Institutional
Records

BY SHARON DEBARTOLO CARMACK

&> TUBERCULOSIS SANATORIUMS. STATE hospitals.
Poor farms and almshouses. “Insane” asylums. Old folks’
homes. Orphanages. Prisons. Almost everyone has a rela-
tive who—whether willingly or not—became a resident in
an institution for a short period or even the better part of
a lifetime. Or perhaps an ancestor or relative worked in an
institution.

The sister of my relative John Norris committed him to the
Connecticut Hospital for the Insane at Middletown, Conn.
My mother’s cousin Ralph McCue spent time in a tubercu-
losis sanatorium in Lake Placid, NY, then was transferred to
Saranac Lake’s Trudeau Sanatorium. While relatives like my
uncle John and cousin Ralph might be only whispered about
among the family, ancestors’ institutionalizations created
records that genealogists shouldn’t be shy about seeking.
These records can provide a unique insight into our ances-
tors’ health, social and financial status, and misfortunes and
misdeeds—and sometimes genealogical details not docu-
mented anywhere else.

Searching for clues

When families are secretive about institutionalized ances-
tors, it can be difficult to know where to look for records.
When a family rumor or mysterious disappearance arouses
your suspicion that a person was incarcerated or committed,
start with these sources to try to figure out whether he was,
and if so, when and where:

= FAMILY SOURCES: An institutionalized relative or ances-
tor is sometimes a skeleton in the family closet, and relatives
may be the first place you learn about a commitment. While
family members might not immediately volunteer the infor-
mation, try asking specific questions about relatives who
seem to disappear or whose death records you can’t find
where they should be. Utah genealogist Sarah Gibbons found
out from her mother that her great-grandaunt was in a state
hospital in Missouri.

m CENSUSES: Examine census records carefully. The
decennial federal censuses for 1840 through 1880 have a
column denoting insane persons. A “tick” or hash mark indi-
cates that the person was considered “insane.”

A person who was institutionalized when the census was
conducted will be listed with others in that facility, with the
facility’s name written across the top of the page. Gibbons
found her aunt in the 1920 and 1930 censuses as a patient in
State Hospital Number Four for the insane.

If you discover your relative resided in an institution,
check the institutions’ first listing in the census. The names
of employees are typically listed first in the institution’s enu-
meration, followed by inmates’ names (note that “inmate”
was used for anyone in an institution, even children in
orphanages). A word of caution: Census listings were likely
compiled from the institutions’ admission records, not from
talking with the inmates or residents. This will become espe-
cially clear if the names are in alphabetical order.
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Some enumerations of prisons may state the crime com-
mitted by the individual. In the 1850 federal census for New
York, for example, the inmates at the Auburn State Prison in
Cayuga had been convicted of crimes such as larceny, bur-
glary, rape, forgery and manslaughter.

The 1880 US census adds further detail, with columns
labeled:

» Is the person (on the day of the enumerator’s visit)
sick or temporarily disabled, so as to be unable to attend to
ordinary business or duties? If so, what is the sickness or
disability?

» blind

» deaf and dumb

» idiotic

» insane

» maimed, crippled, bedridden or otherwise disabled

If your ancestor’s listing has a mark in one of these col-
umns, check the supplemental schedule of defective, depen-
dent and delinquent classes, also called DDD schedules.
DDD schedules, which exist only for the 1880 census, further
detail circumstances surrounding the institutionalization.
Separate schedules cover the “insane,” “idiots,” paupers in
almshouses, those in jails or prisons, orphans and those who

FAST FACTS

= EARLIEST INSTITUTIONS: The first almshouse in
America opened in Philadelphia in 1728. The first orphanage
opened in 1729 in New Orleans. The earliest state hospital,
Eastern State Hospital in Williamsburg, Va., opened in 1773.
The federal prison system was established in 1891.

= WHERE RECORDS ARE KEPT: If the institution is still
in operation, check there for records. If not search online
for information and contact repositories of the entity with
jurisdiction over the institution. Also check the FHL catalog,
government archives, historical societies, university and local
public libraries and genealogy websites.

m SEARCH TERMS: The city, county, and state plus the
name of the institution and/or words such as history, asylum,
orphanage, poorhouse, etc.

u HOW TO FIND IN THE FAMILYSEARCH CATALOG:

From <www.familysearch.org/catalog-search>, run a
place search and look under the subject headings Archives
and Libraries; Correctional institutions; Court Records;
Guardianship; Medical Records; Military Records; Orphans
and Orphanages; Probate Records; Schools

= ALTERNATE AND SUBSTITUTE RECORDS: Probate
or surrogate's court records, court minutes, census, death
records, newspapers, military records (for crimes while
enlisted)
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Ancestors' institutionalizations
created records that genealogists
shouldn't be shy about seeking.

were blind, deaf or “mute.” You can search DDDs for many
states on subscription site Ancestry.com <ancestry.com>.
Other states’ schedules are sprinkled across various reposi-
tories; download a listing at <familytreemagazine.com/info/
recordreferences>.Don’t forget to also look for state censuses,
as these may give different details.

m DEATH CERTIFICATES: If an ancestor or relative died in an
institution, this information should be recorded on the death
certificate. The 1932 death certificate for Gibbons’ aunt gave
her cause of death as “insanity” and her residence as “State
Hospital #4.”

= CEMETERY AND BURIAL RECORDS: Many institutions
had their own cemeteries. Unfortunately, graves are often
unmarked, or marked only by a number, partly to protect
the patient’s and family’s privacy and partly because funds
weren’t available for markers. Further, burial records at
institutions haven’t always been well maintained. The Insti-
tutionalCemeteries.org website <www.institutionalcemeteries.
org> provides information on known cemeteries of asylums,
poorhouses, poor farms, prisons, orphanages and similar
institutions, as well as links to user-submitted burial details
on Find A Grave <www.findagrave.com>.

m NEWSPAPERS: Searching digitized newspapers for your
ancestor’s name may reveal an article about a crime or a court
news report stating she was committed (historical papers
carried many news items that we’d consider an invasion of
privacy today). Gibbons found a mention of her aunt in a local
newspaper digitized at Chronicling America <chronicling
america.loc.gov>. “The Farmington Times had a column for
court proceedings and warrants,” she says. “I was able to
learn that my aunt’s warrant for examination and admittance
into the state hospital both happened about January 1919.”

If your search comes up empty or the local papers you
need aren’t digitized, browse microfilmed versions around
the time of his disappearance.

Uncovering institutional records

Most institutional records are subject to privacy laws
restricting records to the person only, or to immediate fam-
ily if the person is deceased. Records of federal and state
institutions may be released after a given number of years;






