Reading in Early America

Ruskin Teeter

“What more could be wish’t
than to learn to read and spell.”
Thought scratched on back of fifteenth-century
”Absey” book, British Museum.

Thank you, Dr. Ruth Kurth, for the generous introduction. And thank
you, ladies and gentlemen, for the privilege of coming before you this
morning to open the 10th General Assembly of the American Reading
Forum. I look forward to getting to know you during this meeting—and
I should say that if it is true that all of you are as bright and witty and
friendly and as much fun to be with as Dr. Ruth—and I've been assured
that this is the case—then 1 know that [am in for a real treat. For we have
not enly many interesting sessions to look forward to butalso the world-
famous Florida sunshine and hospitality. When you combine this with
the friendship and goad will of colleagues and old friends from all over
the country, then T think that we cannot help being very glad indeed that
we are here today.

My subject this morning is “Reading and Learning in Early America.”
By “early,” | mean our first 200 years, beginning with the 17th century
and continuing on for the next 200 years or so. And by “reading,” I mean
also “learning,” for during the period under discussion, the terms are
very nearly inseparable. It is difficult to say where one begins and the
other leaves off.

This is because fully half our young people—the female portion—
were educated to the point of literacy; no further. That is, those who
received any instruction at all were taught simply to read. A privileged
few—perhaps two or three in a hundred—were then “finished” or
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polished up in what were called the “female graces,” but for the most
part, learning or education meant, for girls, learning to read. Nothing
more.

The other half of our childhood population—the boys-—were also
educated to the point of literacy. That is, if educated at all, they were
taught to read, nothing more. Fifteen or twenty per hundred may have
gone further. But still the subject was reading, of the non-vernacular
variety.

I sincerely hope that the period under discussion is of as much interest
to youas it is to me, I think of it as one of the perennially most interesting
of all historical epochs. For juxtaposed against the simplicity and harsh-
ness of life in this new world was perhaps the finest hour of the old.

ThelItalian’ Renaissance was in full bloom. A confrontation of classical
and Christian ideologies was beginning to produce an outpouring of
artistic genius and unrivaled diversity and originality. This period saw
the rediscovery of ancient literature and philosophy, a new growth of
secular values and scientific investigation, and a new appreciation of
civic virtue and political liberty,

Moreover, the people alive at the time knew they were opening a new
phase in human history, one that would glorify man on earth, The world
stood at the very beginnings of modernity—at a time that has left a deep
and permanent impression upon the cultural life of the entire Western
world, [t was a time that produced four of the 10 most frequently
assigned reading titles in today’s American high school, as determined
last June by the Center for the Learning & Teaching of Literature at State
University of New York at Albany: Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet,
and Julius Caesar,

So it was an exciting time to be alive, and what follows is a reconstruc-
tion—a personal one to be sure—of a very small portion of the educa-
tional spirit or learning spirit of that time. To help you call up this period
in your own mind, I have distributed some reproductions of woodcuts,
copperplates and stone etchings which hark back to the very earliestdays
of reading and learning in America.

During most of the period under discussion, the school and the
student were stepchildren in the structure of social life, A school was
rarely a building constructed for the sole purpose of education, and it was
usually furnished with minimal facilities for human occupancy, letalone
learning,

The first schools were part of the cycle of sun and weather that
governed the lives of those who settled the isolated rural areas of
America, These one-room structures, usually painted white and resem-
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bling that other essential institution of society, the church, were popu-
lated by students only during the winter months. Schooling was a matter
taken up only after the much more basic needs for sustaining life had
been met. With the many chores children had to perform during the
growing season, there simply wasn’t enough time left over to give to
books. But with the approach of the autumnal equinox (around Septem-
ber 23) and with the gathering of crops and storing away of winter
hoards, the pace of farm life began to slacken. Now came the “off-
season,” along with increased social activities, fall festivals, shorter work
days, and family holidays. And now, education, having taken its turn
behind the very real business of living, could be dealt withand finally put
to rights.

