
Introduction

In 1841, a young Scottish woman named Isabella Stewart donned an 
outfit of men’s clothing, walked to Liverpool, and hired on to a ship’s 
crew under the name of “Billy Stewart.” She passed “as a sailor boy . . . 
dressed in the habiliments, neatly rigged from top to toe” and “actually 
performed the duty of a lad on board  .  .  . for several days” before the 
crew’s suspicions led to the revealing of her identity as “a healthy, stout 
female, 16 years of age.” Stewart was punished for her deception by the 
captain, A. Turley, with passing the rest of the voyage in steerage wearing 
“female apparel.” Newspapers throughout the antebellum United States 
reported on Stewart’s escapades. But underpinning the interest stimu-
lated by the thought of a dainty young woman performing the hard labor 
of seafaring was a question of the relationship between subsistence and 
travel: according to the National Gazette, Stewart was “a destitute girl, 
who had taken this method to get a passage to America.”1 Participation 
in the Atlantic world’s economy of makeshifts sometimes required going 
to great lengths, and often, as it did for Stewart, great distances.2

Stewart’s illicit mobility involved a complete revamping of her identity 
for the sake of cobbling together a living for herself, like so many others 
traveling to and residing within the antebellum United States. Unlike 
many single- paragraph nineteenth- century newspaper sensations, how-
ever, Stewart’s notoriety was not limited to this one dramatic episode. 
Over a year after her arrival in the United States, she graced headlines 
in Philadelphia as “The Sailor Girl” about “whose adventures . . . a pretty 
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romantic story” had been told by the press, when the city police reported 
committing her as a vagrant.3 While similar romantic stories may have 
appealed to early nineteenth- century readers, the names of people like 
Stewart are more likely to appear on prison dockets than in travelogues.4 
Arrests for vagrancy— a category reserved for the poor, wanderers, beg-
gars, and those lacking “legal settlement”— were the ubiquitous result of 
a complex system of bureaucracy and policing of the poor and transient 
in the early American republic. 5

The vagrants, poor migrants, and homeless people targeted by this 
system comprised a subaltern class that prompted frequent and often 
punitive legislation, inciting both the pity and scorn of the public. The 
identities and personal narratives of these peripatetic individuals provide 
insight into the material realities of poverty experienced by huge swaths 
of the lower classes in the early republic, from sailors to laundresses 
to canal builders to hucksters to rag pickers and bone collectors. This 
combination of poverty and mobility, which is referred to here as “indi-
gent transiency,” was among the most significant factors in determining 
how the poor lived, interacted with, and were viewed by local and state 
governments and their representatives, both under the law and by law 
enforcement. Despite important differences in their identities and how 
they worked and moved, these groups occupied a distinct legal category, 
sharing a level of poverty and instability that placed them at odds with 
authorities, under constant scrutiny, and vulnerable to frequent attempts 
by the state to control their movements.6

The policing of vagrancy and poor people’s mobility were key func-
tions of local and state authority in the early American republic. Indeed, 
the state’s desire to curb indigent transiency through careful policing 
drove the evolution of the modern police force, as criminal justice histo-
rians have documented.7 This book examines the interrelated legal con-
structions, experiences, and management of indigent transiency, seeking 
to determine what new information can be gleaned about poverty and 
class in this period by paying careful attention to mobility. It follows the 
vagrants and pauper migrants whose geographical movements contra-
vened settlement laws, penal codes, and welfare policies. It charts why 
and how the itinerant poor were forcibly transported to places deemed 
by the state to be their legal settlements through the process of pauper 
removal long after most historians acknowledge removal to have ended. 
It also considers the ways in which fugitive slaves and runaway servants 
experienced a transition from the oppression of unfree labor status to 
the oppression of poverty after participating in illicit forms of mobility, 
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through mechanisms designed to curtail movement, punish vagrancy, 
and both facilitate and stanch manumissions. Indigent transiency, in 
its many shapes and through the varied forms of its management, was 
central to legally defining and shaping the role of the state and contem-
porary conceptions of community, class and labor status, the spread of 
disease, and the transformation of state- sanctioned punishment in the 
early American republic.8

