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When I wrote the ‘Frugal Housewife,’ some booksellers declined
publishing it, on account of the great variety of cookery books already
in the market. I was perfectly aware of this circumstance; but among
them all, I did not know of one suited to the wants of the middling
class in our own country. I believed such a book was needed; and the
sale of more than six thousand copies in one year has proved that I was
right in my conjecture.

If the same remark is made with regard to adding another to the
numerous books on education, I have the same answer to give—I do not
know of one adapted to popular use in this country.

I make no pretensions to great originality. The leading principles
contained in this little volume have already been advanced in the
standard works on education; and I owe a great deal to frequent
conversations with an intelligent and judicious mother. Perhaps some
will think there is egotism and presumption in the frequent repetition
of ‘I think,’ and ‘I believe,’ and ‘It is my
opinion’—but it must be remembered that this could not well be
avoided in a work where familiarity and directness of expression were
particularly required.

I have endeavored to give the result of my own reading and observation
in maxims of plain practical good-sense, written with earnestness and
simplicity of style. How far I have succeeded must be decided by my
readers.
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I cannot offer a better or more appropriate introduction to this work,
than an extract from Mr. Francis’ Discourse on Errors in Education.

‘It is not easy to estimate the influence even of what may seem an
inconsiderable effort, when directed to such an object as education.
It has been said, that a stone thrown into the sea agitates more or
less every drop in that vast expanse of waters. So it may be with the
influence we exert on the minds and hearts of the young. Who can tell
what may be the effects of a single good principle deeply fixed, a
single pure and virtuous association strongly riveted, a single happy
turn effectually given to the thoughts and affections? It may spread a
salutary and sacred influence over the whole life and through the whole
mass of the character of the child. Nay, more, as the characters of
others, who are to come after him, may, and probably will, depend much
on his, the impulse we give may not cease in him who first received it:
it may go down from one generation to another, widening and deepening
its influences as it goes, reaching forth with various modifications,
more or less direct, till the track of its agency shall be completely
beyond human calculation.’

‘We are told, that when Antipater demanded of the Lacedemonians
fifty of their children as hostages, they replied that they would
rather surrender fifty of the most eminent men in the state, whose
principles were already formed, than children to whom the want of early
instruction would be a loss altogether irreparable. The Spartans were
wise; and shall Christians be less so? Oh no;—for we believe that
our labor cannot perish even with life;—we believe that, even if the
inscrutable providence of God removes these objects of affection from
us, neither the pleasure they have poured into our hearts, nor the good
we have imparted to them will, or can, be lost.’
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Few people think that the management of very young babes has anything
to do with their future dispositions and characters; yet I believe
it has more influence than can easily be calculated. One writer on
education even ventures to say, that the heaviness of the Dutch and
the vivacity of the French are owing to the different manner in which
infants are treated in those two countries.

The Dutch keep their children in a state of repose, always rocking,
or jogging them; the French are perpetually tossing them about, and
showing them lively tricks. I think a medium between these two extremes
would be the most favorable to a child’s health and faculties.

An infant is, for a while, totally ignorant of the use of the senses
with which he is endowed. At first, he does not see objects; and when
he sees them, he does not know that he can touch them. ‘He is obliged
to serve an apprenticeship to the five senses,’ and at every step he
needs assistance in learning his trade. Any one can see that assistance
tends to quicken the faculties, by observing how much faster a babe
improves, when daily surrounded by little brothers and sisters.

But in trying to excite an infant’s attention, care should be taken
not to confuse and distract him. His soul, like his body, is weak, and
requires to have but little sustenance at a time, and to have it often.
Gentleness, patience, and love, are almost everything in education;
especially to those helpless little creatures, who have just entered
into a world where everything is new and strange to them. Gentleness is
a sort of mild atmosphere; and it enters into a child’s soul, like the
sunshine into the rose-bud, slowly but surely expanding it into beauty
and vigor.

