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Introduction

James Marten

The first children’s magazine published in the United States was called, ap-
propriately enough, the Children’s Magazine. Appearing early in 1789—two 
months before the first session of the first U.S. Congress met in New York 
City—it lasted only a few issues. Calculated for the Use of Families and 
Schools, as its subtitle declared, the magazine was intended to supplement 
the books already in use by American teachers and parents. Although the 
magazine failed to attract a critical mass of subscribers, it nevertheless 
marked the beginning of a new sensibility about the place of children in 
American society.
 Modern readers would not recognize the language and sentiments of 
the Children’s Magazine as particularly child-friendly. But its promise to 
offer articles in a “style and manner . . . expressly calculated for children,” 
in a cheap but pleasing format and on subjects “children can mostly com-
prehend,” signified a recognition of the unique interests and special needs 
of children that few Americans a generation earlier would have thought 
important. The editors intended to address the apparently long-standing 
complaint that most educational materials consisted of long, boring books 
in which the “subjects become familiar and cease to command the atten-
tion” of students. They also promised to engage children at their own level, 
both in the subjects covered and in the language used. The writing would 
be “reduced” to the readers’ “capacities,” and the “variety of subjects” 
would “gratify and keep alive the passion of curiosity, which prompts the 
young mind to exertions.” Youngsters’ “desire for novelty would be satis-
fied with the arrival of a new book every month.”1

 Nearly fifty years later, the first issue of the legendary Youth’s Compan-
ion appeared. Dedicated to the eternal salvation of its many readers, the 
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Youth’s Companion would survive for over a century. But the “prospectus” 
published in the first issue highlighted the importance its editors placed 
on the development of new Americans in the new nation. “This is a day of 
peculiar care for Youth,” they declared. “Christians feel that their children 
must be trained up for Christ. Patriots and philanthropists are making 
rapid improvements in every branch of education. Literature, science, lib-
erty and religion are extending in the earth. The human mind is becom-
ing emancipated from the bondage of ignorance and superstition.” In the 
midst of all this progress, it was equally clear that “our children are born 
to higher destinies than their fathers; they will be actors in a far advanced 
period of the church and the world.” As a result, it behooved parents, edu-
cators, public men, and even editors of children’s magazines to ensure that 
children’s “minds be formed, their hearts prepared, and their characters 
molded for the scenes and the duties of a brighter day.”2

 Despite its excessively didactic tone—at least to twenty-first century 
tastes—The Children’s Magazine reflects in its own small way the commit-
ments to democratizing education and civic engagement inspired by the 
American Revolution. Although tracking the proliferation of magazines 
for children measures a very narrow set of developments, the impres-
sive production from the children’s publishing industry during the years 
between the American Revolution and the 1840s suggest something of 
the evolving conceptions of childhood and youth during that time. The 
appearance, intent, and content of the first American journals intended 
for children and youth all highlight the seriousness with which parents, 
educators, and writers in the new nation took the processing of “Ameri-
canizing” children. Between the publication of the Children’s Magazine in 
1789 and the last issue in 1844 of Parley’s Magazine, a precursor of the 
post−Civil War journals that were published during the “golden age” of 
“juvenile” periodicals, more than one hundred different magazines in-
tended for children and youth appeared. Although many were narrowly 
conceived Sunday School magazines, some reflected an expanding con-
cept of childhood. The Youth’s Cabinet; Devoted to Liberty, Peace, Temper-
ance, and Religious, Moral, Intellectual, and Physical Education offered an 
ambitious menu of purposes in the late 1830s, while the Juvenile Gazette 
was, according to its subtitle, an Amusing Repository for Youth—and was 
edited during its several months of publication in the late 1820s by a fif-
teen-year-old New Englander. The Slave’s Friend, published from 1836 to 
1839, combined moral instruction with abolitionism, while the Cold Water 
Army guided youngsters toward the temperance movement in the early 
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1840s. Some magazines lasted for a generation, some for only a few vol-
umes, but clearly much had changed during the half-century since the 
brief life of the Children’s Magazine.3

 The table of contents for the last volume of Parley’s Magazine demon-
strates how the limited, provincial magazine world of the late eighteenth 
century had opened up by 1844. Fourteen illustrative medallions leaped 
from the frontispiece, providing portholes to the wide world: they featured 
an astronomer, a church, a farmer, an ostrich, a lion, an elephant, a sailing 
ship, a globe, and other pictures displaying the exotic and the mundane. 
The articles listed in the three-page table of contents for volume 12 ranged 
from “Advertising in Norway,” “Alligators and Crocodiles,” and “American 
Climate” through “Green Spectacles,” “Hypochondriac,” and “Lady Jane 
Gray,” and all the way to “Origin of Lynching,” “Rose—How to Increase 
Fragrance,” “Something about Cats and Dogs,” and, appropriately, “Yankee 
Doodle, Origin of.”4

