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The first two pupils admitted to the New York State Asylum for Idiots. The first spent 
nine years at the asylum, then lived with his parents, and later his siblings. The second 
died at the asylum fifty-two years later, in 1902. Courtesy of the New York State Archive.
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Introduction

In the 1870s, Lily Westbrooke was an unassuming, ordinary resident of the 
New York State Asylum for Idiots. An “industrious and faithful worker,” she 
spent her days laboring in the institution’s laundry, where she had “assume[d] 
the responsibility of looking after a great deal of the children’s clothing.” An 
affectionate woman who loved taking charge of younger pupils, Westbrooke 
had come far since arriving at the asylum from a “pauper” family in 1858 as a 
bashful nine-year-old who understood only simple language and was un-
aware that “printed words stood for objects of any kinds.” Now a “great talker” 
and an avid reader, she showed no signs of the obstinacy, violent temper, and 
reputed “moral deficiency” that Madison County Poorhouse officials claimed 
had led them to send her to the Asylum for Idiots in the first place.

But Westbrooke’s ability as a worker counted for little when the superinten-
dent, James C. Carson, discharged her in 1888 to her mother. Within less than 
a year, she once again entered the Madison County Poorhouse, this time for 
good. Presumably, her mother had died, remarried, or become unwilling or un-
able to house her. Without relatives who were willing and able to either help 
her find a paid position as a laundress or make use of her skills themselves, 
Westbrooke had no options other than following in her parents’ footsteps by 
becoming a county pauper. Labeled by poor-law officials as a “cripple & idi-
otic” with “no hope” for recovery, she remained at the poorhouse until her 
death sometime in the 1920s. Since the poorhouse keeper noted that she 
could do simple housework, she may have performed unpaid care work at the 
almshouse, as she had at the Asylum for Idiots.1

At roughly the same time as Westbrooke died in the Madison County 
Poorhouse, Philadelphia resident Walter Pratt, who had lost an eye to a flying 
piece of steel, was likewise struggling to find a way to subsist off his labors. 
Despite wearing a natural-looking glass eye, he could not convince an em-
ployer to hire him for even the most menial job. In 1928, he complained to 
an investigator from the Consumers’ League of Eastern Pennsylvania: “You 
know nowadays you have to pass a physical examination and I would get 
along fine until they would test my eyes, one at a time, and then it was all off.” 
After being rejected for yet another janitorial position, he exclaimed, “Well 
the fact that I have only one eye doesn’t affect my hands and feet, I can do this 
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2  Introduction

work just as well as a man with both his eyes.” But the employer told him, 
“Why should we bother with a one-eyed man when we can find plenty with 
two good eyes?” Pratt reflected, “Here I am, an able bodied man and willing 
to do any kind of work, dependent upon my two youngsters for support.”2

At first glance, Westbrooke and Pratt might seem to have had little in com-
mon. After all, she had a cognitive impairment that reportedly dated back to 
birth and spent virtually all of her life inside institutions, performing uncom-
pensated care work. He, in contrast, toiled for pay on the mainstream labor 
market until an industrial accident cost him an eye. Pratt had children on 
whom he could rely, while Westbrooke ended her days in the poorhouse 
because no relatives were willing or able to house her. But a closer look reveals 
striking similarities between their stories—similarities that highlight the 
changing meanings and lived experiences of disability at the turn of the twen-
tieth century.

Both Westbrooke and Pratt could and wanted to work. But like a growing 
number of people in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who 
had what we might today term “disabilities,” Westbrooke and Pratt found 
themselves deemed incapable of contributing to either a household economy 
or the wage labor market. In effect, they had been made unproductive and left 
dependent on others’ aid by three interlocking factors, as well as the com-
plexity and mutability of disability itself. First, the transition to industrial 
capitalism and an urban wage labor economy reduced families’ capacity to 
care for and make use of partly productive relatives such as Westbrooke. Sec-
ond, as mechanized factory labor became increasingly central to the econ-
omy, employers in nearly all sectors began to demand workers who, unlike 
Pratt, had intact, interchangeable bodies. Third, public policies intended to 
prevent public dependency, such as workmen’s compensation laws and pro-
grams that classified and redirected diverse poorhouse residents into suitable 
institutions, had unexpected and sometimes even perverse results for people 
with diverse bodies and capabilities. As policy makers grappled, often un-
knowingly, with the multifaceted, ever-shifting nature of disability, some of 
their well-intentioned programs in fact served to exclude people with dis-
abilities from both the wage labor market and economic citizenship.

By the end of World War I, these four factors had combined to render 
people with disabilities unproductive citizens in the cultural imagination: a 
concept central to disability policy in the United States during the rest of the 
twentieth century.3 Disability, in turn, became synonymous with reliance on 
public dependency, poor citizenship, and the inability to care for oneself or 
work productively. In other words, disability was believed to pose risks both 
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Introduction  3

to individuals’ own morals and to those of the nation as a whole. Speaking at 
the first national conference on vocational rehabilitation in 1922, the social 
worker George B. Mangold highlighted the ways in which definitions of dis-
ability, work, and citizenship had intertwined, arguing, “Every man ought to 
be self-supporting and also able to support a family, and no man has a social 
right to refuse to contribute in some way to the wealth and to the progress of 
society. . . . ​Nor has any man who is crippled a right to be idle and enjoy the 
gratuitous support of relatives or of a philanthropic agency or of the public.” 
He called on the nation to provide the training necessary to return such men 
to work.4

Although Mangold focused only on “crippled” men, reflecting the power 
of male breadwinner ideology, the new concept—and, in many ways, the 
experiences—of disability in fact brought together populations that policy 
makers, employers, and the public had long viewed as distinct. People who 
toiled on the wage labor market, those who labored in rehabilitative institu-
tions for no pay, and those who could not work and relied on public relief all 
fell under the umbrella of “disability.” So too did people with all sorts of 
impairments—blindness, idiocy, amputations, withered limbs, shell shock, 
even tuberculosis—that occurred at various ages and stemmed from very dif
ferent origins, both acquired and congenital. But despite this vast bodily diver-
sity, people with disabilities had much in common. As Westbrooke’s and 
Pratt’s cases demonstrate, the “problem” of disability lay not in their actual 
impairments or the work they did but rather in the meanings attributed to 
those impairments by policy makers and employers, as well as in how those 
meanings intersected with a rapidly shifting workplace, changing family 
capacities, policies aimed at preventing dependency, and the complexity of 
disability itself.

As Mangold’s proclamation suggests, the separation of people with dis-
abilities from the status of “workers” and the paid labor market hardly went 
unchallenged. Both disabled people and a diverse array of vocational reha-
bilitators recognized the long-standing importance of work to social standing 
and economic citizenship, as well as the ways in which dependency has his-
torically been equated with poor citizenship in the United States.5 People 
with disabilities fought to maintain—or regain—their places in the paid labor 
market. Crippled widows started their own newsstands when they could not 
find employment, leg amputees learned to mount ladders so that they could 
paint signs, rheumatic men pulled stuffing from couches in sheltered work-
shops, and feeble-minded girls competed to be paroled from custodial insti-
tutions as domestic servants, among many other examples. But with the notable 
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4  Introduction

exception of Ford Motor Company, which hired thousands of disabled 
workers at full pay, their labors were rarely not recognized or compensated 
as real work.

Vocational rehabilitation initiatives such as Goodwill Industries’ sheltered 
workshops and the Veterans’ Bureau program for disabled World War I veter-
ans found decidedly mixed success with helping disabled workers enter—or 
re-enter—the paid labor market. Saturated with the Protestant work ethic, these 
programs frequently focused more on trying to avert the civic and individual 
moral risks traditionally associated with dependency than on providing train-
ing suitable for an increasingly industrial economy. Rehabilitators likewise 
struggled to cope with the complexity of disability, especially when mixed 
with shifting family structures, a rapidly industrializing economy, and the un-
expected effects of public policies. Nevertheless, rehabilitation initiatives did 
provide some disabled people and their families with modest, albeit often 
poverty-level, incomes.

But as the hundreds of African American migrant laborers who fell ill from 
silicosis while digging a dam tunnel in West Virginia in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s could testify, these shifts did not uniformly affect all who might be 
said to have “disabilities.”6 Existing hierarchies of race, gender, and class mat-
tered. Within working-class communities, disabling injuries were often so 
common that they served at least as a marker of poverty, if not class itself. In 
addition, employers’ beliefs that certain races or genders were more produc-
tive and better suited to particular jobs—that women could more easily paint 
radioactive radium on watch dials, for instance—ensured that occupational 
hazards, as well as the resulting disabilities, were not equally distributed.7 At 
the same time, policy makers’ racialized and gendered assumptions about 
health, “fitness,” accidents, and the nature of “breadwinners” and family often 
barred nonwhites and women from gaining equal access to compensation 
and rehabilitation programs and, in some cases, life outside institutions for 
the feeble-minded.8

Ultimately, despite the efforts of a wide range of policy makers, reformers, 
and disabled people themselves, by the 1920s many people with disabilities 
and their families were relegated to poverty and second-class economic and 
social citizenship. Although the causes of this shift lay in forces far beyond the 
control of individuals with disabilities, disability was becoming inextricably 
linked with personal immorality and economic dependency. Throughout the 
remainder of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, moreover, legis-
lators and disability rights activists would struggle to integrate the roughly 
20 percent of Americans with disabilities into the mainstream labor market. 
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Introduction  5

Vocational rehabilitation programs, National Employ the Handicapped Week, 
and even the Americans with Disabilities Act would prove unable to undo 
the shifts that took place between the 1850s and 1920s. Even in 2017, nearly 
thirty years after the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990, 
70 percent of working-age adults with disabilities are not employed—in con-
trast to just 25 percent of nondisabled individuals—and nearly 30 percent of 
disabled people live in poverty.9

Disability in the Antebellum United States

Today, disability is a familiar category. But prior to the early twentieth century, 
people with what now might be termed “disabilities” or “impairments” fell 
under a multiplicity of terms, from lame, simple, deaf-mute, and invalid to 
worn out, cripple, feeble, and lunatic, among others. These terms did not 
imply an inability to work and care for oneself, as would be the case with later 
definitions of disability. Only in one sector—laws aimed at disabled veterans 
and seamen (sailors)—did “disability” appear with its more contemporary 
meaning: a bodily variation or incapacity that made one “incapable afterwards 
of getting a livelihood.”10

During the nation’s early decades, the lives of people with disabilities were 
as diverse as the terms used to describe them. While some fell under the cat-
egory of dependents on public aid, living in poorhouses, receiving cash aid, 
or being boarded out with community members, most were integrated into 
their families and communities. In a society in which few lived into adult-
hood without acquiring scars from smallpox, poverty, or occupational haz-
ards, variations in bodily function and appearance were common and rarely 
prevented people from continuing to work. Few sailors finished their careers 
without having an extremity broken, mashed, or amputated outright; slaves 
lost digits to frostbite and developed “bandy-legged” walks due to nutritional 
deficiencies; and laborers suffered from rheumatism, to give just a few exam-
ples.11 Even those who required some assistance, such as Revolutionary War 
veteran Seth Delano, likely helped care for others in their household. Dela-
no’s head wound had earned him an invalid pension, which he used to sup-
port himself as well as his wife, who was “so feeble as to be confined to her 
bed” much of the time, and their sole child, Rebecca, who was “blind and 
able to do nothing towards her support.”12

Early American communities also tended to tolerate unusual behavior, as 
long as a person did not become violent or commit arson. Samuel Coolidge, 
who completed his degree at Harvard in 1738 and preached for a few years in 
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Massachusetts, served as Watertown’s schoolmaster between 1749 and 1763. 
During his periodic episodes of insanity, “he wandered the streets . . . ​half-
naked, yelling profanities, and disrupting classes at his alma mater.” In ex-
change for Coolidge’s teaching when sane, the community housed and fed 
him. But to guarantee that their children would have an instructor in the 
morning, town residents locked him in the schoolhouse most nights. Only 
when his behavior became uncontrollable did residents discharge him from 
his teaching responsibilities and restrain him in a room—the same room in 
which he died one year later, in 1764.13

As in the case of Coolidge, communities stepped in only when relatives 
proved unwilling or unable to provide care; family, not the community, was 
the default locus of care in the early United States. Enfeebled Revolutionary 
War veterans such as James Trowbridge, who reported in 1820 that his wounds 
had caused him to be “laid up” for much of the preceding decades, relied on 
their wives and adult daughters. He claimed, in fact, that his wife had “ruined 
her health in taking care of me.”14 Likewise, the family of Revolutionary 
leader James Otis Jr. struggled to manage his violent behavior for years them-
selves before eventually deciding to have him boarded elsewhere.15 Yet, the 
privacy of family care also left people with disabilities vulnerable to abuse. 
Patrick Henry’s wife, Sarah, spent the last several years of her life “confined to 
a cellar room, bound in a straitjacket, and attended by a servant [slave]” in the 
family estate.16

If absolutely necessary, communities would provide care, but such care 
could be harsh. Early Americans typically classified people deemed to be 
lame, blind, consumptive, idiotic, or otherwise impaired and who could not 
care for or support themselves as members of the deserving poor: those who 
became poor through no fault of their own, as opposed to dissolutes and 
drunks. Consequently, towns boarded out some impoverished people with 
disabilities, especially women, and offered others tax reductions. But for some, 
the almshouse loomed—an institution whose poor conditions and stringent 
labor requirements were specifically intended to discourage impoverished 
people from entering.17 Poorhouse officials often broke up families by age and 
gender, restricted rations of meat and tea, and required able-bodied inmates to 
work at breaking stones, weaving, or caring for ill residents.18

Early American communities strictly enforced residency requirements for 
assistance, deporting those who had not attained the status of inhabitant and 
requiring ship captains to post bonds for passengers who might not be able to 
support themselves.19 After goldsmith John Treby became ill in the 1780s, for 
instance, the town of Providence “warned him out” to his hometown of 
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Newport and deposited him with the overseers of the poor. Treby was far 
from the only impoverished person with a disability (or without one) to be 
deported from Providence.20

Not only were people with disabilities ubiquitous in the early United States; 
so too were concepts of disability. Indeed, language about disability played a 
central role in antebellum debates over slavery. Proslavery advocates justified 
bondage of African Americans on the grounds that slaves suffered from 
“Drapetomania” and “Dysaesthesia Aethiopis”—diseases that purportedly 
provided slaves with intense urges to run away and evade labor, respectively.21 
Abolitionists and ex-slaves, in response, contended that abusive masters caused 
slaves to develop epilepsy and insanity.22

Far from being a marginal aspect of human life or a phenomenon of cer-
tain eras in American history, disability is both a central, “normal” element of 
human experience and one of the ways in which societies have justified power 
hierarchies—two of the key contributions of the new field of disability his-
tory. Instead of seeing disabilities as aberrant conditions or as medical impair-
ments in need of a cure, disability historians argue that disability is socially 
constructed. That is, the experience of a disability, and even what counts as a 
disability, varies by historical era and by culture. The ways in which race, class, 
gender, age, and kind of impairment—whether sensory, psychosocial, physi-
cal, cognitive, or chronic illness, and at what level—intersect with disability 
also matter, of course.23 Early twentieth-century Pittsburgh steel mills were 
so dangerous, for example, that missing a finger was considered normal and 
did not prevent laborers from finding employment. Nor did such an impair-
ment cause stigma within working-class communities; rather, such injuries 
were often seen as indicating manly mastery of a dangerous workplace. As 
workmen’s compensation laws took effect in the 1910s, however, companies 
began to screen out workers with even such minor impairments as amputated 
fingers or, as Walter Pratt discovered, missing eyes. What had been a “nor-
mal” working body instead became read as a sign of carelessness or ineffi-
ciency, and ultimately a reason to keep people out of the workplace. Managers 
and safety inspectors castigated the largely white immigrant workforce for 
being too “simple” and “backwards” to follow basic safety protocols. By the 
1920s, workers with minimal impairments had thus become too disabled to 
find work in many industries. Both the meaning and the lived experience of 
disability shifted dramatically within just a few decades.

But this study also suggests that it is not sufficient simply to look at the 
lives of people with disabilities. As the stories of both Lily Westbrooke and 
Walter Pratt reveal, individuals’ family and community contexts matter. If 
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Westbrooke had an intact family to whom she could return and who could 
make use of her hard-won skills, she might not have died in a county poor
house. Likewise, if Pratt’s children had not been able to support him, he 
might have shared Westbrooke’s fate. In other words, the relatives and neigh-
bors of people with disabilities play a crucial role in determining how, and 
perhaps even whether, a person’s impairment shapes their life.24

Although many, if not most, people with disabilities have historically worked 
(even though their labors have not always been defined or rewarded as such), 
the history of disability has also been shaped by centuries-old debates over 
who is worthy of public charity. Since the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, char-
ity officials and lawmakers have sought to distinguish the “deserving poor”—
those whose poverty resulted from factors beyond their control, such as old 
age, illness, youth, or widowhood—from the “undeserving poor,” who were 
perceived as able but unwilling to work. The desire to aid the deserving poor 
while simultaneously discouraging the undeserving poor drove early Ameri-
can lawmakers to follow their English forebears in instituting residency re-
quirements for aid, such as those encountered by ill goldsmith John Treby, 
and to experiment with various methods of limiting relief only to those 
deemed worthy of assistance.25

Disabled people, however, have long fallen between the categories of 
deserving and undeserving. First, disability’s complexity and sheer variety 
posed considerable hurdles to charity officials who sought to enact clear rules 
about who was worthy of aid. Second, some impairments—idiocy, insanity, 
crippled limbs, perhaps blindness or deafness—could potentially be faked for 
gain.26 Third, widely held beliefs about certain impairments raised questions 
about who actually bore responsibility for disabled people who required 
public aid: should it be society, families, or individuals, or some combination 
thereof? Antebellum Americans, for instance, debated whether people labeled 
as “idiots” were the products of family sin, evidence of poor heredity, not even 
human, or indicative of the vast diversity of nature; each interpretation, of 
course, led to different solutions. Likewise, employers, workers, and legisla-
tors battled over whether disabling work accidents originated out of unsafe 
workplaces or laborers’ own negligence.27 Consequently, as legislators and 
reformers struggled to make sense of why people with disabilities had such 
trouble finding paid work in the early twentieth century, their proposed rem-
edies reflected their fears that disabled people might in fact be lazy rather 
than truly worthy of aid.

Policy makers’ unsuccessful efforts to reintegrate people with disabilities 
into the rapidly shifting mainstream labor market underscore the importance 
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of investigating how public policies functioned in the real world, as well as 
the assumptions that guided the policy-making process. As scholars have 
pointed out in recent decades, the implementation and outcomes of policies 
are just as important as the policy makers’ ideologies. Unintended conse-
quences matter.28 For example, by no means did legislators and labor law re-
formers intend to provide employers with convincing and publicly acceptable 
rationales for screening out people with disabilities from their workforce—
that is, by raising the potential cost of compensating such workers for 
accidents—but workmen’s compensation laws unexpectedly reinforced em-
ployers’ growing skepticism about disabled workers. Perversely, while at-
tempting to solve the social problems caused by industrial accidents, policy 
makers rendered disabled people dependent.

But policy makers and reformers faced enormous hurdles. By its very na-
ture, policy generalizes specific conditions; for instance, legislators struggled 
to distinguish between the occupational impact of a crushed joint and that 
caused by an outright amputation.29 Indeed, disability’s innate complexity 
and mutability—the vast diversity of types, the way impairments evolve over 
time in individuals, the fact that new technologies create new kinds of im-
pairments, and the ways which they intersect with race, class, gender, and 
age—posed serious challenges. Complicating matters for lawmakers, family 
structures and the labor market were shifting dramatically at the same time. 
As a result, what constituted disability in one family context or economic 
situation might not have done so at another time. Policy makers, moreover, 
rarely realized that they were making disability policy per se. Rather, legisla-
tors and reformers believed they were simply trying to address diverse issues 
such as households that struggled to care for idiotic children, families left im-
poverished by industrial accidents, feeble-minded women who had no choice 
but to live in poorhouses, and disabled veterans who could not return to their 
former jobs. Yet policy makers’ fears about encouraging dependency, their 
concerns about state funding capacity, and desires to preserve the distinc-
tions between the deserving and undeserving poor fundamentally shaped 
how they approached these issues. And in so doing, their policies uninten-
tionally helped to define disability as a policy category and edge disabled people 
out of one of the basic standards for “good citizenship”: paid work. Undoing 
the pernicious, if unintended, effects of these policies proved a difficult—if 
not impossible—task.

Finally, this book aims to expand the notion of who counts a worker, while 
also highlighting the importance of more consciously incorporating bodies 
into labor history. Scholars of women’s history, among others, have long 
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emphasized that unpaid work, whether caring for children or managing a 
household, is still work, even if it is not recognized with wages. Labor histori-
ans have also begun to explore less formal economic sectors, such as the 
“gray” (or informal) labor market, as well as the ways in which workers move 
in and out of formal workplaces. However, the boundaries of what consti-
tutes “work” have been demarcated not only by the actual labor performed 
but also by the bodies doing that work.30 Because of the function and ap-
pearance of their bodies, disabled people’s labors, for instance—whether in 
institutions for the feeble-minded, sheltered workshops, rehabilitation pro-
grams, or the gray market—have rarely been recognized as work. At the 
Rome State Custodial Asylum in New York State, for instance, the “feeble-
minded” inmates virtually ran the asylum, producing most of the food, doing 
the cooking, helping care for fellow inmates, and printing the inmate newslet-
ter, receiving only room, board, clothing, and perhaps a small amount of 
pocket money in exchange. Such permanent “training,” however, seldom of-
fered a path to the paid labor market. Given that access to paid work has long 
served as the foundation of social and economic citizenship in the United 
States, this dynamic had profound consequences for the social standing of 
people with disabilities. Incorporating disabled people’s labors into the his-
tory of work thus raises important questions about the reasons certain 
people’s bodies and their toils have been defined, respectively, as nonproduc-
tive, noncompensable, and as something other than real work.

No Right to Be Idle opens by tracing the ways in which the postbellum shift 
to an urban, wage-based, and often unsteady industrial economy undermined 
families’ abilities to accommodate relatives with disabilities. Chapter 1 uses 
the nationwide spread of idiot asylums in the mid-nineteenth century as a 
lens into how families understood productivity and issues of care prior to the 
emergence of large-scale wage labor and intense urbanization. Although su-
perintendents of asylums depicted “idiots” as unproductive, immoral drains 
on society, in part to obtain funding from lawmakers, families resisted these 
pejorative depictions. Relatives viewed productivity as a spectrum that var-
ied by age, gender, and ability, reflecting the fact that people with a wide range 
of bodily capabilities had long participated in household economies and the 
wage labor market.

In an economy and a society of farms and small communities, superinten-
dents could easily return most of their pupils home—often at parents’ request—
but by the late 1870s this was no longer true. Chapter 2 explores how the shift 
to an unpredictable, urban wage economy left many families unable to care 
for or make use of “idiotic” relatives who might be only partly productive. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Introduction  11

Complicating matters, charity policies intended to prevent public dependency—
scientific charity programs and efforts to separate diverse poorhouse resi-
dents into specialized institutions—increasingly selected pupils who had no 
home to which they could return. In response to this rapidly increasing and 
permanent population, asylum directors allied with proto-eugenicists such as 
Josephine Shaw Lowell to convince lawmakers to fund dedicated custodial 
asylums for “feeble-minded” people. In these institutions, inmates’ labors no 
longer led to discharge. Instead, perceived abilities determined every facet of 
life, from institutional conditions to inmates’ likelihood of dying shortly after 
arrival, and often in perverse ways. Despite being depicted by superinten-
dents as unemployable in mainstream society, “feeble-minded” women who 
were institutionally productive were much less likely to be discharged and 
remained for decades, performing vast amounts of unpaid care work that de-
frayed much of the costs of these custodial asylums. Nonetheless, for some 
inmates, their toils offered some meaning and a small measure of control over 
their lives.

But as Charles Bernstein demonstrated at New York’s Rome State Custo-
dial Asylum, even the early twentieth century job market still allowed for a 
spectrum of ability, if carefully analyzed. Individual employers, in turn, and 
transition services could substitute for absent relatives. Chapter  3 explores 
how, during the 1910s and 1920s, Bernstein moved hundreds of people labeled 
“feeble-minded”—most of whom lacked families—into paid positions as farm 
laborers, domestic servants, laundresses, and seamstresses. The superinten-
dents of dozens of other institutions for the feeble-minded across the nation 
copied his program, in part because it offered a means for addressing relent-
less pressure for new admissions and perpetual funding challenges. By pro-
viding what were, in effect, early group homes and astutely fitting people to 
appropriate positions, Bernstein managed to turn many, albeit not most, asy-
lum inmates into wage workers living in mainstream society.

The middle chapters turn to the reasons why people with a wide array of 
disabilities, mostly acquired ones, lost access to the paid labor market be-
tween the 1890s and the 1920s. Chapter 4 opens by investigating the ways in 
which working-class communities and workers had traditionally understood 
disability: as an anticipated, if feared, outcome of working life, but not as a 
cause for stigma. While bodily modifications such as missing fingers, crushed 
limbs, blinded eyes, or weakened lungs often brought a loss of skill and in-
come, injured workers continued to work, often in the informal labor market. 
Mechanization and the drive for efficiency, however, provided employers 
with new notions of what made a good worker. With the striking exception of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



12  Introduction

the Ford Motor Company, almost all major industrial employers began to 
believe that a modern, mechanized, and efficient workplace required employ-
ees with intact, interchangeable bodies. Henry Ford, however, demonstrated 
that, if carefully handled, mechanization could actually expand the range of 
employable bodies.

As Chapter 5 shows, another public policy intended to prevent dependency—
workmen’s compensation—greatly exacerbated disabled workers’ difficulties 
on the mainstream labor market. Originally intended to aid families who had 
lost a breadwinner to death or disability, compensation laws could not en-
compass the immense diversity of disabilities and their mutability over time. 
The statutes also did nothing to address the long-term financial challenges 
faced by workers who became permanently disabled. Due to the segregated 
nature of the labor force, furthermore, rarely did women and African Ameri-
cans receive compensation for their work-induced illnesses and disabilities. 
Making matters worse, the structure of compensation tables created financial 
incentives for employers to exclude workers with disabilities, regardless of 
their origin. By the 1920s, nearly all major employers made it a practice to re-
quire physical examinations before hiring workers. Even Ford Motor Com
pany substantially reduced its hiring of new workers with disabilities, although 
it retained many existing ones.

As workers with a wide array of both acquired and congenital disabilities 
lost access to the paid labor market, legislators and reformers began to search 
for a way to return people with disabilities to productivity and self-support. 
Influenced by the Protestant work ethic and the long-standing association of 
dependency with poor citizenship, rehabilitators tended to focus more on re-
storing their clients’ putatively damaged morality than on determining how 
to integrate disabled people into the wage labor market. Nevertheless, voca-
tional rehabilitation programs did offer some disabled people and their fami-
lies modest incomes during times of considerable stress. Chapter 6 traces the 
emergence of Goodwill Industries and the ways in which its sheltered work-
shops replicated mainstream employers’ use of piecework and concerns with 
efficiency—dynamics that led managers to exclude many disabled workers as 
too inefficient. Due to the complexity of disability and the ways that it inter-
sected with age, gender, and family status, few clients moved into the outside 
labor force.

In contrast, while most disabled World War I veterans eventually returned 
to the wage labor market, little credit could be given to the vast rehabilitation 
program created to restore them to the status of breadwinners and self-sufficient 
citizens. As Chapter 7 shows, veterans and rehabilitators clashed over how to 
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define disability and rehabilitation, in part because new tools of war caused 
so many injuries that led to chronic pain. Often, veterans found that their dis-
abilities did not qualify them for training even when they could not find 
work, that rehabilitation did not meet their family’s economic needs, and that 
even after training they could not locate jobs in their fields. In effect, the ways 
in which policy makers had attempted to generalize disability failed to en-
compass its diversity, its mutability within and across individuals, how it was 
reshaped by the shifting economic context, and the ways that technological 
shifts produced unexpected new impairments. The program’s storied ad-
ministrative dysfunction did not help. In the end, many disabled veterans, 
especially white ones, ultimately found employment—some equivalent to their 
prewar earnings. But much of their success was due to the fact that most em-
ployers were more willing to hire veterans with disabilities than disabled ci-
vilians. Significant numbers, moreover, struggled to manage chronic pain and 
other impairments and remained on the margins of the economy.

By the 1920s, people with many different types and origins of disabilities 
had been pushed out of household economies and the paid labor market, like 
Lily Westbrooke and Walter Pratt (whom we met at the beginning of this 
chapter). Their bodies were now deemed unproductive, or insufficiently pro-
ductive, by employers and lawmakers—a shift compounded by changes in 
family capacity, the rapidly evolving labor market, public policies that sought 
to deter dependency, and the mutability and complexity of disability itself. 
Like Westbrooke and Pratt, disabled people continued to seek paid work and 
to labor, albeit often for minimal or no pay, while often being told that they 
had “no right to be idle.” As we will see, the common twentieth-century notion 
of equating “disability” with unproductivity, poor citizenship, and dependency 
on public or charitable assistance was, truly, an invention.
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c h a p t e r  o n e

Her Mother Did Not Like  
to Have Her Learn to Work
Disability, Family, and the Spectrum of Productivity,  
1840s–1870s

In 1869, Paul and Amelia Tucker removed their eighteen-year-old daughter, 
Emily, from the New York State Asylum for Idiots. As its superintendent, 
Hervey B. Wilbur, reported, during her two yearlong stints at the asylum Emily 
had “learned to read a little and write a little”; she had also “learned to work.” 
On the face of it, the Tuckers’ decision to bring their daughter home was not 
particularly unusual. During the asylum’s first two decades, parents routinely 
withdrew their children from the institution or kept them home at the end of 
summer vacation. In this case, however, the superintendent recorded an un-
usual rationale: “She was kept at home . . . ​because she was useful and per-
haps because her mother did not like to have her learn to work.”1

Tucker’s mother’s comment flew in the face of contemporary rhetoric 
about “idiots.” This term encompassed people with a wide range of impair-
ments, including cerebral palsy, epilepsy, deafness, and what would later be 
described as autism, as well as cognitive disabilities that could arise from thy-
roid disorders, head injuries, and high fevers. But in general, “idiot” referred 
to a person who was not able to care for himself or herself, do useful labor, or 
understand the legal consequences of his or her actions.2 In part to obtain 
funding for asylums from legislators skeptical that idiots could be educated, 
advocates such as Samuel Gridley Howe variously represented untrained 
“idiots” as specimens of humanity in need of uplift, as entirely unproductive 
burdens on overwhelmed families, and, often, as morally dangerous parasites 
on society.3

Educators’ and charity reformers’ elastic rhetoric proved successful politi
cally. By the 1870s, a network of public idiot asylums, along with a few private 
ones, had emerged across the northeastern and midwestern states, thanks in 
no small part to the proselytizing and organizational efforts of Hervey B. Wil-
bur of the New York State Asylum for Idiots.4 The founders of these institu-
tions sought to teach their pupils basic self-care and, if possible, the rudiments 
of reading and writing. Depending on their gender, pupils also learned either 
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farm labor or household skills. Eventually, superintendents aimed to return 
their charges to their presumably rural families as “useful laborers” or, at least, 
as needing less daily personal care. Such an approach also proved popular with 
lawmakers perennially concerned with cost-cutting; consequently, Wilbur 
and his counterparts often relied on mixed public-private schemes to fund 
asylums. By and large, however, his training program—as well as those mod-
eled upon it—worked remarkably well during the 1850s and 1860s.

But as suggested by Wilbur’s cryptic notation in Tucker’s file quoted 
above, families did not simply adopt superintendents’ oft-pejorative depic-
tions of “idiotic” relatives. If we look beyond the asylum walls to examine 
the lived experiences of “idiots” in their families and communities—where, 
after all, the vast majority resided—a rather different perspective emerges.5 
To be sure, relatives appreciated when pupils returned home more able 
to  care for themselves and, in some cases, capable of contributing to the 
household economy—especially under the supervision of relatives. But 
families often fought hard to ensure that their “idiotic” relatives could live at 
home, even those who needed considerable care. Families did not view pro-
ductivity in the simple black-and-white terms suggested by asylum superin-
tendents, nor did the ability or inability to do useful labor determine an 
individual’s value in their eyes. Rather, relatives understood their “idiotic” 
children in light of the fact that people with diverse bodies and capacities 
had long performed domestic and manual labor in an economy and society 
of farms and small communities; such an economy also helped to sustain 
relatives’ capacity for caring. Indeed, such individuals were seen as simply 
part of a broad spectrum of productivity that varied according to age, gen-
der, and ability.6

The Problem of Idiocy

The problem of “idiocy” first emerged as a social issue ripe for intervention in 
the mid-1840s, when several European and American educators and doctors 
challenged the long-standing presumption that idiots were incurable. In-
spired by the common school movement and immersed in a transatlantic 
network of asylum builders, three men—Edouard Séguin, Samuel Gridley 
Howe, and Hervey Wilbur—set out to prove that idiots could in fact benefit 
from training. Howe, in particular, would make a crucial rhetorical contribu-
tion, one that would shape discourse on people labeled as “idiots” and, later 
on, “feeble-minded,” for decades to come.
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In the mid-nineteenth century, idiots were hardly an unfamiliar sight to 
most Americans. Yet, idiocy itself was somewhat ill-defined medically and 
would remain so well into the twentieth century. For one thing, idiocy did 
not refer simply to people with cognitive or developmental impairments, such 
as those stemming from iodine deficiency, Down’s syndrome, or brain inju-
ries induced by accidents or high fevers. Rather, the category included those 
who appeared “idiotic” because of mobility impairments, poor hearing or 
eyesight, or abuse and neglect, as well as what would become known as au-
tism by the 1940s. English and early American legal theorists and social com-
mentators, meanwhile, had defined idiocy as a permanent, “natural” lack of 
understanding (or mental deficiency) that typically dated from birth and 
which prevented self-support and moral judgment. In theory, lawmakers, 
judges, and doctors distinguished between the temporary nature of “distract-
edness,” which was roughly equivalent to insanity, and the permanent nature 
of idiocy, but such distinctions were challenging in practice.7 Charity offi-
cials, as well as many members of the public, had a clear, nonmedical defini-
tion of idiocy: the inability to care for oneself or do “useful labor.” Equally 
critically, idiots supposedly could not improve, even with training.8

Idiocy had yet more meanings: the result of sin, an appropriate object of 
study for those seeking to understand the natural world, and an innate char-
acteristic of certain races. Both Puritan ministers and nineteenth-century 
charities officials, for instance, considered idiots to be evidence of parental 
sins such as intemperance and unchaste behavior. Yet, Cotton Mather and his 
fellow clerics also saw idiots as innocent beings and manifestations of “God’s 
diverse creations”—“curiosities” to be studied, in effect. In fact, Mather in-
cluded the tale of two “uncommon Idiots” among his regular reports to Lon-
don’s Royal Society.9 Antebellum proslavery advocates, meanwhile, sought to 
define African Americans as inherently feeble-minded. After the 1840 federal 
census purportedly tallied far higher rates of insanity and idiocy among free 
blacks than among slaves, southern writers proclaimed that freedom would 
bring only misery and disability to their human property. Samuel Cartwright, 
for instance, contended in 1851 that “it is this defective hematosis, or atmo-
spherization of the blood . . . ​that is the true cause of that debasement of 
the mind, which has rendered the people of Africa unable to take care of 
themselves.”10

In antebellum America, people labeled as idiots encountered both ex-
treme vulnerability and relative integration—often based on their family con-
text. Because families served as the primary locus of care, disinterested or 
cruel relatives could confine individuals with cognitive or psychosocial 
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impairments without any interference from authorities, such as Patrick Hen-
ry’s aforementioned “mad” wife, Sarah Shelton Henry, who died after spend-
ing several years in a basement in a straitjacket and accompanied only by a 
slave.11 Idiots’ presumed incurability, as well as their perceived inability to care 
for themselves or do useful work, also contributed to their neglect by charity 
officials. Following Elizabethan poor-law precedents, charity officials catego-
rized idiots, simpletons, and imbeciles, among others, as part of the “deserving” 
poor; this status, however, did not necessarily lead to kind, or even good, care 
of those whose families could or would not look after them.12 While Doro-
thea Dix is best known for her advocacy on behalf of people deemed insane, 
her famed 1843 Memorial to the Legislature of Massachusetts raised aware-
ness about the abuse and neglect suffered by “idiots” and “imbeciles” in poor
houses and jails. She came across “one idiotic subject chained” in a poorhouse, 
while another had lived “in a close stall for 17 years.”13 As Dix investigated the 
conditions of those labeled insane or idiotic in almshouses and jails across 
Massachusetts and New York, she discovered that the type of impairment 
mattered little. Rather, poorhouse keepers routinely relegated “incurables,” 
whether labeled insane or idiotic, to “close, unventilated rooms; narrow, dark 
cells, cheerless dungeons, cold and damp,” and, often, death.14

At the same time, as suggested by the numerous literary accounts of “town 
idiots” and “simpletons,” many idiots were relatively integrated into their com-
munities. In part, this was due to the fact that antebellum Americans demon-
strated considerable tolerance for nonviolent neighbors with cognitive and 
psychosocial impairments. The residents of Brampton, Massachusetts, for 
instance, lived with Jack Downs, who “regularly enjoyed plucking wigs off the 
heads of church worshippers with a string and fishhook, and was well known 
for throwing rotten apples at the minister during the sermon.”15

As might be expected, families’ financial resources also eased integration. 
Thomas Cameron, the oldest son of the wealthiest plantation family in South 
Carolina, attended several boarding schools in northern states during the 
1820s, including a military academy. His parents hoped that he would thereby 
gain physical and intellectual strength. As an adult, he returned to his family’s 
plantation in South Carolina, where he served as a messenger between plan-
tations, attended social functions such as weddings, voted and attended Whig 
political rallies, and developed close ties with his nieces and nephews. Later 
on, Cameron even became the local postmaster.16

Nevertheless, legislators and professional charity reformers viewed idiots 
through a different lens: as utterly resistant to education and, therefore, as inap-
propriate subjects for state intervention. Consequently, the asylum building 
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movement of the 1820s and 1830s initially bypassed idiots.17 During these de
cades, legislators and professional charity reformers such as Samuel Gridley 
Howe established a wide variety of state institutions aimed at rehabilitating 
groups such as the poor, criminals, and blind and deaf children into moral, self-
supporting inhabitants. These institutions reflected a millennialist faith in 
human perfectibility and societal progress, as well as a fervent belief in work as 
both a form of rehabilitation and a means of defraying expenses. In theory, seg-
regating criminals, orphaned children, the insane, the poor, and children with 
disabilities in a bucolic yet disciplined setting would improve their morality, 
teach the value of steady labor, and perhaps even cure them.18 Prisoners at the 
Auburn and Ossining (now Sing Sing) state prisons in New York, for instance, 
labored six days a week in a communal workshop, from 5 a.m. until 6 p.m. Su-
perintendents and legislators alike argued that inmates’ labors would inculcate 
industry and prevent criminal interaction among them.19 But since few thought 
idiots capable of improving, lawmakers saw no need to waste state money on a 
group whose morality could not be improved and who could not be made self-
sufficient. Dorothea Dix’s exposés of the mistreatment endured by idiots in 
county poorhouses in Massachusetts and New York in 1842 and 1843, respec-
tively, finally piqued lawmakers’ interest, as did the 1845 New York State census, 
which tallied sixteen hundred idiots in the state.20

Edouard Séguin’s work with idiots in Paris also played a central role in 
challenging the assumptions of legislators and professional charity reformers 
and legislators that idiots could not be educated. While completing his medi-
cal training, Séguin spent several years in the late 1830s working under famed 
physician Jean-Marc Itard, who had earlier tried and failed to educate Victor, 
the “wild boy of Aveyron.” Along with the rest of the French medical estab-
lishment, Itard believed idiots to be incapable of improvement, but Séguin 
found some success with his individualized “physiological” method. After 
stimulating his charges’ senses and muscles, he taught them to speak; finally, 
he trained his students in morals and occupational skills. Séguin viewed his 
approach as helping idiots to develop their own will, the lack of which he saw 
as a crucial element of idiocy. He also relied heavily on Phillipe Pinel’s notion 
of “moral treatment,” a doctrine that became popular among lunacy reform-
ers starting in the 1790s and which gained considerable sway during the first 
half of the nineteenth century. Rather than chain or confine mad or idiotic 
individuals, advocates of moral treatment sought to recognize an individual’s 
humanity and model kind behavior and personal composure, and they often 
provided work therapy as well.21 In 1839, Séguin opened the world’s first 
school for idiots in Paris. By the mid-1840s, reports of his work had begun to 

18  Chapter 1

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Disability, Family, and Productivity, 1840s–1870s  19

appear in English; they soon caused a minor sensation among American in-
sane asylum superintendents, who had long been frustrated by the steady ac-
cumulation of seemingly incurable “idiots” in their institutions.22

The Boston-based educator and reformer Samuel Gridley Howe, who had 
long taken an interest in improving insane asylums, took on the cause and 
soon proved to be a powerful advocate for state-funded idiot asylums in Mas
sachusetts and beyond. In so doing, he also played a key role in defining the 
“problem of idiocy” as a dire economic and moral issue. By the time Séguin’s 
work reached the shores of the United States in the mid-1840s, Howe had ac-
quired a sterling reputation in the Bay State as a professional reformer, in part 
due to his adept self-promotion. A Unitarian physician who fervently be-
lieved in humanity’s essential goodness and perfectibility but who could at 
times be arrogant, he had already served in the Greek War of Independence, 
cofounded and directed the Perkins Institution and the Massachusetts Asy-
lum for the Blind in Boston, and helped Dorothea Dix expose the mistreatment 
of insane inmates at the East Cambridge jail, among other achievements. 
After reading about Séguin’s work, Howe published a series of letters in the 
Boston Daily Advertiser on the benefits of establishing a state idiot asylum. 
This reflected his passionate, lifelong belief in the public’s responsibility to 
provide all children with an equivalent education appropriately modified to 
their capabilities—a passion shared with his close friend Horace Mann, leader 
of the common school movement.23 Working in conjunction with State Rep-
resentative Horatio Boyington and Samuel Woodward, the superintendent 
of the Worcester State Lunatic Hospital, Howe helped establish an investiga-
tive committee in 1846 to survey the care of idiots in Massachusetts. Drawing 
on his successful experiences with training a few idiots at the Perkins Institu-
tion, he arranged for himself to be appointed chairman.24 The committee of-
fered a brief preliminary report in March 1847 that featured a letter from Senator 
Charles Sumner’s brother George endorsing Séguin’s work and stressing the 
“imperative duty” of republics to educate “the deaf, the blind, the infirm in 
intellect.”25

Howe’s final report, released in mid-1848, stressed both idiots’ possible 
educability and the dire financial and moral risks they posed to society. After 
discussing the 361 “idiots” examined by the committee, he estimated that as 
many as 1,500 such people resided in Massachusetts, living in “dreadful degra-
dation” and “always a burden upon the public.”26 As this characterization 
suggests, Howe’s report positioned idiots as both potentially deserving of assis-
tance and fitting many of the criteria of those typically deemed undeserving 
of state or community assistance. He emphasized two themes that would 
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shape discourse on idiocy and idiots throughout the rest of the nineteenth 
century: the parasitic dependence of idiots on their families and the state, 
and the immorality they spread within their communities and, by extension, 
American society as a whole. Howe’s report became a seminal work in the 
study of the feeble-minded and, later, in the American eugenics movement—a 
work from which advocates in those overlapping fields would borrow liber-
ally in the following decades. He contended:

There are at least a thousand persons of this class who not only contrib-
ute nothing to the common stock, but who are ravenous consumers; who 
are idle and often mischievous, and who are dead weights upon the mate-
rial prosperity of the State. But this is not all; they are even worse than 
useless; they generally require a good deal of watching to prevent their 
doing mischief, and they occupy a considerable part of the time of more 
industrious and valuable persons. . . . ​Every such person is like an Upas 
tree, that poisons the whole moral atmosphere around him.”27

Howe’s intertwined condemnations of idleness, attacks on those who re-
quired “excessive care,” and celebrations of self-sufficiency reflected the fact 
that, like many other mid-nineteenth-century elites and reformers, he saw 
public dependency and overgenerous charity as morally corrosive to both in-
dividuals and the republic. He put such views into practice both at the Per-
kins Institute, where he made vocational training a centerpiece of blind 
children’s schooling, and, later in life, as chairman of the Massachusetts Board of 
Charities, when he won passage of a vagrancy law in 1866 that “enforced labor 
for the paupers who can work, but will not.”28 Undoubtedly, Howe was also 
motivated by his growing belief that people labeled as idiots, as well as blind 
and deaf people, constituted hereditary evidence of their parents’ sins. In 
large part, this proto-eugenic turn arose from his “failed” effort to educate 
deaf-blind student Laura Bridgman so as to validate phrenology, Unitarian-
ism, and his views of human development. When she proved to have a free 
will of her own and found evangelical Christianity more attractive than 
Howe’s Unitarianism, Howe blamed her “deranged constitution”—a critique 
he soon extended to other blind students and their families.29

Simultaneously, Howe argued that idiots deserved equal education and 
treatment. With training, he predicted that idiots could “attain a respectable 
mediocrity, and surpass, in mental power, the common peasant of many Euro
pean states.”30 His persistent faith in human goodness, moreover, led him to 
reject the idea of permanently institutionalizing idiots in a custodial asylum. 
Further reflecting his millennialist hopes in progress, as well as his belief that 
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idiots warranted aid, Howe maintained that after finishing their schooling, 
idiots should be encouraged to return to their home communities to deter 
others against poor choices in marriage or behavior.31 Howe’s report proved 
convincing. In May 1848, the Massachusetts legislature appropriated funds for 
the first educational program for idiots in the United States: an experimental 
wing for idiot training in the Perkins Institute for the Blind, which soon became 
the Massachusetts School for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Youth.32

While Howe played a crucial role in outlining the problem of idiocy and 
its potential solutions, another man, Hervey Backus Wilbur, undertook the 
practical labor of spreading idiot asylums across the country. A young physi-
cian with a reputation for imprudence and a zealous devotion to his causes, 
Wilbur found his curiosity piqued after he read a review of Séguin’s first book 
and a report on the idiot training program at Paris’s Bicêtre hospital in British 
journals. In 1847, he sent an order abroad seeking any and all books that might 
explain how to treat idiocy. In return, he received only Séguin’s newly released 
Traitement moral, hygiene, et education des idiots. Although Wilbur had previ-
ously been rather restless—he had yet to establish a medical practice, had pre-
viously worked as a civil engineer, and had moved seven times since graduating 
from Berkshire Medical College in 1843—he found himself fascinated by 
Séguin’s methodology.33

Soon afterwards, in July 1848, a prominent local lawyer asked Wilbur to try 
educating his seven-year-old idiot son. Wilbur promptly welcomed the boy 
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into his house in Barre, Massachusetts, much to the dismay of friends who 
feared that teaching idiots would prove both impossible and unprofitable. 
Later that year, he formally founded the privately funded Institute for Idiots 
in Barre. While at the institute, pupils resided in Wilbur’s house, along with 
his infant daughter and his wife, Harriet Holden. By early 1851, Wilbur had 
recruited enough pupils—approximately a dozen—that he, his family, and his 
students moved to a larger residence. Much like those he later admitted to the 
New York State Asylum for Idiots, his pupils at Barre had a wide range of im-
pairments. Several could not speak or understand language, one did not have 
control of his bowels, a few had regular seizures, whereas others already spoke 
some words and could walk. Wilbur soon began to gain regional renown as 
an expert on the training of idiots, even referring pupils to Howe’s asylum.34

Meanwhile, in New York, State Senator Frederick F. Backus had also become 
intrigued by the possibility of educating idiots but had little success convinc-
ing his state legislature to establish a school. Wary of new budgetary commit-
ments after the enormous expense of constructing the Utica State Lunatic 
Asylum, which had exceeded its initial budget by eight times, the state legis-
lature rejected Backus’s proposals in 1846 and 1847.35 Not until Howe (who 
had already learned that public demonstrations by his blind students pro-
vided an invaluable means of fund-raising and public relations) visited Albany 
in 1850 with several of his idiotic students in tow did the New York legislature 
finally act. Several trustees, bemused by their appointments and convinced 
that “none but fools would think of teaching fools,” traveled to Massachusetts 
to consult with Wilbur and Howe. Their two-day visit at the Institute for 
Idiots in Barre so impressed the trustees that they immediately hired Wilbur, 
who had in fact been angling for the position for over a year.36 The following 
year, the New York State Asylum for Idiots opened in the former Bull’s Head 
Tavern near the shore of the Hudson River just a few miles north of Albany, 
on land donated by Stephen van Rensselaer IV with the aim of encouraging 
legislators to fund the asylum. The trustees and Wilbur hoped that locating 
the asylum in a “retired yet accessible” spot near a major city would aid legis-
lative oversight and help to educate the populace about the social and eco-
nomic benefits of training idiots.37

A Method for Educating Idiots

Despite many inducements, Wilbur never left the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots. He died in 1883 at the asylum, which had moved to Syracuse in 1855. 
Nevertheless, Wilbur played a far more central role in spreading idiot asylums 
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across the country than did Howe, who spent much of the 1850s and 1860s 
advocating on behalf of the abolition of slavery, charity reform, and oral edu-
cation for deaf children.38 Not only did Wilbur train many, if not most, of the 
individuals who founded and staffed over a dozen idiot schools from Michi-
gan to California, but he also personally advised on the establishment of sev-
eral others in the United States and Canada between the 1850s and the 1880s.39 
As a result, other asylums adopted Wilbur’s methods for educating idiots, 
which relied on the assumption that, once as fully trained as possible in self-
care and vocational skills, pupils would return to their families—presumably 
in rural areas—as at least less burdensome and, preferably, at least somewhat 
capable of working. His approach also reflected widespread mid-nineteenth-
century notions that linked being a producer—or, at the very least, not being 
dependent—with good morality and citizenship, as well with Protestant no-
tions of work as being key to salvation. As Wilbur and his counterparts in 
other states were aware, such a focus played well with legislators perennially 
concerned with asylums’ costs and reluctant to fully support institutions as 
well as the private funders on whom his institution and others also relied.

Wilbur was in many ways an exemplar rather than a precursor, perhaps 
nowhere more than in his use of Enlightenment rhetoric about people per-
ceived as “idiots.” Enlightenment thinkers such as Denis Diderot, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, and John Locke all employed people with impairments such as 
deafness, blindness, and idiocy in thought-pieces that considered the nature 
of humanity and human capacity. People with physical disabilities, in turn, 
played key roles in evolutionary scientists’ attempts to classify the natural 
world and in statisticians’ attempts to define normality during the first half of 
the nineteenth century. In his annual reports to the New York legislature, 
however, Wilbur argued fervently on behalf of idiots’ humanity—a decidedly 
minority viewpoint at this time.40 He often stressed the “human origin” of 
idiots, noting that pupils suffered from homesickness, and stated that “they 
[we]re not responsible for their unfortunate condition, whether inherited or 
as the result of disease.”41 Wilbur’s younger brother Charles Toppan Wilbur 
studied with him and promulgated those views as he established state idiot 
asylums in Illinois, Indiana, Nebraska, and Minnesota, as well as private asy-
lums in Connecticut and Michigan. In his first annual report to Illinois legis-
lators, Charles argued that “however they may differ in physical, mental or 
moral organization, they are yet human beings.”42 The younger Wilbur also 
reproduced his brother’s argument verbatim from the first annual report for 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots, contending that idiots’ “degradation in 
the scale of humanity . . . ​constitute[d] no absolute release or outlawry from 
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the duties or rights . . . ​of human beings.” The following year, he went even 
further, characterizing his pupils as “fellow-citizens.”43

Undoubtedly, the brothers hoped that such claims might convince skepti-
cal legislators of the virtues of supporting their asylums, thereby assuring a 
steadier stream of funding. But the Wilbur brothers’ passionate advocacy on 
behalf of idiots’ “human soul” and “human destiny” contrasts with the rhe
toric of their contemporaries as well as with later superintendents’ efforts to 
permanently confine, sterilize, or entirely eradicate people deemed “feeble-
minded.” To help win over state legislators to support an idiot asylum, Howe, 
of course, had strategically defined idiots as “dead weights on the material 
prosperity of the state” and as “like an Upas tree, that poisons the whole moral 
atmosphere about him.”44 The eventual head of the Massachusetts School for 
Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Youth, James  B. Richards, likewise emphasized 
idiots’ “low [place] in the scale,” as well as their deformities and infirmities.45 
Both Wilburs also rejected the hereditarian and proto-eugenic understand-
ings of idiocy that became so popular starting in the 1870s.46

Despite some scholars’ claims that Hervey Wilbur carefully selected the 
most promising and least disabled pupils to more easily fulfill legislators’ ex-
pectations, the initial students at the asylum reflected the trustees’ mandate 
that they “exhibit a fair average of the great varieties of idiocy.”47 Such attacks 
are based on similar critiques made by the second generation of asylum su-
perintendents, who were trying to distinguish themselves from their fore-
bears and gain more funding. Half of the New York State Asylum for Idiot’s 
first cohort of twenty-six students could not speak at all, and a quarter did not 
understand language. Harry Goodnow, for instance, arrived at age ten, with-
out knowing his own name. He liked being out in the sun bareheaded, but 
spent his time twisting his fingers and, if left alone, eating out of the swill 
pail.48 Others could not walk or feed themselves. In fact, Wilbur reported 
that one “would have starved to death with food within her reach and before 
her eyes.”49 Like Goodnow, many had “destructive habits” that their families 
found challenging to handle. Alexander Mitchell, a “low-grade idiot” who en-
tered as the asylum’s tenth pupil at age eight, could not control his bowels or 
bladder or speak and was “always covered with saliva to the waist.” Describing 
Mitchell as “exceedingly bad-tempered and ugly,” Wilbur noted that he spent 
his first three months at the asylum “in a rage . . . ​from being forced [to] wear 
shoes on his feet.” A few, meanwhile, had already attended common school or 
received instruction at home but had struggled to learn.50

While some of the Wilbur brothers’ counterparts, such as Howe, initially 
sought out the most “malleable” students to ensure steady funding for their 
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experimental asylums, they too accepted students with a wide array of abili-
ties. More than half of Howe’s first class of twenty-eight students at the Mas
sachusetts Experimental School for Teaching and Training Idiotic Children 
were “dumb, many of them absolutely so, the others only making two or three 
sounds resembling words indeed,” and only seven could feed themselves. 
Fewer than one-third were “cleanly.”51 In Illinois, meanwhile, all of Charles Top-
pan Wilbur’s first ten students could walk, but almost none could dress them-
selves. He noted that one girl “was so habituated to tearing her clothes, in her 
fits of passion, that it was found very difficult to keep her decently clad.” Only 
a select few had any training in “useful labor” such as basic sewing or “house
hold occupations.”52

In the case of state-funded pupils, a county judge had to first certify that 
the child was an appropriate candidate for admission. The application form 
requested information about the family’s finances and the relationship be-
tween the “idiot” and the person requesting that they be admitted, as well as 
the candidate’s nativity, residence, and age. Circulars sent to family physi-
cians, meanwhile, asked about “history of the case: whether resulting from 
any know[n] predisposing causes in the condition or habits of ancestors, or 
produced by disease or accident in infancy.” These answers gave particulars as 
to “bodily health, mental characteristics and capacities, disposition, peculiar 
habits.” Pupils typically began with a one-month trial and were to be appor-
tioned equally among judicial districts or senatorial districts, depending on 
the state.53

Even early on, idiot asylums served a diverse population not limited to 
people with cognitive disabilities—a pattern that would remain in effect in 
succeeding decades and which regularly posed challenges for superinten-
dents. Officially, all idiot asylums followed Hervey Wilbur’s, Charles Toppan 
Wilbur’s, and Howe’s practice of barring “cripples,” students with epilepsy, 
insanity, or “incurable diseases.” In reality, however, the Wilburs and their 
counterparts regularly accepted students with mild epilepsy, deafness, and 
various physical impairments, generally excluding only those with insanity or 
dementia, or whose “serious ill-health seemed likely to terminate in a speedy 
death.”54 In 1853, for instance, Hervey Wilbur reported admitting two boys, 
Natty and Willie, directly from Manhattan’s poorhouse on Randall’s Island. 
The boys were “partially paralyzed, both entirely dumb,” and one had a chronic 
eye infection, but both eventually learned to fingerspell and, later, to speak. 
Natty became well known in the city of Syracuse and remained at the asylum 
until his death in 1902.55 Other early pupils had facial paralysis, curved spines, 
paralyzed limbs, palsy, chorea, club feet, significant hearing loss or deafness, 
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Early pupils at New York State Asylum for Idiots. Courtesy of the New York State Archive.
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or partial blindness, or were labeled as “cripples,” in the parlance of the time.56 
In fact, Wilbur often observed that many of his pupils had some sort of physi-
cal impairment or general ill health, and he even seemed to have relished the 
challenge of educating children with severe and multiple impairments, per-
haps seeing such cases as making for good publicity.57

Aside from the nearly 20  percent of students identified as having a con-
genital impairment (one dating from birth), the causes of pupils’ idiocy were 
just as diverse as their abilities. Superintendents struggled to make sense of 
the range of causes.58 As was the case with Margaret McDonogh, about 
7 percent of students’ impairments originated from the high fevers caused by 
scarlet fever and, to a lesser extent, measles and what doctors termed “menin-
gitis.” Although she was “like other children” before a bout of “what her 
mother called ‘the black measles,’ ” it left her “quite idiotic” and incapable of 
walking or speaking for five years. Once at the asylum, however, McDonogh 
eventually learned to use the sewing machine and became “very useful in all 
domestic matters” but never learned to read or write.59 A smaller fraction 
(3  percent) had suffered head injuries. After a “log of wood” fell on Walter 
McNeil’s head, for instance, he had lost the ability to speak; the person who 
recommended him to the New York State Asylum for Idiots noted that his 
“intelect [sic] seems paralized [sic]” and that he was “like a log so inactive.”60 
Yet others’ impairments arose from uncontrolled seizures or, far more rarely, 
from thyroid deficiencies, Down’s syndrome, or physical abuse.61 More than 
a few were deaf or hard of hearing or had physical impairments often assumed 
to be associated with idiocy at the time, such as cerebral palsy, physical defor-
mities, or chorea. An illness at six weeks of age left John Foster, for instance, 
with “want of use of [his] left leg.” After he failed to retain what he learned in 
school, he arrived at the New York State Asylum for Idiots in 1860 labeled as 
a “cripple.” But during his four years in the asylum, he “learned rapidly”; in 
fact, Wilbur commented, “before he left he was regarded by visitors as pos-
sessed of normal intelligence.”62

From the first, Wilbur’s assumption that his pupils would return home 
shaped his approach; he focused initially on teaching his charges the self-care 
skills that would make them less burdensome both at the asylum and at 
home. He sought to render them “decent in their habits, more obedient, fur-
nished with more extended means of happiness, educated in some simple oc-
cupations and industry, capable of self support under judicious management 
in their own families.”63 As at Barre, he modeled the institution’s program on 
Séguin’s method of beginning with “exciting the will” of the pupils by providing 
“appropriate stimuli, and then by its continued exercise giving it the capability 
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to control the other attributes of the individual.”64 Fanny Paterson, for in-
stance, arrived at the asylum in 1859 after a bout of measles, which had “left 
her weak in body and mind.” No longer could she walk or talk; instead, she 
“l[ay] on the floor and beat her head with a constant moaning noise.”65

Once pupils began to gain control over their movements, often via mim-
icking each others’ behaviors in groups, they began learning to “take care 
of themselves as far as possible in all personal matters” so as to ease their 
reintegration into their families.66 In particular, Wilbur emphasized training 
students to control their bladder and bowels, feed themselves, dress them-
selves, and communicate insofar as possible—all skills that would greatly 
reduce their need for care once at home. Nine-year-old Albert Page, for in-
stance, arrived in 1856, described as “filthy” and unable to walk or feed himself 
fully. Wilbur described him as “very mischievous, restless, throws everything 
out of the window or hides articles.” But after an eleven-year stay, Page de-
parted “improved greatly in his habits—[he had] learned to care for himself.” 
Not only had he “made some progress in school studies” but his father 
“report[ed] him as being of some service on his farm.”67

As in Paterson’s case, Wilbur placed great weight on eliminating or at least 
reducing “destructive habits” with which relatives struggled to cope that might 
discourage them from retaining idiotic children at home. Frances Alden, for 
example, “rock[ed] almost constantly & scream[ed] a good deal of the time,” 
while Diana Heller “str[uck] other children or anyone else with whom she 
c[ame] into contact,” and Christopher Collins “br[oke] windows when in a 
passion.” All three eventually returned home, although only Alden’s conduct 
improved; after six years, Wilbur noted that although she was “not entirely over 
her obstinacy . . . ​she now walks a few steps along when she chooses. Cannot 
dress herself.”68

Reflecting Wilbur’s aim of articulating a place for his institution—and his 
pupils—within the broader movement for common schools, those pupils 
who mastered basic self-care moved on to introductory academic classes and 
occupational training. As did his counterparts in other states, he envisioned 
educating the most capable so that they could enter ordinary schools with 
“the same ends and objects as the other pupils; to be qualified . . . ​for civil 
usefulness and social happiness.”69 Stressing the fact that the state had long 
provided education to deaf and blind children, he argued that legislators had 
established “the principle that any physical infirmity . . . ​constituted no bar to 
[children’s] enjoyment of the public provision for education whenever the 
education was practicable.”70 Pupils began as in common schools, learning 
words and, later on, letters and numbers; if able, they progressed to simple 
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reading and writing. In many ways, Floyd Nelson’s experiences with school-
ing proved typical. When he arrived in 1867, he could speak, albeit “very 
slowly leaving out all connecting words,” and had no grasp of numbers or let-
ters. After three years’ time, Nelson had learned the alphabet and many 
printed words, enabling him to work slowly through the first reader.71

Wilbur further hoped to prove that a very few “exceptional” students had 
been falsely labeled as idiots and might eventually cross “beyond the line of 
social disability, the line between idiocy and ordinary human intelligence.” 
He recognized that some children labeled as “idiots” had suffered severe 
neglect or had some sort of sensory deprivation, such as deafness, that pre-
vented typical cognitive development.72 A select few of his students did ad-
vance to the third or fourth readers, or even to geography and division. Some, 
such as Carrie Munson, later attended ordinary schools. After a five-year 
stay at Syracuse prompted by her inability to learn at a regular school, Mun-
son’s parents retained her at home “with the expectation of sending her to a 
common school.” By then, she had also become “quite capable in household 
work.”73 Wilbur celebrated these accomplishments, crowing over Charles 
Buckner’s mastery of “the four rules of arithmetic, written and mental,” as well 
as the fact that he “enjoy[ed] any storybook, paper, or magazine, reading 
them with pleasure and profit.”74

Nevertheless, occupational training remained crucial, especially for the 
majority of pupils, such as Lillian Gaffer, who would never improve enough 
to attend common schools but who could be productive within the context 
of a family—or an asylum. After she had resided at the asylum for fourteen 
years, Wilbur reflected, “she had some school exercises but it was thought 
better to give her some useful occupation, as it was almost impossible to 
teach her anything pertaining to school.” Instead, Gaffer did a full day’s labor 
in the bakery.75 Indeed, Wilbur commented in 1856 that although relatives 
might fixate on “mere school acquirements . . . ​the capability for useful occu-
pation” is the “true end and aim of his education.”76

Like other members of the Protestant, property-owning, middle class—
the source of nearly all asylum builders, charity reformers, and, crucially, 
legislators—Wilbur and his counterparts adhered to the widespread antebellum 
belief that doing useful labor was a crucial element of good morality. At a 
time when idleness remained associated with sin, and when politicians, work-
ers, and public media alike celebrated “producers,” he argued that “the capa-
bility for useful occupation and the willingness to be thus occupied, satisfies 
the greatest need of the idiot and will insure his future comfort and happi-
ness.”77 Other superintendents made similar arguments, knowing full well 
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that many if not all of the legislators reading his annual reports shared their 
belief that work was the “core of moral life.”78 Howe promised, for instance, 
“All are to be kept busy and rendered industrious; and if possible taught some 
simple and useful work, if it be but doing chores about a house and farm.”79 
Joseph Parrish, founding superintendent of the Pennsylvania School, argued 
in turn that “labor is the first duty, as it is the noblest privilege of man; it is the 
rudimental life from which emanates the entire physical, and moral struc-
ture.”80 More than one reiterated Wilbur’s argument that their asylums had 
no higher aim than “impart[ing] a capacity for usefulness.”81

Relatively speaking, idiot asylums lagged behind the other rehabilitative 
institutions that arose out of the Second Great Awakening: the state peniten-
tiaries, insane asylums, state schools for the deaf and blind, and revamped 
local poorhouses that were established by legislators and charity officials in 
northern and midwestern states in the 1820s and  1830s. Nevertheless, the 
founders of idiot asylums shared their predecessors’ belief in the moral ben-
efits of work, while also recognizing the political utility of using occupational 
training programs to convince skeptical legislators that state funds were being 
used efficiently. At Utica State Lunatic Asylum, for instance, most inmates 
worked in the wards, in industrial shops, or on the asylum farm. Officials be-
lieved that inmates would thereby learn the regularity and self-discipline 
thought necessary to restoring sanity.82 Wilbur stressed similar themes, argu-
ing that not only did digging vegetables or making beds physically tire out his 
students but, as he explained in 1859, such work also “substitute[d] a normal 
direction, and a spontaneous exercise of the various human faculties, with 
which they are endowed, for a blind subserviency to mere habit, or the mis-
direction of those same powers, by appetite and passion.” Such language, 
moreover, bore marked similarities to arguments that missionaries made 
about the moral benefits of manual labor training for “heathens” in Hawai‘i 
and Indian Territory and at American Indian boarding schools.83

In practice, idiot asylums’ occupational training programs largely but not 
entirely imitated their institutional antecedents. While schools for deaf and 
blind children trained their students in trades such as printing, music, broom 
making, and, sometimes, in basic skills such as sewing, idiot asylum superin-
tendents tended to view skilled trades as unlikely to ensure self-support in 
the countryside and, even more problematic, as likely to lead their charges 
into the dangerous environment of towns and cities.84 Accordingly, in keep-
ing with nineteenth-century gender mores, female students studied domestic 
skills, whereas boys learned primarily agricultural labor. Wilbur observed in 
his second annual report, “Some of the little girls can do little more than hold 

30  Chapter 1

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Disability, Family, and Productivity, 1840s–1870s  31

a needle in their hands or even a piece of cloth, but they will gradually acquire 
a curiosity to notice what the others are doing, and will in the same gradual 
manner make the first attempts towards sewing.”85 Male students began oc-
cupational training with simple tasks such as gathering stones or filling in a 
swampy area, eventually moving on to more advanced duties such as gather-
ing fruit, watering, and hoeing—at first working under constant supervision, 
but eventually learning to do farm labor by themselves.86 After the asylum’s 
1855 move to a more spacious site in Syracuse, Wilbur expanded occupational 
programs even further, using female students to complete nearly all duties in 
the bedrooms, dining rooms, and laundry and having male pupils undertake 
most of the farm work during the summers.87

