
Maine History Maine History 

Volume 34 
Number 2 Poland Spring Hotel Article 3 

9-1-1994 

A Cage For John Sawyer The Poor Of Otisfield, Maine A Cage For John Sawyer The Poor Of Otisfield, Maine 

Jean F. Hankins 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal 

 Part of the Civic and Community Engagement Commons, Social History Commons, and the United 

States History Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Hankins, Jean F.. "A Cage For John Sawyer The Poor Of Otisfield, Maine." Maine History 34, 2 (1994): 
96-115. https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol34/iss2/3 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Maine History by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, 
please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol34
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol34/iss2
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol34/iss2/3
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1028?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/506?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/vol34/iss2/3?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fmainehistoryjournal%2Fvol34%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:um.library.technical.services@maine.edu


JE A N  F. HANKINS

A CAGE FOR JOHN SAWYER 
THE POOR OF OTISFIELD, MAINE

Each year from 1790 to the end of the Civil War 
the tow?ispeople of Otisfield tvrestled with the dilemma 
of town relief Examining this issue from two perspec
tives -  the town taxpayers and the town poor - Jean 
Hankins sheds light on the politics, the finances, the 
hardships, the family life, and the burdens o f responsi
bility in Maine's nineteenth-century small towns.

On the first Monday in April, 1826, the good people of 
Otisfield, Maine, met together, as they had each spring since 
1798. Their task was to conduct the town’s affairs for the next 
year. After electing the town officers and voting appropriations 
for highways and schools, the voters turned to one last piece of 
business. That final duty was to make some arrangements for the 
town’s paupers, ajob the citizens faced every year. In 1826 they 
decided, as they usually did, to auction off each pauper to the 
lowest bidder.1 Included in this group was John Sawyer, aged 
fifty-seven, who had been confined to a cage for the past fourteen 
years.2

Although the early nineteenth century was a generally 
prosperous period for Maine’s farmers, the number of poor 
people in Otisfield, and the amount the town was obliged to 
spend on them, had been growing steadily in the twenty years 
since 1806, when the town spent its first sum on poor relief.^ But 
except for John Sawyer, who was insane, Otisfield had few 
persons requiring full relief until 1816, when the number of 
residents supported by the town jumped dramatically. The

96



A view of Pleasant Pond (Otislield) from Bell 11 ill. Like other small communities in the 
nineteenth century. Otisfield met annually to deliberate on town affairs. Among other 
things, citizens arranged for the care o f the dependent poor.

Postcard courtesy o f the authot.

sharp rise in the number of poor occurred because the year 1816 
was so disastrous for northern New England farmers. It has been 
called “the year without a summer,” the year of famine, and even 
“eighteen hundred and froze to death.” Two inches of snow fell 
on June 7; the winter wheat survived, but the corn crop was 
insufficient even to provide seed for the following year. The 
entire crop of hay failed, and many livestock perished during the 
winter.4 It was no coincidence that by 1817 Otisfield was 
providing full support for a number of individuals and even 
families. The laws of Massachusetts and Maine, following 
English precedents, required each town to provide support for 
any of the town’s legal residents who required it. In 1817 the 
town formally designated its selectmen Overseers of the Poor 
and asked them to report on the best method for relief for the 
town’s paupers/’ Each year the townspeople wrestled with the 
dilemma of how, on one hand, to give the needy the compassion
ate treatment expected from a Christian people, and how, on the 
other hand, to limit this charity so that their own independence 
would not be jeopardized.
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B eing poor in Otisfield was nothing new and certainly 
no disgrace. The town’s first settlers, most of whom 
came from eastern Massachusetts in the years fol

lowing the American Revolution, were for the most part poor 
men and women with limited options. Located forty miles north 
of Portland amid the hills and lakes of western Maine, Otisfield 
offered fine stands of timber and productive agricultural soils, 
but in the late eighteenth century young New Englanders with 
ambition and money headed for the more fertile Connecticut 
River Valley of New Hampshire and Vermont, or, better yet, for 
western New York.*' Poorer families, like most of those who 
settled Otisfield, took the cheaper and faster sea route to Maine. 
The result was, according to one rather snobbish Boston mer
chant, that Maine was “peopled in general by the lower order..., 
who are not of much consequence any where else.”7