All loud noises and violent motions should be avoided. They pain an
infant’s senses, and distract his faculties. I have seen impatient
nurses thrust a glaring candle before the eyes of a fretful babe, or
drum violently on the table, or rock the cradle like an earth-quake.
These things may stop a child’s cries for a short time, because the
pain they occasion his senses draws his attention from the pain which
first induces him to cry; but they do not comfort or soothe him. As
soon as he recovers from the distraction they have occasioned, he will
probably cry again, and even louder than before. Besides the pain given
to his mind, violent measures are dangerous to the bodily senses.
Deafness and weakness of eye-sight may no doubt often be attributed to
such causes as I have mentioned; and physicians are agreed that the
dropsy on the brain is frequently produced by violent rocking.

Unless a child’s cries are occasioned by sharp bodily pain, they may
usually be pacified by some pleasing object, such as stroking a kitten,
or patting the dog; and if their tears are really occasioned by acute
pain, is it not cruel to add another suffering, by stunning them with
noise, or blinding them with light?

Attention should be early aroused by presenting attractive
objects—things of bright and beautiful colors, but not glaring—and
sounds pleasant and soft to the ear. When you have succeeded in
attracting a babe’s attention to any object, it is well to let him
examine it just as long as he chooses. Every time he turns it over,
drops it, and takes it up again, he adds something to the little stock
of his scanty experience. When his powers of attention are wearied, he
will soon enough show it by his actions. A multitude of new playthings,
crowded upon him one after another, only serve to confuse him. He does
not learn as much, because he does not have time to get acquainted
with the properties of any one of them. Having had his little mind
excited by a new object, he should be left in quiet, to toss, and turn,
and jingle it, to his heart’s content. If he look up in the midst of
his play, a smile should be always ready for him, that he may feel
protected and happy in the atmosphere of love.

It is important that children, even when babes, should never be
spectators of anger, or any evil passion. They come to us from heaven,
with their little souls full of innocence and peace; and, as far as
possible, a mother’s influence should not interfere with the influence
of angels.

The first and most important thing, in order to effect this is, that
the mother should keep her own spirit in tranquillity and purity;
for it is beyond all doubt that the state of a mother affects her
child. There are proofs that it is true, both with regard to mind and
body. A mere babe will grieve and sob at the expression of distress
on a mother’s countenance; he cannot possibly know what that
expression means, but he feels that it is something painful—his
mother’s state affects him.

Effects on the bodily constitution will be more readily believed than
effects on the mind, because the most thoughtless can see the one, and
they cannot see the other. Children have died in convulsions, in
consequence of nursing a mother, while under the influence of violent
passion or emotion; and who can tell how much of moral evil may
be traced to the states of mind indulged by a mother, while tending the
precious little being, who receives everything from her?

Therefore the first rule, and the most important of all, in education,
is, that a mother govern her own feelings, and keep her heart and
conscience pure.

The next most important thing appears to me to be, that a mother, as
far as other duties will permit, take the entire care of her own child.
I am aware that people of moderate fortune cannot attend exclusively
to an infant. Other cares claim a share of attention, and sisters,
or domestics, must be intrusted; but where this must necessarily be
the case, the infant should, as much as possible, feel its mother’s
guardianship. If in the same room, a smile, or a look of fondness,
should now and then be bestowed upon him; and if in an adjoining room,
some of the endearing appellations to which he has been accustomed,
should once in a while meet his ear. The knowledge that his natural
protector and best friend is near, will give him a feeling of safety
and protection alike conducive to his happiness and beneficial to his
temper.

You may say, perhaps, that a mother’s instinct teaches fondness, and
there is no need of urging that point; but the difficulty is, mothers
are sometimes fond by fits and starts—they follow impulse, not
principle. Perhaps the cares of the world vex or discourage you—and
you do not, as usual, smile upon your babe when he looks up earnestly
in your face,—or you are a little impatient at his fretfulness. Those
who know your inquietudes may easily excuse this; but what does the
innocent being before you know of care and trouble? And why should
you distract his pure nature by the evils you have received from a
vexatious world? It does you no good, and it injures him.