The asylum’s relocation to Syracuse illustrated the deeply political nature of 
asylum building as well as the crucial role played by mixed public-private 
funding schemes. Wilbur and the asylum’s trustees had initially hoped to ex-
pand the still-experimental institution at its original site in Troy, in order 
to keep the asylum near the state capital. The state bought a nearby farm, 
but State Senator Clarkson Crosby became incensed that the state did not 
select his land instead and had a provision passed that required the state to 
select another site. In an example of the sort of civic speculation common in 
the nineteenth century, General E. W. Leavenworth, a prominent Syracuse 
banker and ex officio member of the asylum board of trustees (courtesy of his 
position as acting secretary of state), simultaneously organized a group of 
twenty speculators willing to pay the trustees $7,500 to bring the asylum to 
Syracuse. The Syracuse Daily Standard editorialized that the asylum would 
provide a “novelty that will draw many to the city . . . ​with a probable ex-
pense of $50,000 annually falling into the hands of the city and the vicinity.” 
The state eventually purchased an even larger parcel of Leavenworth’s land 
than he had initially offered (at the price of $10,300); Leavenworth also 
profited from later sales of land to the asylum. In order to prevent the ap-
pearance of a conflict of interest, the board of trustees suggested in its an-
nual report that Leavenworth was unwilling to sell his land. Wilbur’s prior 
experience as a civil engineer allowed him to quickly modify the plans for 
the Troy site and build the new asylum in Syracuse before any local opposi-
tion developed.88

Wilbur’s influence, moreover, extended well beyond the state of New York; 
he had a profound and even international influence on the structure and staff 
of idiot asylums during the second half of the nineteenth century. As the 
founder of the first private asylum for idiots in the United States and the su-
perintendent of the first state asylum dedicated specifically to training idiots, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



he was the acknowledged expert on idiot education during the 1850s and 
1860s. In fact, Wilbur was one of the leading men in the field until his death in 
1883. Although Howe founded what would later become the Massachusetts 
School for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Youth and served as general superin-
tendent for many years, he had many other interests than idiots and, in fact, 
did not teach at the experimental school for idiots within his Perkins Institute 
for the Blind. Wilbur and Séguin, who became increasingly close starting in 
the late 1850s, were the key leaders of the first generation of superintendents. 
Séguin, however, while renowned as the pioneer of idiot training, was ham-
pered by his weak grasp of English, his tendency to take offense at small 
slights, and his desire for full control, which led to his short tenures as super-
intendent at the experimental Massachusetts school and the Pennsylvania 
Training School for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Children.89

Despite the ill health of his first wife, Harriet Holden, throughout the 
1860s and his daughter’s death in 1871, Wilbur remained committed to what 
he had early on described to Howe as “missionary labor.” The governors of 
Ohio and Kentucky asked him to demonstrate his students’ achievements to 
their state legislatures, while legislative committees from Connecticut and 
Ohio traveled to Syracuse to consult with him before establishing institutions 
in their own states. Wilbur trained not only his younger brother Charles Top-
pan Wilbur, who established institutions in six different states, but also the 
founders of the Kansas State Asylum for Idiotic and Imbecile Youth and the 
California Home for the Care and Training of the Feeble-Minded.90 Reflect-
ing the transatlantic nature of both the asylum movement and early educa-
tional programs for children with disabilities, Hervey Wilbur maintained a 
lively correspondence with superintendents of European schools located in 
France, Saxony, Prussia, Switzerland, and Wurtemburg and consulted at idiot 
asylums in England and Ontario during the 1870s.91 That same decade, in 
1876, Wilbur helped Isaac N. Kerlin of the Pennsylvania Training School es-
tablish the first professional association for superintendents of idiot asylums, 
the Association of Medical Officers of American Institutions for Idiotic and 
Feeble-Minded Persons, and then served as the association’s second presi-
dent.92 At the association’s meetings, members repeatedly recognized Wil-
bur’s leading role in occupational training. In fact, Séguin termed the New 
York State Asylum for Idiots a “mecca.”93

Consequently, many asylums adopted Wilbur’s approach wholesale. Echo-
ing both Séguin and Wilbur, the Illinois Institution for Feeble-Minded 
Children, for instance, began by teaching students “the more practical matters of 
every day life, the cultivation of habits of decency, propriety, self-management 
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and self-reliance.”94 And reflecting the weight that superintendents placed on 
teaching their charges to require less care at both home and the asylum, the 
Massachusetts School for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Youth sought to instill 
the virtue of “decency” as well as “regularity and cleanliness.”95 As in New 
York, every asylum provided some academic training; Illinois’s Charles Top-
pan Wilbur proudly reported, for instance, that some pupils had advanced to 
the third and fourth readers and had begun learning multiplication and forms 
of measure.96

But illustrating Hervey Wilbur’s influence, occupational training programs 
took center stage. His stature here was such that at least one superintendent, 
Iowa’s O. W. Archibald, drew on Wilbur’s expertise while negotiating with 
state legislators. To strengthen the case he made in his biennial report as to 
why the legislature should fund the asylum’s purchase of a large farm, Archibald 
directly reproduced his correspondence with Wilbur: “The experience of all 
similar and older institutions is that farming is the most beneficial, profitable 
and satisfactory. Dr.  H. B. Wilbur, who has been superintendent of the 
New York Asylum for Idiots for over twenty-five (25) years, says, in answer to 
inquiries regarding this matter: ‘I still believe that farming and gardening oc-
cupations are the best forms of employment for persons of deficient intelli-
gence.’ ”97

Overall, superintendents continued to assume that students would even-
tually return to their families in small, often rural, communities and trained 
their charges accordingly. Massachusetts’s general superintendent Samuel 
Gridley Howe contended, for instance, “It is quite clear, that domestic ser
vice, or what is called housework, is the best occupation for girls.”98 In the 
Bay State’s asylum, as well as in those in Iowa, Pennsylvania, and other states, 
girls made beds, did the dishes, set tables, scrubbed floors, did laundry, swept, 
and sewed.99 With the exception of the Massachusetts School, which was 
located in a densely populated part of Boston, idiot asylums focused on 
teaching boys to do farm work. Charles Toppan Wilbur, for instance, argued 
that “experience has shown that agricultural labor is the best employment.” 
Echoing his older brother, he observed that “coming . . . ​as so many of the 
pupils will, from the rural districts, when they enter the Institution, and re-
turning to the same on leaving it, education in agricultural employments 
would seem the best adapted. . . . ​It can certainly be made to contribute more 
towards reducing the current expenses of an establishment than any other.”100

As the younger Wilbur’s comment suggested, superintendents’ discussions 
of occupational programs were hardly apolitical, given the funding challenges 
inherent in establishing asylums and legislators’ reluctance to devote additional 
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dollars. Prior generations of asylum builders had promised legislators that 
the new insane asylums, penitentiaries, schools for deaf and blind children, 
and poorhouses would prove to be wise economic investments. As Howe had 
done in his 1848 report on the status of idiots in Massachusetts, these advo-
cates blended lofty humanitarian rhetoric with economic arguments. They 
relied on the new science of statistics, pride in the state-financed building of 
progressive institutions, and sympathy for pitiful or powerless beings to ar-
gue that proper training and treatment would save taxpayers money by turn-
ing dependents into self-supporting inhabitants.101 In his first report to the 
New York legislature after opening the New York State Asylum for Idiots, for 
instance, Hervey Wilbur contended that the asylum would replace “capaci-
ties for incapacities.” He continued, “A class of human beings, now a burden 
to community, destitute of intelligence, degraded and miserable, to their 
friends and to society . . . ​[would be rendered] more capable of self-assistance, 
of self-support, of self-respect, and of obtaining the greatest degree of com-
fort and happiness with their small means.”102 The trustees of the New York 
State Asylum for Idiots eagerly endorsed Wilbur’s blend of humanitarianism 
and economic frugality, suggesting that the new asylum would replace “en-
cumbrances and annoyances” with independent, self-sufficient individuals.103

Complicating matters for the older Wilbur brother, New York lawmakers 
remained skeptical about funding new institutional projects in the wake of 
the cost overruns involved in the construction of Utica State Lunatic Asylum. 
He knew that his experimental asylum had to demonstrate a “wise political 
economy” and find additional sources of revenue in order to continue receiv-
ing state funds.104 Indeed, Wilbur had already displayed his financial acumen 
in an 1850 letter to Howe, in which he argued that Howe had set the fees of his 
experimental state idiot asylum too low to offset cost-cutting attempts by the 
Massachusetts legislature.105 The younger man contended that, given the ex-
perimental nature of idiot asylums, such institutions needed to become eco
nomically stable if legislators were to continue funding them.106 Wilbur, as 
well as his counterparts, assiduously courted paying pupils as a means of 
helping support the asylum. Fees from paying pupils helped balance the led-
gers, covering as much as 13.5 percent of regular expenditures in 1870.107

Wilbur knew full well that asylums’ annual reports were, in effect, “begging 
letters” directed toward state legislators who held the purse strings. Accord-
ingly, he carefully highlighted the institutional costs defrayed via pupils’ 
labors.108 In his 1852 annual report, he observed, “During the summer past, the 
elder members of the class have made twenty-four sheets; twenty-four towels; 

34  Chapter 1

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Disability, Family, and Productivity, 1840s–1870s  35

forty pillow-cases, besides hemming a large number of pocket handkerchiefs. 
Their success already gives promise that they will in time be able to do much 
of the sewing required in such an institution. Nor need this, or will this be 
the only industrial occupation to be profitably carried on in the asylum.”109 
Using language that would have resonated strongly in legislators’ ears, in 1858 
Wilbur lauded his older male charges as “actual producers,” proclaiming the 
next year that their labor—if properly directed—equaled the cost of their sup-
port.110 By that point, male students were producing all of the asylum’s vege-
tables, as well as at least thirty tons of hay, eighty bushels of oats, and five 
hundred bushels of potatoes per year, defraying the costs of provisions and 
supplies by more than 15 percent.111 The asylums’ trustees, meanwhile, were so 
pleased that they announced that they “would dispense with the school-room 
rather than with the farm, so far as the boys are concerned.”112

Other superintendents followed Wilbur’s rhetorical cues and political strat-
egies. Superintendent Parrish of the Pennsylvania Training School boasted in 
1860 that “little children . . . ​from seven to twelve years old” had “gathered 
tons of surface-stone . . . ​by which fields have been greatly improved”; he sug-
gested that not only had their work saved money but that the “fact of their 
being useful” served as a “stimulus to their moral development.” His older 
male students had planted and harvested the potato crop and assisted in hay-
ing, while a male teenager served as “butler of the house . . . ​assist[ing] in the 
housekeeping department, and occupies a place that would be entrusted to a 
hired person.”113 The head of the Iowa asylum likewise promised legislators 
that with a proper farm the “large number of boys in the Asylum who are able 
and willing to work . . . ​[could] furnish the Asylum with all the necessary veg-
etables for its use.”114

Often superintendents combined such proclamations with language more 
reminiscent of Howe’s harsh economic definition of idiots as nonproducers 
who drained a family of its vitality—language that spoke directly to legislators’ 
cost-cutting concerns. Wilbur’s younger brother Charles, for instance, argued 
in the late 1860s: “As a matter of political economy, the moneys appropriated 
for their education will most assuredly result in the relief from the burden of 
their support at the public expense in a greater degree than in the case of any 
other subjects of education in the State. . . . ​With appropriate education will 
develop a capacity for productive industry, where, without it, an utter inabil-
ity for useful occupation would exist.”115 Hervey Wilbur himself suggested in 
1871 that caring for even one idiotic child imposed an impossible burden on 
families. Contending that state provisions were “very inadequate” at this time, 
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he argued, “The extra care and attention these demanded so fettered the in-
dustry of other members as to turn the scale and land the whole family in the 
poor-house.”116

Families and the Spectrum of Productivity

In the late 1850s, Robert Jeffries returned home to his parents’ farm near Syra-
cuse “improved only in habits.” A “long fever” at age two had left him nonver-
bal, and he did not know his own name. Jeffries continued to require substantial 
daily care upon his departure from the asylum, yet he lived with his parents 
for the next fifty-one years. Only upon their death did he enter the Onondaga 
County Almshouse.117 After being discharged in 1860, Sally Goode, in turn, 
“acted as a nurse for years for her foster-mother.” While in the asylum, she 
had learned to read and write and had also become “capable of any simple 
household occupation.” Later on, once she gained experience, she maintained 
herself for more than two decades by working as a servant.118 And, of course, 
Emily Tucker’s parents retained her at home after two years at the New York 
State Asylum for Idiots because she was “useful” and her mother had qualms 
about her learning to work.119

Despite superintendents’ nakedly political attempts to paint idiots as un-
productive burdens, their dire rhetoric appears to have had little effect upon 
pupils’ families. In fact, superintendents in New York, Massachusetts, Illinois, 
and elsewhere achieved their goal of reintegrating many, if not most, of their 
charges into their largely rural families in the 1850s and 1860s. Like Jeffries, 
Goode, and Tucker, most pupils—especially those who were less “able”—
remained at asylums for only a few years and then returned home perma-
nently.120 To be sure, relatives appreciated when their children became more 
able to care for themselves, and many proved capable of significant work, at 
least in rural and small communities where they could rely on support from 
relatives. But unlike most superintendents, families adhered to older and 
more flexible understandings of productivity that did not label individuals as 
either fully productive or entirely unproductive. Rather, as Hervey Wilbur 
recognized, families eagerly sought to make use of “idiotic” relatives even 
when they were only partly productive. Bonds of loyalty and affection mat-
tered too, as did the way in which mid-nineteenth-century occupational struc-
tures extended families’ capacity for caring.

For most students, their families had far more influence on their lives than 
the asylum. At the New York State Asylum for Idiots, the overall discharge 
rate averaged 52.4  percent during the asylum’s first four decades. In other 
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words, just over half of those admitted did not remain in the asylum and, in 
many cases, returned home within a year or two, sometimes within a few 
months.121 New York was far from alone in this trend; in fact, short stays were 
common throughout idiot asylums’ early years. Only half of the students at 
Howe’s experimental asylum in Massachusetts remained more than a year, 
while students’ stays at the Illinois Institution for Feeble-Minded Children 
averaged just over two years during the first fifteen years.122

Discharge, however, did not necessarily mean that pupils had successfully 
completed their training. Upon discharge, some pupils had mastered self-care, 
gender-appropriate work, and basic academic skills. But often, superintendents 
used “discharge” to refer to those students whom they deemed incapable of 
improving, either because of age or a lack of ability. Additionally, “discharged” 
encompassed the considerable number of pupils removed by their parents, as 
well as those who removed themselves by eloping from the campus. In other 
words, those discharged constituted an extremely diverse population, not 
simply the most capable.123

Admittedly, asylums were more central to others’ lives, especially for fe-
male pupils. Rebecca Stahl, for instance, arrived at the New York State Asy-
lum for Idiots in 1857 and never left, dying there in 1875. In a photo attached to 
her admission record, her hair is tied back and she is wearing a dress with a 
lace collar. Next to her picture is a handwritten notation, “scrofulous,” indi-
cating that she may have had tuberculosis-induced swellings in her neck. Like 
Stahl, 16 percent of pupils admitted died at the asylum, sometimes after being 
institutionalized for more than half a century.124 Another 24 percent were even-
tually transferred to other institutions—a phenomenon discussed in chapter 2.

Discharge patterns, moreover, were deeply gendered. While girls and young 
women comprised about 40  percent of the asylum’s population, like Stahl 
they were disproportionately likely to remain permanently at the asylum 
until death or to be transferred directly to another state or county institution 
(see Chart 1-1 as well as “Appendix: A Note on Sources”).125 In Stahl’s case, 
she passed away after an eighteen-year stay during which she had learned to 
dress herself and younger children, speak English rather than German, eat “in 
a proper way,” and count and read a little. Wilbur noted, “She listens with 
pleasure whenever anyone reads aloud” and can “sew on any plain work and 
knit some.”126 But during the asylum’s first two decades, Stahl’s tale of a life 
lived largely inside an institution represented the exception, not the rule.

A select few students fulfilled superintendents’ optimistic projections 
early on that most “idiots” could be trained to be self-supporting. Wilbur, for 
instance, confidently estimated in 1857 that, if admitted early enough, 
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70 percent of idiots could achieve such a state; of course, such claims must be 
read in light of the fact that asylums’ annual reports were, in effect, pleas for 
continued state funding.127 Several boys did acquire trades after departing 
the New York asylum. Joseph Calvert, who was deaf, worked as a bookbinder 
in New York City, not only supporting himself but also helping maintain his 
mother. Nathaniel Bucher, in turn, a “feeble child” who arrived at the asylum 
speaking both English and his native German, left able to do very simple 
math and read in the third reader; more importantly, he had learned to sew 
well enough to join his family’s business as a tailor. Later on, he earned 
enough from working in a clothing factory to single-handedly support his 
sister and elderly mother.128 By the end of the Civil War several former pupils 
had served in the Union Army, while others had helped widen the Erie 
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Canal.129 Still others, such as Alexander Tilton, whom Wilbur described as a 
“first-rate painter,” remained at the asylum as paid staff, earning full wages.130

Some former female pupils also managed to support themselves despite 
the fact that the labor market offered single women little other than ill-paid 
positions as seamstresses, domestics, or, in some areas, mill workers.131 Me-
lina Cogswell, for instance, who arrived at the asylum in 1860 with only a lim-
ited ability to speak and having received no prior instruction, became so 
competent at “all ordinary household occupation” that her newly widowed 
mother presumably requested her discharge around 1870. For the next de
cade and a half, the two women jointly ran their family farm in northern New 
York, with help from her deaf and “idiotic” sister Emily, who had “bec[ome] 
capable of ordinary household occupations” while at the asylum. Melina, 
whom Wilbur had found an apt pupil “much pleased to learn anything,” also 
maintained a regular correspondence with the asylum’s officers; presumably, 
she reported her marriage to a railroad fireman in 1884 and the birth of her 
three children. Decades later, after their marriage failed, she once again drew 
on her asylum training to support herself as a housekeeper.132

Discharged pupils such as Cogswell often relied on backing from relatives 
and, at times, neighbors, as they transitioned into self-supporting work, re-
flecting the crucial importance of family capacity for early idiot asylums. 
Paddy Sullivan, for instance, arrived in Syracuse in 1859 unable to speak due 
to scarlet fever, which had “destroyed his vocal organs [and] impaired his in-
tellect.” He did not learn to read or write during his tenure at the asylum. But 
after two years of training, he obtained a trackman’s position on the railroad 
alongside his brother, earning “ordinary wages.” In the 1870s, after his brother 
married and started his own family, Sullivan worked as a laborer, supporting 
his elderly mother.133 Jane Carlisle, in turn, had learned to sew “very neatly” 
and became “very capable as an assistant in house-work” after seven years at 
the asylum. After leaving the asylum, she lived on a farm as a boarder with her 
father’s neighbors, where, from all reports, she “ma[de] herself quite useful.” 
Over the next forty years, she would live with and work for several different 
farm families who resided near her relatives.134 Others, such as Alice Fahey, 
lived on and off with family members. Initially, Fahey resided with her siblings 
and her widowed mother, laboring first as a “day servant” and then attaching 
facings (hems) in a knitting mill. By age forty, she had moved out and was 
earning enough to pay for a room in a boardinghouse. But later in life, perhaps 
too old to work as a servant, she once again returned to live with her widowed 
brother, who supported both of them as a laborer in a woolen mill.135
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Superintendents in other states reported similar success in training pupils 
to be self-sufficient, at least during the first few decades. In the late 1870s, the 
superintendents of both the Ohio Institution for Feeble-Minded Youth and 
the Connecticut School for Imbeciles estimated that a quarter of the pupils 
discharged since their institutions opened in 1857 and 1858, respectively, were 
self-sufficient.136 The numbers were even more impressive in Kentucky, 
which focused on serving a “higher-grade” of “imbecilic” pupils and rejected 
idiots outright: 3 percent of the total residents of the Institute for the Feeble-
Minded in Frankfort were placed in community employment during 1884 
alone, and roughly 19  percent of newly admitted students, not just those 
discharged, eventually became self-supporting.137 Characteristically, Howe 
framed the issue in blunt economic terms when he reported in 1858 on a pupil 
whom “any stranger would set . . . ​down as a low case of idiocy.” Much to Howe’s 
surprise, the boy was “willing to work if urged to do so” and was now earning 
six dollars a month. He reflected that this “will suffice to show that some of 
our pupils can be made self-supporting, instead of being a tax on their friends 
during the whole of their lives.”138

Few students, however, became as independent as Melina Cogswell or 
Paddy Sullivan, let alone those male pupils who learned a skilled trade. More 
often, those discharged from the asylum contributed in some way to the 
household’s economy, reflecting the fact that at this time only the wealthiest 
families could afford to adopt superintendents’ rhetoric about productivity 
being an all-or-nothing proposition. In keeping with an era in which children 
were viewed as little adults and expected to work and the aged labored until 
their bodies gave out, relatives seem to have understood productivity as fall-
ing on a spectrum that varied according to age, ability, and gender.139

As a matter of fact, parents explicitly requested their children be discharged 
to care for younger siblings or disabled relatives or assist with the family farm 
or business, although Wilbur rarely deemed such pupils fully productive. El-
eanor Wills’s mother kept her at home following vacation after three years 
“on account . . . ​of needing her services in the care of children,” while Hannah 
Baxter departed in the early 1870s to aid her ill mother and blind stepfather. 
William Gilbert, in turn, returned home to Tennessee to labor on his wid-
owed mother’s farm and help with her basket-making business, and James 
Barnes left the asylum to assist in his father’s bakery.140

Few, if any, of these former pupils could complete the equivalent of an 
able-bodied adult’s full day of work, but Wilbur recognized that they could 
still be of considerable value to their family. Gilbert, for instance, had peri-
odic seizures and only limited use of his right arm and leg, and had learned to 
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read just “a little” and to count to twenty. Although Barnes had learned to 
read and write and spoke more freely, his speech remained “indistinct.”141 
Wilbur also advised the parents of sixteen-year-old Irene Little, for instance, 
to retain her at home after just one year of training, although she was “an im-
provable case” who would be expected to gain more skills with time. He cited 
both her age and “the fact that she was capable of work at home.”142

At times, families’ eagerness to make use of even less than fully productive 
children frustrated superintendents keen to see promising students advance 
further. Illinois’s superintendent, Charles Toppan Wilbur, complained in 1868 
that “some of our best pupils have not returned, because their parents have 
found them so much improved and so useful at home that they seem unwill-
ing to spare them to return.” He grumbled, “Unfortunately these could be 
spared the least.”143

Often, as with Eleanor Wills, parents learned about their children’s new-
found abilities for self-care and labor during annual summer vacations—visits 
that Hervey Wilbur and other early superintendents explicitly intended both 
to preserve family ties and publicize the work of their institutions. In 1858, for 
instance, he confidently predicted that “a knowledge of what has been accom-
plished in particular cases has been communicated to neighborhoods in all 
sections of the State, by the return of our pupils to their homes, at the annual 
vacations.”144 Illinois’s Charles Toppan Wilbur illustrated how this process 
worked when he sent a survey home during the summer of 1868 asking par-
ents to scrutinize their child’s behavior and compare it with their capacities 
prior to admission. Given the highly political nature of annual reports, he may 
well have redacted less positive remarks, yet the comments are telling. Parents 
praised their children’s new abilities to dress and undress themselves with less 
help or even do so with a “great deal of ease,” rarely “soil” their beds and cloth-
ing, and “understand all that is said . . . ​about the ordinary affairs of the house 
or family.” Some directly addressed superintendents’ core aim of making their 
charges less burdensome on families’ capacity for caring. One responder noted 
that their daughter no longer “displace[d] articles of furniture” and did not 
“make so much confusion.” Another stated outright that “he requires less care 
and oversight.”145 Parents also highlighted some children’s newfound capaci-
ties for labor, with one praising the fact that their daughter was “more careful 
in taking care of the younger children.” In fact, one father proclaimed that, 
although he previously “could not teach him at home to work,” his son was 
now so familiar with garden tools that he “would now rather pay him ten dol-
lars a month for his labor than [hire] average laboring men.” The father 
added, “He was worth nothing when he went to the Institution.”146
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Families’ eagerness to make use of even partly productive children also re-
flected the long-standing integration of many but not all people with what 
we might today term “disabilities” in both the mainstream labor market and 
household economies. Historically, even those literally deemed “disabled”—
such as Revolutionary War veterans who drew the nation’s first pensions, 
farmers deemed incompetent to manage their business affairs, or slaves 
whose epilepsy or blindness made them unsalable—had typically continued 
to work as best they could, often on the margins of the labor market. Under 
the Invalid Pension Act of 1793, for instance, Revolutionary War veterans 
could receive assistance only if two doctors certified the “nature of the said 
disability, and in what degree, it prevents the claimant from obtaining his 
livelihood, by labor.”147 Although such “invalid pensioners” could not perform 
the strenuous physical labor required in an agricultural economy prior to 
mechanization, by no means were they idle. Day laborer William Leech 
reported being “able to perform about one quarter of the labor of a man,” 
while others cared for disabled relatives or helped to run a family farm.148 
Likewise, during antebellum times, men deemed to be “altogether unfit and 
unable to govern” themselves by a writ de lunatico inquirendo (local commis-
sion in lunacy) typically continued to work as hired hands on their farms 
under the direction of their guardians. In fact, such labor often served as the 
pathway by which they proved that they had regained their sanity.149 “Use-
less” slaves, in turn—slaves whose bodily differences or infirmities had reduced 
their monetary value to that of infants or even one cent—did a wide variety of 
work. Blind people looked after chickens or even drove carts, “feeble” women 
cooked, and a one-armed man served as a carpenter; others cared for children, 
carried water, or tended garden plots, among other forms of care work.150

Like disabled Revolutionary War veterans, mad farmers, and disabled slaves, 
those “idiotic” children and teenagers who could not transition fully to the 
mainstream labor market did menial tasks or care work at home; some also 
scraped by as occasional day laborers.151 As in asylums themselves, this mix 
reflected both contemporary gender norms and the gendered nature of the 
labor force, and, as such, may partly explain why female pupils were overall 
less likely to be discharged (see Chart 1-1). Befitting superintendents’ as-
sumption that most students would return home to rural communities and 
require guidance from family members, male pupils who could not master a 
trade typically helped on their family’s farm or were placed as farm laborers 
on nearby farms. Hervey Wilbur noted about one: “Can go to post-office and 
store to trade things by himself, feeds animals by himself, catches and 
harnesses horses and attaches them to buggy. Not trusted to manage team.” 
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Another earned board and clothing in exchange for his labor.152 Others, such 
as James Barnes or William Gilbert, assisted with their families’ businesses of 
baking or basket making, respectively or, like Conrad Ulrich and Simon 
Thomas, lived with a relative and found irregular work as day laborers.153

With few exceptions, former female pupils performed care work. Wilbur 
noted in 1862 that four girls had “left the Asylum not only able to read and 
write a little, but what was of far more importance they had acquired consid-
erable dexterity in common feminine employments, and were quite capable 
and willing in the performance of simple household occupations.”154 Like El-
eanor Wills, more than one female pupil departed the asylum to care for 
younger siblings. After helping to raise five sisters and brothers, she reprised 
the same role later on with her brother’s family in Virginia. In fact, Wilbur 
complained when Melissa Campbell’s mother withdrew her to “take a place 
in care of children” in Chicago, contending that she should have remained at 
the asylum for another year or two.155

The predominance of care work among female pupils, furthermore, hints 
at one reason girls may have been so much less likely to be discharged from 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots even prior to the emergence of heredi-
tarian policies in the 1870s. Not only did the gendered nature of the labor 
market offer women only a limited number of poorly paid positions, but 
there was also no female equivalent to the day laborer and farmhand posi-
tions taken by some less able male pupils. As a result, households that did not 
require much care work—or care workers—may have been reluctant to have 
their daughters return home.156

Clearly, these former pupils helped to contribute toward their household’s 
livelihood, but their marginal economic position left them vulnerable as their 
family’s capacity for caring shifted. As parents aged and died, pupils who had 
scraped by as day laborers or farm workers struggled to maintain themselves. 
Simon Thomas, for instance, lived with his mother, a seamstress, for decades 
after being discharged from the New York State Asylum for Idiots. As she 
grew older, he helped to support her by working as a day laborer. But after her 
death in the early 1890s, he found himself in the Tompkins County Alms
house in the Finger Lakes region; he remained there through at least 1910.157 
James Barnes, meanwhile, who had been brought home to assist with his 
father’s bakery, managed to survive for more than a decade as a farmhand and 
laborer after the business failed. But when the economy contracted sharply in 
the 1890s, he had little recourse but to turn to the Oswego County Poor
house.158 Siblings, too, sometimes proved less than willing to take on the bur-
den of caring for an “idiotic” relative when a parent died. After Jason Cage’s 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



mother died, for instance, his three brothers—all of whom were skilled 
tradesmen—placed him in the Monroe County Almshouse.159 And as children 
grew up and departed the household, or when ill relatives passed away, fami-
lies had less use for members who might be able to perform care work but 
were only partly productive otherwise. Hannah Baxter, for instance, who had 
been retained at home to tend to her sick mother and assist her blind stepfa-
ther, was sent to the Newark State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded 
Women after both parents died.160

Yet the absence of productivity did not necessarily sunder familial bonds. 
Even when children could not contribute any labor at all and instead imposed 
a “tax” of substantial daily personal care, relatives rarely abandoned them to 
the asylum or the poorhouse. In fact, more-able individuals were significantly 
less likely to be discharged and were much more likely to eventually be trans-
ferred to another institution. Strikingly, when those deemed more capable 
were discharged home, they were also more likely to later be “reinstitutional-
ized” by their families in a county almshouse, the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots, or one of the state custodial asylums for “feeble-minded” people that 
emerged starting in the late 1870s, or another type of institution. Although 
superintendents had good economic reason to retain the more-able people, 
especially women, as will be explored in chapter  2, parents may have been 
more comfortable with “idiotic” children who needed care than with those who 
were more independent. Alternatively, parents may have become frustrated 
when their “able” children did not live up to expectations. In contrast, as 
shown in Chart 1-2, pupils who were “filthy,” could not walk fully or partly, or 
required assistance in feeding or dressing were slightly more likely than their 
more-able counterparts to return home in the first place, as well as remain 
home, often for decades (see “Appendix: A Note on Sources” for more on the 
language used in this chart).161 Winston Grant, for instance, arrived at the 
asylum in 1852 at age seven, identified as a “low-grade idiot.” Convulsions in 
infancy and early childhood had left him unable to speak or comprehend lan-
guage, feed himself, or control his bladder or bowels. After six years at the 
New York State Asylum for Idiots, Wilbur dismissed Grant as “unimprov-
able.” His abrupt return home to northern New York almost certainly tested 
his family’s capacity for care. While at the asylum, Grant had learned few, if 
any, self-care skills. His parents, moreover, had limited familial and financial 
resources: just one other surviving child, an able-bodied boy still too young 
to earn a wage, plus his father’s modest income from working as a furniture 
clerk. But, by reaching outside the immediate family for assistance, relying 
first on a young servant, then taking in a wealthy widowed neighbor as a 
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boarder, and finally drawing on the aid of an aunt, Grant’s parents maintained 
their son at home for at least two decades.162

Even relatives who could muster far fewer resources fought hard to keep 
their children at home. Robert Jeffries’s widowed mother cared for him, ap-
parently single-handedly, for more than thirty years after her husband died, 
while Fanny Paterson’s aging parents kept her at home on their farm with 
little outside aid for at least two decades.163 Parents’ reluctance to turn to the 
county poorhouse—or perhaps their inability to do so—likely also reflected 
the fact that poor-law officials tried hard to maintain the family as the locus of 
care. County facilities only reluctantly accepted people labeled as “idiots” 
and “insane” when relatives could no longer care for them.

Even as poor and middling families went to great lengths to maintain their 
children at home, pupils from exceptionally wealthy and prominent families 
found themselves abandoned to the asylum, suggesting that class status may 
have shaped attitudes toward “idiots.” Robert Sherbourne, for instance, arrived 
in 1851 as the asylum’s second pupil. Hopeful that their “quite good looking” 

Chart 1-2: Disability, ability, and the possibility of life at home
after the New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1893
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and well-spoken yet “awkward” son would improve under Wilbur’s tutelage, 
his parents sent hundreds of books along with him although he “did not 
know six letters” and could count only to two. Compared with most pupils 
admitted to the asylum, Robert came from extraordinary wealth; he was the 
great-great-nephew of one of the most successful industrialists of the mid-
nineteenth century, and his father and uncle were leading military officials. 
“Owing to instruction at home,” he could use a knife and fork and speak far 
more fluently than most other pupils, but he could not identify colors or tie 
his shoes or cravat. Despite his parents’ initial hopes, they seem to have aban-
doned him to the asylum. Unlike the vast majority of pupils from poor and 
middling families, Robert was never again listed as part of his family in the 
census, nor did he appear in any books on his family; he died at the asylum in 
1902 at age sixty-two after living there for fifty-one years.164 Likewise, Orson 
Cobb’s parents resorted to a measure typically used by poor-law officials 
rather than well-heeled lawyers and congressmen: boarding one son out with 
another family as a farm laborer after his discharge from the asylum. Orson’s 

Chart 1-3: Parents’ occupations and the possibility of life at home
after the New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1893
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brother, who also spent time at the New York State Asylum for Idiots, was 
sent to the Willard Asylum for the Insane, where he died.165 Of course, these 
wealthy parents could also afford to pay for decades of asylum-based care and 
had no need for their children’s labor, but the exclusion of these children from 
census forms suggests more: perhaps the notion that “idiots” were unseemly 
in such a refined setting.

Finally, in a trend that boded ill for the future, given New York’s rapid indus-
trialization, parents’ immigration statuses and their occupations played a 
significant role in determining whether children went home from the asylum 
or remained there. Although discharge rates did not vary according to whether 
parents were native-born or immigrants, pupils from immigrant families were 
50 percent more likely to be reinstitutionalized by their families after discharge 
or transferred outright from the New York State Asylum for Idiots to another 
institution, such as an insane asylum, a custodial asylum for the feeble-minded, 
or a county almshouse. And as shown in Charts 1-3 and 1-4, farm families proved 
by far the most capable of accommodating “idiotic” relatives. Their children 
were more likely to be discharged home in the first place, less likely to be 

Chart 1-4: Parents’ occupations and length of stay
at the New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1893
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transferred to another institution, tended to remain for shorter periods at the 
asylum overall, and, intriguingly, were also generally less able upon arrival at 
the institution. A partial explanation may lie in the fact that farmers had little 
choice but to make use of everyone in the family, despite varying levels of abil-
ity and productivity.166 In addition, given that skilled craftspeople and small 
proprietors also commonly retained their children at home, the overlap be-
tween home and work may have also made it easier to provide care as needed. 
In contrast, the families of wage workers, especially female ones and those who 
did semiskilled labor, such as teamsters or milkmen, struggled. Henry Parkes’s 
mother, a widowed washerwoman whose other son worked as an unskilled la-
borer, could not manage to support him upon his discharge. Instead, he entered 
the Chenango County Poorhouse.167

by 1870, hervey wilbur, Samuel Gridley Howe, and other asylum super-
intendents had challenged the commonplace notion that “idiots” were uned-
ucable. Howe’s characterization of idiots as “ravenous consumers” and “dead 
weights on the material prosperity of the state,” furthermore, had proven 
strikingly effective in convincing skeptical legislators to fund asylums in both 
Massachusetts and other states. Superintendents, moreover, achieved some 
measure of success returning pupils to their families as at least less burden-
some if not actually useful.

Yet superintendents’ dire depictions of their potential pupils appear to have 
had little impact on how pupils’ families viewed their “idiotic” relatives. Unlike 
Howe, families had long understood productivity as falling on a spectrum that 
evolved throughout the life course rather than as the black-and-white dyad of 
able-bodied and disabled put forth by eugenicists and asylum advocates in the 
early twentieth century. Nor did relatives see productivity as the sole aim of 
education or as an essential requirement for maintaining family ties. In so 
doing, families simply reflected the long-standing integration of many people 
with what we might today call disabilities into both the mainstream labor force 
and household economies. Of course, relatives’ willingness, even eagerness, to 
have their children return home also reflected familial loyalty and affection, as 
well as the ways in which the mid-nineteenth-century economy of farms and 
small communities sustained families’ capacity for caring.

But in the coming decades, the industrializing economy would sorely test 
families’ ability to care for idiotic relatives. Shifting charity policies, in turn, 
would alter institutions’ populations in ways that made it increasingly chal-
lenging to return students home. For the “feeble-minded” inmates of these 
asylums, lives lived in institutions would increasingly become the norm.
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c h a p t e r  t w o

He Had No Home but the County Poor House
Family Incapacity, Charity Policy, Wage Labor, and the Shift 
to Custodial Care, 1870s–1900s

CUSTODIAL PROTECTION [is] the most economical system of caring for this 
class of the State’s wards [the feeble-minded, who] are—must be—a public 
burden and expense, either in the charitable or penal institutions of the State. 
This system assures economy by limiting its beneficiaries to the minimum, and at 
the same time answers the highest demands of philanthropy.1

Fourteen-year-old Amelia Harlow arrived at the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots in 1886 already familiar with institutional life. Described by the Broome 
County superintendent of the poor, M. B. Payne, as “good-hearted [and] 
quick to learn in school,” Amelia’s parents had nevertheless abandoned her 
to an orphanage years earlier. While she could already read, write, and do 
housework, Payne complained about her thick speech and characterized her 
to asylum staff as “entirely irresponsible.”2

Although she could care for herself and perform useful labor even before 
arriving at the asylum, Harlow never left the confines of an institution. Unlike 
previous generations of pupils, her ability to be at least partly productive did 
not garner her discharge. After spending twenty-one years at the New York 
State Asylum for Idiots, where she almost certainly performed unpaid labor 
in the wards, dining room, sewing room, or laundry, she was transferred to 
the State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women in the Finger Lakes 
town of Newark—an institution notorious for abuse and poor conditions. 
She remained there through at least 1910, at which point her trail goes cold. 
Most likely she died there or was transferred to her home county’s poorhouse 
after reaching menopause.3

By the 1880s and 1890s, Harlow’s tale of a life lived almost entirely in insti-
tutional confines would become increasingly typical, not only at the New 
York State Asylum for Idiots but also at similar institutions across the country. 
Only rarely did pupils—or, as they were referred to more commonly, “inmates”—
return to live with their families at home. Instead, asylum directors presided 
over perpetually expanding institutions that focused on supplying perma-
nent custodial care for “the feeble-minded”: a mutable category that encom-
passed “idiots” and “imbeciles” but which could at times also refer to people 
with nearly any physical impairment that dated to birth or early childhood. 
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Charity officials, asylum officials, and members of the burgeoning eugenics 
movement, moreover, argued that feeble-mindedness lay at the root of a vast 
array of social ills, from criminality and prostitution to dependency on public 
aid and alcoholism.4

By the start of the twentieth century, growing numbers of inmates lived in 
vast custodial institutions for the feeble-minded that soon housed as many as 
2,000 or 3,000 people. At the 1902 meeting of the American Association for 
the Study of the Feeble-Minded, superintendent Martin Barr of the Pennsyl-
vania Training School explained the rationale for this new policy of contain-
ment, proclaiming, “There is a consensus that abandons the hope long 
cherished of a return of the imbecile to the world. . . . ​We need . . . ​to convince 
the world that by permanent segregation only is the imbecile to be safe-guarded 
from certain deterioration and society from depredation, contamination, and 
increase of a pernicious element.”5

How can we account for this dramatic shift in outcomes: from reintegration 
into families and sometimes communities, to lifetime custodial care? Schol-
ars have explained this move toward permanent incarceration in a number of 
ways: as the inevitable outcome of superintendents’ institution-building ambi-
tions, as the consequence of the burgeoning eugenics movement, or as the 
result of growing numbers of individuals admitted with severe impairments. 
Certainly, some asylum directors may have cared more for their careers than 
for their charges, and, clearly, the rapidly growing popularity of eugenic 
thought and policies did much to stigmatize people labeled as feeble-minded, 
especially females and those from immigrant families. There is less evidence 
that individuals’ levels of ability shifted over time, however, and yet less that 
these inmates lost the ability to work and became burdens on the public 
purse.6

But if we once again look beyond the asylum walls to focus on disability in 
the family and community, a different explanation emerges for the collapse of 
integration programs and the shift to custodial care—one that highlights the 
ways in which a rapidly changing economy and society weakened families’ 
capacity to care for and make use of relatives with what we might call disabili-
ties, as well as how charity policies aimed at preventing public dependency 
inadvertently produced a class of inmates without families. In sum, the phe-
nomenon of the “idiot who couldn’t go home” was hardly just the result of 
eugenic stigma, nativist hostility, or superintendents’ greed. Rather, Harlow’s 
tale of a life lived in institutions was, in many ways, the result of aggressive 
postbellum charity campaigns that brought in more admittees from vulnera-
ble or nonexistent families, the ways in which the shift from an economy and 
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society of farms and small communities toward an unstable urban wage labor 
economy undermined families’ capacities to care, and the mismatch between 
the rural focus of asylum training programs and an increasingly urbanizing, 
industrializing society. In effect, many families no longer lived in a context in 
which they could tend to idiotic relatives and potentially draw on their labor.

Since most superintendents, lawmakers, and charity officials did not fully 
grasp why it became so difficult to return those formerly termed “pupils” to 
their families, asylum directors such as New York’s Hervey B. Wilbur saw few 
alternatives other than expanding their institutions to serve—and in many 
cases, employ—a permanent custodial population of inmates. Aided by the 
furor over pauperism and the reproduction of public dependency that arose 
out of the depression of the 1870s, as well as by the slippage between the deserv-
ing and undeserving poor, superintendents cast “feeble-minded” people as 
unproductive burdens on their families and society and soon convinced law-
makers to fund custodial programs that could rely on inmates’ commodified 
labors. Once again, Wilbur led the way, this time with the State Custodial 
Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women in Newark.

In these new custodial programs, as well as in older educationally focused 
institutions such as the New York State Asylum for Idiots, ability shaped 
every aspect of inmates’ lives, from clothing to survival rates. As superinten-
dents were fond of proclaiming, the vast quantities of unpaid work—especially 
care work—done by inmates served to defray the cost of their dependency on 
the state, yet their labor did not lead to discharge, especially for women. 
Despite being cast as unproductive in mainstream society, female inmates 
were simply too productive within institutional settings. Regardless, inmates 
sometimes still found meaning in their work, albeit not necessarily in ways 
intended by superintendents.

Charity Reform and Homeless Idiots

During the 1850s and 1860s, it was so unusual for pupils to arrive directly from 
poorhouses or orphan asylums that New York asylum superintendent Her-
vey Wilbur noted that Alan Cooper “was retained longer than usual because 
he had no home but the Co. Poor House.”7 But starting just after the Civil 
War, charity reformers began seeking to rationalize aid programs and thereby 
discourage what they perceived as hereditary dependency on private and es-
pecially public assistance. Within just a decade, these new policies would 
significantly alter the background of those admitted to the State Asylum for 
Idiots, posing a serious challenge to Wilbur’s system of eventually discharging 
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students to live and, in many cases, work with their families. As these reforms 
spread across the country, superintendents in other states discovered that 
many of their incoming pupils, too, lacked homes to which they could return.

Officially, legislators in New York, Illinois, Massachusetts, and other states 
had always encouraged and, at times, required superintendents to give prefer-
ence to children from impoverished families, reflecting the economic logic 
behind idiot asylums. Lawmakers in New York, for instance, required in 1851 
that “idiots shall be selected from those whose parents or guardians are un-
able to provide for their support.” In Massachusetts, legislators mandated that 
no fewer than ten of the first batch of pupils should come from “indigent 
families”; by 1856, the school was obligated to educate at least thirty of its 
approximately forty pupils for free.8

Despite such rules, during the 1850s and 1860s, pupils at state idiot asylums 
came from a wide array of economic backgrounds. The children of farmers, 
bakers, and shoemakers rubbed shoulders with the offspring of unskilled 
laborers and seamstresses and, occasionally, those of lawyers or wealthy mer-
chants.9 Notably, every public asylum admitted significant numbers of paying 
pupils to cover costs, often with the encouragement of legislators who were 
skeptical about the experimental nature of educating idiots and wary of 
providing funding. Illinois superintendent Charles Toppan Wilbur, for in-
stance, explained in his first annual report that although many applications 
had arrived from parents unable to pay board, “unfortunately the selection 
[of pupils] was influenced by the necessity of requiring the parents of those 
seeking admission to pay a certain sum, because of the inadequacy of the ap-
propriation.”10 In Massachusetts and New York, where legislators mandated 
that superintendents accept and train a large proportion of children from in-
digent families gratis, paying pupils comprised a smaller but still financially 
significant portion of the asylums’ populations.11 Fees from privately funded 
students such as Rachel Gannon, the daughter of a wealthy merchant in New 
York City, or James Stranger, the son of a prosperous lawyer and farmer in 
upstate New York, contributed approximately 15 percent to the total income 
of the New York asylum through the mid-1870s. The fact that paying pupils 
often remained at the institution for decades, not infrequently dying there, 
made their fees all the more valuable.12

Early on, even “state-funded” pupils typically did not come from the most 
impoverished backgrounds or from poorhouses, but rather from intact fam-
ilies in modest circumstances. During the 1850s in New York, for instance, 
less than 1 percent of pupils arrived directly from almshouses or orphan asy-
lums. Rather, the fathers of state-funded pupils typically worked in skilled 
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trades such as carpentry and wagon making, owned small farms or, less 
commonly, ran small shops—all places that could easily make use of trained 
“idiotic” children after discharge. Only a few families scraped by via unskilled 
labor or, in the small number of female-headed households, ill-paid seam-
stress work.13 Virtually all parents of children in asylums in both New York 
and Illinois, moreover, could afford their children’s rail fare home for summer 
vacation, and many could also afford to contribute toward the cost of their 
children’s clothing.14

But during the first two decades after the Civil War, state idiot asylums’ 
populations would change significantly as a result of charity reformers’ attempts 
to streamline charity programs and extend state supervision to poor
houses, county jails, and other institutions. Fearful that overly generous aid 
would produce a hereditary plague of paupers, and desirous of eliminating 
what they saw as rampant abuse and waste, a largely female corps of activists 
convinced Massachusetts legislators to establish a Board of State Charities in 
1863. More than a dozen other states, including New York, Illinois, Ohio, and 
Connecticut, soon followed suit.15

During the 1870s and 1880s, state charity boards attempted to intervene in 
a wide range of public welfare issues, including sanitation and compulsory 
schooling laws. Board officials focused most intensely, however, on inspect-
ing public and private institutions to standardize practices, investigate condi-
tions, and help them operate economically, as well as investigating the causes 
of dependency and deviancy and ensuring that aid was provided only to those 
who truly needed it. Often working in conjunction with voluntary organ
izations such as Louisa Lee Schuyler’s State Charities Aid Association, a New 
York–based entity, these charity reformers fanned out across their states, pro-
viding reams of detailed annual reports on the conditions in county alms
houses and jails, insane asylums, schools for the deaf and idiotic, houses of 
refuge, and private orphan asylums, among others.16

Reformers sought to prevent “indiscriminate mixing” in poorhouses, be-
lieving that allowing children to mingle with the elderly, people labeled as 
insane or idiotic, single mothers, the ill, and out of work but able-bodied men 
encouraged the spread of public dependency. After inspecting several New 
York county poorhouses, State Charities Aid Association’s Schuyler, for in-
stance, charged in her organization’s first annual report that “an absence of 
classification” led to “gross immorality, a want of enlightened treatment of 
the insane, no nursing for the sick; the children badly fed, badly clothed, 
badly taken care of, and exposed to the degrading influence of those in im-
mediate charge of them.”17 In theory, separating able-bodied children from 
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the “vicious idle poor,” the insane from single mothers, and the deaf from the 
elderly, among others, then placing each group in an appropriate rehabilita-
tive institution, would ensure better care and prevent future dependency on 
public aid.18

Reflecting the influence of Charles Loring Brace’s child-saving movement, 
charity reformers fought hard to enact laws banning all able-bodied children 
over the age of two or three years from poorhouses. By the late 1870s, they 
had succeeded in several states, including Massachusetts and New York. 
Although no laws barred children labeled as deaf, idiotic, blind, or crippled 
from residing in poorhouses, inspectors nonetheless tended to note their 
presence and, if they seemed teachable, often contacted the superintendent 
of the relevant asylum.19

While charity reformers never managed fully to implement their classifica-
tion schemes, their efforts nevertheless began to alter the population of state 
idiot asylums in profound ways. At the New York State Asylum for Idiots in 
Syracuse, for instance, only fourteen out of the first six hundred pupils came 
directly from almshouses during the institution’s first twenty years; another 
fourteen came from orphan asylums. But starting in 1874, as the State Chari-
ties Aid Association and other charity reformers began conducting regular 
inspections, batches of homeless, idiotic children began arriving at the asy-
lum from county poorhouses. In December 1877, while the country was still 
in a severe depression, three new pupils came from a Brooklyn orphan asy-
lum and six arrived from New York City’s almshouse department on Ran-
dall’s Island. Just two months later, three girls arrived from Erie County’s 
poorhouse in Buffalo.

Unlike their earlier counterparts, students from poorhouses rarely left 
the asylum. Of these twelve pupils—or inmates—ten died at the asylum or 
were transferred to the Rome State Custodial Asylum or a county poorhouse; 
most remained at the asylum in Syracuse for more than twenty years.20 Only 
two ever returned to mainstream society, in both cases after spending nine 
years at the asylum: John Weiman, who learned to “work out of doors” after 
arriving barely able to speak, and Mary Butters, who became “competent to 
do any kind of sewing” and could “make a dress for herself without assis-
tance.”21 Crucially, both could support and care for themselves without as-
sistance from family members—unlike many of their fellow homeless pupils 
at the asylum.

By the 1880s, such homeless children made up an ever-increasing percent-
age of those admitted to idiot asylums. In fact, superintendents now rarely 
accepted new paying pupils, although most superintendents allowed older 

54  Chapter 2

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Shift to Custodial Care, 1870s–1900s  55

private inmates to remain. In New York, upward of 20 percent of new admis-
sions came directly from poorhouses, orphan asylums, or industrial homes, 
or via recommendation from poor-law officials (see Chart 2-1; for more on 
the data used in these charts, see “Appendix: A Note on Sources”). Fred Cal-
houn typified this new population. He arrived at the New York State Asylum 
for Idiots in 1885 courtesy of Charles S. Hoyt, the secretary of the State Board 
of Charities (SBC). While on a routine annual inspection of the Essex County 
Poorhouse, Hoyt had examined “three or four young idiotic persons.” He de-
clared that while the seven-year-old Calhoun was clearly idiotic, there was 
“no doubt about his being teachable.”22 Illinois superintendent William  B. 
Fish reported much the same story in 1888, complaining that he had to turn 
away “children who ought to be admitted” because of seventy-five or so “de-
formed, crippled, idiotic, and comparatively helpless” custodial cases and a 
large number of “simple-minded girls,” most of whom were “paupers . . . . ​[or] 
abandoned waifs” with “no other home than this asylum.” He pleaded for the 
legislature to appropriate enough funds to build a custodial wing.23

As Fish’s plea suggests, the growing percentage of homeless children posed 
a serious challenge to superintendents accustomed to being able to discharge 
students to relatives. Indeed, the dramatic shift in admittees’ origins threatened 

Chart 2-1: Origins of admittees to the
New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1890   
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to upend the entire system. Asylums could accommodate a few homeless in-
dividuals like Alan Cooper, who was “capable of simple farm work” but whom 
Wilbur hesitated to discharge, since he had no home but the county poor
house. But a system that relied on relatives’ willingness to care for and, when 
possible, employ discharged students had no solutions for the dozens of 
homeless children who now arrived each year (see Chart 2-2). Consequently, 
such admittees were far less likely to be discharged in the first place; instead, 
they generally died after spending decades in the asylum or were transferred 
to another institution, most commonly either a county poorhouse or one of the 
custodial asylums established in the late nineteenth century, as will be dis-
cussed in the next section. In effect, charity reformers’ efforts to rationalize 
charity provisions and thereby discourage dependency on public aid had in-
advertently created a population of inmates who had no home to which they 
could go. By 1869, Wilbur could not ignore the steady drumbeat of requests 
for new admissions, and he reluctantly released Cooper to the Genesee County 
poorhouse, where he remained for at least a decade. In succeeding decades, 

Chart 2-2: Origins of admittees to the New York State Asylum
for Idiots and prospects for life outside institutions, 1851–1893
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Cooper’s narrative of a life lived in institutions would become increasingly 
common.24

Wage Labor, Urbanization, and the Challenge to  
Family Capacity

Compounding these issues of family incapacity, in the decades after the Civil 
War growing numbers of asylum admittees also came from urban, poor, and 
wage-dependent families in transition or in outright crisis. Walter Goodrich, 
for instance, arrived at the New York State Asylum for Idiots from Albany in 
1882, just months after his mother had died of consumption. His admission 
record noted, “Father is poor & hard-working, had not the means or chance to 
take care or notice of the boy properly.” Millie Landon entered the asylum in 
1886 following her mother’s admission to a state insane asylum; her father/
grandfather was already incarcerated in Sing Sing Prison due to the incestuous 
relations that had produced her. Elderly laborer John Kovacevich, in turn, fore-
saw trouble looming ahead; in 1888, he petitioned the Illinois Asylum for Feeble-
Minded Children to take his two sons, both “helpless as infants” and incapable 
of walking or caring for themselves. Although he and his wife had cared for 
them and a third “afflicted” child at home for more than ten years, his aging 
body had begun to reduce his earnings, threatening his family’s stability.25

Unlike Alan Cooper, who “had no home but the Co. Poor House,” these indi-
viduals theoretically had relatives to whom they could return. But the death, 
disablement, illness, divorce, or remarriage of a parent or other caretaker had 
pushed families beyond their capacity—or willingness—to provide care and su-
pervision. The economic turmoil of the postbellum decades, combined with 
the large-scale shift away from farms and artisanal work and toward wage labor, 
left many families living on the edge. Complicating matters, asylums’ training 
programs continued to emphasize skills most suitable for rural households 
even though more and more children came from wage-dependent families 
living in urban areas. In addition, the rapidly growing charity infrastructure 
served to connect struggling families with idiot asylums and other institu-
tions with the express aim of preventing entire households from slipping into 
dependency on public aid, ensuring that a disproportionate percentage of 
new admissions came from families that rarely regained the capacity to make 
use of or tend to their “idiotic” relatives.26

Prior to the Civil War, only rarely did pupils at idiot asylums arrive from 
households in crisis. At the New York State Asylum for Idiots in Syracuse, 
less than 10  percent of students admitted during the 1850s had experienced 
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some form of family disruption, primarily the death of one parent. An even 
smaller percentage had a parent perceived as having what today might be 
called a “disability,” most commonly ill health of some form. But by the 
1870s—a decade that included one of the United States’ worst depressions—
nearly 25  percent of children admitted to the asylum came from families 
who identified themselves or were labeled as being in some sort of distress. 
By the 1880s, almost 40  percent did (see Chart 2-3). In other words, even 
those children who had families, unlike Cooper, became ever less likely to 
leave the asylum.

Most commonly, these children arrived sometime after the death of one or 
both parents. Three years after his wife died of consumption, James Dassler, 
for instance, sent his lively eight-year-old daughter Irma to the asylum, ex-
plaining that he was “not able to give the child the proper attention, it takes 
his time & keeps him from making enough to live on.”27 Often, however, indi-
viduals arrived in the months immediately following a parent’s death while a 
family fought to reconstitute itself and regain its economic footing. Harvey 
Straw came to Syracuse in 1883 at age twelve just after his father died of malaria-
induced heart trouble, whereas fourteen-year-old Anna Wiebe arrived follow-
ing her mother’s death in childbirth. Both were in fact partly productive; Straw 
could “spade, split wood, pump water, [and] drive cows,” while Wiebe could 
help with washing dishes and “caring for baby” despite the fact her arms were 

Chart 2-3: Family disruption prior to arrival at the
New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1890
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slightly paralyzed. But at a time when Straw’s mother and Wiebe’s father were 
each struggling to support seven other children, sending a child to the New 
York State Asylum for Idiots likely seemed an attractive means of extending 
their family’s weakened capacity for care.28

Others’ parents had been institutionalized or had acquired disabilities or 
chronic illnesses, sometimes both. Martha Rudd’s alcoholic father had en-
tered an inebriate asylum just prior to her admission to the asylum at Syracuse, 
whereas Calvin Teesdale’s father “became insane at intervals [but] recovered 
after a few months’ confinement” in the Willard Asylum for the Chronic 
Insane. The generosity of benefits for disabled Union veterans, in turn, may 
explain why only one parent is known to have entered a soldiers’ home.29

Lest these examples suggest that fathers were the only ones to enter insti-
tutions or acquire disabilities, mothers did too; the way their travails were 
characterized on children’s admission forms, however, reflected the racialized 
and gendered constructions of ability, health, and poverty at this time. Ada-
line O’Donnell’s Irish immigrant mother, for instance, was described as a 
“partly weak-minded” woman who had “lived for years at the Poor House 
in Otsego Co” and had “several nominal husbands,” while Polish-born Bar-
tholomew Rabinowitz’s mother was labeled as “nervous” and “scrofulous” 
(having a tuberculous infection of the neck).30 At a time when many law-
makers and charity officials alike assumed that Irish, German, and especially 
southern and eastern European immigrants were inherently less vigorous and 
more prone to particular diseases such as trachoma or tuberculosis, such de-
scriptions were hardly neutral.31

But admission forms characterized even native-born mothers in terms that 
suggested the growing power of hereditarian (proto-eugenic) and biological 
explanations for poverty, as well as gendered understandings of disability 
and, in particular, cognitive impairments. Mother after mother was character-
ized as “simple-minded,” “feeble-minded,” “weak-minded,” “idiotic,” “imbecilic,” 
“slightly deranged,” or “scrofulous.” In contrast, only a few fathers were labeled 
as such.32

Remarriage, too, contributed new and often permanent pupils or, more 
accurately, inmates. The wealthy parents discussed in chapter 1 were not the 
only ones to question whether “idiotic” children belonged at home; so too 
did some stepparents. After Margaret Lambeth’s mother died and her father 
remarried, for instance, she was first abandoned to a truant home and then to 
the Monroe County Poorhouse in Rochester, whence she was sent to the 
New York State Asylum for Idiots. Lambeth could do “cleaning & washing 
under supervision” and was overall “quite capable in household matters,” but 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



her “ordinary looking” parents complained that scarlet fever had left her 
“dull . . . ​dumb & idiotic.” Unlike many partly productive individuals admit-
ted to the New York State Asylum for Idiots early on, Lambeth never returned 
home, despite becoming “useful in many ways” and mastering “quite diffi-
cult” sewing projects. After she had spent thirty-four years there, the superin-
tendent, O. H. Cobb, returned Lambeth to the Monroe County Poorhouse in 
1912. Unlike most “idiotic” children of the lower and middling sort, she never 
appeared again in her family’s census record. Other stepparents abused their 
stepchildren so viciously that they caused impairments, as did some birth 
parents.33

The reasons so many more admittees came from families in crisis after the 
Civil War are complex. Clearly, the economic turmoil of the late nineteenth 
century, combined with the large-scale shift to wage labor, left families living 
on a financial knife’s edge. The sharp depression of the 1870s put approxi-
mately three million people out of work, many for several years. Veritable 
armies of tramps and vagrants roamed the countryside even after the econ-
omy began to rebound in 1879. Workers protested drastic pay cuts and unem-
ployment by the tens of thousands, most notably during the massive general 
strikes of the Great Upheaval in 1877. Further depressions followed in the 
1880s and, in particular, the 1890s. The simultaneous move toward hourly, 
wage-based labor, moreover, made working-class households’ finances even 
more unstable. Even skilled workers could hardly expect more than eight or 
nine months of reliable work per year, meaning that they, too, often had to 
turn to charity or even beg.34

While some children continued to come from farm families and those in 
artisanal trades, more and more came from urban areas and had fathers who 
toiled at either skilled work or unskilled labor, brothers who labored as 
clerks, sisters who worked as factory operatives, and mothers who sweated as 
seamstresses—wage-based positions that typically required labor outside the 
home and which made it hard to care for and potentially draw on the labor of 
a discharged “idiotic” relative.35 When New York’s asylum opened in 1851, for 
instance, the state was predominantly rural, under a third of the population 
living in urban areas and a small fraction working in manufacturing. By 1890, 
however, two-thirds lived in urban areas, and nearly 20 percent labored in the 
manufacturing sector.36 Hervey Wilbur recognized the challenges that pov-
erty and urbanization posed to families’ capacity to care, noting in 1882, not 
long before his death, that “almost all the cases of idiocy occurring in indigent 
families become, sooner or later, a public charge.” He added, “This is espe-
cially true of city populations.”37
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Yet, New York’s Asylum for Idiots, as well as the many others modeled 
after it, continued to teach housekeeping, farming, and other skills suitable 
for rural economies. Of course, such skills also served to defray institutional 
costs, compensate for limited state funding, and, in theory, illustrate that 
superintendents practiced a “wise political economy.”38 As a result, it became 
progressively harder to integrate children into families that were increasingly 
likely to live in urban areas. Polish-born Moishe Abrams, for instance, proved 
“very studious” despite arriving with “very dirty habits.” Wilbur noted that he 
“would soon be able to work on a farm.” But Abrams came from a Jewish 
family that worked in New York City’s garment industry. Unsurprisingly, his 
family never took him back. Instead, prominent members of the Jewish com-
munity housed him for a few years as a boarder.39 While Abrams found his 
way home to his community, if not his family, for others the disjunction be-
tween their skills and their family’s economic context meant that they lived 
the remainder of their lives in asylums. Beatrix Wetzel could “do plain sewing 
quite readily by hand” and was capable in “all the household occupations,” 
but her Brooklyn-based parents could find little use for her. After spending 
twenty-five years at the New York State Asylum for Idiots, she was transferred 
to the Rome State Custodial Asylum to live out her days.40

Given the economic context, few households in distress—especially the 
growing numbers that relied on wage labor outside the home—could make 
use of a partly productive child or tend one who required substantial daily 
care. The German-born Beckers, for example, had maintained their “idiotic” 
sons Johann and Wilfred at home for years, relying on the considerable income 
their father earned from helping to build pianos, as well as their sister’s labor at 
a confectionery shop. Like other pupils who arrived from disrupted families, 
both boys were relatively able when compared with the asylum’s average pupils. 
Although Johann and Wilfred could speak, walk, and feed themselves, they 
nonetheless required regular care from their mother and other relatives. Nei-
ther could dress himself entirely, and, perhaps more importantly, neither was 
fully “cleanly.” Their father’s death, left their mother unable to support her sons, 
and within months the two boys entered the asylum in Syracuse. As in Johann 
and Wilfred’s case, children who arrived at the asylum from families in distress 
were slightly more able than the average, meaning that they were more likely to 
be able to feed themselves, dress themselves, walk, and/or control their bladder 
and bowels, suggesting that family disruption, not ability, proved the tipping 
point in relatives’ decisions to institutionalize their children.41

The Beckers were far from the only family that depended on wages to face the 
dilemma of how to care for and utilize “idiotic” relatives. In fact, during the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



1870s nearly half of those newly admitted to the New York asylum from wage-
dependent families had experienced some form of family disruption, as op-
posed to just over a quarter of students overall. Immigrant families were also 
slightly more likely to experience family disruption: 34.6  percent versus 
25.2 percent of children from native-born families. In part, this distinction re-
flected the fact that immigrants comprised a disproportionate share of urban 
residents and wage workers: one-third of industrial workers in 1870, for in-
stance. On the whole, individuals from immigrant families were also very 
slightly (3–13 percent) more able to care for themselves, suggesting that such 
families were less able to accommodate “feeble-minded” children, even those 
who were partly productive.42 Illinois superintendent William B. Fish reported 
much the same story, noting in his annual report for 1888—perhaps with an 
eye to politics—that nearly all of the 300 applicants he had turned away for 
“want of room” came from “families in straitened circumstances to whom the 
care of an imbecile child is a most serious burden.”43

Superintendents could hardly help but recognize families’ increasing fra-
gility. Fewer and fewer parents could afford to outfit their children before 
sending them to asylums, let alone cover the cost of their travel there. New 
York superintendent Hervey Wilbur reported that in 1868, for example, the 
parents of over 60  percent of those newly admitted “were so indigent that 
they could not afford to supply them with necessary clothing.” In a growing 
number of states, local charities or counties now had to pick up the bill.44 
Poignantly, superintendents in Pennsylvania and Ohio, as well as in New York 
and Illinois, observed that only a few families could still afford to fund their 
children’s summer vacations at home—the same trips originally intended to 
preserve family ties and demonstrate students’ progress to their home com-
munities. Illinois asylum director Charles Toppan Wilbur commented in 
1876, “A large proportion of the pupils must be inmates of the asylum for the 
entire twelve months of the year . . . ​remain[ing even] during the summer 
months, when all the pupils of the deaf and dumb and blind asylum go to 
their homes to spend a three or four months’ vacation.”45

The dramatic postbellum expansion of state and voluntary charity infra-
structures also helped to identify households in crisis and inform them about 
the possibility of placing their “idiotic” children in asylums. The organized 
charity societies that emerged in New York and many other states in the late 
1870s sent out hundreds of “friendly visitors” across cities and towns to inves-
tigate those who requested assistance. Adhering to the middle-class values of 
“rationality, efficiency, foresight, and planning,” fearful of encouraging depen
dency on public or private assistance, and convinced that the causes of poverty 
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lay in individual morality (or lack thereof ), these visitors did not directly 
grant aid, monetary or otherwise. Instead, they interviewed struggling fami-
lies to determine their moral worthiness and referred those deemed “deserv-
ing” to an appropriate charitable agency or, as in the case of the DeNiro family 
of Chicago, to a state institution.46 After learning that Mrs. DeNiro was in “deli-
cate health” and had been “abandoned by her husband and left without any 
means of support,” the Charity Organization Society of Chicago arranged for 
her “attractive . . . ​but very helpless” six-year-old daughter, Francesca, to be 
admitted to the Illinois Institution for Feeble-Minded Children. Although 
Mrs. DeNiro desired to keep her daughter at home, Francesca’s care took so 
much time that she could hardly tend to her three other children. Because 
orphan asylums typically barred children deemed feeble-minded, crippled, 
blind, or in other ways not able, few if any options existed other than sending 
her to either the Cook County (Chicago) poorhouse or a state institution.47

This burgeoning charity infrastructure had an especially striking impact in 
the rapidly expanding city of Buffalo, where an English-born reverend, Ste-
phen Humphreys Gurteen, established the first Charity Organization Society 
(COS) in the United States in 1877. Although Buffalo residents typically sent 
only a minuscule number of children to the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots—one or two per year during the 1850s and 1860s—admissions spiked 
sharply at two points in the 1870s, both directly in connection with charity 
reform initiatives. After State Charities Board (SCB) officials spent months 
investigating the city’s poorhouses, orphan asylums, dispensaries, and the 
like in late 1873, nine children from Buffalo arrived at the idiot asylum in just two 
months. Most came directly from the Erie County almshouse, where charity 
board officials had presumably encountered them and deemed them “train-
able.” Six either died at the New York State Asylum for Idiots or were eventually 
transferred to county poorhouses or custodial asylums for “the feeble-
minded.” And as friendly visitors for the new COS fanned out across the city 
in the late 1870s, admissions from Buffalo once again soared. Eighteen new 
admittees came between 1878 and 1880, primarily from households in which a 
parent had just died or become disabled and which, in all likelihood, had re-
quested charitable relief.48 Wallace Wheeler, for instance, arrived at the asy-
lum in Syracuse after his father became “nearly blind.” Reflecting the rising vogue 
of eugenic thinking, his mother, in turn, was described as “feeble-minded.”49

Upon occasion, households in distress—especially those headed by single 
mothers who could draw on assistance from other children—managed to re-
constitute their capacity for caring and find a way to make use of relatives 
discharged from the asylum. Harvey Straw, for instance, who could already 
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do basic farm work prior to his arrival in Syracuse at age twelve, remained 
only three years in New York’s asylum. By 1886, his four younger siblings re-
quired less care; the youngest had grown out of toddlerhood, and several 
had entered adolescence. His mother took him home to help her jointly run 
their farm.50 Likewise, after a decade in the New York State Asylum for Idiots, 
the Becker boys, for instance, went home to Buffalo to live with their mother 
and sister and, later on, their sister and niece; the two younger women sup-
ported the family by working as servants. Johann may have worked at odd jobs 
to help support the household, given that, when he entered the Erie County 
Poorhouse nearly three decades later in 1918 at age sixty, he was identified as 
able to perform labor. His brother’s fate after 1900 remains less clear.51

More commonly, disrupted households struggled to reclaim their children, 
even though relatives have historically been reluctant to place or leave family 
members in institutions. As shown in Chart 2-4, children from households in 
distress were far less likely to return home from the New York State Asylum 
for Idiots and remain with their families. Walter Goodrich, whose widowed 
father could no longer care for him, as mentioned earlier, was one of the many 
pupils from families in crisis who were eventually transferred to other institu-
tions. After Goodrich spent twenty years in the asylum at Syracuse, Wilbur’s 
successor, James C. Carson, sent Goodrich to the Albany County Almshouse, 
whence he was eventually transferred to the Rome State Custodial Asylum. 
Others, such as Eileen Bagshaw, who came after her mother developed “a 
cancer,” remained at the asylum in Syracuse until their deaths.52

Even when families managed to reconstitute themselves and their capaci-
ties for caring and making use of partly productive relatives, such stability 

Chart 2-4: Family disruption and the
prospects for life at home after the
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sometimes proved only temporary. Just over a quarter of those taken home 
by their families from the New York State Asylum for Idiots eventually found 
themselves living in another institution. Randolph Sutton’s father, for in-
stance, had originally sent him to the asylum after his mother became ill. After 
hiring a live-in housekeeper whom he later married, the father took Randolph 
home to Brooklyn, dying soon afterward. Sutton’s stepmother housed him 
for a few years while he did odd jobs, but then she placed him in the New 
York Farm Colony on Staten Island, where he remained for several decades.53

The gravity of the challenge facing asylum superintendents in the 1870s 
becomes even clearer when the growing numbers of children from disrupted 
families are combined with those of homeless individuals. At the New York 
State Asylum for Idiots, nearly 35 percent of those admitted during the 1870s 
could not readily be returned home, while 65 percent of children who arrived 
during the 1880s fell into that category (Chart 2-5). In comparison with indi-
viduals from intact families, students who came from institutions or families 
in distress, especially both, or who had no family history at all, were dispro-
portionately likely to live the rest of their lives in institutions (Chart 2-6). No 
longer could superintendents count on discharging a large proportion of pu-
pils to families who could tend and make use of idiotic relatives in an econ-
omy and society of rural and small communities. Combined with charity 
reform campaigns, the rise of the inherently unstable urban wage labor econ-
omy had decimated the necessary family and community supports. Asylum 
inmates could perform useful labor, but their families—if they even still 
existed—could no longer make use of those hard-won skills or look after them.

