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Mother Love and Infant Death, 

1750-19 2 

Nancy Schrom Dye and Daniel Blake Smith 

American motherhood has only recently begun to acquire a past. Mothering is far 
more than a biological constant; it is an activity whose meaning has altered consider- 
ably over time. Changes in cultural values, maternal self-perceptions, and attitudes 
toward children -all these factors underscore the historical dimensions of mother- 
hood. Indeed, the shifting status of women and the changing nature of the family 
in history cannot be fully understood without close study of the experience of 
mothering. 

Yet despite all the valuable work on women and the family in recent years, this 
central dimension in women's past has remained largely unexamined. Almost all 
previous research has either examined parental roles through the prescriptive lens 
of sermons and childrearing manuals, or it has addressed the question of how 
changing childrearing styles affected children's personality development.1 As a result 
a good deal is known about normative ideals of motherhood, particularly in the an- 
tebellum period, but comparatively little is known about women's own emotions 
and experiences of mothering. 

This essay suggests elements of both change and continuity in the history of 
American motherhood by addressing two related questions. First, what were Amer- 
ican women's experiences and perceptions as mothers, and how did maternal 
feelings and perceptions change over time? Second, how did the persistent reality 
of high infant mortality affect mothers and the relationships they established with 
their children? How did mothers come to terms with the ever-present reality that 
their children might die? These questions are explored primarily by examining 
women's personal writings - diaries, journals, and letters - to illuminate maternal 
experience. 

Women's writings suggest that the experience of infant death formed a constant 

Nancy Schrom Dye and Daniel Blake Smith are associate professors of history at the University of Kentucky. 

1 For an interpretive discussion of prescriptive maternal values, see Ruth H. Bloch, "American Feminine Ideals 
in Transition: The Rise of the Moral Mother, 1785-1815:' Feminist Studies, 4 (June 1978), 101-26; Nancy Cott, 
"Notes toward an Interpretation of Antebellum Childrearing," Psychohistory Review, 6 (Spring 1978), 4-20; Mary 
P. Ryan, Womanhood in America: From Colonial Times to the Present (New York, 1975), esp. 45-49, 106-14, 
140-48, 150-72, 180-91; Mary P. Ryan, The Empire of the Mother: American Writing about Domesticity, 
1830-1860 (New York, 1982), esp. 19-70, 97-114. The best historical analysis of the effects of childrearing patterns 
on personality development is Philip J. Greven, The Protestant Temperament: Patterns of Childrearing, Religious 
Experience, and the Self in Early America (New York, 1977). 
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backdrop against which mothers' experiences and emotions must be set. Infant mor- 
tality remained high throughout the entire period under consideration. During the 
nineteenth century as much as 40 percent of the total death rate was comprised of 
the deaths of children under the age of five. Not until near the turn of the twentieth 
century, with improvements in public health, nutrition, and general standard of 
living, was there a dramatic downturn in the infant death rate.2 Despite the con- 
tinuous reality of infant death, mothers' responses to sickness and death in their 
families changed significantly over time as cultural explanations for infant death and 
definitions of maternal roles changed. Women's personal reflections on and descrip- 
tions of day-to-day mothering -fragmentary as they sometimes are - point to three 
central modes in mothering during the American past. 

Throughout the colonial period, as Laurel Thatcher Ulrich and others have sug- 
gested, mothering was "extensive" in nature.3 The experience of motherhood was 
shaped largely by the permeable household structure of colonial America, in which 
neighbors, friends, and kin played significant caretaking roles, and by a general de- 
pendence on Divine Providence for interpreting maternal experience, especially in 
times of infant death or illness. 

During the second half of the eighteenth century, Americans began to move away 
from the well-ordered, father-dominated family of early America, with its emphasis 
on paternal control, obedience, and emotional restraint, toward a strikingly affec- 
tionate, self-consciously private family environment in which children gradually be- 
came the focus of indulgent attention and mothers emerged as guardians of their 
moral and physical well-being.4 By 1800, and even earlier in some instances, one 
can trace an increasing focus on the individual mother as the most influential force 
in shaping and preserving a child's life. Reliance on God gradually gave way to a 
more secular belief that a child's welfare lay primarily in the hands of loving, 
watchful mothers. The belief in the centrality of mothers to infant well-being has, 

2 R. S. Meindl and A. C. Swedlund, "Secular Trends in Mortality in the Connecticut Valley, 1700-1850," Human 
Biology, 49 (Sept. 1977), 389-414; Maris A. Vinovskis, "Mortality Rates and Trends in Massachusetts before 1860," 
Journal ofEconomic History, 32 (March 1972), 195-201; Henry H. Hibbs, Jr., Infant Mortality: Its Relation to Social 
and Industrial Conditions (New York, 1916), 3-16; C.-E. A. Winslow and Dorothy Holland, "The Influence of Cer- 
tain Public Health Procedures upon Infant Mortality," Human Biology, 9 (May 1937), 133-74. For contemporary 
documentation compiled from bills of mortality, see Gouverneur Emerson, "Vital Statistics of Philadelphia, for 
the Decennial Period from 1830 to 1840," American Journal of Medical Sciences, 16 (July 1848), 13-32; Lemuel 
Shattuck, "On the Vital Statistics of Boston," ibid., 17 (April 1841), 369-99; Gouverneur Emerson, "Observations 
upon the Mortality of Philadelphia Under the Age of Puberty," ibid, 17 (Nov. 1835), 56-59; and Charles A. Lee, 
"Medical Statistics; Comprising a Series of Calculations and Tables Showing the Mortality in New York and Its 
Immediate Causes, During a Period of Sixteen Years:' ibid., 18 (Nov. 1836), 25-51. 

3Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England, 
1650-1750 (New York, 1982), 146-63; Michael Zuckerman, "William Byrd's Family," Perspectives in American His- 
tory, 12 (1979), 255-311. 

4Carl N. Degler, At Odds: Women and the Family in America from the Revolution to the Present (New York, 
1980), 8-25; John Demos, "The American Family in Past Time,' American Scholar, 43 (Summer 1974), 422-46; 
Joan Hoff Wilson, "The Illusion of Change: Women and the American Revolution," in The American Revolution: 
Explorations in the History ofAmerican Radicalism, ed. Alfred F. Young (Dekalb, Ill., 1976), 383-445; Mary Beth 
Norton, Liberty's Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience of American Women, 1750-1800 (Boston, 1980), 
92-105, 243-50; Daniel Scott Smith, "Parental Power and Marriage Patterns: An Analysis of Historical Trends in 
Hingham, Massachusetts,"JournalofAamage andthe Family, 35 (Aug. 1973), 419-28; Daniel Blake Smith, Inside 
the Great House: Planter Family Life in Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake Society (Ithaca, 1980), 285-99. 
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of course, persisted to the present day. It carried particular force, however, 
throughout the nineteenth century. 

By the turn of the twentieth century, women, working through women's clubs, 
municipal reform groups, and social welfare organizations, began to give public 
voice to their concerns about the deaths of so many children and to turn infant 
death -once seen solely as a private tragedy into a major social and political issue. 
The first decades of the twentieth century, then, witnessed a movement away from 
the confined, privatized mother-child relationship of nineteenth-century America 
toward a more broadly based "social motherhood" in which mothers shared respon- 
sibility for child welfare with public health officials, the medical profession, and ul- 
timately the state. 

Such a general overview drawn from women's personal documents requires cer- 
tain caveats. By virtue of their literacy, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
mothers studied here belonged to middle- and upper-class families; their relatively 
privileged status may well have colored their maternal experiences and social values. 
No claim is made, therefore, that working-class women shared their particular per- 
spective on motherhood.5 In addition, the changes in women's maternal values dis- 
cussed here, like much else in family history, are gradual and complex, rarely dis- 
playing dichotomous shifts. They reflect not so much abrupt transformations at 
certain specific times as blends of changing experiences and attitudes. Finally, the 
almost complete absence of female diaries and letters before 1750 severely hinders 
historians' understanding of motherhood in the colonial era. Despite such limita- 
tions, focusing on the writings of mothers themselves highlights central threads in 
the changing fabric of American family life and illustrates the nature and direction 
of change in American mothering. 

Colonial Americans inhabited an uncertain world. Periodic epidemics of diph- 
theria, smallpox, scarlet fever, measles, whooping cough, and a host of other infec- 
tious diseases swept through early American communities, striking babies and 
young children with special ferocity. Given the dearth of writings by women, it is 
necessary to turn to men's writings to gain some sense of how seventeenth- and early 
eighteenth-century women experienced motherhood in the midst of almost con- 
tinuous disease and death. 

