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Introduction

This Primer, reproduced in facsimile from the rare copy 
in the Huntington Library, conveys some of the flavor of 
the mid-nineteenth century. It is the kind of book from 
which little children first learned to read at home, before 
they went to school. From it, we get glimpses of the ap
peals made to young people and of the hopes set before 
them. It reveals a part of our heritage which now seems to 
be in the remote past.

“The objects to be aimed at in a Primer,” wrote a 
contemporary maker of primers, “are simplicity and at
tractiveness. It is necessary, not only to catch the eye, and 
engage the mind, of the learner, but to win him, by natural 
and easy steps, toward the mysteries of language.” These 
natural steps began with mastery of the alphabet. (It is in
teresting to notice that, even then, A was for Apple, B for 
Boy, C for Cat, and D for Dog; but W was for Well and 
Y for Yoke.) Then come lists of syllables and words; the 
mysteries of language are presumably unlocked in the 
“stories,” the largest part of the book, which served as les
sons in spelling and in reading. The Primer was to be 
studied with great care, and the progressive decrease in 
the size of type suggests the expected increase in the 
reader’s skill.

The illustrations must have contributed greatly to the 
winning of the learner’s attention, and they are well worth 
looking at today. Every page is illustrated with graceful, 
well-composed wood engravings which reach a high stand
ard of art for children’s books. They appear, in fact, to be



the work of Dr. Alexander Anderson, who was the first 
wood engraver of consequence in the United States; sev
eral are signed with his initials. Since this Primer was 
doubtless studied with the attention that children give to 
designs on the wallpaper when they are confined to bed, 
it is well that the engravings possess the charms of art.

The Primer could count on, and support, ambition for 
education. The front cover depicts a child proudly show
ing her mother how well she can read, and the title page 
reveals a mother teaching her children. In one of the early 
stories James and John are described as “good boys,” for 
“when they were but five years old, they could read their 
books like men.” Frank, too, is a good boy, because “he 
loves to go to school. So does his sis-ter Ma-ry. When it is 
time to go, they leave their play, and run to their mother 
to be made read-y.” Mary’s sister has also “been a good 
girl at school,” and is rewarded by “a lit-tle par-ty for her, 
in the gar-den.”

The world of the Primer is a happy world. At first, birds 
and animals are prominent, then little children at play, and 
finally the work and recreation of adults. The cat purrs to 
“show her love for you,” horses are “ver-y kind and 
gentle,” and the cock crows in the morning to let us know 
when to get up. Children share treats with one another, 
they “talk and sing as they move a-long, and are ver-y hap
py,” and they help blind men to cross streams. Once in a 
while a milk maid spills her milk, but “she will be more 
care-ful an-oth-er time.” It is the world that adults wished 
it to be, and hoped for through their children.

James Thorpe