The Solution: Custodial Care

With individuals such as the homeless and friendless Walter Goodrich filling 
their asylums, superintendents could hardly ignore the growing evidence 
that many, if not most, families now lacked the capacity to care for their “idi-
otic” relatives and make use of their acquired skills. But the way in which 
Wilbur and his counterparts responded to both their inability to return indi-
viduals to their families and legislators’ continuing pressure to hold down 
costs would have fateful consequences for the lives of those now deemed 
“feeble-minded.” With few viable alternatives other than relegating their charges 
to county poorhouses, asylum directors, led by Wilbur, chose to push law-
makers to establish custodial care facilities that could rely on the commodi-
fied labor of trained inmates who lacked homes, especially female ones. 
Harkening back to Samuel Gridley Howe’s 1848 report on the status of idiots, 
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superintendents cast “feeble-minded” people as unproductive burdens on wage-
dependent families, yet promised that institutional settings would make such 
individuals productive. At first, legislators hesitated to fund such proposals.

But the depression of the 1870s and, in particular, the resulting furor over 
pauperism and hereditary public dependency provided superintendents with 
a far more welcoming rhetorical and policy environment in which to argue 
that establishing custodial asylums for people identified as feeble-minded 
would save state funds twice over. In theory, such institutions would both 
make use of inmates’ otherwise seemingly wasted capacities for labor and 
prevent impoverished yet respectable wage-earning families from slipping 
into the poorhouse. Such tales played on the contemporary slippage between 
the deserving and undeserving poor and, as such, proved compelling. In 
1878, New York legislators established the first such dedicated asylum: the 
Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women in Newark. In the years to 
come, state after state would follow New York’s lead, and Goodrich’s narrative 
of a life lived almost entirely in the confines of institutions would become in-
creasingly common.

While asylum superintendents did not fully grasp why families became 
less able to care for “idiotic” relatives in the 1870s and 1880s, they used annual 
reports to highlight the financial and practical challenges posed by the rapid 
accumulation of homeless, friendless inmates in institutions. Wilbur, for in-
stance, reported that by 1875, only 56 of 196 present at New York’s asylum—
almost 30  percent—still had both parents living. Another 56 had lost both 
parents.54 A few years later, he baldly stated, “Each year there are an increas-
ing number of our pupils admitted from orphan asylum[s] and county poor-
houses, who have and will have no home to go to when dismissed from the 
institution. Need custodial branch for males.”55 Illinois superintendent Wil-
liam B. Fish shared Wilbur’s concerns, noting in 1880 that over 60 percent of 
the 338 “inmates” were “county charges whose clothing and transportation 
were furnished by the different counties of the State.” Soon afterward, Fish 
called on the legislature to expand the institution, explaining that 300 “urgent” 
applications had accumulated “for want of room,” nearly all of them “from 
families in straitened circumstances.”56 Pennsylvania Training School super-
intendent Isaac N. Kerlin, in turn, contended that 60 percent of the “feeble-
minded” came from “the middle and poorer classes.” Acknowledging the 
growing impact of the urban wage labor market on family capacity, he asserted 
that “the sadness and burden are found to be especially severe in the families 
of mechanics and artisans, who are bravely striving to keep themselves above 
pauperism.”57
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More so than other superintendents, Wilbur fretted over what to do with 
individuals from families that lacked the ability to care for them and utilize 
their skills, knowing full well the abysmal conditions in county poorhouses. 
In his annual reports, he stressed the “wanton neglect” faced by homeless 
idiots discharged to almshouses, especially those deemed “unteachable.” Of 
course, such comments were hardly apolitical given the context in which they 
appeared, yet like antebellum lunacy reformer Dorothea Dix, who famously 
reported on her visits to poorhouses and insane asylums, Wilbur had gained 
firsthand knowledge of the potentially dire circumstances. In 1860, he re-
ported that one boy had been “found naked in a county poor-house, and had 
been in that condition for two years. He had not only been without clothing 
by day, but he had slept in the straw, like a dog, at night.”58 Hinting at the like-
lihood of wasting hard-won skills and thereby effectively squandering state 
funds, he warned that others would “relapse into [their] former habits of stu-
pidity and idleness” due to the lack of stimulation or training in poorhouses.59

But without community-based services that could extend the capacity of 
struggling families, Wilbur and his counterparts had few choices other than 
reluctantly releasing people to poorhouses or retaining them in asylums. Only 
Kentucky offered an alternative. Prior to the establishment of the Kentucky 
Institution for Feeble-Minded Children in 1860, the legislature had devoted 
$25,000 each year to helping indigent parents of “idiots” maintain them at 
home. After 1860, the legislature supported only those deemed “unteachable 
or too old for instruction.” Wilbur was familiar with the program—he had 
advised Kentucky lawmakers prior to the opening of their institution—but 
saw little hope that the New York legislature would adopt Kentucky’s pro-
gram. Wilbur ruefully reflected that had lawmakers known better when they 
established the State Asylum for Idiots, they might have provided better from 
the beginning for those whose families could not easily take them home.60

Instead, Wilbur chose to press for custodial facilities that could perma-
nently house and take advantage of the commodified labors of people whose 
families lacked the capacity to care for them. As the leading figure in idiot 
education and care in the country, his approach would also carry great weight 
in other states.61 Prior to the depression of the 1870s, Wilbur had no luck en-
ticing legislators to fund a custodial facility, but the question of what to do 
with homeless pupils or those from disrupted families was not entirely unfa-
miliar to him. As early as 1860, he had inklings that a custodial program 
might eventually become necessary—especially for those deemed “unteach-
able” and therefore the most subject to abuse in poorhouses—due to what was 
at that time a slow accumulation of students from institutions and disrupted 
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families.62 After New York lawmakers established the State Board of Com-
missioners of Public Charities in 1867 (renamed the State Board of Charities 
in 1873), Wilbur curried favor with the board’s members with the express aim 
of winning their support for a custodial program on the grounds of the Willard 
State Lunatic Asylum in Ovid. He proposed that after undergoing the standard 
period of training at the New York State Asylum for Idiots in Syracuse, capa-
ble homeless individuals could care for their “unteachable” counterparts, while 
also undertaking “simple industrial occupations, that would help to diminish 
the cost of support in such an asylum.” By providing low-cost care for unteach-
able “non-producers,” contended Wilbur, such a system would also prove “a 
positive gain to the productive power of the State.”63 Board members proved 
supportive, as did the trustees of the custodially oriented Willard Asylum, but 
legislators blanched at the prospect of spending yet more tax dollars on Wil-
lard.64 Nevertheless, when the depression of the 1870s made pauperism and 
public dependency newly visible to lawmakers, charity officials, and profes-
sional charity reformers, Wilbur’s plans finally gained traction.

The depression that wracked the United States between 1873 and  1878 
left charity officials convinced that there were few truly deserving depen-
dents. Professional charity reformers and state charity officials rejected 
workers’ contention that no jobs existed, as well as the notion that massive 
industrialization had created structural unemployment. According to classi-
cal economic theory, unemployment was “a transitory and essentially insig-
nificant phenomenon.” Consequently, charity officials argued that workers 
were simply prone to idleness and were too lazy and irresponsible to look for 
work.65 As a result, local and state charity officials offered aid erratically and, 
following tradition, poorhouse keepers required able-bodied men to complete 
a work test by chopping wood or breaking stones before receiving relief. State 
after state passed or strengthened vagrancy laws that criminalized public 
dependency and tramping in search of employment.66 Members of the newly 
formed state charity boards and professional charity reformers, especially 
those involved with the “scientific charity” movement, redefined beggars as 
“swindlers” who refused to engage in the wage-based contract economy or to 
do their proper share of work in exchange for alms.67 Charity officials and 
professional charity reformers would maintain their skeptical view of the poor 
and public dependents well past 1900.

The growing influence of hereditarian thought—especially degeneracy 
theory—intensified the fears of charity officials and professional charity re-
formers about public dependents. Professional charity reformers such as 
Josephine Shaw Lowell believed that socially undesirable behaviors like 
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intemperance or prostitution were inherited, perhaps even racial, in nature. A 
tendency toward public dependency, therefore, could be passed down to 
children, while a poor environment contributed to an individual’s degenerate 
state and would be reflected in future generations. On the other hand, a moral 
environment could potentially improve a family’s germ plasm. This mixture 
of environmentalist, racialist, and Lamarckian hereditarian thinking reached 
its peak in Richard L. Dugdale’s 1877 tract, “The Jukes”: A Study in Crime, Pau-
perism, Disease, and Heredity, which traced a 1,200-member clan of drunkards, 
thieves, bastards, beggars, prostitutes, syphilitics, and murderers. In a manner 
reminiscent of Howe’s 1848 report on idiots, Dugdale stressed “human cost 
accounting” and argued that the 1,200 members of the Jukes clan had cost 
New York more than $1.3 million over the past seventy-five years.68

During the mid- to late 1870s, state charity officials in New York and other 
states even adopted a pejorative, hereditarian view of those typically deemed 
to be part of the “deserving poor”: children, widows, some people with 
“disabilities,” and others who could not attain self-sufficiency and therefore 
deserved public aid. This transformation is perhaps best illustrated by 
Charles S. Hoyt’s exhaustive 1876 survey of county poorhouse inmates, “Re-
port on the Causes of Pauperism.” Nearly all such inmates were originally do-
mestic servants or unskilled laborers. Hoyt, the secretary of the SBC and a 
leading figure in charity reform nationally, nonetheless argued that “the num-
ber of persons in our poor-houses who have been reduced to poverty by 
causes outside of their own acts is, contrary to the general impression, sur-
prisingly small.”69 Accordingly, the SBC began experimenting with requiring 
county poorhouses to extend work programs to public dependents—even 
the traditionally deserving and disabled poor. SBC member Martin B. An-
derson, for instance, contended, “We believe that work should be provided 
for weak-minded and partially infirm paupers, even if it shall return no profit 
to the counties. The inmates of our poor-houses will always be healthier and 
happier when employed than when idle.”70

Leading charity reformer—and advocate of scientific charity—Josephine 
Shaw Lowell played a key role in popularizing charity officials’ harsher vision 
of public dependency and the deserving poor. In 1876, at only thirty-three 
years of age, Lowell became the first woman to be appointed to the New York 
State Board of Charities following her precedent-setting report on able-
bodied paupers for the New York State Charities Aid Association, which 
many professional charity reformers saw as “a model of the new social-scientific 
approach.” Her report blended statistics and anecdotes in order to discover 
“the ‘truth’ about public dependency” and present it in a seemingly neutral 
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manner.71 One of the most prominent charity reformers of the postbellum 
decades, Lowell came from a Boston Brahmin family deeply involved with 
radical politics; among other causes, her Unitarian family supported aboli-
tionism, women’s rights, and the utopian Brook Farm community. Later in 
life, she would support mothers’ pensions, the living wage, wage-earning 
women, binding arbitration, and the Homestead Strike and would also found 
the New York Consumers’ League. But in the 1870s, Lowell shared with other 
leaders of the scientific charity movement a devout belief in the moral value 
of work and an environmentalist faith that properly structured institutions 
could prevent degeneracy.72 Her report lambasted charity officials’ current 
approach to public dependency, suggesting that charity policy effectively told 
“the vicious and idle: ‘We will board you free of cost, if you will only come 
and stay among us.’ The money wasted in this way is the least of the evils of 
the present system; the corrupting influence of these worthless men and 
women, as they pass from town to town, lodging among the people, must be 
incalculable.”73 And along with her fellow charity reformers, furthermore, 
she had recently become fascinated with hereditarian (or proto-eugenic) 
explanations for social problems. By preventing people who might rely on 
public aid from reproducing, Lowell hoped to solve the problem of public 
dependency.

Lowell’s advocacy, the rise of an urban wage economy, and the intellectual 
and political fallout of the 1870s depression created new openings for Wilbur 
and, eventually, his counterparts in other states to frame custodial facilities 
for people labeled “feeble-minded” as a wise use of state funds. By telling sto-
ries of impoverished yet respectable wage-dependent families, especially 
those headed by widows, who struggled to care for idiotic children, superin-
tendents played on the murky boundaries between the deserving and unde-
serving poor at this time, as well as the moral dangers reputed to lurk in 
poorhouses.74 Wilbur, for instance, argued in 1877 that those pupils admitted 
from “orphan asylums and county poor-houses are often sent to prevent 
breaking up families or relieve [the] burden of poor families.”75 Two years 
later, he explained why he had declined to discharge a girl with epilepsy, com-
menting, “To have returned her to her mother, struggling to support the 
other helpless [albino] members of her family, by teaching school, would 
possibly have consigned the whole family to the county poor-house.”76

Wilbur was far from the only superintendent to suggest that the urban 
wage-based economy posed serious challenges to families with idiotic rela-
tives and might produce troubling social consequences as well. Notably, asy-
lum directors did not acknowledge that, in the right context, such individuals 
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could and did contribute to household economies; rather, superintendents 
cast “feeble-minded” people as entirely unproductive outside of institutional 
settings. Iowa’s O. W. Archibald, for example, contended in 1879 that idiots 
always became “burdens” either to their parents or as “pauper charges” to the 
county.77 William  B. Fish of the Illinois Institution, in turn, told a heart-
wrenching story of a widowed washerwoman in 1888. Despite a long-standing 
illness, she had undertaken a “brave struggle” to “keep her family together.” 
But according to Fish, her nineteen-year-old idiotic daughter, Nadine Wei-
man, “required so much of the personal care of the mother that she [wa]s 
unable to earn enough” to support herself and her other three children. He 
warned that “unless she is relieved of the care of this child there remains 
nothing in store for the whole family but the county house.”78 Such stories 
were not entirely new to asylums’ annual reports; in many ways, they illus-
trated the lasting impact of Samuel Gridley Howe’s 1848 Report to the Legisla-
ture of Massachusetts upon Idiocy.79

But these tales of respectable impoverished widows struggling to earn 
enough to support their families and care for an idiotic child acquired a new 
power when counterposed against the unstable urban wage economy and 
a  second class of single mothers grappling with cognitive impairments: 
feeble-minded women, especially those residing in poorhouses. After Lowell 
claimed her seat on the SBC in 1876, such women became her bête noire. In 
fact, she redefined the question of custodial care for the feeble-minded in 
such fearful terms that neither the board nor the legislature could dismiss the 
issue. Her first presentation on the topic, in January 1878, proved so convinc-
ing that board secretary Charles  S. Hoyt immediately arranged for her to 
meet with Wilbur and the Syracuse trustees and ordered 1,000 copies of Low-
ell’s report printed.80 Although the text of her report has not survived, Lowell’s 
message can be pieced together from the Syracuse asylum’s annual report for 
1878 and speeches in which she used a similar methodology.81 As the institu-
tion’s trustees recounted, she documented that in county poorhouses, “care-
lessness in the administration . . . ​in the matter of a proper and rigid 
separation of the sexes” contributed to high rates of illegitimate births among 
“imbecile and idiotic females.” Such women, Lowell argued, were easily se-
duced. Their children invariably “became a permanent burden upon the 
counties.” Feeble-minded women were even more vulnerable outside local 
poorhouses, although the story ended the same way: with mother and child 
“abandoned to the charge of the county authorities.”82 Lowell thus suggested 
that by failing to control feeble-minded women, local poorhouses were repro-
ducing public dependency, a notion anathema to charity officials. Her gendered 
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understanding of public dependency and feeble-mindedness, moreover, 
proved influential in the formal eugenics movement that began to emerge in 
the 1880s.83

Unlike Lowell, Wilbur held that idiots rarely reproduced and saw little 
need to incarcerate feeble-minded women purely to prevent them from be-
coming pregnant, but he reluctantly joined forces with her in order to es-
tablish a custodial asylum.84 Lowell’s help—along with Wilbur’s carefully 
cultivated relationship with the SBC and, in particular, his strong public sup-
port for the board in its battle to gain more oversight over state insane 
asylums in the mid-1870s—proved decisive.85 In June 1878, the legislature ap-
proved an $18,000 appropriation for the new institution. Later that year, the 
New York State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women opened its 
doors in the Finger Lakes town of Newark under the supervision of Wilbur 
and the Syracuse-based trustees of the New York State Asylum for Idiots. Re-
flecting Lowell’s defining influence on the new asylum, lawmakers and the 
SBC declared that the Newark asylum would serve only women of childbear-
ing age, and only those capable of useful work. Even if inmates—no longer 
termed pupils—became capable of supporting themselves, they could not 
leave the asylum, nor could relatives easily extract them from the institution.

All about Ability

Just as Wilbur had played a leading role in driving the establishment of idiot 
asylums across the country during the 1850s and 1860s, so too did his turn 
toward custodial care reshape the asylum landscape in the 1870s and beyond. 
As a dedicated custodial facility, the State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-
Minded Women at Newark eventually proved to be an outlier; nearly every 
other state established “congregate” asylums that mixed inmates deemed in 
need of custodial care with those thought capable of benefiting from education 
and, crucially, of learning to do work useful in institutional settings. Never-
theless, by demonstrating the cost-effectiveness of relying extensively on 
inmates’ unpaid labor—commodifying their work, in effect—the Newark asy-
lum served as an invaluable model for superintendents seeking to create 
custodial wings and colonies within their own institutions. For inmates, 
especially female ones, the vast amounts of care work they performed no lon-
ger provided a pathway to release and integration into their families and 
mainstream society; rather, their toils merely served to defray the cost of their 
dependency on the state. Despite being cast as unproductive burdens by 
Lowell and asylum superintendents—at least if allowed to live outside 
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institutions—such inmates were too productive to discharge. In these custo-
dial asylums, moreover, inmates’ ability—or inability—to perform useful labor 
and care for themselves shaped nearly every aspect of their lives, from clothing 
and living conditions to the prospects for survival and, perversely, discharge.

To a fair degree, Wilbur’s 1873 outline for a custodial program shaped life 
at Newark: namely, that the more capable inmates would help to care for the 
less able.86 Accordingly, Wilbur sent the Newark asylum a mixture of “higher-
grade” and “lower-grade” inmates from the New York State Asylum for Idiots 
at Syracuse. The first group ranged from Lillian Mallard, who, despite her 
“defective eyesight” and poor hearing, had learned to sew and “made herself 
useful in a variety of ways at scrubbing, dining-room work, and in the Laun-
dry,” to Lucy Halloran, who could not control her bowels or bladder and had 
learned little other than how to recognize colors and shapes while at the asy-
lum.87 Most inmates, however, came from county poorhouses, sometimes 
without even a change of clothing.88 Officially, “young and healthy” women 
received priority for admission; Wilbur also rejected women whom poor
house officials classified as “unteachable.”89 In practice, women with epilepsy, 
cerebral palsy, partial blindness, various types of paralysis, and chronic 
diseases soon made up a considerable proportion of Newark’s population—
one-third in 1881. Superintendents and the board repeatedly complained 
that the county superintendents of the poor sent insane, delinquent, aged, 
or otherwise troublesome women as potential inmates, not idiotic, imbecilic, 
or feeble-minded ones. And despite Lowell’s interest in hereditarianism and 
her decisive influence on the asylum, the majority of women admitted to 
Newark, likely upwards of 75–80 percent, had neither given birth to children 
nor were pregnant. Regardless, the asylum’s trustees described the institution 
in 1889 as serving “imbecile women in our State, born in alms-houses and 
never having had any other home” who “have been mothers from once to four 
times.”90

The asylum’s superintendents lauded the caretaking abilities of inmates, 
who at times watched over as many as seventeen women—work that not only 
reduced costs but also addressed superintendents’ continual problems with 
retaining employees. The superintendents of idiot asylums in New York and 
other states—and state institutions in general—could rarely match the going 
wage rates.91 In fact, although most inmates arrived not knowing how to do 
any domestic work, superintendents found that “higher-grade” inmates did a 
better job caring for “unteachable” inmates than did paid employees; they 
“not only tolerated the monotony and unpleasantries but, indeed, seemed to 
thrive on them.”92 Ironically, professional charity reformers deplored such 
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practices in the county almshouses and state insane asylums on the grounds 
that relying on inmates’ labor encouraged poor care. Nevertheless, having in-
mates care for each other would become increasingly common in state idiot 
asylums and institutions for the feeble-minded across the nation during the 
late nineteenth century.93

But whereas first-generation superintendents such as Wilbur had used oc-
cupational training programs not only to defray institutional costs but also to 
ease pupils’ reintegration into their families, by the late 1870s and the 1880s 
charity officials and asylum directors used inmates’ labor at Newark to pro-
vide care on the cheap. In its 1879 report to the legislature, for instance, the 
SBC promised that “the various household occupations necessary in so large 
a family [will] be done, as far as possible, by the inmates, for economy’s 
sake.”94 The first superintendent of Newark, C. C. Warner—the former super-
intendent of the poor for the well-regarded Onondaga County Almshouse—
required all inmates capable of any type of work to labor; usually roughly half 
could.95 By 1886, inmates were making all of the clothing for the 134 residents, 
and in 1893 they produced 713 dresses, 519 chemises, and  43 straitjackets, 
among other items.96 Other inmates worked in the kitchen, laundry, canning 
room, bakery, and garden; in 1909, for instance, they also made $600.21 worth 
of canned goods ranging from strawberries and plums to floor wax and lard, 
raised $2,483.57  in farm produce, and saved $2,116.07  in provisions and 
$1,189.06 in household stores.97 Thanks to inmates’ toils, between 1880 and 1920 
Newark’s cost of maintenance (excluding clothing) averaged just 68 percent 
of that at the Syracuse asylum—about the same cost of care as at county poor
houses.98 Since institutional expenses remained a potent political issue well 
past the turn of the century, superintendents’ frugality undoubtedly pleased 
the state charity officials and legislators.99

Despite inmates’ considerable productivity, their unpaid labors only rarely 
provided a pathway to discharge; instead, superintendents’ hereditarian be-
liefs and the value of inmates’ labors led them to retain nearly all inmates at 
the Newark asylum. The four “higher-grade” inmates whom asylum director 
W. L. Willett discharged in 1892 represented a rare exception. He later re-
ported that all four had obtained “good places to work through the efforts of 
the superintendents of the poor of the counties from which they were com-
mitted.” Nine inmates were released to their relatives in 1894 after improving 
considerably; most became self-sustaining, while a few others were dismissed 
in 1912 because they were no longer seen as “menace[s] to society.” But between 
1879 and 1920, the Newark asylum had an average annual discharge rate of only 
3.92 percent.100 The Syracuse asylum, in contrast, discharged nearly 10 percent 
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of its pupils outright each year. Nearly a third of those released from Newark, 
moreover, were discharged solely because they had reached menopause.101

Most released inmates returned to the poorhouses whence they had origi-
nally come, in part because even when inmates had families, the Newark su-
perintendents paid little attention to whether their relatives could receive 
them. In 1894, Mrs. Elizabeth Goodings, for instance, wrote to the SBC beg-
ging that superintendent Winspear not discharge her daughter: “I am totally 
without income (77 years of age) and dependent on my soninlaw [sic]. . . . ​
He will not be wiling to receive Emily into his home. . . . ​It would break my 
heart if my oldest child should be obliged to go to a county house or an in-
sane asylum. . . . ​Does it not seem cruel to throw these children back into the 
condition from which you have taken them . . . ​[?] With the exception that 
they cannot propogate [sic] their kind, will not there [sic] last condition be as 
sad as their first[?]”102

In the decades to come, state after state would open dedicated custodial 
facilities or, more commonly, expand educationally oriented asylums to in-
clude separate custodial wings or colonies. In either case, superintendents 
and lawmakers cited the Newark asylum’s pioneering frugality and extensive 
use of commodified inmate labor as a model.103 Willett noted in 1890 that 
other states “are agitating the question of custodial care for the feeble-minded, 
and are looking to this State with considerable interest to see if our method is 
the best. There are a variety of opinions in regard to it.”104 In Illinois in 1882, 
Charles Toppan Wilbur won legislators’ approval to purchase a farm explicitly 
intended to employ adult male inmates, as did Isaac Kerlin of the Pennsylva-
nia Training School. Whereas Samuel Gridley Howe had barred custodial 
inmates from the Massachusetts School for Feeble-Minded Children and had 
warned late in life against the establishment of custodial programs, his death 
in 1876 allowed his successors to add both a dedicated custodial annex for 
those deemed “unimprovable” and a farm for adult men in 1883. Newer insti-
tutions with more available land close by, such as those in Iowa, Indiana, 
Minnesota, and Kansas, integrated custodial care into their programs from 
the start.105

Just as at Newark, these other institutions relied on immense quantities of 
inmates’ unpaid labor—especially that performed by female inmates—to re-
duce costs to the public purse. Speaking at the 1885 National Conference of 
Charities and Correction, Pennsylvania Training School superintendent 
Isaac N. Kerlin, for instance, reported that “our children’s work” saved the in-
stitution “four thousand dollars in wage labor annually.” He proudly noted 
that savings “permit[ed] the institution to retain about thirty inmates on the 
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non-paying list; that is, thirty free patients are actually supported by the sav-
ing in the service.”106 Much as officials at Newark had argued, Kerlin asserted 
that feeble-minded girls provided far better care for “lower-grade” cases than 
did paid, able-bodied employees. After taking an extended tour of the Penn-
sylvania Training School, Christian Register editor, prison reformer, and even-
tual Congressman Samuel J. Barrows advocated on behalf of this approach at 
the National Conference of Charities and Correction, contending that 
“higher-grade” custodial inmates “sympathize with [lower-grade cases] and 
gain their affection as no other class can do.” He added, “through this com-
bined labor the expenses of the institution were reduced, while its efficiency 
was increased.”107 Per capita costs at the Pennsylvania Training School, in 
fact, dropped from $183 in 1890 to $152 in 1893, justifying Kerlin’s hope that 
adding a formal custodial care program would help stabilize the asylum’s fi-
nances. The Illinois Asylum for Feeble-Minded Children at Lincoln demon-
strated an even more dramatic decrease in costs, going from $280 per year in 
1875 with 81 inmates to an annual cost of $184 in 1885 with 312 inmates and, fi
nally, to $135 per year in 1894 with 546 inmates.108

Even with a dedicated custodial asylum located in the state, the theoreti-
cally educationally oriented New York State Asylum for Idiots at Syracuse 
followed these trends. After Hervey Wilbur’s death in 1883, his successors vir-
tually abandoned academic training in favor of developing pupils’ vocational 
skills, as did similarly focused institutions in other states. Pennsylvania Train-
ing School superintendent Kerlin argued, for instance, that it was “hard to 
convince the parents that old forms of letters and numbers do not constitute 
an education for an imbecile child, even when they may be acquired.” Instead, 
he contended that students should learn “conformity to the habits and actions 
of normal people” in case they might be one of the few to be discharged. Far 
more critically, they needed to acquire vocational skills to ensure that their 
“cost and care shall be as moderate as possible.”109

Prior to his death, Wilbur had already begun to enlarge the asylum’s occu-
pational training programs and workshops to provide occupation for the 
growing population of older male students for whom lawmakers declined to 
dedicate an asylum until 1894, when the state opened the Oneida State Cus-
todial Asylum for Unteachable Idiots at Rome (soon renamed the Rome 
State Custodial Asylum).110 Illustrating the growing commodification of in-
mates’ labors, under Wilbur’s successor, James C. Carson (1885–1912), young 
girls alternated lessons in ironing with their academic studies “with the view 
of fitting them in time for useful work in the laundry. A number of boys 
work[ed] in the tailor shop in the same way.”111 By 1888, moreover, Carson 
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had expanded Syracuse’s sewing workshops so significantly that he was able 
to reduce by a third the annual fees charged to counties for clothing their pu-
pils; other asylums did the same. And in Massachusetts, “a large part of [their] 
girls” went to the sewing-room each day, completing all of the sewing required 
by the institution.112 He also enlarged the asylum’s farm colony, which, com-
bined with the garden at the main campus, defrayed the cost of provisions for 
the entire asylum by an average of 28 percent between 1884 and 1920.113

Carson also redoubled efforts to train multiply disabled and “unteachable” 
students—those long deemed incapable of working—to be somewhat pro-
ductive or at least less burdensome. In so doing, he helped lay the groundwork 
for the approach that superintendent Charles Bernstein would adopt at the 
Rome State Custodial Asylum for Unteachable Idiots at the turn of the twen-
tieth century. Dismissing received wisdom that children with impairments in 
addition to idiocy—blindness, cerebral palsy, and other forms of paralysis—
could not learn to care for themselves, Carson arranged for them to join 
sewing workshops and learn to braid mats. He explained his reasoning in 1885: 
“These mats are not made neatly enough for the market but answer their 
purpose very well, and are used about the asylum to good advantage when 
needed. Their making gives occupation to these boys who could not other
wise be employed, which is the chief object sought.”114 In addition, Carson 
assigned “low-grade boys” to help grade (level) the grounds, moving thou-
sands of cubic feet of earth.115 Teachers kept those pupils deemed completely 
“unteachable” busy with games, music, singing, marching, and practicing with 
apparatus such as dumbbells, and learning self-care skills.116 Echoing Howe’s 
rhetoric about “ravenous consumers” and reflecting the low value placed on 
care work, Carson stressed the larger social benefits of teaching pupils to care 
for themselves, even if those were the only skills they learned: “If a child who 
cannot feed or dress itself, button its shoes, comb its own hair, or perform 
many other of the simple and necessary acts in every-day life, can be taught to 
do any one of them unaided, something has been gained; the labor of another 
person more valuable for other purposes has been saved to that extent, and 
the efforts at training have not been expended in vain.”117

Here, too, superintendents’ increasingly hereditarian bent, concerns about 
reproduction of public dependence, and the value placed on inmates’ work 
meant that the ability to care for oneself or perform useful labor no longer 
provided a pathway to discharge, especially for women. After his arrival at the 
New York State Asylum for Idiots in 1885, Carson, for instance, began to track 
the parentage of all applicants, looking for “hereditary taints” such as idiocy, 
imbecilism, insanity, epilepsy, intemperance, consanguinity, convulsions, 
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Female inmates working in the canning plant, Syracuse State Institution for  
Feeble-Minded Children, ca. 1910–1930. Courtesy of the New York State Museum.

Boys painting buildings, Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children, ca. 
1910–1930. Courtesy of the New York State Museum.
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general sickliness, physical deformities, delinquency, criminality, and pauper-
ism. After nearly thirty years of study, he reported that of 3,000 applications, 
only just over a third “came to us from a parentage recorded as free from 
degeneracy or some hereditary family stain.”118 He advised against discharg-
ing any female inmates, contending in 1886 that “in fact it is a wise policy to 
retain all females, if possible, unless they can be provided for in places other 
than the county poor-houses.” In 1898, he added, “With reference to the wide-
spread army of degenerates scattered here and there throughout the land, and 
who are annually adding to the general plethora of feeble-mindedness, we 
believe that humanity, economy, the protection of society and the prevention 
of degeneracy demand the permanent sequestration of the entire body of the 
feeble-minded within our borders in institutions.”119 Carson’s successor, O. 
H. Cobb, shared his hereditarian views and, like most of his fellow superin-
tendents in the 1910s, saw feeble-mindedness—and especially feeble-minded 
women—as the source of most social problems, especially public depen
dency.120 Accordingly, Carson and Cobb discharged female students at con-
siderably lower rates than male students between 1886 and  1920, although 
female students made up slightly more of the asylum’s population: male stu-
dents comprised 59.46 percent of discharges, while female students made up 
only 41.17 percent of discharges.121

Perversely, the gendered division of labor within the asylum likely also 
prevented female inmates from winning their release; in other words, women’s 
unpaid care work proved especially valuable in the context of custodial pro-
grams. It is challenging to sort out the various factors that could prevent 
discharge, since superintendents’ hereditarian bents, family incapacity or 
unwillingness to take a relative home, and perhaps even personal preference 
all could play a role. Yet, it is telling that, after the mid-1870s, Wilbur and Car-
son discharged virtually no women who were able to perform ward work, 
clean, sew, or do laundry—all skills that, as scholars have pointed out, were in 
increasingly high demand as custodial programs expanded. Instead, female 
pupils such as Maud Halford, who “understood . . . ​nearly all kinds of work” 
and could manage a room with six beds, and Irma Ramsey, who could sew 
“very well” on a machine, spent the remainder of their lives in asylums. After 
fifteen years at the Syracuse State Institution, Halford was transferred to the 
Newark asylum in 1884; by 1900, she was living in an old-age home in Buffalo. 
Ramsey, meanwhile, remained at the Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-
Minded Children for thirty-eight years before being discharged to the Suffolk 
County Poorhouse in 1917 at age forty-three. Since her trail goes cold then, 
she may well have died soon after entering the almshouse.122 Halford and 

80  Chapter 2

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Shift to Custodial Care, 1870s–1900s  81

Ramsey, furthermore, were far from the only such accomplished women to 
live their lives in institutions. Sybil Keene, for instance, worked in the dining 
room and could make her own dresses but was eventually transferred to the 
Rome State Custodial Asylum and then Orange County’s poorhouse. Lisa 
Lancaster, in turn, was “very good at taking care of younger children” and 
worked in the dining room during every meal; she, too, was sent to the Rome 
Asylum after a long stay at Syracuse.123 Other superintendents, especially 
those at older asylums that lacked space for a farm colony, likewise preferen-
tially retained adult female inmates because their ability to do care work was 
so valuable.124

In contrast, Carson and his counterparts followed Wilbur’s example by oc-
casionally discharging male pupils as either entirely self-supporting or partly 
productive in the context of their families. One young man trained for several 
years with the asylum’s carpenter; after being discharged in 1892, he began 
working as a carpenter in New York City, where he earned $12 to $14 a week. 
Another moved to California, where he supported himself by working in a 
raisin vineyard. Others discharged themselves by “eloping” (or escaping), as 
in the case of Adolphus Whitman, who left the asylum in 1889 to work as a farm 
laborer and railroad gripman (and strikebreaker) for several years, among 
other jobs.125 Yet other male students departed the asylum to live with their 
families after having been deemed “very useful on farm,” able to do errands, 
or able to “do many useful things very nicely both in and out of doors.”126

Male students, moreover, could at times still access the community out-
side the asylum. Willie, for instance, who had arrived at the New York State 
Asylum for Idiots in 1851 along with his brother Natty, lived there until his 
death in 1898 at age fifty-five. Superintendent Carson noted that Willie “be-
came a constant reader of the Bible, a member of the Fourth Presbyterian 
Church in this city and a regular, interested and devoted attendant at all of the 
services in that church. His conscientious Christian life was a most worthy 
example to those better endowed and won many friends to him in the church, 
at the Y.M.C.A. and throughout the city. During his last illness these friend-
ships were well attested by the many inquiries about him and the almost daily 
calls he received.”127 Willie’s long tenure at the asylum and cheerful demeanor 
gave him special privileges, but Carson permitted a few other male pupils to 
wander nearby streets.128

Meanwhile, superintendents readily discharged inmates deemed to have 
“no occupational capacity”—even some women—provided that they had rel-
atives who could take them. A few months after Carson’s arrival at Syracuse in 
1884, for instance, he released Clara Heinrich to her German immigrant 
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parents in Brooklyn. While at the asylum, she had learned to speak much 
more fluently; in fact, she often sang and “talk[ed] too much.” No longer did 
she “tear her clothing and pinch and strike the children about her,” but it re-
mains less clear if she learned to control her bowels and bladder. Despite re-
maining for eight years at the asylum, she never advanced to vocational 
classes. Nor was Heinrich the only female inmate discharged by Carson; a 
few years later, he released Eileen Kavanaugh to her family’s care. She was un-
able to speak, feed herself, dress herself, or “walk well owing to physical weak-
ness” after twelve years in the asylum, and Carson likewise had little hope 
that she would become able to work.129

Commodified inmate labor became so central to these institutions that in-
mates’ perceived abilities and occupational capacities shaped every aspect of 
their lives, from the clothes they wore to the length of time they were likely to 
survive in institutionalized life. Upon becoming superintendent at New 
York’s Rome State Custodial Asylum for Unteachable Idiots in 1903, superin-
tendent Charles Bernstein, for instance, discarded his predecessor’s method 
of classifying newly admitted inmates by medical categories such as “idiot,” 
“idio-imbecile,” “imbecile,” and so on—the standard method used by asylum 
directors.130 Instead, he recategorized individuals by their ability to care for 
themselves and do work considered valuable within the asylum or at least 
undertake vocational training. Bernstein’s new scheme ranged from no ability 
to work in class one, to “self-care” in class two, “assist others” in class three, 
“usefulness in industrial departments” in class four, and “good workers” in 
class five. Inmates’ clothing indicated their level of productivity according to 
this scheme. Those who misbehaved had to wear the clothing of the least ca-
pable group and eat with those inmates who could not feed themselves.131 
The following year, Bernstein established a credit system whereby inmates 
could obtain new clothing only by working or attending vocational training 
or self-care classes—to which the school was nearly entirely devoted—and 
showing good deportment.132

Ability also played a crucial role in determining whether an inmate would 
live or die. Even at comparatively well-funded educational asylums such as 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots, those pupils less capable of caring for 
themselves died at roughly double the rate of those classified as “cleanly” or 
able to walk, feed themselves, and dress themselves between 1851 and 1890.133 
Often, such students died within mere months, as in the case of Janette 
Farmer, who arrived at Syracuse in 1873 labeled as “filthy,” hardly able to walk, 
and unable to talk. Despite having arms that were partly paralyzed, she could 
feed and dress herself. She “underst[ood] no language, except to recognize 
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her own name when called.” Within five months, Farmer was dead from spi-
nal meningitis, having “suffered greatly” because “she could not tell the seat of 
pain.”134 And during the Rome State Custodial Asylum for Unteachable 
Idiots’ first decade, nearly two-thirds of those deemed least able—“idiots”—
died shortly after admission, often within just a year or two. With the exception 
of inmates who had epileptic fits, death rates for more able classes of inmates 
never reached above 23 percent and sometimes ranged as low as 1.5  percent 
per year. As in many state institutions, not simply idiot asylums, tuberculosis 
took much of the toll.135

Undoubtedly, the abysmal living conditions common in custodial wings 
and facilities increased death rates. At Newark, inmates suffered the conse-
quences of Wilbur’s rush to find quarters for the asylum. Eager to lure an asy-
lum and the resulting jobs to their town, Newark’s leaders had offered him 
their “uninhabited religious academy, rent-free, if the state would refurbish 
the building.” The building had previously served as the Wayne and Ontario 
Collegiate Institute (a Baptist school) and as a Lutheran academy, but it was 
still incomplete when the asylum opened in 1878. The water supply and sew-
age provisions remained inadequate at the Newark asylum until the early 

Chart 2-7: Ability and death rates at the
New York State Asylum for Idiots, 1851–1890  
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1910s, when the state finally built a sewage disposal plant. The poor sanitary 
conditions likely contributed to high rates of disease; in 1889, the asylum re-
ported sixty-nine cases of cholera morbus.136

Conditions were hardly better at the Rome State Custodial Asylum for 
Unteachable Idiots when Bernstein became superintendent in 1902, reflecting 
the fact that superintendents’ tendency of using frugality to obtain state fund-
ing was at best a tenuous strategy. He inherited a decaying asylum that the 
New York Tribune argued had long been known as “one of the most discredit-
able asylums for the care of the insane and aged poor in the State.” The Tribune 
continued, “The plumbing might well inspire the thought that it had been 
put in while Washington was President and never repaired.”137 Bernstein’s pre
decessor, John Fitzgerald, had already improved conditions somewhat during 
his tenure. With the board’s help, Fitzgerald had persuaded lawmakers to re-
place the old basement dining halls, whose stone and dirt floors were “saturated 
with refuse water and grease” and where inmates ate their meals with pipes 
and a first-floor water closet dripping on them.138 Yet by 1900, most wards 
still remained bare, lacking even enough furniture for all of the inmates to sit 
down at once. The piggery, cow yard, and slaughterhouse were all upwind of 
residential buildings, and during the summer, mosquitoes proliferated in 

Group of female inmates with tuberculosis on veranda of the New York State Custodial 
Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women at Newark, ca. 1910–1914. Courtesy of the New York 
State Archive.
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marshy holes near the wards.139 Inmates did not receive any dental care—a 
practice that, upon becoming superintendent in 1903, Bernstein forthrightly 
challenged as inhumane and counterproductive.140 Some, meanwhile, contin-
ued to reside in wards locked at all times or in old insane asylum cells. With the 
board’s support, he finally succeeded in ending both practices.141 Nevertheless, 
funding remained so scant that the board of managers reported in 1909 that most 
beds lacked sheets or pillowcases and that curtains were in such scant supply 
that inmates had to undress in full view of the public traveling a nearby road.142

Abuse was also often rife in custodial institutions or on custodial wings. In 
1893, the SBC discovered that Newark’s superintendent Willett, matron Kate 
Rose Willett, and the assistant matrons had all beaten inmates. The most no-
table cases were two ill women, one of whom was physically abused in bed 
when she refused to take her medication; the other, “being an invalid, was 
brought to the matron, with the medical advice that the patient was sick, to 
which advice the matron replied in substance that she knew better and that 
the patient was only ugly; whereupon the matron punished the patient with 
the ferule. A few days later, the patient developed meningitis; within ten days, 
she had died.” In addition, Willett punished patients “by tripping them from 
behind and letting them fall on their backs,” without “any means used to 
graduate the fall or force of contact with the ground . . . ​except such species of 
garroting or pressure on the throat or neck.” Superintendent Willett, matron 
Willett, and the first assistant matron resigned.143

Multiple Meanings of Work

Although inmates’ toils in custodial institutions led to discharge only in ex-
tremely rare cases, some still experienced their unpaid work as more than un-
paid drudgery. Within oft-bleak and sometimes abusive institutions such as 
New York’s Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women at Newark, work 
provided a source of entertainment, or at least a means of passing free time. 
Vocational training classes helped fill the hours when “higher-grade” inmates 
were not laboring in the kitchen, laundry, or sewing rooms, or helping on the 
wards. Sometimes inmates’ labors enabled them to earn pocket money and, 
thereby, limited choice over their clothing. The ability to work could also 
bring much-desired status within the institution itself.

At the Newark asylum, work offered an escape from the boredom of an 
institution that, for its first fifteen years, had no pictures on the walls, no out-
door exercise, and no regular parties or other forms of amusements. Superin-
tendents periodically closed the school—which taught primarily vocational 
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subjects—because of a lack of space and teachers.144 Inmates had consider-
able free time, even after the staff established weekly public entertainments in 
1892, in which inmates demonstrated to visitors their talents at music, danc-
ing, dumbbell exercises, and marching, along with evening amusements twice 
a month and winter sleigh rides (two each annually for all inmates).145

Upon his arrival as superintendent in 1893, Charles W. Winspear revital-
ized the asylum’s school and encouraged inmates to plan their own masquer-
ade balls and arranged for concerts, cinematograph showings, picnics, and 
performances by showmen, along with seasonal parties.146 But after his de-
parture in 1909, the school closed once again, and entertainments declined 
dramatically until the SBC ordered Winspear’s replacement, superintendent 
Dr. Ethan A. Nevin, to provide the inmates with activities other than work. 
He hired a physical director who taught games and folk dancing, among 
other activities, to 240 of the nearly 800 inmates at the asylum. The managers 
also began reading to a large group of inmates on a weekly basis, and cottage 
residents (who generally had multiple disabilities and were classed as fully 
or somewhat helpless) began having regular picnics outside, among other 
innovations—likely their only source of outside excursions or exercise. And 
after encouragement from administrators, fifty inmates formed a Mutual 
Improvement Society.147 Despite the growing number of activities within the 
institution, inmates remained isolated from the outside world. The Newark 
asylum’s “Circular of Information” for 1911 revealed that inmates were allowed 
to write home only once a month; friends and relatives of inmates were urged 
to not share any news that might make inmates “discontented.”148

Inmates demonstrated their boredom in the early 1910s, when they eagerly 
responded to Nevin’s efforts to expand industrial training beyond the usual 
duties of doing laundry, sewing, cooking, and caring for less capable in-
mates. After consulting with industrial teachers at other state institutions, he 
organized voluntary classes in basketry, art, and a wide range of fancy work 
(embroidery, crocheting, and lace making, among other skills), as well as 
daily gardening parties. The classes filled immediately, and many inmates 
added their names to waiting lists. Nevin also arranged for an attendant to 
teach a kindergarten class to forty inmates as “an experiment intended to help 
overcome their destructive tendencies.”149 In at least one case, Nevin’s efforts 
to engage his inmates succeeded admirably: the board reported in 1912 that 
“a deaf and dumb girl” had been “very discontented and unhappy but since be-
ing employed in basket making and other industrial enterprises of the Institu-
tion has seemed entirely satisfied.”150 By September 1913, he had placed 782 
out of the 800 total inmates in work or vocational training. Nevins proudly 
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reported: “The girls are more efficient in their work, happier and prouder 
about it than they used to be, partly, we think, because we try to give each girl 
the work she would rather do, partly because we change the girls from one 
congenial activity to the other, and partly because we are careful not to give 
them too much to do at once.”151

Inmates’ labors could also offer a means of earning money, and in particu
lar, gaining some choice over the standard issue (and inadequate) clothing, 
as revealed in the 1907 investigation that eventually ended Winspear’s reign 
as superintendent. Early that year, the inspector of state charitable institu-
tions, Henry M. Lechtrecker, discovered courtesy of the resident physician, 
Dr.  Anna Warnecke, that board members and the asylums’ matron were 
paying inmates a pittance to do “fine linen” and “open linen work,” and then 
selling inmates’ work in town for a considerable price or keeping the fancy 
work for personal use. Warnecke had repeatedly raised her concerns to the 
board, but with little success. Lechtrecker reported to the SBC, in turn, that 
the inmates appeared to be working constantly on “dining room sets and 
pieces for dresser decoration [that] were of the most intricate and difficult 
kind of drawn linen work,” even in the “uncertain light of the early evening, 
much to the injury of eyesight.”152 By early 1908, the resulting scandal had 
brought down the matron and seven of the nine members of the board, in-
cluding Edwin  K. Burnham, a leading local businessman and former state 
representative who had played the central role in the town’s fight to retain the 
asylum in Newark in the 1880s.153 Superintendent Charles Winspear’s reputa-
tion was irrevocably tarnished, and he resigned in 1909.

While Inspector Lechtrecker and the SBC focused primarily on the 
“doubtful propriety” of the board members and matron profiting from in-
mates’ labors, inmates clearly understood the fancy work as a means for im-
proving their perennially poor living conditions.154 Without fail, they used 
their minuscule earnings to buy stockings better than those available at the in-
stitution, which Lechtrecker described as made from “inferior grade yarn . . . ​
unseasonable, poorly made and without any attempt at sizes.” As Lechtrecker 
reported, shoes, sheets, and pillowcases were perennially in short supply; 
combs were so rarely supplied that inmates went “about the grounds with 
their individual hair brushes tied to waist band of skirts.” And until 1912, the 
inmates seem to have had only winter wraps and shawls instead of coats.155

The question of who should benefit from inmates’ labors remained a sub-
ject of fervent debate on the asylum’s board for several years. Initially, the 
board arranged for a local merchant to value inmates’ fancy work and pay 
them individually, with inmates allowed to dispose of their income as they 
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wished. In 1909, the two remaining members of the old board (who had both 
been involved in the 1907 scandal) successfully regained control of the pric-
ing and selling process. By 1911, those board members had resigned, and the 
matron began depositing the proceeds from selling inmates’ fancy work in a 
general entertainment fund (the same policy as in the early 1890s). The new 
board also went on record as officially “encourag[ing] all sorts of handiwork 
within the capacity of the inmates.”156

Finally, as suggested by the way in which inmates’ clothing at the Rome 
asylum visually indicated whether Bernstein deemed them to be “good work-
ers,” labor could also offer a source of status within institutions—a much-
desired one at that, especially for those deemed incapable of working. More 
than one-quarter of pupils admitted to the New York State Asylum for Idiots, 
for instance, could already do some “useful labor” upon their arrival, typically 
housework such as setting the table or helping to wash dishes in the case of 
girls and, for boys, bringing in wood or water. Like other children, moreover, 
many students in the asylum had imitated their parents’ tasks at home. Ter-
rence Flaherty “like[d] to make believe to do carpenter’s work”—work that 
he could not easily master due to his “slightly emaciated” limbs and the fact 
that he could move only a few steps by himself even with crutches. Frances 
Hertzfeld, in turn, “amuse[d]” herself by scrubbing and doing other work.157 
Consequently, it should be no surprise that some of those whom superinten-
dents considered too impaired to work desperately wanted to do so. Arnold 
Painter’s epilepsy and limited sight meant that he could not undertake the 
standard vocational classes at the New York State Asylum for Idiots, but he man-
aged to “make himself useful in many ways.” Indeed, Wilbur noted, he was 
“very fond of doing errands.” And even though Wilbur barred Myra Percy 
from occupational training classes, he ruefully observed that had she not 
been partly blind, she “would be very capable [of occupation].” Regardless, 
Percy was “very desirous of learning to work.”158

by the late 1870s and the 1880s, admission to custodial facilities such as 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots at Syracuse typically served as the pre-
lude to (or, in many cases, the continuation of) a life spent entirely in institu-
tions. No longer did individuals return home to live with their relatives, as 
they had in the 1850s and  1860s. Instead, the rapidly shifting economy and 
society and, in particular, the emergence of urban wage labor undermined 
families’ capacity to care for “feeble-minded” children. Charity reforms in-
tended to prevent dependency on public aid, moreover, had inadvertently led 
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asylums to preferentially admit people who could not easily be returned 
home.

Superintendents struggled to manage this sudden accumulation of indi-
viduals who, like Amelia Harlow, had no home. While asylum directors rec-
ognized families’ growing incapacity to some degree, their institutions 
nevertheless continued to operate based on the assumption that they could 
eventually reintegrate pupils into their families. Seeing few viable alterna-
tives, superintendents soon joined with charity reformers such as Josephine 
Shaw Lowell to advocate for custodial wings and dedicated custodial institu-
tions that could house adult “feeble-minded” inmates—especially women—and 
make use of their commodified labors. While legislators initially hesitated to 
provide funding, the depression of the 1870s heightened charity officials’ and 
legislators’ concerns about pauperism, feeble-minded women, and the repro-
duction of public dependency and made them far more willing to finance 
custodial facilities.

In these new custodial institutions and wings, ability shaped every aspect 
of inmates’ lives, including the clothing they wore, their chances of discharge, 
and their chances of survival within the asylums. From superintendents’ point 
of view, the immense quantities of unpaid labor done by inmates defrayed the 
cost of their dependency on the public purse. Perversely, asylum directors 
had cast “feeble-minded” individuals, especially women, as unproductive 
burdens on their families in order to persuade lawmakers to fund custodial 
institutions, but female inmates’ care work proved so valuable to the func-
tioning of asylums that they rarely won discharge. Yet, some inmates none-
theless found meaning in their toils and used them to gain some small measure 
of control over their lives.

But because the creation of custodial programs did not address the root 
causes of why families increasingly struggled to provide for and make use of 
“feeble-minded” relatives, or why charity policies disproportionately selected 
pupils who were homeless and friendless, the pressure for admissions contin-
ued unabated. States’ new custodial facilities filled almost immediately, leav-
ing legislatures scrambling to establish additional institutions. By 1947, New 
York State alone had twelve “state schools for the mentally retarded.” Nation-
ally, over 128,000 people lived in such facilities by 1955.

The unraveling of Wilbur’s approach for reintegrating “idiotic” children 
into their families also highlights the importance of family in shaping the 
lived experiences of people with diverse bodies and abilities. Along with 
increasing eugenic stigma and well-intentioned charity policies that had 
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unexpected outcomes on asylums’ populations, relatives’ growing incapacity 
for care effectively led superintendents to cast people labeled as idiots or 
feeble-minded as socially dangerous, unproductive in mainstream society, 
and suited only for unpaid labor within institutions. As charity officials, social 
workers, managers of sheltered workshops, and vocational rehabilitators 
worked to reintegrate people with acquired disabilities into the mainstream 
labor market in the early twentieth century, they too would discover that a 
person’s family context played a crucial role in determining his or her experi-
ence of “disability.”

Despite superintendents’ dire—and self-serving—rhetoric about the inev-
itable dependency of “feeble-minded” people outside institutions, as super-
intendent Charles Bernstein of the Rome State Custodial Asylum would 
show, even such people who lacked families could in fact be reintegrated into 
the wage labor market. The solution lay in recognizing that the job market 
itself allowed for a spectrum of ability and that individuals could be “fitted” to 
suitable positions. Even while working with a population that had few rela-
tives who could ease their entry into the labor force, Bernstein nevertheless 
transitioned hundreds of “feeble-minded” people into paid positions in the 
manual and domestic labor.
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c h a p t e r  t h r e e

I Wish to Thank You for My Freedom
Paroling Feeble-Minded People into Farm and  
Domestic Work, 1900s–1930s

Julia Cuyper crowed over her new position as a domestic servant in Glovers-
ville, New York. Since the family had invited her along on an auto ride and a 
visit to the circus, she only had time that day to write a few chatty lines updat-
ing her beloved former teacher, Miss Sullivan. Cuyper reported that she 
“like[d] it very much” at her new place and inquired about the girls in the 
sewing room, asking Sullivan to give them her love. She reported that she did 
“quite a good deal of sewing out here” and was planning to make a dress that 
week; she added, “I am mighty glad I know how to sew.”

Clearly close to her former teacher, Cuyper ended with “Wish I were with 
you in the sewing room, but I don’t want to come back.” “Back” in this case 
meant the Rome State Custodial Asylum for the Feeble-Minded, an institu-
tion established by state legislators in 1894 as the Oneida State Custodial 
Asylum for Unteachable Idiots and intended to permanently contain adults 
labeled as idiots, imbeciles, or feeble-minded at minimal cost, thereby pro-
tecting society from the “burden” and “menace” of feeble-mindedness.1 Like 
hundreds of inmates at Rome, Cuyper had been paroled to live with her em-
ployer while earning full wages, room, and board as a domestic servant. After 
four years of labor, the superintendent, Charles Bernstein, discharged her in 
1921. Just a few months later, she wrote once again, explaining that she was 
married and now had a one-year-old son. She asked two of her friends who 
remained in the asylum’s colony system—a frequent precursor to the parole 
process—to write.2

The 1910s and 1920s marked one of the high points of the American eugen-
ics movement: decades that witnessed the expansion of federal attempts to bar 
immigrants with a wide array of disabilities, growing state efforts to restrict 
marriages involving people labeled as “idiots, imbeciles, or feeble-minded,” 
and the Supreme Court’s upholding of state-sponsored compulsory steriliza-
tion in Buck v. Bell. Yet Julia Cuyper was far from the only inmate of the Rome 
asylum to be reintegrated into the wage workforce and mainstream society.3

In effect, Bernstein found a solution to the family capacity challenges that 
had so bedeviled Hervey Wilbur and that had helped lead to the emergence 
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of large custodial asylums such as Rome. As had started to become the case at 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots in the 1870s—and as was always true at the 
New York State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women at Newark—
most inmates at the Rome asylum came from a combination of disrupted 
families, impoverished and wage-dependent urban households, or poor
houses or orphan asylums. Bernstein’s colony system and his practice of plac-
ing people such as Julia Cuyper with individual employers, however, created 
a method of easing their transitions into the wage labor force even when they 
lacked relatives to aid that transition. Indeed, the colonies provided social 
services that, in some ways, resembled the group homes and community liv-
ing programs that began to emerge in the 1970s.

Given that, by this time, “feeble-minded” had become synonymous with 
the inability to function in mainstream society, let alone support oneself, 
Bernstein’s colony and parole system constituted a striking, if temporary, 
achievement. His system rested on an astute analysis of the labor market and 
a shrewd assessment of the limited funding available from state lawmakers, as 
well as what could only be described as an obsession with the moral and prac-
tical benefits of productivity. He recognized that the job market itself allowed 
for a spectrum of ability and that individual employers could, to a degree, 
substitute for absent relatives. And in effect, he returned to the types of work 
long embedded in family economies and taught to pupils at idiot asylums 
and inmates of institutions for the feeble-minded: domestic service and non-
mechanized farm labor.

While Bernstein’s fellow superintendents initially expressed horror at the 
thought of releasing feeble-minded girls into mainstream society, they soon 
realized that a colony and parole system could help to alleviate perennial 
funding challenges and the relentless pressure for new admissions. By the late 
1920s, almost every institution for the feeble-minded would adopt elements 
of Bernstein’s system.

An Evolution

When Charles Bernstein first arrived at the Rome State Custodial Asylum for 
Unteachable Idiots at age twenty-three in 1895, he hardly seemed likely to 
challenge the very rationale behind custodial care for “the feeble-minded.” 
Although the young medical intern and assistant superintendent never 
adhered to the harshest eugenic views expressed by some of his colleagues, 
early on he was deeply skeptical of the idea of releasing any inmates. The rea-
sons Bernstein’s views evolved remain less than fully clear, but in part, he 
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simply became more familiar with his charges and their capabilities. Ever the 
astute politician, Bernstein also recognized that an asylum for “unteachable” 
inmates would receive minimal funding and offer little in the way of profes-
sional stature. His own personal experiences with disability may have also 
played a role.

Orphaned at nine, Bernstein was raised in rural New York by his maternal 
uncle, Madison Young—an experience that shaped his outlook and which un-
doubtedly contributed to his passionate belief in the power of environments 
to shape individuals’ destinies. A local schoolmaster, Young proved to be a 
“severe disciplinarian” to the boy and his two older siblings. Bernstein said 
little to colleagues about his childhood, but one noted at his memorial that 
his uncle’s abuse “developed a feeling of injustice in the nephew.”4 Later in 
life, Bernstein reflected, “If ever I have the care of children I shall be fair to 
them and let kindness rule my acts.”5 Perhaps paradoxically, given that he 
later ran a custodial asylum, Bernstein’s own disability of severe eczema even-
tually provided a means for escaping his uncle’s abuse. The family’s physician, 
Dr. Alfredo Guffin, had long been fond of the boy and eventually took him to 
Albany City Hospital, fifty-five miles away, in an attempt to find a viable treat-
ment. Bernstein never returned to his uncle’s house. Instead, he lived with the 
physician, helping around the house and accompanying him on house calls. 
Inspired by Guffin’s example, Bernstein entered medical school and also 
spent one year studying law prior to arriving at the Rome State Custodial 
Asylum for Unteachable Idiots. Despite Guffin’s efforts, however, Bernstein’s 
eczema never disappeared; he lived with it his entire life.6

Once at Rome, the young assistant superintendent demonstrated his fervent 
belief in the moral benefits of work. Soon after starting his duties at the asylum 
in 1895, he began to press the founding superintendent, John Fitzgerald, to ex-
pand the institution’s vocational programs. Bernstein argued that not only 
would such training help defray the perpetually ill-funded asylum’s costs, but it 
would also help occupy inmates living in a bleak and run-down facility. Fitzger-
ald proved amenable. By 1900, the 43 percent of inmates who were working de-
frayed nearly one-fifth of the total cost of maintenance by raising produce on 
the asylum’s farm. Inmates also graded roads and paths at one-third the cost of 
contract labor, harvested most of the ice supply, made nearly 6,000 articles of 
clothing, and repaired over 18,000 items of clothing.7 That same year, Fitzgerald 
explicitly defined inmates’ labor in shrewdly political terms as “compensation 
for [the state’s] generous contributions for their support.”8

After Bernstein replaced Fitzgerald as superintendent in 1903, he expanded 
inmate labor programs even further, requiring that all “able-bodied inmates” 
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and most “cripples” at Rome work. By 1904, female inmates at the asylum 
provided much of the labor force in the dining rooms and kitchens and on 
the wards. They also manufactured all of the clothing except “heavy knit un-
derwear and ‘dress-up suits’ for men, and this without employing any ad-
ditional citizen labor in connection, with occasional assistance from 
attendants”: more than 8,000 items of clothing all told. Although the asylum’s 
population had increased by 10 percent in just one year, Bernstein managed 
to reduce clothing costs by 15 percent by using inmate labor.9 Male inmates 
laboring on farms defrayed nearly 20 percent of the asylum’s total costs, while 
others built an artificial lake to produce ice, painted the buildings and roofs, 
excavated cellars and foundations for new buildings, and repaired shoes, 
among other “remunerative labor . . . ​directly profitable to the State.” Those 
not yet capable of work attended daily classes aimed at making them more 
able to care for themselves, and thereby less burdensome.10 And, as men-
tioned in chapter 2, Bernstein mandated that inmates wear clothes indicating 
their level of productivity and allowed them to obtain new clothing only by 
working or attending vocational training or self-care classes.11

Bernstein, moreover, recognized the political challenges inherent in ask-
ing legislators to fund an asylum for “unteachable” inmates. Accordingly, he 
adopted two distinct strategies to portray his charges as more capable, less 
dependent, and therefore worthy of additional investment. Like many of his 
counterparts, he sought to curry favor with lawmakers by reducing the 
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asylum’s cost to the state. Charities officials closely monitored the yearly costs 
of each state institution, and Bernstein delivered. As Rome’s population rose 
to his goal of 1,100 by 1907, the asylum’s per capita maintenance dropped to 
$139.49 per inmate, lower than nearly any other state institution.12

In addition, Bernstein fought to shift legislators’ perceptions of his inmates 
from idle subjects of chronic care to capable workers. Immediately after re-
placing Fitzgerald as superintendent, he began trying to remove “unteachable 
idiots” from the asylum’s name as an “unwarranted stigma.” Reflecting his en-
vironmentalist beliefs, Bernstein argued in the 1903 annual report that less 
than 1 percent of inmates were “truly unteachable.” He noted that many could 
read and write, and “over 50 per cent of them have been taught to be useful.” 
Complaining that “the interests of the asylum are jeopardized by the idea 
existing among many people that only unteachables are cared for here,” he 
lamented, “In the matter of supplies, the idea prevail[s] that the smallest vari-
ety possible in diet and clothing is sufficient for unteachables, who must nec-
essarily live like animals.”13

Bernstein argued that even the least capable inmates needed and deserved 
more than food, clothing, and housing. Indeed, that same year he lambasted 
a trustee of the Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children (the 
former New York State Asylum for Idiots, renamed in 1891) after the man 
grumbled at a professional conference about the large number of custodial 
cases at the educationally oriented Syracuse institution, claiming that such 
children could never benefit from its programs. An infuriated Bernstein re-
plied: “Anyone who has spent any time with the custodial class of feeble-
minded and observed them closely would soon be impressed with the fact 
that housing, clothing, and feeding them, and that alone, was surely a short-
sighted policy, as, under such treatment, they are bound to grow more dull, 
stupid, destructive, filthy or violent (this depending on treatment) and re-
quire a constantly increasing amount of personal attention from the atten-
dants.”14

Yet early on in his career, Bernstein held strikingly harsh views of his 
charges—views characteristic of eugenicist counterparts who headed other 
state institutions for the feeble-minded. At the national conference of the 
American Association of Institutions for the Feeble-Minded in 1905, he 
stated, “I firmly believe that no feeble-minded person should be taught to 
read and write, because I know some of the results of that teaching.” He con-
tinued, “They find what they are losing in the world and are constantly han-
kering after it, and it makes them miserable . . . ​and they oftentimes run away.”15 
Warning that educated inmates would also make their parents unhappy if they 
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came to visit, he particularly emphasized the dangers inherent in teaching 
“custodial cases” to read.