 Although it remained highly moralistic and American-centric, Par-
ley’s Magazine, compared to the earliest magazines for children, offered 
its readers a wide array of cultural references, sketches of faraway places, 
natural history, amusing anecdotes, and descriptions of exotic foods, ani-
mals, and customs. The democratization of knowledge articulated by the 
editors of the Children’s Magazine had been expanded, as had the mission 
to seize and keep young readers’ loyalty with articles speaking to their in-
terests and their attention spans. The world of children—at least the world 
presented to the middle-class children who read Parley’s Magazine—had 
become more open, more complex, more exciting. The magazine was also 
bigger, with perhaps three hundred articles, travelogues, puzzles, anec-
dotes, and excerpts, along with about a hundred illustrations, in each four 
hundred-page volume (figure 1).
 The expanding scope of children’s magazines reflected in a small way 
the massive changes sweeping the United States and the opportunities 
they presented. As the political system became more democratic—at least 
for white men—the importance of creating an educated, committed citi-
zenry rose. As a free-market system replaced the imperfect mercantilism 
of the British era, the opportunity for success and the danger of failure 
were enhanced, and a nascent class system developed. As established 
churches were disestablished and the Second Great Awakening brought 
Protestants into closer communion with their God, alternative routes to 
salvation appeared. As Americans migrated into Tennessee and Kentucky, 
into the Ohio country and the Mississippi Valley, and into Texas and even 
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Figure 1 The title page of Parley’s Magazine showed the natural, historical, and 
geographic worlds to which young readers would be exposed. Parley’s Magazine 12 
(January 1, 1844).
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Oregon, new lifestyles, shaped by economic necessity and climate, arose. 
Not surprisingly, the ensuing contact with other cultures, including His-
panic, French, and Native American, accelerated the process of intercul-
tural exchange.
 Joyce Appleby has argued that “the egalitarian spirit promoted by the 
Revolution might have remained a patriotic sentiment had not the rush to 
new lands, the religious revivals, and the prosperity that brought the ac-
coutrements of refinement to an ever-widening circle of families strength-
ened the hand of those who longed for comprehensive social change.” 
Although historians are still divided about whether the Revolution was 
truly revolutionary, the material results of war and expansion in the de-
cades afterwards clearly instituted changes that had deep ramifications for 
family structure and children’s lives. Appleby argues that equality—or at 
least the rhetoric of equality—lessened apparent social differences, while 
at the same time economic and geographic expansion and mobility (both 
up and down) provided wider opportunities for success and failure. And 
ethnic homogeneity among the nonenslaved portion of the population 
ensured that, at least until Roman Catholic and non-English-speaking im-
migrants began arriving in large numbers late in the period, Americans 
could take comfort in a basic racial equality.5

 As a result, new choices and opportunities emerged in virtually ev-
ery facet of life during the years between the American Revolution and 
the 1840s. And as Americans tried to determine what it meant to be an 
American, they also wondered what it meant to be an American child. 
Colonial Americans had certainly worried about their children. Puritans, 
for instance, feared that their experiment in communal religion would be 
threatened if children were not brought up in a way pleasing in the eyes of 
God. That rather defensive, even fearful approach to childhood and youth 
gave way after the Revolution to a more optimistic campaign to integrate 
young Americans into the republican experiment.
 Moreover, the development of what we would recognize as “mod-
ern” ideas about children and youth began during the period immedi-
ately following the American Revolution. As the forms and assumptions 
of the new nation sprang to life and evolved, certain ideas about child-
hood emerged. Although these ideals were not necessarily realized during 
this period—nor would ever be realized for all American children—they 
became powerful symbols of and even models for childhood and youth. 
Hints of what it meant to be “middle class” began to emerge during this 
time, including assumptions about caring for and educating children. 
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These concepts included the nurturing potential of the nuclear family, the 
connection between child-rearing practices and citizenship, the optimistic 
notion that education was a right rather than a privilege, and the belief (or 
at least the kernel that by 1900 would grow into belief) that society had a 
responsibility to children whose families were unable to care for them.
 There is much that the larger history of the early republic can tell us 
about the lives of children, and much that the experiences of children can 
reveal about the nature of the early republic. As Jacqueline S. Reinier has 
written, the rise of the United States and the struggle by the founders and 
their successors to make a workable definition of republicanism led di-
rectly to “the staggering notion that one could mold the human personal-
ity in a desired direction,” which, in turn, “generated optimism that a truly 
new affectionate and voluntary society could emerge.” Few human institu-
tions were untouched by this confidence and optimism. “In a general re-
volt against tyranny and patriarchy,” Reinier writes, “philosophers, physi-
cians, journalists, and printers championed and publicized the affectionate 
nuclear family”; this conception of the family, along with the new notion 
of companionate marriage, stressed “voluntary ties” and made the family 
“a kind of school for citizenship.” Enlightenment notions of the “malleable 
child” led to the belief that youngsters could be “shaped by affectionate 
parents and educators” into “material for the virtuous, autonomous adult.” 
All would help create and sustain the republican experiment. “Republi-
can virtue”—the moral center of the republican ideology that fueled the 
revolution and inspired the government of the new nation—depended 
on a disinterested, engaged, and incorruptible citizenry, and Americans 
consciously defined assumptions and built institutions devoted to shaping 
their children into young republicans.6

