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1 The roda dos expostos [foundling wheel] was a wooden structure used to deposit children anonymously. When the nurse heard the bell (which rang outside), she went to the structure and 
turned it to collect the baby that had just been deposited. 
2 Although the headquarters of  the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa, within the All Saints Hospital building (managed by the Misericórdia de Lisboa), were destroyed by the 1755 
earthquake, the documentation in this archival section was secured, presumably transferred to other spaces a few years earlier, as would happen afterwards with the foundlings 
and their caregivers. Cf. Relação verdadeira, e individual do formidavel incendio, que se ateou no Hospital Real de Todos os Santos da cidade de Lisboa, em 10 de Agosto, deste anno de 1750. Lisboa: 
na officina de Manoel Soares, 1750.

Hospital de Todos-os-Santos [All Saints Hospital] received since 1504 - the year the Regimento [rules of  procedure] were 
approved - the abandoned or orphaned children of  the city. Minors were placed in the Hospital wheel so this 
institution would foster, support, and educate them1. 
 
Since 1564 the Hospital administration was entrusted to the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa. Some years later,  
in the aftermath of  the devastating earthquake on November 1, 1755, that Confraternity took on the direct 
responsibility for assisting unprotected children, creating the Hospital dos Expostos [Foundling Hospital]. 
 
Therefore, a considerable collection of  documents (almost 200 linear metres) relating to the assistance of  foundlings, 
covering a period dating back to the 17th century2, is preserved in the Historical Archive of  the Santa Casa da 
Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML). This collection includes different archival series, with common and 
complementary information. Some of  these series are rare, such as the foundling tokens, which consist in 
handwritten notes that were left with some children when they were placed on the wheel. Sometimes these 
documents were accompanied by other pieces of  various types. The tokens, in their simplest form (only a 
handwritten note) or more complex (note accompanied by an object), were intended to identify the minors, when 
the parents wanted - or could - claim them. Whoever presented a document matching the token left with the child 
would prove they were the minor�s parent and could claim them. Some of  these documents had an irregular cut-
out for validation purposes, providing a specific fit of  both parts (the token and the respective countersign).  
 

 

399

_THE SANTA CASA DA MISERICÓRDIA DE LISBOA  
AND THE FOUNDLING TOKENS 
 
Francisco d�Orey Manoel 
Historical Archive of  Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML) 
 
Nelson Moreira Antão 
Historical Archive of  Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML)



3  Token of  Inês Maria, foundling  No. 288, of  1690. AHSCML, Criação dos expostos, Entradas de expostos, Entradas e batismos, Sinais de entrada (reference code: PT-
SCMLSB SCML/CE/EE/EB/08/000/001).

In addition, tokens were used to convey information about the minor and to share concerns, make requests, share 
suffering, and register the reasons for abandonment. Sometimes the handwritten note was accompanied by ribbons, 
a little shoe, or even a playing card, a coin, a sock embroidered by the mother or some other symbolic artefact. 
These pieces also demonstrated the desire to place the foundling not only under the protection and support of  a 
reputable institution, but also under the protection and safeguard of  a divine or sacred element (images of  Saints, 
medals, crucifixes, etc.), a secular element (amulets in the shape of  a fig or four-leaf  clover, etc.), or even affective 
element (a strand of  the mother�s hair, a picture of  the father, or even the family necklace, earring, or ring). 
 
The Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa has the largest collection of  these tokens, both in number (more than 87 
thousand) and in terms of  chronological range (from 1790 to 1926). This chronological timeline is extended by 
nine additional tokens, the oldest from 1658, and the others from between 16903 and 1788. 
 
These documents are very rare - even considering other European countries that had the same assistance solution 
to shelter unprotected children -, because with time all these documents were considered to have no informative 
value and destroyed. 
 