Even if being poor was no disgrace, a man asked for town 
support only as a last resort. Some of the reasons may not be 
obvious at first glance. In Maine, as in several other states, those 
designated '‘paupers” surrendered their rights to vote and to 
hold office.8 The town also had the authority to sell the property 
of the dependent poor as a practical means of supporting them.9 
But a greater deterrent to seeking help from the town was the 
stigma against doing so. New Englanders classified the poor as 
either '‘deserving” or “non-deserving.” The first group consisted 
of those whom some have called the “impotent” poor: the 
elderly, the mentally and physically handicapped, and the very 
young. The second category consisted of the able and non
deserving poor. Because the number of poor in New England, 
as in Otisfield, had increased rapidly in the first decades of the 
nineteenth century, the general opinion grew that helping the 
poor too much would lead to their proliferation. Too much 
charity, in the words of a Massachusetts legislator, would “en
courage habits of idleness, dissipation, and extravagance among 
the class which labor. When the town provides relief for those 
in need, he continued, “the poor begin to consider it as a right; 
next, they calculate upon it as an income.”10

CAGE FOR JOHN SAWYER
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Located forty miles north of Portland, Otisfield was typical of the small, inland towns 
that wrestled with the problem of poverty in the mid-nineteenth century. “Going on the 
town” subjected the needy to public scrutiny; voters discussed their names and 
conditions openly.

Postcard courtesy o f the author
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“Going on the town” in the nineteenth century subjected 
the needy to public scrutiny. Nineteenth-century voters, trying 
to decide how to “dispose” of the town paupers, discussed their 
names and conditions openly. The voters had two possible 
courses: to authorize the selectmen to act at their discretion and 
settle needy individuals in homes where they would receive good 
care; or to conduct the "vendue” system, by which the town 
auctioned off each individual to the lowest bidder. The vendue 
system, considered less humane but more economical, was the 
one Otisfield voters preferred.11

In a story by Maine author Sarah Orne Jewett titled “The 
Town Poor, ” Miss Rebecca Wright describes what her old friends 
Mandy and Ann Bray went through when they reached the end 
of their own resources:

They give their consent to goin’ on the town 
because they knew they’d got to be dependent, 
an’ so they felt ’twould come easier for all than for 
a few to help lem. They acted real dignified an' 
right-minded, contrary to what most do in such 
cases, but they was dreadful anxious to see who 
would bid ‘em off, town-meeting day; they did so 
hope ’twould be somebody right in the village. I 
just sat down an’ cried good when I found Abel 
Janes’s folks had got hold o f ‘em. They always had 
the name of bein’ slack an’ poor spirited, an’ they 
did it just for what they got out o’ the town.12

Jewett’s account is fictional, but in Otisfield the situation of 
those who had “got to be dependent” must have been much the 
same. In 1826, for instance, the town "struck o ff’ ten paupers, 
auctioning them off to the lowest bidder to keep, at the town's 
expense, for one year. Among them were the widow Elizabeth 
Bartlett and her adult sonjohn, who was “subject to fits.”13 The 
town paid Stephen H. Stevens $64.50 for taking care of both for 
the year. Also in the group of paupers wasjohn Sawyer, who had 
been "deranged” since 1812. He was auctioned off to Benjamin 
Stevens, who promised to feed, clothe, and contain Sawyer for 
$75. (The comparatively large amount was probably bid because

CAGE FOR JOHN SAWYER
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Sawyer was sometimes violent.) For only $4 James Gerrish 
bought off Huldah Potter, the young daughter of Susan Kimball. 
The low amount reflected perhaps her youth and her potential 
usefulness as a household worker.

Besides auctioning off these ten individuals, in 1826 the 
townspeople had to make more permanent decisions about at 
least four children, aged three to twelve, from two different 
families. Usually the townspeople were not asked to make 
annual determinations about such children, as they did with 
adults. Instead, when situations arose in which parents could not 
care for their children, as in these cases, the town meeting was 
asked to authorize the selectmen to “put out” or indenture each 
child until he or she reached a certain age, in these cases 
fourteen.14 The foster parent, who became in effect the child’s 
employer, usually gave bond to provide the child with food, 
clothing, and some education.15 These indentures usually did 
not require the town to spend anything.

