of the March term of 1889, the new contract was signed 

 
38 1885-1890. Commissioner Meeting Minutes. Meeting Minutes (p.211) 
39. Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes 1885-1890, 211. 
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between the parties with a few notable details added to this contract.40 The term of the new 

contract was “for the term of two years from the 5th day of March 1889.”41   

The most striking difference between the contracts is the addition of a new paragraph 

concerning the proper procedure in a potential termination of the contract between the parties. In 

this new agreement, the County of Crawford could terminate its agreement with Robert Scott “ at 

any time, provided it be for good cause shown, and the party of the second having been notified 

of such dismissal at least three months prior to such act.”42 The agreement also provides that 

Superintendent Scott agrees to provide the County of Crawford with three months' notice of his 

resignation.43  

Other than the contractual obligations between the superintendent and the county, there 

are other inferences we can draw from the language in the contract. For example, the sentence 

“The parties of the first part agree to furnish all the provisions necessary for the maintenance of 

all the persons properly admitted to said poor asylum together with all the clothing necessary for 

the poor in said asylum” tells us today a great deal about the system in place.44 The contract 

language, as shown here, demonstrates that county leaders were actively engaged with providing 

those citizens in need with relief and assistance and also that taxpayer's money was being spent 

responsibly. The county commissioners agree to provide all necessary assistance to those in need 

that come to the farm.  

The sentence also adds that this assistance was only to be provided to those citizens 

entitled to it, thus ensuring that money was not being misspent on those who did not meet the 

 
40 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes. 1885-1890, 303. 
41 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes. 1885-1890, 303. 
42 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes. 1885-1890, 303. 
43 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes. 1885-1890, 303. 
44 Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes 1885-1890, 211. 
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qualifications. Another interesting note on the requirement of aid during this period and the 

system of the poor farms is that the individual requiring assistance is a “resident” of that county 

where aid was to be provided. In other words, an individual residing in Orange County could not 

make claims for assistance in Crawford County. Each county had a farm of its own and would 

attend to its legal residents.    

A Profitable System  

 In the 1940s, with the advent of the modern welfare state in the United States under the 

administration of FDR, the need for the county's poor farms went away. No longer did people 

have to rely upon family and friends for support in times of great need, they could now turn to 

the federal government in the form of Social Security and other government programs. In 

examining the records of the final few years of the Crawford County Poor Farm, an interesting 

development caught my attention. The farm was not only supporting individuals in need, it was 

starting to begin to function as a profitable entity. The records examined indicate that the farm, at 

least in its final few years, was turning a profit.  

 I found a financial ledger from the 1940s which details the expenses of and sales 

conducted by the poor farm in the final few years of its operation. For this paper, this ledger will 

simply be referred to as the Financial Ledger of the Crawford County Indiana Poor Farm. 

Within the pages of this document, the reader can see the transactions that occurred on the farm 

during this time. Expenditures are listed as “claims” and any items sold are listed as “receipts.”  

In looking at the ledger, one can get the sense of not only the types of care provided to the last 

residents of the farm but also how the farm was able to support itself beyond its reliance on 

taxpayer funding. 
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 For example, on page 20 of the financial ledger,  the expenditures or “claims” listed for 

the farm during November in the year 1942, show that much of the expenses were for foodstuffs 

that the residents of the farm were unable to grow for themselves such as bread, cereals, grains, 

meats such as bologna and other items such as coffee.45  Other items listed as expenses included 

clothing, matches, gasoline, and other items needed to support a farm during this period.46 The 

sales records or receipts for November 1942 support the argument that the poor farm system, at 

least in the case of Crawford County, was in many ways a financial success, at least in the terms 

that there was more money being taken in than being spent. According to this primary source 

document, the main sources of income for the poor farm during this period were from the sale of 

large quantities of farm fresh eggs and the sale of tobacco, along with a few other farm 

products.47  

 Unfortunately, except for the 1940s records, earlier ones are non-existent or missing. 

However, from this available document, I arrive at a conclusion that at least in the final years of 

its operation, the Crawford County Poor Farm was not only physically sustainable but financially 

profitable.    

Conclusions and Implications for Contemporary Times  

 By examining the records of the Crawford County Poor Farm and other such institutions 

across the state of Indiana and the United States at the time, we can begin to form a picture of 

what our early state government felt was its obligation to citizens in need and how welfare, in 

general, was viewed by society at the time. Research into welfare systems of the past such as the 

 
45 Hedric Walts, Financial Ledger of the Crawford County Indiana Poor Farm. Financial Ledger , English, 

Indiana: Superintendent Crawford County Poor Farm, n.d., 20. 
46 Walts, Financial Ledger of the Crawford County Indiana Poor Farm,20. 
47 Walts, Financial Ledger of the Crawford County Indiana Poor Farm,20. 
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Crawford County Poor Farm can also contribute to current discussions on refroming our modern 

government-funded welfare programs.  

