
 State Library of Massachusetts – Special Collections Department 
Guide to Ms. Coll. 23 – Boston Female Asylum Records 

Page 1 of 5 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

State Library of Massachusetts - Special Collections Department 
 

Ms. Coll. 23 

Boston Female Asylum  

Records, 1800-1866: Guide 
 

COLLECTION SUMMARY 

Creator: Boston Female Asylum. 

Call Number: Ms. Coll. 23 

Extent: 12 items (2 linear feet) 

Preferred Citation Style: Folder Title, Box Number #. Boston Female Asylum Records. State 

Library of Massachusetts Special Collections. 

About This Finding Aid: Description based on DACS.  

Processed by: Finding aid prepared by Marc Widershien, August 18, 1987. Updated by Abigail 

Cramer, March, 2012. 

Abstract: This collection documents the work of the Boston Female Asylum in its efforts to raise 

funds for the care of female orphans between the ages of three and ten years. 

 

SCOPE AND CONTENT 

The Boston Female Asylum collection is comprised primarily of records and registers outlining the 

organizational and financial history of the institution including a register of subscribers and 

benefactors as well as an account ledger.  In addition, there are printed anniversary sermons and 

the Asylum’s by-laws. 

 

Appended to this guide is a brief outline of the history of societies and organizations related to the 

Boston Female Asylum. 
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HISTORICAL NOTE 

On September 26, 1800, a meeting was held to establish the Boston Female Asylum.  Organized 

by Hannah Stillman, the wife of the Reverend Samuel Stillman (pastor of the First Baptist Church 

in Boston), the Asylum was the first public charity established by women in Boston.  Mrs. 

Stillman, Mrs. Eben Dorr, Mrs. Jonathan Mason and Mrs. Mary Lynde Smith were chosen as the 

first officers.  The Society was founded to raise funds for the care of female orphans between the 

ages of three and ten years.  Donations of $318 were received, and annual subscriptions of $291 

were promised in the first year.  Susanna Draper was chosen to board and instruct the children 

under the supervision of the officers.  Originally organized to board only orphan girls, the Asylum 

soon came to include destitute girls whose families could not care for them. 

 

The necessity of having the Society incorporated was soon felt.  In 1803, an act of incorporation 

was granted by the Massachusetts General Court to Hannah Stillman and others in the name of 

the Boston Female Asylum.  Dr. Stillman noted at the first anniversary of the founding of the 

Asylum that girls “are to be placed under the care of a discreet, capable, and virtuous 

Governess.”  When the children reached the age of ten, the managers of the Asylum would place 

the children under the care of “good and virtuous families, till they shall be eighteen.”  From 1800 

to 1811, the children were lodged in houses contracted by the managers.  The Asylum was first 

established in a house on Pleasant Street.  From Pleasant Street, the Asylum moved to Summer 

Street, then to South Street, and then to Lincoln Street.  In 1811, the Society purchased the 

estate of Daniel Sargent on or near Lincoln Street for $12,000.  In 1844, the Society purchased a 

lot in the south part of the city and built its own building.  The cornerstone was laid for this 

building at 1008 Washington Street on June 25, 1844. 

 

Between 1800 and 1866, there were many changes to the Asylum.  It grew from 12 girls in the 

beginning to nearly 100 girls in 1850.  The volunteer nature of the Asylum gave way to the hiring 

of professional social workers.  In 1902, all girls were placed in private homes, and the building 

on Washington Street was closed.  In 1910, the name of the Asylum was changed to the Boston 

Society for the Care of Girls.  This Society joined with the Children’s Aid Society in 1922.  A brief 

history of these societies is appended to this finding aid. 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE INFORMATION 

Arrangement 

The records are arranged in their original order. 
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Conditions Governing Access 

This collection is open for research during the Special Collections Department’s regular hours. 

 

Conditions Governing Reproduction and Use 

Copyright restrictions may apply. Requests for permission to publish material from this collection 

should be discussed with Special Collections staff. 

 

Languages and Scripts 

The materials are entirely in English. 

 

Related Materials 

The following collections may also be of interest: 

 Boston Female Asylum Records, 1800-1946 (bulk, 1800-1923), in the Archives and 

Special Collections Department, University of Massachusetts Boston. 
 