In addition to the public humiliation which children and 
adults must have felt at being disposed of on town 
meeting day, the poor also had to face the townspeople’s 

resentment at spending tax money on a growing number of 
public dependents at a time when few had cash to spare. A small 
number of Otisfield citizens, like the Janes family in Jewett’s 
story, may have benefited financially from what the town paid 
them to board the poor in their own homes. 16 But the average 
taxpayer must have considered expenditures for the poor dis
proportionately heavy compared to town expenditures on schools 
and highways.

Otisfield’s annual appropriations for poor relief, schools, 
and highways fluctuated considerably from year to year, depend
ing on current needs and the previous year s appropriations. 
Nonetheless, there was a regular pattern. In nearly every year 
between 1800 and 1865, the town spent considerably more on 
highways and bridges than it did on schools or the poor. The 
large appropriations for highways, however, were offset some
what by the fact that the highway tax was paid not in money but 
in labor, which was assigned an hourly or daily value. Second,
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Otisficld’s annual appr< >piiati< >ns were divided among poor relief. scln >ols, and highways. 
Although highways generally received the larger share of the budget, much of the tax was 
paid m labor.

Post raid courtesy o f the author.

Otisfield generally spent more on the poor than on schools. 
Poor relief, in fact, occasionally amounted to more than a third 
of the town’s total annual expenses. Moreover, while school 
expenditures remained quite constant from year to year, the 
amount needed for annual poor relief was less discretionary and 
less predictable. In 1826, for instance, the town spent $800 for 
the poor and only $300 for highways and $325 for schools. The 
next year, however, the town allocated $1,300 for highways and 
bridges, $325 for schools, and $1,000 for the poor. Ten years 
later, in 1 837, highway expenses had risen to $2,500 but schools 
and the poor each were given $400.17

It is hard for a twentieth-century American to realize just 
how much of a burden those amounts were for the average 
taxpayer during a period when little actual money circulated in 
the town. For the most part, Otisfield’s economic system in the 
early nineteenth century was based not on cash but on a produce 
and labor exchange system with accounts settled yearly. The 
town kept its school expenditures low partly because the parents 
furnished the teachers with room and board. Between 1800 and
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CAGE FOR JOHN SAWYER

1842, the highest recorded amount Otisfield paid any teacher 
was the $53.22 Stephen Rich received in 1817, probably for 
teaching one term. Depending on the teacher’s sex, the number 
of students, and the length of the school term, the yearly pay for 
teachers normally ranged from $8 to $25.1H

Those were small amounts indeed — especially compared to 
what the town spent on John Sawyer every year between 1812, 
when he first required town assistance, and 1837, when he died 
at sixty-eight. During these years Otisfield appropriated sums 
ranging from eight to ninety dollars for someone to care for 
Sawyer.19 Sawyer’s expenses did not end there. In 1812 the town 
passed a vote “to have a Cage built to keep John Sawyer in.”20 
And on at least two more occasions the town had to pay damage 
and transportation costs when Sawyer escaped his cage and went 
to another town.21

Not until after the Civil War did Otisfield make any serious 
attempt to consolidate or set its poor citizens to work. As long 
as the system known as “outdoor relief’ existed, whereby the 
town poor resided either in their own homes or were scattered 
around the community in other people’s homes, it was not 
possible to do so. To be sure, almshouses and workhouses did 
exist in larger places like Boston, where the first workhouse in 
the English colonies was opened by 1740.22 In 1821 a Massachu
setts committee headed by Josiah Quincy concluded that a 
poorhouse, or almshouse, was “the most economical mode,” 
because there the able poor could be "made to provide, partially, 
at least for their own support.”23 By 1852, most of the larger 
towns in Massachusetts and 28 percent of the towns in Connecti
cut had an almshouse.24 But more sparsely populated parts of 
New England developed institutions like poorhouses, work- 
houses, and mental hospitals much later. Until the Maine Insane 
Hospital opened in 1840, Maine’s towns could not segregate 
their emotionally disturbed citizens from the rest of the town 
poor. They had no choice but to provide for these unfortunate 
people as Otisfield did for John Sawyer.25