In the first half of the nineteenth century, poverty was foremost 
among the nation’s challenges.9 The expansion of capitalism and indus-
trialization in this period caused a financial calamity for the poor, which 
worsened during the depression that began in 1816, with the most det-
rimental effects being felt in the 1820s and 1830s. Widespread poverty 
resulting from even longer- lasting economic crises that began in 1819 
and 1837 led to mass unemployment, prompting many thousands in the 
United States to take to the road in search of work and economic stabil-
ity.10 Regular employment was hard to come by for workers, especially 
for unskilled day and wage laborers. As an 1820 report issued by the 
Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in New York lamented, “There 
are so many to labor, and so little labor to be done, that many must be 
idle; or if employed, it is for wages that will not enable them to provide 
the necessaries of life.”11 Many indigent transients lamented this situa-
tion, reporting an ongoing search for sufficiently remunerative work.12

This satiated northern labor market forced many workers to move 
from job to job at a quick pace. When options dwindled in one loca-
tion, workers and their families were left to either request relief or move 
on. For those who had already moved in search of work at least once 
in recent months or years, that often left only the latter option, as their 
mobility would have likely rendered them ineligible for public welfare, 
which was in most cases limited to those with legal settlement, which 
could take a long time to earn and be difficult to acquire.13 These circum-
stances resulted in making these decades the peak of nineteenth- century 
working Americans’ mobility, which in turn led authorities to create new 
and update old methods for managing the poor and itinerant.14 The more 
Americans moved, the more important stasis and residency became to 
officials. Legal settlement was essentially rendered as a commodity and 
those who lacked it could be forced out. The strain placed on the poor 
relief system and the shift toward intensified punitive policies against the 
itinerant poor were partially the result of the inadequacy of colonial and 
early national poor law systems for dealing with the crisis brought on by 
the gradual transition to capitalism by the 1820s.15
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In the early decades of the nineteenth century, many thousands of 
people in the United States were hungry, cold, and placeless. Their expe-
riences were part and parcel of the shift toward the commodification, 
wage labor, and economic contingency that defined early capitalism. 
Their stories narrate the mobility and poverty that challenged the recip-
rocal relationships on which early republic market economies and com-
munities were based, reminding us that the history of American poverty 
is also the history of capitalism and of labor. In this socioeconomic 
environment, the three were inextricably linked.16 Across the board, as 
Seth Rockman explains, the poor were constrained by limited “oppor-
tunities to pursue subsistence outside wage labor,” by the deterrence of 
“geographical mobility through residency requirements for the fran-
chise or access to public welfare,” and by the enforcement of “vagrancy 
statutes that [made] it illegal not to labor,” policing people’s activities 
“for the needs of a capitalist market system,” as tools to force individu-
als to labor to the standard of the law.17 Such legislation and policing led 
to the criminalization of the exercise of economic and social agency by 
the poor, by punishing their movements and subsistence activities. In 
these ways, economic pressures led to social control disproportionately 
impacting the lower classes, particularly through the regular and sys-
tematic enforcement of vagrancy laws.18

Vagrants were defined by the law as idlers and nonlaborers, presumed 
to be withholding their labor, thereby robbing the community of its full-
est potential for economic viability. As a result, the policing of vagrancy 
can be viewed as an expression of capitalistic morality, through which 
the state defined community in economic terms, through participation 
in the market. This class- oriented and economically charged definition 
of community and society precluded assimilation into new communi-
ties for wage laborers who could not earn enough to subsist and were 
thus forcibly removed, either through incarceration or forced migra-
tion.19 Exploring the mechanics of the poor laws, removal policies, and 
vagrancy statutes that intervened in the lives of the poor can expand 
our understanding of state authority and its use of welfare and penal 
systems to exercise social, economic, behavioral, and spatial control over 
the lower classes.20

There was a shared transatlantic culture linked to indigent transiency, 
and most of the relevant laws addressing indigent transiency in the United 
States have a root in early English jurisprudence. But the implementation 
of these laws and imposition of these categories on the population of the 
United States were influenced by factors unique to the nation, especially 
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on points where race and labor distribution were key.21 The nature of the 
founding of the United States— gradual expansion across vast swaths of 
land— has meant that mobility has been construed as central to not only 
the formation of the nation but also to the formation of the identities 
of Americans.22 Although there were many similarities across the Mid- 
Atlantic in authorities’ approaches to dealing with poverty, mobility, and 
vagrancy, a completely unified stance did not exist. This was a result of 
the weakness of the federal apparatus in the early American republic, 
which generally left management of poor relief and geographical move-
ment to local governments and occasionally to the states.23 This led to a 
variety of different management approaches and lent significant discre-
tionary power to local authorities who interacted directly with indigent 
transients.24

