Adoption Research in Minnesota, Part 2

Introduction

Part 1 of this article, published in The Minnesota
Genealogist, Vol. 41, No. 1, (Spring 2010) discussed the
history of adoption law in Minnesota and its impact
on the creation, storage, and accessibility of adoption
records. Part II discusses strategies genealogists can
use to search for information about a person adopted
after 1912.

Currently, adoption records older than 100 years are
open to public inspection and adult adoptees may
obtain their own records by following the prescribed
legal process.! However, for genealogists who wish to
connect a deceased adoptee to their family of origin, ora
birth family searching for a child who was relinquished
for adoption after 1912, record access is prohibited.
This does not mean that information is unavailable.
The same kind of diligence, tenacity and evidence
analysis used in other kinds of genealogical research
can lead to the answers to adoption questions.

Interview relatives and friends

Despite the atmosphere of secrecy surrounding an
out-of-wedlock pregnancy, it is likely that many
people knew about it and remember details. Persons
not directly involved, such as aunts, uncles, cousins,
grandparents, friends, neighbors, or classmates may be
more willing to share information than the birthmother
or her parents. This is applicable to the adoptive family
as well. Relatives or friends may have knowledge about
the child’s origins that has not been shared because no
one ever asked. Even basic information, such as where
the birth mother or adoptive family lived, may be
helpful in the search.

Review family documents and photos

The adoptive parents, as parties to the adoption, may
have received copies of the court documents granting
the adoption. If their copies can be located, they may
contain many clues, such as the child’s birth name, place
and date of birth, court location, names of attorneys
who handled the case, identity of the agency involved,
and date the adoption was finalized.

The adoption agency may have given adoptive parents
a descriptive summary of the birth parents, including
a physical description of their family members, health
history, occupations of their parents, and number of
siblings. This summary should have included only
“non-identifying” information, but agency policy and
practice regarding which information was redacted,
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and how, varied widely. These summaries can be quite
useful in identifying the birth parents, especially when
used in conjunction with other records.

An early photo of the adoptee or birth parent may
have a clue penciled on the back, such as a name or
location. Even a seemingly unrelated piece of paper
with a name or address may lead to the identity of the
birth or adoptive family.

Check birth records

In Minnesota, birth registration began about 1870 in
the county of birth. After 1900, copies were required to
be sent to the State Department of Health. Minnesota
birth records for the years 1900-1934 are indexed at
www.mnhs.org. Those for the years 1935-2002 are
indexed at Ancestry.com.
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Fig. 1. MN Department of Health, delayed birth certificate,
Irene G. Hitsman, 1971

Amended birth certificates were sometimes issued
for adopted children, but before 1939 the law did
not provide for sealing the original birth certificate.
When the sealed records law passed in 1939, it was not
retroactive. Thus, for adoptions prior to 1939, it may be
possible to find an original birth record for the adoptee
by searching on the birth date and location. Children
who were adopted after infancy are more likely to
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There have also been cases where a
married woman conceived a child with
someone other than her husband and
relinquished that child for adoption.
Under Minnesota law, the husband was
the presumed father of the child, and
the birth certificate would not have been
sealed prior to 1939.4

The Social Security Act, which was
passed in 1935, required verification
of the birth data of each applicant.’
Many people found it necessary to file
for a delayed birth certificate in order
to meet this requirement. Evidence for
the delayed birth certificate included
affidavits from relatives who had
knowledge of the facts of the birth,
baptismal records, census records, and
even adoption records.® Figure 1 is an
example of a delayed birth certificate
created in 1971 for the 1905 birth of Irene
G. Hitsman. Three pieces of evidence
were provided: a baptismal record,
school records, and the birth record of
her son.”

Newspaper records

Newspapers regularly reported on
adoptions, especially those involving
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forts. They finally agreed that the
Kenneys might take ‘Marie if they
would pay up all back indebtedness.

Judge Adams arbitrated the claims
and allowed them but $80, the board
for the child since her father went
to jail. The Kenneys paid thiz sum
and started for Minnesots with their
purchase, who seemed overjoyed that
she had been “sold up the river.”—
Minneapolis Journal.

Fig.' 3. Dawson (MN) Sentinel, 17

unusual situations. Figures 2 and 3 August 1922, p. 2, col. 5.

provide some examples of newspaper articles that
contain information about both birth and adoptive
families.® It may also be possible to find a legal notice
published in a newspaper notifying a birth parent
whose whereabouts were unknown about an upcoming
hearing regarding his or her child.