Otisfield even lagged behind some of its neighbors in 
consolidating its poor on the “town farm” or "poor farm.” The
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voters of Buckfield, who worried for years about what the voters 
called their "excessive pauper taxes for years past,” decided on 
a poor farm in 1837.26 The nearby towns of Norway and Paris 
followed suit in 1838; Oxford did so in 1842.27 Otisfield waited 
until 1865 to authorize the purchase of a poor farm.28

Before the town bought the farm, most of those requiring 
town aid were able to remain in their own homes, a method of 
poor relief that Josiah Quincy judged “the most wasteful, the 
most expensive, and most injurious to their morals and destruc
tive of [their] industrious habits.”29 Otisfield’s selectmen and 
citizens used a number of creative strategies to assist families and 
individuals needing only limited or short-term help. They paid 
doctors’ bills routinely for several. In order to keep William 
Gammon and his family in their own home, the taxpayers 
reimbursed one of his neighbors who provided Gammon with 
twelve bushels of potatoes and several days’ plowing and hauling 
wood.80 In 1831 the townspeople voted to purchase a cow to loan 
to the family of Joseph Noble.81 In 1842 they voted to abate Levi 
Scribner’s taxes as long as he supported his elderly parents.32 
And for Dorcas Wardwell, a single woman aged seventy-one, 
Otisfield’s voters approved a supply of hardwood and authorized 
the town treasurer to furnish her with a few dollars “when he 
thinks needful, to get her a few necessaries for her comfort.”33 

For those without any resources — the “wholly dependent 
poor” — the strategy was different. In the first place, Otisfield, 
like all towns, vigilantly tried to prevent the indigent, particularly 
vagabonds, from drifting into town and adding to the town’s 
financial burden. Towns frequently sued each other to deter
mine where a pauper really belonged. In 1826, Otisfield, for 
example, sued the town of Raymond for the $32.28 incurred by 
Jemima Noble who, according to Otisfield, was an inhabitant of 
Raymond but was living in Otisfield in distress and in need of 
relief.31

T he town’s “wholly dependent poor” were never 
numerous, and few seem to have been stragglers or 
vagabonds. Yet the poor did include some of the 

town's first settlers, among them Revolutionary War veterans,
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who had fallen on hard times in their old age.35 Many of the other 
wholly poor were the children or grandchildren of those first 
settlers, and most seem to have been hard workers. Barnabas 
Sawyer (1773-1862), son of one of the town’s founders, first 
seems to have gotten into financial trouble about 1832, when the 
Overseers of the Poor in the town of Norway notified Otisfield 
that he had “fallen into distress’7 and stood in “immediate need 
ofrelief.” Following the usual procedure, Norway requested that 
Otisfield remove Sawyer and his wife immediately.36 Sawyer’s 
son Jonathan took in his parents but subsequently charged the 
town for “supporting and nursing” his father.37 For some thirty 
years more the town continued providing for the couple.38 Some 
years they were auctioned off; at other times it was left to the 
selectmen to provide for them “as cheap and well as they can the 
ensuing year.”39 The town paid at least three of the couple’s nine 
children for supporting them, including their unmarried daugh
ter Martha who complained in 1851 that the forty- or fifty-dollar 
subsidy Otisfield gave her each year was “as little as any one can 
afford to provide for two such oald [sic] people,” for “if we spend 
all we earn to provide for them when we are well if we are sick we 
shall have nothing to support us.”40

Barnabas Sawyer, who lived to be eighty-nine, was the 
brother of John Sawyer. Barnabas took John into his own home 
briefly in 1812 when John, then aged about forty-one, first 
required care. Barnabas himself was fifty-nine when the town 
began to assist him twenty years later. But what makes Barnabas 
unusual is that he was at one time a well-to-do mill owner and 
lumber merchant, considered the wealthiest man in Otisfield. 
“He was an honest fair dealing man,” according to Otisfield 
historian William Spurr, but he lost as much as $14,000 at one 
time by signing notes to “Saccarappa [Westbrook] lumber
men.”41 Sawyer’s financial crash is not hard to understand in this 
era of failed savings and loans institutions and personal bank
ruptcies. It is the consequences of such financial disorder that 
have changed, not the crash itself.