Do you say it is impossible always to govern one’s feelings? There is
one method, a never-failing one—prayer. It consoles and strengthens
the wounded heart, and tranquillizes the most stormy passions. You will
say, perhaps, that you have not leisure to pray every time your temper
is provoked, or your heart is grieved.—It requires no time—the inward
ejaculation of ‘Lord, help me to overcome this temptation,’ may be
made in any place and amid any employments; and if uttered in humble
sincerity, the voice that said to the raging waters, ‘Peace! Be still!’
will restore quiet to your troubled soul.

As the first step in education, I have recommended gentle, but constant
efforts to attract the attention, and improve the bodily senses. I
would here suggest the importance of preserving the organs of those
senses in full vigor. For instance, the cradle should be so placed
that the face of the infant may be in shade. A stream of light is
dangerous to his delicate organs of vision; and if it be allowed to
come in at one side, he may turn his eyes, in the effort to watch it.
Glaring red curtains and brilliantly striped Venetian carpeting are bad
things in a nursery, for similar reasons.

I have said nothing concerning the physical wants of children,—their
food, diseases, &c,—because such subjects are not embraced in the
design of the present work.

The judicious and experienced are universally agreed that
the best books for these purposes are, ‘Dewees’ Treatise
upon Children,’ and ‘Advice to Young Mothers, By a
Grandmother.’
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The cultivation of the affections comes next to the development of the
bodily senses; or rather they may be said to begin together, so early
does the infant heart receive impressions. The uniform gentleness, to
which I have before alluded, and the calm state of the mother’s own
feelings, have much to do with the affections of the child.

Kindness toward animals is of great importance. Children should be
encouraged in pitying their distress; and if guilty of any violent
treatment toward them, they should see that you are grieved and
displeased at such conduct.

Before showing any disapprobation of his conduct, however, it should be
explained to a very young child when he really does hurt an animal; for
young children are often cruel from the mere thoughtlessness of frolic;
they strike an animal as they would strike a log of wood, without
knowing that they occasion pain.

I once saw a mother laugh very heartily at the distressed face of a
kitten, which a child of two years old was pulling backward by the
tail. At last, the kitten, in self-defence, turned and scratched the
boy. He screamed, and his mother ran to him, kissed the wound, and beat
the poor kitten, saying all the time, ‘Naughty kitten, to scratch John!
I’ll beat her for scratching John! There, ugly puss!’

This little incident, trifling as it seems, no doubt had important
effects on the character of the child; especially as a mother, who
would do such a thing once, would be very likely to do it habitually.

In the first place, the child was encouraged in cruelty, by seeing that
it gave his mother amusement. Had she explained to him that he was
hurting the kitten, and expressed her pity by saying, ‘Oh, don’t hurt
kitty—she is a good little puss—and she loves John’—what a different
impression would have been made on his infant heart!

In the next place, the kitten was struck for defending herself; this
was injustice to the injured animal, and a lesson of tyranny to the
boy. In the third place, striking the kitten because she had scratched
him, was teaching him retaliation. For that reason, a chair or a
foot-stool, against which he had accidentally hurt himself, should
never be struck, or treated in an angry manner. You know, to be
sure, that an inanimate object is not capable of feeling pain; but your
infant does not know it; the influence upon him is, that it is
right to injure when we are injured.

It is a common opinion that a spirit of revenge is natural
to children. No doubt bad temper, as well as other evils, moral and
physical, are often hereditary—and here is a fresh reason for being
good ourselves, if we would have our children good. But allowing that
evil propensities are hereditary, and therefore born with children, how
are they excited, and called into action?

First, by the influences of the nursery—those early influences, which,
beginning as they do with life itself, are easily mistaken for the
operations of nature; and in the second place, by the temptations of
the world.