Because of poor people’s frequent and extended mobility, indigent 
transiency became a central factor in meting out poor relief, drawing 
boundaries around communities, defining the function of policing, and 
shaping the penal system in the early American republic. These processes 
occurred in a dynamic space that connected diverse communities and 
crossed state lines.25 This is not to suggest that there existed uniformity 
of laws or experience across the whole region but rather that there was a 
shared conception of indigent transiency— as well as efforts to diminish 
and control it— across these states in the early republic. Indigent tran-
siency provides a lens through which to examine the ways in which gen-
der, race, ethnicity, and labor status affected how the state defined and 
interacted with varying groups among the poor and mobile lower classes 
in this period.

What follows here is a study that utilizes both qualitative analysis and 
some quantitative analysis to investigate the lives of indigent transients 
and the nature of poor relief policies, vagrancy laws, and incarceration in 
the early nineteenth century. By analyzing applicable laws, discourse, and 
quantitative data, this book considers the following questions: What new 
information can we learn about poverty in this period by foregrounding 
mobility? What does it say about the nature of poverty and class division 
in the early American republic that settlement and removal systems were 
the primary vehicles used to relieve and manage the poor? To whom 
were these laws applied, and upon whom were these systems imposed? 
How were lives of vagrants and indigent transients affected by settle-
ment, vagrancy, poor laws, and law enforcement? What can the details of 
their lives, choices, and experiences reveal about the nature of vagrancy 
and the understandings of class and geographical movement in the early 
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American republic? So many of the members of this subaltern class were 
far from rooted, and it was their mobility that defined the law. In turn, 
then, this book asks: What defined their mobility? And what can it tell us 
about the experience of poverty and subsistence in the early republic?26

Indigent transiency offers a useful framework within which to inves-
tigate the systems at work in the lives of the lower classes in the early 
republic.27 It acts as an epistemologically inclusive term to encompass the 
actions and identities that have variously been used to describe, in the 
early modern period, vagabonds and idlers; in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, vagrants; and in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, tramps and hoboes.28 These terms reflect the diverse social contexts 
in which they were used, as well as the changing cultural interpretations 
of the actions they described.29 Analyzing indigent transiency as it was 
experienced by early Americans illustrates key aspects of how commu-
nities were shaped and defined by the emergence of capitalism, evolv-
ing class divisions, stasis, and municipal- level management of the poor. 
In turn, this study reveals how indigent transiency defined community 
membership and, by extension, American citizenship at the street level.30

This book examines limitations on certain forms of mobility and 
punishment of indigent transiency as manifestations of the state’s largely 
reactionary efforts to exert social, spatial, behavioral, and economic 
control on the lower and working classes in response to the social and 
economic instability that defined the period. Indigent transiency is 
especially salient when considering the impact that settlement, removal, 
and vagrancy laws had across demographic lines. In many ways, in the 
early nineteenth- century Mid- Atlantic, women and men, enslaved and 
free laborers, and white and black people subject to the legal system that 
governed indigent transients were considered, because of their impov-
erishment or mobility, equally threatening and deserving of punish-
ment before the law. In other important ways, however, these laws were 
racialized and gendered, drawing deeply unequal and punitive reactions 
from authorities. Legislators, law enforcement officers, and some con-
temporaries saw people of color, immigrants, and itinerants as drains on 
community coffers, unlikely to contribute to the community welfare.31 
Authorities combatted this perceived problem by punishing transients 
as “vagrants” and restricting the availability of poor relief. This had a 
significant impact on the lower classes who used poor relief to sustain 
themselves between crises as a survival mechanism as well as an inte-
gral component of regular subsistence for those with limited employ-
ment opportunities or other financial or material provisions.32 Laws and 
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prosecution related to legal settlements and residency governed how 
poor relief was administered throughout American history.