The diary of Massachusetts clergyman Ebenezer Parkman provides a vivid picture 
of the high child mortality that was central to mothers' experience. In early 1739 
Parkman recorded the death of his own infant dauther. "A Morning of great 
Trouble!" he wrote. ". . . About nine o'Clock I was called down from my study with 

5 On the experiences and perceptions of working-class women, see esp. Mary Christine Stansell, "Women of 
the Laboring Poor in New York City, 1820-1860" (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1979); Sharon Ann Burnston, "Babies 
in the Well: An Underground Insight into Deviant Behavior in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia?" Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography, 106 (April 1982), 151-86; and Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, "The 
Planter's Wife: The Experience of White Women in Seventeenth-Century Maryland," William and Mary Quarterly, 
34 (Oct. 1977), 542-71. 
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the Alarm that the Child was dying! About 10 She ceas'd to breathe. The will of 
the Lord be done! . .. 0 that we might have a due sense of the Divine Mind con- 
cerning us!" On February 5 he noted the death of another baby: "Mrs. Samuel Fay 
junior Infant Child bury'd which bled to death at Naval." And on May 18 there 
was yet another infant death to record: "Molly Hicks (infant) dyed -My wife there 
all night." In the first months of 1740, the "throat distemper" a virulent strain of 
diphtheria that killed as many as half the children in some New England 
communities - appeared in Parkman's community of Marlborough. Parkman noted 
the mounting death toll among infants and children. In a typical entry he wrote, 
"A.M. I went over to the Funeral of widow Tomlin's Child and P.M. to the Funeral 
of Deacon Newton's Child both of which Dy'd of the Throat Distemper. A Third 
Grave was open'd this Day . . . for a Stillborn Infant of Daniel Stone."6 

An incident Cotton Mather recorded in his diary suggests the parental response 
to such continuous illness and death among children. "Alas, for my Sin," Mather 
wrote after his daughter was badly burned in a household accident, "the just God 
throwes my Child into the Fire!"7 Mather's comment reveals the inescapable power 
attributed to Divine Providence, especially in determining the fate of infants and 
children. It is one of the paradoxes of colonial family life that parents cared deeply 
for their children and yet expected neither conscientious care nor the best medical 
attention to cure their children's illnesses, prevent dangerous accidents, or forestall 
death. Children were God's temporary gift to parents; what He had freely given, 
He could just as freely-and suddenly- take away.8 

The belief that the ultimate responsibility for a child's welfare lay in the hands 
of God is one of the cultural norms that must have shaped women's experiences as 
mothers. Ebenezer Parkman, for example, gives this description of a mother's re- 
sponse to her newborn's dangerously ill condition: "As to her dear Infant She had 
given it to God before it was born; She gave it up to him when it was born and 
I give it up to him now, Said She, and Shd be glad to do it in . . . Baptism." 
Reflecting on the loss of eight out of eleven children born to her between 1717 and 
1736, a New England mother observed, "[S]o it pleased God to take away one after 
another of my dear children, I hope, to himself."9 

By the mid-eighteenth century the beginning of a major transformation in 
American family values was underway through which mothers assumed increasingly 
important responsibilities for the nurturance and moral development of children. 

6 Francis G. Walett, ed., "The Diary of Ebenezer Parkman2 Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, 
72 (part 1, 1962), 31, 33, 36, 50. See also, Anne Bradstreet, "In Memory of My Dear Grandchild Anne Bradstreet 
Who Deceased June 20, 1669, Being Three Years and Seven Months Old," in The Works of Anne Bradstreet, ed. 
Jeannine Hensely (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), 236. 

7 "Diary of Cotton Mather, 1681-1708," Massachusetts Historical Society Collections, 7th series, vol. 7 (Boston, 
1911), 283. See also Peter G. Slater, "'From the Cradle to the Coffin': Parental Bereavement and the Shadow of 
Infant Damnation in Puritan Society," Psychohistory Review, 6 (Fall-Winter 1977-78), 4-24. 

8 Peter Gregg Slater, Children in the New England Mind: In Life and in Death (Hamden, Conn., 1977); David 
E. Stannard, The Puritan Way ofDeath: A Study in Religion, Culture, and Social Change (New York, 1977), 57-71. 

9 Walett, ed., "Diary of Ebenezer Parkman," 101; Ulrich, Good Wives, 161. See alsoJoy Day Buel and Richard 
Buel, Jr., The Way of Duty: A Woman and Her Family in Revolutionary America (New York, 1984), 30-32, 39, 
61-64. 
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Consequently, the women who left maternal diaries during the late eighteenth cen- 
tury were transitional figures in the history of American mothering, sharing some 
of the values and attitudes typically associated with the colonial and the antebellum 
eras. Their accounts reflect a growing affection and concern for children alongside 
a continued reliance on Divine Providence. 

Despite the growth of increasingly private, child-centered families beginning in 
the revolutionary era, child care remained essentially a cooperative venture in many 
late eighteenth-century households, involving not only parents but servants, rela- 
tives, and friends as well. Children were born into large and busy households with 
continually changing casts of characters. Abigail Adams, for example, referred to 
her "constant family" of eighteen, "ten of which make my own family." Elizabeth 
Porter Phelps and Mary Vial Holyoke, far from remaining closeted at home with 
their children, thrust themselves into rounds of visiting, attending births, baptisms, 
and funerals, and running errands in their Massachusetts communities. A typical 
entry from Phelps's diary in the 1780s: "Monday I a visit at Mr. Hop[kins] took the 
two Little girls. Left them at Mr. Gaylords. Tuesday I down again -Mrs. Gaylord 
and I a visit at Mrs. Colts, the widow Warner went with us -at night we brought 
home Betty -left Thankful to go do school. Thursday Mrs. Crouch a visit here, the 
Majors wife and her new Daughter Eleazers wife a visit here. Fryday Mother up to 
see Rosel Smiths wife and her mother Prat is there too."10 

Elizabeth Cranch Norton, of Weymouth, Massachusetts, likewise raised her chil- 
dren in an open, inclusive household. Norton and her husband were usually in resi- 
dence, although they frequently traveled to visit relatives elsewhere in Massachusetts 
and Rhode Island. In turn, relatives and friends - and their children - came for 
lengthy visits. Servants, whose ranks included children, also came and went. For ex- 
ample, inJanuary 1795, "Solomon Porter, a boy about 12 years old came to live with 
us." The following year, "Mrs. Bates came and brought her daughter Nancy to spend 
some time with us - to be instructed in needle work, reading, writing, etc." In April 
of the same year, "Becca Clevely came to live with me . . . aged 13 years . . . am 
to cloathe her if she continues with me till she is 18."11 

Such continuous coming and going did not slow down while women were preg- 
nant, nursing, or caring for infants. On December 1, 1799, shortly before the bizth 
of her fifth child, Elizabeth Norton recorded that "Mrs. Bicknell came and spent 
the evening and night." On December 11 Norton took her oldest son to her parents' 
home in Quincy, Massachusetts, while "Mrs. Bicknell staid and took care of my baby 

10 Stewart Mitchell, ed., New Letters ofAbigail Adams, 1788-1801 (Boston, 1947), 33; Thomas Eliot Andrews, 
ed., "The Diary of Elizabeth (Porter) Phelps," New England Historical and Genealogical Register, 119 (April 1965), 
136; "Diary of Mary (Vial) Holyoke, 1760-1800," in The Holyoke Diaries, 1709-1865, ed. George Francis Dow 
(Salem, Mass., 1911), 58, 59, 60, 69, 70, 75. See also Buel and Buel, Way of Duty, 42. 

11 Elizabeth Cranch Norton Diary, Jan. 2, 1795, Aug. 22, April 19, 1796, Norton Family Papers (Massachusetts 
Historical Society, Boston). The practice of taking in children is amply documented in eighteenth-century diaries 
and journals. See, for example, Thomas Eliot Andrews, ed., "The Diary of Elizabeth (Porter) Phelps:' New England 
Historicaland GenealogicalRegister, 118 (April 1964), 119; ibid., 118 (Oct. 1964), 300, 305; ibid., 119 (Jan. 1965), 
43; ibid., 119 (April 1965), 135, 137, 140; ibid., 119 (July 1965), 208, 212, 215, 221; ibid., 119 (Oct. 1965), 289, 
304; and Elizabeth Drinker's diary excerpted in Cecil K. Drinker, Not So Long Ago: A Chronicle of Medicine and 
Doctors in Colonial Philadelphia (New York, 1937), 37-39, 63-64. 
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for me." Three days later Elizabeth visited "young Mr. Tufts. Betty Burrell took care 
of my baby." On Christmas day the Nortons left for Quincy. Once again their servant 
Betty Burrell took care of baby Thomas, then ten months old. With all this bustling 
movement in and out of the Norton home, Elizabeth Norton was rarely alone. In- 
deed, a day such as December 25, 1794, about which she wrote "Staid at home with 
children all day- had to do all my housework- no help," stands out amid constant 
travel and visiting.12 

Children in such households, even when very young, also seem to have spent con- 
siderable time elsewhere. Elizabeth Phelps's diary indicates that she frequently left 
her daughters, Betty and Thankful, with friends and relatives, and Mary Vial 
Holyoke often transported her children from Salem, Massachusetts, to Cambridge, 
where they stayed with her parents. All of Elizabeth Norton's children, beginning 
in infancy, stayed for extended periods in their grandparents' home in Quincy, a 
two-hour journey from Weymouth. This practice may have served several purposes. 
The timing of children's visits sometimes coincided with a particularly difficult 
pregnancy or illness. Children sometimes left their own households to go to school 
elsewhere. And their lengthy stays in the households of relatives may have served 
to foster close ties with members of an extended-kin network.13 The frequent move- 
ment of both parents and children in and out of households contributed to the 
permeable quality of late eighteenth-century family life and suggests that mothers' 
relationships with their children formed part of a larger, continuously changing 
tapestry of multiple personal ties. 