Bernstein likewise had little regard for inmates’ families. At the 1909 super-
intendents’ conference, for instance, Bernstein related the story of “a rather 
peculiar accident . . . ​an especially funny one.” The prior year, he explained, 
the asylum had received a shipment of boys from New York City, only half of 
whom could say their own names; the attendant who traveled with them, 
moreover, knew none of the boys. His staff nevertheless eventually identified 
all of the new inmates. But soon thereafter, “a fellow who had red hair and blue 
eyes died.” When they notified the mother to come claim his body, she said, 
“That is never my boy, my boy had black hair and black eyes.” She looked all 
through the institution but could not find her son. The asylum sent the boy’s 
remains to New York City, where charity officials convinced her that “living up 
here in the country his hair and eyes had bleached out—and she buried him.”16

And like many of his colleagues, Bernstein refused to discharge inmates 
except by court order, arguing that releasing the “feeble-minded” was tanta-
mount to courting disaster. In 1907, he justified this policy as ensuring “the 
protection of society in general and for the economic interest of the State, as 
well as for the protection of the individual.” Suggesting that, freed from custo-
dial care, female inmates, in particular, were “sure to drift into immorality and 
crime,” he claimed that within a short time families invariably asked to return 
the inmate to the institution.17

But over time, Bernstein’s harsh views began to soften; he even began to 
experiment in 1909 with paroling a few inmates to family members and trusted 
colleagues, as well as expanding his roster of so-called farm colonies. The asy-
lum’s board proved willing, but within a few months the state’s attorney gen-
eral had shut down the experimental program on the grounds that the asylum 
“had no right to parole inmates.” In part, state officials cited concerns over the 
costs of paroling inmates whose “friends” could not cover their travel ex-
penses. Bernstein played hardball, arguing that a parole system would likely 
save the state money. He noted, “We very frequently have requests for both 
boys and girls to act as helpers in families, especially for boys on farms. . . . ​It 
would seem that a legal system of parole or placing out of such cases might 
well be tried under proper supervision, and thus to a like extent relieve the 
overcrowded condition of the asylum, or make room for additional needy 
cases.”18 He estimated that as much as 10 percent of the populations of male 
and female inmates could benefit. After two years of agitating, Bernstein won 
permission from the attorney general and the state legislature to parole and 
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discharge inmates, with the caveat that the asylum could no longer retain in-
mates whose families were not indigent.19

Bernstein never explained why his views of his charges mellowed over 
time, but three factors seem crucial. First, he had never been a strong advo-
cate of eugenics. In fact, in his annual report for 1913—reprinted in the State 
Board of Charities report and likely sent to other superintendents—he openly 
attacked the eugenics movement, arguing that the sociologists and psycholo-
gists who led the movement had “little or no insight into the pathological 
conditions underlying many of these defects.” Bernstein continued, “On re-
flection, the thought occurs, does any one more inherit mental and nervous 
peculiarities and state of mind or physical attitudes than they do their various 
physical malformation[s] and religious or political beliefs? Those who care 
for small children well know what apt students or rather mimics they are.”20 
In effect, he was arguing that one’s environment had far more impact than 
one’s heredity. Second, Bernstein’s increasing familiarity with his charges—
namely, his pragmatic knowledge of his inmates—worked in tandem with his 
environmentalist tendencies. He began to argue that some inmates had tem-
porarily become feeble-minded through poor nutrition, disease, neglect, or 
masturbation. If placed in the proper environment, he contended, they could 
be reeducated and “saved to society as producers.”21 Finally, like other super-
intendents of institutions for feeble-minded people, he faced relentless pres-
sure for more admissions from parents and county officials, as well as for 
cost-cutting from state officials.22

In addition, Bernstein was a canny political operator who had already dis-
covered a means for not only opening beds but also making himself popular 
with legislators: farm colonies. Superintendents of idiot asylums, including 
Hervey Wilbur and the heads of the Illinois and Massachusetts asylums, had 
first begun to establish such programs in the 1880s. Generally, a small group 
of inmates lived near the asylum on a farm and grew produce or raised dairy 
cattle and chickens; whatever they produced fed inmates and employees at 
the asylum. The Illinois Institution for Feeble-Minded Children, for instance, 
established a 400-acre colony in 1887 that housed a farmer, milkman, maid-
of-all-work, and twenty male inmates. Institutional farms such as these were 
also common in insane asylums, prisons, and, at times, poorhouses from the 
mid-nineteenth century on. Bernstein began pressing for a farm colony sys-
tem starting in 1904, when he asked for a legislative appropriation of $45,000 
to purchase seven to nine farms with 1,000 acres of land to house one hun-
dred males.23
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As usual for a superintendent later known for regularly “working over” the 
legislature, Bernstein made a hard sell.24 He promised that farm colonies 
could produce all of the asylum’s vegetables and butter and all of the feed for 
pigs, cattle, and horses, and also supply extra vegetables that could be canned 
and sold to cover provisions that could not be self-produced, such as sugar 
and condiments. In sum, Bernstein predicted that the colonies could cover 
68 percent of the cost of all provisions for the entire asylum. He added that 
the program would also enable the institution to “give profitable employ-
ment to a much larger number of inmates than we are able to at the present 
time. In this way we are very sure we will be able to reduce to a considerable 
extent our present direct per capita cost of maintenance to the State. The 
farm life will also be decidedly beneficial to the brighter class of boys.”25 By 
1905, Bernstein had received $10,000 to buy 150 acres of land and employ six-
teen boys under the supervision of a farmer and his wife.26 This initial appro-
priation did not satisfy him—by 1906, he was contending that 10 percent of 
male inmates could work on farm colonies and that they could be made “al-
most, if not wholly self-supporting in such colonies.”27 As it turned out, the 
colonies provided significant savings for the asylum as a whole. Not only did 
lawmakers have to fund fewer new wards, but in 1910, for example, every 
dollar spent on maintaining and renting property for colonies returned two 
dollars in produce, meat, and dairy products.28

Releasing Feeble-Minded Girls

Bernstein’s colonies for female inmates, proved even more visionary but also 
provoked far more hostility from his colleagues. In 1914, at the height of the 
eugenics movement and its hysteria over the so-called burden and menace of 
the feeble-minded, he took the stunning step of establishing a “working girls’ 
colony” in downtown Rome. Within three years, Bernstein had founded four 
more colonies for female inmates. In so doing, Bernstein effectively launched 
a frontal attack on one of the cornerstones of eugenics: the link between 
feeble-minded women and hereditary public dependency. Leading eugeni-
cist and superintendent of the Massachusetts School for the Feeble-Minded 
Walter E. Fernald, for instance, proclaimed in 1912: “The high-grade female 
imbecile group is the most dangerous class . . . . ​They are never able to sup-
port themselves.” He continued, “Their numerous progeny usually become 
public charges as diseased or neglected children, imbeciles, epileptics, Juve-
nile delinquents or later on as adult paupers or criminals.”29 Yet after a suit-
able period of observation, Bernstein planned to parole and then discharge 
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colony residents. And in fact, by using the colonies to create early proxies for 
group homes, he created a solution for the lack of family capacity that had so 
frustrated Hervey Wilbur at the New York State Asylum for Idiots and that 
had led to the emergence of vast custodial asylums such as Rome.

Bernstein never explained the origins of his “working girls’ colonies,” and in 
many ways his program was so innovative that it is hard to identify a clear 
model. Some distant precursors existed, nonetheless. Perhaps the closest ante-
cedent was the centuries-old colony in Geel, Belgium, in which those deemed 
“insane” lived with families in the town and interacted with community mem-
bers. This system arose in the thirteenth century and was well known in the 
Atlantic world during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In fact, 
Vincent van Gogh’s family considered sending him there to recover.30 In ad-
dition, Bernstein was likely inspired by the prison parole systems that New 
York State pioneered in the 1870s and which had become widely accepted by 
the 1910s. Around the same time, state mental asylums in both New York and 
Massachusetts began experimenting with parole programs. Finally, Bernstein 
undoubtedly knew of the efforts made by British teachers of “special” or 
“ungraded classes”—what was later termed “special education”—to integrate 
their pupils into the mainstream workforce. Such classes had originated in the 
1890s, and by 1903 a vigorous transatlantic debate had emerged over 
whether graduates could become self-supporting.31 Regardless of the sources 
of Bernstein’s inspiration, through his colony and parole program he created 
a distinctive model of how people with cognitive—and sometimes physical—
impairments could be integrated into the mainstream wage labor force.

Bernstein established his first working girls’ colony in the city of Rome 
proper. Under the supervision of a house mother—his sister-in-law, social 
worker Inez F. Stebbins—approximately twenty girls lived in the house while 
doing sewing and domestic work except for “special cooking” by the day, 
week, or month “at the rate of fifty cents per day and thirty cents per half day.”32 
Bernstein soon permitted those deemed most trustworthy—about half of the 
colony’s residents—to board at the house where they worked, but pressed 
them to return to the colony for social events planned by the residents them-
selves, night school, and supervised excursions to movies and other public 
events. Other girls worked only a few days a week away from the colony or, in 
the case of those deemed in need of more supervision, sewed and did hand 
laundry at the house itself.33 Within a year, the girls’ colony housed sixty-seven 
women, and by 1916, Bernstein had added a site in Rome; these were soon 
followed by a domestic servant colony on Staten Island and two knitting mill 
colonies in Oriskany Falls, not far from the asylum itself. By 1919, Rome had 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



eleven farm colonies for 220 male residents and seven urban colonies with 172 
female residents.34 The colonies housed nearly 20 percent of the asylum’s pop-
ulation. But Bernstein did not stop there; he added forestry colonies in the 
Adirondack Mountains, more colonies for women, and one urban labor col-
ony for men.35 In addition, he began sending the “most promising women,” as 
well as men trained as farm laborers, to communities all across the state.

Bernstein and Stebbins established a gradual progression from asylum to 
colony to parole—or sometimes from the asylum to parole directly—a pro
cess that allowed inmates to gain the vocational, social, and practical skills 
necessary to live independently. Reflecting their shared belief in the influence 
of a good environment, Bernstein “decided that colony officials should know 
nothing definitely of the girl’s past history, giving each girl the best chance 
possible to bury her past if she were so disposed.”36 Often, inmates spent 
years honing their skills and proving their reliability in the asylum or colonies 
before winning a chance to try parole. Typically, Bernstein first had inmates 
complete short trials in colonies; some progressed to regular colony life, then 
began living at their workplaces and returning to the colony for social events, 
and finally were discharged.

Bettina McMann’s experiences exemplified inmates’ often halting progress 
through the colony, parole, and discharge system, as well as the fact that some 
“high-grade” inmates experienced real community at the asylum. She began 
by working for board member James Douglass in the nearby town of Oris-
kany Falls in early 1914. After a monthlong trial, she returned to the asylum, as 
did many inmates who entered the colony and parole system—a few for “social 
offenses” such as flirting, others for medical treatment, and some “because 
their services were worth more to the institution than they were getting 
outside,—namely $3.50 a week.”37 McMann remained at the institution 
throughout 1915 and most of 1916. Once back at the asylum, she labored in the 
sewing room, which she disliked; nevertheless, the editors of the Custodial 
Herald said that “ ‘actions speak louder than words’ in this case. She makes 
great headway.”38 In fall 1916, she finally gained parole as a domestic worker in 
Fort Plain and later in Gloversville. Even after being discharged and marry-
ing, McMann maintained contact with friends on the staff and among the 
inmates. In 1927, she reported that her son was almost seven and said, “My 
greatest pleasure is writing to you all at the School as I don’t think I could ever 
forget the place and the friends who dwell within. How often I wish I could 
come back for a couple of days just to pay a little tribute to you all.”39

On the whole, the colonies fulfilled Bernstein’s grandiose financial prom-
ises to legislators, at least until the start of the Great Depression. During the 
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Rome colony’s first year, for instance, the seventy-seven “girls” who had 
worked at the colony earned nearly $3,300, more than double the amount 
necessary to cover the costs of rent, furniture, provisions, salary of matron, 
material for clothing, utilities, transportation, and entertainments. Each resi-
dent received twenty-five cents of spending money per week, as well as fifty 
cents to deposit in their savings account.40 A typical 1913 contract for a pa-
roled farm laborer, in turn, paid $10 per month for ten months, plus room and 
board.41

Bernstein predicted, furthermore, that up to 40 percent of the Rome asy-
lum’s inmates could eventually join the colony and parole program. His num-
bers were not far off. By 1921, Rome’s nearly two dozen colonies housed over 
700 inmates, or a third of the entire institution’s population; 180 of the 339 
girls in the colonies “were entirely self-supporting, with savings to the amount 
of $4,672 . . . ​to the credit of 122 girls.” Bernstein proudly reported that the 
“state is saved the annual maintenance cost of $250 to $300 per inmate for 
over 700 patients, totaling more than $200,000 annual saving,” as well as the 
roughly $500,000 it would cost to house inmates at the home institution.42 
He crowed about his parolees’ successes, contending, “The very marked im-
provement occurring in these parole cases [in colonies] is most favorably 
commented on by all who come in contact with such cases and there is no 
doubt but that it is just these normal experiences in life which these cases 
lacked in their earlier environment and the absence in their lives during their 
earlier habit forming period of these normal home and social experiences was 
the real cause of their previous misfit or failure.”43 And if inmates did well, 
as Prudence Tedesco did, they might eventually earn discharge. Several years 
after being discharged in 1921, the now-married woman wrote to Bernstein, 
opening with “I wish to thank you for my freedom.”44

Fitting Workers to the Job

Why was the colony—and the dozen other girls’ colonies that followed—so 
successful economically? After all, for many people in the 1910s, the inability to 
“get along in the regular world” was the very definition of feeble-mindedness. 
Bernstein’s genius lay in his analysis of the labor market. He realized that the 
job market itself called for a spectrum of ability, much like that of his charges. 
In addition, Bernstein targeted two economic sectors that suffered from 
chronic labor shortages: domestic work and nonmechanized farm labor.

Indeed, Bernstein seems to have been inspired to establish the colony and 
parole program partly because of the dozens of requests he received each year 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



from farmers and wealthy or middle-class families in need of help all across 
the state, even prior to the labor shortage wrought by the United States’ en-
trance into the Great War in 1917. He explained in 1915, “We are able to as-
sist the community by supplying the two kinds of labor, for which there is a 
great demand and a most scanty supply—namely, farm help and domestic 
service.”45 Crucially, both sectors were also nonunionized, which enabled 
him to largely but not entirely avoid critiques from other workers.46

Moreover, the shift from “common hand labor” to mechanized work, he 
suggested, had left few viable work options for “morons” and “borderline” cases: 
those whom eugenicists deemed the most able of the “feeble-minded.” No 
longer could they sustain themselves by their own labors without guidance. 
Yet if placed in the proper work situation, not only would such people no 
longer appear to be “social failures or misfits” but they could also be “save[d] 
to something better than lives of institutional servitude.”47

Employers eagerly sought to hire colony workers, suggesting that employ-
ers, too, recognized that not every job required the same level of ability. In-
deed, the colony workers were so popular that Bernstein received far more 
requests than he could fill—from a request for a servants’ colony in Clayville, 
New York, to a query for millworkers in Gloversville. A trial servant colony 
on Staten Island was so successful that the Women’s City Club sought to 
make it a permanent institution based out of New York City’s poorhouse on 
Randall’s Island. The New York Times reported, “Everyone is pleased with 
the idea of its [the colony] being taken over by the city at Randall’s Island 
except the Staten Island women, who see themselves again without household 
helpers.”48 The knitting mill colony in Gloversville—one of two established 
in the town—encountered more hostility. Bernstein’s assistant Ward Millias 
recalled, “Organized labor was not entirely happy over the arrangement, but 
accepted it because local labor supply was insufficient to keep the mill operat-
ing to capacity. On a production basis our girls were found to be 75 per cent 
efficient as compared to the usual run of labor.”49

Bernstein was not only an economic pioneer but also a social pioneer. His 
colonies provided social services not unlike the group homes and commu-
nity living programs that haltingly began to emerge in the 1970s: advice on 
how to handle relations with employers and tutoring in money management, 
letter-writing, even reading, and other skills crucial to life outside institutions.50 
He explained in 1916: “These girls are not markedly defective, but are girls 
who have been orphans or have never known a normal home, and when later 
in life they have gone out into the world they have been unable to get along 
because of lack of proper home training and normal worldly experience.”51 
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Equally critically, the colonies also provided their residents—as well as those 
living with an employer nearby—with a community, complete with holiday 
celebrations and game nights. Bernstein and parole director Inez Stebbins 
sought to replace at least some of the “fun” of the institution through the 
colonies.

This community-building aspect served as one of Bernstein’s prime moti-
vations for creating the colony system in the first place. When he first began 
paroling inmates in the early 1910s, he had placed them individually. Many got 
homesick; some “begged to be allowed to return to the institution, or actually 
did return of their own accord.”52 Simply put, parolees missed the institution—
their friends, the band and orchestra, social dances, and so on. Matilda Con-
nor, one of the few African Americans at the institution, may have been one 
of those who preferred the community of the asylum. She worked as a ser-
vant for the Douglasses in Oriskany Falls during 1913; in fact, she was one of 
the first female inmates to be paroled to an individual employer. Despite re-
ceiving praise for her work ethic and musical talents in nearly every issue of 
the Rome Custodial Herald, Connor remained at the asylum throughout the 
1910s—perhaps by choice. Instead, she ran the “girls’ sewing room,” learned to 
play the viola for the institution’s orchestra, and became well known as the 
ever-reliable “telephone girl” for the asylum.53

As Connor’s story suggests, some inmates built communities within the 
asylum—connections they maintained with “good old RSCA” even long after 
departing. Former inmates regularly visited the asylum for dances and other 
social events and to visit friends among the staff and inmates alike. In turn, 
staff members frequently called on discharged individuals while traveling on 
vacation or asylum business. But perhaps most compellingly, scores of for-
mer inmates wrote asylum staff and current inmates to report their successes 
outside the asylum and, sometimes, their travails, as well as to convey their 
genuine fondness for the asylum’s staff. Amanda Cahn, for instance, opened 
her March 1917 letter to former teacher Miss Samson with “Was glad to hear 
from you and to know that you are alive still and breathing. I am getting along 
O.K. and like my place very much.” Cahn continued, “When you come to 
Utica just let me know and we will have some time. Who went with you to 
the movies [sic] I wish I had been there to have gone with you.” In closing, 
she wrote, “I am always glad to hear from you, so write when you can . . . ​from 
your little girl, Amanda Cahn.”54

The timing of Bernstein’s colony and parole program—it came at a peak 
in the American eugenics movement—made it all the more striking. His fel-
low superintendents were, by and large, fervent eugenicists who advocated 
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sterilizing inmates and adamantly opposed discharging any of their charges. 
Dr. Albert E. Carroll, the head of the School for Feeble-Minded Youth in Fort 
Wayne, Indiana, declared at the national superintendents’ meeting in 1906, 
for instance: “I have half a dozen cases now that I would like to dispose of, 
but I am just as sure that if they leave our institution they will enter some 
other, as I am of anything. . . . ​We thought of turning those girls out to be-
come servants in private families [but] there was not one of those girls that 
did not have a bad family history.” Ultimately, Carroll canceled the entire “do-
mestic class,” declaring that he had no right to experiment by releasing those 
students.55

Other superintendents believed that people labeled as feeble-minded could 
not compete on the mainstream labor market. George Knight of the Connecti-
cut Training School for the Feeble-Minded predicted that, as a class, inmates’ 
labor “would command absolutely nothing if brought into competition with 
even the most unskilled labor of persons of normal mind.”56 Dr. A. C. Rogers 
of the Minnesota School for the Feeble-Minded, in turn, focused more on his 
fears about inmates’ abilities to manage life outside the institution. He reported 
that even the “boys” had “made absolute failures in trying to work outside.” 
He warned, “They get into bad society, form bad habits, get in drinking, and 
lose their positions that they may have had for a while, especially when the 
hard times come.” Others, such as Boston-based special class teacher Ada 
Fitts, complained that their former students bounced from job to job. She 
reported that one had held eighteen positions over two years, none for longer 
than three months and one for a single day.57

During the first few years of Bernstein’s colony and parole program, the 
reactions of his fellow superintendents and charity reformers ranged from 
nonresponse to outright hostility. He first outlined his plans to provide a 
comprehensive system of state care for “the feeble-minded” in 1914 at the annual 
meeting of the American Association for the Study of the Feeble-Minded. 
Arguing that farm colonies on “abandoned or undeveloped farms” in central 
New York could house 500 to 1,000 inmates and produce farm commodities 
for charitable institutions at a “great savings to the state,” Bernstein further 
proposed employing residents as farm laborers in the community. He noted 
that not only would the colonies have an “excess of labor above that required” 
but also that “the surrounding farmers . . . ​are unable to secure labor to assist 
them in their farm work.” Attendants, proposed Bernstein, could accom-
pany the inmates to each farm. The minutes recorded dead silence after his 
talk; the members then proceeded to discuss every other paper presented 
during that particular session, ignoring Bernstein’s.58
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Charity officials responded rather more directly. Between 1911 and  1915, 
the New York State Charities Aid Association and the State Board of Chari-
ties’ Standing Committee on Idiots and the Feeble-Minded issued three 
different reports aimed at demonstrating the foolhardiness of Bernstein’s 
colony and parole program; the Children’s Aid Society published a fourth re-
port specifically about inmates discharged from Rome to Erie County a few 
years later. Hundreds of pages long, these reports suggested that Bernstein 
lacked the ability to accurately classify inmates as idiots, imbeciles, morons, 
or borderlines; traced their “poor heredity”; and argued that most inmates 
discharged were idle, immoral, and violent.59

Bernstein’s astute political skills and attention to the dynamics of state fund-
ing, however, eventually enabled him to sell his plans to lawmakers. Accord-
ing to disability rights activist Gunner Dybwad, Bernstein once got “the 
attention of New York state legislators by placing women from colonies . . . ​
in the lobby of a prominent Albany hotel where legislators lived during legis-
lative sessions. After legislators noticed these normal women for several days, 
he announced to the legislators that the women were inmates at Rome.” 
Bernstein also recognized that while the State Board of Charities might be 
filled with advocates of eugenics, legislators had more interest in dollars and 
cents. His colony and parole program provided a means for opening beds and 
reducing costs at a time of constant pressure for admissions and spiraling ex-
penses. He stressed that the colonies quickly became self-supporting and em-
phasized that they “provided comparatively cheap custody and supervision.”60

He also had fortuitous timing. By 1917, Just a few years after Bernstein had 
established his colony and parole program, eugenicists had labeled so many 
people as feeble-minded—including 47 percent of army recruits, infamously—
that lawmakers and charity officials began questioning whether it was even 
possible to institutionalize everyone labeled as “feeble-minded.” Joseph  P. 
Byers of the Pennsylvania Committee on Provision for the Feeble-Minded 
observed, for instance, “We know that in the state having the greatest number 
of feeble-minded under public care in proportion to the general population, 
Massachusetts, the ratio is but one to 1,245 on the basis of the 1910 census.”61

Consequently, Bernstein’s colony and parole program therefore promised 
to address a pressing concern of superintendents and social welfare officials 
alike. When he once again presented a report about his colony program at the 
annual meeting of the American Association for the Study of the Feeble-
Minded in mid-1917, his “experiments” were greeted with “wonderment” and 
acclaim.62 Dr.  C. S. Little of Letchworth Village in New York—a custodial 
state institution established near New York City in 1911—called the colony 
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and parole program “a bully good thing” and, acknowledging the massive 
amount of work required, claimed that nobody else “could do it but Bern
stein, he has more energy than any six men I have ever known.”63 E. J. Emer-
ick, the superintendent of the Ohio School for the Feeble-Minded, praised in 
turn the ways that Bernstein’s program drew on the fact that the job market 
allowed for a spectrum of ability: “The facts are, we need different degrees of 
mental level in order to carry on successfully the business of the world.” He 
continued, “A man who has not the mental capacity for a bricklayer may make 
a very good hodcarrier and be perfectly happy and contented with his work, 
and it is just as essential to have hodcarriers as it is to have bricklayers, and the 
latter probably would not have been contented to have done the work of the 
former.”64 Perhaps even more valuable was the support offered by Massachu
setts superintendent Walter Fernald, a nationally prominent eugenicist who 
had fervently opposed discharging inmates. In 1919, Fernald concluded a 
study of 646 former inmates, finding that less than half discharged had turned 
to public relief or run into legal difficulties. He then declared that “the survey 
shows that there are bad defectives and good defectives.”65

Colony “girls” in front of their house, Syracuse State School for Mental Defectives, ca. 
1920s–1930s. Courtesy of the New York State Museum.
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The so-called Rome plan soon spread nationwide. Virginia’s, Michigan’s, 
and Pennsylvania’s commissions on the feeble-minded announced plans to 
establish similar systems, and observers from all over the country—and even 
abroad—visited Rome to inspect the colonies and study the parole program. 
By the mid-1920s, most other state institutions for the feeble-minded had 
adopted versions of Bernstein’s system, with superintendents viewing it as a 
way to open more beds. Massachusetts’s Waverly School for the Feeble-
Minded even began paroling a few men to Morgan Memorial Goodwill In-
dustries in Boston for that very reason.66

The Impact of the Colony System

While Bernstein’s program was clearly successful politically and econom
ically, how should one evaluate its impact on the thousands of inmates who 
traveled through the colonies and parole programs? For some, the system 
amounted to a true second chance, or even a first chance, to transition to life 
outside an institution and, in some cases, connect with relatives whom they 
barely knew. Others managed to live for a few years in mainstream society 
before returning to Rome. But the majority of inmates at the asylum never 
left; many died of disease endemic to crowded institutions within a few years 
or even within a few months.67

By any measure, Luke Tangemann’s early life took a dramatic series of turns; 
nevertheless, his story of parole likely constitutes one of the most dramatic 
of all inmates’. He arrived at Rome in 1911 or 1912, having lost both feet to frost-
bite. As he told a reporter from the Washington Post in 1906, “It was last Feb-
ruary, and a cold day too, when [my stepmother] tied me outdoors to a tree. I 
hadn’t done nothin’ to get such punishment for.” His father and stepmother 
then abandoned him at a hospital in northern New York; he never heard from 
them again. After he spent several years in the county orphanage, officials sent 
Tangemann to Rome.68 Once he arrived, Bernstein purchased two prosthetic 
feet for the boy, and Tangemann began learning how to farm and to cane 
chairs, among other tasks. He then became a celebrated head of the chair-
caning, mattress, and mat-making workshops. After running the workshops 
for several years, Bernstein paroled Tangemann in October 1914 to the latter’s 
maternal uncle as a farm laborer; he worked on his uncle’s farm and other 
farms nearby and caned chairs in the off-season. By 1930, he had married, had 
a son and a young daughter, and had become a galvanizer in the steels mills in 
Cortland County. By the time he died in the late 1960s, Tangemann had sev-
eral grandchildren and at least one great-grandson, who was named for him.69
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Some individuals attended and graduated from high school while living in 
the colonies, while others, such as Tina Hutmacher, attended the asylum’s 
nurse preparation program and began working independently. After spend-
ing several years working at the Syracuse girls’ colony, where—as a fellow 
resident reported, she “ha[d] charge of the dining room and [house mother] 
Mrs.  D. likes her work very much”—Hutmacher went through a yearlong 
training course in nursing at the asylum, then started serving as both a dental 
and a private nurse. She cared for children with diphtheria and measles, as 
well as for a woman with quinsy (abscesses in the throat), among others, 
earning as much as $25 a week during the 1920s.70

Other inmates gained their freedom but never managed to become fully 
self-supporting, relying on family members who reestablished the capacity to 
support and make use of them. After several years in various colonies, Lola 
Wegener, for example, was paroled home to her parents in northern New 
York in 1921 at age twenty-six. She soon sent a photo so that the asylum staff 
could “see what a nice home I have.”71 Several years later, she wrote again with 
an update: “I am always doing something to keep busy. . . . ​I did the raking 
with a little pony and [my father] gave me $12.00 for doing that. I do my 
mother’s washing and ironing and she gives me $1.50 for the work. I am start-
ing a bank account with the money I am earning and besides I buy all my 
clothing. . . . ​I try to live a good life and go to church with my people every 
Sunday.” She proudly reported that she had a “white silk poodle that weighs 
five pounds.” Wegener never lived independently, but she was thrilled to have 
the opportunity to reside at home.72

Finally, many inmates managed to live in colonies for a few years outside 
the asylum, but eventually returned and spent the rest of their lives in the in-
stitution. Herschel Obermeyer, for instance, was one of three deaf sons born 
to Russian and Romanian Jewish immigrants during the 1890s. After briefly 
attending Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children as well as 
schools for deaf children in Rochester and New York City, he arrived at the 
Rome asylum in the 1910s, as did his older brother Barny; a third brother 
worked as an officer at the Rochester School for the Deaf. After mastering sew-
ing, Obermeyer was given the opportunity to learn how to farm at the Stook 
Farm colony. He remained there for two years, but for unknown reasons, he 
was sent back to the main institution in 1918, where he began serving as a 
press-feeder in the printing shop. A few years letter, he sent Charles Bernstein 
a letter from the Institute for Male Defective Delinquents at Napanoch, 
pleading, “Would you please send me a nice book to read. I like to read.” He 
remained at that institution for two years but was then returned to the Rome 

108  Chapter 3

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Paroling Feeble-Minded People, 1900s–1930s  109

asylum, where he rejoined the printers’ corps. Both brothers resided at the 
Rome asylum in 1930 and presumably remained for the rest of their lives; 
Barny died at the renamed Rome Developmental Center in the 1980s.73

The Great Depression and, to a lesser degree, World War II brought an 
end to Bernstein’s colonies. By the mid-1930s, few of the colonies had enough 
demand from employers to do more than provide housing outside the asy-
lum. Discharged inmates wrote to the Herald, reporting that they were strug-
gling to find work. And, paradoxically, workers’ successful campaign for 
the eight-hour day during the New Deal left Bernstein short-handed at the 
asylum. Consequently, he turned for assistance to the most capable inmates—
the ones who previously would have been sent to colonies or paroled outright. 
By the time of Bernstein’s death in 1942, the Rome State School had become 
one of the largest institutions in the country, housing 3,950 inmates.74

Nevertheless, Bernstein’s program offered a striking model for how to inte-
grate people labeled as “feeble-minded” and who lacked families into the wage 
workforce and the broader society. Facing constant pressure for new admis-
sions, perennially short on funding, and opposed to eugenic “solutions” such 
as sterilization, he came to realize that the job market itself allowed for a spec-
trum of ability. Equally important, he recognized that individual employers 
and “colonies” could substitute somewhat for absent relatives. And by target-
ing economic sectors with frequent labor shortages—domestic work and farm 
labor—he integrated hundreds of feeble-minded inmates into mainstream 
society, many permanently. In effect, Bernstein created forms of employment 

Interior view of ward for “low-grade” and “crippled” children, Rome State Custodial 
Asylum, ca. 1910–1914. Courtesy of the New York State Archives.
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out of the same types of labor that had been embedded in family economies 
in the nineteenth century and that had long been taught to pupils in idiot 
asylums and inmates of institutions for the feeble-minded.

Bernstein’s preferred forms of labor, however, reflected the jobs of the old 
economy, not those of the increasingly mechanized economy of the early 
twentieth century. As Henry Ford would show at Ford Motor Company, the 
same approach of fitting people to particular positions could be used in heavily 
mechanized factories to employ people with a wide array of disabilities—
predominantly but not entirely acquired physical and sensory impairments, 
as well as chronic illnesses—and most of whom had long lived and worked 
regardless of their bodily status. But, like Bernstein, Ford would prove a con
spicuous exception.
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c h a p t e r  f o u r

We Do Not Prefer Cripples,  
but They Can Earn Full Wages
Mechanization, Efficiency, and the Quest  
for Interchangeable Workers, 1880s–1920s

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, Ford Motor Company 
hired thousands of workers with impairments that ranged from dual-arm am-
putations and total blindness to epilepsy and tuberculosis.1 These workers 
received full pay and could not be fired except with the explicit approval of 
the head of the Employment Office. By 1919, over 9,000 of the 33,000 total 
Ford employees—nearly a third—were “actual cripples or men suffering with 
some ailment or disease or otherwise physically below par, including many 
men between 70 and 80 years old.”2 But as the New York Times reported in 
1927, few other firms at this time willingly hired people with physical or sen-
sory disabilities or chronic illnesses. Summarizing a report from the Sage 
Foundation, the article contended that “employers’ prejudice against the en-
gagement of handicapped persons is the chief contributing factor” prevent-
ing “handicapped men and women from being self-supporting.” To quote the 
article’s subhead, “Henry Ford [was] an exception.”3

Much as Charles Bernstein had for “feeble-minded” people in farm labor 
and domestic service, Ford argued that if supervisors made proper use of 
mechanization and placed “handicapped” people in the correct jobs, workers 
with a wide array of disabilities could be as efficient and productive as their 
able-bodied counterparts, perhaps even more so. Few firms agreed. Starting 
in the late nineteenth century, employers had begun to assume that “disabled” 
people could not be efficient, productive workers. While companies sometimes 
kept on workers injured in their employ, albeit often in ill-paid positions, they 
increasingly refused to hire new applicants whose disabilities could be identi-
fied with medical examinations. In fact, as American workplaces became ever 
more mechanized, and as businesses introduced mass production techniques 
and welfare capitalist programs, employers began to demand workers with in-
tact, fully functional bodies: namely, standardized workers who could them-
selves serve as interchangeable parts.

Employers’ rejection of adults with permanent injuries—even minor im-
pairments such as a missing finger—as too disabled to work represented a 
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dramatic shift in traditional understandings of the impact of injuries and old 
age on productivity. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
workers expected to be injured at some point, perhaps several times, in their 
working lives, although the dangers were not distributed equally across race 
and gender. Others simply “wore out.” Over time, workers’ toils left their 
bodies irretrievably altered, sometimes even consuming them. Consequently, 
workers moved up and down a spectrum of productivity during the course of 
their lives.

Within working-class communities and families, moreover, such injuries 
did not indicate unproductivity. Rather, what we often now term physical or 
sensory “impairments” or “disabilities,” as well as “chronic illnesses,” served 
as markers of poverty, if not class itself. Indeed, workers typically fought hard 
to retain their place in the labor force after receiving permanent injuries, al-
though few managed to maintain the same occupational status or income as 
before acquiring a disability. They also remained integrated into their fami-
lies and communities.

Nevertheless, the sharp division that employers and, to a lesser extent, 
labor unions began to draw between “productive” workers and people with a 
wide variety of disabilities at the turn of the twentieth century limited dis-
abled people’s access to paid work and, thereby, their ability to sustain them-
selves and their families. Traditionally the key to social standing in American 
public life, the ability to be self-supporting—and to be a male breadwinner—
gradually slipped away from men and, to a lesser extent, women who suffered 
industrial accidents and diseases, as well as many people with congenital or 
childhood impairments. By excluding “disabled” workers from the wage labor 
market, employers helped to cast people with disabilities as unproductive 
citizens—even as disabled people continued working in other economic sec-
tors, albeit not always for pay. Henry Ford, however, challenged the simple 
equation of disabled people with inefficiency, demonstrating that workers 
with a broad array of disabilities could in fact be productive in the increas-
ingly mechanized economy of the twentieth century.

The Normal Costs of Working Life

Through at least the early 1920s—and longer in dangerous industries—disabling 
injuries were an expected, if feared, aspect of working-class life and, in par
ticular, of poverty. During the mid- to late nineteenth century, for instance, 
railroaders’ missing and crushed fingers signified experience, along with the 
good judgment and competence necessary to survive a train wreck. In fact, 
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knowledgeable observers could spot brakemen by their missing fingers; few 
survived a career in railroading’s most dangerous job without losing at least 
one digit.4 This acceptance of high physical costs of work continued into the 
twentieth century, even as workplaces became ever larger and more mecha-
nized. In 1922, the punch-press operator crew at Ford Motor Company’s plant 
in Highland Park “lost . . . ​an average of sixteen fingers a month.” Nearly thirty 
years later, a safety worker at Ford proudly recollected, “We kept reducing 
that figure until now, well, if we lose a finger, it’s a calamity. In those days it 
was just a common occurrence; they expected it. It was considered part of 
the job.”5

In fact, industrial injuries were so common during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries that some workers barely took note of their injuries, 
even serious ones.6 The social reformer and investigator Crystal Eastman, for 
instance, found while serving during 1907 and 1908 as a researcher and author 
for the notable social investigation known as the Pittsburgh Survey that many 
workers saw their injuries and disabilities as just one of many expected mis-
fortunes of life: “An old steel worker whom I questioned about his injuries 
answered, ‘I never got hurt any to speak of.’ After persistent inquiry, however, 
he recalled that he had once fractured his skull, that a few years later he had 
lost half a finger, and that only three years ago he was laid up for nine weeks 
with a crushed foot.”7 Eastman’s colleague on the Pittsburgh Survey, John 
Fitch, encountered much the same phenomenon while researching his con-
tribution to the study: The Steel Workers. Fitch interviewed a ladle man at a 
steel mill whose shoes had filled with molten steel after the stopper malfunc-
tioned. Although “he could not turn over in bed without help for six weeks,” 
the man had termed this a “minor” accident that “he seemed to think barely 
worth mentioning.”8

Becoming disabled was often not traceable to a single accident, but rather 
to the ordinary process of “wearing out.” This process clearly overlapped with 
aging, but also reflected the physical costs of heavy labor. Steelworkers, for 
instance, repeatedly told Fitch that they would not be able to work in the 
mills past the age of forty or fifty because of the strenuous work required of 
them. A furnace man reported that his eyes were “failing on account of the 
bright light of the furnace into which he has to look.” Fitch noted, “He is 
40 years old and his strength is failing; was at his best at 30.”9 In the late nine-
teenth century, many anthracite miners, in turn, “tried to retrace their steps on 
the job ladder” as their strength faded; once they could not sustain the workload 
of a skilled miner, they would become miner’s helpers or laborers, and later 
breakers or slate pickers, at a considerable loss in income, of course.10 Because 
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adult miners could not earn enough to support their large families, their sons 
went to work at an early age as slate pickers or breaker boys. Consequently, 
adult miners’ early exposure to coal dust made them much more likely to 
develop miner’s asthma, increasing their family’s dependence on children’s 
wages and starting the cycle all over again.

Although the threat of work-induced accidents spared neither men nor 
women, the segregation of the labor force on the basis of gender exposed 
women and men to different rates and types of disabling injuries and ill-
nesses.11 Men’s concentration in heavy industry ensured that they faced far 
higher rates of industrial accidents. In 1890, for instance, wage-earning men 
died from accidents at five times the rate of women; men also disproportion-
ately suffered physical injuries such as lost or crushed limbs or the loss of 
sight in an eye.12 During 1899 alone, one out of every twenty-seven railroad 
workers suffered an injury.13

Women, in contrast, encountered general debility in service work and 
occupational illnesses in light industrial work. Domestic servants reported 
that decades of service left them with “lower back problems, varicose veins, 
and, most common, ankle or foot problems,” while laundry workers faced 
“swollen or ulcerated legs from the persistent damp” and pelvic problems 
from using foot-powered irons.14 Gendered beliefs about women’s suitability 
for certain types of work often left them disproportionately vulnerable to oc-
cupational diseases as well. Women made up the majority of victims of ben-
zene and radium poisoning as well as “phossy-jaw”—a form of phosphorus 
poisoning that rotted the bones in victims’ jaws—because employers viewed 
them as particularly well matched to light but chemical-laden jobs in dry 
cleaning, rubber manufacturing, cloth dyeing, and pottery manufacturing.15

Nor were occupational dangers distributed equally across races. Rather, 
those deemed nonwhite—or not fully white—faced different kinds of occu-
pational risks and perhaps more dangerous workplaces overall. Indeed, no 
less an authority than the late immigration historian Oscar Handlin attrib-
uted what he interpreted as immigrants’ apparent lack of patriotism to the 
fact that “from day to day [the prototypical immigrant] ran the risk of total 
calamity from illness or disabling injury.”16 Most immigrants, African 
Americans, Latinos, and Asians had little choice but to accept the most back-
breaking, dangerous jobs. Irish immigrant miners in the Pennsylvania coalfields, 
for instance, had to work much longer hours in more dangerous conditions 
than their German supervisors, who had arrived earlier in the United States, 
while Latin cigar makers in Florida had such high rates of tuberculosis that 
they had to “take a collection every week for some consumptive comrade.”17
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Employers’ racialized assumptions about health and fitness further endan-
gered certain groups. Farmers in California, for instance, preferred to hire 
Mexicans and Asians for the grueling work of tending ground crops, arguing 
that their supposed shortness made them better suited to the work.18 Ford 
Motor Company, in turn, reserved positions in blast furnaces and foundries 
for African Americans based on the notion that they could more easily with-
stand searing temperatures that routinely exceeded 130 degrees.19 Reformers, 
moreover, repeated these racialized notions. The economist Jesse Pope, for 
instance, argued that eastern European Jews had a “singular dexterity” that 
made them excel at garment work, despite the fact that he also saw them as 
“the most helpless and inefficient immigrants that ever entered this county.”20

People with imperfect bodies, however, continued to work after acquiring 
disabilities. In fact, the staff of the 1915 Survey of Cleveland Cripples, which 
had expected to find “dependents” in desperate need of charity and voca-
tional training, expressed surprise that so many “cripples” in the city were 
self-supporting. Survey codirector Amy Hamburger later acknowledged, 
“Cripples unaided have contributed to their own successful economic inde
pendence. . . . ​The lives of unknown cripples are much more normal than had 
been supposed.”21 This self-sufficiency was far from unusual. Railroaders with 
minor impairments such as missing or crushed fingers generally returned to 
work prior to the 1890s.22

People with more serious impairments also remained in the workforce. 
The Pennsylvania house painter and decorator David Chapman, for example, 
lost the use of a hand in a work accident early in his career. Since many 
coworkers had lost their eyesight from the chemicals used in most paint re-
movers, and one of his eyes had suffered the same kind of damage, he devel-
oped a safer paint remover and successfully marketed it to Wanamaker’s and 
other stores. Unmarried, “with no family to care for,” Chapman could afford 
to take risks. By the time a representative of the Consumers’ League of East-
ern Pennsylvania interviewed him in 1928, Chapman could report that his 
business had “prospered very well.”23 Robert Winthrop likewise found regu-
lar employment after losing a leg halfway between his hip and his knee at age 
sixteen. At the time of his accident, he had not yet learned a trade. But he had 
always wanted to be a painter, and “the inability to mount ladders that has 
proved the Waterloo of so many crippled men has seemed to be no obstacle 
to Winthrop.” He developed his own method for climbing ladders and stabi-
lizing himself without the artificial leg for which he had used his workmen’s 
compensation.24 Unsurprisingly, the Survey of Cleveland Cripples did find, 
however, that people with multiple impaired limbs had far higher rates of 
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unemployment than those with more “simple” disabilities such as an ampu-
tated hand or leg.25

Some disabled workers managed not only to remain in their old jobs, but 
also to maintain their old wage levels. The Consumers’ League of Eastern 
Pennsylvania reported in 1928 on the case of Frank Kelly, an unmarried long-
shoreman who had lost three fingers in a work accident. After unsuccessfully 
trying to operate a cigar shop, he returned to work at the port, this time as a 
hatch tender, earning the same wages as before his accident.26 Likewise, Philip 
Sampson continued to work as a painter and earned full wages after losing an 
eye to a dislodged barrel hoop. The interviewer noted that Sampson “trie[d] 
to fix it so he will not have the ‘high up’ jobs as he is a bit fearful of climbing 
but otherwise seems to [have] adjusted himself very well indeed.”27

The case of Richard Mayberry illustrates how ambition and luck might 
enable a disabled person actually to improve on his pre-injury social stand-
ing. In 1888, Mayberry lost his right arm above the wrist in a machine while 
working as an engineer at a paper factory. An earlier accident some years be-
fore had left his other hand “almost entirely useless.” Although his employer, 
Cleveland Paper, blamed Mayberry for his accident, the company still paid 
most of his salary during his two-year-long recovery. Afterward, likely to dis-
courage Mayberry from filing suit, Cleveland Paper offered to hire him back 
at his full salary with an assistant to tend the machines. Mayberry sued any-
way, attempting to negotiate a life job as a chief engineer. By the time the 
lawsuit was over, Mayberry had used his political connections to become the 
examiner of engineers for the city of Cleveland, earning a lofty $1,500 a year.28

More often, permanent injury precluded a return to one’s prior job and 
resulted in a significantly lower standard of living. Crystal Eastman noted this 
tendency in her treatise, Work-Accidents and the Law, declaring that “every 
work-accident leaves a problem of poverty behind.”29 George Geiger, for in-
stance, was fired from his position at “a catering and ice cream business he had 
held since he was a boy in short pants” after he lost “his right arm and several 
toes on each foot.” Beforehand, Geiger had taken home $25 per week, but 
“afterward, he could hardly earn what he used to take home in tips alone. No one 
was much interested in hiring a black man who had only one arm.”30 Geiger’s 
dramatic drop in wages was far from unusual. After losing his right arm above 
the elbow a salesman and demonstrator at a vacuum cleaner factory who 
had made $60 per week before his accident, drifted from job to job. Finally, 
he began working as a telegraph messenger for $60 a month.31 A sawyer at 
a lumber mill suffered an equally drastic collapse in income after also losing 
his right arm above the elbow; although he had previously earned $4 per day, 
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he could only find work in the street trade selling paring knives.32 Of course, 
familial support, when available, eased the transition, but medical costs 
compounded the “dual economic burden” caused by workplace injuries.33

As the cases of the salesman and sawyer suggest, acquired disabilities ef-
fectively deskilled workers, forcing them into unskilled positions with lower 
salaries. New York City hat maker John Schnapper, whose leg was crushed in 
a streetcar accident, found himself unable to return to work because the only 
sitting job available was classified as a “girl’s job.” A witness in his lawsuit 
against the streetcar company explained to the defense lawyer: “A man has 
not got the skill of girls sewing and felting, and a man would not earn half as 
much as a girl does, and the girl earns little enough.”34 Even minor disabling 
injuries, such as the partial loss of two fingers on a left hand, could effectively 
bar a worker from his skilled trade, as in the case of William Babcock, who 
earned $50 per week as a skilled carpenter before his accident and only $25 
with a newspaper company afterward.35

The process of “wearing out” had similar effects on workers’ living stan-
dards and access to skilled work. As skilled laborers’ toils consumed their bod-
ies, they sank back down the ranks, eventually turning to unskilled work.36 
Pittsburgh steel puddler Andrew Gallagher had to leave the mills because of 
rheumatism brought on by the “extremes of heat and cold to which the men 
are subjected.” Fitch reported that although Gallagher had been able to save 
money while in the mills and purchase his house—unlike most of his 
friends—he was now working “at common laborer’s wages” in a foundry.37 
Like Gallagher, many workers “wore out” at an age past when they could eas-
ily learn a new trade. Recognizing these challenges, the Official Journal of the 
Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of America advised that, 
like a manufacturer who budgets “every year a certain amount, often ten per 
cent., to cover wear and tear of his machinery, a wage worker should set aside 
the same proportion of his wages for old age, recognizing the fact that he is 
wearing out and losing his vim and energy year by year.”38

To a certain extent, newly disabled workers could expect that their former 
employer would rehire them—a practice that, of course, encouraged injured 
workers to refrain from filing lawsuits. Firms tended to extend such offers 
only to workers whose own negligence had not caused their accidents, how-
ever.39 The Illinois Central Railroad, among others, often rehired newly dis-
abled employees, such as a brakeman assigned work as a flagman after injuring 
his wrist. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe line, meanwhile, staffed its em-
ployee reading rooms with workers with disabilities.40 Such practices were so 
common that Henry  N. Peters filed an amendment to his 1894 damages 
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lawsuit against Standard Oil, claiming that he had been discharged “contrary 
to the established custom” of the company, which “retained in its employ-
ment men crippled therein.”41 Companies retained such policies through the 
turn of the century; in New York City, 20 percent of establishments offered 
positions to permanently injured workers in 1899 and 1907.42

While companies proved willing to reemploy their own newly disabled 
workers, rarely did firms spend much time exploring what workers could do 
with their reshaped bodies to earn full wages, as Ford Motor Company did. 
Seaman Michael Finnie’s experience after he was injured in a streetcar acci-
dent proved a rare exception, although his story did not end well. Despite the 
fact that his accident had not occurred at work, the steamship line “tried to 
make work for Finnie sewing life preservers, but Finnie could not do even 
that.”43 More commonly, companies assumed that workers with physical or 
sensory disabilities or chronic illnesses could do little. Charles W. Holmes of 
the Massachusetts Commission for the Blind recounted a typical conversa-
tion with a potential employer in the 1910s, explaining, “The employer usu-
ally says, ‘Yes, I admit that a blind man might do some things, but there is 
nothing here that he can do.’ ”44 Instead, firms offered charity or a pension. To 
convince companies, Holmes and his fellow employment agents often care-
fully had to inspect a factory, pointing out the operations that could be com-
pleted by a blind worker.45 The Pennsylvania Institution for the Instruction 
of the Blind, meanwhile, reported spending two years searching for a position 
for one of their graduates. The staff of the institution wrote more than 120 let-
ters on his behalf and personally visited more than twenty factories and stores 
before finding him a place in a “distant city.”46

Often companies provided ill-paid “life jobs”—such as the prototypical 
watchman’s job—that reflected little other than their sympathy and desire to 
avoid lawsuits. A barrel company in Cleveland, for instance, offered a teenage 
boy a lifetime position at $5 per week in the 1870s, albeit with no compensa-
tion, after he lost his right arm while leaning over to look at an unguarded 
stave-cutting machine. He rejected the offer as insufficient and, after working 
as an elevator operator and a tinner, eventually became a well-respected lock-
smith.47 The Railroad Trainmen’s Journal, in turn, highlighted the financial 
challenges posed by employers’ unwillingness to hire disabled workers at full 
wages, sardonically remarking in 1900, “The P. & R. motto is ‘Be our slave, 
Join our relief and if you are killed your wife and family can starve; if you are 
disabled you can have a crossing to flag, at wages from 98¼[¢] to $1.00 day, 
that is enough for any cripple.’ ”48
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Few firms other than Ford Motor Company—and for a brief time, Auto-
matic Electric—willingly hired large numbers of new workers with disabilities, 
especially without intercession from charitable organizations. The Dayton 
Association for the Blind, for instance, persuaded the National Cash Register 
Company to hire three blind women in 1908. The women performed well, 
earning “as much as any woman has earned” at piecework jobs. Two more fol-
lowed at the association’s request in 1910 and 1911, one of whom became the 
main breadwinner for her family when her father lost his job during a down-
turn, but the company did not seek out additional blind workers.49 A few 
other employers also discovered that disabled workers could be efficient em-
ployees during the 1910s and actively sought to hire them, albeit only in small 
numbers: the P. Goldsmith’s Sons’ baseball factory in Des Moines, Iowa, the 
A. & M. Haydon carriage bolt factory in Philadelphia, and, most notably, the 
Dennison Manufacturing Company. The last firm began making small but 

“The Crippled 
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regular hires of blind workers after being contacted by the Massachusetts As-
sociation for Promoting the Interests of the Blind in 1904. In fact, owner 
Charles S. Dennison became a lauded “friend of the blind” until his death in 
the early 1910s.50

Although their numbers remained minuscule, such employees challenged 
employers’ preconceptions about their abilities. A paper box factory that 
hired a young blind woman, for instance, told the Dayton Association that 
she “did more work than any seeing girl they ever had there.”51 More dramati-
cally, in 1902 the Automatic Electric Company of Chicago recruited roughly 
150 deaf workers after discovering that “two deaf employees . . . ​hired on a 
trial basis proved to be even more productive than their hearing counter
parts.” This opportunity did not last long, however. After machinists at the 
plant struck for shorter hours, deaf workers joined them on the picket line; 
although the company conceded within a week, they promptly fired their 
deaf employees for not being loyal enough to management.52

In response to the challenges posed by the mainstream mechanized labor 
market, some disabled people turned to self-employment. A former cabinet-
maker and foreman in a planing mill who had lost his right arm above the el-
bow at age twenty-three in the early 1880s and also suffered from inflammation 
of the kidneys “had [a] saloon for years after [his] accident though he dis-
liked [the] type of business.” Although he perhaps played to the expectations 
of the Cleveland survey workers, he explained that such “work seemed [the] 
only opening.”53 The Consumers’ League likewise lauded a number of people 
with disabilities who, recognizing that they could not easily return to their 
prior jobs, used their workmen’s compensation payments to start small busi-
nesses. The league cited the cases of a “badly incapacitated Italian” who had 
successfully invested his commutation in an ice cream parlor and confection-
ery run by his mother, as well as that of “an elderly Irish” widow whose hand 
was left “a mutilated stump and utterly useless” by a laundry mangle. She 
opened a “neighborhood shop” and earned a small but regular income by 
opening at 5 a.m. and closing late at night, long past when other stores 
closed.54 More dramatically, Elias Jones, a young African American carpenter 
for a Philadelphia shipbuilding company whose knee was fractured by a crane 
when it slipped, “soon found it was impossible for him to work at it with his 
leg stiff and partially useless.” While he recovered in a hospital for fourteen 
months at the company’s expense, his wife took in laundry work to keep the 
family going. Once released, Jones nevertheless established a good-sized con-
tracting business within the African American community and invested in 
the Florida land boom.55
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As suggested by Jones’s tale and that of the Italian immigrant, adjusting to 
a work-induced disability often required reworking the entire household’s 
economy. Family capacity played a crucial role in helping newly disabled 
workers remain in the workforce.56 William Babcock’s wife, for instance, took 
in boarders after her newly one-handed husband struggled to persuade em-
ployers to hire him; with his wages cut in half, however, the household soon 
fell into debt.57 In contrast, the Irish widow’s excruciatingly long hours at her 
newsstand—from 5 a.m. to 11 p.m.—reflected the loss of wages that often ac-
companied a disabling accident as well as the fact that she had no relatives 
willing or able to help her.

Other workers found success and relative acceptance in professional cir-
cles. Lacy Simms, for instance, had lost both forearms below the elbow at age 
five while visiting a cotton oil mill, but he nevertheless worked as both a 
teacher and a school superintendent in New Mexico prior to attending Ober-
lin College. Pushed hard by his father to become fully independent, Simms 
lived on his own as a young adult, relying on his neighbors only for help with 
his top collar button and tie.58 While at Oberlin, a college official who was 
taken aback by Simms’s appearance contacted Henry Ford to see if he would 
loan Simms $450 to purchase artificial arms to make him “less conspicuous.” 
The official thought prosthetic limbs would help Simms to look “more like the 
normal person,” thereby allowing him to “meet strangers to better advantage.”59 
Reflecting his interest in disabled people, Ford loaned Simms the money. 
Simms, however, found the artificial arms utterly awkward and difficult to 
use, and promptly buried them in his backyard, where they stayed. Despite 
“making his friends uncomfortable” with his uncovered stumps, Simms be-
came a Presbyterian minister in New Mexico, well known for his penmanship 
(he held his pen with his stumps).60 The Survey of Cleveland Cripples docu-
mented the case of a similarly successful dual-arm amputee, David Moylan, who 
had lost both arms to railroad accidents but learned to hold a pen in his teeth. 
After working as a real estate agent and insurance salesman, Moylan attended 
law school, graduating seventh in a class of 200, and at the time of the survey 
was considering several offers from prominent Cleveland law firms.61

The variety of cases presented here suggests that disability was an ex-
pected aspect of working-class life—and of the life cycle of many workers—in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Disabled people continued 
to work, although often in unskilled positions and at lower wages. But they 
stayed integrated into their families and communities. And in some particu-
larly dangerous industries, such as manufacturing and agriculture, acquiring 
physical or sensory “disabilities” or chronic illnesses remained a “normal” 
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part of the work process well into the twentieth century. Memoirist Anne 
Finger, for instance, characterizes the “missing digits” caused by jewelry work 
as Rhode Island’s “state symbol.” In the 1970s, she rejected a relatively well-
paid position in a jewelry factory because “few foot-press operators retired 
from their jobs with all their fingers intact—getting at least one lopped off in 
a machine was almost inevitable.” Instead, she chose to work as a carder: a 
position that paid only minimum wage but which was far safer.62 In his 1978 
autobiography, American novelist Harry Crews, in turn, described his child-
hood fascination with the people in the Sears catalogue: “All the people in its 
pages were perfect. Nearly everybody I knew [in rural Georgia] had some-
thing missing, a finger cut off, a toe split, an ear half-chewed away, an eye 
clouded with blindness from a glancing fence staple.”63

The Exclusion of Disabled Workers

Like Harry Crews, Henry Ford recognized that many workers lived and worked 
productively with what we now call disabilities—even at highly mechanized 
workplaces such as Ford Motor Company. By the turn of the twentieth 
century, most employers, however, began to feel otherwise. As the American 
economy became ever more mechanized and dependent on piecework and 
as the idea of efficiency became ever more popular, large corporations and 
small proprietors alike began to reject job applicants with a wide array of dis-
abilities, fearing they would be inefficient workers. Increasingly, employers 
sought laborers with intact, fully functional bodies: workers who, like the 
items they produced, could be used as interchangeable parts.

The rise of workmen’s compensation laws in the 1910s—and the incentives 
they offered to reject disabled job applicants—undoubtedly discouraged em-
ployers from hiring people with disabilities. So too did the Safety First move-
ment, which emerged simultaneously and which tended to blame newly 
disabled workers for their injuries.64 Yet, notions of pace and efficiency had a 
distinct impact on employers’ choice of workers, especially in mechanized 
sectors, but also in less-mechanized, smaller-scale workplaces such as farms. 
Trade unions too—if unintentionally—participated in this process, which re-
defined who could be a worker, altered the meaning of work, largely barred 
disabled people from the paid labor market, and helped to cast people with 
sensory and physical impairments as well as chronic illnesses as “unproduc-
tive citizens.” This new linkage of productivity and intact bodies developed at 
different rates in different industries, but spread even to welfare capitalist 
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firms such as Eastman Kodak, H. J. Heinz Company, Proctor & Gamble, and 
Pullman. Over time, employers’ narrowed vision of workers as intact, vigor-
ous, and interchangeable largely replaced older conceptions of workers’ bod-
ies as “resource[s] to be used up over time.”65

Employers in mechanized sectors—in particular, railroads—were the first 
to associate disabled people with inefficiency and unproductivity. During the 
early years of the American railroad industry, for instance, railroad workers 
and employers alike had seen minor disabilities such as the loss of a finger 
as a sign of experience and perhaps even courage on the job. In effect, a lim-
ited amount of bodily damage indicated an adept, efficient worker. Railroad 
companies therefore welcomed newly disabled workers when they wanted to 
return to work.66 But by the 1880s, all of the major railroad corporations be-
gan to reject employees with even minor physical or sensory disabilities, par-
ticularly if they worked with the public. Managers questioned whether disabled 
workers could handle their duties and increasingly barred “cripples” from 
working on trains, in part because companies feared that a conductor’s or en-
gineer’s missing finger might make passengers uncomfortable or lead the 
public to question the line’s safety record.67

Ironically, efforts to redress the social costs of accidents further helped to 
define disabled railroaders as inefficient and therefore undesirable employ-
ees. Spurred on by the virtual certainty that railroad workers would experi-
ence at least one temporarily disabling accident during their career, if not be 
killed outright, railroad unions (also known as brotherhoods) began creating 
mutual insurance plans during the late 1860s and 1870s. Since most private 
insurance companies refused to cover railroaders, workers had little alterna-
tive but to create their own benefit associations. After several years of massive 
strikes in the late 1870s, railroad corporations followed suit and began estab-
lishing corporate accident relief funds in the hope that they would help to 
mollify workers.68

Both developments would eventually serve to stigmatize workers with even 
slight disabilities. Although both railroad managers and the brotherhoods 
had long seen crushed fingers and other impairments as indications of exper-
tise, they now began to identify such injuries with intemperance, reckless be
havior, and poor judgment.69 Fearful that workers with disabilities might make 
fraudulent claims, moreover, companies instituted physical examinations for 
all employees, both veterans and new applicants. Such examinations built off 
of the limited inspections of railroaders’ vision and hearing mandated by 
many states starting in the 1870s as well as the medical departments and 
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hospital systems that railroad lines created to treat injured and ill workers in 
the 1880s.70 By the early 1890s, virtually every company required all operating 
employees to undergo physical exams. Applicants for positions at the Chicago 
& North Western Railroad, for instance, could expect company physicians to 
scrutinize them for missing fingers, heart problems, lung issues, hernias, poor 
vision, and hearing loss; the line rejected nearly 15 percent of applicants.71

Veteran railroaders were, of course, particularly hard hit. As a result, “the 
slight disability of a missing finger” was transformed “from a badge of honor 
and a sign of experience” into “a bar to continued employment.”72 In effect, 
railroad companies now considered it more efficient to avoid potential payouts 
to workers with disabilities and prevent such workers from causing accidents. 
No longer did they seek to preserve an experienced staff of railroaders, espe-
cially one with a culture that celebrated heroic self-sacrifice.73

To a large degree, railroad workers were complicit in the move to exclude 
their disabled comrades. The brotherhoods generally supported the barring 
of workers with acquired disabilities and, like the railroad owners, began to 
blame them for causing their own injuries. Reflecting the power of the late 
nineteenth-century temperance movement—and an attempt to curry favor 
with the railroad companies by accepting the tenets of efficiency and work-
place rationalization—brotherhood leaders increasingly associated disabling 
injuries with drunkenness and unnecessary risk taking. Although disabled 
unionists tried to remain active in the organizations, able-bodied members 
gradually pushed them out, aiming to shunt them into an ill-supported union 
home where they could be held up as evidence of the brotherhoods’ generos-
ity and the need for union organization.74

Employers in other mechanized workplaces also began to question whether 
people with physical, sensory, and other impairments could be efficient work-
ers. In the mid-1910s, the foreman of the sanding department in a Cleveland 
furniture factory experienced employers’ growing skepticism about disabled 
workers’ abilities. When he lost his right arm above the elbow at age forty-
seven, his company offered him a lifetime position at his current status. After 
losing all of his savings in a bank failure, however, he became depressed and 
asked to step down as foreman. He invented a special artificial limb to allow 
him to operate machines and lift heavy loads. After he “demonstrat[ed] its 
usefulness,” his employer allowed him to once again become a sander. A few 
years later, the factory came under new ownership, and he once again had to 
prove that he could keep pace. He advised the staff of the Survey of Cleveland 
Cripples, “I appreciate that you must convince your employer not only that 
you can do the work, but that you can do it with as much rapidity and efficiency 
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as your competitors. This I was able to do, and if you wish to assist cripples, 
always keep this in mind.”75

Other recently disabled workers had less success proving their efficiency. 
William Babcock, for instance, had earned $50 per week as a skilled carpenter 
and woodworking finisher. After he lost his left hand to an unguarded saw, his 
employers offered him a job, but only temporarily. An investigator reported 
that “the bosses fe[lt] that his incapacity prevent[ed] him from working as 
fast as he should, although he himself contends that he can do the work as well, 
even if not quite so quickly as before.”76 Like Babcock, Ralph Fletcher struggled 
to meet his former employer’s expectation of efficiency, even though they too 
agreed to rehire him. He had held a well-paid job as an upholsterer at a motor 
company, but during the late 1910s he had to have his right hand amputated “a 
few inches above the wrist.” Another employee had turned on the picker ma-
chine while Fletcher was cleaning out the refuse. After his injury healed, he 
obtained a hook for his arm and, on the suggestion of a fellow workman at the 
motor company, returned to his company to ask for work. After persisting for 
two weeks, “they gave him sorting bolts and screws,” but the manager “com-
plained that he was too slow.” Fletcher asked to work as a watchman instead, 
which he did for a short time before being laid off. An investigator from the 
Consumer’s League of Eastern Pennsylvania reported in 1928, “Then fol-
lowed another period of several months’ attempts to find a job, with the old 
story repeated of ‘no work for a cripple.’ At last he answered a blind ad for a 
night watchman job and was given an interview.” He received the job, but 
eventually returned to the motor company at their request as a night watch-
man. His family, however, struggled to make ends meet. Fletcher complained, 
“If only I had my hand I could be making my $1.25 an hour now at my trade.”77

Employers in less mechanized environments, such as farming, also began to 
reject job applicants with many types of disabilities on the presumption that 
disabled workers would be inefficient. In September 1916, the rehabilitation 
magazine American Journal of Care for Cripples reprinted a telling story from 
World’s Work about the U.S. Employment Service’s efforts to place disabled 
workers. In this case, a “cripple” had applied through the New York branch 
to work at a dairy farm. But “when the cripple arrived at the dairy farm, the 
farmer, greatly incensed at the man’s infirmity, refused to let him go to work, 
and immediately communicated to the agent his indignation at being supplied 
with a ‘poor excuse for a man.’ ” The story ended happily for one party, how-
ever, since the employment agent convinced the farmer to give the man a 
fair try for a month and pay him $1 for each cow that he could handle. Although 
the farmer had originally offered only $25 per month, the man successfully 
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cared for thirty cows, thus earning $30.78 The  U.S. Civil Service, in turn, 
barred civilians with impairments such as tuberculosis, complete deafness, 
epilepsy, loss of two limbs, heart disease, kidney disease, insanity, or badly 
crippled hands from even taking the qualifying examinations.79

“Worn-out” men likewise were deemed inefficient and increasingly had 
trouble retaining their jobs. A steelworker, for example, told John Fitch: “There 
are few old men working in the mills now, because the Steel Trust doesn’t 
want old men. Their policy is to work out the old men and fill their places 
with younger men. This is so that they may keep up the highest standard of 
efficiency. If an old man can get as much work done as a young man he will 
hold his position, but the moment a man begins to fail an excuse will soon be 
found for letting him go.”80 The Carnegie Steel Company enforced an age 
limit of forty years for new hires, while the American Steel and Wire Com
pany hired men over thirty-five years of age only if they were experienced.81 
Efficiency became an even more explicit criterion for employment at U.S. 
Steel when, in 1912, a committee of U.S. Steel stockholders commissioned by 
Judge Elbert H. Gary had decided that “the corporation was justified in mak-
ing ‘efficiency’ the one standard by which continuance of employment in its 
plants is determined.”82

U.S. Steel was only one of many welfare capitalist firms to begin screening 
out disabled workers during the 1910s. This shift cannot be disentangled 
from the ways in which workmen’s compensation laws encouraged em-
ployers to discriminate against disabled workers, a topic that is the focus of 
chapter 5. Nevertheless, it remains striking that the two benefits offered by 
virtually every welfare capitalist program—company doctors and onsite hos-
pital facilities—served to exclude some employees. Overall, these companies 
aimed to limit unionization efforts and reduce turnover by offering em-
ployees extensive medical care, as well as benefits like showers, baseball 
teams, English classes, disability and life insurance, pensions, and company 
housing. Montgomery Ward, for instance, instituted annual physicals in 
1912 and began firing workers of “questionable” fitness, while starting in the 
mid-1910s, General Electric used its Medical Department to identify and re-
ject disabled job applicants.83 Given that employers had long believed that 
workers’ own carelessness caused most accidents, these firms’ pioneering 
safety programs may have also served to exclude disabled workers. Even after 
safety engineers proved that poor design made many if not most accidents 
virtually inevitable—a development that helped lay the groundwork for the 
Safety First movement of the 1920s—disabled employees continued to be 
blamed for ignoring safety rules.84
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Only during labor shortages did companies change their exclusionary pol-
icies. Goodyear Tire and, to a lesser extent, Firestone hired hundreds of deaf 
workers during World War I, even creating Deaf sports teams and bringing on 
a dedicated recruiter to conduct national outreach within the Deaf commu-
nity. But during the postwar recession, those last hired were the first employ-
ees laid off; once business picked up again, the companies favored the 
permanent—and able-bodied—residents of Akron. By 1921, the city’s “Silent 
Colony” had faded away.85

By the 1920s, workers with a wide variety of disabilities found them-
selves unwelcome in nearly all heavily industrialized and mechanized 
workplaces—and in a growing number of less-mechanized workplaces as 
well. Employers increasingly demanded interchangeable workers with intact, 
fully functional bodies. In fact, in 1928 a survey of 600 of the nation’s major 
companies found that more than half were unwilling to hire any disabled 
workers at all, partly on account of the belief that they were unsuited to the 
type of work available in their factories.86

Efficient Producers at Ford Motor Company

Henry Ford and key managers at Ford Motor Company held a distinctly dif
ferent view of disability than most other early twentieth-century industrial 
employers. Ford rejected the increasingly commonsense notion that people 
with disabilities were simply too inefficient and unproductive even to con-
sider hiring for mechanized work.87 He often recounted the story of a blind 
man, for instance, who “was assigned to the stock department to count bolts 
and nuts for shipment to branch establishments. Two other able-bodied men 
were already employed on this work. In two days the foreman sent a note to 
the transfer department releasing the able-bodied men because the blind 
man was able to do not only his work but also the work that had formerly 
been done by the sound men.”88 This true story, which Ford retold from the 
1920s through the 1940s, illustrated his belief that disabled people could be 
productive workers and underscored his efforts to convince his fellow indus-
trialists to hire people with disabilities.89 He argued that if supervisors made 
creative use of mechanization and physical examinations to place disabled 
people in the proper positions, workers with disabilities could be as produc-
tive and efficient as their able-bodied counterparts. No longer would they 
struggle to find employment.