Container List 

 

Item # Title Date 

1-2 Register of orphan children admitted to the Boston 

Female Asylum, 2 volumes 

1800-1864 

3 Sermons and other publications relating to the Society, 

compiled by Hannah Stillman, 1 volume 

1817 

4 Asylum expense ledger, 1 volume 1823-1844 

5-6 Register of subscribers and benefactors, 2 volumes 1801-1826 

7 Donation account April 1814-April 1854 

8-12 Board of Managers meeting records 1800-1866 
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Appendix: Histories of Related Services 
 
History of Boston Children’s Service Association  
 
1800 -1922 Boston Society for the Care or Girls (1907) 

Founded to board 3 to ten year old orphan girls; soon came to include destitute 
girls whose families could not care for them. The girls were often indentured to 
families until they turned 18; board kept track of girls' progress. Philosophy 
changed around 1880 to "modern methods:" there was more concern with 
returning girls to their own families. The system changed to smaller group care in 
a family atmosphere. 
1902 - All girls placed in private homes. Building closed. Counseling added to 
program. "Visitor" hired to supervise placements. Name change in 1907 to reflect 
new focus. 1922 joined with Children’s Aid Society, which had similar purposes. 

 
1863 -1922  Children's Aid Society 

Founded to visit, comfort, and instruct jailed children; very soon purchased Pine 

Farm in West Newton to house children after release. Society was incorporated 

so it could gain legal custody of homeless children; worked with courts to get 

children released into Society's custody. Also began to accept destitute, 

orphaned and abused children as well as delinquents.  

1868 -1872 - Ran girls' home also.  

1886 - Rock Lawn Farm in Foxboro  

1888 - Weston Home in Weston. Some children in foster homes, contacted 

sporadically.  

1886 -Home Library Dept. created. Volunteers directed activities in children's 

homes. Start of group work.  

1890 – Placing-out taken over by paid workers who visited children in 

placements. All group homes closed by 1900; temporary foster homes took their 

place for children referred by Juvenile Court; by 1912 began to provide 

convalescent accommodations for unwed mothers;  

1915 - Began physical exams for children being placed-out; maintained 

preventive clinic. 

1917 - Began intelligence testing. Duplication of services and increasing costs 

led to federation with the Society for Care of Girls in 1922. 
 
1922 -1960  Children's Aid Association (Incorporated in 1949) 

Federation of two above agencies. Combined work but kept finances separate 

until incorporation.  
 
1833 -1960 Boston Children's Friend Society 

Founded to care for "half-orphans," male or female, and neglected children; 
siblings could stay together. Building was in South End on Rutland Street. 
Encouraged spiritual, mental and physical development; no uniforms.  
1886 - Built Dedham Home for older boys aged 7 to fourteen. Started changing in 
about 1880; moved toward professionalism and cooperation with other agencies.  
1900 - Male administrator hired. Initiated placement in foster homes in country; 
end of orphanage. Professional social workers hired; emphasis shifted to why 
families are weak and offered help and advice. Attempted to remove cause of 
destitution.  
1909 - Theodore Roosevelt National Conference on children; cooperation with 
other agencies: divided city into service areas.  
1933 - Boston Emergency Campaign: 110 agencies joined forces to fundraise.  
1956 - Joined with Children’s Aid Association. 
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1956-  Boston Children’s Service Association (Incorporated in 1960) 
 
 
Smaller Agencies Merged with Children’s Aid Society or Children’s Service Association 
  
1847 -1915  Temporary Home for the Destitute/Gwynne Temporary Home for Children (1888) 

Began as a home in the South End for women and children; gradually changed 
to a shelter for children and infants. Some children were boarded out in 
exchange for work or board payments. Policies shifted back and forth between 
that of working to keep family intact and that of encouraging parents to surrender 
children. In 1915, the home closed and the funds were divided between the 
Children’s Aid Society to be used for the care of "well children, preferably the 
children of unmarried mothers" and another group concentrating on social 
services to families. 

 
1867 -1916  Massachusetts Infant Asylum/Massachusetts Babies Hospital (1907) 

Established after the Civil War to care for the growing number of abandoned 
babies who were being placed in almshouses where mortality rates were almost 
100%. When the infants reached two years they were sent to another institution if 
they hadn't been adopted. Success in keeping babies healthy was attributed to 
use of wet-nurses. Partially state supported; funds withdrawn in 1891 in favor of 
foster care. Since foster homes seemed to offer babies a better chance; the 
Hospital also switched to using them. Duplication of services led to merger with 
the Children’s Aid Society. 

 

1862 -1928  Boston North End Mission  

Began as an evangelical mission to provide religious instruction to the poor. 

Gradually added a soup kitchen, a shelter for prostitutes, industrial workshops, 

and the Mr. Hope Home for children. Associated with the moral reform 

movement: intended to reclaim lives of young women forced into prostitution for 

economic reasons; against a double standard of morality. Also involved in prison 

reform and economic reform. Switched to foster family care, but the Board of 

State Charities critical of the Mission for its policy of placing children in private 

homes without providing for follow-up and visiting. Merged with Children’s Aid 

Association.  
 
Common Threads:  

Board members are women; volunteers involved in daily activities: interview 

parents, accept or reject children; help with care. 1880: change toward 

professionalism (instead of volunteers), foster care instead of institutional care, 

trying to help families stay together. 
 
 
Supplied by Boston Children's Service Association, 1986. 

 