Given that extensive mothering style, it is perhaps not surprising that children - 
especially infants and toddlers - rarely figured in mothers' daily accounts of their 
own activities. When children were mentioned the notations were spare and brief, 
often related to matters of birth and death. Between 1760 and 1782, for instance, 
Mary Vial Holyoke bore twelve children, eight of whom died in infancy. In the fol- 
lowing entries she describes the birth and death of a daughter: 

Sept. 5, 1767. I was brought to bed about 2 o'clock AM of a daughter. 
Sept. 6. The Child Baptized Mary. 
Sept. 7. The Baby very well till ten o'clock in the evening & then taken with fits. 
Sept. 8. The Baby remained ill all day. 
Sept. 9. It died about 8 o'clock in the morning. 
Sept. 10. Was buried. 

The diary of Sarah Snell Bryant also reflects this cryptic style. The wife of a Mas- 
sachusetts physician, Bryant bore her third child on July 12, 1798. "A son born a 
little before sun set. Mrs. White and [Mrs.] Otis here." There were only two brief, 
indirect references to the baby until September 17, 1798: "babe sick-very rainy 

12 Norton Diary, Dec. 2, 3, 11, 14, 1799, Dec. 25, 1794. 
13 Andrews, ed., "Diary of Elizabeth (Porter) Phelps," New England Historical and Genealogical Register, 119 

Uan. 1965), 51; ibid., 119 (April 1965), 128; "Diary of Mary (Vial) Holyoke, 1760-1800'" 67-68; Norton Diary, 
Aug. 5, Nov. 11, Dec. 30, 1794, March 2, 1795, Sept. 5, Dec. 16, 1796, Dec. 15, 1797, Feb. 9, March 29, 1799, 
Aug. 20, Sept. 13, 1800, Jan. 26, May 28, 1802. 

This content downloaded from 131.229.64.25 on Tue, 8 Jul 2014 16:19:47 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Mother Love and Infant Death 335 

night -kept on [illegible] with the babe." Bryant did not refer to the infant by his 
name, Cyrus, until the following March, when he was eight months old.14 

The late eighteenth-century maternal diaries tell little about how children looked 
or behaved. Although a child's teething and walking experiences were sometimes 
mentioned, most diarists did not reflect on developmental milestones. More impor- 
tant, the diaries do not reveal children's individual personalities. Some journals pro- 
vide considerable detail about mothers' household work -when and how much they 
spun, wove, sewed, and ironed -and their daily social life -with whom they dined 
and visited, who stayed with them and how long- but their children, particularly 
infants, remain obscure. One wonders whether this silence testifies to something 
more significant - not to maternal indifference but to an unspoken acknowledg- 
ment that until infants had grown into children (and perhaps hearty ones at that) 
they remained something less than complete persons and their well-being remained 
beyond a mother's control.1" 

This absence of maternal control is suggested in the accounts of the numerous 
home accidents that appear in diaries and letters. While few late eighteenth-century 
mothers expressed the divine determinism so evident in Puritan parents such as 
Cotton Mather, they nonetheless displayed a similar feeling of powerlessness. Con- 
sider Elizabeth Phelps's description of a toddler's accident in 1773: "Thursday 
morning our babe was left alone in the Room, crept to a tea-kettle of scalding 
water - turned it over scalded one hand very bad, the other a little. Lord what a great 
mercy twas no worse. thou are our constant benefactor, 0 may this providence serve 
to put me upon consideration that the Child is thine. Let me never forget it." When 
one of Elizabeth Norton's children was bitten by a dog, she responded with charac- 
teristic passivity: "Richard was a little bitten by a Dog which gave me some anxiety, 
as many dogs lately run mad and occasioned the deaths of several persons -in God's 
hands is his life -let him do as it seemeth to him good!"'16 

In many respects Elizabeth Norton's experiences were emblematic of the com- 
plex, sometimes contradictory attitudes of mothers in the late eighteenth century. 
Although her prose is spare, even cryptic, Norton's diary and letters reveal a mother 
who was warm and affectionate, who worried over her children's physical and 
spiritual welfare, and who missed them when they were away. "I long to get my little 
Thomas home," she wrote her mother in 1801. "I must have him (upon trial at least) 
a week or a fortnight. I think of him a great deal and have lived hoping every week 
I should find it convenient to go for him." As her children grew older, she wrote 
of them more frequently and with more description, perhaps indicative of her 
growing expectations for them. And yet she stood ready to surrender her children 

14 "Diary of Mary (Vial) Holyoke," 67; Sarah Snell Bryant Diary, July 12-Sept. 17, 1798, Bryant Family Papers 
(Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.). 

15 John F. Walzer, "A Period of Ambivalence: Eighteenth-Century American Childhood," in The History of 
Childhood, ed. Lloyd deMause (New York, 1974), 380n100; Norton, Liberty's Daughters, 85-86; Daniel Scott 
Smith, "Child-Naming Practices, Kinship Ties, and Changes in Family Attitudes in Hingham, Massachusetts, 1641 
to 1880, 'Journal of Social History, 18 (Summer 1985), 541-66. 

16 Andrews, ed., "Diary of Elizabeth (Porter) Phelps, 'New England Historical and Genealogical Register, 118 
(April 1964), 125; Norton Diary, April 10, 1798. For a discussion of the relationship between frequent accidents 
and extensive mothering, see Ulrich, Good Wives, 157-58. 
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Rachel W4eeping, by Charles Wilson Peale, 1772-1776. 
Gift of Barra Foundation, Inc. Barra Foundation Collection. 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

to God. On her son William's seventh birthday, she noted: "May he be made a good 
and useful member of society if he should be continued to years of manhood but 
may I be prepared to part with him, if so infinite wisdom should determine."17 

Few maternal writings equal Louisa Park's sad account of her son Warren's death. 
Unlike many eighteenth-century women's personal writings, Louisa Park's diary 
effusively detailed the development and death of her child. Park's husband, a New- 
buryport, Massachusetts, physician, was away on shipboard throughout the period 
from Warren's birth in 1800 until his death one year later. Perhaps the father's ab- 
sence drew mother and child unusally close together; indeed, Park seemed to luxu- 

17 Elizabeth Cranch Norton to Mary Cranch, Jan. 7, 1800, Norton Family Papers; Norton Diary, Dec. 29, 1798. 
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riate in caring for Warren -nursing him, playing with him, watching his growth, 
giving him medicine during his several bouts with influenza and other illnesses. 
"Stayed at home all day with my babe," she wrote in December 1800, "reading, 
writing, playing with my little innocent." One senses both the quiet pleasure and 
the tedium of Park's daily life as a mother: "My days have become so regular that 
when I have told the business of one, I have for the week. I rise at eight - eat break- 
fast at nine - then sew, what time I have besides the care of Warren, 'till after dinner. 
If no company presents, writing and reading in the afternoon. In the evening, knit- 
ting, if circumstances permit."'18 

In the midst of a virulent influenza epidemic, Park began to worry openly about 
Warren, even though he was not yet ill. OnJanuary 29, 1801, when Warren was nine 
months old, she declared in her diary, "I hope Warren is not going to be sick. I begin 
to love him much." By March her son was dangerously ill and despite numerous con- 
sultations with physicians and heroic efforts to save him, he died on April 25. A 
week after Warren's death (there are no entries during the final stages of the boy's 
illness), Park began to reflect on her loss. "Until today, I found it impossible to com- 
pose myself sufficiently to make the attempt [to write]. At bedtime, instead of my 
charming boy, my lovely babe . . . instead of my laughing cherub to receive the 
caresses of a tender mother - I found a lifeless corps - laid out in the white robes 
of innocence and death. Though I wept and pressed him, he could not look at me. 
How could I endure it -much less compose myself- but by believing him gone to 
perfect rest and happiness - there to wait for his father and mother." Her son's 
death, without the consoling presence of her husband, left Louisa Park desperately 
alone. "I know not what to do with myself, now I have no Warren to care for, attend 
to, caress and love." By the next day, though, she was able to let go of her child. 
In a single sentence she gave voice to a range of powerful emotions and values, 
touching on both her love for Warren and her religious resignation: "Yet I do not 
wish thee back again, my lovely innocent. No -I will bless my God who has taken 
thee to Himself before thou couldst offend him, and has saved thee from a life of 
sickness, sorrow, and woe, although it has been at the expense of my health and 
happiness."19 