 Reinier stresses several influences that shaped attitudes about and the 
lives of children in the new republic: Enlightenment child-rearing advice 
and revolutionary ideology; the “democratization” of medicine and in-
creasing awareness that children required separate treatment; the evolu-
tion of Protestant theology and the creation of Sunday schools and other 
institutions that highlighted “character” as an American trait; the devel-
opment of public schools as a laboratory for republican behavior; and the 
integration of children into the free-market workplace as yet another way 
to instill the values of hard work, modesty, independence, and other nec-
essary traits that combined to form “character.”
 Like virtually all works on the history of children and youth, this an-
thology deals with both aspirations and reality, with how adults believed 
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children should live and how children actually lived, with the sometimes 
conflicting points of view of parents and their offspring. Children have al-
ways been seen as the embodiment of the future, and to that extent their 
well-being and education and nurturing have always been important. But 
the successful eruption of democracy combined with the rise of roman-
tic visions of childhood suggested somewhat sternly by John Locke and 
popularized by Rousseau a century and a few decades prior to the nine-
teenth century, respectively, called for new approaches to rearing and ap-
preciating children. This “newfound significance of children for the future 
republic,” as Steven Mintz calls it, took on even greater importance as the 
proportion of the population under the age of sixteen rose to half and 
stayed there during the first part of the nineteenth century. The growing 
percentage of the population composed of children and the increasing se-
riousness with which adults thought about them gave rise to a generation 
of child advice books. “When the republic was young,” writes Anne Scott 
MacLeod, “and national feeling ran high, concern for the future of the 
new nation and for the children who would soon be its active citizens 
became thoroughly intertwined.” Advice books guided parents and educa-
tors in their efforts to build character in future republicans. Children were 
everywhere, and Americans were inspired to integrate them into the ide-
ology of the republic and the future of its political and economic systems. 
Children and Youth in a New Nation contributes to our understanding of 
this conflation of national purpose and child development.7

