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Changing politics towards abandoned children at the end of the Ancien Regime and the responsibility of a French hospital administration on infant mortality

Antoinette FAUVE-CHAMOUX

A true welfare system for foundlings and abandoned children was implemented in the late eighteenth century (January 1779) by the French royal state
. The King wanted the abandoned children to become in charge of local administrations and no more to be transported to Paris. This paper examines first how the Hôtel-Dieu of Rheims adapted to this new law. The second part is dedicated to the origin of foundlings in Champagne during the following years and to main changes related to the new social system ; the third part traces the low chances of survival of the children abandoned in Rheims (from a set of longitudinal data concerning 800 babies between 1779 and 1790) and how it was linked to the choice of nurses by the hospital administrators. Because the date of weaning was purely the effect of a bureaucratic decision, the financial calendar of the hospital had great consequences on infant and child mortality. 

I. A MAIN CHILD CARE-ADMINISTRATION REFORM 

On January 10th, 1779, Louis XVI, King of France, took a decision in his Council. The new decree stated: "Her Majesty wills that newborn children, exposed or abandoned after October 1st, be brought to the nearest hospital, with explicit interdiction for any messenger, carter, or any other individual to take babies in charge. They were allowed only to bring a child to a wet nurses or to the nearest hospital. Any infraction will be fine 1000 pounds". 

It was therefore no more allowed to bring abandoned babies to Paris, as it was largely done before, from all over the country. According to medieval habits, they had to be fed by the seignorial administration of the place. Bringing them to Paris was a way to put babies in the hands of the King as "enfants du Roy". This was no more tolerated. The royal state wanted to stop - at least to refrain -  the increasing flux of abandoned children transported to Paris. Very few local urban hospitals were used to accommodate foundlings.

A stubborn hospital administration

This decree caused some turmoil in the Hôtel-Dieu of Rheims, as it did in other provinces. The urban administrators found immediately many arguments to escape the new law, as we can read in the minutes of the meeting quoted below.

The town hospital "was never used as a refuge for foundlings before ... but only for the poors, of all conditions and sex, who happen to suffer from any illness, wound or cut likely to heal, or for women in labour". Not only, "the air of all the hospital halls were constantly filled with ill people and would be harmful for these children", but the administrators would not find the money necessary. One must not forget "how difficult it is to find wet nurses around Rheims, an area of vineyeards where women are too busy cultivating this precious good to have any time left to care about these children - and they are not really fit for such a job. To face the need, regrouping the women who could be found on the premises of the Hôtel-Dieu would be as dangerous for them as for the children. Bad air would spoil their milk, so they would very soon be unable to breastfeed. For the same reason, women who give birth in this institution, although quartered in a hall high up reserved to their exclusive use, are put out of the premises after nine days. Lastly the house lacks facilities to accommodate the children between the time they will be brought in and the time of their transfer to a nurse; it lacks also a ground for the building of such facilities, as well as the necessary money to buy such a ground and build on it; the same difficulty will appear when these children leaving their nurses will have to be accommodated before apprenticing somewhere, even if the arrest on January the 10th does not mention it; the strong and real reasons as detailed above are as many hindrances to the willingness with which the administration of Hotel-Dieu would have been delighted to satisfy to the charitable views of the best af all kings" (Rheims, Hospital Council, Minutes, November 17th, 1779).

At the same time in Rheims, the Orphanage accommodated 30 children, between the ages of three and eight, the General Hospital was open for sick children and the St Marcoul hospital catered to those with scrofula.  What then became of abandoned infants before 1779?

Dangerous transportation to Paris

Since no institution could take them in Rheims, before 1779, these infants were sent to the General Hospital in Paris, but many did not endure the transportation:

"conveyed on these long journeys in baskets or in carriages open to injurious winds... Many died on these sunken roads and the survivors arrived in poor condition, only to die much more often than the Parisian ones" (Paris, Code for the General Hospital, 1786).