Under the direction of Henry Ford and key supervisors, particularly 
John R. Lee (who founded the company’s Sociological Department in 1914), 
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the Reverend Samuel Marquis (who headed the Sociological Department 
between 1915 and  1921), and Dr.  James  E. Mead (the chief surgeon of the 
Medical Department), Ford Motor Company hired substantial numbers of 
new employees with disabilities.90 By 1911, the company had 957 disabled 
workers out of approximately 3,700 total employees.91 When the five-dollar 
day went into effect at Ford Motor Company in 1914, Henry Ford mandated 
that applicants should never be turned away because of their physical condi-
tion except when they had a contagious disease, and that no disabled workers 
should be fired because of their disabilities.92

While other employers used company doctors, medical departments, and 
physical examinations to filter out ill and disabled applicants and even cur-
rent employees, Ford Motor Company used its screenings to place new hires 
with disabilities in jobs appropriate for their physical capabilities.93 During 
two days late in 1918, for instance, just 43 out of 348 applicants qualified as 
“physically perfect.” The others had a host of impairments: poor eyesight, flat 
feet, heart trouble, poor teeth, varicose veins, hernias, kidney trouble, club 
feet, deafness, tuberculosis, missing eyes, “deformed legs,” hemorrhoids, mental 
deficiency, poor hearing, and crippled legs, among others. Company physi-
cians determined the type of labor that each applicant was “physically able to 
do,” sending those who required more specific adjustments to the Medical 
Transfer Department.94 As at other large corporations that instituted scien-
tific management techniques and human resources departments during the 
early twentieth century, Ford managers sharply restricted foremen’s duties. The 
authority to fire employees rested not with foremen, but rather with the Em-
ployment Department, which preferred to transfer employees rather than fire 
them. Instead, “once hired, a man [wa]s assured of permanent employment,” 
as Medical Department head James E. Mead explained. He continued, “One 
rule of this company which is hard and fast and which to my knowledge has 
never been broken, is that no person shall be discharged or laid off because he 
is physically unable to do his work.” Ill employees, in turn, could obtain sick 
leave if necessary and had their jobs guaranteed. Such policies, of course, also 
helped to reduce worker turnover, which had hit 370  percent annually by 
1913.95 By 1918, more than 18 percent of the company’s nearly 30,000-person 
workforce were “cripples or men physically sub standard.” Another 207 men 
were blind in one eye, 60 had epilepsy, 234 were missing one foot or leg, 
and 900 had tuberculosis, among other disabled workers. The following year, 
Mead reported, “Ford employees are minus 1,031 of their allotted number of 
fingers or thumbs.”96
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Unlike other firms that offered disabled workers little other than ill-paid 
“life jobs,” at Ford workers with disabilities received the same wages as their 
able-bodied counterparts (including the profit-sharing portion, if deemed 
eligible). They were, however, expected to be efficient at their jobs. Medical 
Department director Mead reported that as of fall 1918, foremen identified 
85 percent of disabled and elderly employees as “fully efficient.” Those who 
were “unable to keep up with their able bodied fellow workmen” were only 
slightly less efficient.97 Employees with disabilities worked in a variety of po-
sitions, including on the production lines. Until 1916, most “defectives were 
confined” to the Magneto and Commutator Departments, when production 
supervisor Peter E. Martin ordered that “each department be given their per-
centage of defectives.” The Magneto Department, which held the company’s 
first production line and later fed into the main chassis line, manufactured the 
wire coils necessary to ignite the engine, while the Commutator Department 
produced the electrical switches used to generate torque in motors.98 “Crip-
ples” and other people unable to remain standing for long periods typically 
worked in those two departments, while other disabled people helped manu-
facture ammeters or worked on stamping machines or presses.99 Deaf people 
likewise worked at a variety of machine and bench positions, albeit ones 
where they did not have to move around much.100

Man with amputation working in the upholstery department at Ford Motor Company, 
1917. From the collections of The Henry Ford, gift of Robert Gearhart.
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Rather than use Safety First campaigns to justify excluding disabled work-
ers en masse, Ford Motor Company sought to place such workers in positions 
where they were unlikely to incur another injury; such practices, of course, also 
benefited the company by reducing accidents and payouts of workmen’s 
compensation. For safety reasons, certain groups, such as blind people and 
people with epilepsy or tuberculosis, almost always worked off the line. To-
tally blind men sorted and assembled bolts, nuts, small gaskets, and washers, 
safely away from the assembly lines.101 Men with one functional eye worked 
as inspectors, stock checkers, doormen, watchmen, or cleaners, or in the Sal-
vage Department, in order to prevent them from losing that eye to a flying 
particle; some amputees also filled these positions.102 Epileptics, in turn, 
were kept “away from all moving machinery, and off high places” to prevent 
injuries during a seizure.103 And in line with contemporary standards for treat-
ing people with tuberculosis, the company generally placed “tuberculars” in 
non-dusty jobs, primarily in the Material Salvage Department. Others served 
as chassis drivers or worked as watchmen or doormen, and a few labored in 
the Magneto Department.104 Ford Motor Company even ran a “Lungers Camp,” 
a specially designed shed where men with advanced tuberculosis could sit 
while they “sort[ed] scrap, reclaim[ed] twine, nails, bolts . . . ​that formerly 
were a total loss to the Company, but now a valuable asset.” Those with less 
serious cases worked in Lumber Salvage, where “broken and discarded boxes 
[we]re sawed into proper lengths and again made into boxes for export work, 
again saving the company many thousands of dollars.” Combined, the two 
salvage programs produced profits of over $3,200 per week.105 Finally, se-
verely disabled workers did light assembly at home, as did workers recovering 
from leg or foot injuries in the firm’s hospital. In the latter case, laborers re-
ceived their full wages, but the company also avoided having to pay them 
workmen’s compensation.106

Henry Ford’s belief that disabled workers could continue to be productive 
derived in large part from his understanding of mechanization. While other 
industrial employers assumed that mechanization required workers with in-
tact bodies, Ford understood that machinery could actually expand the po-
tential of human labor by making work easier and more specialized. Just as 
other employers divided their product lines (a practice termed “flexible spe-
cialization”), he divided the workforce.107 Reflecting back on the rise of 
mechanization, Ford observed: “There is no doubt that the machine not 
only makes it possible for more people to earn more money, but it also 
makes work more humane. . . . ​The notion that machinery was invented as 
a labor-saving device is a mistaken one. Machinery was invented by labor for 
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labor-serving purposes!”108 In particular, he cited the potential of mechanized, 
subdivided labor—if taken to its logical extreme—to increase employment 
among disabled people: “I am quite sure that if work is sufficiently subdivided—
subdivided to the point of highest economy—there will be no dearth of 
places in which the physically incapacitated can do a man’s job and get a man’s 
wage.”109 Notably, experts in the efficiency movement such as Frank Gilbreth, 
who helped pioneer time-motion study and was later memorialized as the 
main character in the book Cheaper by the Dozen, agreed with Ford’s belief 
that breaking down each work process and “adjusting” men to the proper po-
sitions could make disabled workers just as efficient and productive as their 
able-bodied counterparts.110

Consequently, in the 1910s, Ford’s Sociological and Medical Departments 
classified each job in the vast plant according to whether it was “dry or wet . . . ​
whether one or both hands [were] used; whether the employee [sat or stood] 
at his work; whether the room [was] noisy or quiet; . . . ​the weight of the ma-
terial or piece handled; and a description of any strain the workman [was] 
under.”111 Because of this job classification system, the staff knew that “670 
operations could be performed by legless men; about 2,600 by one-legged 
men; 2 by armless men; 715 by one-armed men; and 10 by blind men,” and the 
staff could easily place disabled workers in appropriate positions.112

Furthermore, the Sociological and Medical Departments’ staff routinely 
reassigned disabled employees to new positions if the current one was 
deemed unsafe. Workers diagnosed with tuberculosis, for example, would be 
moved to the Lungers Camp or Lumber Salvage, depending on their stage.113 
A World War I veteran with shell shock found Ford Motor Company to be 
exceptionally understanding. Since he had “nervous spells” in which he “just 
fell to pieces,” the Employment Department initially assigned him a safe job 
weighing pistons away from all machinery.114 One day, however, the veteran 
had a spell and threw one of the pistons at a fellow worker. When queried, the 
veteran said, “I don’t know. It just got out of my hand and I threw it away.” 
Rather than fire this veteran, however, the Ford staff assigned him to a position 
hanging fenders on the paint conveyer, where there was nothing to throw. The 
veteran did a fine job for three months, but then dove into the 500-gallon tank 
of paint enamel.115 The assistant superintendent of the plant, William Klann, 
tried to take him off that position, but the veteran protested, saying that he 
liked that job. The veteran never caused any further problems; Klann later 
stated, “We cured that fellow by one job.”116

Henry Ford’s policy of hiring disabled workers was not a matter of charity. 
Indeed, he also hired African Americans, women, and felons.117 His attitude 
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toward disabled job applicants stemmed from his belief in social efficiency, 
his faith in the moral value of work, and his dislike of waste, dependence, and 
almsgiving. Ford argued that because “the maimed and halt are always with 
us,” they needed to be part of the cross-section of society hired by his com
pany.118 Of course, such groups tended to make for loyal employees—an 
important consideration for a company that had massive turnover prior to 
the five-dollar-day program and which had expanded its manufacturing 
capacity extremely rapidly.

Ford’s belief in the power of work to encourage individual uplift and re-
generation also echoed reformers’ and legislators’ growing interest in vo-
cational rehabilitation. In fact, the company broke its long-standing silence 
about hiring disabled workers in 1918, just as Congress began considering 
bills that would create a rehabilitation program for disabled civilians; earlier 
in the year, legislators had chosen to dedicate the first such federal pro-
gram solely to serving injured soldiers. Writing in the trade journal Iron 
Age, Medical Department director James  E. Mead argued that the “em-
ployment and care” of disabled veterans “is receiving universal attention,” 
but demanded to know “why have the thousands and tens of thousands of 
cripples resulting from civil and industrial accidents received so scant 
attention . . . ?”119 Other publications, such as the trade journals Economic 
World and Modern Hospital, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Monthly 
Labor Review, and even Canada’s Labour Gazette soon picked up the 
story.120 Invariably, authors noted that Ford Motor Company stood alone 
among large industrial concerns in willingly hiring disabled job applicants 
and finding a means of making them profitable employees. An unsigned 
editorial in Modern Hospital, for instance, contended, “A human rubbish 
heap is a very expensive institution to maintain, and, when there are really 
potentialities of usefulness in much or most of the rubbish, the question of 
the efficiency of a system that maintains such a scrapheap becomes embar-
rassing.”121

Unlike many rehabilitators, Ford rejected the idea of sheltered workshops. 
“It is economically most wasteful to accept crippled men as charges,” he 
commented, “and then to teach them trivial tasks like the weaving of baskets 
or some other form of unremunerative hand labour in the hope, not of aiding 
them to make a living, but of preventing despondency.”122 Reflecting back in 
1947, Ford explained further: “Life has taught me that adults, like children, 
want to be doing something. Men wear out when idle, just as machines do. . . . ​
I believe in the kind of charity that helps a man to help himself. Give him a 
decent job with a living wage and he won’t need charity.”123
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During the 1910s, the Sociological Department put Ford’s faith in the 
moral value of work into practice, offering work over compensation or char-
ity whenever possible. Marquis explained, “In the sociological department 
one rule was that no problem should be solved by the use of money when the 
solution could be reached through work.” In addition, the department man-
dated that “no case should be undertaken that could not be placed ultimately 
on a self-supporting basis.”124 Like other firms, Ford Motor Company rehired 
workers who had been permanently disabled in workplace accidents. In part, 
Ford and his supervisors felt that it was cheaper to “fit” a man to a job that he 
could do than to fire him.125 “It helped the employee and the Company,” ex-
plained William Baxter, who worked in the Medical and Employment De-
partments in the 1910s and 1920s. “The Company didn’t have to pay Workmen’s 
Compensation because the man was employed, and it helped the employee 
too, to retain his self-respect by working. If other companies had done the same, 
a large number of physically handicapped would never have become public 
charges.”126 Only workers who were too badly injured to work again were 
deemed appropriate subjects for public charity: in other words, suitable mem-
bers of the deserving poor.127

Ford Motor Company even rehired employees who sued for additional 
compensation when their disabilities worsened or the job market tightened.128 
Lithuanian immigrant Peter Banionis, for instance, lost the second and third 
fingers on his right hand in 1916 while cleaning a die press after another 
worker removed the blocks holding up the press. After recovering, he re-
turned to work at Ford in 1917 but was laid off in 1933 during the depths of the 
Depression. Claiming that he could not find another job, he sued unsuccess-
fully for additional compensation; nonetheless, Banionis eventually returned 
to work at Ford, remaining there through at least World War II. Workers whose 
injuries had less clear-cut origins continued on too. In 1928, Frank McCracken 
claimed that the infection that eventually cost him the sight in both eyes 
arose after he “struck [his left] eye with edge of cloth he was shaking.” Twice 
denied compensation, he soon settled for $4,500 and coverage of his hospital 
bills. The company kept him on as a laborer, while his son-in-law worked at 
the firm as a toolmaker.129

Ford Motor Company’s hiring of disabled workers arose in part out of 
Henry Ford’s passion for efficiency and his hatred of charity, but also out of 
his sincere interest in disabled people themselves, as well as in the challenges 
they faced in finding employment. William P. Baxter, who worked in the Em-
ployment Office and the Medical Department and eventually became em-
ployment manager, commented, “Mr. Ford was very much interested in these 
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handicapped people. He seemed to show genuine interest in people of that 
type.”130 In at least one case, Ford personally ordered that a disabled worker 
be kept on at the company. In April 1913, L. B. Robertson, the head of the 
Legal Department, recommended terminating Warren Stevenson’s employ-
ment, due to his increasingly frequent seizures and the “danger of serious in-
jury from such cause with resulting compensation to be paid.” The next day, 
plant superintendent P. E. Martin noted, “Man kept in our employ per order 
of Mr. Ford.”131

Ford’s attention to disabled people reached well beyond the issue of em-
ployment. Despite Ford’s dislike of sheltered workshops, he and his wife ar-
ranged for the Detroit League for the Handicapped and the Needle and 
Loom Guild to sell workshop and homemade products at the Highland Park 
factory (or perhaps to supply them to the factory).132 In addition, Ford main-
tained a correspondence with Helen Keller for nearly three decades and stayed 
abreast of developments in the crippled children’s movement. Marquis, in 
turn, used Sociological Department investigators to find crippled children in 
Detroit and Dearborn so that they could receive medical treatment at the 
Henry Ford Hospital (often free of charge).133 And perhaps most tellingly, 
Ford and his wife regularly frequented the Bay Cliff Health Camp in the Up-
per Peninsula during the 1930s and 1940s in order to visit the disabled children 
staying at the camp. Director Elba Morse recollected that Ford did not do-
nate any money directly to the camp, but instead gave his time to the children 
“in direct service. He said that he would do anything for any child at any 
time.” He conveyed children down to Dearborn for free surgery and em-
ployed their fathers at Ford Motor Company when necessary. Morse recalled 
Ford saying that coming to Bay Cliff made him feel better: “I think he prob
ably sat still longer up here than he did any place else, because he seemed 
much more relaxed.”134

Starting in the early 1920s, disabled job applicants found Ford Motor 
Company less welcoming, as discussed in the next chapter. Nonetheless, 
Ford’s and Marquis’s beliefs that people with disabilities were fully capable of 
being efficient workers and self-supporting citizens, even in a highly mecha-
nized economy, lived on. Although fewer disabled workers overall found a 
welcome mat at Ford in the 1920s and 1930s, the company continued to re-
employ workers who acquired disabilities on the job.135 During and after 
World War II, Ford’s older policies resurfaced as the company hired massive 
numbers of disabled workers—more than 100 “completely deaf-mutes,” 687 
sightless in some form, 66 who were deaf and dumb, 112 “who suffer from 
epilepsy”—and even provided a special grade-level entrance at the River 
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Rouge plant, complete with traffic officers and warning signs.136 Ford also 
established Camp Legion, which provided disabled veterans with vocational 
rehabilitation, room, and board free of charge from 1944 to 1946. More im-
portantly, Henry Ford’s notion that people with disabilities could be produc-
tive in mechanized workplaces entered the mainstream of the rehabilitation 
movement through the company’s own publicity and demonstration work 
during and after World War I, and then by the employment of so many dis-
abled workers at full pay during World War II. By the 1940s, all of the most 
prominent rehabilitationists espoused the idea that, to be productive, work-
ers with disabilities merely needed to be fitted to the appropriate job.137

ford was a complex figure who could at once espouse anti-Semitism and a 
haughty paternalism, while at the same time evincing empathy and even 
respect for disabled people. His policy toward workers with disabilities 
stemmed from a hard-edged quest for efficiency and productivity but also 
derived from an understanding of mechanization and the industrial process 
that set him apart from his contemporaries. Ford demonstrated that disabled 
workers could make highly productive and efficient employees if properly 
placed. His policies further suggested that increasingly mechanized work-
places of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries did in fact not re-
quire the standardized workers with intact, fully functional bodies so desired 

Blind men sorting bolts and nuts at Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge plant, 1934. From 
the collections of The Henry Ford.
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by most employers: workers who were, in effect, interchangeable parts. In 
fact, Ford’s approach to disabled workers anticipated post–World War II 
developments in vocational rehabilitation, even though his efforts to con-
vince his fellow employers to hire workers with disabilities came to naught at 
the time.

For most workers with disabling injuries, the ability to obtain work on the 
wage labor market slipped out of their grasp during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Few stopped working entirely; rather, they created 
jobs for themselves in the informal labor market. Nonetheless, many employ-
ers’ shifting understandings of what made “a good worker” helped to redefine 
productivity on the wage labor market not as a spectrum but rather as a stark 
dyad of desirable able-bodied employees and inefficient and even dangerous 
disabled workers.

Ironically, workmen’s compensation laws would only add to the challenges 
disabled workers faced in obtaining paid work. While labor reformers and 
legislators intended compensation programs to alleviate the social burden of 
industrial accidents and prevent public dependency, the laws further encour-
aged employers to discriminate against workers with all types of disabilities. 
By the 1920s, even Ford Motor Company had reduced its hiring of new workers 
with disabilities.
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c h a p t e r  f i v e

The Greatest Handicap Suffered by  
Crippled Workers
The Perverse Impact of Workmen’s Compensation,  
1900s–1930s

In the early 1920s, disabled workers discovered that Ford Motor Company 
had, to some degree, rolled up its welcome mat. No longer did the firm em-
brace job applicants with a wide variety of disabilities, although disabled 
workers remained in the company’s employ. The firm also adopted a con-
frontational approach toward injured workers who tried to claim compensa-
tion for their newly acquired disabilities.

Outside Ford Motor Company, however, disabled workers faced a far more 
hostile environment. After working for three months as a mechanic at an electri-
cal company in the 1910s, Joseph Bartosz, for instance, found himself labeled a 
“liability . . . ​concern” and fired. During one of the firm’s periodic physical ex-
aminations, a company physician had realized that the mechanic was blind in his 
left eye. Although “this did not interfere in his work . . . ​an injury to his good eye” 
would result in the company paying as much as $3,000 in compensation for what 
legislators termed “a total permanent disability.”1 Bartosz was just one of tens of 
thousands of one-eyed, one-armed, epileptic, tubercular, crippled, worn-out, 
hard-of-hearing, blind, four-fingered, herniated, hypertensive, and otherwise 
disabled workers who lost their jobs to compensation statutes during the 1910s 
and 1920s—even in nonindustrial sectors. At least on the wage labor market, the 
laws truly were “the greatest handicap suffered by crippled workers.”2

But why would the workmen’s compensation laws passed in forty-three 
states between 1910 and 1920 have such a dire effect on the job prospects of 
people with “disabilities”?3 After all, lawmakers had intended for compensa-
tion statutes to alleviate the economic hardships wrought by industrial acci-
dents. The answer lay in how labor reformers and legislators understood the 
social problem of workplace mishaps: namely, as causing workers to lose 
wages, leaving households without breadwinners, and potentially leading re-
spectable working-class families to depend on public aid. Like labor reform-
ers, lawmakers feared that overly generous compensation—or compensation 
for too long a period—would sap the households’ work ethic and morality, per-
haps even allowing them to slip into the undeserving poor. In effect, they saw 
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the problem of industrial accidents as one of dependency, not disability. In-
deed, legislators had hardly recognized that they were making disability policy.

Admittedly, compensation statutes provided modest yet invaluable aid to 
newly disabled workers during the first few years after their accidents. But 
unwittingly, lawmakers had also included financial incentives for insurers and 
already skeptical employers to screen out workers with a wide range of con-
genital and acquired physical, sensory, and cognitive disabilities as well as 
chronic illnesses: workers such as Bartosz. The effect on disabled workers 
was devastating. By the end of World War I, virtually every industrial em-
ployer required job applicants to undergo a medical examination. And by 
1928, most major employers cited workmen’s compensation laws as making it 
too financially risky to hire any disabled workers.4 Making matters worse, the 
statutes did little to address the long-term financial challenges of living with a 
disability. Nor were the laws really equipped to handle disability’s complex 
and shifting nature. Racialized and gendered notions of “fitness” and who 
qualified as a worker further limited the reach of compensation programs.

A few labor reformers tried to alter the statutes to aid workers with dis-
abilities, but within just a few years the nature of the compensation system 
had already been set. Disabled workers, sometimes accompanied by their 
able-bodied counterparts, fought to retain access to wage work, but with little 
success. Perversely, workmen’s compensation laws impoverished people with 
disabilities and made them more likely to have to depend on aid from chari-
ties, government, or family members.

Looking at the history of workmen’s compensation through the lens of 
disability suggests the critical importance of looking at the unforeseen and 
often ironic implementation and outcomes of public policies. More than con-
servative initiatives intended to appease labor unions and address a signifi-
cant rise in industrial accidents and lawsuits during the first decade of the 
twentieth century—and also more than simple reflections of the antilabor 
bent of protective legislation at that time—compensation laws reshaped the 
meaning and lived experiences of “disability” on the wage labor market.5 
Regardless of policy makers’ intentions in enacting compensation statutes, 
the laws proved remarkably powerful in creating disability as a new policy 
problem synonymous with poverty and dependency.

The Social Problem of Industrial Accidents

After spending a year haunting the coroner’s office, workingmen’s homes, 
railroad yards, and blast furnaces of Pittsburgh’s Steel District, in 1910 the 
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young socialist lawyer Crystal Eastman released her sensational and painstak-
ingly documented accounting of the toll taken on families by industrial acci-
dents, Work-Accidents and the Law. Tracing the impact of 526 fatal accidents 
and 294 nonfatal injuries, she argued, “The continuing recurrence of prevent-
able work-accidents is not only an injustice to the victims but also clearly a 
tremendous social waste.”6 Among the most pernicious effects she noted were 
children forced to leave school, widows required to work outside the home, 
and families having to stretch scarce meals.7 Focusing much of her attention 
on the “industrial accident widow” and her children, Eastman defined the 
social problem of work accidents as an issue of families left destitute after the 
death or disabling of a breadwinner.8 Unlike many of her colleagues, she did 
not suggest that such families automatically fell into the trap of public depen
dency. She charged the current method for compensating accident victims—
the court-based employers’ liability system—with being woefully inefficient 
and ineffective at preventing the workplace accidents that seemed inherent to 
an industrial economy. With the support of the American Association for 
Labor Legislation (AALL) and the reform magazine Survey, Eastman would 
set the agenda for the workmen’s compensation movement of the 1910s.

Eastman was raised in western New York by two progressive Protestant 
ministers. Her work reflected her lifelong radicalism, her interest in a vast 
area of reform topics, and her commitment to careful social investigation—​
a trait shared by other authors involved with the Pittsburgh Survey. The 
daughter of one of the first women ordained in a Protestant church, as an 
adult Eastman advocated for women’s suffrage, helping to draft the Equal 
Rights Amendment, and also served as investigating attorney for the U.S. 
Commission on Industrial Relations under Woodrow Wilson.

Part of what made Eastman’s work (and that of other volumes in the Pitts-
burgh Survey) so pioneering was her commitment to a sociological approach. 
When Eastman’s mother, Annie, fretted that her daughter would become 
depressed by her research, Crystal replied, “Strange to say my spirits thrive on 
all this atmosphere of death and destruction. I make a point of being gay and 
frivolous at work—and anyhow statistics—records of tragedies, don’t depress 
you nearly as much as one would suppose. They are so interesting to me so
ciologically.”9

Reflecting her socialist beliefs, Eastman rejected her fellow reformers’ as-
sumption that accident victims’ families nearly invariably became dependent on 
public aid; rather, she emphasized how accidents produced poverty. In fact, she 
advised readers not to be “too quick to conclude that a great share of [the acci-
dent] burden must eventually be borne by the community through some form 
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of charity, public or private, organized or individual.” Reporting that the city of 
Pittsburgh had needed to fund the burials of only 6 of 526 workmen killed during 
the year, she continued, “Apart from this, there were, out of 825 cases studied . . . ​
only seven in which any demand had been made upon organized or institutional 
charity.” She noted that these demands were “very small,” explaining, “For in-
stance, two orphan children are being cared for in an asylum, and one blind old 
man whose son was killed received one dollar and fifty cents a month from the 
county for part of a year.” She attributed this seemingly unexpected self-reliance 
on families’ fortitude, noting, “That poor people are used to trouble is a com-
monplace.”10 Eastman also highlighted the fact that 149 of the men killed had 
dependents living abroad, “leav[ing] a poverty problem not in America, but in 
Europe.” In effect, she suggested, the United States escaped its rightful share of 
the social burden wrought by unsafe workplaces and industrial accidents.11

Most other Progressive reformers assumed that industrial accidents in-
variably led to public dependency—a dynamic that exposed impoverished 
yet respectable families to the moral ills of poorhouses. Chicago settlement 
house worker Florence Lattimore, for instance, argued that because few fami-
lies received compensation from employers in the early years of the twentieth 
century, local charities had to struggle to fill the gap. She contended that or-
phanages in Chicago spent hundreds of dollars for every family that as a re-
sult of an accident was unable to care for its children.12 The head of the 

Social investigator and workmen’s 
compensation advocate Crystal Eastman. 
Photo by Bain News Service, courtesy of 
the Library of Congress.
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charity service of Illinois’s Cook County likewise complained: “Hundreds of 
able bodied men in the prime of life are annually receiving injuries which re-
sult in the loss of life, limbs or health, and make many of them and their fami-
lies county charges.”13 As the first decade of the twentieth century came to a 
close, many Progressives came to the same conclusion as Edward T. Devine, 
the head of the New York Charity Organization Society and coeditor of 
reform magazine Survey. He identified industrial accidents as one of the 
“fundamental causes” of poverty and “dependence on charitable relief.”14 At a 
time when reformers already feared that social problems ranging from immi-
gration to prostitution were overwhelming the nation’s resources, industrial 
accidents seemed to threaten families’ morality and social stability.

As in the late nineteenth century, dependency constituted both a moral 
and a political threat for most Progressive reformers. Social worker Belle Lind-
ner Israels noted in a 1908 Survey article, for instance, “In individual cases it is 
often difficult to determine if poverty is the result of idleness, or idleness the 
result of poverty.”15 Whether in the form of charity or governmental support, 
any assistance needed to be monitored carefully and, if possible, avoided en-
tirely. Overly generous aid, in turn, would encourage immorality and laziness 
and, in the eyes of many reformers, could lead to the sort of patronage politics 
that they held largely responsible for the dramatic expansion of the Civil War 
pension system in the decades following the war.16 Charity workers further 
fretted that aid would demoralize upstanding, independent workers and “de-
grade them to the rank of dependents.”17

Men’s dependence on charity posed more than simply a moral threat, 
however. As in the nineteenth century, reformers fretted about whether poor, 
ill, or disabled men retained the independence assumed necessary for good 
citizenship. But not only did industrial accidents jeopardize men’s citizen-
ship; by allowing workplaces to disrupt homes and potentially force women 
to enter the wage labor market, accidents threatened to undermine a gender 
system premised on separate spheres. In reality, of course, working-class 
women had long had little choice but to engage in paid work, whether taking 
in boarders, doing home production, or working for wages.18

Eastman also paid far closer attention than did her fellow reformers to the 
different ways in which disability and death affected workers’ families. She 
contended that the families of men who suffered disabling injuries faced 
especially difficult and long-lasting hurdles. “When a working man is dis-
abled . . . ​it may involve a more exhausting struggle with poverty than is 
caused by the death of a wage-earner,” she explained. “When a man dies as a 
result of injury there is at least one less consumer in the family.” By contrast, 
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the families of disabled workers not only lost the breadwinner’s wages but 
also had to cover medical expenses and provide care, food, and lodging.19

Even as Eastman attempted to raise awareness among lawmakers about 
the social costs of industrial accidents, her fellow Progressive reformers 
feared that workers were part of the problem. Many of the Progressive Era’s 
most forward-looking thinkers clung to unflattering assumptions about the 
nation’s rapidly increasing unskilled and semiskilled labor force.20 Echoing 
views widely held by employers, economist and AALL member Henry Sea-
ger, for instance, blamed a peculiar “recklessness of American workers” that 
made them prone to negligence that he believed stemmed from the large im-
migrant population, or even the youth of the workforce.21

Some skilled laborers agreed that workers bore partial blame for industrial 
accidents—a line of argument that often reflected union leaders’ ethnic blind-
ers. In 1908, Charities and the Commons (a predecessor of Survey) printed a 
commentary by a railroad signalman who claimed, “Unchecked negligence 
can be shown to be the root and direct cause of nearly all preventable acci-
dents, and loss of life there from, on American railroads.”22 The unionized 
machinists, who also had high rates of accidents and disability, likewise ar-
gued that workers were often careless. The Machinists Monthly Journal, how-
ever, laid equal blame for accidents on employers, asserting, “Carelessness of 
employer and of employee is inevitable. Both these things, both imperfection 
of machinery and carelessness of human beings, may be diminished by wise 
laws, but they cannot be eradicated.”23 Yet, as the signalman and other writers 
in Survey and Machinists Monthly Journal noted, it was the duty of employers 
to prevent the negligence that would naturally occur in a monotonous indus-
trial workplace.24

Of course, workers’ attitudes toward safety were always clouded by eco-
nomic need and low wages. Miners, for instance, denied for decades that coal 
dust could explode despite ample evidence to the contrary; they could not 
afford to upgrade open flame lamps to portable electrical ones, nor did they 
have the wherewithal to convince employers to sprinkle water on coal dust or 
provide proper ventilation.25 Writers in Survey rued the fact that it took sev-
eral years, thousands of deaths, and several thousand dollars of federal expen-
ditures on testing galleries in order to convince mine workers of the fact that 
coal dust could spontaneously combust: “But these men who pushed at the 
ropes, and saw the smoke belch up, understand what the roar was saying. 
They knew that 30,000 miners were killed in the United States in the last ten 
years; that 75,000 were injured, many maimed for life.”26
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Simultaneously, engineers and statisticians were becoming convinced that 
accidents were an unavoidable and even routine aspect of industrial labor—an 
interpretation that fit well with reformers’ assumptions that workers bore 
some responsibility too. Starting in the 1880s, engineers gradually recognized 
that it might be possible to design safer workplaces that would protect even 
the most careless workers; moreover, companies, not workers, seemed best 
positioned to undertake this work.27 Eastman’s research helped support this 
new approach. In Work-Accidents and the Law, she documented that in Pitts-
burgh, roughly one-third of accidents occurred not because of any negligence 
on the part of employers or workers, but because “danger to life and limb is 
inherent in modern manufacture, construction and transportation. Accidents 
happen in the course of industry.”28 A few years later, Alice Hamilton likewise 
proved that only rarely did workers’ carelessness cause occupational illnesses. 
Starting with the lead industry, Hamilton documented how workers’ igno-
rance—or “greenness”—and lack of power created tragic results. A newly arrived 
immigrant from Russia, for instance, “was set to working with the red lead 
paste and used to moisten his fingers in his mouth as he worked, because he 
had never been told that the stuff was dangerous. He was seriously leaded at 
the end of ten days.” She added, “House and sign painters often have the choice 
between a lunch eaten with paint-smeared hands and no lunch at all.”29 Build-
ing off such research, statisticians such as Isaac Max Rubinow—whom we will 
meet again later—argued that “an industrial accident is not an accident at all.”30 
Since no one was at fault for many accidents or diseases, a no-fault, automatic 
compensation system made increasing sense to reformers such as Eastman as 
well as to her regular partner in labor law advocacy: the AALL.

Founded in 1906 by Progressive economists John R. Commons and Rich-
ard  T. Ely, the AALL started life as a research think tank that promoted 
uniform labor legislation and investigated labor conditions. But when 
Wisconsin-trained economist John B. Andrews became secretary in 1909, he 
took the AALL in a new direction. Soon it became one of the most active 
policy advocacy organizations in the fields of social insurance and protective 
labor legislation, pressing lawmakers to address workplace hazards, provide 
compensation for unemployed and injured workers, and enact health insur-
ance. Often writing in the pages of the reform magazine Survey—edited 
jointly by Edward T. Devine, the founder of the New York Charity Organiza
tion Society, and Paul U. Kellogg, the director of the Pittsburgh Survey—the 
AALL’s members contended that the power of the state could remedy some 
of the economic insecurities endemic to working-class life in the early twentieth 
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century. By reducing the vulnerabilities brought on by accidents, illnesses, 
unemployment, and old age, protective labor legislation would lessen class 
conflict, prevent socialism, and improve national efficiency.31

As Eastman and AALL leaders considered how to address the social prob
lems caused by industrial accidents, they turned an increasingly critical eye 
on the employers’ liability system, the contemporary legal means for dealing 
with work accidents. Instead of aiding the struggling households that resulted 
from industrial accidents, the employers’ liability system seemed to be fuel-
ing what reformers perceived as an explosion of public dependence.32 When 
workers or their families tried to sue an employer for compensation, they 
were often stymied by one of the three dominant employers’ liability 
doctrines which courts had constructed largely to protect employers. The 
“fellow-servant” doctrine entirely exempted employers from liability for ac-
cidents caused by other workers; “contributory negligence” enabled an em-
ployer to disregard a lawsuit if an employee had been at all negligent; and 
“assumption of risk” allowed an employer to argue that an employee had vol-
untarily accepted the risks inherent in a particular line of employment by tak-
ing the job. Of course, the anger of the AALL and other reformers at the 
employers’ liability system also stemmed from the fact that it was a court-
based rather than an administrative system; many Progressives, particularly 
those working on labor legislation, detested the judiciary for its conserva-
tism.33

Companies regularly used the employers’ liability doctrines to deny 
accident victims any compensation. The managers of Pacific Mills in Law-
rence, Massachusetts, for instance, determined that all but 69 of 1,000 work ac-
cidents between 1900 and 1905 were due to carelessness or inattention on the 
part of a worker or fellow employee.34 Judges, in turn, interpreted these doc-
trines strictly. For instance, under the assumption of risk doctrine, employers 
could argue that workers had accepted the risks if they had reported a hazard 
to a superior but remained at work under threat of losing their job. One 
seventeen-year-old girl lost her hands to a laundry mangle after she told her 
supervisor that she was frightened of one that was running at an unusually 
high speed. Her supervisor ordered her to either work on the mangle or lose 
her job. The judge ruled that by remaining at work, the girl had assumed the 
risk of using the equipment and forfeited any right to compensation.35

While researching Work-Accidents and the Law, furthermore, Eastman had 
discovered that, like the laundry worker, the vast majority of those injured or 
killed in industrial accidents received no compensation at all. Eastman 
recounted, for instance, the fate of six men “who were totally disabled for 
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life: four of these men will walk on two crutches for the rest of their lives, one 
lost an arm and a leg, and one is paralyzed. Of these six men three received no 
compensation whatever; one $365, one $125, and one $30. The total loss of 
income for these men up to the end of their lives, according to their earnings 
at the time of the injury and the mortality tables, will amount to $12,365. The 
total compensation for the six cases amounted to $520—in other words four 
per cent of the loss.”36 Such uneven, minimal compensation was far from un-
usual under the American liability system. Legislative commissions and Pro-
gressive labor law reformers repeatedly confirmed that, depending on the 
year and location, only 10 to 50 percent of victims’ families received compen-
sation, even as legislatures began to weaken the reach of employers’ liability 
doctrines and juries began granting larger awards in the 1890s.37 Neverthe-
less, in most cases lawyers claimed the small amount of money that plaintiffs 
received after their long legal fights. A man in Duluth, Minnesota, for in-
stance, received a $1,357 award, including interest, after a two-year legal strug
gle. The lawyer took $635, expert witnesses and additional lawyers charged 
$313.14, and court fees came to $73.20. After $147.20 in medical fees and $25 
for an interpreter, the man had “less than $100 and [was] still in debt to the 
institutions that had taken care of him until his leg healed.”38

Eastman and her allies—as well as workers themselves—directly connected 
paltry and sporadic liability awards with family impoverishment and social 
waste. She argued: “Instead of making the least of the industrial accident loss, 
we are making the most of it. We are allowing the bulk of it to be borne by 
those least able to bear it. We are distributing it so that it means the greatest 
possible amount of hardship to individuals.”39 Although Eastman down-
played families’ reliance on public aid, Survey editor Devine noted that 
80 percent of families suffering work accidents in New York City had to apply 
for aid from charity.40 Likewise, the International Association of Machinists 
(IAM) queried: “Why shouldn’t the workman who goes into his daily fight 
with modern machinery be assured that his injury will be regarded as an hon-
orable wound, entitling him to decent consideration? Why should not the 
industrial soldier, meeting his death in forms as terrible as those of any battle-
field, die knowing that he will leave, if not glory, at least a few years’ food for 
his family?”41

Employers, too, complained that the liability system was ineffective. Only 
a fraction of the premiums that employers paid to insurance companies actu-
ally reached their workers. In 1904, Wisconsin’s Special Committee on Indus-
trial Insurance found that if an employer owed “$18 to an injured employee . . . ​
on account of injury,” another $82 went to the insurance companies. New 
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York State’s Wainwright Commission—which put together the state’s first 
workmen’s compensation bill with help from the AALL—discovered that 
New York firms fared only a little better. Just 36.34 percent of the money that 
employers paid for liability insurance reached workers (exclusive of lawyers’ 
fees).42 Even when employers genuinely wanted to pay compensation for ac-
cidents, liability companies fought virtually every claim, leaving generous 
companies no choice but to pay workers themselves. And as legislators and 
juries weakened the common-law defenses, employers’ insurance premiums 
rose from $203,137 in 1887 to $35 million in 1911.43

Eastman’s reform colleagues—in particular, leaders of the AALL—argued 
that the common-law defenses exempted employers from responsibility, 
leaving workers and society bearing nearly the entire burden of industrial ac-
cidents. To some, such as Pittsburgh Survey director Paul  U. Kellogg, it 
seemed as if companies derived part of their profits from the destruction of 
families. He thundered, “The fact that at Monongah [where 367 men died in 
an explosion in 1907] the very homes of the miners were part of the produc-
ing plant, does no more than emphasize the break where an industry turns 
back to society the families it has used and crippled.”44

Instead, Eastman and AALL leaders hoped to force employers to “inter-
nalize” the costs of industrial accidents; in effect, compensation would be-
come just another routine business expense.45 William  F. Willoughby, an 
economist and fourth president of the AALL, contended in 1913, for instance, 
“In regard to insurance against old age and invalidity, a strong case can also be 
made out for throwing a large part of, if not the entire burden upon the indus-
try.” He continued, “The workers are literally worn out in the industry as are 
other pieces of machinery, and it may well be maintained that the industry 
should provide for this human depreciation as it does for that of inanimate 
machinery.”46 Eastman, in turn, asserted that an employer should be “ ‘liable’ 
for compensation to all his workmen injured just as he is ‘liable’ for wages.”47 
But in the view of AALL leaders, making employers internalize the costs of 
accidents offered benefits far beyond simply ensuring more compensation 
for accident victims’ families and, thereby, reducing public dependency.

In fact, Survey, the AALL, and labor unionists all contended that the em-
ployers’ liability system implicitly discouraged factory owners from trying 
to prevent accidents. Because “compensation for accidents is still on such a 
primitive, unreal, and fantastic basis,” Survey editor Devine argued, employ-
ers had little incentive to make the workplace safer.48 If employers were 
forced to pay their fair share by contributing to a compensation fund, he sug-
gested, market forces would compel manufacturers to install safer equipment 
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and properly train their employees.49 The AALL thought that this approach 
might even be cheaper.50 Although the machinists’ union agreed that the 
employers’ liability system encouraged factory owners to disregard safety 
provisions, like many unions, the IAM’s leaders remained skeptical of a 
government-mandated compensation program. Rather, the IAM’s socialist 
leadership argued that nothing less than nationalization of the railroads and 
mines would prevent accidents. In a commentary on mine disasters in West 
Virginia, the Machinists Monthly Journal contended: “This terrible carnage 
will be kept up as long as dividends are the principal things considered in 
the running of railroads. When the element of profit is eliminated and they 
are run for the people’s benefit by the people . . . ​then and not till then will 
there be a dearth of one-legged trainmen and one-armed switchmen through-
out the land.”51

Making employers cover the costs of industrial accidents would also 
improve national efficiency—a popular topic among Progressive reformers, 
industrial employers, and government officials in the 1910s. Given the AALL’s 
estimates that 30,000 wage earners were killed each year and a minimum of 
500,000 severely injured, industrial accidents and the employers’ liability sys-
tem seemed to directly undermine the goals of the efficiency movement. In 
1910, the organization reported that industrial accidents cost the United 
States $1.5 billion a year, or 5 percent of the nation’s economy.52 AALL secre-
tary John B. Andrews, in turn, fretted that the United States could not afford 
the social costs of industrial accidents or the resulting waste in manpower. 
Devine backed him up, remarking in Survey, “Our failure to conserve labor 
power is even more conspicuous than our wasteful exploitation of natural re-
sources.”53 The machinists took a similar view, arguing that a third to half of 
all accidents could be prevented, and that “with the resulting physical impair-
ment,” this wastage was of “considerable economic value to the nation as a 
whole.”54 An automatic, equitable compensation system that could prevent 
dependency was not only an attractive financial proposition but also prom-
ised to relieve a court system straining under the burden of liability suits. In 
1910 alone, Washington’s state courts spent half their time on liability cases, of 
which only one out of every ten cases resulted in compensation for the plain-
tiff.55

Last but not least, AALL leaders believed that using the power of the state 
to force employers to internalize accident costs could potentially reduce class 
conflict. In 1909, philanthropist and AALL president Henry W. Farnam ar-
gued that reforming the liability system would help “steer the Ship of State . . . ​
to avoid both the Scylla of conservatism and the Charybdis of radicalism.”56 
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Reformers of all stripes agreed with Farnam, among them John Mitchell of 
the United Mine Workers, Social Gospel leader John Graham Brooks and 
other religious leaders, and the National Civic Federation.57 After 1911, the 
National Association of Manufacturers signed on as well, reflecting many em-
ployers’ frustration with the uncertainty, expense, and constant conflict in-
herent in the liability system.58

As the fight for workmen’s compensation laws picked up steam, the AALL 
played a critical propaganda role. In 1909, its leaders launched a two-pronged 
plan for addressing the social and economic problems caused by industrial 
accidents. The platform called on legislators to remove the common-law de-
fenses that protected employers, require companies to absorb accident costs, 
and establish an automatic state-based system of workmen’s compensation 
that would help injured workers regardless of negligence.59 Like most Pro-
gressive organizations, the AALL advocated administrative—rather than 
judicial—supervision of labor legislation, preferably through an omnibus 
industrial commission of experts like themselves.60 In so doing, the organ
ization’s leaders hoped to use workmen’s compensation as a means to expand 
paternalist social welfare legislation and as a model for an expanded adminis-
trative state.61 In the coming years, the AALL would organize four major con-
ferences on workmen’s compensation as well as several on occupational 
diseases, publish a wide array of press releases and educational pamphlets, 
and begin producing its own journal, the American Labor Legislation Review 
(in 1911). But one of the organization’s proudest moments likely came in 1909 
when it managed to place two members on the Wainwright Commission 
charged by the New York State legislature with developing a workmen’s com-
pensation law: economist Henry R. Seager and Crystal Eastman.

The Limits of an Administrative Solution

Reflecting the intense frustration of virtually every party involved with the 
employers’ liability system, other states quickly followed New York’s example 
after the Empire State passed its first compensation law in 1910—a law that 
was soon overturned. Within just one year, nine legislatures passed compen-
sation laws and, by 1920, forty-three states had statutes on their books.62 In 
many ways, compensation statutes proved at least a temporary boon to the 
families of workers who suffered industrial accidents. But at the same time, 
the programs reflected lawmakers’ and labor reformers’ fears of encouraging 
dependency on public aid, as well as their racialized and gendered assump-
tions about “fitness” and who counted as a worker.

148  Chapter 5

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Impact of Workmen’s Compensation, 
1900s–1930s  149

Although most states began with elective programs, legislators provided 
both workers and employers with inducements to join. Workers would gain 
prompt, automatic compensation for their injuries: usually half of weekly 
wages, plus medical expenses.63 Employers, in turn, would obtain protection 
from lawsuits by injured employees; universally, compensation statutes reduced 
or eliminated the employer-friendly legal doctrines of fellow-servant, as-
sumption of risk, and contributory negligence. And in nearly every state, law-
makers removed the compensation process from the courts. Reflecting the 
consensus among employers, workers, lawmakers, and reformers that a court-
based system of compensation would be unfair and unpredictable, legislators 
arranged for administrative commissions to oversee the process. In so doing, 
compensation statutes were part and parcel of a larger shift: the rise of the 
administrative state.64

Compensation advocates and legislators alike argued that overly generous 
benefits, or excessively long payments, would discourage workers and their 
families from returning to work and self-sufficiency. Theodore Roosevelt 
stated in 1908, for instance, “True you have lost an arm, and for a considerable 
period of time it will be difficult for you to engage in the labor to which you 
have been accustomed, or to acquire this ability to do other work.” At the 
same time, he contended, “one armed men are not necessarily drones, and it 
is your duty to try again to become a self-supporting member of society as 
soon as you can do so.” Like other Progressive reformers, Roosevelt cau-
tioned lawmakers against encouraging public dependency. He advised, “Any 
law which, by its provisions for indefinite payments, would invite the injured 
man to remain in a perpetual state of idleness would be thoroughly unwise.”65

American workmen’s compensation acts drew on precedents from Germany, 
France, and other European countries, but offered considerably more-
limited benefits. Low compensation levels reflected a distinctively American 
reluctance to encourage public dependency. While nearly every European 
country provided lifetime pensions for permanent total and partial disability, 
every state except Washington set time limits of four to eight years; Washing-
ton’s law only covered workers in industries designated as particularly hazard-
ous.66 The federal law of 1908, which covered only 25  percent of federal 
employees, provided just a year of compensation for death or disability—
support more akin to the lump sum settlements awarded by juries under the 
employers’ liability system.67 Under the dismemberment schedules popular
ized by New Jersey’s pioneering statute, workers with certain disabilities re-
ceived a predetermined number of weeks of compensation. In New York, for 
example, workers were awarded sixty weeks for the loss of a thumb, 240 weeks 
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for the loss of an arm, and 128 weeks for the loss of an eye. In addition, most 
states capped the total payment at approximately $3,000.68 At the end of the 
designated period, compensation ended.69 Moreover, in order to discourage 
“malingering,” American states before 1921 routinely mandated a two-week 
waiting period for compensation. European nations, in contrast, required 
only a three-day waiting period, while both Italy and Spain began compensa-
tion payments the same day as the accident.70

Several different factors contributed to the stinginess of compensation 
programs in the United States, including court rulings on the legality of early 
compensation programs, lawmakers’ assumptions that workers shared re-
sponsibility for accidents, and the federal system. Unlike the more generous 
Continental programs, states provided only 50 percent of wages, with a pro-
portional reduction for partial temporary and permanent disability.71 Al-
though most legislatures mandated a minimum payment of $4 or $5 per week 
for total temporary or permanent disability, U.S. compensation acts routinely 
capped payments at $10 or $12 per week, far below the wages of skilled work-
ers, in part because legislators assumed workers bore much of the responsi-
bility for accidents.72 As compensation expert Isaac Max Rubinow later 
explained, “it was to be a quid pro quo—in accepting it the wageworker was 
asked to relinquish not only the chance of a liberal verdict, but even a part of 
the loss sustained.”73

In part, this quid pro quo aspect of American workmen’s compensation 
acts arose out of the 1911 Ives v. South Buffalo Railway decision, which over-
turned the first New York compensation statute. By prohibiting the compul-
sory taking of employers’ property, the Ives decision led lawmakers in 
other states to establish voluntary programs with low compensation rates.74 
In such states, legislators encouraged employers to join by eliminating the 
common-law defenses—the fellow-servant, contributory negligence, and as-
sumption of risk doctrines—for companies that refused to enter the state 
compensation programs.

Finally, the federal system of the United States exerted downward pressure 
on compensation rates. The Ohio compensation committee, for instance, 
complained, “It is absolutely impossible for Ohio—a lone State—to pay to 
the widow and children of the injured employe [sic] any approach to com-
pensation commensurate with their loss.” The commission suggested that if 
states had been able to work together, they could have tripled the amount of-
fered to industrial accident victims and their families.75

Not only did U.S. compensation statutes provide far stingier benefits than 
their European counterparts, but the programs also reflected both the gender 
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and racial segmentation of the labor market and lawmakers’ and employers’ 
assumptions about who qualified as a “worker” and who was “fit.” Unlike their 
European counterparts, the bills excluded large categories of workers, most no-
tably farm and domestic workers. Because the majority of African Americans 
and women labored in the agriculture and service sectors, these exclusions 
meant that compensation statutes served white men, largely immigrants, la-
boring in the industrial sectors.76 Rubinow hinted at the gendered assumptions 
behind the exclusion of domestic servants, noting that “the whole subject of 
domestic service [was] one which didn’t seem . . . ​to deserve serious consid-
eration. The servant girl was a standard joke like the mother-in-law.” He added 
that legislators feared the wrath of millions of farm families and households 
with servants.77 Edwin S. Lott, the president of the United States Casualty 
Company, pointed to the illogical nature of such blanket exclusions, noting 
that compensation acts covered stable boys in livery stables but not cowboys on 
farms. Despite being less than liberal on some aspects of compensation—for 
instance, he wanted workers to cover their own medical costs—Lott argued 
that compensation acts should cover all employees. He observed, “I do not 
think it right to pay the house or hotel mechanic while he is laid up from 
an accident, and force the house or hotel maid to rely on the common law 
[of employers’ liability] when she is blown up by a gas stove in the kitchen. 
Do you? I do not see any difference between the needs of the man working in 
the shop and the woman working in the kitchen—except votes.”78

Due to gendered notions of dependency and assumptions about who 
qualified as a worker, the families of female industrial accident victims col-
lected but little. Compensation advocates such as Eastman and the leaders of 
the AALL believed in encouraging men to provide for their households—to be 
male “breadwinners.”79 Lawmakers agreed. Accordingly, they modeled com-
pensation laws on the wrongful death statutes of the 1840s and 1850s, which 
had barred widowers from suing for the deaths of their wives. The New York 
State compensation act designed by the Wainwright Commission in 1910, for 
instance, provided far more aid to dependent widows than to widowers; in 
effect, commissioners had assumed that only men were breadwinners.80

Racialized and gendered concepts of “fitness” meant that some groups of 
workers and their families sacrificed far more. During the Hawk’s Nest Tun-
nel disaster in the early 1930s, for instance, thousands of African American 
migrant laborers developed the lung disease silicosis after drilling a dam tun-
nel through deadly silica without any protective equipment or safety precau-
tions. Firm in their view that such a disfranchised and oppressed workforce 
would hardly complain, Union Carbide and Carbon never even informed 
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workers of the dangers.81 As many as 1,500 workers died in the “Village of the 
Living Dead”; the company arranged for a local mortician to bury them in 
unmarked graves in a cornfield. Aided by the popular belief that “Negroes 
didn’t know how to care for themselves,” the company successfully defended 
itself against most compensation claims, paying the parents of single black 
workers just $30. White families garnered up to $1,600.82

Nevertheless, the AALL, Survey, and unions such as the IAM hailed early 
versions of workmen’s compensation as solving many of the social problems that 
stemmed from the employers’ liability system. Foremost, compensation pro-
grams, they believed, would make employers responsible for preventing both 
accidents and families’ dependence on charity or public aid, rather than plac-
ing the entire burden on workers.83 As Jane Addams stated: “We must insist 
that the livelihood of the laborer shall not be beaten down below the level of 
efficient citizenship. From the human standpoint there is an obligation upon 
charity to discover how much of its material comes as the result of social ne-
glect, remediable incapacity, and the lack of industrial safeguards. Is it because 
our modern industrialism is so new that we have been slow to connect it with 
the poverty all about us?”84 The machinists desired foremost to establish “a 
compensation principle,” which Arthur Holder argued was “one of the growths 
of civilization, one of the advanced movements to protect humanity.”85

Although the machinists wanted a predictable, fair system of compensa-
tion, they were not sure if the government was the best administrator. Burned 
by years of judge-made rule by injunction, they preferred union control and, 
if not that, a nationally administered system of compensation to ensure fair-
ness.86 A 1909 story from the Machinists Monthly Journal illustrated the depths 
of union members’ anger at the judiciary: “A little girl in Trenton[,] N.J., was 
run down by a street car and had one of her legs cut off. . . . ​The jury in the case 
returned a verdict awarding the little girl $8,500 for her accident.” The writer 
wryly remarked, “The great and wise judge who presided set aside the verdict 
of the jury on the grounds that artificial legs were now perfected to such an 
extent that it was a positive pleasure to possess one, inferring thereby that the 
little girl, instead of being awarded damages, ought to piously return thanks 
to the good and kind corporation who had made such pleasure possible for 
her by butchering her beneath their wheels”87

The new workmen’s compensation system, AALL leaders contended, was 
fair to employers and employees alike.88 The commission-based organization 
of all state plans except New Jersey undoubtedly played a role in Survey and 
AALL’s enthusiasm—it allowed experts like themselves to properly and actively 
enforce regulations.89 The AALL and Survey also hoped that employers would 
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find it in their financial interest to prevent accidents now that employers had 
lost the common-law defenses that let them avoid financial penalties in most 
cases.90 Germany’s experiences made them hopeful, since German employ-
ers had quite unexpectedly “invested in safety devices at a rate matched by 
employers nowhere else in the North Atlantic economy.”91 Finally, workmen’s 
compensation would help repair the tattered relationship of employers and em-
ployees, potentially preventing socialism.92 In December 1911, Survey printed 
(and officially endorsed) a petition calling for a federal commission on indus-
trial relations. The petition argued that lawmakers had done little to address 
employers’ failure to safeguard workers against occupational diseases and ac-
cidents, while quickly acting to crush strikes. “[The workingman] believes 
that the hand of the law, strong in the protection of property, often drops list-
less whenever measures are proposed to lighten labor’s heavy burden.”93

Did Workmen’s Compensation Prevent Dependency?

Just as the AALL and its allies began to celebrate the compensation statutes 
spreading across the nation, some reformers began to express doubts about 
whether the new system had addressed the scope of social problems caused 
by industrial accidents. In late 1912, AALL member Isaac Max Rubinow 
launched a broadside on the new compensation statutes and the organ
ization’s entire approach to compensation law. A socialist like Eastman and 
one of the leading statisticians in the country, he approached the field of so-
cial insurance out of a deep concern about the hardships caused by poverty 
rather than a fear of public dependency. In 1913, AALL president William F. 
Willoughby had defined social insurance as “a device for accomplishing two 
exceedingly important welfare objects: providence, that is provision against a 
contingency certain or likely to occur, and distribution of the burden of loss 
entailed by the contingency when it does occur so that it can be more easily 
borne. . . . ​Under a purely savings system, the burden of loss falls with crush-
ing force upon the individual.” Willoughby continued, “Social insurance 
competes directly with charitable relief.”94

Drawing on his expertise in the statistical analysis of work accidents and 
accident insurance, Rubinow argued that reformers’ single-minded concern 
about temporary dependency was fundamentally misguided. Instead, he ar-
gued that the AALL and its counterparts should have focused their attention 
on “disability”—a term he used often. He suggested, in fact, that the compen-
sation laws for which AALL members had fought so hard would fail to pre-
vent public dependency among workers with newly acquired sensory and 
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physical disabilities, as well as chronic illnesses. Cognizant that most would 
continue to work in some fashion, albeit likely not at the same wages or status 
as before, Rubinow contended that compensation laws would leave these 
workers mired in poverty. His critiques of the AALL approach to compensa-
tion law ultimately persuaded the organization to alter its approach. But by 
the time the AALL began proposing model legislation that reflected his ad-
vice, the nature of the compensation system had been set. Policy makers 
could not easily reshape the statutes for which they had advocated—and 
helped draft—just a few years before.

Rubinow’s unusual insights into the challenges that workmen’s compensa-
tion laws would pose to workers with acquired disabilities arose out of both 
his early work as a doctor and his pioneering role in the development of actu-
arial statistics. Born in Russia in 1875 to a wealthy Jewish family and trained as 
a physician, he first recognized the links between poverty and ill health while 
seeing patients in New York’s Lower East Side. Distraught at their sufferings, 
Rubinow often gave them money instead of charging them, much to his 
wife’s dismay.95 After studying economics, sociology, political philosophy, 
and statistics at Columbia University, he moved to Washington, D.C., to work 
for the Civil Service Commission.96 Following brief stints in the Department 
of Agriculture and the Department of Commerce and Labor, Rubinow se-
cured a position in the Bureau of Labor Statistics. While in the nation’s capital, 

Statistician, social insurance advocate, and 
workmen’s compensation analyst Isaac 
Max Rubinow. Photo by Savony, courtesy 
of the Kheel Center for Labor-
Management Documentation and 
Archives, Cornell University.
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he published on a vast array of topics ranging from domestic service and dis-
crimination against African Americans to Russian agriculture, as well as 
much of the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ eleven-volume Workmen’s Insurance 
and Compensation Systems in Europe.97 Desirous of leading the state-based 
workmen’s compensation movement but frustrated by his spot on the side-
lines in Washington, Rubinow returned to New York City in 1911 to take a 
position as chief statistician for the Ocean Accident & Guarantee Company. 
He hoped that his time at the firm would eventually qualify him to direct a 
state workmen’s compensation fund.

Rubinow’s return to New York put him in close contact with the interlock-
ing communities of reformers around Survey and the AALL. Elected to the 
organization’s General Administrative Council in 1912, he soon became a mem-
ber of the new Social Insurance Committee as well, where he played a central 
role in developing the AALL’s model compensation and sickness insurance 
bills.98 He also served as a contributing editor and frequent writer for Survey 
from 1911 to 1916 and drafted the social insurance plank for Theodore Roose
velt’s presidential campaign in 1912. The following year, he published his first 
magnum opus, Social Insurance, which long stood as the major text in the field.

Rubinow quickly emerged as a leading expert on compensation within 
the statistical and insurance communities—experience that would give him 
unique insights into the structure of compensation law and its impact on 
newly disabled workers’ lives. Illustrating his children’s recollections that he 
was “always working . . . ​he didn’t know what it meant to play,” Rubinow 
founded the Casualty Actuarial and Statistical Society of America in 1914 and 
served as the society’s first president; he also led the rate committee for the 
Workmen’s Compensation Service Bureau for much of the 1910s.99 Later on, 
he summed up his work for the Service Bureau with his characteristic lack of 
humility: “I was . . . ​the committee.”100 In addition to these endeavors, Ru-
binow developed a “standard accident table” that would allow states to esti-
mate the frequency and type of accidents. At a time when state and federal 
officials had only a scant grasp of accident rates, the table constituted a cru-
cial accomplishment.101 Soon, state officials from around the country began 
calling on Rubinow to advise on compensation rates and calculate the “pure 
premium”: the rate that companies should pay for compensation insurance.102 
Despite his groundbreaking work and rising fame, what coworkers termed 
his “unfortunate personality” prevented him from ever fulfilling his dream of 
heading a state compensation fund.103

Nevertheless, within just four years, Rubinow would articulate a prescient 
critique of the ways the statutes would impoverish workers with disabling 
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injuries—a critique that would lead the AALL to adopt an entirely new ap-
proach to workmen’s compensation laws. Soon after returning to New York 
and joining the AALL’s Committee on Social Insurance, he began using the 
organization’s annual conference as well as pieces in Survey and American Labor 
Legislation Review to share his opinion that compensation laws failed people 
with partial permanent disabilities.104 Shortly after New York passed a revised 
compensation act in 1913, he faulted the law in Survey for the “highly unsatis-
factory” way it treated workers with such disabilities. He noted that “barring 
fatal accidents, the class of ‘permanent partial disability’ is economically 
the most important one,” those affected being “from twenty-five to forty times 
more numerous” than those with total permanent disability, adding that 
many accidents causing partial disabilities “lead to a very serious impairment 
of ‘standards,’ not a few to actual destitution.”105

While it is not entirely clear why Rubinow became fascinated by the issue 
of disability, his interest probably dated from his work at the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and perhaps also his time as a physician on the Lower East Side. 
Reflecting on the process of constructing his standard accident table, he 
termed the “measurement of degree of permanent or partial incapacity” to 
be “both theoretically and practically one of the most difficult of the techni-
cal problems in the entire field of social insurance.”106 Disability raised criti-
cal questions about subjectivity and who could and should define disability.

Although only a small fraction of workplace accidents led to permanent 
disabilities—4,742 of every 100,000 accidents—Rubinow argued that such 
permanently disabled people constituted a crucial class for labor reformers. 
“Here we are dealing with cripples, cripples both surgically and economically, 
cripples made year in and year out, surviving for many years, and swelling the 
army of defective and therefore partly dependent wage workers,” he noted. 
“While their economic condition may not be always as desperate as that of 
the victims of total permanent disability, their greater importance collectively 
is due to the fact that they are 40 to 50 times as numerous.”107 Rubinow sug-
gested that no one involved in the compensation movement—from legisla-
tors and insurance companies to engineers and physicians—was equipped to 
deal with the issue of workers disabled by industrial accidents. He explained, 
“So long as industrial injuries were adjudicated in courts under liability laws 
through verdicts and always in a lump sum . . . ​there was no apparent neces-
sity to develop the body of experience as to the economic effects of physical 
injuries which, after all, is the crux of the problem.”108

Unlike fellow AALL members, Rubinow recognized that most people 
with acquired disabilities would continue to work, but he feared that they 
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would struggle to survive on their compensation and what little they could 
earn. “Instead of incapacity or disability, we really have to think in terms of 
reduced capacity or ability to work except . . . ​where absolute inability to con-
tinue a specific occupation may of course be combined with only partial dis-
ability for other occupations,” he argued.109 Recognizing that disabling injuries 
often caused workers to lose both status and income, he observed that only 
rarely could such workers find jobs that would cover the gap between their 
previous wages and compensation payments, let alone once their compensa-
tion stopped. He therefore contended that a partial disability—of 40 percent, 
for instance—was in practice much more than that, although such a worker 
received well under 40 percent of wages as compensation. But low compen-
sation rates were far from the only flaw that Rubinow saw with the design of 
compensation statutes.

Disabilities, Rubinow suggested, had to be evaluated in the context of in-
dividual lives, rather than according to states’ rigid “dismemberment sched-
ules.” The schedules varied from state to state but in general attached a set 
number of weeks to each major type of injury. In Iowa, for example, workers 
were entitled to 50  percent wages for 300 weeks for the loss of an eye, 200 
weeks for the loss of an arm, 40 weeks for the loss of a thumb, 15 weeks for 
the loss of a little finger, and so on.110 Workers who lost the function of a digit 
or limb—but not did not suffer an actual amputation—received proportion-
ally less. To treat disabled workers fairly, compensation acts, in his view, had 
to incorporate factors such as age, occupation, economic context, and adapt-
ability to new occupations, as well as the rate at which an individual healed, 
the ways in which a disability evolved over time, and the worker’s overall 
physical condition.111 Rubinow lamented the presence of a dismemberment 
schedule in the revised New York Compensation Act enacted in 1913, com-
plaining: “An iron-clad rigid scale. So much for an arm, so little for a finger.” 
He continued, “The obvious fact is disregarded that the same organs often 
have a very different economic value in different trades; a leg means every
thing to a stevedore, but economically much less to a watchmaker; the loss of 
two fingers may seriously disable the latter but not the former.”112

While Rubinow considered occupation to be the critical issue in making a 
fair determination of compensation, he also stressed the importance of age, 
as well as the ways that disabilities might evolve over time and the ways in 
which various demographic factors intersected. On this basis, he found fault 
with the much-lauded California act, for which he had served as an adviser, 
and which provided detailed schedules determining the effect of 306 different 
injuries on 1,150 different occupations and ages from fifteen to seventy-five. 
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“It is furthermore obviously untrue that if the degree of disability has been 
determined at the time of the accident at 70  percent, that the remaining 
30  percent will be retained during life,” complained Rubinow. “A seriously 
disabled workman is grossly handicapped in the competitive labor market.” 
He continued, “The combined handicap of advancing age and serious physi-
cal disability is almost unsurmountable.”113

Rubinow urged states to replace their dismemberment schedules with more 
flexible, expert determinations that could better suit disabled workers’ evolv-
ing needs. Reflecting his characteristically Progressive faith in administrative 
solutions, he advocated personalized evaluations that could reflect such inter-
secting factors as age, occupation, economic context, and individuals’ evolv-
ing degree of disability. While he acknowledged that failing to provide a set 
time and amount of compensation eligibility might encourage malingering, 
Rubinow argued that lawmakers could not possibly hope to accurately deter-
mine the degree of disability for the rest of a worker’s life. “No decision should 
be considered as absolutely final and irrevocable because circumstances may 
change,” he advised.114 In a letter to fellow statistician and compensation ex-
pert E. H. Downey, Rubinow added: “It takes time to develop [total perma-
nent disabilities]. It may take two or three years. Some cases will get better 
and others will gradually grow worse. I think that will especially hold true of 
permanent partial disability.”115 In addition, more flexible determinations 
would better enable compensation committees to deal with the many dis-
abilities that were not simple dismemberments, as well as dismemberments 
that did not precisely fit the schedules. He noted that such disabilities as fro-
zen joints could be more troublesome than the actual loss of an arm.116

The key issue, Rubinow believed, was the gradual impoverishment of 
workers with acquired disabilities—a problem that compensation statutes 
failed to remedy. After an AALL meeting that focused on determining the 
best method of insurance for compensation acts, he remarked:

If I were a wage worker, I would go away from this meeting with very 
mixed feelings. Let us assume a fairly light accident, one that disables a 
workingman for six weeks without leading to permanent disability.  
If he was earning $12 a week, his compensation in most states will be  
$6 a week. For the first two weeks he will receive nothing. Thus his entire 
compensation will amount to $24, out of which he will be forced to pay 
the entire cost of medical aid after the first two weeks, because in most 
states the payment of medical benefits is limited to two weeks. Do you 
call that compensation? Will these $24 really prevent want?117
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Indeed, Rubinow noted that in many states, a totally temporarily disabled 
worker who earned minimal wages would receive only $4 or $5 per week to 
support his family. But he found the plight of people with permanent disabilities 
even more unsettling. While attacking the revised New York Compensation Act, 
Rubinow queried: “A loss of the right arm creates the right of compensation for 
312 weeks or six years, but what of the many years to follow?”118 The low rates 
paid by most states also failed to cover the extra expenses encountered by fami-
lies when they had to care for a disabled member. Like Eastman had, he noted 
that a dead breadwinner was cheaper than a disabled one.119

In addition, Rubinow recognized that employers were increasingly reject-
ing elderly workers and those with many different types of disabilities in favor 
of those with intact, interchangeable bodies. “Everyone knows of the handi-
cap of gray hair in applying for employment,” he reflected. “How much greater 
the handicap of the wooden leg, or the sleeveless arm, even the ugly stumps 
of amputated fingers.” Like railroad corporations who refused to hire conduc-
tors with a missing finger, employers in sales, clerical, and white-collar sectors 
enforced particularly high standards of bodily perfection. He noted, “From 
this point such economically inconsequential injuries, as loss of ear, nose, or 
scalp, or even ugly scars, may prove to be serious handicaps in the struggle to 
retain a foothold upon the road to opportunity.”120

Although Rubinow expressed considerable interest in the burgeoning vo-
cational rehabilitation movement—which aimed to train workers with all 
sorts of physical, sensory, and even cognitive and psychosocial disabilities, as 
well as chronic illnesses, to reenter the labor market and teach them the moral 
value of work—he cautioned labor reformers and legislators against assuming 
that rehabilitation would fully restore disabled workers’ earning capacity or 
convince employers to drop their prejudice against disabled workers. “The 
phenomenal success of the individual who rides a bicycle with the aid of two 
artificial legs and threads a needle with two artificial hands must not be taken 
as typical,” he wryly observed. “Besides actual disability, the question of em-
ployability is an important one. From this point of view the industrial cripple 
is in a very much less favorable position than the military cripple who will be 
favored both by law (civil service preferences, etc.) and public opinion.”121

At the same time, Rubinow was not unconcerned about the moral issues 
raised by workmen’s compensation payments. He acknowledged that malin-
gering existed but dismissed it as far less important than the destitution 
brought on by disability and insufficient compensation.122 To a limited de-
gree, he shared his fellow labor reformers’ fears that too much aid could prove 
morally corrupting. Dismemberment tables could, Rubinow feared, create an 
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“aristocracy of cripples” accustomed to an “artificial[ly] high standard.” For 
instance, Bruno Lasker, a member of Survey’s staff, contended that the best 
way to make sure that injured workers went back to work was to do periodic 
medical examinations and revise compensation down if “functional adapta-
tion had progressed.”123 For Rubinow, compensation always had to be directly 
connected to the actual economic damage done to a worker—if a disability 
did not interfere with a worker’s ability to earn a living, then there was no 
need to pay compensation for a permanent partial disability.124

By the mid-1910s, Rubinow’s forceful critiques of workmen’s compensa-
tion bills succeeding in reshaping the AALL’s approach to the compensation 
issue and forcing the organization’s leaders to grapple with the issue of 
disability. During the organization’s initial push for workmen’s compensation 
acts (1909–1912), the members and their editorial allies at Survey had uncritically 
accepted states’ compensation rates and time limits.125 Accordingly, they fo-
cused on providing statistics and discussing the social benefits of shifting 
from employers’ liability to compensation.126 In fact, the AALL and Survey 
had never set a baseline for compensation rates, nor did they discuss the issue 
of permanent disability prior to late 1912, when Rubinow joined the AALL’s 
new Social Insurance Committee. After his arrival, the organization’s lead-
ers promptly began criticizing workmen’s compensation statutes in their 
articles in Survey, focusing in particular on the ways in which low compensa-
tion rates, waiting periods, and time limits helped create public dependency—
and on the issue of disability.127

The statistician’s influence on the AALL’s view of compensation laws be-
came even more apparent in early 1914, when an unsigned editorial pro-
claimed in the American Labor Legislation Review that “the federal government 
and twenty-four states enacted compensation laws all more or less inade-
quate.”128 In effect, the piece announced that the AALL would no longer play 
just a supporting role in the compensation movement. Rather, the organization 
promised to release its own model compensation standards—standards that 
would better prevent public dependency among industrial accident victims, 
especially disabled ones. The AALL’s “Standards for Workmen’s Compensa-
tion” followed Rubinow’s recommendations nearly word for word, advising 
extended coverage of medical expenses, waiting periods of only three to seven 
days, 67 percent compensation, coverage for disabilities as long as they lasted, 
permanent coverage for dependents (including widows and widowers) until 
remarriage, and inclusion of occupational diseases.129 From the mid-1910s on, 
the AALL made improving compensation standards a prominent part of its 
“Immediate Legislative Program.”130
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The AALL had a few notable triumphs. Members such as John B. Andrews 
successfully advocated for more generous compensation scales in New Jersey 
and helped establish a workmen’s compensation service bureau in the same 
state to advise workers on the compensation process.131 Rubinow, Henry 
Seager, and Andrews also drafted the Kern-McGillicuddy Federal Employees 
Compensation Act of 1916, which provided compensation nearly up to Ru-
binow’s standards.132

Overall, however, Andrews and his fellow AALL members discovered that 
altering the existing compensation laws was a difficult endeavor. The multiple 
interest groups involved in compensation programs—lawyers, insurance com-
panies, trade unions, and state industrial commissions—made reform nearly 
impossible.133 Only a few states revised their scales upward to account for per-
manent and temporary total disability; by the mid-1930s, even the most gener-
ous states paid injured or disabled workers only two-thirds of their former 
wages. Lawmakers also retained time limits and monetary caps on compensa-
tion payments, and only a third of states added coverage for occupational dis-
eases.134 Nor did workmen’s compensation laws provide disabled workers 
with an effective alternative to litigation. Due to the difficulty of objectively 
defining and assessing disability and occupational diseases, disabled workers 
continued to sue employers for compensation.135 The AALL regularly pressed 
for higher rates, shorter waiting periods, and uniform, nationwide compensa-
tion legislation but could make no headway against the hodgepodge of state 
programs.136 Rubinow’s calls to action had come too late. Within just a few 
years, the fundamental structure of the compensation system had already 
been fixed. The negative impact of compensation statutes on workers with 
disabilities would be even more devastating than he had predicted.