Now, if a child has ever so bad propensities, if the influences of the
nursery be pure and holy, his evils will never be excited, or roused
into action, until his understanding is enlightened, and his principles
formed, so that he has power to resist them. The temptations of the
world will then do him no harm; he will ‘overcome evil with good.’

But if, on the other hand, the influences of the nursery are bad, the
weak passions of the child are strengthened before his understanding
is made strong; he gets into habits of evil before he is capable of
perceiving that they are evil. Consequently, when he comes out into the
world, he brings no armor against its temptations. Evil is within and
without. And should the Lord finally bring him out of Egypt, it must
be after a dark, and weary bondage.

The mind of a child is not like that of a grown person, too full and
too busy to observe everything; it is a vessel empty and pure—always
ready to receive, and always receiving.

Every look, every movement, every expression, does something toward
forming the character of the little heir to immortal life.

Do you regard it as too much trouble thus to keep watch over yourself?
Surely the indulgence of evil is no privilege: the yoke of goodness is
far lighter and easier to bear, than the bondage of evil. Is not the
restraint you impose upon yourself for the good of your child, blessed,
doubly blessed, to your own soul? Does not the little cherub in this
way guide you to heaven, marking the pathway by the flowers he scatters
as he goes.

The rule, then, for developing good affections in a child is, that he
never be allowed to see or feel the influence of bad passions, even in
the most trifling things; and in order to effect this, you must drive
evil passions out of your own heart. Nothing can be real that has not
its home within us. The only sure way, as well as the easiest,
to appear good, is to be good.

It is not possible to indulge anger, or any other wrong feeling, and
conceal it entirely. If not expressed in words, a child feels
the baneful influence. Evil enters into his soul, as the imperceptible
atmosphere he breathes enters into his lungs: and the beautiful little
image of God is removed farther and farther from his home in heaven.
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The first effort of intellect is to associate the names of objects with
the sight of them. To assist a babe in this particular, when you direct
his attention to any object, speak the name of the object, slowly and
distinctly. After a few times, he will know the thing by its name; and
if you say Dog, when the dog is not in the room, he will show that he
knows what you mean, by looking round in search of him.

By degrees, a few words can be added. He will soon learn to repeat,
‘Good little dog;’ and though he may not have very exact ideas of what
good means, the tone of the voice, and the manner in which you speak,
will make him think it is something pleasant. When you draw a child’s
attention to a living thing, it is well to accompany it with some
endearment to the animal; this will awaken his affections, as well as
his thoughts. In teaching a child to talk, low, mild tones should be
used.

Too much cannot be said on the importance of giving children early
habits of observation. This must be done by teaching them to pay
attention to surrounding objects, and to inquire the why and wherefore
of everything. No doubt many mothers will say, ‘I cannot thus train
the minds of my children; for it is my misfortune not to have had an
education myself.’ This answer is very frequently given; and if by
education is meant book-learning, the excuse is indeed a poor one.
Good judgment, kind feelings, and habitual command over one’s own
passions, are necessary in the education of children; but learning is
not necessary. The mother, who has had no other advantages than are
furnished by a public school in a remote country village, knows a great
many more things than a child of three or four years can possibly know.
Early accustom your children to inquire about the things they handle.
What if you cannot always answer them? You do them an immense deal of
good by giving their minds active habits. If a spirit of inquiry is
once aroused, it will, sooner or later, find means to satisfy itself;
and thus the inquisitive boy will become an energetic, capable man.

