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—There are many who might remember the threat of “going to the poorhouse,” something feared when families fell on hard
times. While most young people [and those not so young] might have viewed it as an idle threat, poorhouses were an
established fact in many New England towns well into the 20th century. Though viewed by almost everyone with a certain level
of horror, they were first established in the 18th century as an attempt to find charitable solutions to help the most vulnerable
members of the population. This often included older citizens who had no family to care for them, the physically handicapped,
the mentally ill and often, children. And while having to seek help at the Almshouse or being committed there might have
caused many shame, some found life there provided a sense of stability in a world where there were no social services to aid
those in need.
While poverty in any day is terrible, during the years before Social Security and unemployment insurance, many suffered
terribly. In South Boston, for instance, the Sisters of Notre Dame reported on the condition of some of their students, doing all
they could to provide a home for the children who had none. In 1871, the Sisters wrote that, “In July . . .we gave shelter to 2
little girls of 7 and 9 years of age . . .” The children’s mother was dead and the father an alcoholic. “Every morning Sr. M.
Elizabeth, their teacher, made them take off their dirty disgusting garments which were mere rags and after a good washing
dressed them with clean clothes which were taken off every evening before they left the school. . .” For some weeks the sisters
were able to provide them a home and the children “slept in a good bed in a private small room, and Sr. M. Elizabeth took the
best care of them, washing and dressing them.” Despite the sisters’ efforts, the girls eventually ran away. While the sisters
contacted the police in an effort to bring them back, they never learned what became of them.
It was for cases like this that Alms Houses offered some kind of respite from such suffering. For instance, the opening of the
Lowell City Almshouse was approved by the city in 1834, when they set aside 150 acres for its creation. Officials from the city
visited the almshouse every year and it was reported to be clean and well managed. The Almshouse was located at the
present day site of the Showcase Cinemas, off Route 3, between Chelmsford Street and the River Meadow Brook. For some of
the most desperate poor, it was the best place they’d ever lived.

There were rules, of course. All residents had to rise by 5:30 a.m. and retire by 7:30 p.m. Those who were able were
expected to work on the farm. The 1880 Census for the Alms House in Lowell listed 50 adults, living there due to a variety of
causes from illness such as tuberculosis, to old age, to a variety of disabilities, such as blindness, loss of limbs, epilepsy and
other ailments. Some had been discharged from nearby hospitals, having no place else to go. The Alms House also housed
the Reform School, where there were 43 children, 40 boys and 3 girls, between the ages of 9 and 15. They had been sent to
the Reform School mainly due to truancy, most likely because of poverty or parental neglect.
It was these children that the Sisters of Notre Dame at the St. Patrick’s Convent in Lowell served in 1878. The Annalist for
the St. Patrick’s Convent in Lowell wrote that “In October, two Srs went to the poor farm, a sort of Alms house, some miles
outside the city to instruct and hear the children’s catechism. There were 42 to be prepared for the sacraments and the
Sisters went twice a week in a carriage till the children were sufficiently instructed.”
The Lowell Annals make no mention of further visits, but it is possible their work with the children continued. Not all
events were recorded in the annals or journals. The City Almshouse in Lowell slowly became more of a poor farm for the
homeless. It eventually closed and the buildings were torn down by 1960.
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