And despite his enormous contributions to the field of workmen’s com-
pensation, after 1916 Rubinow’s difficult personality and his socialist affilia-
tions would exile him from his beloved field of social insurance.137 His second 
book, The Quest for Security, published in 1934, reportedly helped to inspire 
Franklin Roosevelt to organize the Committee on Economic Security (out of 
which would come Social Security), but Rubinow had antagonized so many 
of his fellow reformers and policy makers that he found himself excluded 
from the policy-making process.138

The Impact of Workmen’s Compensation on Disabled Workers

Despite the efforts of Rubinow, the AALL, and Survey to improve the original 
workmen’s compensation statutes, the laws had a devastating impact on 
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workers with both congenital and acquired disabilities. Simply put, work-
men’s compensation provided employers who were already skeptical of 
disabled workers with a perverse financial incentive to use physical examina-
tions, company doctors, and medical departments to exclude them. Rubinow 
proved prescient about the ways in which compensation statutes would fail 
to meet the needs of newly disabled workers. In fact, lawmakers’ and reform-
ers’ fears about encouraging public dependency had shaped the statutes in 
ways that made such workers all the more likely to fall into poverty or have to 
rely on public aid. Like other public policies, compensation laws sought to 
generalize specific conditions, but disability’s immense complexity posed 
great hurdles. So too did the fact that workers’ injuries—and the impact on 
their earning capacity—often shifted over time. Thus, while many people with 
acquired disabilities continued to labor, just as people with congenital im-
pairments did, workmen’s compensation acts helped to exclude both groups 
from the wage labor force—and often from paid work as well. Ironically, com-
pensation laws helped to create disability as a social problem of poverty and 
public dependency.

Much to labor reformers’ surprise, workmen’s compensation laws almost 
immediately began limiting the wage work prospects of workers with virtu-
ally all types of disabilities, but especially people with physical or sensory im-
pairments and chronic illnesses. In its first annual report, the Industrial 
Accident Board of Massachusetts commented, “One of the logical but most 
unexpected developments of the Workmen’s Compensation Act [of 1912] was 
shown almost immediately in the throwing of aged and infirm employees out 
of industry.” The report explained that as soon as the compensation statute 
went into effect, one firm, for instance, conducted physical examinations of 
its workers and discharged twenty-two employees as “aged or under par phys-
ically.”139 Some companies, such as the Republic Iron & Steel Company in 
Youngstown and the Avery Company of Illinois, took action even before com-
pensation statutes took effect. Both examined all employees in the month 
before their respective states’ compensation acts went into effect in 1911. For 
Avery, this practice proved highly profitable. Not only did the firm’s relief as-
sociation have so many fewer requests for aid that it reduced fees by half, but 
insurance rates plummeted from $3.35 to 85 cents [per worker]. The owner, 
G. L. Avery, explained that “in dealing with the men, they are given to under-
stand that they are treated as profitable or unprofitable investments rather than 
desirables or undesirables.”140

Given employers’ long history of retaining—and, to a lesser degree, 
hiring—employees with imperfect bodies, why did compensation statutes 
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suddenly turn employers against disabled workers? In large part, the struc-
ture of the laws was to blame. Legislators had recognized the catastrophic 
economic damage often caused by severe impairments, such as total loss of 
eyesight, amputation of both legs, or loss of both hands. In the hope of pre-
venting severely disabled workers from slipping into public dependency, the 
“dismemberment schedules” used to set compensation rates provided dis-
proportionately more money for the most serious injuries. Pennsylvania, for 
instance, mandated 125 weeks of compensation at 50 percent of wages for the 
loss of one eye and 150 weeks for the loss of one foot, but 500 weeks for total 
disabilities such as the loss of two eyes or two feet.141 State industrial accident 
commissions eventually granted equivalent compensation to workers with 
partial impairments who became totally disabled in a second accident.142

In effect, these provisions meant that a second injury to a worker with an 
existing physical or sensory disability might well cost employers far more in 
compensation than a first injury to an able-bodied worker. As firms began to 
realize the potential financial risks, they began to use physical examinations 
to exclude disabled job applicants and, to a lesser extent, current employees 
with disabilities, along with aged workers. Some companies shied away from 
married men as well, fearful of the cost of supporting dependents should a 
married worker be injured or killed.143 Large industrial employers with com
pany physicians and full-fledged medical departments were the first to bar 
such workers, but as time went on, even department stores and smaller manu-
facturers rejected current and potential employees with a wide variety of 
disabilities. Typically, workers with visible disabilities such as the loss of an 
eye, a hand, or a leg were fired first. But employers also sought to use the grow-
ing ranks of industrial physicians to screen out workers with less visible 
disabilities such as reduced vision or hearing, tuberculosis, hernias, varicose 
veins, and “hardened arteries,” fearing that these impairments might be exac-
erbated by future injuries and therefore require compensation.144 The Knights 
of Labor Journal argued, in turn, that compensation acts had imposed a “new 
status for the workman . . . ​the duty of maintaining a condition of health, 
alertness and strength not before demanded of him from the employer.”145

Perversely, physical examinations even became a venue for competition 
between firms. In effect, having a workforce largely free of “defective” workers 
now constituted a means for improving efficiency, at least in theory. When 
Republic Iron & Steel Company began requiring employees to undergo regu-
lar exams in 1914, Youngstown Sheet & Tube Company, the Carnegie Steel 
Company, and other firms followed suit. The inspections covered all workers, 
“whether in the mills or in the offices.”146 The head physician of “one of the 
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largest industries in the country,” for instance, remarked that his firm had no 
examination policy prior to the compensation act. He commented to fellow 
industrial surgeon Harry E. Mock: “It was thought best to let every man ap-
ply for a job, try himself out, if he could stand up under the work and wished 
the job, it was his.” But when “everybody [wa]s doing it,” the firm had little 
choice. Otherwise, they received only “the refuse of the railroads and steel 
mills, men who could not qualify in competitive physical examinations.” 
Managers disliked discriminating against “defective men,” such as those with 
one eye, but “the compensation liability [wa]s too great.”147

Twice-disabled workers pressed industrial accident commissions to grant 
them compensation for second injuries that led to total disablement, but their 
success in winning compensation only made employers even more fearful of 
hiring workers with impairments. After 1914—when a “one-eyed” man in 
Michigan, Charles Weaver, temporarily won full compensation for the loss of 
vision in his second eye in a case that received widespread publicity—many 
more employers instituted physical examinations. The plaintiff ’s lawyers had 
acknowledged that the “social effects of an award favorable to Weaver were 
not unforeseen” and had advised states to amend their compensation laws to 
address the problem of second injuries. Otherwise, the attorneys predicted 
that “employers will not hire men with one eye, one leg, or one arm.”148 And 
within just a month of a 1930 Oklahoma court ruling favorable to a worker 
with a second injury, employers had fired 7,000 to 8,000 disabled men.149

Insurance companies, in particular, helped make disabled workers “unde-
sirable” in the eyes of employers. Once states passed compensation statutes, 
insurers dropped their practice of rating companies by the “physical condition 
of the plant and the types of processes carried on.” Instead, insurers began to 
charge companies based on the number of accidents at that plant and granted 
rate reductions for lower accident rates—giving employers even more incen-
tive to screen out workers with a broad range of different disabilities.150 
Although little direct evidence exists of insurers actively encouraging compa-
nies to discriminate against disabled workers, the insurance journal The Prob
lem “made no secret of the fact that examination of workmen should be used 
as a means of eliminating the unfit.” The editors advised employers to insti-
tute physical examinations for all job applicants, in order to push the costs of 
taking care of “defectives” back onto society.151 Companies who self-insured, 
covering their own compensation expenses without help from an insurer—a 
practice allowed in some states and adopted by major companies such as 
International Harvester and Standard Oil—likely had even more reason to 
bar workers with disabilities. The case of Ford Motor Company, which also 
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self-insured, challenged such logic, of course. Nevertheless, recognizing this 
temptation, the New York State Industrial Commission required employers 
who sought to insure themselves to “sign a pledge that [they] will not dis-
criminate against the partially disabled applicants for work.”152

Complicating matters, most early twentieth-century industrial employers 
and safety advocates continued to believe that workers—especially those with 
physical or sensory disabilities—were careless and were responsible for most 
workplace accidents. Safety advocates, in particular, became increasingly 
cynical about whether workers actually wanted to protect themselves from 
accidents. Although overall accident rates began to drop in 1907, safety edu-
cators argued that workers’ carelessness made the goal of preventing all acci-
dents unreachable. Workers routinely removed safety guards, ignored signs, 
and disobeyed orders.153 Don Lescohier of the Minnesota Bureau of Labor, 
for instance, explained the death of a man at a flour mill as follows: “He had 
been repeatedly warned against crawling through the belts and unquestion-
ably lost his life through a willful taking of unnecessary risks.”154 In fact, safety 
managers at steel companies became so frustrated that they shifted their edu-
cational focus to the children of workers. Safety workers argued that it would 
be easier to ingrain “safety first” in children’s minds than to change the work 
habits of their parents.155 In workers’ defense, the spread of piecework, low 
wages, and speedups made ignoring certain safety rules or equipment finan-
cially attractive—or at least worth the risk.156

Employers assumed that disabled workers, in particular, were inherently 
more careless and, therefore, more likely to be involved in industrial acci-
dents. After all, such workers had presumably already had one accident, and 
their impairments might well contribute to another accident.157 John Weller 
of the Packard Motor Car Company explained in 1914 that “all employers of 
labor today feel that they don’t want to take any extra chances. . . . ​They think 
that a man by reason of some physical defects is more liable to accident than 
others.”158 Policy makers shared—and often affirmed—employers’ skepticism 
about disabled workers. In a 1918 article in the Monthly Labor Review, Carl 
Hookstadt of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, for instance, advised em-
ployers to avoid hiring any disabled workers at all, arguing that a disabled 
worker was “more liable to injury . . . ​and a greater source of danger to his fel-
low workman than a normal man.”159

Workers fought industrial employers’ efforts to institute physical examina-
tions but had only limited success. Before the New York Compensation Act 
came into effect in 1913, several New York City printing firms posted notices 
that physical examinations would be required of all employees. The Allied 
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Printing Trades Council of New York informed the firms that the union 
would allow such exams to be made only by union doctors and suggested 
that the workers might go on strike; as a result, the printing firms reconsid-
ered.160 The printers were not the only workers to fight employers’ attempts 
to institute physical examinations. In 1914, 16,000 General Electric workers 
threatened to strike over the company’s use of medical examinations as a 
means of rejecting disabled job applicants with disabilities.161 The same year, 
the Executive Council of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) warned 
that compensation laws were “creating an unemployable class.”162 Neverthe-
less, physical examinations became an increasingly popular means of limiting 
compensation payouts even outside the industrial sector. Indeed, the Kern-
McGillicuddy federal compensation act of 1916 required medical examina-
tions of all federal employees. AALL member Edwin W. De Leon praised this 
provision, arguing that “the best possible man can be assured only by a physi-
cal examination . . . ​[and] it will reasonably follow that he will do the best 
possible work, and with the best possible effect.”163

Ironically, the “second-injury problem” was not as unexpected as the In-
dustrial Accident Board of Massachusetts had claimed. In fact, it was widely 
known in Great Britain and other European countries that had already estab-
lished compensation programs.164 The British Home Office, for instance, 
found that the institution of workmen’s compensation in 1897 resulted in the 
exclusion of all one-eyed workers from the boilermaking and shipbuilding 
industries. Elderly and even middle-aged workers, too, found themselves un-
welcome in many sectors.165 Given the transatlantic nature of Progressive re-
form movements such as workmen’s compensation, American compensation 
advocates and possibly even lawmakers may have known about the second-
injury issue.166 Railroads, furthermore, provided an earlier example closer to 
home—an example whose relevance apparently went unrecognized by legis-
lators. During the 1880s and 1890s, the American railroad brotherhoods and 
companies established relief departments and insurance plans, as well as 
mandatory physical examinations. Workers with even the “slight disability of 
a missing finger” soon began to lose their jobs. Instead of celebrating such 
workers’ courage and experience, the railroad companies and brotherhoods 
portrayed workers with disabilities, especially visible physical ones, as intem-
perate and reckless, and as posing an unnecessary financial risk.167

As a result of compensation statutes and, in particular, the second-injury 
problem, workers with many different types of disabilities had an ever more 
difficult time finding employment during the late 1910s and the 1920s, espe-
cially in the industrial sector. As early as 1916, a study of manufacturers in 
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Cincinnati “revealed that 50 per cent of the group did not wish to employ 
handicapped men because of the added liability in case of second accident.”168 
Based on research conducted in the early 1920s, the Consumers’ League of 
Eastern Pennsylvania reported that the “loss of the sight of one eye may not 
appear to be a very serious disability” in itself. They noted, however, that 
“whether the fear of losing the other eye and permanent disability resulting 
therefrom is the determining factor or not, employers seem most unwilling 
to hire a man who has lost the sight of one eye.”169 And by the late 1920s, 
various divisions at the Pullman Company reported rejecting between 10 
and 21.5 percent of applicants based on physical examinations.170 Even nonin-
dustrial firms such as Montgomery Ward began to screen out workers whom 
examiners found to be of “questionable” fitness.171

But as policy makers discovered when they tried to rework compensation 
laws, there was no easy way to solve the second-injury problem. By 1915, sixteen 
of thirty-five states had altered their compensation statutes to attempt to elimi-
nate the financial hazards of hiring disabled workers. Led by New York, states 
tried various ways of limiting payouts to disabled workers who had a second ac-
cident, such as restricting twice-disabled workers to compensation for only one 
injury at a time, apportioning compensation based on the degree of new dis-
ability or the combination of disabilities, or creating public second-injury funds 
to fully compensate such workers. States also stopped using dismemberment 
schedules for minor injuries (e.g., the loss of two fingers) and placed greater 
weight on the difference in earnings before and after injuries. In 1919, Minnesota 
even banned insurers from discriminating against “the handicapped.”172 None-
theless, employers—industrial and nonindustrial alike—continued to dis-
criminate against workers with many different types of disabilities. The 
second-injury problem reemerged after World War II, when employers cited it 
as a reason for barring disabled veterans from employment. One disabled World 
War II veteran reported: “I get the same story everywhere I go. Either they don’t 
have a job I can do, or if I do, they can’t hire me because of insurance rules.”173

Workmen’s compensation laws even affected disabled workers at Ford 
Motor Company. Starting in the early 1920s, job applicants with a wide array 
of disabilities encountered increasing hostility, as did some current employees 
with newly acquired disabilities. Workmen’s compensation helped to drive 
this dramatic shift in employment policy. To make matters worse, workers newly 
disabled at Ford Motor Company found that the laws failed to meet their 
financial needs, just as Rubinow had predicted.

In 1921, the chief advocate for disabled workers at Ford Motor Company—
Reverend Samuel Marquis, the head of the Sociological Department—left 
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the company. After an intense dispute with infamously harsh production 
manager and plant superintendent Charles Sorenson over how best to treat 
and motivate workers, Marquis decided that their goals were incompatible. 
Sorenson cared about little else than increasing production, while Marquis 
desired to improve workers’ lot.174 In addition, after the labor turmoil of 
World War I, the postwar recession, and the Ford Motor Company’s conse-
quent near-failure, Ford had lost interest in paternalistic programs aimed at 
ensuring “loyalty and good-will.”175 Sorenson’s elevation and Marquis’s de-
parture left disabled workers vulnerable because they were now considered 
to be too hard to fit into the production line. Workers with disabilities were 
occasionally fired outright. Robert A. Shaw, the head of the Safety Depart-
ment in the late 1910s and early 1920s, explained that after Marquis left, “there 
was a little drop-off on . . . ​[setting up special jobs for disabled people] except 
where a foreman or superintendent firmly believed in the principle . . . ​[and] 
the principle I think lost its real force.”176

Several different factors accounted for the Ford Motor Company’s new 
hostility toward disabled workers. One of the most important factors was 
workmen’s compensation. Michigan had passed a compensation act in 1912, 
but thanks to Marquis and Henry Ford himself, the act did not have a nega-
tive impact on disabled workers at Ford until the early 1920s. Evidence is 
scant, but it seems that Sorenson’s rise to power allowed the head of the Legal 
Department, L. B. Robertson, to implement a strategy designed to limit the 
company’s potential liability to disabled workers. In fact, Robertson had long 
been concerned about the second-injury problem, but his concerns had 
gained little traction with Henry Ford until the 1920s.177 One worker who 
had become “crippled” while loading trucks with heavy materials highlighted 
the dramatic nature of the shift in 1927, remarking “When employees are in-
jured, usually they are thrown out and new ones employed.”178

At the same time, the Ford Legal Department suddenly adopted an ag-
gressive stance in compensation cases, fighting tooth and nail to avoid paying 
compensation. Prior to Sorenson’s takeover, the Legal Department had tried 
to be “very liberal” in paying compensation, often providing more than the 
law required, and generally trying to pay enough to ensure that injured employ-
ees would not fall into debt. Such practices also helped to keep compensation 
cases outside the courts and away from the Michigan Industrial Commis-
sion.179 While discussing a difficult case in 1915, for example, L. B. Robertson 
reminded James Couzens, Ford’s business manager, that the company pre-
ferred “to pay compensation in cases where there might be some technical 

168  Chapter 5

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Impact of Workmen’s Compensation, 
1900s–1930s  169

question involved rather than take advantage of the law to defeat same.”180 
Starting in the early 1920s, however, company lawyers began to take advan-
tage of legal loopholes such as an expired statute of limitations, the absence of 
an actual accident, and the lack of clear negligence by the employer.181 David 
McKenzie, for instance, lost one finger in a machine after having a dizzy spell 
and falling. Because his accident could not be attributed to negligence on the 
part of the Ford Motor Company, both the firm and the state compensation 
board refused to grant any award.182 Ford’s Legal Department also began to 
appeal cases to Michigan’s Supreme Court to avoid paying compensation.183

Nevertheless, in striking contrast to other firms, Ford Motor Company 
retained many of its workers with disabilities. An investigator with the Sage 
Foundation found more than 13,000 “ ‘physically sub-standard’ men and 
women” laboring at Ford in 1927.184 The company even kept on workers who 
had acquired disabilities while in its employ and later sued for additional 
compensation. Machine repairman Frank Alampi, for instance, had a steel 
fragment enter his eye in 1926; within two years, he had lost all use of the eye 
and demanded compensation. Ford Motor Company paid up, and by 1940 
Alampi had advanced to the position of arc welder. The company likewise 
kept on Fred Albers despite the fact that his disability claim was dubious at 
best. In 1927, he had received a concussion after being struck on the side of the 
head by an iron bar. After four days, he developed “traumatic psychosis,” for 
which the firm paid three weeks of compensation. Albers continued to work 
at Ford as a machinist but in 1933 suddenly filed for further compensation, 
“alleging still disabled as result of injury.” The company successfully fought 
off the claim but retained him; in 1940, he was supporting his wife and two 
youngest sons as a laborer at Ford.185

Injured workers also suffered from what seems to have been a profound 
disconnect between the ways that workers and the Sorenson-era Legal De-
partment experienced and understood injuries and disabilities. As Rubinow 
had argued, reporting an injury often meant that the injured worker incurred 
a substantial economic loss. In 1919, Michigan raised compensation for total 
disability from 50 percent to 60 percent of wages, with a minimum of $7 per 
week and a maximum of $14—rates far below what most Ford workers made 
with the implementation of the five-dollar day (and later the six-dollar day). 
Throughout the entire period, Michigan enforced a two-week waiting period 
for compensation.186 Ford Motor Company also calculated compensation 
based on the minimum wage—not the profit-sharing portion.187 Therefore, 
reporting an accident and taking time off to heal generally meant that 
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workers lost at least half of their wages for several weeks, more if they did not 
win compensation. The fact that workers expected to be injured at some 
point in their working lives—often several times—likely also led many work-
ers to underreport minor accidents.188 Ford Motor Company’s Legal Depart-
ment, in turn, assumed that any delay on the part of a worker in reporting an 
accident meant that the employee was lying.

The impact of old disabilities and injuries on workers’ earning capacity also 
changed over time, as Rubinow had suggested—a dynamic that the Ford Mo-
tor Company’s lawyers, compensation statutes, and dismemberment schedules 
take into account. Often, what seemed at first to be a minor injury eventually 
became a serious impairment. In these cases, workers generally won compen-
sation from Ford Motor Company, but only after long legal fights. Vahan Ha-
rootian, for instance, lost the sight in his right eye a year and a half after part of 
a saw blade broke off and hit him in the eye. After a two-year-long legal battle, 
Harootian won $1,800 in compensation and an additional $400 intended to 
allow him to buy a truck and enter the vegetable business.189

Workers with injuries such as hernias that were not the result of a clearly 
defined accident had markedly less success claiming compensation when 
their disabilities became more severe. As Rubinow had predicted, compensa-
tion statutes and dismemberment schedules functioned best in the cases of 
workers who suffered a simple accident. A former Ford employee, for in-
stance, complained in 1927 that he had not received compensation for his two 
hernia operations or for his time off work. He exclaimed, “This speaks well 
for Henry Ford and the Workingmen’s Compensation Law!”190

Economic downturns also made workers newly aware of their disabilities, 
since, as Rubinow had predicted, disabled workers were the last hired and 
first fired. During the Great Depression, but especially between 1933 and 1935, 
Ford Motor Company was deluged with delayed compensation claims from 
workers with a broad range of disabilities who could no longer find a job. Alex 
Marshall, for instance, whose left eye had been struck by a chip from a drill 
rod in 1926, had lost enough vision by 1933 that he no longer possessed the 
“industrial vision” required to gain a job. Marshall eventually won $1,400 in 
compensation, but most workers did not have his success.191 Hundreds of 
workers reported developing hernias and bad backs from their time at Ford 
Motor Company. The company denied nearly all of these claims—even when 
the worker had a verifiable disability—and if necessary, appealed cases to 
Michigan’s Supreme Court. Because workers had not reported their initial 
minor injury, the current disability could not be tied to a specific accident.192 
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Amidst the depths of the Depression, few disabled workers had the resources 
to fight a long legal battle.193

the experiences of disabled workers at the Ford Motor Company and 
other industrial employers illustrate the simultaneous power and weakness of 
public policies and policy makers. Progressive Era reformers and reform 
organizations such as Crystal Eastman and the AALL had intended for work-
men’s compensation to prevent the families of industrial accident victims 
from slipping into public dependency. State legislatures, in turn, passed com-
pensation laws that provided families with temporary, limited aid. But as Ru-
binow pointed out, workmen’s compensation did not address the needs of 
permanently disabled workers. In fact, by unintentionally encouraging com-
panies to bar workers with a wide array of congenital and acquired disabilities 
from employment, compensation statutes impoverished both people with 
disabilities and their families.

In large part, policy makers helped to create disability as a public policy 
problem of poverty and public dependency, albeit entirely unintentionally. 
Industrial employers had laid the groundwork for this shift by deeming work-
ers with many types of disabilities inefficient and increasingly refusing to hire 
them during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The work-
men’s compensation acts of the 1910s, however, provided all employers with 
an even more convincing rationale for screening out all people with disabili-
ties from their workforce, especially those with physical or sensory impair-
ments and chronic illnesses. Perversely, workmen’s compensation laws 
effectively barred disabled people from the wage labor market and often from 
paid work itself, although many found ways to continue to labor. Undoing 
the pernicious and impoverishing, if inadvertent, effects of these policies 
proved a difficult—if not impossible—task.

Reformers established sheltered workshops such as Goodwill Industries 
in which disabled workers would theoretically learn marketable skills that 
they could use on the paid labor market. But such programs struggled with 
the complexity of disability and their clients’ family contexts. And ironically, 
sheltered workshops exhibited much the same concern for efficiency that 
had led employers on the mainstream labor market to exclude disabled work-
ers in the first place.
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c h a p t e r  s i x

Saving the Human Wreckage Cast  
on the Industrial Scrap Heap
Goodwill Industries and the Imperative  
of Efficiency, 1890s–1920s

In 1926, Edgar James Helms, the founder of Goodwill Industries, described 
his work as “the essential saving of the human wreckage that has been cast 
upon the industrial scrap heap.”1 At that time, Goodwill Industries’ nation-
wide network of sheltered workshops employed thousands of disabled, el
derly, and temporarily unemployed—but able-bodied—people in salvaging 
everything from rubber and rags to dolls and paper. Helms believed that his 
organization did far more than merely provide employment to “crippled, dis-
abled, and needy people” left destitute by “improved machinery, mass pro-
duction and competition.”2 Harkening back to the rhetoric used by early 
advocates of scientific charity, such as Josephine Shaw Lowell, he proclaimed 
that Goodwill Industries was “building up a great fence of prevention at the 
top of the precipice for through their work they are giving disadvantaged 
people a self-respecting chance to help themselves in their time of distress 
and before they have fallen into the abyss of alms and pauperism.”3

Goodwill Industries was just one of hundreds of sheltered workshops to 
emerge during the tail end of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. 
It exemplified the how the Protestant work ethic and fears about encouraging 
dependency shaped how workshop managers approached the problem of 
“disabled” people—those whose bodies had been deemed largely unfit for 
wage labor by a changing economy and public policies.4 Like the superinten-
dents of custodial asylums for people deemed feeble-minded, reformatories, 
manual labor boarding schools, vocational training programs for immigrant 
children, and other work-based reform programs, Helms and his counter
parts placed great weight on instilling the moral virtues of work in their cli-
ents. In their minds, labor, especially craft labor, was a moral panacea for 
nearly any ill. And also like Helms, the founders of other sheltered workshops 
hoped to address the ways in which mechanization, employers’ growing de-
sire for workers with fully intact and interchangeable bodies, and workmen’s 
compensation laws had begun to exclude disabled workers from the main-
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stream labor market and self-support. Indeed, Helms began his work in the 
mid-1890s by focusing on those whom he termed the “economically, physi-
cally, morally, and socially disabled.”5

But in an increasingly mechanized economy in which public policies en-
couraged employers to discriminate against workers perceived as having dis-
abilities, craft labor could not provide disabled workers with a path to the 
mainstream labor market. Nor did most sheltered workshops have the 
resources necessary to persuade skeptical employers to hire trainees with 
disabilities. The complexity of clients’ situations, especially old age and wid-
owhood, posed further challenges.

Making matters worse, Helms and other sheltered workshop managers 
discovered that even their institutions could not escape the logic of efficiency 
that had so pervaded the mainstream economy. To ensure Goodwill Indus-
tries’ survival, he had little choice but to adopt piecework methods, rate 
workers by efficiency, conduct time-motion studies, and limit the number of 
disabled workers hired.

Even as the largest network of sheltered workshops in the country, and 
likely the best funded, Goodwill Industries consequently managed to employ 
only a small number of disabled people. Ultimately, sheltered workshops re-
turned just a handful of their disabled clients to the mainstream wage labor 
market. Instead, most workers with disabilities remained permanently in the 
workshops, earning low wages and learning few marketable skills.6 But ironi-
cally, disabled and elderly workers proved extremely useful for Goodwill In-
dustries in one aspect: advertising.

The Birth of Goodwill Industries

“Not Charity but a Chance” and “Saving the Waste in Men and Things”: 
these two slogans, which emerged at Boston’s Morgan Memorial Goodwill 
Industries during the 1910s, summed up the hopes of Edgar James Helms for 
his rapidly growing network of industrial programs.7 A Methodist Episcopal 
minister, Helms saw Goodwill Industries as inculcating self-respect and pro-
ductive citizenship by providing temporary work and vocational training to 
disabled, elderly, and, in particular, unemployed able-bodied people who, in 
theory, would eventually return to the mainstream wage labor market. In so 
doing, he hoped to blunt the economic impact of mechanization and indus-
trial downturns. Just one of many work-based rehabilitative endeavors that 
arose in the late nineteenth century, Goodwill Industries epitomized the 
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ways in which these projects blended concerns about the moral ills of depen
dency and scientific charity practices with the Protestant work ethic and, of-
ten, the Social Gospel.8

Goodwill Industries arose out the devastating depression of the 1890s as 
part of the relief program of Morgan Chapel in Boston’s South End neighbor-
hood. The chapel—an odd amalgamation that was owned by the Unitarian 
Church but run by the Methodist Episcopal Church—had lost nearly all of its 
members by the time Edgar James Helms became the pastor in 1895.9 A young 
Methodist Episcopal minister from Iowa, Helms promised to revitalize the 
church’s membership and improve its vice-ridden vicinity. When Helms took 
charge of Morgan Memorial, the immediate neighborhood had a reputation 
as “a notorious red-light district . . . ​[with] sixteen saloons, eleven pawn-
shops, two theaters, and innumerable pool rooms and gambling dens operat-
ing within two square blocks of the church.” Gamblers attended church services 
“to distribute policy slips,” and a beat cop used the vestry room as a place to 
meet prostitutes.10 Helms planned to reinvent the chapel as an “institutional 
church”: a chapel that combined welfare and religious work in an immi-
grant working-class neighborhood to reach young migrants, in particular, and 
build “the Kingdom of God on earth.”11

Such rhetoric reflected the influence of the Social Gospel movement, which 
arose in the late nineteenth century and aimed to redress the ills of poverty, 
poor living conditions, economic inequality, and poor environments, espe-
cially in so-called industrial cities. In so doing, figures such as Richard T. Ely, 
Walter Rauschenbusch, and Josiah Strong sought to put the Lord’s Prayer 
into action: “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 
Much like antebellum reformers in the wake of the Second Great Awakening, 
advocates of the Social Gospel viewed repairing the earthly world as a neces-
sary precursor for bringing about the Millennium. And although Social 
Gospel activists sought to remedy economic injustices and thereby reduce 
societal conflict, they too placed great weight on the moral value of work. 
While the movement emerged first in mainline denominations such as the 
Episcopalians, Unitarians, and Congregationalists in the mid-1880s, Baptists 
and Methodists such as Helms soon joined.12

Helms arrived at Morgan Chapel already experienced in organizing urban 
missions and doing settlement house work, having helped found the Boston 
University Settlement in the North End. While working there during the 
early 1890s, he had begun with a classical evangelistic approach: preaching in 
Hebrew from a “Gospel Wagon” on the streets of the Jewish area.13 Helms 
soon took the settlement in a new direction after discovering Toynbee Hall, 
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the British cooperative movement, and the new field of sociology; he also 
began research how other city churches connected with and served their “un-
churched” working-class neighbors.14 Discarding his efforts to aggressively 
evangelize his Jewish, Italian, and Portuguese neighbors, Helms instead fo-
cused on providing the community with much-needed practical services: 
boys’ and girls’ clubs, a mothers’ group, reading rooms, meals and clothes for 
those in need, and classes in sewing, music, and basic academic skills.15

At the same time, Helms began to volunteer at Morgan Chapel in Boston’s 
impoverished South End, where he helped Reverend E. P. King establish an 
industrial school for children and “a relief department where women could 
earn money from sewing.”16 In a failed attempt to increase membership, the 
ministers at Morgan Chapel had begun to serve free Sunday breakfasts to 
homeless men—who were then locked into services. Although the men increased 
attendance, their presence drove away nearly all of the older members. Helms 
thus took over the church’s pastorate in 1895 at a difficult time. He arrived, 
however, with a promise of supplementary aid from the Unitarian Benevo-
lent Fraternity of Churches for industrial education and relief programs and 
support for terminating the breakfasts, which both he and the Unitarian fra-
ternity viewed as entrapment.17

Fresh off his success in using institutional church programs to win over 
skeptical residents of the North End, Helms immediately established indus-
trial relief programs aimed at helping Morgan Chapel’s immigrant neighbors 

Edgar James Helms, Methodist minister 
and the founder of Goodwill Industries. 
Courtesy of Goodwill Industries 
International.
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cope with the devastating economic depression of the mid-1890s. Soliciting 
donations from the wealthy Boston neighborhoods of Back Bay and Beacon 
Hill, Helms used a wheelbarrow to transport items to a streetcar and then 
back to the South End, at least until the conductors banned him and his 
wheelbarrow for causing a public disruption. Since most of the donated 
clothing required repair, Helms hired a few local women to mend the items. 
According to the story he often retold later on while attempting to raise 
money, he invited neighborhood residents to help themselves to the cloth-
ing, which he had laid out on the church pews. Rushing the sanctuary, they 
fought over items. Horrified, he decided to stop giving out clothes. But later 
that day, an elderly woman refused to accept an overcoat for free, “convinc[ing] 
him that the poor could retain their self-respect only if they were required to 
pay something, even a token amount, for whatever was offered to them.” This 
tale is likely apocryphal, since Helms had experimented with similar indus-
trial programs during his earlier postings. The story nonetheless illustrates 
his firm belief in the moral threat posed by charity—a belief shared by many 
contemporary lawmakers, reformers, and advocates of the Social Gospel. 
Following John Wesley’s precepts, Methodists had also long placed great 
value on hard work and frugality.18

Initially, Helms and his colleagues focused primarily on assisting able-
bodied men, as well as some women, through temporary periods of unem-
ployment or underemployment. Given the depth of the depression, the 
program met real needs and consequently took off quickly. During the winter 
of 1896–1897, more than 1,000 people labored in Morgan Chapel’s industrial 
programs, which ranged from skilled work such as printing, mending gar-
ments, and repairing shoes to more menial tasks such as sawing wood and 
sorting scrap paper. While some workers remained for up to three weeks, 
others stayed as little as one hour—just long enough to earn a little fuel or a 
garment for a child.19 Such extensive industrial programs constituted an un-
usual innovation within the institutional church movement, which generally 
provided only limited piecework relief programs for women, plus wood 
chopping for a few men.20 By 1902, Helms had established a formal “Salvage 
Plant” along with a host of other programs reminiscent of secular settlement 
houses: a day nursery, an employment and placement bureau, a temperance 
saloon, a cafeteria with free or low-cost food, children’s classes in immigrant 
languages and industrial skills, an industrial night school, a music school, sum-
mer camps for convalescents and poor children, residences for single in-
temperate men and elderly working women, and, for a brief time, a cooperative 
grocery store.21
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Helms recognized that dramatic changes had taken place in the labor mar-
ket during the past few decades, and agreed with other Progressive Era re-
formers and advocates of the Social Gospel that these economic changes had 
increased privation and public dependency. Such shifts not only hindered the 
temporarily unemployed and the unskilled, he argued, but also posed special 
challenges for the “incompetent persons who could not hold a job, and old 
and injured people who could not be placed.”22 At least early on, he insisted 
on paying “union prices” for labor despite long waiting lists of applicants; he 
also claimed to hire unemployed “union men” first.23 Turn-of-the-century so-
licitations to other churches, in turn, highlighted the plight of printers re-
placed by typesetting machines, promising “strictly first-class work” and 
stressing, “We do NOT CUT PRICES but we will do it at living wages.”24 
Reflecting back in the late 1920s, he observed, “Improved machinery, mass 
production, and competition are throwing into the industrial ‘scrap heap’ 
thousands of deserving men and women who now are in despair.”25

Keenly aware of the popularity of scientific charity approaches—and a 
firm believer in many aspects—Helms stressed that Morgan Chapel’s indus-
trial programs helped to prevent the moral contagion that many believed 
came hand in hand with public dependency. “Because people are poor is no 
reason that we should treat them as beggars and paupers,” he argued. Instead, 
as he explained, the chapel’s Industries “combine[d] the virtues of scientific 
charity with the character stimulating quality of Christian sympathy for the 
unfortunate.”26 By offering work and helping them maintain their dignity, in 
part by providing them with access to secondhand but decent clothing, he 
sought to preserve the “character” and “independence” of the “self-respecting 
poor”—including disabled people.27 While the chapel’s staff followed scien-
tific charity guidelines by carefully investigating any individuals who made 
outright requests for aid—monetary or in the form of garments, shoes, or 
fuel—early on Helms and his coworkers tended to allow anyone who was 
willing to labor in the Industries to do so provided there was space. Such 
practices echoed back to poorhouse work tests but would come under fire in 
1910, when the Unitarian Benevolent Fraternity of Churches secretly hired an 
investigator to tarnish Morgan Chapel and thereby free themselves from their 
financial obligations to the organization.28

While Helms spoke to potential donors rather than the state legislators 
courted by idiot asylum superintendents such as Hervey Wilbur and Charles 
Bernstein, he also paid careful attention to the financial benefits to be accrued 
from marketing his programs as instilling the values of productive citizen-
ship. Reflecting on his church’s work some years later, for instance, Helms 
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stated, “Hundreds have been helped in the time of their financial crisis, 
and have been delivered from becoming black-listed as paupers. They have 
asked for a chance to work, and it has been given them.”29 Reporting to the 
Methodist Bureau of Home Missions in the mid-1920s, in turn, he contended, 
“Those who appeal for work (not alms) come from the great army of the nation’s 
producers” and, through Goodwill Industries’ programs, would become 
“good citizens,” restored to “independence,” with “self-support . . . ​made pos
sible and self-respect guaranteed.”30

At Morgan Chapel, Helms sought to blend the sacred and the secular. 
After visiting Germany in 1899 and encountering Christian Socialism, he be-
came ever more interested in how churches could drive social reform.31 Upon 
his return, Helms assailed Methodist ministers for ignoring the poor, arguing 
in a 1901 lecture to the International Epworth League Convention—the Meth-
odist organization for young people—that “the best examples of Christian 
brotherhood today are not found in the organized church, but in state institu-
tions, and labor and philanthropic organizations, many of them independent 
of the church.” He continued, “It costs more to be philanthropic than it does 
to be dogmatic. It is easier to propagate faith than to demonstrate love.”32

While most institutional churches limited revivals in order to better at-
tract the non-churchgoing, non-Protestant population, Helms maintained 
his evangelistic roots during his first two decades at Morgan Chapel. He orga
nized multiple foreign-language services, prayer gatherings, and street-corner 
preaching, and even wrote a book of prayers for the chapel’s nearly thirty 
departments, which employees used in morning devotions.33 Handbills asked, 
“Are You Saved?” but at the same time, Helms modified the sanctuary’s bap-
tistry in order to provide the public with showers one story below.34 Like 
other advocates of the Social Gospel, he believed that the best way to bring 
about the kingdom of heaven was to work toward “social salvation” and adopt 
“Christ’s example of everyday religion.”35

In succeeding years, Helms gradually reduced Morgan Memorial’s evange-
listic programs.36 In part, he may have been responding to the community’s 
decided lack of interest in church membership, which remained at the same 
level as before Helms took over—only ninety members and forty-five proba-
tionary members in 1910—as the Industries grew ever larger.37 This shift 
toward secular programming also arose out of his growing conflict with the 
Unitarian Benevolent Fraternity of Churches, which temporarily suspended 
its funding of Morgan Memorial the same year.

Unbeknownst to Helms, the Unitarians had hired an investigator to evalu-
ate his organization’s practices. The investigator produced a scathing report 
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that attacked everything from Morgan Memorial’s bookkeeping system and 
Helms’s mixing of religion and social service to the corporate structure and 
the organization’s method of determining clients’ worthiness for outright 
aid or work relief. Since 1904, perhaps earlier, the Unitarian Fraternity had 
been trying to find an excuse to stop funding Morgan Memorial because the 
institutional church “was draining the Fraternity’s invested funds.” Helms 
learned about the investigation only by accident and promptly “accused 
Fraternity delegates of committing an ethical malfeasance worthy of John D. 
Rockefeller in his early Standard Oil days.”

Helms took particular exception to the investigator’s claims that the 
Industries’ work “relief ” constituted a form of charitable aid and therefore 
required careful examination of clients beforehand; instead, he praised the 
moral benefits of work. The Unitarians’ investigation would nevertheless 
have a lasting impact on disabled workers’ prospects at Goodwill Industries. 
Once Helms calmed down, he agreed to all of the Benevolent Fraternity’s 
modifications, including relinquishing his presidency and his shares in Mor-
gan Memorial’s cooperative and more thoroughly examining potential cli-
ents. The suspension of funding, however, led the church to miss its annual 
interest payment on the mortgage; the facilities were put up for auction that 
summer, but miraculously, the bank received no bids. In what Helms termed 
another miracle, he then raised $50,000 in one year to free Morgan Memorial 
from debt, at which time the Benevolent Fraternity of Churches ended its 
trusteeship with the approval of both Helms and the Methodists.38 But in the 
aftermath of the turmoil, he hired efficiency expert Edward Buss to make 
Morgan Memorial’s operations more professional and more efficient, reflect-
ing the larger shift among charity workers toward scientific charity and pro-
fessional social services. This move toward efficiency would have troubling 
consequences for the “disabled” people whom Helms increasingly sought to 
serve.39

In 1918 Helms formally separated the Industries from the church, ending 
Morgan Memorial’s role as an institutional church. Nonetheless, he retained 
aspects of both his evangelistic roots and his commitment to “social theol-
ogy,” as did the Industries themselves.40 A 1922 “Statement of Faith” suggested 
that “the Kingdom of God required an earthly salvation” and stressed the 
equal importance of “the Fatherhood of God” and “the Brotherhood of Man,” 
demonstrating the lasting influence of the institutional church mind-set and 
the Social Gospel on Morgan Memorial.41 Moreover, the 1922 Prospectus and 
Manual of Morgan Memorial stated, “Morgan Memorial in every department 
and fibre of its being is intended to be essentially missionary,” and permanent 
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employees were evaluated in part on their commitment to evangelism 
through at least the mid-1920s.42

As Helms moved away from evangelization, industrial programs became 
Morgan Memorial’s raison d’être, bringing the organization considerable 
fame. At the 1904 world’s fair in St. Louis, Morgan Memorial’s industrial pro-
grams won a gold medal; at the 1905 Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition 
in Portland, Oregon, the organization received the Grand Prix in Social 
Economy.43 By 1910, the industrial programs extended from rug-weaving to 
rubber and paper salvage and employed 30 permanent workers and more 
than 500 temporary workers at a time; sales at the store reached $40,000, 
while wages amounted to nearly $30,000.44 By the mid-1910s, Morgan Memo-
rial’s industrial programs occupied a six-story building in which a multiethnic 
workforce of men and women repaired a wide variety of items, from clothing 
and mirrors to dolls and furniture, as well as collecting paper and other mate-
rials that could be sold for salvage.45 And in 1916, Morgan Memorial’s indus-
trial work (which Helms had named the National Cooperative Industrial 
Relief Association) acquired its eponymous name, Goodwill Industries, from 
a similar program in Brooklyn. That same year, Helms reported that the In-
dustries had “repaired more than 100,000 garments, 50,000 pairs of shoes, 
and about 500,000 pieces of furniture.” More than 3,000 workers had received 
$54,000 in wages.46 By 1919, 75,000 homes in Boston contributed to Goodwill 
Industries, which did more than $200,000  in business each year.47 Helms 
would maintain his broad focus on providing temporary employment and 
trade training to the “economically, physically, morally, and socially disabled” 
until the 1920s, after which he gradually began to focus primarily on aiding 
disabled people.48

The postwar years brought Helms and Morgan Memorial even more 
acclaim—and means for spreading the Goodwill Industries approach across 
the country. In 1918, the ringing endorsement of the Methodist Episcopal 
Centenary Survey garnered Helms the promise of $1 million from the Board 
of Home Missions to establish Goodwill Industries in urban “downtown” 
churches nationwide and to form a national Bureau of Goodwill Industries.49 
By 1925, there were Goodwill Industries in thirty-five major cities, and by 
1930, the program had spread to fifty-eight cities.50 By 1929, Helms claimed 
that Goodwill Industries was the “largest trade school in U. S. A.” and that 
“these old and handicapped students could not get into a school but here 
they earn their way.”51
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Too Efficient Even for Disabled Workers

During Goodwill Industries’ first major capital campaign in 1911 and follow-
ing a sharp economic downturn, Edgar James Helms proclaimed, “Morgan 
Memorial has stood by the aged and handicapped and inefficient and has 
kept on operating at a loss for their sake until it has exhausted all its unre-
stricted funds.” He explained, “It needs $25,000 now to recoup these losses 
and as much more to enable it to wisely minister to thousands of other hand-
icapped folks like these who are coming.” By no means would this be the only 
time that Helms would position elderly and disabled workers as the core 
population served by Goodwill Industries—at least in publicity materials. 
“From . . . ​your aeroplane, you would witness a series of mostly motley 
processions,” explained Helms in his 1926 annual report on Goodwill Indus-
tries. He continued, drawing a vivid picture of “the blind, the deaf, the crip-
pled in wheelchairs and on crutches, those whose strength has been sapped 
by disease, the epileptic, the rheumatic; some come from jails and prisons to 
begin life anew; others mentally retarded, others environmentally handi-
capped, still others because of old age.”52 As these quotes indicate, elderly 
and “handicapped” workers often took center stage in Goodwill Industries’ 
publicity. Reflecting the historical stigmatization of the “undeserving 
poor,” Helms and his fellow superintendents assumed that donors preferred 
to support disabled and elderly workers over temporarily unemployed able-
bodied workers. As it turned out, there was some truth to that assumption.

The Methodist Episcopal Board of Home Missions and Church 
Extension—the movement’s most crucial funder—often cited the prospect of 
making disabled and elderly people self-supporting as its main reason for 
supporting the spread of Goodwill Industries.53 But as aged and disabled 
workers who turned to Goodwill Industries discovered, Helms and other 
managers could not escape the same logic of efficiency that had led main-
stream employers to screen out workers with a wide variety of disabilities. 
While Helms recognized the discrimination that disabled workers faced on 
the paid labor market, ironically, some found themselves labeled too slow 
even to labor at Goodwill—or at least to earn more than a pittance—let alone 
learn a profitable trade or skill. The complexity of disability posed additional 
hurdles—since clientele were rarely just “disabled”—as did the way in which 
Goodwill’s origins in the scientific charity movement led managers to stress 
temporary work relief. That said, Goodwill Industries provided a limited 
number of individuals with disabilities with the means to continue working 
and at least stay on the fringes of the workforce.
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Just as Henry Ford strove for efficiency, so too did the managers of Good-
will Industries. In fact, they adopted the piecework rates and time-motion 
studies customary in mainstream factories. During the 1910s, workers were 
paid for each piece they mended regardless of whether it required one or 
several repairs. In 1921, Helms succeeded in refining this “piecework” system, 
albeit against employees’ wishes. Under the new “operations” system, Mor-
gan Memorial paid employees for each individual operation done on a piece of 
clothing or furniture rather than for completing all of the repairs on a piece—​
a policy eventually adopted by other Goodwill Industries.54 By 1922, Goodwill 
Industries, under the advice of efficiency expert Edward Buss, determined that 
sorters could sort seventy bags per day and expected sorters to meet that goal; 
within three years, managers expected the three sorters to handle 1,000 bags 
per week. And by the mid-1930s, Goodwill Industries nationwide used time-
motion studies to determine the “actual earnings” of employees, reveal “a 
Goodwill worker’s proportion of self-support,” and thereby establish the nec-
essary subsidies for workers who could not earn enough to cover their wages.55

Like his counterparts in the mainstream labor market, Helms found that a 
piecework system improved efficiency. But this scheme had other benefits as 
well. The operations system encouraged ambitious workers while also limit-
ing tension between employees who worked at different rates—a not uncom-
mon problem at Goodwill Industries and related workshops. At the Council 
of Goodwill Industries meeting in 1922, Helms explained: “As long as you al-
low this incompetent person who does poor and slow work to get a dollar a 
day, while here is one who can do twice as good and twice as much who is 
paid no more, you are pushing Mrs. Murphy down to the poor person’s level 
and you are generating friction. But with the operation basis, Mrs. Maloney 
sees that she must spruce up to get as much as Mrs. Murphy.”56

Helms’s concern over the efficiency of Morgan Memorial’s workforce re-
flected real fiscal challenges as well. Until at least the late 1920s, the Industries 
provided direct financial support to Morgan Memorial Chapel, supplying 
$1,200 during just 1922. Ironically, Helms had cautioned in 1918 that “it is both 
foolish and wicked to think of making this work a source of income for the 
church. That would be exploitation of the poor, not their evangelization.” 
Revenue from Morgan Memorial’s stores also supported much of its social 
services: the day nursery and kindergarten, the Children’s Settlement, the 
Fresh Air camps, and the South Athol Farm for recovering alcoholic men. In 
addition, Helms had set lofty expectations when he first received funding 
from the Methodist Episcopal Bureau of Home Missions and Church 
Extension in the late 1910s, promising to make all of the Goodwill Industries 
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self-supporting within a few years. By 1925, the Bureau of Home Missions and 
Church Extension supplied less than 1 percent of Goodwill Industries’ funds 
nationwide, with 84 percent coming from the sale of goods salvaged by work-
ers in the Industries and 12.7 percent supplied by local donors or Community 
Chests.57

Despite workers’ hostility to the revised piecework system, Helms credited 
it with allowing the Industries to employ a more diverse workforce—including 
disabled and elderly workers. At the same Council of Goodwill Industries 
meeting, he explained that shifting entirely to paying by the operations per-
formed on each piece reduced managers’ concerns about efficiency: “In the 
old regime, when we were scarcely able to make ends meet Mr. Moore felt 
inclined to go up into the Industries and let a lot of those incompetent people 
go, for he knew we were losing 20 to 50 cents a day, and we ought to save it, 
and that was the first place that we could strike economy. They were the last 
people that ought to be discharged.”58 And in fact, Helms and his managers 
had altered the piecework system to protect the most vulnerable workers. 
Unlike mainstream employers, Goodwill Industries set the piecework rate at 
the speed of the average worker, not the fastest. Longer-term employees also 
earned part of their pay based on their personal interactions and involvement 
with other aspects of the institution, while managers subsidized workers who 
could not produce enough to earn the minimum wage via piecework.59

Even with the operations system, managers’ concerns about efficiency led 
them to limit the hiring—and stays—of disabled and elderly workers. Indeed, 
Helms and his assistants sought to balance the ranks of “clumsy and ineffi-
cient” workers—that is, the disabled and elderly workers who tended to remain 
at the Industries—with workers who needed only temporary employment 
and who reportedly worked faster.60 Helms cautioned, “It should be remem-
bered that Morgan Memorial work is intended to provide as few permanent 
positions as possible.”61 Managers fretted, too, about the presence of slow 
workers who desperately needed help but stayed permanently at Goodwill 
Industries. A. G. Young complained in 1929, for instance: “The great danger 
faced by our workers is that the slowest person sets the pace. If there is any-
thing that makes me sad as I go through our different Industries, it is the con-
crete evidence of this.” Young added that he had designed the operation wage 
system “to overcome this crime.”62 Young, however, proved far more under-
standing than Morgan Memorial’s treasurer, Fred C. Moore, who lamented 
the fact that Prohibition had virtually eliminated the recovering alcoholic 
tradesmen—able-bodied and skilled workers—who had previously served as 
inexpensive stalwarts for the Industries. He explained that, in the past, “good 
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painters, printers, carpenters and others” would work for a “small wage” and 
“were able to produce more than they were being paid for.” But with Prohibi-
tion, “only the inefficient and physically handicapped are coming to us.” He 
complained that in “a great many cases they are unable to produce even what 
they are being paid.”63

Although a visiting journalist from the Christian Herald characterized the 
entire workforce of Morgan Memorial as “handicapped poor” in 1933, tempo-
rary, able-bodied males comprised most of the workers at Morgan Memorial 
and often at other Goodwill Industries.64 During 1917, for instance, 2,171 per-
sons were given “opportunity labor” at Morgan Memorial, and in 1924 work-
ers’ stays at the Industries averaged 82.5 days; Buffalo Goodwill Industries, in 
turn, employed 364 workers between October 1920 and September 1921, 
with an average payroll of 50 people.65 When Edgar M. Wahlberg, a radical 
Methodist minister and the superintendent of Grand Junction Goodwill In-
dustries in Colorado, visited Morgan Memorial in 1927 for a month of train-
ing, he was astonished by how few “handicapped” he saw. He counted only 
eight workers with disabilities on the lower four stories of Morgan Memorial’s 
six total floors.66 Only in the fourth-floor sorting and repair departments 
did he see more disabled workers, reporting “a sprinkling of handicapped 
throughout these departments” and later recording “quite a number of handi-
capped” among the twenty-four employees in the clothing repair section.67

Most of the disabled employees seem to have fallen under the broad early 
twentieth-century category of “the crippled.” In addition to three employees 
described as either “a hopeless cripple” or “badly crippled,” Wahlberg reported 
seeing one man “slightly paralyzed to be somewhat childish,” one slightly 
“lame” woman, a “one-armed man,” a “hunch-backed” man, a deaf man, and 
one man with a glass eye. Other authors reported people who had lost limbs 
or digits to frostbite and a few men paroled from the Waverly School for the 
Feeble-Minded, along with the occasional blind person.68

Concerns about efficiency and profits led Helms and his managerial staff 
to restrict the best-paid and steadiest “regular” positions to temporarily un-
employed, able-bodied workers.69 Wahlberg suggested that Morgan Memo-
rial kept speedy workers for the sake of efficiency and profits and called for 
them to transfer more employees on to industry.70 Although other Goodwill 
Industries sites rarely provided full breakdowns of their workforce, the 
Brooklyn Industries reported in 1926 that they had served 150-some elderly 
and disabled workers since 1915, while employing 723 different people during 
1925 alone. Brooklyn also refused all applicants who had lost both hands.71 
San Francisco’s Goodwill Industries, however, seems to have broken the 
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mold by employing mostly elderly workers in the early 1920s. At what local 
writers termed “The Old Curiosity Shop,” the workforce averaged seventy 
years of age, with none of the women being under sixty.72 Detroit, too, proved 
an exception, at least in its early years. During 1919, disabled people made up 
the entire workforce of nineteen workers, earning $1,193.22 during the year.73

Reflecting Goodwill Industries’ roots in the scientific charity movement, 
its managers maintained low pay rates in order to encourage only temporary 
stays, a policy that posed a challenge for disabled workers who had nowhere 
else to go. E. C. E. Dorian explained in 1915, “But neither the rate of wages—
about fifteen cents an hour—nor the work itself is designed to hold the men 
permanently.”74 Wahlberg, for instance, lambasted the Industries for failing to 
pay workers a living wage. He even suggested that the workers might consider 
unionizing. He recalled an “elevator helper” who earned only $1.50 per day 
and who was paying $2.00 for lodging per week. The worker complained, “I 
can’t buy shaving cream and other things and I can’t eat like I want. I feel hun-
gry most of the time.”75 Wahlberg later added: “A $1.50 wage may be a very 
temporary opportunity wage, but is degrading over a long period. A man has 
a right to sour on Morgan under such circumstances.”76 In contrast, some of 
the furniture repair workers—whom operations manager A. G. Young charac-
terized as “men and women of exceptional ability or those who have studied 
certain short cuts”—could earn up to $6 or $7 per day.77

The problem was, as Helms and his counterparts had feared, that most 
disabled workers employed at Goodwill Industries could not readily transition 
to the mainstream workforce—in part due to pervasive discrimination. As 
early as 1901, Morgan Chapel’s Employment Bureau director, Mary E. French, 
observed that “many who are too poor to pay office fees and others, who, on 
account of age or disability of some kind, are pushed aside in the downtown 
Employment Bureaus come to free offices like ours.” Despite her best efforts, 
that left the Industries with “a large number of persons whom it is hard to 
place.”78 As French suggested, returning dependent, unemployed people with 
disabilities to the mainstream wage labor market as self-supporting workers 
proved to be an increasingly impossible task. Although personnel records are 
limited, the stories recounted at annual meetings and periodically published 
in Goodwill Tales are suggestive. Of the fourteen disabled workers featured in 
the 1922 volume, only one found a job outside Goodwill Industries; another 
man who had lost half of his feet to frostbite remained at the Industries by 
choice after learning how to repair shoes. In Goodwill Tales stories from the 
mid- to late 1930s, eleven out of sixteen people with disabilities stayed perma-
nently at Goodwill Industries.79 Morgan Memorial’s managers, in addition, 
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often expressed frustration at the “number of handicapped people . . . ​[whom] 
we find very hard to place” and who “beg to remain with us” when encour-
aged to explore the wage labor market. As the economy worsened during the 
mid- to late 1920s, the treasurer, Fred C. Moore, regularly warned that such 
workers posed serious financial risks to the Industries; both he and opera-
tions director A. G. Young advised turning some handicapped laborers over 
to the Parish Welfare Bureau.80

In part, disabled workers tended to remain at Goodwill Industries because 
people with disabilities were seldom just disabled: many were the sole bread-
winners for their families or had other characteristics that made them unat-
tractive to employers. Indeed, most disabled workers were elderly or single 
women (and some fell into both categories).81 In 1919 Denver Goodwill In-
dustries employed, for instance, a sixty-five-year-old clothes presser who was 
deaf and “broken down in health,” while the “cobbler was a man seventy-eight 
years old and a cripple.”82 The Brooklyn Goodwill journal reported, in turn: “A 
woman with a withered arm learned to run a sewing machine and was ex-
tremely grateful for the opportunity to earn a living, as her husband had 
deserted her.”83 The Buffalo Goodwill Industries, meanwhile, employed a 
“crippled widow” with four children, while a rheumatic Syrian man “earn[ed] 
two dollars a day [in Boston] by pulling the stuffing from shabby couches and 
arm-chairs.”84 Even younger disabled men tended to remain at the Industries—
especially if they had a family to support. A veteran who had lost an arm and a 
leg in the Great War stayed permanently as a telephone operator, earning $2 a 
day, for instance, while a man with a wife and five children found stable work 
at Goodwill Industries after losing four fingers on his right hand and being re-
fused employment everywhere he tried. Illustrating the pervasiveness of dis-
ability, some disabled individuals also sought work in order to support other 
family members with disabilities. Florence White Barbour reported in 1911, for 
instance, on “a cultured woman, wearing the carefully chosen clothes of five 
years ago, [who] asks for kitchen work or ‘anything that anyone can do who 
has only one-tenth of vision left.’ ” As Barbour investigated further, she eventu-
ally learned that the “woman’s husband ha[d] had influenza, an accident and a 
paralytic stroke and c[ould] no longer at seventy years give organ lessons.”85

Disabled workers also stayed at Goodwill Industries because, as Wahlberg 
suggested, they rarely learned trades profitable on the mainstream labor 
market; in fact, the Industries divided its workforce partly on the basis of 
ability and disability. Able-bodied workers studied trades such as rug weav-
ing, automobile driving, printing, and repairing shoes, clocks, and furniture. 
In contrast, workers with disabilities tended to work on unskilled tasks or 
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semiskilled tasks such as sorting salvage or repairing clothing, presumably 
because of managerial concerns about efficiency. Wahlberg, for instance, found 
only a “sprinkling” of disabled workers in the printing and shoe, millinery, 
and furniture repair departments, along with several in the clothing repair 
department—many of these workers eventually moved along to positions 
outside Goodwill Industries. Six disabled people labored in the employment, 
industrial, and shipping departments combined, but clerical departments 
such as these employed only a small fraction of the overall workforce.86 Fore-
men at Morgan Memorial also refused to hire the “deaf and dumb men who 
seem to be in desperate need” on account of it being “too difficult to tell them 
what they want done.”87

Morgan Memorial also effectively barred most disabled workers from col-
lections and driving work, the latter of which could be a profitable skill on the 
mainstream labor market. The 1922 manual noted that “the heavy articles to 
be lifted and other arduous duties makes physical weakness a handicap,” 
while in 1924, operations manager A. G. Young commented, “The handi-
capped are unfit for our trucks and elevators. It would be impossible for them 
to lift the well filled bags, to say nothing of ice-chests . . . ​pianos, organs, etc.” 
Young continued, warning, “To retain these stronger men we have to raise 
wages and thereby man our trucks and get sufficient help to make things 
100% efficient if possible.”88

Even when disabled people managed to learn trades at Goodwill Industries, 
their training did not always translate into marketable skills. In Brooklyn, for 
instance, “a man whose legs had been cut off was begging on the street. He 
heard of Goodwill Industries and was there taught to mend dolls. Instead of 
begging he earned enough to support himself and in time to buy artificial legs.” 
The man, however, found that he could not support himself with his talents in 
doll repairing. Instead, he “later found employment running an elevator.”89

Although managers of Goodwill Industries spoke about the potential for 
educating employers about disabled workers’ capabilities, no evidence exists 
that they actually pressed local employers to hire workers with disabilities.90 
In 1927, Helms suggested that the superintendents of the various Goodwill 
Industries contact the “millions of Christian employers” through churches 
and publications. He cautioned employers, “There is no thought on the part 
of the Goodwill Industries that its sheltered employment or its teaching of 
trades should relieve commercial industry of its responsibility in employing 
handicapped people or providing employment training to eligible individu-
als.”91 Despite Helms’s lofty rhetoric, Morgan Memorial’s placement service 
seems to have exclusively served temporary, able-bodied workers.
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Broader Struggles

Other sheltered workshops—notably, those targeted at blind adults—tried a 
slightly different approach to the question of how to return disabled workers 
to self-support.92 In contrast to Goodwill Industries, the managers of work-
shops and industrial homes for blind adults provided their clients with train-
ing in skilled trades that could not easily be mechanized.93 At workshops 
such as the Indiana Home for Blind Men and the Wisconsin Workshop for 
the Blind, blind men practiced (and in some cases learned) trades such as 
broom making, basketry, and chair caning. These trades built on the indus-
trial training offered in state schools for the blind during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries.94

In the end, however, the workshops for blind people encountered just as 
much difficulty in addressing the separation of disabled people from the 
mainstream paid labor market as Goodwill Industries. Like Goodwill Indus-
tries, these workshops shared the concerns of mainstream employers about 
efficiency and barred male workers whom managers deemed inefficient—as 
well as nearly all blind women.95 Moreover, even blind trades such as broom 
making and mattress making encountered competition from prison labor 
and mechanized factories.96 As a result, workshops for blind people rarely 
returned their clients to the mainstream labor market and served only a small 
fraction of the adult blind population—by one estimate, just 700 of the 
40,000 blind adults of working age in 1909.97

Pay at sheltered workshops, too, remained far below the standard of a liv-
ing wage, as one hundred blind laborers argued when they engaged in a 
thirty-two-day sit-down strike in Manhattan in 1937. The Blind Workers 
Union’s persistence paid off when the newly formed National Labor Rela-
tions Board intervened, recognizing their union, mandating the reinstate-
ment of all striking workers, and helping to start negotiations on a $15 per 
week wage between the strikers and the Bourne Workshop and Community 
Craft Weavers Auxiliary. Reflecting sheltered workshops’ roots in the scientific 
charity movement, the blind workshops’ directors had contended that, “as chari-
table, non-profit-making groups they [we]re not subject to the provisions of 
the Wagner act.”98

ultimately, goodwill industries and other sheltered workshops did 
not—and in many ways could not—provide disabled workers with a viable 
alternative to the mainstream wage labor market. Disabled and elderly workers 
held a central place in the advertising campaigns of Goodwill Industries, but 
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Morgan Memorial and its counterparts proved unable to escape the impera-
tives of efficiency. Consequently, they managed to employ only a limited 
number of workers with disabilities, even fewer of whom managed to transi-
tion to the mainstream labor market as self-supporting workers. Instead, 
most disabled people stayed permanently at Goodwill Industries, doing un-
skilled or craft labor and earning low wages. Helms’s passion for efficiency 
and his fears of encouraging pauperism and dependency fundamentally con-
flicted with the needs of disabled workers he sought to help. In effect, at both 
the various Goodwill Industries and other sheltered workshops, the simple 
act of laboring became more important than helping disabled people move to 
a living wage on the mainstream labor market.