I will give some familiar instances of what I mean. Generally speaking,
when mothers have done superintending domestic concerns for the day,
and have seated themselves, to ‘take some comfort,’ as the phrase is,
‘with their children,’ they spend the time in trotting them, or shaking
the rattle, or dragging about the little cart, or repeating over and
over again, ‘pat a cake, pat a cake.’ Now this is extremely well; and
should on no account be omitted. But something ought to be mixed with
these plays to give the child habits of thought. Toys amuse him for the
time; but he grows weary of them, and when he does not hear, or see
them, they do not furnish anything for him to think about. But should
you, while tossing a ball, stop and say, ‘This ball is round;
this little tea-table is square. Now George knows what
round and square mean,’—it would give him something to
think about. When he has a new toy, he will think to himself whether it
is round or square. It is not well to tell him more than one thing at
a time, or to enter into any detailed explanations. It is a bad thing
to have infant attention wearied. It is enough for him to know that the
ball is round and the table square. When he is older, you can explain
to him that a square has always equal sides, and that the edge of a
round thing is always equally distant from the centre.

Another day, should you show him your ball of yarn, and ask him if it
be round or square, the chance is, he will answer correctly. If he does
recollect what you have told him, it will make his little heart very
happy; and should you reward his answer with a smile and a kiss, you
will undoubtedly have done much to awaken his powers of observation.

So much for the first step.—At another time, should you chance to be
spinning a dollar, or a cent, for his amusement, you can, in the midst
of the play, stop and say, ‘This dollar is round, as well as the ball;
but the dollar is flat, and the ball is not flat. If George puts his
hand on the dollar, he will feel that it is flat; and if he puts his
hand on the ball, he will feel that it is not flat. Now George knows
what flat means.’ Here I would remark, that if the child is
impatient to have the dollar spinning, and does not love to hear about
its form, it is unwise to cross his inclinations. We never remember
so well what we do not love to hear; and forced instruction is apt to
injure the temper, and give an early aversion to knowledge.

We are apt to forget that things long familiar to us are entirely
unknown to an infant. There is hardly anything connected with his
little wants, which may not be made a pleasant medium of instruction.
When eating a piece of bread, the following questions may be asked and
answered. ‘What is bread made of?’ ‘I don’t know; what is it made of,
mother?’ ‘It is made of grain; sometimes of rye, sometimes of Indian
meal, and sometimes of flour.’ ‘What is grain made of?’ ‘It grows in
the field. The farmers plant it in the ground, and God causes it to
grow.’

When a child is playing with his kitten, it is easy to mix instruction
with his enjoyment, by saying, ‘Feel pussy’s fur—how smooth it is.
Feel this piece of coral—how rough it is. Pussy’s fur is smooth,
and the coral is rough. Now George knows what smooth and
rough mean.’

As he grows older, the information given him may be of a higher
character. He can be told, ‘The andirons are made of brass. Brass is
called a metal; it is dug out of the earth.’ At another time, he may
be asked, ‘What is the cover of your book made of?’ If he answer, ‘Of
leather,’ ask him what leather is made of. If he does not know, tell
him it is made of a calf’s skin. Then ask him whether the cover of
his book is a metal. If he say, ‘No,’ ask him what is the reason it
is not. If he cannot answer, tell him, ‘Because metals are always dug
out of the earth. Leather is not dug out of the earth; it is made of
calf-skin; therefore it is an animal substance, not a metal.
Does George know what an animal is? It is a creature that grows, and
can move about from one place to another. Your kitten is an animal;
she grows bigger every day; and she moves about. The brass andirons
are not animals. They do not grow any larger, and they cannot move.’
Afterward, when a proper opportunity occurs, ask him to tell you the
difference between a metal and an animal.

If he bring you a rose, you can say, ‘Thank you, George, for this
rose. Now, can you tell me what it is? Is it a metal?’ ‘No.’ ‘Is it an
animal?’ ‘I should think not, mother.’ ‘What is it, then?’ ‘I don’t
know.’ ‘I will tell you. It is a vegetable. Vegetables grow out of the
earth. They are not like metals, because they grow larger and larger;
and they are not like animals, because they cannot move of themselves.
What are you, George?’ ‘I am not a metal, for I grow bigger every
day. I am not a vegetable, for I can walk. I think I am an animal.’
‘Right, my dear son. Now you know the meaning of metals, animals, and
vegetables.’