Mobility and the control of movement were central facets of life in the 
early American republic.33 From the implied interstate freedom of move-
ment written into the Articles of Confederation, to the exclusion from 
that legal movement of the poor and criminal, voluntary and forced 
migration have defined American history. Scholars such as Ruth Wal-
lis Herndon, Cornelia H. Dayton, and Sharon V. Salinger have charted 
early practices of warning individuals to leave a given residential dis-
trict to prevent them from becoming a drain on public relief budgets (an 
important touchstone for understanding early New England communi-
ties, in particular).34 In general, historians have agreed that by the 1770s, 
warning no longer served as a legal mechanism by which to extricate an 
individual from a district but rather as a means to protect the limited 
available funds of public relief, allowing the wandering poor to be present 
in a district but not to receive public aid.35 On this point, the distinction 
between the regions in the New England states and farther south, in the 
Mid- Atlantic states, is clear. In the latter, removal was a key component 
in the management of indigent transients, and poor people were forcibly 
and physically removed to their place of legal settlement with regularity 
into the 1830s, with this practice occurring as recently as the 1930s.36 Pau-
per removal was far from the only forced migration scheme explored in 
the early nineteenth century to regulate demographic distribution, con-
trol population size and makeup, and establish homogeneous financially 
stable white communities. While distinct because it predated many of 
these efforts and established one of the largest bureaucratic enterprises 
of the early American republic, it will be argued here that it was part of 
a larger trend in politics and governance in this period that generated 
efforts toward African recolonization and laid the groundwork for the 
fugitive slave laws that instigated the Civil War. The goals, functions, and 
consequences of pauper removal will be discussed in detail in chapter 3.

When discussing poverty and welfare in this period, an apparent 
dichotomy between the deserving and undeserving poor has predomi-
nated in historians’ mid- twentieth- century efforts to document the 
reformist impulse in the Jacksonian era.37 Michael Katz has argued that 
this was a result of the “redefinition of poverty as a moral condition” 
across social categories which “accompanied the transition to capital-
ism . . . in early nineteenth- century America.”38 Most studies of poverty 
and poor relief in the nineteenth- century United States have focused 
on this dichotomy as of the utmost importance in determining how 
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the poor moved through the relief system and how they were viewed by 
administrators. Indeed, the very term “pauper” when used to describe a 
poor person implied unworthiness of aid, and thus, as an administra-
tive category, historians have argued, offered relief officials a line in the 
sand that could be used to justify declining aid.39 Historians have argued 
that the undeserving poor were usually sent to workhouses, whereas the 
deserving poor tended to be eligible for relief in institutions that did not 
necessarily have work requirements, such as traditional almshouses. 
Yet of course it was not so clear- cut because most almshouses used the 
labor of their inmates to offset operation costs, even if hard labor was 
not a condition of entry for everyone housed within their walls. Causes 
of commitment to almshouses and workhouses show that many were 
in serious need of relief, and there was little distinction made between 
those who might be considered undeserving or deserving.40 Even where 
such determinations of worthiness did play an important role, distinc-
tions between those being classified by officials were often so opaque as 
to be nearly useless.41 Relief providers’ assessments of the moral worthi-
ness of an individual to receive welfare were not as central to the opera-
tions of public welfare officials as other administrative concerns. For 
poor relief officials who followed the laws that governed their activities, 
this determination was not based on moral grounds, as many historians 
have suggested— at least for public assistance. Rather, their day- to- day 
administrative functions centered on determinations of legal eligibility 
of an individual to receive relief in a specific district, in accordance with 
settlement and removal laws. Thus, for poor relief recipients, one’s previ-
ous mobility and residency status was of greater importance to those 
meting out relief than was one’s morality or worthiness. One’s place of 
legal settlement was far more likely to determine where someone was 
incarcerated— in a jail, almshouse, or workhouse— or if one was to be 
relieved, ignored, or removed. Identifying the role which mobility and 
residency played in the lives of the poor allows for a fresh look at the 
system that both aided and penalized a large portion of the popula-
tion of the early United States, revealing a complicated legal, social, and 
economic landscape of poverty, relief, bureaucracy, and policing. It also 
adds dimension to our understanding of local government functions in 
this period, which often preempted or took precedence over state or fed-
eral operations.