Louisa Park's account of her emotions and experiences suggests that by the turn of 
the nineteenth century, American concepts of mothering were changing. In her 
detailed description of her son's life, Park seems to have developed a richer, more 
intense relationship with her child than was characteristic of earlier generations of 
American mothers. As the nineteenth century progressed, such mother-child bonds 
became the norm. Over the same years ministers, educators, physicians, and social 
commentators produced a flood of childrearing literature advising women that 
motherhood was a full-time responsibility for which they were fitted by natural in- 
stinct and inclination. Central to that emerging concept of maternity was the belief 

"I Louisa Park Diary, Dec. 14, Dec. 24, 1800 (American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Mass.). 
19 Ibid., Jan. 29, May 2-May 4, 1801. 
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that women stood as guardians of traditional moral values in an increasingly secular, 
commercialized society.20 

Other social and cultural developments over the course of the century influenced 
women's perceptions of themselves as mothers and of the relationships they estab- 
lished with their children. The increasingly private and isolated nature of the family 
in nineteenth-century America seems to have encouraged the establishment of in- 
tense mother-infant bonds. And in all but the most evangelical of families, 
Americans gradually supplemented reliance on Divine Providence with faith in the 
power of human agency. To be sure, mothers continued to turn to God in times 
of sickness and death and tried to resign themselves to God's will when children 
died. But increasingly they took active and sustained measures to ensure their chil- 
dren's health and well-being. Despite a continuously high infant death rate - 
indeed, the mortality rate may have risen in the first half of the nineteenth century 
as a result of urbanization -reactions to infant death gradually changed.21 In- 
dividual mothers slowly came to replace God as the most important guarantors of 
their children's welfare - a role that created great anxiety for many nineteenth-cen- 
tury American women. 

Women's accounts of mothering reflect a sense of high purpose and responsibility 
so characteristic of antebellem advice literature on maternity. "I will be obliged to 
consider his wants first, dear husband," Bessie Huntting Rudd wrote in 1860, shortly 
after giving birth to her first child. "How strange it seems to think of a pet coming 
into our thoughts requiring the first care and attention." For some women child- 
rearing seems to have been more than a full-time commitment; it meant assuming 
a new identity altogether. As Elizabeth Sedgwick wrote after the birth of her first 
child, "At 6 o'clock on the 7th ofJanuary 1824 I was a mother and experienced that 
delightful transition from suffering, danger, and anxiety to happiness and that in- 
tense delight, that unspeakable sentiment which pervades the heart at its first 
maternal throb." For Fanny Appleton Longfellow the transformation from young 
wife to mother was signaled by her decision to give up the diary she had kept since 
she was a young girl. "With this day myJournal ends," she noted a few months after 
her first child's birth, "for I now have a living one to keep faithfully, more faithfully 
than this."22 

Middle-class mothers in the nineteenth century cared for their children in relative 
isolation, compared with the large sociable households of early America. Left alone 
for the greater part of each day with their babies, mothers assumed primary respon- 
sibility for their care. Servants and nurses, although often present, were relegated 

20 Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,' American Quarterly, 18 (Summer 1966), 
151-74; Bernard Wishy, The Child andthe Republic: The Dawn ofModern American Child Nurture (Philadelphia, 
1968), esp. 22-66. 

21 Meindl and Swedlund, "Secular Trends in Mortality in the Connecticut Valley," 389-96; Vinovskis, "Mortality 
Rates and Trends in Massachusetts before 1860,' 195-201. 

22 Bessie Huntting Rudd to Edward Rudd, n.d. [summer 1860], Bessie Huntting Rudd Correspondence, 
Huntting-Rudd Papers (Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College, Cambridge, Mass.); Elizabeth Dana Ellery Sedgwick 
Journal, 1824 (Houghton Library); Fanny Longfellow Diary, July 13, 1844, Fanny Appleton Longfellow Papers 
(Longfellow Historical Site, Cambridge, Mass.). 
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to secondary roles. "I have been employed, and very happily so, with the child all 
day,' Mary Lee noted in her journal in 1813. In the first months of their babies' lives, 
many mothers rarely left home. Her firstborn was nearly three months old before 
Caroline White ventured out for an evening band concert. "It was a much longer 
time to leave baby than I have ever done before," White noted in her journal. 
Elizabeth Sedgwick found fulfillment in her hours of solitude with her children. 
Writing in 1827, when she was the mother of three children under three years old, 
Sedgwick declared, "My situation this winter confining me wholly to the House, 
excepting a daily walk for exercise, enabled me to devote myself very much to my 
children. Indeed my home was so happy a one that I found my Interest in general 
society constantly lessening."23 

The secluded nature of the middle-class household and the amount of time that 
mothers spent in the company of their babies encouraged intense attachments be- 
tween mothers and infants.24 There is much evidence of such early attachment. 
Writing in 1810, Mary Lee declared that she had "passed a most delightful day in 
tending my child; she has been unusually pleasant and I have enjoyed the true com- 
fort of a little baby." Writing several generations later, in 1863, Elizabeth Child de- 
scribed her first sight of her baby daughter: "I remember that while I looked you 
opened your eyes . .. and as they met mine I thought they mutely recognized the 
new tie." "The dear little fellow,' Caroline White wrote of her newborn in 1856, "I 
did not think I should love him so well so soon."2. 

Some mothers devoted their journals exclusively to detailed accounts of their chil- 
dren's development. Elizabeth Sedgwick, for instance, kept a daily account of her 
daughter's life. "Long has been my intention to keep a journal of my child's life ex- 
tending even to the minutest action and the slightest unfolding of her character,' 
she noted in the first entry. "The smallest events of her life have had their peculiar 
interest for us, who have been watching her as parents always watch their heart's 
treasure." When the child Lizzie Sedgwick herself became a mother, she continued 
the tradition. Fanny Longfellow was the mother of three children when she resumed 
a journal of 1847. In place of the introspective musings and accounts of social activi- 
ties that had filled her earlier journals, her new diary, aptly titled "Chronicle of the 
Children of Craigie Castle," was given over to the unfolding of her children's perso- 
nalities and to notes on their activities and behavior.26 

Infants and toddlers appear in nineteenth-century journals as full-fledged, albeit 

23 Frank Rollins Morse, ed., Henry and Mary Lee: Letters andJournals, with Other Family Papers, 1802-1860 
(Boston, 1926), 178-79; Caroline White Diary, Aug. 1, 1856, White Family Papers (American Antiquarian Society, 
Worcester, Mass.); Sedgwick Journal, n.d. [winter 1827]. 

24 For a discussion of the privatization of the household, see Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The 
Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (Cambridge, Eng., 1981); KirkJeffrey, "The Family as a Utopian 
Retreat from the City: The Nineteenth Century:' Soundings, 55 (Spring 1972), 24-41; Edward Shorter, The Making 
of the Modern Family (New York, 1975), 168-204, 242, 250; and Robert V. Wells, "Family History and Demo- 
graphic Transition," Journal of Social History, 9 (Fall 1975), 1-19. 

25 Morse, ed., Henry and Mary Lee, 91; Elizabeth Sedgwick Child Journal, n.d. [1865] (Houghton Library); 
White Diary, June 12, 1856. 

26 Sedgwick Journal, n.d. [1824]; Child Journal, 1865-1874; Longfellow Diary, 1848. Most other nineteenth- 
century maternal diaries examined contained daily comments on children. 
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physically fragile, individuals. Children are almost always referred to by name or, 
commonly, by affectionate nicknames: They are "birdies," "chicks," "kitties," "pets." 
Mothers also adopted as nicknames the names children called themselves. Thus 
Mary Lee's daughter Betty is "Beppa" in her writings; Caroline White's son Charlie 
is "Larlie"; Fanny Longfellow's daughter is "Sipsie." 

Children's distinct personalities and physical characteristics emerge clearly. Fanny 
Longfellow's four-year-old son Charley was a "Man of action" who "promises to have 
a rich and noble nature." Erny, at two, was "an angelic little child" who "loves to 
nestle in one's lap with his thumb in his mouth . .. as timid and tender as a young 
bird. He promises to be the poet." And "Little Fan, not a year old, is only a round 
rosy merry plaything with dark blue eyes, a cunning little mouth and a very intelli- 
gent eager air." Calista Hall presents a similarly lively description of her baby 
daughter, "Little Frances grows more interesting every day. She will try to say every- 
thing you tell her too. Ask her whose baby she is, she will say Pa and Ma.... She 
is a little rogue. She will pull of her shoes and stokings as fast as I can put them on."27 

Nineteenth-century mothers carefully recorded developmental milestones. On 
January 9, 1848, for instance, Fanny Longfellow noted that her daughter had 
"learned to creep." By February 3, "Little Fan has a tooth and climbs by chairs upon 
her feet." On March 8, "Baby . .. looked at me and smiling said, 'Mama' then put 
her finger in my mouth." Elizabeth Sedgwick gave a precise description of her 
daughter's walking: "[At] 14 months and 6 days old, you rose from your chair with 
great deliberation and walked across the nursery.... You seemed neither pleased 
nor surprised."28. 