Such conversations as these will make his thoughts busy; and when he
takes a book he will probably ask, ‘What are the leaves of books made
of?’ ‘They are made of paper.’ ‘What is paper made of?’ ‘Of rags.’
‘What are rags made of?’ ‘Sometimes of linen, and sometimes of cotton.
Cotton grows in a pod, and linen is made from a plant called flax.’
‘Then the leaves of my book are vegetable.’ This discovery, simple as
it is, will afford the boy great pleasure, and will make it more easy
to exercise his powers of thought.

I dare say the preceding hints will sound silly enough to many mothers;
but they are nevertheless founded in reason and sound sense. It is
a fact that children, thus early accustomed to observe, will have a
wonderful power of amusing themselves. They will examine every figure
in the carpet, and think to themselves whether it is round, or square;
and will sit, by the half hour, quietly watching the figures on
copper-plate, or calico.

Arithmetic may very early be made a source of amusement; for children
can very soon learn to count sticks or marbles, and tell how many they
should have left, if you should take away any given number.

With regard to the kind of information conveyed, as well as the
quantity, that should depend upon the child’s age, intelligence, and
progress; things which no person can have an opportunity to observe and
know, so well as a mother. The system of making use of all the
common incidents of life to convey knowledge, and improve the heart,
may be begun in the earliest childhood, and continued even until youth
ripens into manhood. I will give a simple instance: Quite a large boy,
when sailing in a boat, may be asked to observe how the hills and the
trees seem to move from him, while in fact the boat alone is
moving. The simple fact may not be of much consequence to him; for if
he is a bright boy, he would have noticed it himself, without being
asked to attend to it: but you can make it the means of illustrating
another idea, by saying, ‘Just so the sun seems to move round
the earth; but it does not move. The sun stands still, as the hills and
trees do; but the earth is moving all the time.’

I am aware that these habits of inquiry are at times very troublesome;
for no one, however patient, can be always ready to answer the
multitude of questions a child is disposed to ask. But it must be
remembered that all good things are accompanied with inconveniences.
The care of children requires a great many sacrifices, and a great deal
of self-denial; but the woman, who is not willing to sacrifice a good
deal in such a cause, does not deserve to be a mother. Besides, the
thoughtless, indolent parent, who is not willing to make sacrifices,
and take trouble, does in fact have the most trouble; for the evils
she would not check at first, when it might easily have been done,
afterward grow too strong for her management.

But to return to the subject of asking questions. It is a spirit which
should not be discouraged; but at the same time, children should be
taught that they cannot always be attended to. If you are
otherwise occupied, and their inquiries distract you, think a moment,
and collect yourself, lest you should answer pettishly.

Do not say, ‘How you plague me, Jane! I wish you would go away, and
keep still!’ But say, ‘I am very busy now, Jane. I cannot attend to
you. If you will remember to ask me by and by, when I can attend to
you, I will talk with you about it.’ If the child persists, the answer
should be, ‘You know I always tell you what you ask, when I am not
very busy. I cannot attend to you now; and if you teaze me, I shall be
very sorry; for I shall be obliged to put you out of the room.’ After
this threat is once made, nothing should induce you to refrain from
observing it. In order that your child may be easily satisfied with
these kind, but firm refusals, when you are busy, you should try to
bear in mind the question she has asked, and take the first leisure
moment to reply to it. This will give her confidence in what you have
said; and she will know it was not done merely to put her off.

Perhaps another difficulty may occur; your children may ask questions
that you do not know how to answer In that case, as in all others, the
honest truth should be told. The reply should be, ‘I do not know. When
father comes home, we will ask him; perhaps he can tell us.’ If father
does not know, the answer should be, ‘As soon as you have money enough,
I will buy you a book, that will tell all about it:’ and this, like all
other things that are promised, should be done.
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