Many babies died on the way. The Baron de Gerando estimated (certainly an over-estimation) that nine out of ten died on the way (Gerando 1839). Anyway, the infant mortality  began on the first leg of the trip. The parish registers of the town of Fismes states: 

"Feb. 4th, 1778... deceased while passing through Fismes at the age of four days, a daughter to Jeanne Nicole Drumelle of the Vrizy parish, according to her certificate of baptism dated 1.2.1778 delivered by the priest of the Hôtel-Dieu in Rheims"; later: "Jan. 14th 1779... deceased while passing through this parish Jean-Louis aged 4 days, son of Marie Blavier of the Charbogne parish, his mother as it appears on his certificate of baptism dated 11.1. 1779 delivered by the priest at St Julien in Rheims, where he was baptized. He was buried the day after" (Fismes, Parish registers, Archives de la Marne).

We understand, reading this register, that all child conveyors ought to present some document identifying the child, mostly a baptism certificate. If he had none, he had to stop and have the baby baptized. Such was the case in Fismes, on Sep. 24, 1774, when the priest in charge wrote: 

"...I baptized an infant girl the day after her birth. Guillaume Robin residing in Rheims, presented her to us when he was passing through Fismes on his way to Paris. The said Robin told us that the father and mother were unknown to him. We gave her the christian name Marie Marguerite". 

We would like to know if this infant arrived safe and sound in Paris, but can only regret the usual silence of the witnesses. Guillaume Robin was very careful not to say who entrusted the young Marie Marguerite to him. As for the priests, the secrecy of confession binded them. Some time later, during the Révolution, secret was still the norm on this matter. Abbot Charles Le Clerc de Montlinot wrote in his Observation about foundlings in the Generalite of Soissons: 

"If we were allowed to reveal every declaration made to us during confession, how many horrors would be attested. A predatory and inhuman traffic is concealed under the veil of mystery and secrecy" (Le Clerc de Montlinot, 1790).

Before the 1779 Reform imposed by Louis XVI, no public action had been strong enough to control the tragic transporting of babies from province to Paris. For instance on Febr. 8, 1663, the Parliament of Paris established to no avail, that "it is a matter of charity and justice for every town in the province to feed the poor". It deplored that, into Paris everyday, "messengers, carters, water- and roadcoachmen bring children of all ages from almost everywhere in the kingdom, and expose them in squares and churches" (Paris, Code for the General Hospital, 1786, p. 309). Table 1, based on the numbers Dr Tenon collected at the end of the 18th century shows that in the 1770's, on average, 28 out of 100 children taken in at the Parisian Hospital for Foundlings came from far outside Paris. These numbers, although incomplete, also suggest that the January 1779 decree had a real impact, the general sum falling from 6,705 children in 1777 to 5,719 in 1789 when we have no reason to think that the numbers for the parisian children fell significantly.

[Table 1]

Table 1. Number of abandoned children in Paris, Foundling hospital

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Years
Children from Paris 
Children from provinces
Total


and suburbs
0-1
all ages

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1773
4 236
1 444
1 753
5 989

1774
4 345
1 684
1 988
6 333

1775
4 006
2 199
2 499
6 505

1776
4 378
1 812
2 041
6 419

1777
4 572
1 900
2 133
6 705

.........


1788 



5 822

1789



5 719

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sources: Dr Tenon's papers, Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Ms, Paris, NAF, 22 746.

The new local institution for abandoned children in Champagne

Although unwilling as we saw, the municipal officers applied the 1779 arrest in Rheims as elsewhere in France. Foundlings registers began to be kept. Apparently, the first child sent to Hôtel-Dieu was accepted October 23rd, 1779, "as an exception" by the hospital Council, after a long debate. The minutes specified - what an irony - that "for this case and this case only" the welfare office agreed "to feed this child and care for him". Such a reservation is striking since we know that this child is first on a very long list in Rheims ! The number of children abandoned on the threshold of Hôtel-Dieu grew constantly: they were 800 children in charge of the hospital between the decree and the Revolution. The whole series of data for the prerevolutionary period are studied systematically here (register E15, hospital records, Rheims).