Disability, too, proved a more complex problem than he and other work-
shop founders had expected. While Helms and his managers recognized the 
discrimination faced by disabled workers on the mainstream labor market, 
they could not single-handedly alter the dramatic economic changes and per-
verse public policies that drove disabled people out of the mainstream labor 
market during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At the same 
time, Goodwill Industries did provide some people with disabilities with 
very modest wages and the opportunity to continue to define themselves as 
workers.

The post–World War I program to rehabilitate disabled veterans would 
bear some striking similarities to sheltered workshops, especially the moralis-
tic tone and fears about encouraging dependency. In different ways, the 
complexity and mutability of disabilities would pose serious challenges as 
rehabilitators sought to restore disabled veterans to the status of male bread-
winners. Yet, unlike the civilian clientele served by Goodwill Industries and 
other workshops, many disabled veterans would ultimately return to the 
mainstream labor market. While their training—or at least the maintenance 
allowances that accompanied rehabilitation—helped to some degree, em-
ployers simply were far more willing to hire disabled veterans than disabled 
civilians.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



c h a p t e r  s e v e n

The Duty to Make Himself a Useful,  
Self-Supporting Citizen
Disabled Veterans and the Limits of Vocational  
Rehabilitation, 1910s–1920s

The most precious gift to the war disabled is that of a useful employment to 
assure his complete independence and self-sufficiency of civil life. The new 
concept is of justice, and not alms, to the disabled. It is due of right to the 
disabled man, that his Government should restore, as nearly as possible, 
 the status quo ante.1

John Aaron returned home from the Great War unable to continue farming 
in rural Alabama. While serving at Verdun, he had been wounded by shrapnel 
in the left thigh. The shrapnel left his left leg paralyzed below the knee, but 
after four surgeries and several years of hospitalization, he learned to walk 
again, albeit with a limp. Nevertheless, Aaron continued to suffer from a 
“drop foot,” along with chronic pain and “atrophy of the muscles.”2 In 1921, he 
registered for vocational rehabilitation with the Veterans’ Bureau, hoping to 
learn how to make pocketbooks in New York City. He made little progress in 
his training, however. While Aaron claimed that he “could not stand the 
work” physically, his supervisor contended that the veteran simply had a poor 
attitude. Shortly thereafter, Aaron left New York City for his parents’ farm in 
Alabama.3

Unable to find work in his home state, Aaron contacted the Veterans’ Bu-
reau in 1923 to ask for further rehabilitation, this time as a tailor. He pro-
gressed well in his training for a few months, but then his wife left him. In the 
words of his supervisor, Aaron “began to get very ‘wild,’ running around with 
women of doubtful character or none at all, and gambling some.”4 Hoping 
that a change in environment would turn him around, the district supervisor 
transferred Aaron from Birmingham, Alabama, to the U.S. Vocational School 
nearly 300 miles away in Pascagoula, Mississippi. The veteran progressed 
well in his training for a year, then faltered once again; citing supposed mental 
limitations, bureau officials reduced his vocational objective to dry cleaner 
and presser. Soon afterward, Aaron requested that he be declared rehabili-
tated so that he could accept a position with the Hardwick Store Company at 
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$100 a month. But by the time of the 1930 census, he was no longer working as 
a dry cleaner and presser. Instead, he was once again living with his parents in 
Alabama and helping with his father’s farm.5

The specific details of John Aaron’s troubled encounter with the federal 
vocational rehabilitation program for disabled veterans are unique, but his 
experiences echoed those of many of his fellow veterans. More broadly, how-
ever, his tale highlights the difficulties faced by lawmakers in creating from 
scratch a rehabilitation program that could reintegrate disabled veterans into 
the mainstream workplace as breadwinners and “useful citizens.”6 Given how 
hostile employers had become toward workers with disabilities and how 
much workplaces had shifted during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, this was no small ambition.

For many white veterans with disabilities, rehabilitation proved an eco-
nomic boon. Some even regained their prewar earning power—in itself a ma-
jor accomplishment, considering the fate of newly disabled civilians. Unlike 
managers at Goodwill Industries, rehabilitators insisted on training veterans in 
skilled jobs in growing sectors, a practice made possible in part due to the gen-
erous funding supplied by Congress. In fact, the Veterans’ Bureau spent more 
per day during 1923 than any other federal agency: $1.25 million.7 For some 
veterans, training provided an entrée to a long-desired career and a means of 
raising their class status, while for others, the maintenance payments served as 
a form of unemployment insurance during the postwar recession.

At the same time, many veterans left rehabilitation early or declined to en-
ter entirely due to the challenges that administrators faced in creating a vast 
bureaucratic entity from scratch. Rehabilitation officials struggled to build 
enough capacity to handle nearly 180,000 trainees—more than ten times more 
than the 16,000 originally expected.8 Administrative dysfunction and the in-
herently political nature of the rehabilitation program likewise discouraged 
veterans. Other disabled veterans, especially African American ones, found 
themselves largely barred or tracked into unskilled or semiskilled positions 
due to rehabilitators’ racialized notions of fitness, class and racial prejudices, 
and pejorative assumptions about certain types of impairments.9

Veterans’ rehabilitation also highlighted the challenges lawmakers faced in 
making disability policy. Not only was disability hard to quantify, as Isaac M. 
Rubinow had observed in regard to workmen’s compensation, but impair-
ments also evolved over time within individuals and reflected their particular 
economic contexts. Shifts in technology likewise produced unexpected new 
types of impairments, such as lung damage from gassing or chronic pain from 
shrapnel wounds, for which administrators had not accounted. Disability 
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also proved far more complex and fluid in reality than rehabilitation officials 
had anticipated.

In the end, however, many veterans eventually found self-supporting 
work, but not necessarily because of their training. Instead, most employers 
turned out to be far more willing to hire disabled veterans than disabled civil-
ians. Just like lawmakers, employers granted disabled veterans extra privileges 
for fulfilling the citizenship obligation of military service.10

At the same time, lawmakers’ and rehabilitation officials’ fears of encourag-
ing public dependency—the same fears shared by labor law reformers, sheltered 
workshop managers, charity officials, and asylum superintendents—
fundamentally shaped the program and blunted its impact. When faced with the 
fact that disabled veterans often could not locate a job that fit with their impair-
ment and that paid a living wage, officials redefined what “rehabilitation” meant, 
declaring that simply completing the training process was enough. Undoing the 
broad exclusion of people with many different types of disabilities from the wage 
labor market would have required rehabilitators to focus on shifting the work-
place rather than instilling the moral virtues of work in individual veterans. And 
while the framers of rehabilitation acts and the program’s officials emphasized 
again and again that they aimed to turn disabled veterans into self-supporting 
breadwinners, their relentless rhetorical focus on preventing dependency 
helped to further inscribe the cultural link between disability and dependency.

The Goals of Vocational Rehabilitation

Unlike disabled civilians, who struggled to find employers willing to hire 
them, disabled veterans of the Great War came home to an enormous 
amount of public goodwill. Both the framers of the rehabilitation program 
and national-level administrators cast the project of returning disabled veter-
ans to the status of breadwinners as a national obligation. Colonel Charles A. 
Forbes, director of the Veterans’ Bureau, offered a typical perspective in 1921: 
“We must send these men back into society, mentally, physically, and morally 
fit to occupy their places as useful citizens.”11 But in some ways, disabled ci-
vilians and disabled veterans shared similar experiences. Just as with shel-
tered workshops, workmen’s compensation, and idiot asylums, the specter of 
potential dependency loomed large in policy makers’ minds.

Lawmakers and the public alike assumed that veterans would reenter the 
mainstream labor market, and employers actively sought to hire them. The 
National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), for instance, surveyed 
hundreds of employers in July 1917 and “managed to obtain promises of 
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employment for over 5,000 disabled of all kinds and classes.” The NAM re-
ported, “Almost every manufacturer who replied stated that he would be 
perfectly willing to give employment to one or more war cripples, and many 
offered to make special openings for them.” An electrical firm in New York 
not only promised to train and employ crippled veterans but also vowed to 
preferentially retain them if the postwar economy soured. A major manufac-
turer in Bridgeport, Connecticut, in turn, declared its willingness to take 200 
to 300 war cripples with “good eyesight and at least one good arm,” once fully 
trained.12 Even more dramatically, when the state of Pennsylvania conducted 
an extensive survey of 30,000 industrial plants in 1917, investigators received 
several thousand replies that, in sum, promised to employ a total of 49,417 
disabled workers with thirty-eight different types of disabilities.13

Disabled veterans, moreover, were an eclectic lot. Some had graduated 
from high school or college or worked in a trade. Most, however, had little 
education—in fact, many were illiterate. The majority of veterans had done 
only unskilled or semiskilled labor prior to the war. A significant minority 
had been too young when they enlisted (or were drafted) to have any record 
of employment at all.14

But in some ways, the experiences of disabled veterans echoed those of 
their civilian counterparts. As lawmakers debated how best to reintegrate dis-
abled veterans into American society, the issue of public dependency once 
again rose to the fore. The specter of the Civil War pension system, in partic
ular, worried framers of the rehabilitation acts. As had been the case during 
all prior wars, lawmakers had granted pensions to veterans who had suffered 
wounds or illnesses. But because Congress had repeatedly loosened the eligi-
bility requirements for Civil War pensions, largely to curry favor with the 
public, costs ballooned massively over time. In fiscal year 1917, fifty-two years 
after the end of the war, the U.S. government disbursed nearly $160 million to 
Civil War veterans and their widows, orphans, or other dependents. All in all, 
the federal government paid $4.917 billion between 1866 and  1919—more 
than the actual cost of the war.15 Rehabilitation promoters such as reformer 
Garrard Harris decried the waste and immorality produced by the pension 
system: “For a half century the lengthening chain of Civil War disability and 
service pensions, dragging on interminably, has fastened upon the country a 
burden of dependency merging more and more with each generation into 
pauperism and ever lending itself to widespread corruption and abuse of the 
Nation’s gratitude towards its veteran warriors of the sixties.”16

Just as policy makers had designed the workmen’s compensation system 
partly to protect injured workers and the public from the civic and moral 
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risks of public dependency, advocates of rehabilitation programs argued that 
disabled veterans needed to be protected from the moral corruption report-
edly wrought by pensions. Leading rehabilitation promoter and sheltered 
workshop founder Douglas McMurtrie argued, for instance, that pensions 
were “always insufficient” and “socially demoralizing.”17 Worse yet, they en-
couraged veterans to leave the labor market. He noted, “Except in cases of 
men with unusual force of character and initiative, the crippled soldier almost 
starved in idleness on his pension, became partially dependent on kindly rel-
atives, or obtained admission to a soldier home.”18

Consequently, lawmakers designed the War Risk Insurance Act Amend-
ments of 1917—which established the principle of rehabilitation, if not the 
actual program—specifically to discourage public dependency and encour-
age male breadwinning. Authored by Chicago-based Progressive reformers 
Julia Lathrop and Judge Julian W. Mack, the act did not follow the customary 
practice of granting disabled soldiers lifetime pensions based on military 
rank.19 Instead, Mack proposed to defray the economic damage suffered 
by veterans by enacting a dual system of rehabilitation and compensation.20 
In contrast to the Civil War pension system or the schema used by Great Brit-
ain, he based compensation not on the percentage of physical damage or dis-
figurement but rather on how impairments reduced veterans’ future capacity 
for wage labor, plus the number of dependents.21

Thereby, the act affirmed a traditional middle-class vision of family and 
gender relations: compensation would in effect allow disabled veterans to re-
main breadwinners for their families.22 An American veteran with a total 
permanent disability such as complete blindness or loss of two limbs, for in-
stance, would receive $100 every month, plus $20 if he was married and had 
two children; starting in 1923, any veterans who developed tuberculosis re-
ceived an additional $50 a month. As a result, even severely disabled veterans 
could afford to marry and support children.23 To discourage malingering, 
disabled veterans would be required to undergo periodic medical inspec-
tions. A veteran who did exceptionally well economically, however, would 
not lose his disability compensation unless his impairment improved mark-
edly or vanished entirely. Unlike pensions, therefore, compensation would 
encourage veterans to return to work. Economist and future U.S. senator Paul 
Douglas explained, “The plain purpose . . . ​is to give the injured man every 
inducement to rehabilitate himself.”24 But to qualify for compensation and 
apply for vocational rehabilitation, veterans first had to be rated for an occu-
pational disability of at least 10  percent—a step that constituted a crucial 
stumbling block for African American veterans, since rehabilitation officials 
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viewed them as inherently racially unfit.25 Compensation could also be taken 
away entirely if veterans did not agree “to any reasonable medical or surgical 
treatment” aimed at lessening their disabilities.26

In rehabilitation, disabled veterans would learn skills ranging from auto-
mobile repair and electrical wiring to medicine and rubber salesmanship. 
Their training would, in theory, allow disabled veterans to eventually become 
self-supporting citizens.27 The Bulletin of the Federal Board for Vocational 
Education (FBVE) argued, for instance, that vocational rehabilitation would 
“reestablish the disabled soldier or sailor as an independent, self-respecting 
economic unit. Any other policy will inevitably induce economic depen
dency with its inherent moral and social evils.”28 Rehabilitation also reflected 
the typical Progressive concern with efficiency, since it offered a means of 
salvaging “labor that would otherwise be unproductive” and prevent a per-
manent “economic loss to the community.”29

The Misadministration of Vocational Rehabilitation

As American involvement in the war peaked in 1918, legislators and national-
level administrators set about creating a workable vocational rehabilitation 
program. Reality would fall far short of their expectations, however. Indeed, 
chronic administrative dysfunction would ultimately prevent many veterans 
from accessing and fully benefiting from rehabilitation. Half of eligible veterans 
declined to enter training, and one-third of those who entered rehabilitation 
failed to complete their training.30

Congress placed a small, year-old agency—the FBVE—in charge of the vo-
cational rehabilitation of disabled veterans. The result was a virtual catastro-
phe.31 Previously, the FBVE had overseen vocational education programs for 
just a few thousand civilians. Experts on vocational rehabilitation, in turn, 
had predicted only 16,000 trainees, largely soldiers with amputations or those 
who had lost sight in one or both eyes.32 Instead, 283,000 veterans registered 
for rehabilitation by November 1920—many with complex disabilities such as 
tuberculosis and other lung problems, multiple shrapnel wounds, and shell 
shock.33 The agency lacked the capacity to suddenly manage the rehabilita-
tion of hundreds of thousands of disabled veterans and had little choice but 
to use hundreds of local physicians to assess veterans’ levels of disability, 
along with nearly 8,000 private schools and colleges to provide training.34

An unwieldy, split administrative system led to infighting among the four 
federal agencies responsible for caring for disabled veterans. Ex-soldiers had 
their disabilities medically certified by the army, received compensation from 
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the Bureau of War Risk Insurance (BWRI) in the Treasury Department, and 
turned to the U.S. Public Health Service for medical care.35 In addition, the 
central office of the FBVE in Washington, D.C., had to sign off on each case 
and refused nearly all offers of advice and volunteer work from organizations 
such as the NAM and the Red Cross Institute for Crippled and Disabled 
Men—and even from Ford Motor Company, whose successful employment 
of thousands of “cripples” was becoming widely known. McMurtrie, in turn, 
lambasted the FBVE for not accepting the offers of leading businessmen (and 
perhaps prominent rehabilitation experts such as himself) to serve on com-
mittees on a volunteer basis. He commented, “So instead of having the ‘big-
gest’ men in the communities throughout the country identified with its 
work the board was limited to men whom it could hire for salaries ranging 
from $2,000 to $4,000.”36 As a result of all of these problems, the FBVE en-
joyed little success in rehabilitating trainees. By February 1920, the board had 
only 21,538 veterans in training; only 2,802 had completed their training. Ac-
cording to a 1920 investigation by the New York Evening Post, the FBVE placed 
just 217 rehabilitated veterans “in gainful employment.”37

Congress responded to the FBVE’s dysfunction—which one newspaper 
columnist termed “little short of criminal waste of the public’s money”—by cre-
ating the Veterans’ Bureau in August 1921.38 The new agency centralized nearly 
all aspects of disabled veterans’ compensation and rehabilitation. No longer 
did veterans need to negotiate the FBVE, the BWRI, and the army’s medical 
department. At the same time, the Veterans’ Bureau delegated some of its du-
ties, employing private organizations such as the American Legion and the 
Red Cross, for instance, to help with the process of determining veterans’ eli-
gibility.39 Congress also dramatically increased funding for rehabilitation, ap-
propriating $447 million in 1923.40

The Veterans’ Bureau’s improved funding and coordination enabled the 
agency to speed the eligibility process. Between August and October 1921, for 
instance, the bureau interviewed 82,000 veterans, filed 35,000 claims for dis-
ability compensation and rehabilitation, and processed 30,000 claims with 
the help of local “clean-up squads” composed of national-level rehabilitation 
officials and volunteers from the American Legion and the Red Cross. This 
campaign presaged a large-scale decentralization of the eligibility process by 
the bureau’s director, Colonel Charles R. Forbes (in 1923, General Frank T. 
Hines replaced Forbes). Veterans no longer had to send six copies of their 
files to Washington, D.C., and wait months for an answer; instead, local voca-
tional officers ruled on veterans’ eligibility for training. This simplified process, 
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however, left African American veterans far more vulnerable to the prejudices 
of southern officials.41

Despite the Veterans’ Bureau’s efficiency in processing claims, the agency 
faced new pitfalls. By 1923, Forbes had fled to Europe, pending charges of de-
frauding the government. A Senate investigation in 1924 found that Forbes 
had embezzled or wasted nearly a quarter of the agency’s funds ($223 mil-
lion), primarily by diverting funds for hospital construction.42 Among other 
schemes, Forbes arranged for the Veterans’ Bureau to buy unbleached sheets 
at a price of $1.27, then “sold them to the Thompson-Kelly Company for 26 or 
27 cents, and at the same time bought 25,000 new sheets for $1.02 apiece.” In 
1925, Forbes and John W. Thompson, a St. Louis building contractor, were 
sentenced to two years in Leavenworth and ordered to pay a $10,000 fine.43

Due to the fact that vocational rehabilitation was so new, the Veterans’ Bu-
reau struggled to find and retain qualified personnel, as had the FBVE. The 
men who oversaw the Rehabilitation Division included several public school 
superintendents, an insurance lawyer, a professor of vocational education at 
Columbia University, and a military officer who had coordinated technical 
training during the war.44 Most officials, however, worked in one of the fourteen 
regional districts: the vocational advisers, registration officers, and district 
and subdistrict supervisors. Some of these local officials had earned degrees 
from normal schools, vocational high schools, or trade schools; others had 
served as foremen in a particular trade or as commissioned officers in the 
military; yet others had worked as agricultural extension agents or reporters 
for trade publications. Because civil service rules limited salaries to $2,000 to 
$4,000 apiece, neither the FBVE nor the Veterans’ Bureau could retain reha-
bilitation officers. The manager of District 13 complained in 1922, for instance, 
that “42 percent of the rehabilitation assistants on our staff have been with us 
less than six months, and it is six months before a man is of very much value 
to you.”45

Discouraging Public Dependency

Nearly every aspect of the vocational rehabilitation process reflected the 
intense interest of rehabilitation promoters, lawmakers, and D.C.-based re-
habilitators in discouraging veterans from becoming dependent on public aid. 
Relatives—especially female ones—employers, and the public all had important 
roles to play. Edward T. Devine, the editor of the reform magazine Survey and 
the chairman of the Red Cross Institute for Crippled and Disabled Men, put 
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it bluntly: “[The disabled veteran] is from start to finish to be looked upon as 
a producer.”46 Both rehabilitation experts and national-level rehabilitators in-
tended to enable veterans to support their families. Consequently, disabled 
veterans—at least white ones—would undergo training not in the ill-paid 
crafts or menial labor offered to disabled civilians in sheltered workshops but 
rather in skilled trades that could pay a breadwinning wage.

Veterans’ rehabilitation began as soon as injured soldiers emerged from 
surgery, since rehabilitation experts feared that even a few days would perma-
nently suppress a soldier’s “will to work.” The FBVE Bulletin warned in 1918: 
“It has been said that the handicapped become employable in direct ratio to 
the promptness with which occupation is begun.” The author noted, “Even a 
short period of idleness tends to hospitalize the patient, and seems to crush 
his ambition and kill his application. These can not be re-created by later sys-
tems of reeducation however elaborate.”47 Accordingly, bedridden veterans 
were taught to read and write (or to use Braille, if necessary), string beads, or 
make baskets, or on occasion skills like drafting. Those more mobile could 
study carpentry, jewelry making, or watch repair. Rehabilitation promoters 
viewed this “occupational therapy” as a means of addressing disabled soldiers’ 
fears that their impairments meant a life of dependency. Devine explained: 
“The average man . . . ​wakes up after the operation to black depression and 
dismay. He sees nothing before him but a life of idleness or a position as a 
watchman or doorkeeper.”48 In theory, however, learning even basic skills 
taught self-discipline, prevented self-pity, and persuaded disabled veterans 
that they could once again be productive.49

Yet rehabilitation experts noted the dual threats to soldiers’ morals and 
morale posed by “useless busy work.” The FBVE Bulletin recounted the tale of 
an “optimistic and cheerful” man who, upon hearing that he should learn raf-
fia work, suddenly became aware of his disability and the fact that “others 
considered him worthless.” The veteran saw raffia work as a “useless occupa-
tion” fit only for charity work. In this view, nonmarketable skills such as raffia 
work, drawing, or woodworking had their place in helping to retrain injured 
limbs or digits—but only briefly. The author cautioned: “If trivial and time-
passing occupations are too long continued in the rehabilitation, disabled 
soldiers and sailors have been actually turned away from productive occupa-
tions and have taken up one of those ‘semitrades’ which are dependent upon 
charity or upon uncertain and fickle markets for support.”50

The framers of the rehabilitation acts focused their attention on veterans 
with major vocational handicaps. Of the 670,000 veterans who requested re-
habilitation, FBVE and Veterans’ Bureau administrators deemed roughly half 
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(334,578) eligible for training.51 Any veteran whom administrators declared 
had a major “vocational handicap . . . ​[that] prevent[ed] his return to his for-
mer occupation” received Section  2 training, which came with a monthly 
maintenance allowance of up to $145. Officials tracked veterans with “minor 
disabilities who [were] not prevented by their injuries from returning to gainful 
occupations” into Section 3 training. Trainees in both categories received 
free tuition for course work, supplies, training, and equipment, but Section 3 
trainees received no maintenance allowances. As a result, veterans deemed 
eligible for Section 3 training made up only 11.4 percent of all trainees.52

In contrast to the managers of sheltered workshops, the architects of the 
rehabilitation program rejected unskilled positions in heavy industry and 
manufacturing in favor of skilled, nonseasonal trades, at least for white veter-
ans. National-level administrators argued that, even though the unskilled sec-
tors of the economy were expanding rapidly, veterans would not be able to 
retain unskilled positions.53 As McMurtrie explained, “The aim of re-education 
is to turn out the soldier as a skilled worker in a job at which his disability is no 
handicap.”54 Like Ford Motor Company, local rehabilitation officials sought 
to match disabled veterans to a job that fit their remaining capabilities and 
interests and which did not require veterans to rely on prosthetics.55 Carry 
On, for instance, explained that a soldier who had lost an arm or a leg could 
be a telegrapher; in fact, so could a deafened man, since he could still hear the 
clicking of the telegraph.56 Most white veterans entered training in skilled 
manufacturing or mechanical work (40 percent, combined, of all veterans), 
such as jewelry making, electrical work, or automobile repair. Thirteen percent 
each trained in agricultural, commercial work, and clerical work, with African 
American veterans being heavily concentrated in agriculture, while 16 percent 
of all veterans entered professional training programs such as medicine and 
law.57 Almost exclusively, the FBVE and the Veterans’ Bureau used existing 
educational institutions, as well as more than “8,000 shops, mills, factories, 
and business places of all sorts.”58 Vocational advisers placed veterans in both 
institutional (classroom) or placement (on-the-job) training; veterans enti-
tled to Section 3 training often took correspondence courses. In theory, train-
ees were supposed to receive regular supervision from rehabilitation officials. 
More importantly, local rehabilitation officials were supposed to place veter-
ans who had completed their training in a permanent job—a responsibility 
that federal officials soon tried to dismiss.

Rehabilitation promoters such as McMurtrie presented training as a cru-
cial step for disabled veterans who sought to restore their status as “proper 
men.” The veterans’ advice magazine Carry On opened each issue with “The 
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Creed of the Disabled Soldier”: “Once more to be useful—to see pity in the 
eyes of my friends replaced with commendation—to work, produce, provide, 
and to feel that I have a place in the world—seeking no favors and given 
none—a man among men in spite of this physical handicap.”59 Carry On regu-
larly carried features about how vocational rehabilitation had enabled a dis-
abled veteran to keep his sweetheart, reflecting rehabilitators’ intense interest 
in remasculinizing and normalizing disabled veterans.60 For the first blind 
veteran of the war, Bill Zimmerman, finishing his rehabilitation program and 
finding a job was a precondition for returning to his prewar life. Zimmerman 
told his fellow veterans: “You see I have got to get a job now, because they 
sent for my girl to come down here to see me and she said, ‘Bill, if you make 
good I am going to marry you.’ ”61

Advocates of rehabilitation argued that, like Zimmerman’s girlfriend, 
family members and the general public had a crucial role to play in restoring 

Cartoon from “They 
Don’t Want Your 
Charity—They 
Demand Their 
Chance,” by H. T. 
Webster, Carry On, 
August 1918.
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disabled veterans to self-supporting citizenship. Commentators warned that 
veterans could easily slip into idleness and mendacity if allowed to do so by 
“hero-worship,” excess sympathy, or the provision of charity.62 Instead, rela-
tives and friends needed to press disabled veterans to take advantage of voca-
tional rehabilitation. James P. Munroe, the vice chairman of the FBVE, called 
upon veterans’ families to help “re-establish initiative and a sense of individ-
ual responsibility in the soldier in order that through training the man may be 
returned to a self-respecting and independent status in the community.”63 
Rehabilitators further fretted that the ease with which disabled workers could 
find employment during wartime labor shortages would discourage veterans 
with disabilities from entering rehabilitation. Here, too, rehabilitators called 
on relatives and employers to provide guidance. McMurtrie warned of the 
dire consequences of forgoing rehabilitation: “Even a disabled man may be 
able to go out and earn seven dollars a day in a munitions factory. This consti-
tutes a very potent counter-attraction to representations of modest but per-
manent employment after a course of training. If he makes the opportunist 
choice he will, upon the return of employment conditions to normal, be re-
duced to the status of a casual laborer, perilously near the verge of mendi-
cancy.”64 Rehabilitators further encouraged family, friends, and the public to 
monitor disabled veterans’ progress, asking that they report any disabled vet-
erans who tried to seek “charity under the guise of selling trinkets on the 
street corner” to the “proper authority.”65

Rehabilitation promoters identified female relatives as having a particu-
larly important role in encouraging veterans to pursue vocational rehabilita-
tion. Writer and suffragist Alice Duer Miller drew on traditional ideas about 
women being the guardians of family morals. She argued: “The shock to the 
man who wakes up after the operation to find that he has lost an arm or a 
leg is not only the shock of his own handicap, but the horror of being a 
dependent—something useless and abnormal. The recovery of our disabled 
soldiers—their return to a useful life—is in the control of the women of this 
country. No war work that has ever been offered to us is as important—or 
perhaps as difficult.” Rehabilitators’ emphasis on the crucial role played by 
female relatives matched the prominent part taken by female physiothera-
pists in treating—and remasculinizing—wounded soldiers.66

In order to discourage veterans from public dependency, rehabilitation 
experts likewise urged employers to practice “tough love.” McMurtrie, for in-
stance, warned that misguided charity and prejudice on the part of employers 
would fatally doom rehabilitation programs. He pushed employers not to try 
to “ ‘take care of,’ from patriotic motives, a given number of disabled men, 
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finding for them any odd jobs which are available, and putting ex-soldiers in 
them without much regard to whether they can earn the wages paid or not.” 
Instead of helping disabled veterans, McMurtrie argued that these methods 
“pauperized” them and practically guaranteed that veterans would lose their 
job once the flush of wartime patriotism wore off.67 Employers’ prejudice 
against hiring disabled workers, he suggested, “helped make many cripples 
dependent.” He criticized employers for preferring to give “the cripple alms” 
rather than “expend the thought necessary to place him in a suitable job.”68

Finally, rehabilitation promoters urged employers and the public alike to be 
sensitive to disabled veterans with “invisible wounds.” Like the framers of the 
rehabilitation acts, the general public initially assumed that disabled veterans 
would have visible disabilities such as amputations. As a result, veterans with in-
visible disabilities such as shell shock, lungs damaged by gassing, or chronic pain 
from shrapnel wounds encountered skepticism from the public and from em-
ployers. Carry On bemoaned “the present tendency [of the public] . . . ​to 
spend most of its sympathy and encouragement on the man with visible 
wounds.” Captain Arthur H. Samuels warned, “It is not the picturesque side of 
reconstruction that will afford the most troublesome problems of this country.”69

Although rehabilitation promoters stressed the role of the public in remak-
ing disabled veterans into self-supporting citizens, veterans also bore responsi-
bilities. Rehabilitators argued that being disabled—and dependent—was a 
choice. Carry On argued, for instance: “The principle is that no one need be a 
cripple unless he himself wishes it. . . . ​There is no such thing as being crippled, 
while there exists the iron will to overcome the handicap.”70 By returning to 
productive work, disabled veterans “chose” not to become crippled or dis-
abled. Carry On commentator Herbert Kaufman argued, “The remarkable 
achievements of retinkered European soldiers indicate that the only hopeless 
cripple is a deliberate shirker.”71 The Red Cross Institute for Crippled and Dis-
abled Men, in turn, advised veteran’s families: “Demand of the cripple that he 
get back in the work of the world. . . . ​The cripple who is occupied is, in truth, 
no longer handicapped.”72 As institute director McMurtrie argued, the disabled 
veteran owed it to the nation not to “resign himself to dependence on his pen-
sion and to spending the rest of his life in demoralizing idleness.” Instead, dis-
abled veterans needed to fulfill their civic “duty” and become “worthy citizens.”73

Who Could Access Rehabilitation?

Not all disabled veterans could even obtain approval to enter rehabilitation, 
however. Relying on a secret disability ratings schedule only belatedly released 
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to Congress and the public, the FBVE and the Veterans’ Bureau refused 
nearly half of compensation claims between 1917 and 1924.74 And without a 
disability rating of at least 10 percent, veterans had no hope of entering train-
ing. Administrators’ attempts to quantify disability in a ratings schedule re-
flected racialized notions of fitness and pejorative assumptions about certain 
types of impairments, as well as memories of the kinds of disabilities pro-
duced by past wars. As Rubinow had pointed out for workmen’s compensa-
tion, lived experiences of disabilities rarely fit neatly into dismemberment 
schedules.75

Rehabilitation planners had expected soldiers to return with discrete and 
easily defined impairments such as amputations, blindness, and “crippling” 
injuries. But the new technologies and style of the war produced an unfamil-
iar, complex set of impairments that evolved and changed over time.76 Nearly 

Poster from 
rehabilitation exhibit 
put together by the 
Red Cross Institute 
for Crippled and 
Disabled Men and 
the Red Cross 
Institute for the 
Blind, 1919. Courtesy 
of the Library of 
Congress, LC-
USZC4-7377.
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half of disabled veterans came home with “neuropsychiatric disorders” (shell 
shock), tuberculosis, or assorted lung impairments and heart lesions from 
gassing, often in combination.77 Diagnosing these disabilities proved more 
complicated than the “dismembered men” or blinded men envisioned by re-
habilitators. Lung and neuropsychiatric problems often developed months, 
if not years, after veterans returned home and, like physical and sensory 
disabilities, continued to evolve over time. Until 1923, disabled veterans were 
examined every ninety days for their disability rating and compensation, al-
though they could still complete their training if they dropped below the 
10 percent threshold. Veterans found the repeated examinations and adjust-
ments in compensation taxing. Charles Grafe, for instance, had eight differ
ent disability ratings and compensation amounts between September 1921 
and September 1923.78 Although policy makers had initially been determined 
not to extend the statute of limitations on reporting a disability, fearing a re-
peat of the Civil War pension situation, Congress eventually allowed veterans 
up to three years to report cases of tuberculosis and neuropsychiatric disor-
ders.79 And whereas the minié bullets used in the Civil War produced such 
large wounds that many soldiers either died or had amputations, the gunshot 
and shrapnel wounds suffered by World War I soldiers caused high rates of 
chronic pain that limited veterans in training and employment.80

Veterans with certain types of impairments—especially neuropsychiatric 
disabilities—faced intense scrutiny from FBVE and Veterans’ Bureau physi-
cians that reflected the influence of eugenics and broader cultural assumptions 
about the “mad.” Sufferers of war neuroses were often accused of feigning 
their impairments or acquiring them due to a syphilis infection (a noncom-
pensable disability). The FBVE claimed in 1921: “The breakdown under the 
stress of military service of most neuropsychiatric cases was attributed to a 
defective nervous system.”81

African American veterans had particular trouble gaining eligibility due to 
doctors’ racialized concepts of “fitness.” Physicians routinely denied compen-
sation to African American veterans in the Carolinas, Georgia, Florida, and 
Tennessee, tracing their impairments to venereal diseases that purportedly 
existed before enlistment. Most doctors affiliated with the FBVE and the Vet-
erans’ Bureau viewed African Americans as inherently inferior and disease-
ridden, and consequently ignored environmental conditions that led to 
higher rates of heart disease, tuberculosis, and physical disabilities.82 Eligibil-
ity officers also feared that providing too many African American veterans 
with compensation benefits and vocational rehabilitation training would un-
dermine southern labor markets and racial status hierarchies. Most African 
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American agricultural laborers earned just $30 a month, but disabled veter-
ans received a maintenance allowance ranging between $80 and $145 per 
month, depending on the number of dependents and the cost of living.83

Returning to Wage Labor

Despite the slow and troubled start of the vocational rehabilitation program 
for veterans, national officials declared success in 1928, when the Veterans’ 
Bureau terminated its rehabilitation program. General Hines, the director of 
the bureau, defined “success” in simple terms: as a majority of disabled veter-
ans completing their training.84 By 1928, 66  percent (or 118,355 veterans) of 
the 179,519 veterans who had entered training had finished their programs 
and, accordingly, been deemed “rehabilitated.”85 Hines did not attempt to 
draw larger conclusions about the impact of the rehabilitation program on 
the lives of disabled veterans, or even comment on whether veterans’ training 
enabled them to regain the status of breadwinners.86 On a more personal 
level, nevertheless, rehabilitation enabled many disabled veterans—at least 
white ones—to return to the wage labor market and maintain or even im-
prove their economic standing.

This was, of course, a striking contrast with the fate of civilians with ac-
quired physical or sensory impairments or chronic illnesses, who almost al-
ways suffered a dramatic drop in wages and who, by the 1920s, had increasing 
trouble retaining access to wage work. That said, some employers saw little 
difference between disabled veterans and other individuals with disabilities.

Even veterans with relatively serious impairments found that vocational 
rehabilitation allowed them to become self-supporting. John Heidecker, for 
example, received severe shrapnel wounds in his left arm at Soissons, France, 
that left his “elbow fixed at 130 degrees,” his wrist capable of moving only 
thirty degrees, and his hand a “claw-hand.”87 The examiner declared his arm 
“very nearly useless in its present state” and granted him a 60 percent disabil-
ity rating. Like most veterans with major impairments, Heidecker began re-
habilitation immediately after being released from a stateside hospital. While 
in training to become a mechanical draftsman, he struggled with motivation 
and several illnesses unrelated to his wounds (pleurisy, stomach inflamma-
tion, and fainting, among others), ultimately missing over six months of his 
first eighteen months of training.88 Several times in 1921 and 1922, Heidecker’s 
supervisor threatened to discontinue his rehabilitation if his attitude did not 
improve. Once he entered placement training at Standard Oil in summer 
1923, however, he proved to be such a strong employee that the company 
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made plans to hire him as soon as he finished rehabilitation. After nearly 
three years of institutional and placement training, John Heidecker accepted 
a job as a mechanical draftsman, earning $145 a month, nearly on par with his 
prewar wages of $25 a week as a machinist apprentice, taking inflation into 
account.89

During economic downturns, veterans drew on the rehabilitation pro-
gram as a form of unemployment insurance. During the postwar recession of 
1920–1921, disabled veterans such as George Cathocalles flooded rehabilita-
tion programs.90 After being discharged in 1919, Cathocalles had returned to 
his home in Troy, New York, as well as to his prewar work as a collar turner. 
Initially, his wartime injury—a weak and arthritic right hand—caused no 
problems. But after a few months, Cathocalles could no longer find work. He 
tried running a pool room for a few months but could not support himself 
and his wife on his earnings in the midst of a recession. Only then did he re-
quest rehabilitation for his 10  percent disability. His approval for Section 2 
training came, of course, with a maintenance allowance of at least $115 per 
month—which, in effect, served Cathocalles and many of his fellow veterans 
as unemployment compensation.91 After two years of training as a shoe re-
pairman, during which time he received glowing reports from supervisors, 
Cathocalles opened his own shoe repair shop in Troy. He received $9 per 
month in compensation until November 1928, when his disability was de-
clared to be less than the 10 percent minimum.92

Heidecker’s and Cathocalles’s success in regaining their prewar incomes 
through rehabilitation was not a fluke. Studies done by national-level officials 
at both the FBVE and the Veterans’ Bureau suggested that, even when allow-
ing for inflation, many if not most rehabilitated veterans regained the same 
earning power as before the war. In fact, both agencies contended that reha-
bilitation dramatically increased veterans’ incomes; such arguments, how-
ever, relied on fuzzy math. An FBVE study of 1,200 American men in 1921, for 
instance, indicated that those who had been through vocational rehabilita-
tion earned dramatically more: $1,477 annually post-training versus $785 in 
prewar earnings.93 In 1923, the Veterans’ Bureau announced that a survey of 
one hundred rehabilitated veterans revealed that their average income had 
risen from $1,058 during the prewar years to $1,706. Some veterans had re-
corded far greater increases in income and even “jumped class.” A former 
farm laborer now worked as an auto mechanic; his annual income had risen 
from $360 to $1,820.94 On paper, these numbers seemed impressive, but infla-
tion negated the value of veterans’ increases in wages. In fact, rehabilitation 
had merely enabled disabled veterans to maintain their prewar wages.95 This 
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was nevertheless a significant accomplishment, particularly when contrasted 
with disabled civilians who typically had to cope with a considerable loss in 
income—if employers did not bar them entirely from the workplace.

Although the FBVE and the Veterans’ Bureau focused on the financial 
rewards of rehabilitation, the program also provided veterans like George 
Adolfson with a means for personal fulfillment. Long passionate about art, 
Adolfson had not found a way to sustain himself as an artist before the war. 
Instead, he labored as a clerical worker and then as an electrician, earning $45 
to $50 a month, working on his art in his free time. In summer 1918, Adolfson 
returned home from France with two relatively minor disabilities, rated col-
lectively at 10 percent: chronic bronchitis, due to being gassed on the front, 
and a borderline case of tuberculosis. He received a minor amount of monthly 
compensation and soon began working as an electrical draftsman in the 
Brooklyn Navy Yard for $56 a month. In 1920, he petitioned the FBVE for 
rehabilitation, declaring that he wanted to work in commercial art, and the 
agency declared him eligible for Section  2 training. After three years of 
study, Adolfson fulfilled his heart’s desire and became a commercial instruc-
tor of art at the Daily Vacation Bible School and increased his wages by $19 a 
month (to $75). As of the 1930 census, Adolfson was still teaching art.96

Clearly, disabled veterans also benefited from employers’ and unions’ 
goodwill. While by the 1920s nearly all firms saw disabled civilians as ineffi-
cient, liability-prone workers best screened out with preemployment physical 
examinations, companies actively sought out disabled veterans, even writing 
the bureau by the hundreds to offer positions. The American Guarantee 
Company of Columbus inquired whether the Veterans’ Bureau had trained 
any men in operating multigraphs (early copying machines used for stamping 
addresses). Company president John L. Hamilton noted that such a position 
“could be easily handled by any ex-service man, with good intelligence, who 
has lost one or more of his feet or legs.” He had previously tried and failed to 
hire a disabled veteran through the local American Legion post, but now re-
quested one who was “ambitious, intelligent, and sober.”97 General Electric, 
in turn, commenced an extensive survey of its Schenectady plant in much the 
fashion that Ford Motor Company had. After analyzing fourteen potential 
categories of disability—arms, eyes, general debility, hernia, legs, lungs, and 
shell shock, among others—the Industrial Service Department determined 
that 24,538 “employment possibilities” existed in a plant that, at that time, 
employed only 14,000 workers.98

Likewise, unions sought to aid disabled veterans. Several major ones waived 
apprenticeship rules for disabled veterans, and one offered free membership 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



to disabled veterans who had completed vocational rehabilitation.99 Not only 
did Congress protect employers who hired disabled veterans from the disin-
centives of workmen’s compensation laws, promising to cover any costs that 
arose from disabling second injuries, but insurance firms also promised that, 
unlike for disabled civilians, they would not raise rates for companies that 
hired veterans with disabilities. Given some employers’ fears about the poten-
tial for second injuries, such promises were not without meaning. While cor-
responding with Veterans’ Bureau officials about potential positions for 
disabled veterans, the American Ice Company of Jersey City, for instance, fret-
ted that the “electrically driven machinery” involved with woodworking posi-
tions might be “too dangerous” for “a man of the type you represent.”100

Not all employers, however, extended a welcome to disabled veterans; FBVE 
and Veterans’ Bureau officials sometimes encountered the same sorts of dis-
missive attitudes and prejudices when trying to place their charges as did 
disabled civilians. As the personnel superintendent for Brooklyn’s Sperry Gy-
roscope Company noted, many employers assumed that rehabilitated veter-
ans were “all physically unfit” and that any type of “disability” made a man 
too weak to do physical labor. When the bureau queried whether the Abbott 
Ball Company in Hartford might be willing to hire disabled veterans, for in-
stance, C. H. Abbott flatly stated, “We have no work in our factory which he 
could give to disabled men where they could learn a trade. Our work is all 
rather heavy and requires men capable of lifting and handling heavy parts.” 
The General Phonograph Corporation in New York, in turn, contended that 
the labor in its plant was “extremely skilled” and required “peculiar training,” 
following up with: “We hardly believe a disabled veteran could stand the ar-
duous test of operating one of our record presses.”101

The Political Gridlock of Rehabilitation

While Adolfson, Cathocalles, and Heidecker clearly benefited from voca-
tional rehabilitation, other veterans found their encounter with the rehabili-
tation program so frustrating that they quit altogether. Veterans’ tales of 
woe—which newspaper commentators and lawmakers viewed as the results 
of misadministration and unnecessary red tape—derived from the inherently 
political nature of designing and implementing the program. Furthermore, 
both the FBVE and the Veterans’ Bureau struggled to build the administra-
tive capacity necessary to supervise and place in employment the hundreds 
of thousands of veterans who demanded rehabilitation.102 For veterans, the 
result was gridlock.
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The way in which Congress initially structured the process of determining 
veterans’ eligibility for rehabilitation meant that veterans waited for months 
to hear if they could enter rehabilitation.103 In fact, the BWRI took so long to 
determine if disabled veterans were eligible for compensation—and therefore 
rehabilitation—that the FBVE decided in July 1919 to allow those still waiting 
on an eligibility ruling to begin training on a provisional basis. Veterans also 
had to undergo physical examinations by doctors from three different agen-
cies: the military hospital from which they were discharged, the BWRI, and 
the FBVE itself.104 As a result, most waited at least six months to learn if they 
were eligible for training; some waited nine.105 Thirty percent of disabled 
veterans gave up before becoming eligible for training, and nearly half of 
those ruled eligible never entered training.106 One convalescent veteran told 
a reporter for the New York Times that his buddy, who had a 23 percent dis-
ability and had been a salesman before the war, was promised training in rub-
ber salesmanship. But “he got tired after waiting two months and went into 
another job.”107

But the BWRI was not entirely to blame; the FBVE had its own brand of 
dysfunction, largely due to its lack of capacity. In fact, the board was so disor
ganized that it failed to properly publicize the rehabilitation program. When 
a reporter for the New York Times spoke with several disabled veterans at Bal-
timore’s Fort McHenry Hospital in 1919, he discovered that none had heard 
of the program. The reporter recounted, “ ‘That must be one of Uncle Sam’s 
jokes,’ said one of the crippled men. ‘It sounds like War Risk,’ and others 
nodded approval.”108 Even those veterans already engaged in occupational 
therapy—those training in the hospital’s shoe repair, carpentry, jewelry-
making, or watch repair shops—doubted that the rehabilitation program ac-
tually existed.

The board’s centralized structure—with 1,000 of its 3,000 employees work-
ing in Washington, D.C.—meant that the Washington office approved all 
cases and disbursements, hired all of the agency’s clerks, issued all of the 
regulations, and provided all supplies. According to a report in the New York 
Evening Post, the district vocational officer for the New York region, Arthur W. 
Griffin, became so frustrated with his status as a “figurehead” that he quit in 
July 1919. Griffin was only one of several district vocational officers to quit the 
New York district out of frustration with the FBVE.109 Veterans, however, 
suffered the brunt of the FBVE’s slowness and disorganization.

Some veterans waited so long to receive approval to begin training that 
their disabilities disappeared—along with their eligibility for rehabilitation. 
Edward M. Kalish, for instance, first requested rehabilitation from the FBVE’s 
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New York district office in March 1919; he had been wounded on his left knee 
and right arm by a gas shell and had also developed rheumatism and breath-
ing problems. In fact, Kalish had taken a leave of absence from the army for 
the specific purpose of signing up for rehabilitation, but officers told him that 
he first had to be discharged. He soon received his discharge, but the FBVE 
took four months to complete his paperwork—faster than the average of six 
months thanks to his regular visits to the office. In July 1919, the district voca-
tional officer recommended the man for a course in commercial law but could 
not tell him when he would start his classes. Kalish went to the countryside to 
rest and returned to New York a month later to find that the FBVE still could 
not tell him when he would start training. In December, “he was informed that 
so much time had elapsed he would have to be examined again.” At his medical 
examination in January 1920, the doctor “thumped him and finally pronounced 
him well,” even though “the gas still bothered him and rheumatism gripped 
him at times. The board had delayed so long Kalish now had no disability.” In 
frustration, he grabbed his papers off the doctor’s desk and tore them into 
pieces; he did not respond to the FBVE’s follow-up letters.110

Even after the Veterans’ Bureau took over rehabilitation in 1921, proving 
eligibility remained a lengthy, complicated task. In 1928, veterans were still 
complaining that the eligibility procedure was “more involved than filing an 
accurate tax report.” A veteran had to write “at least a dozen letters, must ob-
tain from five to ten affidavits, [and] must see or communicate with every 
physician who treated him before or after his discharge from the service.” Ac-
cording to one report, the vast majority of veterans filled out their applica-
tions incorrectly, while nearly two-thirds of physicians provided incomplete 
reports, which resulted in yet more correspondence and delays.111

The process of determining eligibility, moreover, proved susceptible to out-
side political influences. Veterans whose requests for rehabilitation were dis-
approved by local or national-level rehabilitation officials often turned to 
outside advocates such as congressmen, governors, the American Legion, or 
newspapers. When outside advocates contacted the Veterans’ Bureau, D.C.-
based rehabilitators invariably reopened the veteran’s case, regardless of how 
many times it had already been considered.112 Dissatisfied veterans could also 
appeal to the bureau’s Central Office, which overturned 23 percent of regional 
office rulings, or to the director, who overruled 16  percent of Central Office 
decisions.113 While such appeals were common in workmen’s compensation 
programs as well, they nevertheless slowed the workings of the bureau.

Even when disabled veterans persisted through the tortuous process of be-
coming eligible for vocational rehabilitation, the FBVE’s and the Veterans’ 
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Bureau’s lack of capacity meant that veterans’ training and job placement of-
ten left much to be desired. The FBVE was particularly notorious for making 
laughable errors in training plans. A right-handed man who could not lift his 
right arm above his waist, for instance, was trained as a barber, and a man who 
fell when he bent over was tutored in automotive repair.114 But the Veterans’ 
Bureau, too, had a reputation for careless placement and supervision, likely 
due in part to the fact that nearly half of the bureau’s ill-trained staff turned 
over each year. In 1924, the New York Times reported that 1,500 veterans in the 
city had not been supervised in at least five months.115 And in an investiga-
tion the prior year, the New York City–based Merchants’ Association found 
veterans with “poor eyes at watch-making,” men with “withered feet at tailor-
ing machines,” and those with injured hands at jewelry making. The veterans 
“answered in most every case that they were there because their training officers 
ordered them there, sometimes under threat of having their compensation 
taken away if they disobeyed.”116 Veterans in placement training, in turn, 
found themselves running errands and cleaning up auto garages rather 
than learning how to repair cars. Many gave up on their training in disgust, 
which meant permanently losing their compensation.117 The bureau’s record 
of placing trained veterans in gainful employment was equally mixed, with 
more than a quarter unemployed or working in occupations outside their 
area of training in June 1924.118

The inherently political and bureaucratic nature of the rehabilitation 
program—and the lack of capacity on the part of the FBVE and the Veterans’ 
Bureau—clearly prevented many veterans from pursuing rehabilitation. Vet-
erans, however, bore some responsibility for the troubles of the program; some 
sometimes tried to “game” the rehabilitation system. With little supervision 
during placement training, some were tempted to extend their training as long 
as possible to continue receiving their maintenance allowance. At up to $145 
per month, disabled veterans often earned more with maintenance pay than 
they could have earned in the open market, especially if they did not collect 
much compensation.119

Other veterans did not make good use of the training opportunities granted 
them. Donald Forbes, for instance, wrote to the FBVE himself to request re-
habilitation (which was unusual), gained permission, and failed to complete 
several courses for which the Veterans’ Bureau footed the bill. Forbes first 
contacted the FBVE in September 1920, asking to be evaluated for compensa-
tion and “vocational training.” He had just been laid off from his position as a 
draftsman with New Departure Manufacturing in Connecticut. Reflecting 
an astute use of the bureau’s own language, Forbes claimed, “I am not able to 
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‘carry on’ as mechanical draftsman, my pre-war occupation,” due to a gas at-
tack suffered in France.120 He claimed that gassing had left him with a mild 
“bronchial condition.”121 By February 1921, Forbes had been approved for the 
correspondence course in mechanical engineering he had requested. He did 
not begin his course work for more than a year, during which time his lungs 
had healed enough that he became ineligible for compensation. Following 
standard procedure, rehabilitation officials still allowed him to continue (or 
in his case, enter) his training program, which he finally started in April 1922. 
By the end of 1922, however, Forbes had done so little of his course work that 
the Veterans’ Bureau suspended him. He blamed his lack of progress during 
fall 1922 on two lung surgeries—of which the Veterans’ Bureau had no rec
ord—and demanded to be transferred to a course in carpentry. A few weeks 
later, he asked for a correspondence course in architecture. The bureau de-
nied both transfer requests, citing the fact that he was no longer receiving 
compensation, but offered to restart his course in mechanical engineering. By 
July 1923, he had again been suspended for failing to do any of his course 
work. This time, the bureau refused to budge, even when Forbes claimed that 
he had returned his books and equipment to the school out of a “misunder-
standing.”122

Debating “Disability”

Red tape was not the only factor that discouraged disabled veterans from en-
tering rehabilitation. Equally critical was the fact that veterans and rehabilita-
tion officials at both the local and the federal level did not agree on what 
constituted a disability or on who had the right to define that disability, espe-
cially those that produced chronic pain. Unlike rehabilitation officials, disabled 
veterans viewed their impairments in economic—rather than medical—terms: 
as the inability to find work or be self-supporting.123 Likely reflecting most 
veterans’ working-class backgrounds, an impairment, especially a minor one, 
became a disability only when they could not find employment (during an 
economic downturn, when employers raised their hiring standards, or 
because their impairment became worse). Rehabilitation officials, in con-
trast, required that veterans’ disabilities be defined in medical terms: by doc-
tors who, in effect, served as gatekeepers.124 In the end, disability and its 
relation to the labor market proved far more complex and fluid than the ar-
chitects of the rehabilitation program had expected.

To a limited degree, rehabilitation officials accommodated veterans’ eco-
nomic understanding of disability and strategic use of the rehabilitation 
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program. Much as workers at Ford Motor Company chose not to report mi-
nor injuries in order to avoid the financial penalties of workmen’s compen-
sation, soldiers with minor disabilities often claimed full health in order to 
receive a quick discharge. Only later, once small injuries worsened into major 
disabilities—or when economic conditions made a minor impairment a larger 
liability—did veterans such as Harry Iverson contact the FBVE or the Veter-
ans’ Bureau, claiming that they could no longer “carry on.” Iverson had devel-
oped two hernias during his time in the army, one while scaling a wall at Fort 
Leavenworth and another “while hiking on the Lorraine Front” as the com
pany bugler; the latter had left him “unable to walk.” When offered discharge 
in January 1919, he did not report his hernias. Iverson later explained that he 
“was anxious to be mustered out of service, and . . . ​was not having trouble at 
the time.”125 But once he returned home, he found himself unable to continue 
working as a butcher, since he could no longer lift carcasses or stand for long 
periods of time. In January 1920, Iverson requested rehabilitation with the hope 
of becoming a switchboard operator. The FBVE asked for an affidavit about the 
injuries he received while in the service and his current physical condition. Dis-
trict vocational officer William Clark noted, however, that disabilities often re-
turned after discharge and acknowledged that “many of the men at the time of 
discharge were suffering from disabilities but because of general demobiliza-
tion no record of the disability was made.”126 Despite the fact that the surgeon 
who examined Iverson at discharge proclaimed him “physically and mentally 
sound,” officials deemed the veteran’s surgery record enough evidence to grant 
him Section 2 rehabilitation.127 Iverson’s time in rehabilitation proved less than 
satisfactory due to the different ways in which he and Veterans’ Bureau officials 
defined rehabilitation, but he had at least won the right to rehabilitation.

Most veterans who delayed reporting their injuries or disabilities—or 
whose injuries changed over time—did not fare as well as Iverson. Frank Rob-
erts, for instance, claimed in 1920 that shelling on the French front had burst his 
eardrum, causing hearing loss, dizziness, and constant drainage from his ear. 
The Veterans’ Bureau examiner concurred with most of Roberts’s complaints, 
diagnosing him with a ruptured eardrum and chronic middle ear infections. 
The doctor thought that the man’s complaints might have been the result of 
shelling, but could not say for sure. Nevertheless, the doctor reported that the 
infections had spread into the temporal bones of his skull and damaged the rest 
of Roberts’s eardrum as well as some of the bones in his ear.128 Remarkably, the 
veteran had only a mild hearing loss, which the doctor declared was “not a voca-
tional or training handicap.” He noted, however, that “the condition of the 
tympanic membrane is a menace to the Claimant’s life.”129
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Roberts’s delay in reporting his disability—as well as his inability to defi-
nitely connect his ear problems to his military service—was part of the reason 
why the FBVE denied him training. But his case also reflected the fact that 
impairments that veterans understood as economic disabilities often did not 
match up with the medical definitions used by local and national rehabilitation 
officials to determine eligibility for compensation and rehabilitation. The 
War Risk Insurance Act Amendments had defined disability in industrial 
terms, and veterans needed to have a vocational handicap to receive Section 2 
training.130 But veterans could become eligible for compensation and reha-
bilitation only if a doctor could put their disability in medical terms and use 
the Veterans’ Bureau’s secret disability rating schedule to confirm a vocational 
handicap of at least 10 percent. At least one of the bureau’s assistant directors 
criticized the agency’s focus on medical impairments over “industrial disabil-
ity.” He called for the bureau to rework its secret disability ratings with the aid 
of a committee composed not only of doctors but also of “at least one attor-
ney, some laymen and if possible a practical business man.”131

In fact, Roberts had found his ear problems to be an economic disability, but 
the FBVE determined his eligibility based solely on his medical diagnosis. 
Before the war, he had served as a detective for the Erie Railroad Company 
and had also worked as a tree trimmer for the Buffalo city parks department. 
Upon his return, he found himself unable to pass the railroad company’s 
physical examination “on account of defective hearing and vision.”132 Nor 
could Roberts continue working for the parks department, because he could 
no longer safely climb trees. He could find work only as a laborer for Buffalo 
Structural Steel, and starting in 1923, he filled the proverbial disabled man’s 
role as a watchman for the New York Central Railway.133

Despite the fact that Roberts’s impairment constituted a clear economic 
disability, the FBVE denied his multiple petitions for training on medical 
grounds, arguing that his “mild hearing loss” constituted “no vocational 
handicap.”134 In fact, Board of Appeals member Benjamin Brod suggested in 
1923 that the veteran could not find “a more suitable occupation than that of 
Park Attendant. He has no vocational handicap for this kind of work.”135 A 
local Veterans’ Bureau official took Roberts’s side against the board, noting 
that “the investigation plainly show[ed] that the man was employed as a 
watchman in a railroad shop. He could not get his job back with the Park De-
partment. Man’s extreme nervous condition, it would seem, precluded his 
ever being able to climb trees and do the work expected of park department 
employees.”136 Nevertheless, district vocational officer J. C. Wardlaw denied 
Roberts’s petition, citing “lapsed eligibility.”137 In frustration, the veteran 
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then refused to show up for his physical examinations; the bureau retaliated 
first by suspending his compensation, then by rating his disability as being 
less than 10  percent.138 In 1924, Roberts finally contacted his congressman, 
Clarence McGregor, but to no avail. Buffalo subdistrict manager J. J. Kings-
bury told Representative MacGregor that the man had no “vocational handicap 
for his pre-war occupation” and, in any case, he no longer met the 10 percent 
threshold to qualify for compensation or rehabilitation.139

Further reflecting veterans’ economic understanding of disability and 
their strategic use of rehabilitation, some veterans found their training to be 
too costly financially. A first lieutenant who had developed tuberculosis in 
France, for instance, discovered that, in order to take the university courses 
for which he had been approved, he had to first undergo treatment in a tuber-
culosis sanatorium. During his treatment, he received only his compensation 
of $46 a month (based on his 23 percent disability) rather than the generous 
maintenance allowance offered to trainees. For two months he struggled to 
support his wife and child, but his family could not make ends meet. He left 
the sanatorium, got a job, and asked that his compensation be stopped. In a 
letter to the New York Times, he wrote, “When my lung doesn’t ache I think it 
was a nightmare; when it does ache I know it all for grim reality.”140

Veterans and rehabilitation officials on the local and national levels clashed 
not only over whether to define disability in medical or economic terms, but 
also over who had the right to determine how to evaluate the lived experience 
of a disability and even what constituted a disability. Such questions were 
particularly troublesome given the complicated nature of the injuries with 
which veterans returned home. Even veterans with seemingly simple injuries 
such as amputations struggled with chronic pain and ongoing medical prob
lems; 9 percent of veterans “had to interrupt or abandon training for medical 
reasons alone.”141

Local rehabilitation officials proved less than sympathetic to veterans who 
challenged the authority of rehabilitators and physicians by claiming the right to 
define their own experience of disability, especially when that experience in-
volved chronic pain.142 Sylvester Howland, for instance, battled with the Vet-
erans’ Bureau over the proper treatment for his impairment and what job 
he could reasonably be expected to accept. Due to a gunshot wound to his 
ankle, he had lost the bottom eight inches of his left leg. After spending nearly 
two years in a military hospital and undergoing a second amputation, How-
land was released with a 50 percent disability rating and a stump that refused to 
heal. Like most veterans with major impairments, he immediately entered 
rehabilitation. After a brief trial in watchmaking and jewelry repair, Howland 
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settled on auto repair. His stump continued to trouble him, however. In April 
1923, two years into his training, he began complaining of pain in his stump; 
in part, he blamed the fact that his artificial leg was too loose. In December, 
Howland asked to be excused from training for a few days “to give my stump 
a chance to rest up a bit.” The Veterans’ Bureau declined his request, instead 
offering to send the man to New York to have his artificial leg altered. Ignor-
ing the fact that the veteran’s stump had never fully healed, Dr. C. F. Graham 
advised Howland that “the proper fitting of the socket . . . ​[would] undoubt-
edly allow your stump to heal up in a very short time.”143 It is unclear if How-
land traveled to New York to visit the bureau’s prosthetics workshop, but his 
previously sterling attendance and work record fell by the wayside in early 
1924. He missed training, had his maintenance allowance suspended, and even 
asked to be transferred to another training site. But by May 1924, he and his 
instructor, a Mr. Lester, had made peace, but only temporarily. Lester prom-
ised Howland a place in his garage once he finished his training but reneged as 
soon as the Veterans’ Bureau declared Howland rehabilitated in July 1924.144

As Howland reentered the labor market, he again found himself fighting 
rehabilitation officials who discounted his own knowledge of his disability 
and his capabilities. Following standard procedure, rehabilitation officials 
tried to locate a job for Howland. The only position that rehabilitators could 
find was in an auto repair shop in Albany, twelve miles from his home in Water-
ford. Howland said that he was willing to take the job if the Veterans’ Bureau 
could find nothing else, but pleaded with them to find a closer position. He 
fretted about the cost of the streetcar fare, but mostly feared that “it will be 
hard on me to travel back and forth from Waterford, to Albany, each day . . . ​
as I have only one leg.”145 Rehabilitators continued to offer jobs only in Al-
bany. It is unclear if Howland accepted one of these positions; perhaps the 
fact that he and his wife had recently had their first child led him to do so. But 
by 1930, he had found a job as a mill foreman close by his home in Waterford, 
negating the value of his three years of training in auto repair. Curiously, his 
amputation does not seem to have prevented him from finding an industrial 
job; perhaps he had a personal connection with his employer or his boss was 
more willing to hire disabled veterans than disabled civilians.146

Rehabilitation: Training or a Real Job?

Veterans and rehabilitators battled not only over what constituted a disability 
and who had the right to define that condition, but also over the purpose and 
meaning of rehabilitation. Early promoters and, in particular, the advice 
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magazine Carry On, promised that rehabilitation programs would enable vet-
erans to improve their class status. The well-known poet, artist, and novelist 
Gelett Burgess wrote in 1918, for instance: “Many, even most disabled, men will 
have a chance to be better off . . . ​after the war than before. Not better off 
physically; that of course cannot be; but actually better off financially, socially 
and mentally. . . . ​Think what that means—a free technical education for your 
boy!”147 Leading rehabilitation expert Douglas  C. McMurtrie likewise ar-
gued that vocational rehabilitation would remedy the “former inequality of 
opportunity” that had limited most veterans to unskilled work before the 
war.148 But in practice, rehabilitation officials’ class and racial prejudices barred 
some veterans from even accessing training. Others discovered that their dis-
abilities prevented them from actually securing employment in their chosen 
fields, only to find rehabilitators largely unsympathetic. As at Goodwill In-
dustries, training and instilling the moral virtues of work had effectively re-
placed the more ambitious, yet complex, goal of integrating disabled veterans 
into the workplace.149

Carry On regularly featured success stories of veterans who had “jumped 
class.” Burgess tantalized veterans’ families, reporting: “Just look at these au
thentic cases and see: A. Clay, of the Royal Engineers, was paralyzed in the right 
arm. Before the war he was a butcher. Now he is a telephone engineer. . . . ​C. E. 
James, of the British Royal Marines, lost his right leg. Before the war he was a gar-
dener; now an electrician in C. A. V. Magneto Works.”150 Other writers described 
the grand ambitions of American veterans with disabilities. A Norwegian-
born fisherman, for example, hoped to use his training in business and his 
knowledge of the fishing industry to become an executive. Another man had 
been guaranteed a job as a commercial chemist if he finished university, al-
though he had finished only the first year of high school prior to entering the 
military and could receive only four years of vocational rehabilitation.151 Bur-
gess acknowledged, however, that not every disabled veteran could expect to 
“double his pay,” but claimed that “almost every handicapped man can be ed-
ucated to earn his own living.”152

Local and national rehabilitation officials, however, were less interested 
than rehabilitation promoters in helping veterans raise their class status, per-
haps reflecting a reluctance to challenge the dynamics of local economies.153 
National-level rehabilitators, for instance, discussed whether African Ameri-
cans’ maintenance allowances would upset the southern labor hierarchies. 
Local officials, in turn, denied all training to veterans who seemed unlikely to 
complete their course work. Veterans with tuberculosis and neuropsychiatric 
disorders were particularly likely to be judged “non-feasible.”154

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



At the same time, rehabilitation officials at all levels sought to ensure that 
veterans’ training would actually enable them to support themselves. Accord-
ingly, vocational advisers sought to avoid placing disabled veterans in fields that 
officials viewed as overly popular among trainees, such as auto repair, chauf-
feuring, and motion picture operating; extremely competitive; or unlikely to 
pay well. Rehabilitators likewise tried to steer disabled veterans away from 
career objectives that veterans could not complete within the four-year time 
limit for training.155 Yet, veterans struggled to obtain training in the fields in 
which they were interested, especially African American veterans, who often 
found themselves excluded from all but agricultural and semiskilled positions. 
In New York, conflicts between veterans and rehabilitators over training objec-
tives and feasibility grew so heated that a rehabilitator at the Manhattan office 
advised his fellow officers to be hard-hearted when discussing training with 
veterans. In the infamous “Hard-Boiled Order,” he recommended: “The or-
gans used in approving cases are the eyes and the brain. The ears and the heart 
do not function. Be hard-boiled . . . . ​Put cotton in your ears and lock the door. 
If you are naturally sympathetic, work nights when nobody is there.”156

Indeed, local and national rehabilitation officials were often contemptuous 
of veterans’ desire to use their training as a means of improving their social 
standing. Most veterans came from working-class or rural communities, while 
rehabilitation officials readily revealed their middle-class backgrounds and 
prejudices. At the National Conference on Rehabilitation, Major Arthur 
Dean, for instance, attacked impoverished veterans who wanted to use their 
full four years of training. Dean grumbled: “This man here, an illiterate moun-
tain white case, farmer, mechanic, a real illiterate, mental heavy weight; why, 
he thinks he ought to study four years because this man has four years. 
Perhaps he needs only four months.”157 Similarly, at the first national meeting 
of Veterans’ Bureau district managers, Arthur  W. Griffin, the head of the 
Rehabilitation Division, argued: “Rehabilitation is often pedagogically fool-
ish: Proof: It tries to take a 6th grade graduate and make him into an accoun-
tant.” Griffin asked, “Bluntly speaking, are we to put the man back into the 
economic and social status he had when he entered the service or are we to 
educate him as far as he wants to go?”158 The district managers concurred 
with Griffin’s bleak assessment of veterans’ capabilities, citing veterans’ poor 
educations and high rates of illiteracy.159 Veterans’ Bureau director Charles R. 
Forbes, for instance, suggested that the agency should consider stopping its 
efforts to teach illiterate veterans how to read and write.160

Rehabilitation officials’ negative assessments of veterans’ capabilities 
reflected racial prejudices as well. African American veterans who hoped to 
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escape unskilled labor came in for particular criticism from national and local 
officials. Griffin complained, for instance, that when he entered the field of 
rehabilitation, “not one of us thought of negro illiterates who were day labor-
ers in service in some camp where they caught a psycho something or other 
in camp and wanted to be accountants.”161 The FBVE and the Veterans’ Bu-
reau often advised African American veterans to enter low-skilled trades, ag-
riculture, and the service industries and made more-limited efforts to contact 
them in the first place.162 In part, rehabilitators feared, based on their labor 
market surveys, that African Americans trained in skilled labor or the profes-
sions would not be able to find work, or that vocational rehabilitation would 
further disrupt the southern labor market.163 Major Arthur Dean, for in-
stance, suggested that trying to turn an illiterate African American veteran 
into an “agricultural expert” raised questions about the meaning of rehabilita-
tion itself.164 Rehabilitation officials also discounted their disabilities.165 
Griffin, for instance, complained that the bureau was training “negro[es] who 
could not read before entering service and he received a mule kick in an army 
camp and [had] . . . ​flat feet which the service did or did not create.”166

Officials and veterans fought not only over the purpose of rehabilitation 
but also over what “rehabilitation” itself meant. The architects of the rehabili-
tation acts did not make the terms of rehabilitation fully clear; the act stated 
that a veteran would be considered rehabilitated once he had a job and was 
earning a good wage. If a rehabilitated veteran lost his job for reasons related 
to his disability, furthermore, he could return to training or ask to be provided 
with another job.167 But as soon as the Veterans’ Bureau was established in 
1921, officials at all levels proclaimed this definition of rehabilitation to be un-
workable.168 In part, bureau officials were responding to the fact that the 
FBVE had declared only 5,050 trainees rehabilitated by the time the bureau 
took over the rehabilitation program. What constituted “rehabilitation” was 
thus a far more pressing question for bureau officials than for their FBVE 
counterparts.