 State and local documents clearly show that in Crawford County case, county/state 

officials viewed it as necessary to aid individuals in need through government-funded public 

assistance. The process in which this aid was provided, evolved from more of an outdoor, hands 

off, form of relief to the indoor practices that were more controlled and became the poor farms 

and asylums around the state and across the country. Over time the system would again 

transform with the emergence of a federally funded system coming out of the New Deal, with the 

government-funded welfare system overtime reverting back to an outdoor relief style system. 

This modern form of government-funded public assistance is facing challenges, and I have to 

wonder if the government could learn from the past experience.  

 Concerning the Crawford County Poor Farm and the system of government-funded 

public assistance during this period in American history, it is evident that state government and 

local leaders weighed two separate obligations when administering assistance to those in need. 

On one hand, state and local officials saw this aid as goodwill toward their fellow citizens. 

Whether owed to them by their shared religious views, general humanity or owed to them as 

members of the same society, government leaders and some in society felt in some way obligated 

to help those truly in need of assistance. Yet, this assistance came with the understanding that 

this aid was not to be a long-term solution to an individual's problems.  

 This is the second consideration when government officials and local leaders established 

government – funded public assistance given to the poor. While social views of this period of 

history did look down upon reliance on government assistance as a means of survival, it did, 

however, understand that sometimes certain circumstances were beyond an individual's control 
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and that there was a need for some form of support mechanism to assist those in need. However 

as previously stated, government-funded public assistance was never viewed or intended to be 

used as a long-term solution to an individual's needs. This prinicple of short -term relief was I 

believe, a balance between the government’s responsibilty to those citizens in need and also the 

government’s responsibility to the individual taxpayer in general. 

 Perhaps not thought of in these exact terms during the period, there is without question a 

principle of fiscal management in the operation of the poor farm and the services provided to 

those at the institution. People were given the care that they required, but nothing further. 

Expenditures on the poor and the farm were recorded meticulously at the farm. If a person living 

on the farm required a new pair of shoes the county provided that individual with a pair of shoes 

and there was an accounting for the expenditure recorded within the county records. In the poor 

farm system, the county could not only track expenditures for the poor but also ensure that 

taxpayer monies were being well spent and when it came to the poor farm for its intended 

purposes. 

 Unlike the modern welfare system in the United States where an individual is receiving a 

monthly lump sum to support themselves, the system in place in operating the poor farms not 

only ensured that taxpayer money was being properly spent, it made certain that individuals 

requiring government-funded public assistance knew what he/she could ask for and recieve. 

While one could argue that the 19th century model of government assististance in some ways 

treated a needy individual not unlike an inmate of a penal institution,  in the case of the Crawford 

County Poor Farm, the fiscal practices and management tended to eliminate wasteful spending 

and ensured that individuals residing at the farm were receiving the care that they needed to 

survive.  
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 These fiscal practices and management, at least in the final years of it operation, suggest 

that the Crawford County Poor Farm was a financially stable and sustainable institution. That is 

to say, the farm operated and supported itself by its cottage industry. At a time when the United 

States was emerging from the Great Depression and engaged in a World War, this seems to be an 

astonishing feat. As previously noted, detailed records concerning farm sales are few to non-

existent, however, if the farm indeed had a long history of sustainable profits through the sale of 

agricultural goods such as eggs, produce, and livestock, it could suggest an even more 

remarkable precedent in government-funded public assistance.  

The idea that a welfare system in the United States could operate independent of a 

constant cash flow from the government and more importantly taxpayer funds seems incredible. 

Yet, less than a century ago, this seems to have been the case in the least one system operating in 

a rural Southern Indiana community. While it is not feasible to argue for the return of the farm 

system for our modern welfare system in the United States, it is reasonable to consider some of 

the principles that governed the operation of the poor farm system in the State of Indiana. In 

researching the history of the Crawford County Poor farm, it is evident that fiscal responsibility 

and targeted assistance to individuals in need within the community were the foundation of the 

successful operation of the poor farm system in Crawford County. The welfare system in the 

United States has grown exponentially in the decades following the closure of the poor farms in 

Indiana. While the welfare system in the United States and society's views towards its obligation 

to those in need has certainly changed over the years, there remains an obligation to assist those 

citizens who require help and yet do so in a way that is respectful to the taxpayer who supports 

these vast programs. As the need for assistance grows in this country and taxpayer debt increases 

to support the welfare system we must look for successful models for solutions. Perhaps some of 
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the solutions to our modern problems can be found not in our modern thinking on the problem, 

but in past practices that have supported individuals in need since before the founding of this 

country.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



- 26 - 
 

Bibliography 

Ballard, Matthew. "‘Inmate’ was Term Used to Describe Poor House Residents." 24 2 2018. 
Orleanshub.com. 04 09 2021. <https://orleanshub.com/inmate-was-term-used-to-
describe-poor-house-residents/>. 