Nineteenth-century Otisfield also had a number of unmar
ried mothers for whom it was obliged to provide relief. Probably
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the best documented case is that of Marsila Mark Winship (b. 
1827), whose cause Otisfield took up in assisting her paternity 
suit against Nelson Jordan.42 Marsila herself came from a poor 
family. Her father, Enoch Winship, died when Marsila was only 
six, and her sisters five and three. In 1837, four years after his 
death, the townspeople voted to provide the widowed mother 
with seventy-five cents a week “to enable her to get along and 
support herself and children this season.”44 Although the widow 
received no further support from the town, by 1841 Gershom 
Winship, probably the brother of Enoch Winship and the uncle 
of the fatherless girls, was asking payment from the town “for 
keeping the Winship Girls.”44

About that time, apparently, Marsila moved to Raymond, 
the next town, where she lived with Samueljordan and his family 
for about three years.45 On February 2,1843, the sixteen-year old 
girl gave birth to a son, whom she named Nelson David Jordan. 
By the time of her confinement she was probably back in 
Otisfield with her uncle Gershom, who promptly appealed to the 
selectmen:

Marcilla [sic] Winship & Child now at my house 
came in need of help and assistance and I am 
entirely unable to support them therefore you are 
hereby notified that if she and her child tarries at 
my house I must have pay for the same.46 

As the baby’s father, Marsila named Nelsonjordan, probably the 
son of the Samuel Jordan with whom she had been staying in 
Raymond. The possibility of acquiring more paupers evidently 
worried the townspeople, perhaps more so since Otisfield had 
been supporting Marsila’s grandparents and other relatives for 
some years.47 Whatever their motives, Otisfield citizens encour
aged Marsila to bring suit against Jordan, doubtless for child 
support. The first trial, onjune 23,1843, resulted in a hungjury, 
whereupon the townspeople voted to have David Andrews 
“assist in the prosecution of Marcela [sic] Winship against 
Nelson Jordan and collect evidence.” At the second trial the 
following March, the presiding judge quashed the case.48 
Nathaniel and Joanna Andrews, a childless couple, adopted
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SpuiTS Corner — one o f Oiisfield's two main villages. In 1 S(>0 Otisfield reached what its 
historian, William Spun*, calls the “high water mark of all time, vis; 1.199.“ Population 
dropped rapidly after I860 and began increasing again after World War II.

Postcard courtesy /#/ the nut fun.

Marsila’s son, who died before lie was fifteen.4-' What happened 
to Marsila herself is not known, but after 1843 her name 
disappeared from the list of those receiving help from the town.

Nineteenth-century Otisfield clearly approved of having 
children like Nelson Jordan adopted by couples outside the 
family.’0 Some children born to young single women were 
evidently raised by their mother's parents as members of their 
own large families. Other children were less fortunate. In 1817 
the Overseers of the Poor had recommended that as many of the 
poor children be indentured, or put "out for wages as can be 
done.” In some years, like 1826. the selectmen had to "put out” 
a number of children.

Poverty was usually but not always the crucial reason 
for “putting out” children. Selectmen could also act 
if they believed the children were not receiving 

proper care. The domestic situation in thejohn Piper family, for 
example, seems to have been characterized both by poverty and 
neglect, or something worse, which caused several of the Piper
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children to run away from home. Simon, the tenth of John 
Piper’s fifteen children by two wives, may have been the first to 
leave. His case came to the selectmen’s notice in a letter written 
on April 25, 1826, byjonathan Piper and Dorothy Scribner, who 
were probably Simon’s grandfather and married sister: “We 
have reason to believe that Simon Piper, a child of John Piper, is 
ill used & we wish you to take him into your care[;] he has left his 
Father & we wish he may have a place where he may be treated 
humanely.”51