Bureau officials argued that Congress had set the agency an impossible task—
the government simply could not intervene in the labor market to the degree 
originally promised. Major Arthur Dean declared, for instance, “No U.S. Vet-
erans’ Bureau or any other government bureau can control industry [with-
out] . . . ​socialism and Russianism.” Nor could the bureau “guarantee a man a 
job,” since the bureau could not control factors such as “personality, physical 
condition, tact, and judgment. . . . ​These men fall down oftentimes, not 
because of their training, but because of themselves.”169 Rehabilitators fur-
ther complained that veterans would not leave rehabilitation unless forced to 
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do so—even when offered what rehabilitation officers considered to be good 
jobs. Dean grumbled that veterans seemed to “think that training should last 
until the law ends in 1926.”170 By late 1921, the Veterans’ Bureau had settled on 
a new definition of rehabilitation: “To rehabilitate a disabled man who has a 
vocational handicap is to give him that vocational training which will equip 
him, as near as his disability will permit, for civil employment in an economic 
status approximating that which he would probably have occupied had he 
not seen war service.” Unlike the FBVE, the bureau would not guarantee a 
veteran a job where he could earn a “good wage.” The World War I Veterans’ 
Act of 1924 incorporated this new definition for “rehabilitation”: a Section 2 
trainee became “rehabilitated and employable” as soon as he or she met one 
of the following conditions: “1. When the trainee has completed training as 
outlined in the individual training program, which meets the customary and 
essential requirements of employability in the occupation for which training 
is given. 2. When the trainee has graduated from, or completed a standard-
ized course of instruction in college, university or higher technical institution 
having a definite occupational objective.”171 Although local rehabilitation of-
ficers continued to try to find each trainee a position, veterans had to retain 
those jobs. Even when veterans’ impairments impinged on their ability to re-
tain a job, placement officials would not locate multiple positions. Even when 
a veteran could not find a job, rehabilitators could declare that veteran thor-
oughly trained for his vocation and abruptly terminate his rehabilitation.172

Disabled veterans challenged rehabilitation officials’ efforts to narrow the 
meaning of rehabilitation, demanding that the Veterans’ Bureau retain the 
original, broader meaning of rehabilitation: permanent placement in a job 
with a living wage. Ernest Strickland, for instance, complained, “I understand 
that a person when rehabilitated is supposed to be able to earn a living wage . . . ​
[and] according to that [standard] I think that I am entitled to an extension in 
my training until I can earn a living wage.” Working as an inside electrical 
wireman at a wage of $12 per week, he argued, “I can not live and keep my 
family.”173 Rehabilitation officials dismissed Strickland’s petition, since his 
wages matched the prevailing wage for a wireman in the South; therefore, he 
met officials’ criteria for a successful rehabilitation.

Veterans also protested bureau officials’ attempts to redefine rehabilitation 
as simply completing training rather than actually being able to find a job. 
Harry Iverson had received eleven months of training in motion picture op-
erating, passed the state written and practical examinations, and obtained a 
license. But due either to his disability—repeated double inguinal hernias—or 
the weeks that he had spent in the hospital, he was not yet fast enough to 
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operate the projector by himself. As a result, the “theater for which he worked, 
discharged him saying that it was necessary to have him in the booth with 
another man”—which New York State law did not allow.174 Iverson appealed 
for more training, even providing a notarized affidavit from his former em-
ployer that declared “Mr. Harry Iverson incapable of operating alone.”175 His 
petitions came to naught. District officials ruled, “Placement training cannot 
be given because the law allows only the operator in the booth, and no other 
person can enter the booth for instruction purposes; therefore according to 
Par. 32-B Miscl 150, Rev., Man is rehabilitated.”176 The Newark subdistrict 
manager even argued on Iverson’s behalf with the head of the Rehabilitation 
Division, stating, “It is plainly shown that this man has spent more time in the 
hospital than in training.”177 The Board of Appeals was unmoved, declaring 
that Iverson “has had sufficient training to enter employment of the kind for 
which he was trained. The appeal is therefore denied.”178

the federal vocational rehabilitation program for disabled veterans thus 
had decidedly mixed results. On the one hand, some veterans used their 
training to return to the workforce and self-support; in part, this success re-
flected the fact that, unlike Goodwill Industries, rehabilitation officials recog-
nized the importance of training veterans for skilled jobs suitable for the 
economy of the 1920s. Trainees’ maintenance allowances also proved invalu-
able during economic downturns. On the other hand, tens of thousands of 
veterans abandoned rehabilitation in disgust over the administrative dysfunc-
tion of the FBVE and the U.S. Veterans’ Bureau, as well as the political nature 
of the program itself. Others could not even gain access to training due to ra-
cialized notions of fitness, officials’ pejorative assumptions about individuals 
with certain types of disabilities, or the disjunction between the kinds of im-
pairments expected and those produced by the new technologies of war. Yet 
others battled with rehabilitators over the meanings of disability—especially 
the experience of living with chronic pain—and rehabilitation. Eventually, 
many disabled veterans returned to the wage-based workforce, but not neces-
sarily because of their training—a significant proportion of veterans did not 
continue in the field in which they had trained. Instead, most but not all em-
ployers generally accorded disabled veterans special status because of their 
wartime service.

Policy makers thus struggled to undo the ways in which people with a 
wide array of disabilities had become separated from the wage labor mar-
ket—a separation created in part by public policies such as workmen’s com-
pensation. Disability and its relation to the labor market proved a far more 
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fluid and complex concept than either the framers of rehabilitation programs 
or rehabilitation officials had expected. In many cases, impairments evolved 
over time, new technologies produced new types of disabilities, especially 
chronic pain, and the economic context played a crucial role in determining 
what veterans recognized as a disability. In the decades since World War I, 
the complexity and mutability of disability has continued to complicate pol-
icy makers’ efforts to intervene in the labor market. Veterans’ rehabilitation 
foreshadowed other key elements of twentieth-century disability policy as 
well. The rhetorical link that rehabilitators drew between disability and pub-
lic dependency has remained a powerful influence on how both policy makers 
and the public understand disability. People with disabilities and policy mak-
ers continue to debate how best to define disability and what rehabilitation 
means. Finally, even as rehabilitators sought to decouple the rhetorical 
connections between public dependency and disability, they inadvertently 
reaffirmed disability as synonymous with the inability to work and be self-
supporting.
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Conclusion

By the 1920s, people with many different types and origins of disabilities—
from tuberculosis and feeble-mindedness to amputations and blindness—
had been pushed out of the paid labor market and, thereby, edged out from 
“good citizenship.” Most people with disabilities kept on working, although 
their labors were rarely recognized or compensated as such. The “problem” of 
disability, however, lay not in the actual bodies of disabled people, but rather 
in the meanings assigned to those impairments by employers and policy 
makers, as well as how those meanings intersected with shifting family ca-
pacities, a rapidly changing workplace, public policies aimed at discouraging 
dependency, and the complexity and mutability of disability itself.

But as a concept, disability had become synonymous with dependency on 
public or charitable aid, poor citizenship, and the inability to care for oneself 
or do labor worthy of recompense—a status that threatened not only indi-
viduals’ morals but also those of the nation. This situation had grave conse-
quences for the social status of people with disabilities, as well as their 
families, excluding them from what Americans have long recognized as the 
very basis of social standing and economic citizenship. This definition of dis-
ability, moreover, would fundamentally shape policy making toward people 
with disabilities from the early twentieth century to the present.

Four interconnected factors served to largely exclude disabled people 
from paid work and “good citizenship” by the 1920s. The gradual mid-
nineteenth-century shift away from farm and artisanal labor in rural and 
small communities to an urban wage economy left families smaller, more 
fragile, and less able to accommodate a partly productive relative. House
holds had long understood family members as falling on a spectrum of pro-
ductivity that varied by gender, age, and ability. But the changing family 
context and the perennial contest for funding led proto-eugenicist superin-
tendents and charity officials to characterize “idiots” as unproductive bur-
dens in mainstream society and to create custodial asylums. Within these 
immense institutions for the “feeble-minded,” inmates’ labors—especially 
the vast amount of care work performed by women—no longer served as a 
pathway to release but rather as permanent “training” aimed at defraying 
asylums’ costs.
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Due to the rise of mechanized factory labor and the popularity of effi-
ciency rhetoric, employers’ visions of the ideal worker shifted dramatically in 
many economic sectors starting in the very late nineteenth century. “Disabili-
ties” had long been just part of the job and an integral part of working-class 
life, costing status and skill but not producing stigma within the community. 
Employers had long accommodated their own newly disabled workers to 
some degree. But with the striking exception of Ford Motor Company, which 
actively hired workers with a wide array of disabilities, retaining them even 
during the Great Depression, companies soon began using the mechanisms 
of the modern corporation to identify “disabled” workers and screen them 
out in favor of those perceived as having intact, interchangeable bodies.

Well-intentioned public policies aimed at discouraging public dependency, 
moreover, had unexpectedly negative effects on disabled people’s access to 
paid work and the mainstream labor market. Unaware that they were making 
disability policy, legislators and reformers struggled with the immense com-
plexity of disability. Efforts to classify and segregate people from poorhouses 
into appropriate institutions, as well as attempts to aid disrupted families, in-
advertently created a population in idiot asylums that could not be sent 
home, along with vast custodial asylums in which inmates labored without 
pay. And while workmen’s compensation laws temporarily aided the families 
of industrial accident victims, the statutes unintentionally created powerful 
incentives for employers and insurers to exclude workers with even the most 
minor impairments.

Finally, the complexity and variability of disability itself posed great hur-
dles to both lawmakers and reformers. Not only does disability intersect with 
race, class, gender, and age, but it also evolves over time in individuals. New 
technologies, furthermore, further complicate an already vast range of im-
pairments, while both economic and familial contexts help to define what 
actually constitutes a disability at any given time.

Reformers, lawmakers, and disabled people themselves all attempted to 
reintegrate people with disabilities into the mainstream labor market. Even as 
employers defined disabled people’s bodies as unproductive, people with dis-
abilities fought to maintain—or regain—access to paid work and the wage 
labor market. Among many other endeavors, they developed their own busi-
nesses and toiled in the hope of someday earning release from a custodial 
asylum for feeble-minded people.

Rehabilitators, in turn, had only mixed success, due in part to the fact that 
they understood disabled people’s exclusion from the mainstream labor mar-
ket through the lens of dependency and, especially in the case of Goodwill 
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Industries, the Protestant work ethic. Consequently, sheltered workshops fo-
cused more on instilling the moral virtues of work through craft labor than on 
preparing their disabled clientele for jobs that could pay a living wage. Al-
though such organizations served people pushed to the fringes of the labor 
market, they, too, could not escape the economic imperatives of efficiency. 
Accordingly, sheltered workshops replicated some of the same exclusionary 
practices found on the mainstream labor market, although they did offer 
very modest incomes to some people with disabilities.

The rehabilitation of World War I veterans generally proceeded more 
smoothly, especially for white veterans, not because of the nature or adminis-
tration of the rehabilitation program itself, but rather because employers 
were far more willing to hire disabled veterans than disabled civilians. Reha-
bilitators also offered veterans training in skilled positions. Nonetheless, as at 
sheltered workshops, the complexity and mutability of disability—the ways 
in which it was shaped by economic and family contexts, how it evolved over 
time in individuals, its sheer diversity, and its intersections with gender, race, 
and class—posed serious hurdles to disabled veterans who sought to reenter 
the labor market.

Paradoxically, a program to place “feeble-minded” people in domestic ser
vice and farm labor may have had the most success, at least until the Great 
Depression effectively ended it. At the Rome State Custodial Asylum, super-
intendent Charles Bernstein astutely analyzed the labor market, searching for 
niches that could accommodate and even benefit from a spectrum of ability. 
By creating labor colonies—even for feeble-minded women—he also devel-
oped a solution to the issues of family capacity that had so bedeviled Hervey 
Wilbur and led to the creation of immense custodial asylums such as Rome.

But in the end, most people with disabilities lost access to paid work, sepa-
rating them and their families from the foundation of social standing and 
economic citizenship in the United States. Indeed, the economic, demo-
graphic, and policy shifts that took place between the 1840s and the 1930s left 
many disabled people and their relatives in poverty, not quite members of the 
deserving poor but not entirely undeserving either. Racialized and gendered 
notions about “fitness” and disability, along with the segmentation of the 
labor market, also meant that women and people of color had far less recourse 
either to gain compensation for their injuries or to access rehabilitation.

Since the 1920s, disabled people and policy makers have struggled to undo 
the shifts that took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
One agency that could have helped unemployed workers with disabilities—
the Works Progress Administration (WPA)—instead barred them. Like New 
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York City’s Emergency Relief Bureau, WPA officials declared “crippled” 
people to be dependents suitable only for positions in sheltered workshops, 
not potential breadwinners worthy of relief work. After a lengthy sit-in in 
Manhattan and a protest trip to Washington, D.C., the League of the Physi-
cally Handicapped won access to WPA positions in New York City.1 In the 
1950s, Paul Strachan, the American Federation of the Physically Handicapped, 
and labor unions advocated for employment quotas for disabled people and 
building accessibility codes, as well as for National Employ the Handicapped 
Week.2 And of course, a broad coalition fought for the enactment of the Re-
habilitation Act of 1973 and the passage of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act of 1990—the two most important disability rights laws.

These laudable efforts, however, were hindered by the fact that for much 
of the twentieth century, lawmakers and reformers continued to view the 
problem of unemployed or underemployed disabled workers through the 
lens of dependency and often as a problem of individual immorality. This 
perspective made it hard to address the systemic discrimination against dis-
abled people in workplaces. In the late 1930s, for instance, the federal Depart-
ment of Labor exempted sheltered workshops from paying the national 
minimum wage required under the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. Work-
shop managers argued that their clientele were too inefficient for a minimum 
wage to be feasible. Being forced to offer the minimum wage would force 
them to close their doors, throwing clients out of work. Instead, workshops 
had to pay only a “fair wage,” which, in the case of one workshop in the 1990s, 
turned out to be eleven cents an hour.3 In effect, what mattered was that dis-
abled clients worked, not whether they could earn a living wage that might lift 
them out of poverty.

Likewise, in the mid-twentieth century, vocational rehabilitators focused 
on adjusting the personalities of individuals with disabilities rather than 
making workplaces more accessible. Influenced by psychoanalysis, key reha-
bilitation figures such as Dr. Howard Rusk contended that disabled people 
saw themselves as exempt from normal social rules. In fact, protesting dis-
criminatory treatment or demanding an accessible environment or work-
place constituted evidence of psychological maladjustment that could 
undermine American society as a whole. Instead, disabled people needed to 
hide their disabilities and adjust to social norms.4

Harkening back to nineteenth-century debates over the deserving and un-
deserving poor, lawmakers also sought to discourage people with disabilities 
from relying on financial assistance except when absolutely necessary. Means-
tested benefit programs such as Supplementary Security Income, which 
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provides aid to disabled children as well as adults with minimal work histo-
ries and also qualifies recipients for Medicaid, require recipients to live below 
the poverty line. Consequently, people who need significant medical or at-
tendant care have had to choose between living in poverty to ensure that they 
have health care and taking the risk of accepting a part-time job that might 
cost them their ventilators, attendant care, or life-preserving medications.5

The widespread assumption that disability is a problem of individual mo-
rality rather than of political economy has hindered efforts to address the 
larger reasons as to why disabled people lost access to the mainstream labor 
market, such as passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). 
Unlike in the case of other civil rights legislation, disabled people who wish 
to sue over employment discrimination must first prove that they are quali-
fied to do the job and that their accommodation requests are reasonable; in 
other words, lawmakers presumed that people with disabilities were by and 
large unqualified. In addition, the judiciary has been almost unremittingly 
hostile to the anti–employment discrimination provisions of the ADA. 
The U.S. Supreme Court, for instance, created a catch-22 in which disabled 
workers could be fired for having a disability but were barred from suing. 
Nearly every case, moreover, has been decided in favor of employers.6 Conse-
quently, the ADA has had little impact on unemployment rates among people 
with disabilities, although it has made public spaces far more accessible. 
Almost thirty years after the passage of the ADA in 1990, nearly 30 percent 
of disabled people live in poverty and  70  percent of working-age adults 
with disabilities are unemployed.7 In the 2008 ADA Amendments Act, Con-
gress restored and even strengthened the employment protections, but the 
jury remains out as to whether the new Title I will truly expand opportuni-
ties for workers with disabilities. Disability-based employment discrimination 
remains pervasive and hard to battle. A 2015 study, for instance, demon-
strated that accounting firms were 26  percent less likely to interview “well-
qualified fictional applicants” who disclosed sensory processing or mobility 
disabilities.8

Although many employers remain skeptical of workers with disabilities 
today, Charles Bernstein and Henry Ford demonstrated long ago that people 
with disabilities could in fact fit quite well in mainstream workplaces, both 
traditional and modern. At the Rome State Custodial Asylum, Bernstein ana-
lyzed the labor market to locate economic sectors that could readily accom-
modate a range of ability, mainly in domestic service and nonmechanized 
farm labor. Bernstein focused not on what people labeled as “feeble-minded” 
could not do but rather where they might succeed, especially if provided with 
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transition and placement services. Simultaneously, Ford Motor Company 
proved that the increasingly mechanized economy of the twentieth century 
did not actually require the interchangeable bodies so prized by most em-
ployers. Instead, by carefully analyzing the bodily requirements of each 
position, along with each worker’s capabilities, Ford managers drew on a far 
broader workforce than their competitors, thereby reducing turnover. In 
sum, Bernstein and Ford demonstrated that disabled people’s diverse capa-
bilities did not necessarily constitute a disadvantage for employers and, in 
reality, could even provide an advantage. Furthermore, their approach—
focusing not on what disabled people cannot do but rather on what they can 
do—foreshadowed the approach taken in the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990.

At the same time, disability rights activists have also highlighted the fact 
that focusing on ensuring equal access to workplaces does not address the 
fact that not everyone can work. Some people cannot handle a part-time job, 
much less a forty-hour workweek. But by tying social standing and economic 
citizenship so closely to the ability to work, American social welfare policy 
leaves little space for those who are not able to labor.
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A Note on Sources

Rather than providing an all-inclusive discussion, I highlight here some of the most 
helpful sources and discuss both how I used them and their limitations.

Chapters 1 and 2: Records from the New York State Asylum for Idiots and Other State 
Custodial Asylums for “Feeble-Minded” People

These chapters draw primarily on pupil evaluations and admission, death, discharge, 
transfer, private pupil, and county admission registers from the New York State Asy-
lum for Idiots, as well as on poorhouse census records and state and federal census 
records. Asylum records were intended for the private use of the superintendent and 
his staff and, later on, for research into pupils’ heredity. As such, they are far more frank 
than the printed annual reports sent to legislators and the members of state charity 
boards, yet these records tend to offer only suggestive glimpses rather than detailed 
narratives of lives. Asylum administrators saved very little correspondence, unfortu-
nately. Per agreement with the New York State Archives and the New York Office for 
People with Developmental Disabilities, all of the pupils’ names, as well as occasion-
ally other identifying details, were changed to preserve their and their families’ privacy.

The descriptive and admissions registers for the New York State Asylum for Idiots 
overlap considerably and include multiple numbering systems; some individuals 
have four or five different numbers, making it a challenge to track them. The entries in 
these registers were based on information submitted by parents, sponsors, local poor
house officials, or local doctors along with occasional notes from asylum staff on how 
a particular individual progressed skill-wise and, in many cases, whether and when an 
individual was discharged or transferred. The descriptive registers include categories 
such as head measurements; “peculiarities of face or form”; “cleanliness” and ability to 
walk, feed oneself, and dress oneself; habits; “idea of language” and “mental and moral 
condition”; commentary on the person’s parents and suspected causes of idiocy; and fi
nally, “improvement or results of education.” When the second superintendent, James 
Carson, took over in 1884, he standardized the admissions registers, greatly expanded 
the list of questions, and reentered data for many of those admitted by the first superin-
tendent, Hervey Wilbur. Carson’s registers contained over eighty questions on topics 
ranging from parents’ health and heredity to whether a child played and if he or she 
liked music.

Superintendents recorded “pupil evaluations” for about 15 percent of those in the 
asylum, but only very erratically. Some individuals have just a few lines for one year, 
while others’ skills received extensive commentary; those included had a wide range of 
abilities.
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Only a scattered few years of board of trustees’ monthly minutes and reports exist 
for the New York State Asylum for Idiots, the New York Custodial Asylum for Feeble-
Minded Women, and the Rome State Custodial Asylum for the period prior to 1920. 
The case files for the New York Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women appear to 
have been lost, along with any correspondence, although the records of a gubernatorial 
investigation into abuse have been preserved. At the time of this book’s publication, in-
mates’ case files for the Rome State Custodial Asylum had just recently been trans-
ferred to the New York State Archives from the Mohawk Correctional Facility, which 
now occupies the grounds of the former asylum.

charts for chapters 1 and 2
These charts are based primarily on data from the admissions and descriptive registers 
for people sent to and, in some cases, permanently incarcerated in the New York State 
Asylum for Idiots. Additional data came from the asylum’s record of deaths, the pupil 
evaluations that exist for approximately 15 percent of admittees, and the register of pri-
vate pay accounts, as well as from U.S. and New York State census records and the New 
York Census of Inmates in Almshouses and Poorhouses, 1830–1921 searched via Ancestry​
.com. FileMaker was used to create a database, and the data were analyzed using SPSS 
and Excel. These charts include all individuals admitted from New York State (1,833 
people between 1851 and 1893); they exclude the small number private pupils from out 
of state (68 in total) and those for whom there is no definite year of admission (20 in-
dividuals).

When possible, the terms used in the charts, such as “cleanly” and “filthy,” reflect 
the language and categories of the time and those used in the asylum records. “Partly 
cleanly” indicates that individuals sometimes had trouble controlling their bladder or 
bowels, while “limited walking” includes those unstable on their feet for one reason or 
another. “Partial or no feeding” and “partial or no dressing” signifies that individuals 
required some or total assistance with feeding themselves and getting dressed or un-
dressed.

The majority of people “transferred” out of the New York State Asylum for Idiots 
were sent to the New York State Custodial Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women at New-
ark (established in 1878) or the Rome State Custodial Asylum (opened in 1894); most 
of the remainder went to county poorhouses, as did some of those who spent time at 
the Rome or Newark asylums. Those “reinstitutionalized” generally either returned to 
the New York State Asylum for Idiots or went to one of the custodial asylums; many 
also wound up in county poorhouses.

A few categories used only in chapter  2 also bear further explanation. “Probably 
came from institution” includes people who arrived at the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots with the notation of “unknown family history” or only the barest hints at their 
family’s history. Most such entries date from the late 1870s and early 1880s, when super-
intendent Hervey Wilbur was effectively running two asylums and, apparently, keeping 
less careful records. When cross-referenced with the asylum’s county admission regis-
ters, it turned out that many of these inmates came from their county’s poorhouse or 
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an orphan asylum, or by application of the local superintendent of the poor. The label 
“separated from parents” indicates individuals who, for a variety of reasons, were no 
longer living with their parents but who did not come directly from an institution. Fi
nally, “disabled parent” includes parents with a wide variety of impairments, from 
blindness, lameness, deafness, or consumption to amputations, epilepsy, general “fee-
bleness” or debility, or the label “deficient” or “weak-minded.” The point here is not 
whether parents actually had such disabilities, since that is impossible to determine in 
most cases, but rather that the family identified itself—or was perceived—as having a 
parent with some sort of disability and, therefore, often labeled as struggling.

Chapter 3: Rome Custodial Herald

Much of this chapter draws on the monthly paper “published . . . ​by and for the pa-
tients of the Rome Custodial Asylum,” variously called the Herald or the Custodial Her-
ald, which superintendent Charles Bernstein distributed all over the country in hopes 
of promoting his colony and parole programs. The newsletter contained brief histori-
cal or cultural pieces appropriate to the month, largely but not entirely uplifting ac-
counts of inmates’ labors and progress, reports from colonies, and letters from parolees 
and discharged inmates. The paper reinforced Bernstein’s expectations that the poten-
tial candidates for parole, colony living, and discharge would be disciplined and 
self-sufficient. Obviously, the Herald was heavily edited and primarily reflects the ex-
periences of a distinct subset of inmates. Nevertheless, the many dozens of letters from 
parolees and discharged inmates offer considerable detail about their lives after leaving 
the asylum as well as, at times, fond reminiscences of inmates, teachers, social events, 
and community at the asylum. Many of the individuals discussed in the Herald came 
from the New York State Asylum for Idiots; all names used in the chapter are pseud-
onyms.

Chapter 4: Consumers’ League of Eastern Pennsylvania, “Commutations of Workmen’s 
Compensation,” circa 1928 (unpublished manuscript sent to John A. Fitch in 
March 1928)

This report, which was sent to social investigator John Fitch in draft form, traced the 
impact of lump-sum payments (or “commutations”) of workmen’s compensation on 
the lives of injured workers and their families in eastern Pennsylvania. In 1928, investi-
gators successfully contacted 61 of the 112 people who had received lump-sum com-
pensation payments in 1921 and 1922; the state had allowed commutations since at least 
1915. The investigators provided only initials for each individual, as well as other demo-
graphic details.

Based on these interviews, the authors of the report argued in favor of allowing 
more commutations, especially for the discharge of small debts and purchases of homes 
or artificial limbs. They emphasized that most commutations for business ventures did 
not end successfully due to petitioners’ lack of experience. Nevertheless, the report’s 
authors noted that even failed endeavors seemed to have aided in the “readjustment of 
the injured person,” since nearly all eventually returned to work afterward. Reflecting 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



reformers’ widely shared assumptions that even the deserving poor should undergo 
investigation before receiving aid, the report also stressed that, before granting com-
mutations, administrators should thoroughly examine petitioners’ plans. They also 
recommended conducting a follow-up interview in case applicants needed “a bit of 
timely advice [to] avert a disaster in home or business.” Although the cover letter men-
tioned plans to publish the report, it appears to have been shared only with Fitch and 
the state compensation commissioner.

Chapter 6: Goodwill Industries Records

Because the Methodist Episcopal Bureau of Home Missions provided funding that en-
abled Edgar James Helms to expand the Goodwill Industries model across the nation 
and even abroad, the history of many locations of Goodwill Industries and, in particu
lar, that of the flagship site in Boston is far better preserved than that of most other 
sheltered workshops. Historical records nevertheless remain scant due to the fact that 
many early workshops, including several Goodwill Industries locations, experienced 
devastating fires from the accumulation of salvage materials, especially rags. Few if any 
Goodwill Industries locations retained records of the early clientele; instead, rec
ords include correspondence, minutes of meetings, reports, newspaper clippings, and 
memorabilia.

Chapter 7: Regional Office Training Case Files, Rehabilitation, Veterans’ Bureau, 
National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C.

These case files were used to train rehabilitation officials—on both the local and na-
tional levels—and were specifically chosen to be representative of the 668,000 veterans 
who registered for vocational rehabilitation. Accordingly, the collection includes vet-
erans with a wide range of outcomes, including being rejected for rehabilitation 
outright, fighting for several years to gain access to rehabilitation, dropping out of re-
habilitation, completing rehabilitation but with many travails, and finishing rehabilita-
tion smoothly. Every file includes the “Field Report of Physical Examination,” the 
survey form on which Federal Board for Vocational Education (FBVE) officials re-
corded the veteran’s biographical information, service history, employment before and 
after the war (including wages), and aspirations for rehabilitation. Most files also in-
clude one or more medical reports; rulings by FBVE and Veterans’ Bureau officials on 
whether a veteran was eligible for rehabilitation; supervision reports by local rehabili-
tation officials; correspondence between veterans, physicians, educators, employers, 
and rehabilitation officials at all levels; reports from rehabilitation officers about their 
attempts to find employment for veterans; and the “Notice of Termination of Train-
ing” (which usually includes a few details about where veterans worked after complet-
ing rehabilitation). Many files include several years’ worth of records and are at least a 
half-inch thick.
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Abbreviations Used in Notes

AALL	 American Association for Labor Legislation
BFRC	 Benson Ford Research Center at the Henry Ford, Dearborn, Michigan
FBVE	 Federal Board for Vocational Education
GII	 Goodwill Industries International, Rockville, Maryland
MMGI	 Morgan Memorial Goodwill Industries, Boston, Massachusetts
NARA	 National Archives and Records Administration
NYSA	 New York State Archives
RG15	 Record Group 15
SAR	 Syracuse Admission Registers
SBC	 New York State Board of Charities
SDR	 Syracuse Descriptive Registers
SPE	 Syracuse Pupil Evaluation Reports
USVB	 United States Veterans’ Bureau
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Registers, vols. 3–5, Syracuse State School, Admission, Discharge, Death, and Transfer 
Records, 1851–1945, Admission Registers, 1851–1920 (Acc. B1647, Subseries 2) (hereaf-
ter SAR), NYSA; NY Asylum, First Annual Report, 1851, 14. See also Trent, Inventing the 
Feeble Mind, 28–29; Edward Séguin, “Institutions for Idiots,” Appleton’s Journal, 
12 February 1870, 182; NY Asylum, Second Annual Report, 1852, 33; Fourth Annual Report, 
1854, 2; Fifth Annual Report, 1855, 11; Sixth Annual Report, 1856, 12; Eighth Annual 
Report, 1858, 9; Twelfth Annual Report, 1862, 8; Fifteenth Annual Report, 1865, 9; Seven-
teenth Annual Report, 1867, 11; Twentieth Annual Report, 1871, 16; Twenty-Second Annual 
Report, 1872, 12; Twenty-Third Annual Report, 1873, 9; Twenty-Fourth Annual Report, 
1874, 11; Twenty-Seventh Annual Report, 1877, 9.

58. Superintendents of insane asylums likewise had trouble creating a “valid, reli-
able definition of mental health.” NY Asylum, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1871, 10–11; IL 
School, Eighth Biennial Report, 1880, 23; MA School, Third Annual Report, 1851, 8–9; 
Tyor and Bell, Caring for the Retarded, 26–27; Ellen Dwyer, Homes for the Mad: Life 
Inside Two Nineteenth-Century Asylums (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
1987), 149.

59. Admitted in 1872 at age fifteen, McDonogh never returned home. She “eloped” 
(departed without permission) in 1900 and then spent time in the Rome State 
Custodial Asylum and the Gowanda State Homeopathic Hospital. SDR, vol. 2, entry 
574; Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children, Pupil Evaluation Re-
ports [ca. 1860–1909], vol. 1, p. 110 (Acc. B1666), Box 1(hereafter SPE), NYSA; U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of the United States, 1870, New York, Cayuga 
County, Auburn, sheet 44; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United 
States, 1910, New York, Oneida County, Rome, Enum. Dist. no. 81, sheet 12; U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, Fourteenth Census, 1920, New York, Erie County, Collins, Enum. Dist. 
no. 280, sheet 14.

60. McNeil came from St.  Mary’s Institution for the Improved Instruction of 
Deaf-Mutes in Buffalo. After two years, Wilbur dismissed him as “unimprovable.” 
SDR, vol. 3, p. 74; SPE, vol. 1, p. 101, Box 1; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth Census 
of the United States, 1880, New York, Onondaga County, Geddes, Enum. Dist. no.173, 
sheet 82.

61. Roughly 8  percent of pupils had undergone “convulsions” or “fits” as infants, 
while nearly 12 percent had them as children prior to entering the asylum. Many, if not 
most, of these convulsions were likely not epileptic seizures. Parents attributed fits to 
teething as well as illnesses, among other reported causes. See, for instance, SDR, vol. 2, 
entry 453; SPE, vol. 1, p. 28; Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children, 
Record of Deaths, 1851–1895, vol. 1, p. 61 (Acc. B1662) (hereafter Syracuse Death Re-
cords), NYSA; and SDR, vol. 3, p. 11; SAR, vol. 3, p. 118; SPE, vol. 1, p. 22; New York, 
Oneida County, 1881, Record no. 842 in Ancestry​.com, Census of Inmates in Almshouses 
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and Poorhouses, 1830–1920 (Provo, UT: Ancestry​.com Operations), original data from 
New York State Board of Charities, Census of Inmates in Almshouses and Poorhouses, 
1835–1921 (Acc. A1978), NYSA (hereafter cited as Almshouse Census). Only a tiny frac-
tion of students—less than 1  percent—appear to have had Down’s syndrome, likely 
because of the high rate of untreatable congenital heart abnormalities associated with 
it. For examples of pupils whose impairment originated from thyroid disorders, see 
SDR, vol. 2, entry 154. Down’s syndrome: SDR, vol. 2, entry 476. On abuse: SDR, vol. 
2, entry 640; SAR, vol. 3, p. 49; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census of the United 
States, 1860, New York, Fulton County, Ephratah, sheet 41; SDR, vol. 3, p. 77.

62. Chorea is a disorder that causes involuntary movements and is often associated 
with scarlet fever. See SDR, vol. 2, entries 297, 363, 450.

63. NY Asylum, First Annual Report, 1851, 20.
64. NY Asylum, Second Annual Report, 1852, 8, 23. Like Séguin, Wilbur defined idi-

ocy fundamentally as a failure of the will. NY Asylum, First Annual Report, 1851, 15.
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Ninth Census, 1870, Illinois, Warren County, Ellison, sheet 10; Tenth Census, 1880, Illi-
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66. NY Asylum, Ninth Annual Report, 1860, 17.
67. SDR, vol. 2, entry 141.
68. Wilbur dismissed Collins in 1867 after a four-year stay as “a bad epileptic.” Heller 

remained at the asylum for ten years, departing in 1884; halfway through her stay, Wil-
bur noted that she was “still violent” and “cannot be trusted with beads, throws them 
away & puts them in her mouth.” On “destructive habits,” see SDR, vol. 3, p. 137; SAR, 
vol. 3, p. 260; SPE, vol. 1, p. 171. Frances Alden: SDR, vol. 2, entry 615; SAR, vol. 3, p. 23; 
SPE, vol. 1, p. 157. Diana Heller: SDR, vol. 2, entry 674; SAR, vol. 3, p. 83. Christopher 
Collins: Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census, 1870, New York, Hudson County, Hobo-
ken, sheet 79; SDR, vol. 2, entry 340.

69. NY Asylum, First Annual Report, 1851, 20.
70. NY Asylum, Fifth Annual Report, 1855, 10. See also NY Asylum, Second Annual 

Report, 1852, 4. His younger brother, Charles Toppan Wilbur, meanwhile, contended 
that “hundreds of children of backward and imperfect mental development” who were 
“equally susceptible of improvement for usefulness and happiness” were being ig-
nored. IL School, First Annual Report, 1865, 11.

71. Nelson never returned home; after he spent thirty-seven years in the asylum, 
Wilbur’s successor, John Carson, transferred him at age forty-five to the Cayuga County 
Almshouse, whence he had come in 1867 and where he remained through at least 1910. 
SDR, vol. 2, entry 452; SDR, vol. 5, entry 14; SPE, vol. 1, p. 61; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, New York, Onondaga County, Syracuse, 171, 
sheet 6; Thirteenth Census, 1910, New York, Cayuga County, Sennett, 59, sheet 3.
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1853, 20; Twenty-First Annual Report, 1871, 12.

73. SDR, vol. 2, entry 408. See also NY Asylum, Eleventh Annual Report, 1861, 12.
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in the intervening years; poorhouse officials identified him as a laborer. SDR, vol. 2, 
entry 379; SPE, vol. 1, p. 6. Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census, 1870, New York, New 
York County, New York, sheet 33; Tenth Census, 1880, New York, Suffolk County, Ori-
ent, 329, sheet 8; Twelfth Census, 1900, New York, Suffolk County, Brookhaven, 817, 
sheet 2; Thirteenth Census, 1910, New York, Suffolk County, Brookhaven, 1349, sheet 9.
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superintendent, James Carson, transferred her to the Rome State Custodial Asylum. 
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servants and, in one case, as a schoolteacher. Neither of her sisters married. SDR, vol. 
2, entry 387; SDR, vol. 5, entry 11; SPE, vol. 1, p. 208. Bureau of the Census, Seventh 
Census, 1850, New York, Erie County, Buffalo, sheet 280; Eighth Census, 1860, New York, 
Erie County, Buffalo, sheet 16; Ninth Census, 1870, New York, Erie County, Buffalo, 
sheet 62; Tenth Census, 1880, New York, Erie County, Buffalo, Enum. Dist. no. 122, sheet 
14; Twelfth Census, 1900, New York, Erie County, Buffalo, 30, sheet 5; Thirteenth Census, 
1910, New York, Oneida County, Rome, Enum. Dist. no. 81, sheet 11.

76. NY Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 1856, 14.
77. Ibid.; NY Asylum, Seventh Annual Report, 1858, 23.
78. Rodgers, Work Ethic, xi.
79. MA School, Third Annual Report, 1851, 16–18 (emphasis in original).
80. Pennsylvania Training School for Feeble-Minded Children, Fifth Annual Report 

of the Board of Directors . . . ​with the Report of the Superintendent (Philadelphia: Henry R. 
Ashmead, 1858), 36 (hereafter cited as PA School, Annual Report).

81. NY Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 1856, 14; Seventh Annual Report, 1857, 23; IL 
School, Second Annual Report, 1866, 38.

82. Rather than reflecting middle-class status anxiety, a pervasive fear of social disor-
der, or superintendents’ desires to justify and perpetuate their institution, idiot asylum 
training programs reflected the standard goals of public education in the nineteenth 
century: producing disciplined and productive, or at least not burdensome, inhabit-
ants. By the late 1860s and early 1870s, most New York State insane asylums began to 
cancel inmate work programs; superintendents instead relied increasingly on mechan-
ical and chemical restraints. Poor-law reformers, however, had less success enforcing 
work programs in almshouses, due to the ill health and disabilities common among 
permanent residents. D. Rothman, Discovery of the Asylum, 78–79; Hofstadter, Age of 
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becca McNulty Skrivin, 29 April 2007.

84. Idiot asylum superintendents occasionally experimented with menial tasks such 
as mat making, brush making, and shoe repairing, but such programs rarely lasted long 
or proved profitable. On provisions for deaf, blind, and “crippled” children, see John 
Vickrey Van Cleve and Barry A. Crouch, A Place of Their Own: Creating the Deaf Com-
munity in America (Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press, 1989); Robert  M. 
Buchanan, Illusions of Equality: Deaf Americans in School and Factory, 1850–1950 
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Tyor and Bell, Caring for the Retarded, 17–18.
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104. State legislators had originally budgeted $50,000 to build Utica State Lunatic 
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105. NY Asylum, First Annual Report, 1851, 3–4; Wilbur to Howe, 30 April 1850, cited 
in Graney, “Hervey Backus Wilbur,” 41; see also 54.

106. Graney, “Hervey Backus Wilbur,” 41. Much later, Wilbur’s close friend Cathe-
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of total regular expenditures in those years, respectively. Between 1866 and 1884, fees 
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Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 64–65.

108. For more on begging letters, see Scott  A. Sandage, Born Losers: A History of 
Failure in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), chap. 8 passim.

109. NY Asylum, Annual Report, 1852, 23.
110. NY Asylum, Seventh Annual Report, 1857, 24; Ninth Annual Report, 1859, 18. See 

also Sixth Annual Report, 1856, 14. The asylum used almost all of the farm produce 
itself, but occasionally sold a few hundred dollars’ worth of produce between the 1850s 
and the mid-1870s. Starting in 1877, the asylum sold several hundred dollars’ worth 
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111. NY Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 1856, 14; Tenth Annual Report, 1860, 7–8.
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119. SDR, vol. 2, entry 351.
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118. Based on his research, Carson acknowledged that “Mongolianism must be 

due, at least usually, to other than hereditary influences. So large a number as is 
shown by the statistics being last born, it would seem as if some inertia or lack of the 
essential vitality in the procreating powers of the mother during the last years of 
the child-bearing period might safely be considered a cause of imbecility of the Mon-
golian type.” NY Asylum, Thirty-Sixth Annual Report, 1886, 21–22; Forty-Sixth Annual 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



268  Notes to Chapter Two

Report, 1896, 36–39; Forty-Eighth Annual Report, 1898, 33–35; Fifty-Sixth Annual Report, 
1905, 30, 36–37; Sixty-First Annual Report, 1911. See also Tyor and Bell, Caring for the 
Retarded, 60–61, 94–97.

119. NY Asylum, Thirty-Sixth Annual Report, 1886, 21; Forty-Eighth Annual Report, 1898, 
39. See also Thirty-Ninth Annual Report, 1889, 21; Fifty-Fourth Annual Report, 1904, 29.

120. For Cobb’s views, see NY Asylum, Sixty-Second Annual Report, 1912, 7–8; Sixty-
Fourth Annual Report, 1914, 23–25; Sixty-Sixth Annual Report, 1915–1916, 4. Cobb did 
support discharging male pupils during World War I, but attributed their success in 
obtaining well-paid work to the “present unusual labor conditions.” NY Asylum, Sixty-
Sixth Annual Report, 1915–1916, 3; Sixty-Seventh Annual Report, 1916–1917, 12, 15; Sixty-
Ninth Annual Report, 1918–1919, 13; Seventieth Annual Report, 1919–1920, 19.

121. These calculations are based on NY Asylum, Annual Reports, 1886–1920.
122. Neither Halford nor Ramsey came from institutions, nor did either seem to 

have come from a disrupted family. The New York State Asylum for Idiots was re-
named the Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children in 1891. Maud 
Halford: SDR, vol. 2, entry 499; SPE, vol. 1, p. 23; Bureau of the Census, Twelfth Census, 
1900, New York, Erie County, Buffalo, Enum. Dist. no. 270, sheet 2. Irma Ramsey: SDR, 
vol. 3, p. 160; SDR, vol. 5, p. 76; SAR, vol. 3, p. 284; SPE, vol. 1, p. 135. On laundry work, see 
SDR, vol. 2, entry 528; SPE, vol. 1, p. 64.

123. Keene was an orphan whose wealthy uncle housed her prior to her arrival 
at  the Syracuse asylum. Lancaster came from a seemingly intact farm family. Sybil 
Keene: SDR, vol. 1, entry 560, and vol. 5, p. 22; SPE, vol. 1, p. 115; New York, Almshouse 
Census, Orange County, 1925, Record no. 918. Lisa Lancaster: SDR, vol. 3, p. 16, and vol. 
5, p. 40; SAR, vol. 3, p. 123; SPE, vol. 1, p. 235.

124. George  G. Tarbell, “Status of the Work before the People and Legislatures: 
Massachusetts,” AMO Proceedings, 1882, 271.

125. In 1895, Whitman turned up in a Brooklyn charities office trying to find his 
family and a new job. He had apparently lost touch with his sisters during his stay at the 
asylum, but retained his committal letter from 1879. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle’s cover-
age quickly reunited him with his relatives. NY Asylum, Forty-Second Annual Report, 
1892, 25; Forty-Fifth Annual Report, 1895, 26; “Adolphus Whitman’s Case: He Is a Credit 
to the Institution That Reared Him,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 8 December 1895, 4, Syra-
cuse Development Center Clipping Files (Acc. B1656), Box  1, NYSA; “His Family 
Found Again: Adolphus Whitman United with His Long Lost Relatives,” Brooklyn 
Daily Eagle, 9 December 1895, 1; SDR, vol. 3, p. 205; SAR, vol. 4, p. 34.

126. “Very useful on the farm,” see SDR, vol. 3, p. 69; SAR, vol. 3, p. 175; SPE, vol. 1, 
p. 103. On errands, see SDR, vol. 3, p. 39; SAR, vol. 3, p. 145; SPE, vol. 1, p. 179. On “do 
many useful things very nicely,” see SDR, vol. 3, p. 5; SAR, vol. 3, p. 112; SPE, vol. 1, p. 213.

127. Carson described Willie as “sadly afflicted by a moderate degree of paralysis and 
physical infirmities, which gave him an awkward, unsteady gait and uncouth appear-
ance.” He noted that Willie had nonetheless “learned to talk so that he could be under-
stood by those accustomed to his manner of speech and to read books and papers 
understandingly.” NY Asylum, Forty-Eighth Annual Report, 1898, 25.
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128. NY Asylum, Sixtieth Annual Report, 1910, 26–27. And in the late 1910s, superin-
tendent Cobb introduced a merit system that allowed for trolley rides and trips to the 
movies. NY Asylum, Sixty-Eighth Annual Report, 1917–1918, 12.

129. Eileen Kavanaugh: SDR, vol. 3, p. 64; SAR, vol. 3, p. 170; SPE, vol. 1, p. 66. Clara 
Heinrich: SDR, vol. 3, p. 138; SAR, vol. 3, p. 262; SPE, vol. 1, p. 238. On pupils with palsy 
and chorea, see SDR, vol. 2, entry 622; SAR, vol. 3, p. 31; SPE, vol. 1, p. 91. On blind 
pupils, see SDR, vol. 2, entry 683; SAR, vol. 3, p. 91; SPE, vol. 1, p. 79.

130. Like virtually all asylum superintendents at this point, Bernstein held an MD 
and believed fervently in the moral benefits of work. Unlike most, he rejected most 
negative eugenics practices such as sterilization and expressed skepticism about eu-
genics in general.

131. Rome State Custodial Asylum, Sixth Annual Report of the Board of Managers of 
the Rome State Custodial Asylum at Rome, N.Y., for the Year Ending September 30, 1900, 
Transmitted to the Legislature January 25, 1901 (Albany: James B. Lyon, 1901), 12, 16, 36; 
Fifth Annual Report, 1901, 38–39; Ninth Annual Report, 1903, 114 (hereafter cited as 
Rome Asylum, Annual Report).

132. Those inmates deemed “crippled” mostly seem to have done sewing. The Rome 
asylum still had the merit and demerit system in 1915; by this time, male inmates could 
also cash in their merits to acquire permits to go into the city of Rome. Rome Asylum, 
Ninth Annual Report, 1903, 50–51; Tenth Annual Report, 1904, 58, 64, 66; Twelfth Annual 
Report, 1906, 34; Fourteenth Annual Report, 1908, 21; Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 
25–26; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 109.

133. SDR, vols. 2–5; SAR, vols. 1–6.
134. SDR, vol. 2, entry 604; SAR, vol. 3, p. 12; Syracuse Death Records, vol. 1. p. 47.
135. At 62.7 percent, the death rate for people with epilepsy nearly equaled that for 

“idiots.” Ferguson argues that Bernstein did not care about the fate of “low-grade” in-
mates and saw the asylum’s “custodial” designation as a threat to funding and his pro-
fessional status. Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate, 102, 104, 113–14, 118–19, 123–27.

136. Rafter, Creating Born Criminals, 42; George W. Cowles, ed., Landmarks of Wayne 
County, New York (Syracuse, NY: D. Mason, 1895), 367; NY Asylum, “Report of the 
Special Committee,” Twenty-Ninth Annual Report, 1879, 13. Newark Asylum, Second An-
nual Report, 1886, 9; Fifth Annual Report, 1889, 9; Eighth Annual Report, 1892, 14. “Report 
of Visitation and Inspection,” 9  August 1911, Monthly Minutes and Reports (Acc. 
A0283-78), Box 9, Newark Asylum Board Minutes, NYSA.

137. “The State’s Charities: Rome State Custodial Asylum,” New York Tribune, 4 Oc-
tober 1897, Syracuse Development Center Clipping Files (Acc. B1656), Box 1, NYSA.

138. “The State’s Charities”; Rome Asylum, Fourth Annual Report, 1898, 29, 32–33.
139. Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate, 91–93; Rome Asylum, Fourth Annual Report, 

1898, 11.
140. Rome Asylum, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 17.
141. Rome Asylum, Ninth Annual Report, 1903, 16; Tenth Annual Report, 1904, 64–65; 

Eleventh Annual Report, 1905, 43; Twelfth Annual Report, 1906, 34; Thirteenth Annual 
Report, 1907, 34; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 208.
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142. Making matters worse, attendants faced excruciatingly long hours even when 
compared with their counterparts at other state asylums, working from 5:30 a.m. to 8:00 
or 10:00 p.m. Turnover, consequently, was high. After years of advocacy, Bernstein man-
aged to reduce their hours, while also giving them half of their evenings off plus sick time 
and two weeks of vacation; he also increased their salaries by 40 percent. In addition, he 
established dedicated recreation rooms and separate rooms for married couples, bus ser
vice between the asylum and the city of Rome, and, in 1920, an employee governance 
council to advise him on pension policies and social activities. “Meeting of the [Rome 
Asylum] Board of Managers,” 1 February 1909, 3–4; [Report of the Board of Managers of 
Rome Asylum], 2  August 1909, p.  2, both from Rome Asylum Board Minutes; Rome 
Asylum, Second Annual Report, 1896, 39–40; Herald, 1 April 1914, 6; Charles Bernstein, 
“Training School for Attendants for the Feeble-Minded,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 12 
(1907): 31–43, 88–92; Rome Asylum, Eighth Annual Report, 1902, 11; Ninth Annual Report, 
1903, 18; Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 22–24; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 128.

143. “Newark Women’s Asylum: Report of the State Board of Charities Committee” 
[ca. spring 1893], Syracuse Development Center Clipping Files (Acc. B1656), Box  1, 
NYSA; SBC, Annual Report, 1894, xlii–xliv.

144. Rafter, Creating Born Criminals, 45–46; Newark Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 
1890, 16.

145. Newark Asylum, Eighth Annual Report, 1892, 26–27; Ninth Annual Report, 1893, 
17; Tenth Annual Report, 1894, 18, 21, 23.

146. He deemed only 8–10 percent of inmates capable of benefiting from classes in 
1907, which they attended in a hall with no desks. Seasonal activities included Hallow-
een parties, Christmas cantatas performed by the inmates, musical programs for Eas-
ter, a Fourth of July picnic, and a September field day. Newark Asylum, Twenty-Third 
Annual Report, 1907, 36–37.

147. Newark Asylum, Twenty-Seventh Annual Report, 1911, 22; Thirtieth Annual Re-
port, 1914, 6; “Report of Visitation and Inspection,” 4  January 1911, 1  February 1911, 
8 March 1911, 9 August 1911, and 1 August 1912, Newark Asylum Board Minutes.

148. Newark Asylum, Twenty-Seventh Annual Report, 1911, 42.
149. “Report of Visitation and Inspection,” 6 June 1912, Newark Asylum Board Minutes. 

By 1916, Nevin had added classes in rug making, mattress making, chair caning, and 
cement work. Twenty-Seventh Annual Report, 1911, 22; Twenty-Eighth Annual Report, 
1912, 6; Twenty-Ninth Annual Report, 1913, 26; Thirtieth Annual Report, 1914, 35; Thirty-
Second Annual Report, 1916, 17.

150. “Report of Visitation and Inspection,” 4 April 1912, Newark Asylum Board Min-
utes.

151. Newark Asylum, Thirtieth Annual Report, 1914, 7.
152. Henry M. Lechtrecker, [extract of February 1907 report to State Board of Charities 

on “Industrial Efforts”]; Henry  M. Lechtrecker to Edwin Sanford, 4  June 1907; and 
Homer Folks to E. V. Stoddard, 11 February 1907; all from Newark Asylum Board Minutes.

153. Lechtrecker learned from Warnecke that “the matron is a chief offender and that 
much of the product is going to her immediate friends in the village of Newark, and at 
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Binghamton N.Y.” Lechtrecker to Sanford, 4 June 1907, Newark Asylum Board Min-
utes; Cowles, Landmarks of Wayne County, 374.

154. Lechtrecker, “Industrial Efforts,” Newark Asylum Board Minutes. Lechtrecker 
noted, “My personal observation in the premises is that they feel that they are acting en-
tirely from commendable motives.” He also suggested adding rug weaving and mat making 
since they could not be done in private and “could be better regulated.” [Newark Asylum 
Board report], May 1907; [Newark Asylum Board report], 2 July 1907; Board of Managers 
to Charles  E. Hughes, 19  June 1907, Newark Asylum Board Minutes; “Minutes of Ad-
journed Regular Meeting,” 23 September 1909; all from Newark Asylum Board Minutes.

155. Lechtrecker, “Industrial Efforts,” Newark Asylum Board Minutes; Henry  M. 
Lechtrecker, [extract of February 1907 report to State Board of Charities on “Clothing” 
and “Observations and Defects”], Newark Asylum Board Minutes; “Report of Visitation 
and Inspection,” 10 November 1909, 13 September 1911, and 10 October 1912; all from 
Newark Asylum Board Minutes.

156. Newark Asylum, Eleventh Annual Report, 1895, 21; “Report of Visitation and In-
spection,” 8 March 1911, Newark Asylum Board Minutes.

157. Flaherty and Hertzfeld never returned home. After eighteen years at the New 
York State Asylum for Idiots, superintendent Carson transferred Terrence Flaherty to 
the Rome State Custodial Asylum, where he remained for at least fourteen years. 
Hertzfeld, meanwhile, spent twenty-three years at the New York State Asylum for 
Idiots and was then transferred to the State Custodial Asylum for Women at Newark. 
Terrence Flaherty: SDR, vol. 3, p. 110; SAR, vol. 3, p. 233; Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth 
Census, 1910, New York, Oneida County, Rome, Enum. Dist. no. 81, sheet 5A. Frances 
Hertzfeld: SDR, vol. 4, p. 192; SAR, vol. 4, p. 296.

158. Despite Percy’s inability to do productive work, Wilbur and his successor, Carson, 
retained Percy at the asylum, likely because her mother was a widow. In 1915, superin-
tendent O. H. Cobb sent her to the Oneida County Poorhouse at age forty-nine. Painter 
had entered the same poorhouse twenty-two years earlier in 1893 after being discharged 
from the asylum as an “epileptic idiot.” Myra Percy: SDR, vol. 3, p. 149, and vol. 5, p. 64; 
SAR, vol. 3, p.  273; Tenth Census, 1880, New York, Albany County, Albany, Enum. 
Dist. no. 32, sheet 55; New York, Almshouse Census, Oneida County, 1915, Record no. 
6014. Arnold Painter: SDR, vol. 3, p.  151; SAR, vol. 3, p. 275; New York, Almshouse 
Census, Oneida County, 1893, Record no. 2333.

Chapter Three

1. “Letter Box: J.C. to Miss Sullivan,” Custodial Herald 5, no. 4 (1  August 1917): 3. 
Pseudonyms have been used for inmates of the Rome State Custodial Asylum. The 
Herald, Custodial Herald, and Rome Custodial Herald are all the same publication.

2. “Colony News,” Herald 9, no. 7 (1  July 1921): 5; “Letter Box: Mrs. W.F.P. ( J. C. 
Cuyper) to Charles Bernstein,” Herald 9, no. 11 (1 November 1921): 4.

3. Baynton, “Defectives in the Land,” 31–44; Lombardo, Three Generations, No Imbe-
ciles, chaps. 2 and 3 passim.
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4. Bernstein’s father, Abraham Bernstein, was presumably of Jewish descent, al-
though his children were raised as Lutherans, possibly in deference to their mother, 
Eva Ann Young. The elder Bernstein ran a village store in the central New York town of 
Carlisle prior to his death. Both parents were “pioneer settlers” in the town. Max-
well C. Montgomery, “Memorial Tribute to Dr. Charles Bernstein,” supplement, Psy-
chiatric Quarterly 17, no. 1 (March 1943): 38.

5. J. G. Riggs, Hello Doctor: A Brief Biography of Charles Bernstein, M.D. (East Aurora, 
NY: Roycroft, 1936), 10.

6. Montgomery, “Memorial Tribute to Dr. Charles Bernstein,” 38.
7. Rome Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 1900, 12, 36. See also Fifth Annual Report, 

1899, 12.
8. Rome Asylum, Sixth Annual Report, 1900, 16, 36. See also Seventh Annual Report, 1901, 

38–39. On institutions in other states, see Tyor and Bell, Caring for the Retarded, 76; Wolf 
Wolfensberger, Origin and Nature of Our Institutional Models, 30, 44, 51; Rafter, Creating 
Born Criminals, 65; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 143–44. Bernstein built upon similar 
arguments made by his predecessors; in the 1880s, for instance, Ohio superintendent 
Gustavus Adolphus Doren told state legislators: “Give me the land [about 1,000 acres] 
and allow me to gather the idiotic and imbecile population now under public care to-
gether, and I agree that the institution shall be made self-sustaining, and I will pay back to 
the state the price of the land.’ ” A. Byers, “Discussion on Care of the Feeble-Minded,” 
Proceedings of the National Conference of Charities and Correction 17 (1890): 441.

9. Inmates at the Rome State Custodial Asylum and the New York State Custodial 
Asylum for Feeble-Minded Women at Newark seem to have had significantly fewer 
new clothes than those at the Syracuse State Institution for Feeble-Minded Children. 
In 1902, for instance, inmates at Rome repaired 2,358 dresses but made only 227 new 
ones for a population of 142 women. In contrast, inmates in Newark’s sewing work-
shops produced 784 new dresses for a population of 416 women. During the same year, 
pupils at Syracuse sewed 635 new dresses for the 253 female students. Rome Asylum, 
Eighth Annual Report, 1902, 23, 36–37; Newark Asylum, Eighteenth Annual Report, 1902, 
6, 10; NY Asylum, Fifty-Second Annual Report, 1902, 18, 25–26.

10. Quote from Rome Asylum, Thirteenth Annual Report, 1907, 36. For details of in-
mates’ work, see Rome Asylum, Eleventh Annual Report, 1905, 44–46; Twelfth Annual 
Report, 1906, 17, 20, 34; [Minutes of the Board of Managers of Rome Asylum], Decem-
ber 1909, pp. 2–3, Monthly Reports and Minutes of Meetings of Board of Managers of 
State Institutions (1902–1914) (Acc. A0283-78), Box 17, Rome Asylum Board Minutes, 
NYSA (hereafter Rome Asylum Board Minutes).

11. Rome Asylum, Ninth Annual Report, 1903, 50–51; Tenth Annual Report, 1904, 58, 
64, 66; Twelfth Annual Report, 1906, 34; Fourteenth Annual Report, 1908, 21; and Twenty-
First Annual Report, 1915, 25–26; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 109.

12. Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate; Rome Asylum, Twelfth Annual Report, 1906, 
31–32. By 1909, inmate labor defrayed more than 25 percent of the cost of maintenance, 
and by 1914, Bernstein and the board of managers suggested that inmate labor saved 
the state 25–40 percent of costs. Rome Asylum, Fifteenth Annual Report, 1909, 21, 28–40; 
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[Rome Asylum Board of Managers Report], 5 January 1914, pp. 3–4; Rome Asylum, 
Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 33.

13. Philip Ferguson wryly describes the history of Rome as “a tale of 40 colonies and 
a warehouse.” Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate, 153; Rome Asylum, Ninth Annual 
Report, 1903, 23–25.

14. Charles Bernstein, “Discussion of [Mason paper],” Proceedings of the New York 
State Conference of Charities and Correction 4 (1903): 201, quoted in Ferguson, Aban-
doned to Their Fate, 106.

15. Discussion of A. Gertrude Jacob, “Systematic Physical Training for the Mentally 
Deficient,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 9, no. 4 ( June 1905): 110.

16. Discussion of H. G. Hardt, “Accidents in Institutions for Feeble-Minded and 
Epileptics,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 13, nos. 1–4 (September 1908–June 1909): 
102–3.

17. Rome Asylum, Thirteenth Annual Report, 1907, 31. On similar views held by other 
superintendents, see Henry H. Goddard, “Impressions of European Institutions and 
Special Classes,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 13, no. 1–4 (September 1908–June 1909): 
21; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, chap. 5 passim. When Bernstein discharged women 
past the age of menopause, he tried to discharge only those who could aid their family 
with their labors. See Ninth Annual Report, 1903, 52.

18. Rome Asylum, Seventeenth Annual Report, 1911, 40; Nineteenth Annual Report, 
1913, 16; and Twentieth Annual Report, 1914, 13.

19. Rome Asylum, Sixteenth Annual Report, 1910, 11, 12; Seventeenth Annual Report, 1911, 
11, 23; Documents of the Assembly of the State of New York (Albany: J. B. Lyon, 1917), 155–58; 
Rome Asylum, Eighteenth Annual Report, 1912, 15; “The Regular Monthly Meeting of the 
Board of Managers,” 3 February 1913, p. 1, Rome Asylum Board Minutes; Trent, Inventing 
the Feeble Mind, 106, 208, 213–14; Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate, 109–10.

20. Rome Asylum, Nineteenth Annual Report, 21. Afterward, he was asked to lecture 
on mental degeneracy and eugenics at Syracuse University.

21. On familiarity and disability, see Wexler, “Chorea and Community,” 495–527; 
Groce, Everyone Here Spoke Sign Language; see also Rome Asylum, Nineteenth Annual 
Report, 22; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 213–14.

22. Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 184–92.
23. “Minutes: Address of Welcome, W. W. Swan,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 12, nos. 

1–4 (September 1907–June 1908): 68; Discussion of W. E. Fernald, “Farm Colony in 
Massachusetts,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 7, no. 4 ( June 1903): 77; Trent, Inventing the 
Feeble Mind, 105–7.

24. Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 296n11.
25. Quote from Rome Asylum, Tenth Annual Report, 1904, 23; see also 61–64.
26. Rome Asylum, Eleventh Annual Report, 1905, 14–15.
27. Rome Asylum, Twelfth Annual Report, 1906, 17.
28. Ferguson, Abandoned to Their Fate, 119; Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 200.
29. On eugenicists, the phenomenon of “feeble-minded women,” and how such 

fears affected the lives of many girls and women with and without disabilities, see, for 
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instance, Rembis, Defining Deviance; Rafter, Creating Born Criminals; Snyder and 
Mitchell, Cultural Locations of Disability; Baynton, Defectives in the Land.

30. Orphanages, half-orphan asylums, and prisons for women also employed “cot-
tage” systems. Isaac N. Kerlin, “President’s Annual Address,” Proceedings of the Associa-
tion of Medical Officers of American Institutions for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Persons 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1892): 275–76; William L. Parry-Jones, “The Model of 
the Geel Lunatic Colony and Its Influence on the Nineteenth-Century Asylum System 
in Britain,” in Madhouses, Mad-Doctors, and Madmen: The Social History of Psychiatry in 
the Victorian Era, ed. Andrew Scull (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2015), 201–17.

31. Ada Fitts, “How to Fill the Gap between the Special Classes and Institutions,” 
Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 20, nos. 3–4 (March and June 1916): 82–83; “Minutes of the 
Association [Discussion of Elizabeth E. Farrell, “Results of After-Care Work with Spe-
cial Class Children”],” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 22, no. 1 (September 1917): 33.

32. “News and Notes,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 20, nos. 1–2 (September and De-
cember 1915): 49.

33. In March 1919, the editors outlined the “Colony System” for the benefit of the 
inmates and other interested parties, explaining that the “privilege of life in the colo-
nies is given only to self respecting girls and boys of reasonable intelligence who wish 
to make an effort to be self sustaining, law-abiding citizens.” “Colony System,” Custo-
dial Herald 7, no. 3 (1 March 1919): 1; “The Girls’ Colony,” Rome Custodial Herald 2, no. 
7 (1 November 1914): 3; Rome Asylum, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 19–20, and 
Twenty-Third Annual Report, 1917, 26.

34. In 1919, 19.4 percent of inmates in the asylum were either paroled or in a colony; 
Bernstein discharged 0.4 percent. Rome Asylum, Twenty-Fifth Annual Report, 1919, 14–16.

35. Bernstein established the Adirondack reforestation colonies in conjunction with 
the State Conservation Commission. These colonies provided savings to both entities, 
serving as sources of outings for asylum inmates and cheap labor. Rome Asylum, Nine-
teenth Annual Report, 1913, 24; Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 21–22; Twenty-Second 
Annual Report, 1916, 25.

36. Rome Asylum, Twenty-Third Annual Report, 1917, 28.
37. Charles Bernstein, “Self-Sustaining Feeble-Minded,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 

22, nos. 3–4 (March and June 1918): 157.
38. McMann was listed in the 1910 census as “Mex” or, more likely, “Mulatto.” “School 

Items,” Rome Custodial Herald 2, no. 10 (1 February 1915): 6; Bureau of the Census, Thir-
teenth Census, 1910, New York, Oneida County, Rome, 2nd Ward, sheet 12B.

39. “School Items,” Rome Custodial Herald 2, no. 10 (1  February 1915): 5; “School 
Items,” Rome Custodial Herald 4, no. 6 (1 October 1916): 6; “Our Discharges, ‘Our In-
spiration,’ ” Herald 14, no. 9 (1 September 1916): 5.

40. By the end of the year, residents had earned a grand total of $1,800  in wages. 
“News and Notes,” 50–52; Bernstein, “Self-Sustaining Feeble-Minded,” 158.

41. Rome Asylum, Nineteenth Annual Report, 1913, 16; Twenty-Second Annual Report, 
1916, 34.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 8:54 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Notes to Chapter Three  275

42. Charles Bernstein, “Colony Care for Isolation and Dependent Cases,” Social Hy-
giene 7, no. 1 ( January 1921): 52–53.

43. Rome Asylum, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 17.
44. “Our Discharges: Our Inspiration,” Herald 14, no. 9 (1 September 1926): 5.
45. Families were so desperate for servants in 1910 that the Maine Bureau of Indus-

trial and Labor Statistics placed an advertisement in 500 newspapers: “wanted—10,000 
girls to help around the house. Must be honest and willing to work. Good homes for 
those who suit.” David A. Katzmann, Seven Days a Week: Women and Domestic Service 
in Industrializing America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 38; Rome Asy-
lum, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1915, 17; Twenty-Second Annual Report, 1916, 21–22; 
and Twenty-Third Annual Report, 1917, 25; Charles Bernstein, “A State’s Policy towards 
the Care of the Feeble-Minded,” Journal of Psycho-Asthenics 16, no. 2 (December 
1914): 51–53.

46. After Bernstein opened the working girls’ colony in 1914, a “series of anony-
mous post cards [were] sent to the women who were employing the girls stating that 
they should be ashamed to employ scab labor, etc., all apparently from one source, a 
discharged and disgruntled former employee.” Rome Asylum, Twenty-Third Annual 
Report, 1917, 28.

47. Bernstein, “Self-Sustaining Feeble-Minded,” 160.
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years of coverage at 66 ⅔  percent of wages. It covered both occupational diseases and 
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99. Laura Rubinow Lebow, Interview by J. Lee Kreader, 6 April 1978, Rubinow Pa-
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112. Dismemberment schedules provided a specified period of compensation (usu-

ally measured in weeks) for various injuries. Rubinow’s suggestion foreshadowed the 
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publicizing of model bills in 1910, but little action took place on this front until 1912, 
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127. “A Platform of Industrial Minimums,” Survey 28 (6 July 1912): 518; “The Com-
mon Welfare: Recent Developments in Accident Compensation,” Survey 28 (3 August 
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131. J. Andrews, “Report of Work: 1916,” 188.
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4 November 1935, Box 2, Folder 36; I. M. Rubinow to Edwin R. A. Seligman, 13 May 
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