Each incoming child received a registration number, with a whole page dedicated to his/her identity and fate. So we know where and when he was abandoned, his age, baptism, maybe what filtered about his birth and his mother, how he was put out to nurse, the names and whereabouts of the foster parents, the salary of the nurse, the child's death or occasional handing over of the grown up child to the family. Thus we know the mother's origin in most of the cases, enough to draw very suggestive maps of the female migrations to Rheims towards the end of the 18th century (Fauve-Chamoux 1995).

II. ABANDONED CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILY ORIGINS 

Only 20 per cent of the children were abandoned in Rheims with no indication whatsoever of their origin. The rest were almost always illegitimate children and mostly born in Rheims. Only a few were brought to Hôtel-Dieu with their baptism certificate, in the arms of non related persons. Tracing the origins of foundlings is difficult. What can be gathered will always stress the great precarity of their mother's situation. 

The hospital as a first schelter for illegitimate babies

As all over France, abandonment was closely related to illegitimate birth. Urban illegitimacy grew sharply at the end of the 18th century. In Rheims, there were just as many bastards born at Hôtel-Dieu as in town, if no more. 

[Table 2]

Table 2. Number of illegitimate births in Rheims, in hospital (1710-1789) and in town (1770-1789)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Years
Hospital
all urban parishes
Total

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1710-19
20


1720-29
49

1730-39
59

1740-49
42

1750-59
77

1760-69
171

1770-79
233
279
512

1780-89
498
432
930

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sources: Rheims, Hopital records and urban parish registers (14 parishes)

Born far away

An "exposed" infant in a rural parish not far away of the main town would be taken to the city hospital if the local jurisdiction declined to take care of it, lack of funds. Conflicts between local jurisdictions were frequent on the matter in early modern Europe. It was a common procedure during the Ancien régime to send foundlings to a larger place were some institution existed to provide some help. But how are we to understand that children came to Rheims from main cities as distant as Sedan or Liège? We may find an explanation in the Observations of Abbot de Montlinot already mentioned above (Le Clerc de Montlinot, 1790) related to a very close province on the way to Paris, the Soissons Generalite.  

The Ministry of Finances had entrusted Montlinot with the mission "to research what could be the causes of the huge increase in number of foundlings in the Soissons Generalite since the promulgation of the 1779 law... In the course of these nine years (1780-88), the hospitals of the Generalite admitted 3,240 illegitimate or abandoned children and among them 586 foreigners to the kingdom (i.e. 18%). Most of them came from the land of Liège. This free city, inhabited by the dregs of nations, lacks institutions apt to accommodate abandoned generations". 

One half of these babies ended up in the Hôtel-Dieu of Laon, which collected twice more children than Rheims, with a faster rate of increase. 

[Table 3]

Table 3. Number of abandoned children comparing Rheims and Laon, hospital records (1779-1788)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Years
Rheims
Laon

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1779
1
0

1780
25
26

1781
35
74

1782
50
28

1783
89
101

1784
103
165

1785
93
195

1786
127
189

1787
112
260

1788
165
739

Total
800                         1777

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sources: Abandoned children, Rheims, hospital records, Marne, E15; abandoned children, Laon, hospital records, Aisne, 12 G 31.

Instead of Rheims, children were brought much more often to Laon from other dioceses, Soissons, Cambrai, Arras, Rheims, Metz and Liege (the baptism certificates being established in latin for the latter). I was surprised to locate in Laon a two-year-old child abandoned June 27th, 1788 in St-André-Hors-les-Murs, a Rhemish parish. Why was he taken to Laon and not to Rheims? It appears that Laon had some attraction, especially in that year 1788, when it received more than 700 children. But we also know that the Hôtel-Dieu in Rheims was more prepared to take in babies than already weaned children. Only 7% of all abandoned children were over age one, most of them were legitimate children. All the others were mostly born out of wedlock.