Such detailed description of children's behavior and the many expressions of af- 
fection that fill these writings attest to the richly textured emotional bonds between 
middle-class women and their children. Mothers clearly delighted in their children. 
"Took Charley to village," Fanny Longfellow noted in a typical entry. "Love to feel 
his hand in mine for a walk and he is so glad to go with me." Or as Bessie Rudd 
wrote about her infant son, "He grows into our hearts every day, . . . he is becoming 
an idol with me, and his sweet face, as he looks up so innocently, seems to steal 
your heart immediately." But beneath this delight lay the ever-present fear that their 
children might die. In the first days and weeks after giving birth, many mothers 
appear to have been frightened by the intensity of their feelings for infants whose 
lives seemed so fragile. "He is so tender," Caroline White wrote of her son in 1856, 
"I feel as though a very slight injury or sickness could carry him off- and I do not 
feel ready to part with him - short time as our relation to each other has existed."29 

As their infants grew, mothers became more anxious and appear to have regarded 
serious illness as inevitable. Accounts of children's illnesses and their treatment con- 
sume a significant part of nineteenth-century maternal writings. "Edwin was quite 

27 Longfellow Diary, Jan. 1848; Carol Kammen, ed., "The Letters of Calista Hall:' New York History, 63 (April 
1982), 218. 

28 Longfellow Diary, Jan. 9, Feb. 3, March 8, 1848; Sedgwick Journal, March 13, 1826. 
29 Longfellow Diary, June 14, 1848; Bessie Huntting Rudd to Edward Rudd, n.d. [summer 1860], Bessie Hunt- 

ting Rudd Correspondence, Huntting-Rudd Papers; White Diary, June 13, 1856. 
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Fanny Longfellow with sons Charles and Ernest. Daguerreotype portrait by Lucius H. Cathan, c. 1849. 
Courtesy United States Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 

Longfellow National Historic Site. 

sick Sunday night," Calista Hall wrote in 1849 in a typical description. "He could 
not keep any thing down and had a high fever. I set holding .im.... I was afraid 
he would die, he seemed so sick.'" Elizabeth Cleveland's detailed record of her baby 
daughter's fatal illness is also characteristic of such accounts. In the spring of 1848, 
Cleveland wrote, "my dear little Lucretia had her first sickness. I was very anxious - 
as the Dr. considered it a bad state of the digestive organs - cankered bowels." The 
little girl improved temporarily, but became seriously ill in July. For more than a 
month, Cleveland's journal was given over to daily entries describing her daughter's 
symptoms and the medical efforts made to cure her. Late in August, despite 
Cleveland's increasingly frantic efforts to save her daughter, the child died. Only 
then did Cleveland invoke God: "I must show my love in my resignation that she 
has gone to God," she wrote some days after Lucretia died.30 

Infancy and early childhood emerge as periods of successive physical crises. 
Feeding, teething, weaning, and walking all possessed their peculiar dangers. 
Feeding crises were particularly common. A breast infection and phlebitis forced 
Caroline White to wean her first child prematurely, and "the poor little fellow has 

30 Kammen, ed., "Letters of Calista Hall," 226; Elizabeth Cleveland Journal, May-August 1848 (Essex Institute, 
Salem, Mass.). 
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pained and been ailing ever since." Mothers who weaned their infants early or who 
bottlefed them had good reason to be apprehensive, for at a time when water and 
milk supplies could not be counted on to be clean, babies brought up "by hand" 
were at far greater risk of disease. For months after she weaned her son in 1856, 
White devoted her journal to the daily fluctuations in her son's weight and health. 
A gain in weight, however slight, was cause for rejoicing. But there were frequent 
setbacks. "Called on friend with six-week old baby bigger than mine of sixteen 
weeks. Poor little thing- he now weighs ten pounds - six weeks ago he weighed thir- 
teen." Charlie White survived and developed into a healthy, thriving child, but his 
mother dreaded the possibility of raising another baby "by hand." She anxiously 
kept track of each infant's weight and despaired of her ability to nurse them success- 
fully. "I am not strong -I feel quite discouraged about having nourishment enough 
for baby,' she wrote shortly after the birth of her daughter in 1863. "I have to feed 
her considerably now- am hoping for a better state of things. She does not grow 
as well as she ought."31 

Children's teething, long regarded as a critical period in infants' lives, was also 
a time of apprehension for mothers. Both mothers and physicians believed that den- 
tition was a major cause of infant death. "The period of teething is filled with terror 
to a mother's imagination and I had looked forward to it with unceasing anxiety," 
Elizabeth Sedgwick wrote. "Poor little Erny was found ... in his crib in convulsions 
from teeth," Fanny Longfellow noted in early 1848. "Little fragile flower. I tremble 
as I look at him and am devoured by anxiety." Longfellow believed that teething 
caused her daughter's fatal illness later that year. When little Fanny was eighteen 
months old, her mother noted that the child was "having a hard time teething." 
Less than a week after the first symptoms appeared, what had seemingly begun as 
difficult teething had developed into a life-threatening illness. "A very anxious day," 
Fanny Longfellow wrote on September 6. "Poor little baby seemed to have much 
trouble in her head and the Doctor feared congestion of the brain." Heroic medical 
measures, including large doses of mercury, were employed in a futile attempt to 
save her life. On September 11, Fanny died. "Sinking, sinking away from us," Long- 
fellow wrote on the day of her daughter's death. "Felt a terrible desire to seize her 
in my arms and warm her to life again at my breast. Oh for one look of love, one 
mood or smile.... Heard her breathing shorten, then cease, without a flutter."32 

Fanny Longfellow's profound grief over the death of her daughter plunged her 
into a lengthy depression. "I seem to have lost all interest in the future and can enjoy 
my children only from hour to hour. I feel as if my lost darling were drawing me 
to her- as I controlled her life before birth so does she me now." Almost all of Long- 
fellow's diary notations for the next year dwelt on little Fanny's death and the fear 
that her remaining children would die. She could not look at them, she wrote, 
without imagining them in their own small graves. And for months after her loss, 

31 White Diary, Sept. 14, Sept. 15, 1856, June 30, 1863. 
32 Sedgwick Journal, n.d. [1825]; Longfellow Diary, Feb. 18, Aug. 18, Sept. 6, Sept. 11, 1848. 
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Longfellow found herself reliving the final days of her daughter's life, "haunted by 
thoughts of what might have been avoided, the most pitiless of all."33 

The child's death was a tragedy from which Fanny Longfellow never fully recov- 
ered. In 1850, she bore a second daughter, Alice, who seemed "an especial grace 
of God." But Alice's birth coincided with her son Erny's serious bout with pleurisy. 
"We were terribly anxious," Fanny wrote in the same entry in which she recorded 
Alice's birth. "I felt as if a great stone were hurled back upon my heart from which 
I had just been relieved. I have never been without anxiety for him but now it will 
be increased tenfold." Her daughter's death remained the central event in Fanny 
Longfellow's life.34 

Why did nineteenth-century mothers appear to fear child illness and death so 
much more intensely than parents in early America? What factors account for 
growing intimacy between mother and child? To be sure, early American parents 
feared death, too, and grieved over the loss of loved ones.35 But one detects in those 
parents a more passive attitude of Christian resignation. By the early decades of the 
nineteenth century, except among evangelical families, Divine Providence was 
giving way to exalted motherhood in the care and protection of children.36 Parents, 
as always, tried to submit to God's will in the face of infant illness and death, but 
it was an effort increasingly undermined by the growing belief that a child's health 
depended mainly on maternal dedication and appropriate medical treatment. 
Mothers may well have worried so incessantly about the health of their children be- 
cause they were coming to believe- despite persistently high infant death rates - 
that good mothering could somehow ensure a baby's survival. 

That gradual shift in the locus of control reflected new assumptions about the 
mother's centrality in the family and her principal responsibility for child nurture. 
At a deeper level, however, it seems closely linked to the growing belief that human 
agency could shape and control the natural order. Just as Americans were beginning 
to reject pain and death as necessary concomitants of childbearing- as the growing 
popularity of ether and chloroform in childbirth attest - they embraced the idea 
of maternal efficacy in overseeing the health of their infants.37 As the author of one 
popular home medical guide stated, "No one can for a moment believe that the 
excessive and increasing infant mortality among us, is part of the established order 
of nature, or of the systematic arrangements of Divine Providence." Or as another 

33 Longfellow Diary, Oct. 14, Sept. 13, 1848. 
34 Ibid., n.d. [1850], Feb. 22, 1851. For a discussion of death in nineteenth-century families, see Lewis Saum, 

"Death in the Popular Mind of Pre-Civil War America," American Quarterly, 26 (Dec. 1974), 477-95; and Jan 
Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness: Family and Values in Jefferson's Virginia (New York, 1983), 98-102. 