Most studies of vagrancy and mobility among the poor in the 
United States focus on the late nineteenth- century tramp scare and 
early twentieth- century hobohemia, with a few exceptions covering the 
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post- Revolutionary period.42 The literature on postbellum labor contracts 
and laws against beggars acknowledges American vagrancy laws as an 
“inheritance” from early modern England but moves from this colonial 
legacy directly into the Civil War and Reconstruction.43 Historians have 
argued that in the tumultuous Reconstruction period, vagrancy laws 
were devised as transitional measures for the transformation of labor and 
society following the abolition of slavery.44 The evidence discussed here 
suggests that the same can be said of the “first emancipation” in the era 
of gradual manumission.45 Then, as recurred in the postbellum period, 
fear and the desire to “protect” communities from mobile black laborers 
incapable of providing for themselves in the absence of the so- called pro-
visions of bondage drove the use of vagrancy statutes and laws limiting 
the geographical movement of free and recently emancipated blacks, as 
well as others whose industrious labor was viewed as a safeguard against 
beggary and the need for poor relief.46 At the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, gradual abolition laws were introduced that contained provisions 
for the control of the labor and assessment of the personal industry of 
manumitted slaves, and during the antebellum era, laws that had gov-
erned the movements of the poor and facilitated forced migration were 
deployed against fugitive slaves and free people of color. After emancipa-
tion, these laws were selectively transformed into what we know as the 
black codes. This book argues that the transition to white authorities’ 
reliance on vagrancy laws and codified limitations of movement and 
residence based on race and class, which has usually been pointed to in 
the aftermath of slave emancipation at the close of the Civil War, began 
across the North, where piecemeal and gradual emancipations instigated 
huge shifts in populations and policies in the early nineteenth century.47

In this study, the roads and footpaths of the early republic are cast 
as loci for interrogating the relationship between poverty, labor, and 
control in the lives of the poor.48 It charts the narratives of transients’ 
lives with a view to reconstructing their geographical mobility. Testimo-
nies such as those of convicted vagrant Samuel Gantdron, who “walked 
the whole distance from the Bay to the Keystone State . .  . in search of 
employment” in 1837, and of Rachel Johnson, whose husband had trav-
eled from Philadelphia “to the state of New York, whence he came on a 
raft” in 1830, make it possible to explore the material realities of indigent 
transiency and vagrancy in the early republic.49 Due to its position as a 
border region and its function as a transitional zone for transatlantic 
immigrants, regional migrants, and fugitives from slavery, the Mid- 
Atlantic region provides an especially useful framework within which 



10 / introduction

to locate itinerant individuals who passed between almshouses and jails 
in multiple states, finding employment and temporary shelter along the 
way, on the most frequently traveled paths and roads in early nineteenth- 
century America. Fluidity of geographical focus is an essential compo-
nent to studying the fluidity of movement undertaken by the indigent 
transients with whom this study is concerned, but naturally some areas 
receive more coverage based on source availability and analytical sig-
nificance. Certainly, one city cannot stand in for an entire region, nor 
can several cities; wherever possible, legal and practical differences 
between cities, counties, and states within the Mid- Atlantic are noted, 
while acknowledging the analytical value of looking at trends across and 
circulations throughout the region.

This book draws from sources that document the experiences and per-
spectives of indigent transients as closely as possible to their own perspec-
tives. Largely, these are biographies and cartographies that were generated 
by the recording of interviews to determine the legal settlements of the 
poor, referred to as “examinations of paupers” or “settlement examina-
tions,” a discussion of which will follow here. These examinations have 
their limitations as windows into transients’ experiences, as many if not 
most of these interviews were coerced, having generally been recorded 
with participants exhibiting varying degrees of willingness to recount 
their life’s experiences to a stranger acting as an ear of the state.50 Con-
ducted most often by guardians of the poor and justices of the peace, these 
interviews were the legal depositions of indigent transients asked to justify 
their presence in a given locality by listing their birthplace, employment 
history, travels, and former residences.51 While coercion was an opera-
tive component of the examination process, transients also often used the 
opportunity to represent their life’s travels, choices, and their status in a way 
that they felt reflected well on them, endeavoring to provide information 
that might sway the outcome of the interview in their favor.52 Settlement 
examinations, along with vagrancy dockets, prison registers, and a variety 
of almshouse system- generated documents, point to relationships between 
poverty, labor, and control that profoundly affected the lives of the poor in 
this period.53 These records point to an overlap between vagrant and pau-
per populations that reflects the relationship between the two in life as well 
as in law, and suggests that the demographics of indigent transients in this 
period were starkly different than later in the nineteenth century. These 
examinations depict an interconnected geographical region, wherein the 
stateless, unsettled, and poor— as well as institutional knowledge relevant 
to them— traveled in swirls and eddies.54



