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Introduction
The Invention of Mass Pickiness
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“Children eat anything.”

—Allen Bond, MD, 1902

There’s a puzzle at the center of how American children eat today. Modern children’s food is unhealthy. Most snacks and drinks and cereals marketed to kids are highly processed and intensely sugary or salty. Every kids’ menu offers the same reconfigurations of white flour, cheese, tomato sauce, and meat. At home, parents might buy their children organic juice or slip baby carrots onto their plates, but we hesitate to serve really diverse foods or to push kids to eat anything in particular, no matter how healthy. We definitely don’t want children to leave the table hungry just because they didn’t want whatever we offered, so when a child rejects one kind of food, we usually end up letting them eat something else. For decades, most Americans have seen resigned acceptance of children’s limitations around food as good parenting.

After all, we understand, pickiness is natural. We’ve heard that children have biologically keen taste buds, that children are naturally sensitive to texture and color, and that children are evolutionarily cautious about new things. We don’t expect they’ll eat the same things as adults—even children we don’t think of as especially picky. Trying to get a child to like “adult foods” like leafy greens or spicy curry seems pointless, mean, and even psychologically harmful. Past a certain point, we think, we should respect children’s food rejections as part of their natural biological development. To most Americans, this is common sense.

But sometimes common sense changes. Parents today—especially younger ones—are starting to question the assumptions they’ve inherited about pickiness. They have a sense that children in other parts of the world and in American immigrant communities sometimes happily eat things they’re supposed to find disgusting: spicy foods, olives, strong cheeses, vegetables.1 They’re asking how Lunchables or Fruit Gushers or Cocoa Puffs could be part of anybody’s natural diet. They question marketing’s role in shaping our beliefs. And they wonder, how did we get here?

This book explains the puzzle of modern children’s food by looking to the past, when children used to eat completely differently than they do today—and with vastly more pleasure. Children in the past weren’t seen as picky. Children weren’t picky. Well into the twentieth century, most human cultures didn’t have something called “children’s food” and something else called “adult food.” Almost everyone on Earth—including Americans—used to take it for granted that young children could learn to enjoy the same foods as everyone else.

If you’re feeling triggered right now, you’re not alone. This is an extremely emotional subject. Most Americans alive today remember disliking certain foods when we were children ourselves, and we might have strong feelings about how our own parents raised us around food. Or, even more emotionally, we might be raising a child now who seems naturally picky, despite everything we’ve done to introduce new foods. Or we have multiple children, and one child refuses everything but buttered noodles while his sister wolfs down mussels, blue cheese, and chard. What could be more biologically determined than totally different preferences in children reared in the same family?

In other words, most of us haven’t just heard that children are naturally picky. We’ve experienced it firsthand. Saying that mass childhood pickiness isn’t inevitable can sound offensive—like you’re undermining people’s personal experiences or questioning their parenting. And parents are already stressed about children’s food. In one restaurant in the city where I live, the kids’ menu is filled with typical offerings like grilled cheese and chicken tenders, but they’re titled Extra Gross and I Don’t Want It, and they all come with a suggested alcohol pairing for the parents. It’s a joke, but it’s funny because we’re living in a food culture where kids often don’t want to eat meals, and parents are exhausted by the struggle.

And that’s not the only reason parents today are stressed. Some are food insecure and don’t know where the next meal is coming from. But parents are also anxious even when they have access to plenty of food. Parents worry about junk food and snacking and child obesity, which has quadrupled since the 1970s. They’re told that being too hands-off about children’s diets is irresponsible, and they wonder if they should be doing more to shield their children from advertising or to nudge them toward vegetables. But parents also hear dark warnings about the dangers of pushing healthy foods. Children’s diets don’t really matter, they’ve been told—sometimes by their pediatrician. Or children will instinctively choose a balanced diet over time. Most paralyzing of all, they may have heard that kids will only learn to like healthy foods if they’re never urged to eat them. If children are urged to eat specific things, popular culture tells us, they’ll develop lifelong aversions or dysfunctional relationships with food, or even eating disorders. It’s a tangle for parents, who find themselves worried simultaneously about being too relaxed and too controlling, too health-conscious and not health-conscious enough. We feel stuck.

But biology isn’t destiny. Sometimes it isn’t even biology. And this is where history can be extremely useful, because it shows that even deeply held beliefs about biology don’t always hold up. Think about gender, for instance, and imagine someone two hundred years ago suggesting that women could be strong political leaders and dynamic public speakers and fierce professional athletes. That wasn’t common sense in the first decades of the nineteenth century, to put it mildly; it would have sounded more like nonsense. At the time, a great many American women themselves would have testified confidently—and from firsthand experience—that women were biologically incapable of being political leaders or public speakers or athletes. When we look in the past, we can see that people’s experiences of their worlds, even of their own bodies, are shaped by the cultures they live in. But it’s much harder to see the limits of our own observations or the cultural currents that shape them.