III. - NURSING OF ABANDONED CHILDREN

Putting out to nurse

Abandoned infants admitted to Hôtel-Dieu waited usually 3, 4 or 5 days before a wet nurse was chosen outside. For the first babies admitted in 1779 and 1780, the waiting period could have been up to ten days. For the hospital administration, recruiting wet nurses was difficult then, especially at the beginning, when the institution had not yet build its network. Who looked after the babies during the waiting period? Babies without a mother needed to be fed with proper milk. We know that, for the first one on the list, "a woman who happened to be there agreed to take him and gave him the necessary care" (October 23th, 1779). We would like to learn more: was he breast- or bottle-fed? In all probability, the abandoned children were breastfed by volontary and charitable local women and not so badly cared for, before being put out to a country wet nurse. Only nine babies (out of 800) died at Hôtel-Dieu during the waiting period. 

We know precisely where the children were put out to nurse, since hospital documents give the nurse's name, her husband's name and their exact location (map 1). About thirty babies were entrusted to Rhemish women, i.e. 3.7% only. Most of them found a nurse within a radius of 30 km, the farthest locality being 50 km away. Only nine places could not be identified. Therefore the localization of 722 children could be traced, among them 56 were more than one year old. The majority went West, particularly to the small town of Fismes and vicinity. Some ended up southwest in villages and small market towns from Tardenois, up to the Marne valley, some others North along the Aisne valley, but no more than 15 children went East around Grand-St-Hilaire, in the Suippe valley. This barren part of Champagne was not well thought of and was rather depopulated anyhow, as shown in a document concerning 1711 (Dupâquier 1969). A map shows the localities where abandoned babies were fed and at the same time gives a fair idea of the population density around Rheims, with an exception for the vineyard region to the South of Rheims, where abandoned infants were not put out to nurse (only 2% were sent in this sector) - hence the acrimonious remarks made by the administrators of Hôtel-Dieu (see map in Chamoux 1973a).

Apparently the one-day journey (a 30 km radius, i.e. a one-day journey by carriage or on horseback), a critical test for a newborn baby and the commodities of transportation were two of the determining factors behind the choice of nursing localities which were not all in the countryside. As Fismes was the first leg on the road to Paris, it was easy to find transportation for the children. Wetnurses did not come to Rheims to pick them up. Moreover, even though women who lived in the vineyard country seldom nursed abandoned children, the ones married to wine growers living in urban areas breastfed for money while their husbands went alone to care for the grapes.

The presence of a newborn baby in a household does not allow to conclude ipso facto to the capacity of the foster mother to breastfeed. Many nurses have a deficiency of maternal milk and used artificial feeding. All babies sent to nurses have a much higher mortality rate than babies breastfed by their mothers. And foster babies coming from hospitals have also a higher mortality than legitimate children coming from urban families. Parents were probably able to control the nurse's ability to breasfeed and paid also a better salary. The hospital administration paid less and did not check the nursing milieu. But thanks to the Rhemish hospital bureaucracy, where the foster parents were mentioned, I was able to follow the fate of each abandoned child after his arrival to the village. 

IV. HIGH MORTALITY OF ABANDONED CHILDREN 

The image of a hecatomb comes to mind when going through the individual histories of children abandoned in Rheims. Contemporary observers were aware of this appalling mortality. Dr Tenon, one of the first physicians to really be concerned about it, left us a precise description and account of the high mortality of abandoned children. "The first month after birth is the most lethal for them, much more lethal than for legitimate children". According to Tenon's data for 1790, only 11% of the legitimate children sent from Paris to wetnurses died in the first month. But figures for the Parisian babies sent to villages situated in Champagne were higher: one out of 3 died there (Chamoux 1973b, p. 420). In Rouen, 38 per cent of legitimate babies sent to a hired nurse died before the age of one, a proportion close to the third (Bardet 1973).

Infant mortality figures

Mortality figures for illegitimate babies and foundlings were much higher than for legitimate all over France. Sent from Paris, 82 per cent of illegitimate children born at Hôtel-Dieu died during their first month at a country wetnurse. When looking at illegitimate babies born in Rouen, it was found that 70% died during the first month (Bardet 1973). Rheims mortality rates were certainly not as awful as Paris rates. For Rheims, 46 per cent of abandoned babies died during the first year of life. 