In the beginning, and particularly outside the towns, the few parents
who were themselves literate enough to do so simply pa%qed on what-
ever reading and writing skills they had to their children, in whatever
ways they know, It can be imagined that their lessons were easily and
quite naturally worked into the day-to-day routine of the winter season.
On a rainy day, for example, a mother might take down from her living
room wall some printed alphabet letters pasted ona piece of board and
gather the smallest of her brood about her near the fire. Then, perhaps
calling upon her own childhood, she invented games to the delight of her
children, and thus sweetened ihe bitter pill of learning. Pointing to letters
of the alphabet, coaxing, wheedling, romping and laughing, she would
“wring out” from them the answers to her questions. Her rewards for
learning were praise, kisses, and caresses, but also hot gingerbread, fruit
piesand tarts, perhaps intuitively making for her children the connection
between learning, or work, and life,

After supper and evening chores, a literate father might gather his
children about the fireplace for family hour and conversation. And to
imparthislove for learning, he mighthelpan older child read aloud from
the family Bible the stories of David and Goliath, Samson and Delilah,
Noah and the flood, Daniel and the lion’s den and Jonah and the fish. Or
wishing to dwell on the subject of human frailties, morals and virtues, he
might help with the reading of stories from Aesop, of the turtle and the
rabbit, the lion and the mouse, the lazy grasshopper, the fox and the
grapes, and the goose that laid the golden egg.

But literacy was ata premium in early America, and few indeed were
parents who could do much more than read a business sign or advertise-
ment, or put to paper their own names, or fashion a crudely written
message. Most parents, in fact, were but a generation or two removed
from the dark, dirty and violent cities of 17th Century Europe. They or
their fathers or grandfathers had lived a good part of their lives in tightly-
knit, socially combustible neighborhoods, clumped together along nar-
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row, smelly cobbled streets, which were breeding grounds for disease.
They had lived desperately, often in irreducible and irreversible circum-
stances. Superstition, not learning, had been their world. They had
wallowed in ignorance, mystification and bewilderment at the natural
world. Theirs had been a world of bewitchment, charms, chants, magic
stones, and mumbo-jumbe gibberish. 1t had taken almost all of their
conniving just to keep the Devil and his fallen angels atbay. They had had
little use for learning, and little in the way of background or tradition for
learning,.

Primarily for these reasons, schooling developed slowly in early
America. Education surely was not uppermost in the minds of the
earliest settlers. There was no school at Plymouth for more than 50 years,
and there was no school at Jamestown for almost a hundred years. With
today’s emphasis on education, it is difficult to imagine just how minor
and subordinate a role school actually played in the everyday lives of
most of the early Americans. There were towns and ships to build, and
families to feed and clothe. There seemed almost no practical use for
learning. In fact, education per s¢ was mistrusted by many of the boys
growing up in the heady atmosphere of raw frontier towns. There were
gambling dens, ale houses and brothels in Boston long before there was
asystem of permanentschoolhouses. Something abouteducation seemed
to these tusslers as unmanly, prideful, affected and snobbish. With
construction and growth allabout, study seemed to bealostlabor. For the
most part, the youth of early America were “innocent of books,” as the
saying went before the harsher word “illiterate” came into vogue.

Schoolkeeping—and that was the word used; schools were kept—
beganin early Americain the way of the early women’s schools. Boysand
girls attended these schools, usually at age 6 or 7, usually for one or two
years at two or three months per year, and usually from 9 in the morning
until 3in the afternoon, six days a week. These women’s schools actually
provided morein the way of motherly care and keeping than in the study
of reading and the rudiments of language. Very little time atall was given
to any formal instruction, since the women were busy throughout the
day with other duties. Women teachers mingled their teacher—nurse-
mother duties, ingeniously keeping good order while 1nixing a little
learning inside the house with a lot of play outside in large fenced yards.
They did not often rely on the hickory stick for discipline, as did men
teachers of the higher levels, relying instead upon their natural under-
standing of children. There were a few occasions when severe punish-
ment mightbe meted out, but usually this was unnecessary, the teacher’s
quiet authority serving to quell the animal vigors and nervous tempera-
ments of rowdy boys.
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In the earliest years of settlement, very few children attended any of
the women's schools at a given time. Few homes were larger than 14-by-
16 feet, and then they were filled with the teacher’s family and with
space-consuming furniture. Probably five orsix children per teacher was
a maximum school size during the first hundred years of schooling in
early America. As homes became larger and as other non-residential
facilities became available, class size increased to 15 or 20 students per
school. But most children attended no school at all, for the teaching of
simple rudiments was considered a family, not a public, matter.