When Americans today think about why children ate differently in the past, we usually assume it was because of scarcity. There wasn’t enough food to go around, we imagine, so children must have forced down vegetables and other hated foods because those were the only alternatives to starvation. It’s true that some nineteenth-century Americans were desperately poor and that poor children ate eagerly and unfussily. For children who were enslaved or who lived in tenements or on the street, chronic food refusal would have been disastrous. That makes sense, but it doesn’t solve the puzzle of pickiness because most American children were not desperately poor. The United States was the most food-abundant country in the world in the nineteenth century, and American children with plenty of food and plenty of choice weren’t picky, either.

Instead, almost all American children used to happily eat the same varied and flavorful foods that adults around them were eating. And the food really was diverse: Nineteenth-century Americans ate many more plant and animal species than we do today. Children gobbled down vegetables, not because a nutritionist said to, but because they liked them. They adored fruit. They ate spicy relishes, vinegary pickles, wild plants, and a huge variety of animal species and organ meats. They slurped up raw oysters and looked forward to their daily coffee. Root beer, licorice, and mincemeat were favorite treats. Indigenous children ate chiles, cactus, wild seeds and grasses, porcupine, prairie dogs, bison tongue, raw deer liver, and countless other foods with delight. In the nineteenth century, childhood pickiness didn’t exist as a concept. Instead, eating in a childish way meant being curious about food and easily excited by it. It meant being unrestrained, undiscriminating, and eager to eat.

This kind of happy, omnivorous eating is much, much closer to how young humans have eaten throughout history than a diet of cheese pizza, apple slices, and chocolate milk.2 So what happened to make modern children such narrow eaters—and to make it seem like common sense that they’re biologically picky? The answers are fascinating and surprising, and they’re about much more than just rising abundance, though that’s important. They involve child mortality rates, nutrition science and milk-drinking, changing norms about chores and play, new myths about child psychology, advertising, highly processed food, plastics and refrigeration, skyrocketing snacking, and misconceptions about the science of taste. Together, these changes gave birth to the agist myth that children are fundamentally inferior eaters.

Or to put it another way, mass childhood pickiness is discrimination hiding in plain sight. And like other forms of discrimination, it’s all the more insidious for masquerading as a natural phenomenon and for being internalized by the people it hurts. This matters because the myth of children’s inferiority as eaters causes real harm. It deprives children of enormous amounts of pleasure, limits their ability to eat with others, causes anxiety and family tensions, and damages their health.3 Two thirds of the food American children eat is now ultra-processed—unsurprising, since most things marketed as “children’s food” are branded factory products.4 And the more ultra-processed food children eat, the likelier they are to be both undernourished and overweight.5 Child obesity was rare just a few decades ago, but now almost half of American children are overweight or obese, and children routinely develop high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and type 2 diabetes—formerly called “adult-onset diabetes” because it used to be almost unheard of in childhood.6 American children are also entering puberty earlier than they used to, a shift associated in part with poor-quality diets and excess weight, and early puberty can have long-term health risks, too.7

Another concerning change: Americans are getting shorter, something that’s true even when researchers exclude immigrants coming from poorer countries.8 This is also linked to children’s food, surprising as it might sound. Height is partly hereditary, of course. If your parents are tall, you’re more likely to be tall, and vice versa. But much more than most people realize, our height is also a result of what we eat when we’re children, and someone with tall genes can still become a not-so-tall adult—or even a short adult—if they don’t get enough calories or nutrients as a child.9 As a result, the average height of most populations is an excellent proxy for the quality of its children’s diets—and, as it turns out, a predictor of lifelong health outcomes.10 And so it’s revealing that Americans’ heights have been edging downward since the 1980s, as federal food assistance programs were hollowed out, processed food consumption soared, and child pickiness became endemic.11 Children get subpar nutrition when they live with food insecurity, as about one out of five American children now do.12 But they can also get subpar nutrition living in homes with ample food when the “children’s food” they end up eating is homogenous, highly processed, and nutrient-poor.13 Public health experts blame declines in children’s health on screens and calories, but there’s another factor so fundamental it’s become invisible. It’s our profound underestimation of children’s ability to learn to enjoy diverse foods in the first place.