 [Table 4]

Tableau 4

Infant mortality of abandoned children, Rheims, Hôtel-Dieu, 1779-1790.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Age 

Age 
Deaths
Deaths
Fonction



(months)

cumulated

 -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Deaths 0-14 days


82

Deaths 15-31 days


49

Deaths under 1 month
1
131
131
335


1
2
47
178
574


2
3
28
206
758


3
4
26
232
911


4
5
11
243
1043


5
6
18
261
1160


6
5
14
275
1265


7
8
8
283
1361


8
9
17
300
1450


9
10
16
316
1533


10
11
13
329
1611


11
12
9
338
1683

    Source: Rheims, Hospital records, individual life event registration of foster children.

As the usual infant mortality for urban legitimate children staying at their mother's home was more or less 20% at the end of the Ancien regime (see figures for Rheims, Rouen, Meulan, Crulai etc), infant mortality of legitimate children far from their mother was at least twice higher than normal. Foundlings and abandoned babies were still much more at risk of dying. Wet nurses working for institutions received a lower salary than those working for parents, even when some private Bureau worked as an intermediate. This was the case all over early modern Europe (Boswell 1988, Sussman 1982, Ransel 1988, Hunecke 1989).

Table 4 examines in detail the mortality of Rhemish abandoned babies. All the children included in the table died before they were weaned and 38% of them died before reaching one month old. Assuredly health conditions were quite poor for these abandoned new born babies. We lack in Rheims some medical opinion but we may refer to other informations.

Dr Tenon wrote that this excessive mortality was "of course unnatural and accidental, ascribable to a variety of causes, among which was the mother's attempt to end her pregnancy, of course a reprehensible attempt, but also heavy with by-effects which ended up only exhausting the child and lessening its survival potential" (Chamoux 1973a, p. 280). Unsuccessful abortion attempts weakened and damaged the baby. Tenon was an experienced physician. But lower baby weight at birth was also common for badly fed and working hard single mothers, a reality rarely acknowledged by medical doctors of the time. Prematurity was certainely also a common occurrence never mentioned. But all the physicians at the turn of the century noted the bad consequences of syphilis on children's fate. Tenon did not give a name to this illness, but he mentioned it by a paraphrase "this shameful disease which rage more by women living a dissolute life than by well-behaved ones". Good nurses, fearing risks of contagion were reluctant to breastfeed potential syphilitic babies, single mothers being suspected of prostitution and transmitting the terrible disease.

Abandoned children who survived this ordeal and the poor conditions at the beginning of their life might have become more robust than the legitimate ones, but they had on the contrary a much higher mortality. Therefore, I think that nutrition was the main differentiation factor. Abandoned babies were often fed deficient milk. Now many middle-class mothers also sent their babies to a nurse when they did not feel dignified to breastfeed - although attitudes were changing at the end of the Ancien regime (Fauve-Chamoux 1983, 1985, 1999) - but the lag time for recruiting was notably shorter. Mothers were concerned with finding better nurses since they could pay more than Hôtel-Dieu; moreover they were in a position to supervise the nursing. Nothing of this sort compared for the abandoned children. Their feeding could be artificial, become dangerous, and often lethal for the newborn if not given any mothermilk. Adding complementary food did not help. But we may already state that poor nutrition was the reason why these children rarely grew up sound and healthy, no matter what kind of healthy baby they were at birth.

Seasonality of infant death

Peaks of infant deaths were observed February-March, June and September. Diarrhoea was usually the cause of death in summer, while chill and pulmonary illnesses predominated in winter. 