35 See, for example, David Stannard, "Death and the Puritan Child," American Quarterly, 26 (Dec. 1974), 
456-76; Smith, Inside the Great House, 249-80; and Lewis, Pursuit of Happiness, 72-76. 

36 On evangelical childrearing see William G. McLoughlin, "Evangelical Childrearing in the Age of Jackson: 
Francis Wayland's Views on When and How to Subdue the Willfulness of Children:' Journal of Social History, 
9 (Fall 1975), 21-43; and Greven, Protestant Temperament, 21-61. 

37 Judith Walzer Leavitt, "'Science' Enters the Birthing Room: Obstetrics in America since the Eighteenth Cen- 
tury,' Journal of American History, 70 (Sept. 1983), 281-304. Historians have just begun to examine fathers' re- 
sponses to these developments. For a good example of a father whose attitudes toward parenting reflected changes 
in thinking about human agency, see Carol E. Hoffecker, ed., "The Diaries of Edmund Canby, A Quaker Miller, 
1822-1848,' Delaware History, 16 (Oct. 1974), 79-121; ibid., 16 (Spring-Summer 1975), 184-243. 
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leading maternal advisor observed in 1844, "The first and most important truth 
... to be impressed on mothers, is, that the constitution of their offspring depends 
on natural consequences, many of which are under their own control.38 

Physicians were concerned about good mothering but paid little attention to in- 
fant mortality. Many doctors were well aware of the fact that infant deaths con- 
stituted a very large percentage of total mortality, but medical literature throughout 
the century devoted strikingly little attention to this problem. Specialized medical 
interest in pediatrics was just emerging in the 1830s and 1840s. The few physicans 
who wrote on children's diseases believed that infancy was a period of extreme phys- 
ical debility and weakness; inevitably, given infants' natural susceptibility to disease, 
many would perish. As D. Francis Condie, one of the first writers on pediatrics, ex- 
plained, "During infancy and childhood, there exists a very strong predisposition 
to disease.... During the first few weeks of existence, the imperfect organization 
of the body, and the deficiency in vigour of most of its functions, render it particu- 
larly liable to the actions of various agents, the impression of which . . . produces 
in the delicate organs of the infant, the most serious disturbance, resulting in the 
greater number of cases, in a rapid extinction of life."39 Infancy, like old age, was 
a time to die. 

Significantly, doctors and other writers of medical guides did not recognize the 
social and economic dimensions of infant diseases and their prevention. Concerns 
about health lay entirely within individual mothers' domain. As one physician 
declared, the chief cause of infant death was the "ignorance and false pride of the 
mothers. Children are killed by the manner in which they are dressed, and by the 
food that is given them, as much as any other cause." Doctors agreed that there was 
much individual mothers could do to ensure their children's well-being. Mothers 
could excercise constant vigilance over their children's day-to-day care -bathing, 
dressing, playing, and ministering to them during illness. Most important, mothers 
had a duty to nurse their own infants. A mother "must not delegate to any being 
the sacred and delightful task of suckling her child." Mothers could school them- 
selves in the symptoms and etiology of childhood diseases and the essentials of child 
hygiene. They could learn to distinguish between ordinary innocuous "snuffles" and 
the "morbid snuffles" that portended serious illness or death. And they could treat 
their vulnerable infants gently by refraining from cold baths and harsh purgatives 
and medications, and by sheltering their delicate nervous systems from bright 
lights, extreme temperatures, and loud noises.40Just as Americans assigned mothers 

38 An American Matron [pseud.], The Maternal Physician: A Treatise on the Nurture and Management of In- 
fants, From the Birth Until Two Years Old, Being the Result of Sixteen Years'Experience in the Nursery (Philadel- 
phia, 1810), 7; Mrs. [Louisa Mary Bacon] Barwell, Infant Treatment: With Directions to Mothers for Self 
Management Before, During, and After Pregnancy (New York, 1844), 15. 

39 D. Francis Condie, A Practical Treatise on the Diseases of Children (Philadelphia, 1844), 85-86. 
40 "Infant Mortality and Fashionable Dress," New York MedicalJournal, 10 (Jan. 1870), 424-25; John W. 

Thrailkill, An Essay on the Causes of Infant Mortality; Being a Brief Account of the Origins of the Feebleness and 
Diseases Which Afflict and Destroy So Many Children Under Five Years of Age (St. Louis, 1869), 6-7; William 
P. Dewees, A Treatise on the Physical and Medical Treatment of Children (Philadelphia, 1836), 48, 72, 108; W. 
M. Ireland, Advice to Mothers on the Management of Infants and Young Children, with Directions on How to 
Distinguish and Prevent Their Complaints (New York, 1820), esp. 5-38; American Matron [pseud.], Maternal Phy- 
sician, 60-61. 
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Mother bathing baby. Photograph c. 1890-1910, Charles Van Schaick Collection. 
Courtesy State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 

the responsibility for their children's moral welfare, so too did they vouchsafe to 
them their babies' very survival. 

American culture, then, as reflected in both professional and popular medical 
literature, sent mothers a mixed message. On the one hand, death in infancy was 
recognized as commonplace, even expected. On the other, "good" mothers were en- 
couraged to believe that careful nurturing could ensure the well-being of their off- 
spring. It is not known how many mothers read such medical guides or how they 
interpreted them. Still, the perception of infancy as a time of extreme physical vul- 
nerability and the belief that only mothers could provide proper care help explain 
maternal anxiety. Certainly women looked on infancy and early childhood as precar- 
ious times. Given the limited knowledge of infectious disease, it was impossible for 
a mother to gauge the severity of a child's illness. Thus any illness appeared poten- 
tially fatal. Alone at home with children whose fragile health they believed lay 
largely in their own hands, mothers fell prey to anxiety and fear. 

The private agonies of watchful and worried mothers bear witness to the special 
intimacies of their increasingly separate sphere at home. While no doubt mothers 
could share some of their fears with caring husbands, for the most part their strong 
maternal feelings found expression in sentimental literature, maternal associations, 
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and women's networks of friends and relatives.41 In this context the idea of the 
family as a calm and soothing refuge from a busy world takes on a peculiarly patriar- 
chal cast. For men away at work, hearth and home may have seemed like a place 
of repose and comfort; for many women, the family was the seat of apprehension 
and turmoil.42 

Children in early nineteenth-century America were gradually slipping out of the 
hands of God and into their mothers' warm, if nervous, embrace. And infant death, 
like so much else in the increasingly intimate world of the family, became a private 
tragedy. Whereas the world beyond the household paid little notice to infant mor- 
tality, for mothers the lives and deaths of their infants were matters that took a 
powerful emotional toll. Living beyond the time of unquestioned confidence in the 
providential power of an omnipotent God and before that of public health advances 
and reliable medical help, women experienced motherhood in solitude -sole pos- 
sessors of all the delights and fears that come with raising children. 

When it came time to have her baby in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1906, Dorothy Reed 
Mendenhall expected a safe and normal delivery. A physician herself, she had been 
well trained in obstetrics at Johns Hopkins University Medical School in the 1890s 
and, thanks to several years at New York's Babies' Hospital, she had unusually thor- 
ough grounding in pediatrics as well. As soon as she learned she was pregnant, Men- 
denhall placed herself in the care of the surgeon reputed to be the best in the city. 
What followed was a disaster. Her physician proved careless and incompetent. After 
two days of lingering labor, the doctor manually turned the baby and delivered it 
feet first, a hazardous obstetrical procedure. "All I remember was turning my head 
into the pillow and thinking this will be the end; I shall die, he doesn't know what 
to do." A few hours later, Mendenhall became aware of her baby's labored and ab- 
normal breathing. She tried to resuscitate her daughter with artificial respiration, 
but a few hours later "Margaret, my firstborn and only girl, died of cerebral hemor- 
rhage and bad obstetrics."43 

Mendenhall had three other children (the second of whom also died in early 
childhood) and for several years devoted herself to childrearing rather than to her 
career as a physician. But in 1914, on the urging of a home economist at the Univer- 
sity of Wisconsin, she began to travel to small Wisconsin towns to lecture to women 
on maternal and infant welfare. What she found-women desperately looking for 
medical assistance and information on baby care -launched Mendenhall on a long 
public career as a maternal and infant health reformer.44 

41 See, for example, Welter, "Cult of True Womanhood"; and Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, "The Female World 
of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in Nineteenth-Century America," Signs, 1 (Autumn 1975), 1-30. 
For a different interpretation of early nineteenth-century maternal values that is based on literary sources, see Ann 
Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York, 1977), esp. 1-13, 50-93, 240-72. 

42 For the view of the early nineteenth-century family as refuge, see Jeffrey, "Family as a Utopian Retreat from 
the City"; and Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class, 146-55, 191-98. 

43 Dorothy Reed Mendenhall, unpublished autobiography, section H, p. 13, Dorothy Reed Mendenhall Papers, 
Sophia Smith Collection (Smith College, North Hampton, Mass.). 