To locate these articles, it is necessary to locate an
indexed newspaper or to know the approximate
date of birth or adoption. The Minnesota History
Center maintains the largest collection of Minnesota
newspapers dating from 1849. Information regarding
the collection as well as availability of digitized
Minnesota newspapers can be found at <http://www.
mnhs.org/collections/newspapers/index.htm>.

Census records

Census enumerators often identified adopted children
by labeling them “adopted son” or
Tracing the family back to the previous census can
inform the researcher about the child’s birth name if
they were in placement with the family prior to being
legally adopted. Even if the census enumeration did
not identify a child as adopted, information about
birth places hint at an adoption. Beginning in 1880,

“adopted daughter.”

U.S. censuses reported the birthplace
of each individual and the birthplaces
of the individual's parents. If the
birthplace of a child differs from those
of the apparent father and mother, an
adoption might explain the difference.
If the child was not adopted as an
infant, and the birth name is known, it
may be possible to locate the child with
the birth family and siblings in census
records prior to the adoption.

It may also be possible to find a child
listed in a federal or state census
enumeration of an orphanage or child
placement institution. Search using
terms such as: “orphan,” “ward,”
“patient,” “inmate,” “lodger,” or
“boarder.”

In 1918, Minnesota adopted a policy
intended to reduce mortality of
“illegitimate” infants. The State Board
of Control, the State Board of Health,
and the specialized maternity hospitals
joined together to require unmarried
mothers to agree to stay in the hospital
for three months after the baby’s birth
to breast-feed and to make plans for
her and the child’s future.’ These
specialized hospitals are included in
census enumerations, which give the
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names of the mothers and children in residence at
the time. For example, the 1920 census of Maternity
Hospital, 2201 Western Avenue, Minneapolis, shows
twenty-eight infants, ages one month to one year, in
residence in 1920 at Maternity Hospital, 2201 Western
Avenue, Minneapolis. The previous census page lists
thirteen women, ranging in age from fourteen years
to twenty-seven years, as patients who “have no other
home.”*® Some of the surnames of the infants and the
young women match and provide a starting point for
further research.

Court records

Criminal cases. Bastardy laws have been on the books
in Minnesota since the first territorial statutes were
published in 1851." The state’s interest in establishing
paternity was economic: to prevent the child from
becoming a “public charge.”*? The putative father was
arrested, required to post bail, and if declared to be the
father, was ordered to pay for the support of the child.
Bastardy criminal case files contain information about
the father, the mother, and the child, because testimony
was required to determine paternity. Criminal case files
are public records in Minnesota and can be searched if
the approximate date and place of birth of the child in
question are known. An index will not be useful unless
the name of the putative father is known. An example
of a judgment in a bastardy case is contained in Figure
5.13

Other crimes are, or formerly havebeen, associated with
babies born outside of marriage, including fornication,

abandonment/desertion, carnal knowledge, adultery,
prostitution, rape, incest, and molestation. It may be
unsettling for a researcher to locate records of this
nature about a family member. Before beginning
this type of research, it is advisable to be prepared
emotionally for what might be found and to give some
thought to how such information will be shared with
other family members.

Civil cases. Civil court cases should be checked for
cases involving the birth mother or her parents suing
the putative father for expenses associated with the
pregnancy and delivery (“expenses of confinement”).
A 1917 Minnesota law provided for up to eight weeks
of “maintenance” before and after the birth of the child
to be paid by the father to the mother. If the child was
stillborn or died after birth, the father was obligated to
pay for the burial.™

Guardianship. The restrictions which are applied
to adoption records in Minnesota do not pertain to
guardianship cases.”” In some instances, a guardian
was appointed to protect the child and/or his interests
prior to an adoption, or to give consent for the
adoption. In other instances, a guardian functioned as
the parent of the child, and the relationship was never
formalized through adoption. This occurred for many
reasons, including inability or unwillingness to sever
the biological parents’ rights to the child. If there is any
doubt as to whether an adoption took place, or any
indication thata guardian was appointed, guardianship
indexes and files should be consulted.
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Fig. 4. Excerpted from 1920 U.S. Census, Ward 4, Minneapolis,

“Parents unknown.”

Maternity Hospital, 2201 Western Ave. Enumerator stated
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