In my data, I only once found some kind of a diagnosis: one five month old baby died of "swelling" ("enflure") the 7th of June 1787. This swelling, a symptom of kwashior (to use the modern term) is a telltale sign of undernourishment which may still be observed nowadays in cases of starvation. These abandoned children were entrusted to more or less ignorant women in our eyes, guilty of negligence, although we will never know to what point they were really aware. Could a 18th century nurse with no milk sincerely hope that the suckling could survive when given animal milk? There were indeed children who handle it, though some could have developed an allergy. But anyhow, in these pre-pastorian times, dirty baby bottles were the true killers (Fauve-Chamoux 1997).

Nevertheless, more than one half of Rhemish foundlings survived their first year of life (see table 4). What happened afterward? 20% were no longer mentioned in our registers, so, once weaned, their fate is unknown to us. I followed those who were cared for Hôtel-Dieu at least until age seven, of course if they did not die before. As for the children abandoned when they were already weaned, we do not know their fate any better. Notwithstanding this documentation, I traced the mortality trend for the children aged less than 15 years (Figure 1). 152 children exited at age one exactly, 9 exited under 1 and 38 exited above 1.

(Figure 1).

V- BUREAUCRATIC WEANING

The Rhemish Hôtel-Dieu administration always registered the weaning date. This was an important event, a transition. The child was no longer considered a nursing baby, but as a boarder. He usually remained with the same family, whose fee was reduced from 8 pounds 10 to 7 pounds after weaning. We observe again on that count that the nearby hospital in Laon was not as generous. Until 1783, Laon paid 6 pounds for wet nursing and only 5 pounds for boarding, with a slight increase in 1784: 7 pounds for nursing, 6 pounds for the first boarding year, 5 for the next ones, the child then being more than two years old. The nurses around Laon were thus not as well paid as their neighbours around Rheims. Comparing the survival rates of foundlings around Laon with those of Rheims would be of interest (the towns are 50 km apart). 

Weaning calendar

The date of weaning was purely the effect of an administrative decision. Of course nurses had no reason to shorten the breastfeeding period during which they were better paid, but it does not mean that children were not effectively weaned sooner, with a more or less tacit consent of the administrators, who were in no position to really supervise the way these children were handled in the foster families anyhow. What is most striking when comparing the date of departure from Hôtel-Dieu (to the nurse's home) to the weaning date registered in this home is the constant manifestation of administrative authoritarianism and bureaucraty: 88 out of 100 children were weaned on the first day of the month, and this occurred only every two months, so as to simplify calculations ! Maybe some hospital clerck was visiting foster families according to some related calendar.

Figure 2

Proportion of abandoned children weaned the first of the month, for each month of the year, Rheims, Hôtel-Dieu, 1779-1790.

We cannot spot any relation between the rhythm of abandonments (which varied from season to season) and the administrative decisions to stop breastfeeding (or, better said, the decisions to no longer pay the highest fees). June was a good month to stop paying these fees. This month was rather adequate for the babies concerned, given the lower infantile mortality in May and June due to the fine summer days. 

But there was no consideration of the turnover variations of the children in care. Speaking of a mean weaning age makes sense. The foundling was weaned on an average after a full twelve months of life (53%) or after thirteen months (31%). Our observations show only one case of premature weaning at the age of 7 months, and four contrary cases at 17 months old, so we may assert that the mean weaning age was one year old. 

Figure 3

Age at weaning for abandoned children, Rheims, Hôtel-Dieu, 1779-1790.

Of course here we shouldn't forget that our data is administrative and we suspect that real weaning in many cases was more precocious due to deficient maternal nurse milk. I did not find any occurrence of a nurse being prosecuted for neglect. Such a constatation points to the unbelievable tolerance shown here - and this was true for the whole kingdom of France. The truth is that the care providing institutions were overtaken by a main event in the ending 18th century: the new increase of child abandonment which appears to have been a major social phenomenon (Anonymous 1991).

As for the legitimate children, were they weaned later? The financial reasons which were at play for the hospitals must also have led to the same general consequences in the private sphere when parents put out their offspring to alien nurses, but the mother's attention and occasional supervising might have resulted in more differentiated decisions. What we know is that Parisian children born to bourgeois, shopkeepers or craftsmen families remained usually 19 to 20 months at their nurse's home in the country, but they were certainly weaned some time before coming back home.