introduction / 11

From the lines of these trajectories and the nature of their intersec-
tions with the state and its subsidiaries, it is possible to chart both per-
sonal efforts at subsistence and the impact of the state on the individual.55 
Chapter 1 provides an overview of the laws that governed the mobility 
of the lower classes, especially in their most potent form: the regulation 
of vagrancy, management of the poor, and provision of poor relief. Resi-
dence, transiency, and poverty shaped the construction of citizenship in 
the United States, establishing the legal landscape in which the poor and 
mobile lived. The experiences of indigent transients, especially vagrants, 
and authorities’ responses to them, were central to the formulation of 
citizenship in the early republic. These experiences and movements are 
explored in chapter 2, which charts the geographical landscape of indi-
gent transiency in the nineteenth century, utilizing examinations of pau-
pers to reconstruct the life stories shared by these individuals. The data 
extracted from these narratives reveal that women and people of color 
comprised a much larger proportion of the indigent transient population 
in the early nineteenth century than they did by the middle and later 
nineteenth century.56 The paths taken by these individuals preoccupied 
poor relief officials, who speculated about the directions of paupers’ trav-
els and aimed to limit the mobility of the poor.

This limitation often took the form of pauper removal, which is 
discussed in detail in chapter 3. Pauper removal, the forced migration 
of poor transients, was a method of carrying out legal proscription of 
mobility by the poor through linking class status with legality of pres-
ence, as an adjunct to the policing of vagrancy. Thousands of paupers 
were transported by poor relief and law enforcement authorities to their 
state- recognized places of legal settlement every year in the early nine-
teenth century. Many paupers’ lives were punctuated by these experi-
ences of forced transportation, most of which were preceded by passage 
through the revolving doors of the almshouse or the prison. The system 
that facilitated the provision of relief, the punishment of vagrancy, and 
the relocation of itinerants was both gendered and racialized in impor-
tant ways. Chapter 4 explores transiency and vagrancy as by- products 
of emancipation and discusses the associated legal protections against 
vagrancy that were included in emancipation law. By incorporating the 
experiences of fugitive slaves, as participation in a form of illicit mobility, 
into the historiography of vagrancy, the definition of indigent transiency 
is broadened. Early nineteenth- century lawmakers and slaveholders used 
vagrancy laws to, in some cases, prevent manumissions and, in others, 
to limit the mobility of recently freed people and ensure that their labor 
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could be maintained. Authorities’ efforts to prevent slaves from running 
away through punitive capture and return laws were built on the legal 
precedents found in poor relief, vagrancy, and pauper removal laws.

Chapter 5 explores the function of the policing of vagrancy in the 
early nineteenth- century Mid- Atlantic by charting the experiences 
of convicted vagrants from arrest to incarceration to release. Authori-
ties exercised significant discretion in their policing and sentencing of 
indigent transients, leading many vagrants to the almshouse and many 
paupers to the jail. What they experienced inside and outside of those 
institutions’ walls reveals that there was extensive overlap between these 
populations, whose physical conditions were even more vulnerable than 
their social and legal conditions. These corporeal experiences are dis-
cussed in chapter 6, which proposes that vagrants were central to societal 
understandings of the dissemination of disease, as well as an especial 
public health concern in their own right, as a population suffering from 
exposure, hunger, and a profound lack of the most basic human neces-
sities, as a direct result of not just their poverty but also their mobility. 
Vagrants were popularly vilified as carriers of disease, and particularly 
associated with the spread of cholera during the 1832 epidemic. Poverty 
was pathologized by authorities in ways that played out in the punish-
ment and incarceration of vagrants, clearly demonstrated in a case study 
at Philadelphia’s vagrant prison, Arch Street.

By considering the stories of vagrants and paupers alongside the 
laws that governed them and the processes by which they came into 
contact with those laws, a complicated system of social, economic, and 
behavioral control comes into focus. Alongside poverty, the extent of 
an individual’s mobility determined their worthiness to be present in 
a community, their likelihood of being arrested, their ability to receive 
subsistence relief, and their vulnerability to state control. Mobility was, 
in the early American republic, a dominant feature in the lives of the 
poor as well as the metric by which they were assessed by law enforce-
ment, relief authorities, and many people passing them on the road. The 
particular ways in which this mobility was curbed, punished, and some-
times reversed elucidates important aspects of the lives of the poor in this 
period, as well as the evolution of laws aiming to manage them— from 
vagrancy to relief to removal to incarceration— which remain relevant in 
the twenty- first century.