Due to their diversity, the tokens represent records that allow the compendium of  a great deal of  information.  
In addition, they reveal deep feelings, often filled with spirituality, love, suffering, delusion, or anguish that led to 
abandonment. Therefore, the tokens gather an unusual source of  information - often with hidden messages - which 
allow the study of  various themes, particularly associated with: 

� religiosity and superstition; 
� decorative or artistic shapes present in some tokens; 
� analysis of  the cloths used at a given time; 
� history, sociology or anthropology; 
� as well as possible influences of  other cultures in Portuguese reality. 

 
As an example, we can highlight some tokens of  foundlings that portray and testify historical moments and political, 
social, and economic circumstances, such as the French invasions (period when the tokens convey messages revealing 
the population�s migration movement to Lisbon, fleeing from the invaders). Or those reflecting life during the 
Portuguese civil war, in the 1830s, some with explicit support for the absolutist cause or, in contrast, adherence to 
the new liberal ideas. 
 
The responsibility for rearing the foundlings was given to the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa. In a Royal letter, 
dated February 8, 1768, the monarch granted this confraternity the old Casa Professa de São Roque (which previously 
belonged to the Society of  Jesus) to install their headquarters and the dependencies for sheltering foundlings and 
raising orphans. For this reason, when the new installations of  All Saints Hospital were inaugurated in 1775, under 
the name of  Hospital de São José, this institution was then disassociated from a role that, for centuries, it played in 
assisting underprivileged children. 
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Token of  Maria Josefa da Silva, foundling no. 480 of  1697
This 17th century token is found attached to the record of  the child�s admission.
[Note: the oldest token preserved in the Misericórdia of  Lisbon is from 1658]
Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML),
Criação dos expostos, Entradas de Expostos, Entradas e batismos, 
Livros de registo de entradas de expostos, liv. n.º 11 (1695-1697), f. 472, registo n.º 480
(ref. cod: PT-SCMLSB/SCML/CE/EB/01/11/1481)

Token of  Manuel, foundling no. 376 of  1793
Includes a measure of  Senhor Jesus da Paciência in pink silk, with stencil, 

as well as a pink and blue scapular, embroidered with sequins, silver and gold threads, 
a green bow, and a tassel of  the same colour.

Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML),
Criação dos expostos, Entradas de Expostos, Entradas e batismos,

Sinais de entrada
(ref. cod.: PT -SCMLSB SCML/CE/EE/EB/08/004/161)
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Proceedings for the delivery of  Catarina, foundling no. 1633 of  1848
Includes the token and counter token, which consist in manuscript notes (with cut for validation), as well as two white and blue

ribbons, with geometric motifs.
Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHCML),

Criação dos expostos, Entregas de expostos a pais, 
Processos de entrega

(ref. cod.: PT -SCMLSB SCML/CE/EP/02/025/041)

Token of  Inácia, foundling no. 1226 of  1799
Includes the drawing of  a Star of  David and a blue ribbon with yellow stripes.
Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML),
Criação dos expostos, Entradas de Expostos, Entradas e batismos,
Sinais de entrada
(ref. cod.: PT -SCMLSB SCML/CE/EE/EB/08/010/577)



Token of  Avelino, foundling no. 2482 of  1867
Includes a heart in purple fabric, embroidered 
with gold thread and blue beads, wherein rests 
a lock of  brown hair.
Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia 
de Lisboa (AHSCML),
Criação dos expostos, Entradas de Expostos, Entradas e batismos,
Sinais de entrada
(ref. cod: PT -SCMLSB SCML/CE/EE/EB/08/078/1540)

Token of  Guilhermina Maria, foundling no. 97 of  1863
The note presents a cut for the purpose of  validation, 

and is signed with the initials J. M.
Includes two playing cards, the king of  clubs and the king of  spades, both with

cut for the purpose of  validation.
Arquivo Histórico da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (AHSCML),

Criação dos expostos, Entradas de Expostos, Entradas e batismos, 
Sinais de entrada

(ref. cod: PT -SCMLSB SCML/CE/EE/EB/08/074/0063)