If anything was done to help the boy, the records do not 
show it. Over a year later the selectmen received another letter 
on the same subject, this one signed by eleven neighbors and 
relatives:

Some of the young children of John Piper are 
much neglected by their parent and are in a 
pittyfull situation, living at the houses of their 
neighbors, destitute of food, afraid of their par
ents etc. etc. we the subscribers request your 
board of Overseers of the poor to make enquiry 
as soon as possible and do something for the 
relief of the said children.52

Without doubt Urania Piper (1806-1836) was one of these 
children. On November 9, 1827, just two months after the 
petition, Urania gave birth to a daughter at the home of a 
neighbor, James Wight.53

Finally the selectmen did act. The town paid Wight $ 100 to 
support Urania Piper until the child was old enough to wean. He 
also agreed to support Urania’s child “untill it comes to the age 
of eighteen years or to the time of its marriage. ” Wight, who gave 
a bond, promised to see that the little girl would be taught to read 
and write.54 And a few months later, in March 1828, the Otisfield 
selectmen bound outjordan Piper, “a poor child, the son ofjohn 
Piper,” as a servant to Timothy Hancock, until he became 
sixteen.

There is no record of what happened in the next few years 
to Simon Piper or any of his brothers and sisters, with the 
exception of Simon’s sister Ursula (1810-1829). Ursula was

CAGE FOR JOHN SAWYER
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nineteen years old when, on April 18, 1829, Elijah Scribner, the 
husband of Ursula’s sister, wrote one more letter to the select
men, complaining that Ursula had moved into his house and was 
“unable to take care of or provide for herself and has therefore 
become chargeable as a pauper.” He asked the selectmen to 
order her removal, "or otherwise provide for her as you may 
judge expedient.”55 The selectmen had little time to take any 
action before Ursula’s death, a mere two weeks later.50

Regarding the treatment of the poor in early Otisfield, 
several conclusions may be drawn. First, for the 
taxpayers of Otisfield, the biggest problem was not 

that there were so many poor, but rather that their support 
required such a large portion of the town’s annual revenue. The 
taxpayers were convinced that they had contributed generously 
to help the poor, but in reality their support was minimal. The 
town made sure they had food, shelter, clothing, and medical 
treatment when necessary, but it was quick to withdraw that 
support when it was no longer required. Second, although the 
system of auctioning off the poor to the lowest bidder seems 
harsh, there is no evidence that the poor were mistreated. Many, 
like Elizabeth Bartlett and Barnabas Sawyer, lived to a ripe old 
age. When problems did arise, the selectmen could and some
times did exercise their authority to transfer a town charge to a 
different place. All in all, the selectmen’s actions indicate that 
they were both hardheaded and humane.

Most of those for whom the town provided support — even 
temporary support — fall into categories which account for most 
of the poor today: the elderly, the mentally and physically 
handicapped, the very young, and, finally, single women, espe
cially those with children. But Barnabas Sawyer, the rich man 
who lost everything and was supported by the town for the last 
thirty years of his life, does not fit easily into any of those 
categories. His life suggests that the “boom and bust” economy 
of the 1830s created at least one category of poor who, largely 
because of the reforms resulting from the Depression of the 
1930s, have been less common in the late twentieth century.
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On the other hand, one group of poor familiar today, the 
nominally unemployed, does not stand out in the Otisfield 
sample. They may be absent simply because Otisfield’s economy 
included so few nonpropertied wage-earners. And perhaps 
Maine’s rapidly expanding economy and its need for all kinds of 
labor meant that unemployment did not in itself cause poverty 
in the way it does today. During the 1830s Maine’s young people 
began migrating in increasing numbers to the Midwest, thus 
reducing the number of unemployed within the state.57 The fact 
that unemployment was not an obvious cause of Otisfield’s 
poverty supports another conclusion: the younger the applicants 
were when they first went on town relief, the better their chances 
were of getting off.