" Ibid., section I, p. 2. 
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Mendenhall's medical training enabled her, unlike nineteenth-century mothers, 
to translate her private grief into public action. "My own part in [maternal and in- 
fant welfare] work is a great satisfaction to me," she reflected some years later. "It, 
in a way, was a compensation reaction to help me bear the bitter frustration that 
the deaths of my babies gave me. Helping another mother have her child safely and 
advising countless mothers how to care for their babies was a real outlet for my 
grief."45 

Mendenhall's experience reflects a new development in the history of American 
mothering: By the first decades of the twentieth century, mothers' attitudes toward 
infant death had undergone a seachange. No longer was the loss of a child to be 
viewed passively as the will of God or to be endured silently in the privacy of the 
home. Instead, women in communities throughout the United States made the na- 
tion's high infant mortality a matter of serious public, political concern and called 
on doctors, public health officials, and the state to take action to reduce the number 
of infant deaths. Social reformer Florence Kelley articulated the new consciousness: 
"So long as mothers did not know that children need not die.... [W]e strove for 
resignation, not intelligence. A generation ago we could only vainly mourn. Today 
we now know that every dying child accuses the community. For knowledge is avail- 
able for keeping alive and well so nearly all, that we may justly be said to sin in 
the light of the new day when we let any die."46 

Such a dramatic change in attitude was due, in part, to the new views of infancy 
reflected in the child-study movement so popular with American mothers at the 
turn of the century. More important, however, during the Progressive Era women 
worked in a variety of ways to make visible and public concerns that had in earlier 
generations been private and to document connections between the quality of life 
in the home and the social and political institutions of the larger community. At 
the same time, Americans continued to identify mothers as the primary guarantors 
of children's well-being and to emphasize the crucial importance of mother-infant 
bonds. Thus both change and continuity-the new emphasis on the social and 
public aspects of mothering and the traditional belief in the sanctity of the mother- 
infant bond and maternal responsibility- characterize the history of American 
mothering in the modern period. 

The child-study movement illustrates how nineteenth-century concepts of inten- 
sive mothering continued to influence twentieth-century mothers' perceptions of 
their roles and responsibilities. The movement, a coalition of psychologists in- 
terested in defining and charting infancy as a critical, distinct stage in human devel- 
opment and mothers anxious to raise their children according to scientific principles 
and to enhance the status of motherhood, produced a unique literature aptly called 
"baby biography."47 Purportedly scientific in method and intent, baby biographies 

45 Ibid 
46 Florence Kelley, "Children in the Cities," National Municipal Review, 4 (April 1915), 199. 
47 On the child-study movement, see Steven L. Schlossman, "Before Home Start: Notes toward a History of 

Parent Education in America, 1897-1929 ' Harvard Educational Review, 46 (Aug. 1976), 436-67; Sheila M. 
Rothman, Woman's Proper Place: A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present (New York, 
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were meticulously detailed accounts, usually kept by mothers, of the day-to-day de- 
velopment of individual infants. For example, Louise E. Hogan, who published her 
journal of her son's development, A Study of a Child, in 1898, made careful daily 
observations of her baby's behavior. A typical entry reads: "He began to build with 
blocks to-day, placing five or six on top of each other with great care and precision. 
The words he has learned since November, when he was nine months old, are as 
follows, given in the order of acquirement: 'Oh, mammam 'hab'em,' 'gib'em,' 'ups- 
a-dada,' 'wow wow, 'bow wow, 'ba' and 'baba' for papa (he generally says 'ba'), 'by- 
bye."' Such works attested to the primacy of individual mothers in guiding infant 
development: Because infancy was a crucial time on which future emotional and 
intellectual growth depended, mothers' close relationships with their infants were 
critical. As Elizabeth Harrison explained in A Study of Child-Nature from the Kin- 
dergarten Standpoint (1907), "One of the greatest lines of the world's work lies here 
before us: the understanding of little children, in order that they may be properly 
trained. Correctly understood, it demands of woman her highest endeavor, the 
broadest culture, the most complete command of herself, and the understanding 
of her resources and environments. It demands of her that she become a physician, 
an artist, a teacher, a poet, a philosopher, a priest." Authors of baby biographies 
exhorted other mothers to keep systematic records of their own children's develop- 
ment, either by following the general outlines of published studies or by making 
notations in one of the commercially marketed, highly detailed "baby books" that 
appeared in the United States by the 1880s.48 

By 1910 child study had lost its momentum as a social movement, but its 
popularity, however brief, provides insight into the ways that mothers, educators, 
and behavioral scientists placed new emphasis on the importance of infancy as a 
developmental stage and simultaneously reaffirmed traditional concepts of mother- 
hood: Much as antebellum Americans entrusted mothers with the responsibility of 
imbuing children with sound moral values and republican ideals, Americans at the 
turn of the twentieth century assigned to mothers the responsibility of overseeing 
their children's cognitive and emotional development. 

During the same years a generation of women progressive reformers also played 
a central role in reshaping American views of childhood and in making the issue 
of infant welfare the focus of social concern. Women such asJulia Lathrop and Grace 
Abbott, both of whom headed the federal Children's Bureau; Florence Kelley; 
Dorothy Mendenhall; S. Josephine Baker, who headed New York's Bureau of Child 
Hygiene; and Elizabeth Putnam, who pioneered in the development of prenatal 
care, made common cause with public health officials and physicians to create 

1978), 97-106; andJoseph F, Kett, Rites ofPassage: Adolescence in America, 1790 to the Present (New York, 1977), 
228-30. 

48 Louise E. Hogan, A Study of a Child (New York, 1898), 1-14, 30-31; Elizabeth Harrison, A Study of Child- 
Nature from the Kindergarten Standpoint (Chicago, 1907), 11; Milicent Washburn Shinn, The Biography ofa Baby 
(Boston, 1900), esp. 1-6, 10-19; Jessie Chase Fenton, Practical Psychology of Babyhood. The Mental Development 
and Mental Hygiene of the First Two Years of Life (Boston, 1925), esp. 315-41. See also Winifred S. Hall, "The 
First 500 Days of a Child's Life:' Child-Study Monthly, 2 (Nov. 1896), 330-42; ibid., 2 (Dec. 1896), 394-407; ibid., 
2 (Jan. 1897), 458-73; ibid., 2 (Feb. 1897), 522-37. 
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influential maternal- and child-welfare movements. Equally important, women in 
communities throughout the United States acted through women's clubs, mothers' 
associations, and civic-reform organizations to link child health to municipal 
politics. 

Women active in the infant-welfare movement differed among themselves as to 
the most efficacious solutions to the problem of an infant death rate that in 1900 
remained as high as 159 per 1000 population under one year old and soared to as 
high as 235 per 1000 infant population in some industrial cities.49 Some reformers 
stressed overarching social and economic problems such as poverty; others empha- 
sized the importance of individual solutions such as maternal education and breast- 
feeding. Many women believed that both municipal reform and maternal education 
were necessary.50 Collectively, however, women's groups and organizations such as 
the American Association for the Study and Prevention of Infant Mortality, estab- 
lished in 1909, made infant mortality a highly visible public issue. In cities and 
towns all over the country, women's clubs organized "baby weeks," "baby-saving 
campaigns," and child-welfare exhibits. Those who visited the exhibits viewed 
graphic displays of the ways poverty, overcrowding, inadequate municipal services, 
substandard housing, and impure milk supplies affected the infant death rate.51 

At one level, the child-welfare activities were designed to reach individual 
mothers, particularly working-class, immigrant, and rural women, to teach them 
about infant feeding and child care. But at a deeper level, the intentions of 
reformers cut across class lines, for their activities were meant to serve a broad educa- 
tional function: The dedication of individual mothers, the reformers stressed, was 
futile in communities that failed to provide adequate sanitation, clean water, or 
pure milk. Nor could maternal efforts alone succeed in a society that paid lip service 
to the importance of mothering and the family but did not actually value children 
sufficiently to commit resources to try to keep them alive. Physician Emma DeVries 
put the matter bluntly in a letter to Julia Lathrop: "Here's to the future day when 

49 Hibbs, Infant Mortality, 12. As late as the first decades of the twentieth century, neither the federal govern- 
ment nor most state governments provided for complete and accurate registration of births. The lack of such vital 
statistics renders infant mortality figures imprecise. See James H. Cassedy, "The Registration Area and American 
Vital Statistics: Development of a Health Research Resource, 1885-1915:' Bulletin of the History of Medicine, 39 
(May-June 1965), 221-32. 

so Harvey Levenstein, "'Best for Babies' or 'Preventable Infanticide'? The Controversy over Artificial Feeding 
of Infants in America, 1880-1920:'Journal of American History, 70 (June 1983), 75-94; J. Stanley Lemons, "The 
Sheppard-Towner Act: Progressivism in the 1920s:' ibid., 55 (March 1969), 776-86; Judith Walzer Leavitt, The 
Healthiest City: Milwaukee and the Politics of Health Reform (Princeton, 1982), 156-89; Constance D. Leupp, 
"Campaigning for Babies' Lives," McClure's Magazine, 38 (Aug. 1912), 361-73; "For the Babies of Philadelphia:' 
Survey, July 10, 1909, p. 533; "Survey of Sickness:' ibid., Oct. 16, 1915, pp. 65-69; Helen Worthington Rogers, 
"A Modest Experiment in Foster-Motherhood; The Work of the Pure Milk Commission of the Children's Aid Associ- 
ation of Indianapolis:' ibid., May 1, 1909, pp. 176-83; Wilbur C. Phillips, "The Mother and the Baby:' ibid., Aug. 
7, 1909, pp. 623-31; "Coordinated Child-Saving:' Charities and The Commons, Feb. 20, 1909, p. 1010; "The Right 
View of the Child:' ibid., April 25, 1908, pp. 123-25; "To Reduce Infant Mortality:' ibid., May 30, 1908, p. 285; 
S. Josephine Baker, "The Value of Municipal Control of Child Hygiene:' American Journal of Obstetrics and the 
Diseases of Women and Children, 65 (June 1912), 1061-68; Mrs. William Lowell Putnam, "The Importance of 
Prenatal Care:' ibid., 78 (July 1918), 103-107. 