Expensive education

Many of the children cared for by the Rhemish Hôtel-Dieu who survived after weaning have not been able to be further traced in our observations: we know the weaning date of 341 children for that period, but the ulterior fate of 151 children is unknown - a hindrance for a thorough study of the mortality rate of the children who reached their first anniversary. However observing the fate of the 190 observable children left is of great interest.

The six administrators at Hôtel-Dieu did not care about the future of these children before October 1785, that is five years after having been ordered to take charge of abandoned babies. They wrote then that they only had to yield to "the Government views" and "to care for a class of unfortunate citizens who need particular attention and who are under Her Majesty's special protection". So they sent the following circular to the priests incumbent of parishes where foster parents lived.

"...According to another decision dated October 16, the General Controller (in those days: a Minister of Finances with extended powers) authorizes our Office to care for the education of the foundlings boarded outside the town; consequently:

1° The children of four years of age and apt to be taught will be admitted to the Parish Schools in their opening period, according to the established regulations, in order to be catechized, and learn, read and write;

2° The master will be paid monthly a half pound fee ("10 sols") per child;

3° The master will buy the necessary books, ink, pens and papers, according to the abilities of the children, and after having consulted with you (the priest), he will in turn report on their progress;

4° Every year after St-Jean-Baptiste day, he will submit his report, in which he will care to expound the number of children he taught, their name and age, the number of lessons during the year and the sums he advanced to buy books, ink, pens and papers; the Hôtel-Dieu will pay back to him the amount mentioned in the said report, which you will make up and certify to be true" (Circular dated October the 25th, 1785, to the parish priests, Rheims, hospital records).

So, surviving, healthy and courageous children were able to go to school. But the only future possible for the great majority was apprenticeship. For instance a cartwright asked a child living in his village (n° 64), if he could adopt him, telling the hospital that he wanted to "educate him in his condition". It was not too difficult for some children to find a job on their foster parents' village. Of course, many became soldiers in the revolutionary and imperial armies. From the Revolution onward, some mothers  reclaimed the child they abandoned, such as the woman who, in 1792, "wants to take with her her bastard aged four years" (n° 277). Certain families - uncles or aunts - recovered them. Among those whose fate we know, about ten married. Let us mention particularly the life story of n° 100, a baby found in 1782 in the Rue du Trésor, sent to a nurse in Fismes to the winegrower Delette's home. He married in 1816. Fifty years later, he was admitted as an old man in the General Hospital in Rheims, where he died May 11, 1866, at age 84. We ignore his weaning date, but we are sure that he survived. 

Conclusion

In spite of some reticence, as we saw for the Rhemish Hôtel-Dieu in 1779, a welfare system for abandoned children was organised in the prerevolutionary period. These children were more and more numerous, as illegitimate births increased considerably at that time. But we cannot help notice that the Champagne district behaved a particular way. Illegitimacy seems to have been low in the wine region. Women did not usually take charge of alien babies there. Modest families of other localities attracted babies from large towns like Rheims, Soissons and Laon, and even from Paris. Born to the petty people, the abandoned children were entrusted by the hospital administration to poor families where the chances of surviving one year was slender.

The dangers on a farm under the Ancient regime surely allowed a very somber picture. But still, the main danger was a nurse giving a lethal milk bottle instead of her breast. Later on, children who had been lucky enough to escape such an unfavorable fate could be taught elementary lessons at the hospital's cost and sometimes received training for a job.

In January 1779, the French King wanted the abandoned children to become in charge of local administrations and no more to be transported to Paris. The administrators of Hôtel-Dieu in Rheims adapted to the new law, doing their best to find forster parents but they were clearly overwelmed by the increasing number of babies in charge. They could not control the quality of food given, and no elementary checking of nurses ability to breastfeed seems to have ever occurred. Infant mortality was high but still those babies abandoned in Rheims had a better chance of survival in than the ones abandoned in Paris or even in Rouen.
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