Poverty then, as now, often extended from one generation 
to another. In early nineteenth-century Otisfield the Winship 
family, although certainly not unique, probably best exemplified 
intergenerational poverty. Hard times had fallen on the Winship 
family by 1828 when six of John Winship’s neighbors com
plained that he was “in great want of support as he is not able to 
Labor for himself.”58 Winship, a Revolutionary War veteran and 
early town settler, was then sixty-five.59 His poverty extended to 
his widowed daughter, Mehitable, herself the mother of three 
young daughters, including the luckless Marsila. The story of the 
young widow raising a daughter who subsequently also became 
a single parent strikes a somber but familiar note. In 1848, some 
twenty years after John Winship’s poverty first became acute, 
Otisfield’s citizens passed a vote in language which, paradoxi
cally, expresses both their impatience with the Winships and 
their concern that they be dealt with compassionately: “Voted to 
instruct the selectmen to rout the Winship family forthwith and 
put them in suitable places where they can be taken care of.”60

The Otisfield study raises one question which has no easy 
answer: To what extent did family members support their own 
poor relatives? The laws of Massachusetts and Maine required 
children who were “of sufficient ability” to support their par
ents.61 But Otisfield records contain only one instance, in 1861, 
in which the selectmen attempted to enforce that law. In a
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East Otisfielcl. The study of poverty in this small town raises questions about mutual 
family support. Although the laws o f Maine and Massac husetts required families to 
support their own. the historical record is ambiguous.

Postcard umrtesx of the author

notebook concerned with the town poor, one official wrote, 
“Tarbell Patch called for help for Mrs. Betsy Shed. The same day 
notified Dan & Thomas Shed to provide for her or be held 
acconntable to the town for her support.

Much more commonly, however, the town paid a relative 
for supporting his or her indigent or disabled parent, child, or 
spouse. The case of Barnabas and Sarah Sawyer provides the 
best example of such a practice. During the many years that the 
once-wealthy couple were supported by the town, Otisfield paid 
a succession of individuals for their care. The Sawyers were 
somewhat unusual in that both lived to be eighty-nine.611 Among 
the care-givers were three of the couple’s nine adult children, 
some of whom, one might assume, could have supported their 
parents without town aid. But the fact that the selectmen finally 
settled the problem of Barnabas and Sarah by paying Martha, the 
unmarried daughter, for their care suggests that the support law 
was usually unenforceable. In the case of Ursula Piper, who was 
dying at her sister’s home, state law did not obligate her sister and 
brother-in-law to support her. The sharp tone of the brother-in- 
law’s request that Otisfield’s selectmen "order her removal"

111



suggests, once again, that in nineteenth-century Otisfteld charity 
did not always begin at home.64

John Sawyer finally died on November 28, 1837, sixty-eight 
years old, still “deranged,” and still dependent on town support. 
Four months before he died, Abraham Lombard contracted that 
for ninety dollars a year he would “support, maintain, victual and 
clothe” Sawyer “in as comfortable a manner as his situation will 
admit.”65 The town had been making similar arrangements for 
John for the past twenty-five years, and for twenty-five more years 
they would be obliged to find someone to care for John’s brother 
Barnabas and his wife.66

Today the Otisfield taxpayers and selectmen no longer have 
to worry about auctioning off the poor, putting out children, or 
building cages for unfortunates like John Sawyer. Otisfield’s 
town report now lists general assistance recipients only as 
anonymous “cases.”67 Few of us, indeed, would wish to go back 
to those nineteenth-century practices. Surely we are better off 
with the social and economic guarantees, the safety net that, 
while clearly imperfect, keeps most of us out of the poorhouse. 
If there was anything commendable in the system described 
here, it is that the town poor, for all their shame at being put on 
public display, were not anonymous. Poverty was not an abstrac
tion: In nineteenth-century Otisfield one could not be indiffer
ent to the needs of the poor. Otisfield’s voters could judge for 
themselves the necessity of providing assistance, and, unlike 
today, they could see how each dollar of poor relief was applied. 
One of the unfortunate consequences of the nineteenth-century 
poor relief system was the visibility of the John Sawyers andjohn 
Winships, which meant that the poor were subject to public 
humiliation. On the other hand, the visibility of the poor in 
Otisfield’s early welfare system meant that the townspeople 
could neither ignore nor deny their Christian and civic respon
sibilities.
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