5" Mary Ritter Beard, Woman's Work in Municipalities (New York, 1915), 56-68; Anna Louise Strong, "Child 
Welfare Exhibits," National Municipal Review, 1 (April 1912), 248-52; S. Josephine Baker, Fighting for Life (New 
York, 1939). 
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The "$acred Motherhood" postcard, 1911, widely distributed by the Women's Trade Union League. 
The postcard was reproduced from the original drawing by William H. Bradley. 

Courtesy State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 

our dear old Uncle Sam will enable the Children's Bureau to do as much for the 
babies as has been done for the pigs."52 

Women's growing conviction that mothers alone could not reduce infant mor- 
52 Emma DeVries toJulia Lathrop, March 6, 1916, Records of the U.S. Department of Labor Children's Bureau, 

RG 102 (National Archives). 
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tality and that increased medical help and government involvement were necessary 
to preserve the well-being of their babies is illustrated most vividly in the hundreds 
of thousands of letters mothers wrote to the federal Children's Bureau after its estab- 
lishment in 1912. Women from every region of the country and every social class 
wrote to the bureau, pouring out details of their mothering experiences.53 Their 
letters provide graphic, often eloquent testimony to mothers' search for knowledge 
and assistance. 

Many letters reflect both mothers' frustration at knowing so little about childbirth 
and infant care and their anger at the lack of available medical expertise and social 
support. After losing her four-month-old son, for example, an Illinois woman wrote 
the bureau that "it was then that I knew how helpless I was when it came to knowing 
what a mother should know. My baby was sacrificed thru mere ignorance.... I felt 
my own baby had every chance. Our home was clean and sanitary and far more luxu- 
rious than lots of children. But when I had to stand by and see my baby slowly starve 
I made up my mind I'd fight the world but what I'd find out some way to teach 
people more about babies." The angry mother, writing two years after her child's 
death, was now living in Boston and had just attended a lecture series on baby wel- 
fare. She was trying to "study every word I [can] find" on baby care, for she was con- 
vinced that it was neither God nor bad mothering, but the "lack of proper care" 
that had killed her son. "I soon found that not only mothers of large families knew 
nothing about the scientific care of babies but the best doctors of the city knew 
less."54 

An Alabama woman who had been isolated from reliable medical help when her 
twin sons, born prematurely, died at the age of thirteen days wrote to the bureau 
for information when she became pregnant again. "I want to find out the reason 
and how to prevent anything like that this time.... What could have been done 
during those thirteen days and what was possibly done that should not have been 
done? It there any reason why the next child will be born before the full term on 
account of the twins coming too soon? is there anything that can be done to prevent 
it? . . . We are reading and trying to prepare but as this is such a poor place to 
get help of the right sort I am afraid that we still will know too little to handle a 
similar situation should we be placed that way again. My doctor seems to know 
nothing about premature births and I want some information there."55 Such urgent 
requests for information reflect mothers' continued belief that they were responsible 
for their children's welfare and a strong conviction that, through knowledge and 
proper care, infants deaths could be prevented. 

Many mothers who wrote to the bureau criticized what they perceived as wide- 
spread public indifference to children's well-being. "With the Baby Week Cam- 
paign in progress and knowing the importance of taking good care of babies," a 

'3 Nancy Weiss, "Mother, the Invention of Necessity: Dr. Benjamin Spock's Baby and Child Care," American 
Quarterly, 29 (Winter 1977), 519-46. 

'4 Mrs. WRD, Cambridge, Mass., to Children's Bureau, June 22, 1918, Records of the U.S. Department of Labor 
Children's Bureau. 

5" MH, Bladon Springs, Alabama, to Children's Bureau, July 8, 1919, ibid. 
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Maryland woman wrote, "I cannot help making a few remarks." Neither pasteurized 
milk nor ice was available in her community, she continued, although "we are right 
close to the Naval Academy Dairy where they pasteurize milk and make ice every 
day, still the Government refuses to sell either article. If babies are to be saved these 
things are necessary." "I write to see if the US Department [Children's Bureau] will 
see that a pregnant women gets medical attention when needed," a Virginia woman 
stated. "Will not our government soon do something for the poor mothers of 
America to help her raise her babies? Now that I am soon to become a mother again 
will I have to see my child pass out of my arms to the Great beyond or will the 
Government help us poor mothers by just seeing we get physicians at the time of 
birth?" Or as an Ohio woman declared in 1920, "it seems to me that the progress 
in the treatment of obstetrical care is almost inexcusably slow or treated with 
remarkable indifference. Could not this matter be more seriously stressed by the 
government?" The federal government ought to hire physicians "to doctor these 
women and babies," a South Dakota woman wrote. "When that is done, the efforts 
of the government to save the mothers and babies will be partly accomplished."56 

Perhaps no mother expressed so well the modern frustration and impatience with 
needless infant deaths as a Mississippi woman. "Here in Jackson we have been re- 
cently having such sad deaths," she wrote to the bureau in 1915. "I have just come 
from a funeral this afternoon, the baby was buried two or three days ago, the Mother 
to-day. . . ." She demanded to know what was responsible for such deaths. "Is it 
the corsets we wear? Is it the food we eat? Is it the strain we live under? What is 
it? It makes me mad to hear the preachers say 'It's God's will' 'She has fulfilled her 
mission,' etc. Something's got to be done-and done quickly."57 

For mothers who wrote to the Children's Bureau, both maternal education, which 
would enable individual mothers to carry out their responsibilities more effectively, 
and social reform were essential. Underlying those maternal concerns were two as- 
sumptions that distinguished mothering in the twentieth century from that of 
previous generations. First, infant deaths were preventable. And second, society at 
large - rather than Divine Providence or individual mothers alone - must assume 
responsibility for children's survival and well-being. 

For the first three centuries of American history, infant death was the central reality 
of maternal experience. Although mothers' interpretations of and responses to the 
ever-present possibility that their children might die changed considerably-from 
the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century conviction that God alone determined the 
fate of infants to the Progressive Era belief that civic reform and public health 
measures could ensure babies' survival -women's writings attest to the importance 
of infant death in shaping maternal experience and consciousness. Only as infant 

56 Mrs. IL, Annapolis, to Children's Bureau, May 12, 1915, ibid.; Mrs. DEH, Staunton, Va., to Children's Bu- 
reau, July 3, 1920, ibid.; Mrs. HBC, Steubenville, Ohio, to Children's Bureau, Feb. 10, 1920, ibid.; Mrs. RN, South 
Dakota, to Children's Bureau, Aug. 12, 1919, ibid. 

57 Mrs. CFH, Jackson, Miss., to Children's Bureau, April 28, 1915, ibid. 
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mortality began to decline significantly after 1900 did the deaths of infants and 
young children cease to be common events in middle-class families. By the 1920s 
maternal consciousness was no longer shaped primarily by incessant anxiety that ba- 
bies might die. In this crucial respect the first decades of the twentieth century are 
a watershed in the history of mothering and of the family. 

In another important respect, however, maternal experience has shown greater 
continuity than change. Since the turn of the nineteenth century, women's percep- 
tions of themselves as mothers have been influenced by a cultural definition of 
motherhood that stresses the intense, essentially private nature of the mother-child 
bond and the primary responsibility of mothers for the well-being of their children. 
Americans redefined specific maternal responsibilities over time, but the new defini- 
tions supplemented traditional beliefs rather than supplanted them. In those be- 
liefs the essential continuity in definitions of motherhood can be traced from the 
early nineteenth century to the present day. Early twentieth-century women articu- 
lated a new, public dimension to motherhood that became institutionalized in the 
acceptance of some degree of government responsibility for child welfare. American 
society, however, has continued to define mothering almost entirely as an in- 
dividual, private experience and to assign to individual mothers the primary respon- 
sibility for their children's care and welfare. 
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