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n May 11, 1872, in the parlor of her
O family’s home on West 31st Street

in Manhattan, Louisa Lee Schuyler
gathered her like-minded friends to establish
an association “...in aid of the State Charities
of New York.” The association would aid and
report on the activities of charities run by the
State. Their mission was to improve the treat-
ment of people living in state-run institutions,
and to hold the government accountable
for their wellbeing. At this first meeting,
Frederick Law Olmstead (co-designer of Central
Park) suggested the name State Charities Aid
Association. While the initials of the association
(SCAA) remain, the organization is now known
as Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy
in honor of its founder.

Since 1990, SCAA has transferred over

100 boxes of material to the Manuscripts and
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Special Collections unit of the New
Library. The archival collection of th
is a rich historical record not only o
nization, but also the history of socia| welfare
public health, and nonprofit OfGanizations
The collection includes over 100 years of
detailed annual reports covering SCAAs state-
wide, county-by-county organizing; legislative
activities; advocacy; and work in public health
and social welfare. The collection also includes
organizational files, correspondence, photo-
graphs, and more.

Items in the collection also shine a light
on the life and work of its founder, Louisa
Schuyler, great-granddaughter of both Philip
Schuyler and Alexander Hamilton. Louisa
organized and advocated on behalf of those
often pushed to the margins of society,
including children and adults living in poverty
and people with mental illness. Her story is an
important example of women in philanthropy
and advocacy during the Gilded Age who used
their social standing, wealth, and connections
to effect societal change.

In 1861, during the Civil War, Louisa Schuyler
served on the Executive Committee of the
Women’s Central Association of Relief (WCAR)
a new organization supporting the war effort
for the Union. In charge of coordinating the
activities of hundreds of similar citizen groups
around the country, Schuyler and her mostly
female associates labored tirelessly t0 mobilize
civilian support of the Union war effort. l
Following the war, Schuyler used her sochlaned
standing and keen organizational SKIHS,N:V
by her Civil War relief efforts, 1 enlist .
York’s most influential minds to sV OT 4:9d
SCAA' board. Early board members&;:i;':d’
Theodore Roosevelt, Frederick La\,\( > \iliam
Charles Loring Brace, Theodore P“'S H’ s
Cullen Bryant, Grace Dodge. Josf‘;mens Rice,
Josephine Shaw Lowell, Gertrude >t
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and Mrs. Hamilton Fish. Some of SCAA’s
earliest financial benefactors were women,
including Anna Harkness and Margaret Sage,
who was married to financier Russell Sage.

SCAA' influence and impact was felt
immediately, thanks to Schuyler’s design of
the organization. She established “visiting
committees” of volunteers to visit public
charitable institutions in every county in the
state, document the experience, make the
public aware of their findings, and report
necessary changes and improvements to the
State Commissioners of Public Charities (later
renamed the State Board of Charities).

In 1875, three years after its founding, SCAA
advanced a bill called the Children’s Law, which
removed children from poorhouses, revolution-
izing the way poor children were treated. The
organization also worked to end preventable
childhood blindness through work closely
associated with the National Committee for the
Prevention of Blindness, and helped create the
first nursing school in the country at Bellevue,
the hospital for the poor in New York City.

Al of these early achievements are docu-
mented in detailed annual reports. Beginning
with reports to the State Board of Charities
written by Schuyler, thorough accounts of
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what the visiting committees witnessed in
state institutions were vital to bringing about
change in how society's most vulnerable were
treated and holding government accountable
for doing better.

Through the first half of the twentieth
century, SCAA effected transformative change:
the organization worked to change tenement
housing laws, helped author the state’s first
modern public health law, educated millions
about tuberculosis through state fair booths
and local outreach, and sought to improve the
lives of children who had lost parents.

Schuyler's legacy of advocacy, compassion,
and leadership lives on 150 years later through
the Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy.
Today, SCAA'S work focuses on advocating for
public policy solutions to eradicate childhood
poverty, from effective tax policy to universal
childcare, from health coverage to child welfare.

Like Schuyler, SCAA believes that transfor-
mational change is possible, and that with the
right public policy in place, government can
be a force for good. ®

Left: The SCAA'
activities were documented
in annual reports.

Above right: The SCAA
sponsored a free
tuberculosis clinic in 1927.

Below right: Schuyler
established the SCAA in
her parlor in 1872.

A description of the
collection contents is
available online at
www.nysl.nysed.gov/
msscfa/sc19816.htm.
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