Students arrived at the women's schools shortly after morning chares
had been done. After a devotional, they were put to their studies—
memorizing the alphabet and drawing letters in sand (there was very
little paper available in the early days). They pronounced words, read,
and spelled. Often teachers made games of words; to spell “Massachu-
setts,” for example, children would chant a ditty, “MA crooked letter,
crooked letter A. . . Perhaps the best learning took place—again, a
personal reconstruction—on cold, rainy days, when teachers and chil-
dren could notwork outside. Onsuchdays, children worked contentedly
before a cheerful fire laid in a deep, cave-like fireplace. As they worked
along, each at a different task and pace, the teacher might brew a pot of
spiced tea as a treat. Later she would warm the lunches the children had
brought, or serve one of her own making—perhaps roasted sweet
potatoes topped with melted butter and brown sugar. Then, after lunch,
the chitdren would play or rest and then return for an early afternoon
reading session, For snacks the teacher might roast apples or nuts in the
fireplace or bake gingerbread as a reward for the children’s good work
and behavior. Then, sometime after mid-afternoon, the children would
leave for the day, in time to complete their chores at home before dark.

Those teachers in the women’s schools who were married to ministers
or to wealthy merchants usually possessed a better-than-average intel-
lect and education, and, by virtue of their access to books and men of
Jearning, were able to bring something of an informal curriculum to their
students. Atleast they could reinforce muchof thelearning and erudition
of the day. Learned men, for example, knew that the study of astronomy,
which was then a mixture of astrology and the writing of Ptolemy, could
go along way toward helping peoplesidestep calamity, mishap and hard
fate: and it is reasonable to expect that their wives passed on such
attitudes to the children they taught. Comets dried up the earths
moisture, some of the women taught, and gave notice of impending
droughts, hot winds, crop failures and fevers. It followed that if the stars
foretold natural events, they also foretold the individual fates of men;
and it was then but a step away tosay that if God had left messages in the
sky, he had left them on earth as well and that it behooved men to be on

oy



6 Yearbook of the Anterican Reading Foron

the lookout for God's signatures—his clues, signals, and broad hints as
to how man’s health and happiness could be maintained or improved.

The kidney bean’s odd shape, for example, was a hint, a signal from
God that it was intended as a curative for problems with that organ of the
body. Snakefat was an antidote for poison, and powdered frog skins
were obviously a remedy for skin eruptions, poxes, blemishes, etc. There
were other aspects of the women’s school informal curriculum as well.
They warned and frightened their children and “stirred them up dread-
fully,” one observer wrote, “toseek God.” Children were taught that they
were not just born in sin, they were conceived in sin. In the eyes of God,
a leading minister of the day told them, children were as “despicable as
vipers, likewise beautiful when small.” One of the community’s primary
expectations of teachers was that they help bring children to God at the
earliest possible moment, so that if they died young they mightstill go to
heaven. No child was ever too young to go to hell according to the
theology of the day. The modern-day “now I lay me down to sleep”
prayer harks back to that time when the doctrine of infant damination was
widely accepted.

The best known fixtures of these early schools were battledore books
of “absey” books. These were really not books at all but single sheets of
expensive paper on which were printed the alphabet, in large and small
letters, and the 10 digits, Sometimes the Roman numerals, simple syl-
lables, and the vowels were also given. This was the device teachers used
to teach reading in early America before paper and books were plentiful.
This sheet was mounted on a thin piece of paddle-shaped wood, about
five inches long and two inches wide. To protect the paper, a frosty,
transparent covering was applied. Since it was made of animal hooves,
cow horns, fish scales, or snake or lizard skins, a substance called “horn,”
the books were sometimes called “hornbooks.” But Shakespeare, and
most teachers and children in England, where the books originated,
called them “absey” books or alphabet boards. The usual procedure was
for the teacher to take the “book” from the child’s neck or waist, where
it was appended for easy carrying, and to point out a letter or number to
the child. The child then identified the character, and in doing s0 was
sometimes rewarded with gingerbread cookies baked in the shape of the
letters or numbers identified. Fewer than 200 of these alphabet boards are
known to exist anywhere in the world now, They are priceless, and most
are in private collections. I saw one in the British Museum several years
ago—500 years old—on the back of which was carved this thought:
“What more could be wished than to learn to read and spell.” This is the
title 1 will give to this paper when it appears later this year, in the
proceedings of this meeting.