Butler, Amos W. "A Decade of Official Poor-Relief in Indiana." American Journal of Sociology 
11, no. 6 (1906): 763-783. https://jstor.org/stable/2762835. 

Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioners Meeting Notes. Meeting 
Minutes, Archives, Crawford County Annex Building, English: Crawford County 
Commissioners, 1872-1877. 

Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioner Meeting Minutes. Meeting 
Minutes, Archives, Crawford County Annex Building, English, Indiana: Crawford 
County Commissioner's, 1885-1890. 

Crawford County Commissioners, Crawford County Commissioners Meeting Minutes. Meeting 
Minutes, Archives, Crawford County Annex Building, English: Crawford County 
Commissioner's, 1848-1858. 

 

Crawford County Indiana Recorder. "Grant of land for the establishment of Poor farm from W. 
Thomapson." In Deed Record Book 3: May 4, 1840 - June 20, 1846, by Crawford County 
Indiana Recorder, 152. English, Indiana: Office of the Recorder, Crawford County, n.d. 

Crawford County Indiana Recorder. "Record of deed transfer from James Froman to Crawford 
County in the State of Indiana- Page 152." In Deed Record Book Crawford County April 
14, 1887 - July 10, 1888, by Crawford County Indiana Recorder. English, Indiana: Office 
of the Recorder, Crawford County Indiana, 1887. 

Crawford County Treasurer. Crawford County Treasurer Pay the Order of Records, Archives, 
Crawford County Annex Building, English: Crawford County Treasurer, 1887. 

Daly, Michael R. Ph.D. and Pittman-Munke, Peggy Ph.D. "Over the Hill to the Poor Farm: Rural 
History Almost Forgotten." Contemporary Rural Social Work Journal 8, no. 2 (2016): 
Article 2 . https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/crsw/vol8/iss2/2.   

Eastridge, Richard. Inmates of the Crawford County Poor Farm, The Forgotten People. Local 
History Reference, Leavenworth: Crawford County Historical and Genealogical Society, 
2004. 

Hassett, Kayla. The County Home In Indiana. Master of Science Thesis, Muncie: Ball State 
University, 2013. http://liblink.bsu.edu/catkey/1712084.  

Indiana Archives and Records Administration. "Full Text of the 1816 Constitution." IN.gov. June 
29, 1816. https://www.in.gove/iara/2778.htm (accessed 1 17, 2021). 

https://jstor.org/stable/2762835
https://digitalcommons.murraystate.edu/crsw/vol8/iss2/2
http://liblink.bsu.edu/catkey/1712084
https://www.in.gove/iara/2778.htm


- 27 - 
 

Marshall, Joan E. "Shaping Poor Relief for the Sick-Poor in Indiana's Pioneering Era, 
Tippecanoe County, Indiana 1826-1846." Social Service Review, December 2000, 4 ed.: 
560-587. https://doi-org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/10.1086/516425.  

Morris, Sharon. Jennings Township Cemeteries. Local Historical Reference, Leavenworth: 
Crawford County Historical and Genealogical Society, INC, 2004. 

Pleasant, Hazen Hayes. A History of Crawford County Indiana. Greenfield, Indiana: Wm. 
Mitchell Printing Company, 1926. 

Quadagno, Jill S. "From Poor Laws to Pensions: The Evolution of Economic Support for the 
Aged in England and America." The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly (Wiley on behalf 
of Milbank Memorial Fund) 62, no. 3 (Summer 1984): 417-446. 

Shaffer, Alice, Mary Wysor Keefer, and Sophonisba P Breckinridge. The Indiana Poor Law: Its 
Development and Administration, with Special Reference to the Provisions of State Care 
for the Sick Poor. Chicago, Ill: University of Chicago Press, 1936. 

Smith, Bruce. "Poor Relief at the St.Joeseph County Poor Asylum, 1877- 1891." Indiana 
Magazine of History 86, no. 2 (June 1990): 178-196. 

Walts, Hedric. Financial Ledger of the Crawford County Indiana Poor Farm. Financial Ledger, 
English, Indiana: Superintendent Crawford County Poor Farm, n.d. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

https://doi-org.proxyse.uits.iu.edu/10.1086/516425.