 Although this book roughly covers the seventy years after 1776, it is less 
about a specific time period than it is about a state of mind, as economic, 
geographic, and cultural developments forced Americans to continually 
define and redefine what it meant to be an American and what it meant 
to be a child in a new republic. There is no unifying argument as such, 
although all of the authors seek to answer the question: How can integrat-
ing the histories of the first decades of the United States and of American 
childhood enrich our understanding of both?
 Although this is decidedly not a general history of childhood dur-
ing this period, the authors introduce a number of the many versions of 
childhood that existed in parallel in the new nation, from the old colonies 
of Massachusetts and Virginia to the developing states along the Missis-
sippi River. Where possible, they have explored the effects of race, class, 
and gender on the lives of American children. Taken together, the essays 
offer a sampling of ideas and experiences related to childhood during a 
formative period in American history.
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 The thirteen selections are divided into five parts. Part I begins with 
the Revolution itself and explores how American children and youth 
participated in and learned from the revolt and its aftermaths. Part II ex-
amines “ideal” childhoods as they were theorized by emerging religious 
denominations and by competing ethnic groups on the frontier. Part III 
shows how educators struggled to determine how the society that came 
out of the Revolution could best be served by its educational systems. Part 
IV foreshadows future “child-saving” efforts by reformers committed to 
constructing adequate systems of public health and child welfare institu-
tions. Finally, Part V’s three chapters contain lengthy excerpts from pri-
mary documents, both diaries and memoirs, that expand on the themes 
and arguments introduced in the essays and offer the points of view of 
children or of adults reflecting on their childhoods. Throughout, the au-
thors introduce aspects of the “interior” lives of children and the ways in 
which society acted on them, creating the potential for conflict between 
public and private practices and values. They also consider the ways in 
which the democratization of politics, the establishment of religious free-
dom, the rise of the rule of law, and the devotion to property rights—all 
central components of the ideology that fueled the Revolution and shaped 
the new constitution—carried over into the lives of children. The empha-
sis on rights emerged alongside an emphasis on duty, as responsible child 
rearing evolved during this period from a personal choice to a civic duty; 
being a good parent and a good child became a patriotic duty. Finally, 
several of the essays show that children and youth in the new nation, as 
in all times and in all places, insisted on shaping their environment and 
exerting agency in their own upbringing.
 Although the present volume focuses on the ways in which the devel-
opment of the Republic and the emergence of new conceptualizations of 
childhood and youth were inextricably connected, it also shows that vir-
tually all the issues raised by the authors transcend this period. Indeed, 
the ways in which Americans remembered and defined the Revolution 
continued to evolve; the ethnic, religious, and economic distinctions be-
tween groups of children would play—and continue to play—a huge role 
in American childhoods; the appropriate values to be reflected in educa-
tional institutions and school curricula are still hot-button topics; and the 
care of youngsters who fall outside the mainstream ethnic and economic 
groups has never been absent from the conversation about public policy 
and children. The issues raised during the age of the early republic con-
tinue to animate discussions about children and youth in our society and 
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remain central questions in the quest by historians to better understand 
the historical processes that have shaped our nation.
 Lucy Larcom’s gentle and detailed A New England Girlhood: Outlined 
from Memory is a priceless if romanticized source for understanding the 
lives of children in the early nineteenth century. Published in 1889, it de-
scribed a rather hardscrabble upbringing. Larcom’s father died when she 
was quite young, forcing her mother to take in boarders and Larcom and 
her sisters to take their places among the famous “Lowell girls” in the 
mills of Lowell, Massachusetts. Larcom would later teach school in Illinois 
and gain fame as a public speaker, essayist, poet, and editor of Our Young 
Folks, perhaps the best magazine for children produced in the nineteenth 
century.
 Larcom consciously explored the shifting contours of New England 
life as traditional customs slowly gave way to “modern” ways. Her lov-
ing descriptions of her little village and its people, like the essays in this 
anthology, indicate that the conversion from colonies to new nation was 
not instantaneous and that some traditions changed slowly or were simply 
covered with layers of new assumptions and laws.
 “We were rather a young nation at this time,” she wrote of her girl-
hood. She was born in 1824, two years prior to the fiftieth anniversary of 
the Declaration of Independence, and, in effect, grew up with her coun-
try. Because the country was so young, she could say that her generation’s 
“republicanism was fresh and wide-awake.” George Washington’s legend 
had not dulled, and Larcom’s hometown of Beverly still buzzed about the 
visit several years earlier of the Marquis de Lafayette, the French hero of 
the Revolution. Children still turned out for the excitement of watching 
the militia drill and parade on “training day,” when Americans celebrated 
their amateur soldiers and renewed their vows to defend it with their 
blood. She recalled the Fourth of July (with Thanksgiving, the only major 
holidays “that we made much account of ”) as “a far more well behaved 
festival” than when she wrote late in the nineteenth century. Church bells 
rang all day, and cannons were fired first thing in the morning and at 
noon. Fireworks, apparently too expensive, played little part in the cel-
ebration. Rather, “somebody delivered an oration; there was a good deal 
said about ‘this universal Yankee nation’; some rockets went up from Sa-
lem in the evening; we watched them from the hill, and then went to bed, 
feeling that we had been good patriots.”8

 Although she never married or bore children and although, unlike 
most women of the time, she made her living very publicly, in most ways 
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Larcom grew into the kind of patriotic, responsible, pious, and modest 
person that good republican children were supposed to become. Her 
thoughtful memories and observations will help introduce the several 
sections of this anthology.
 Those five sections are followed by a set of study questions that will 
help readers explore the themes presented by the essays, documents, and 
illustrations. Finally, a brief historiographical essay and a selected bibli-
ography of crucial secondary sources can be found in the “Suggested 
Readings.”
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