Calling this “discrimination” doesn’t mean that parents are discriminating against their own children, however. The truth is that parents are victims, too. Their health also suffers, for one thing: A child’s pickiness can push the whole family to eat junkier meals, leading to weight gain and poor nutrition among adults.14 And the mental toll is probably worse. In an age already defined by high-stress, high-stakes parenting, many adults are expending colossal time and energy to feed their children as well as they can using the parenting rules they’ve been handed, only to bang their heads against what feels like a wall of biological pickiness—and all while they worry that if they push too hard or say the wrong thing they might “give their child an eating disorder.”15 As a result, parents are often deeply insecure about how their children eat, and it can feel devastatingly personal. Some feel defensive. Some feel shame. But pickiness isn’t a personal problem or a personal failure, and it’s not parents’ fault. It’s a mass phenomenon that emerged from historical forces, and it’s creating work and worry on a population level that would have been truly unimaginable to Americans in the past.

This book tells us how we got into this mess. It also tells us how we can get out of it. Parents today are paralyzed because they’ve been told not to do the very things that earlier generations did to produce happy, omnivorous children. This book explains exactly how and why American kids used to be such fabulous eaters, and it lays out the concrete changes that took place since the nineteenth century that allowed picky eating to hijack American childhood. Most important, it explains how we can still use the tools parents used in the past to teach children to love virtually any food today.

I’ve experienced the power of these older methods firsthand. A parent of three children who writes a book about children’s food often gets asked, “Well, what do your kids eat?” Telling the truth—“They love everything I do!”—can confirm their doubts. Of course she thinks kids can eat everything if her own children happened to come out strangely unpicky. But my children didn’t start out that way, or at least no more so than any other child. I began this book when my oldest was a baby, and I had two more children while writing it. As they entered toddlerhood, all three hesitated to eat new foods, clamping their jaws, making faces, sticking out their tongues, even gagging. Once, even vomiting. I have zero doubt their childhood diets would have been just as narrow as other modern kids’ if I’d followed the feeding rules parents are told they’re supposed to follow.

But I didn’t, because I had two things very few American parents have today: access to detailed descriptions of alternative parenting methods that had resulted in millions of unpicky children, and—just as important—bedrock confidence those methods could work. I was spending my workdays immersed in a different food culture with completely different rules. It was a culture where children took an active part in producing food, didn’t snack much, and came to meals pleasantly hungry. It was one where they weren’t given special “children’s foods” and weren’t offered alternatives if they hesitated to eat the meals their elders were eating, and where they saw everyone else around them—including other children—loving diverse family foods. In this alternative culture, everyone had confidence that children could acquire broad tastes, and they did. Young children quickly learned to enjoy the same vegetable-heavy dishes as their parents, and they almost always grew up to have healthy body weights and healthy relationships with food. And the crazy thing was that it had all happened in the United States.

With humor, fun, and obvious enthusiasm for the pleasures of food, I applied these older methods to my own parenting using a variety of techniques I detail in the book’s epilogue.16 As I watched my children transform from wary young toddlers into older toddlers who enjoyed a remarkable range of foods and then into preschoolers who were wildly unpicky, joyful eaters, this historical perspective came to feel like a superpower. And our modern methods of feeding children came to feel more and more dysfunctional. When I started this book, the weirdness was all in the past: American children used to eat some really strange things! By the time I finished, the weirdness belonged to the present. The research convinced me that the way we feed children now is bizarre, harmful, and unnecessary, and that the invention of mass childhood pickiness is not only a fascinating story but a radical concept with real-life applications. We’re all swimming in a culture of pickiness that tells us in thousands of different ways, starting when we’re children ourselves, that pickiness is natural and unavoidable. History makes it crystal clear that this is wrong. When we understand this, we can get children and everyone else back to a relationship with food that’s truly pleasurable.


A Note on the Research

This book took me more than ten years, longer than I ever expected when I started. The transformations of American childhood and American eating over more than two hundred years turn out to be very big topics, and I had to research widely and deeply to get anything close to the full story. I came to believe that each chapter could easily become a book on its own, and I hope other scholars will pick up where I left off and continue researching and expanding these topics.

The research itself was a treat. It took me to the Rare and Manuscript Collections at Cornell University, where I found anthropologists describing children around the world taking pleasure in snails, chiles, organ meats, and other surprising foods. In the US National Archives, I worked through box after box stuffed with letters that mothers wrote to the government in the 1910s and 1920s asking about strange new advice they’d heard about vitamins and milk-drinking. At the Schlesinger Library at Harvard, I discovered radio shows in which 1930s Americans heatedly debated the pros and cons of expecting obedience from children. At the US Library of Congress, I read Anna Freud’s theory that children reject green and brown foods because they learn to fear their own feces during overzealous toilet training. I spent an idyllic stretch at the Hagley Library’s Center for the History of Business, Technology, and Society in Delaware, diving into thousands of consumers’ responses to mid-twentieth-century food advertising. I also had the great pleasure of exploring the immense historic cookbook collections of Michigan State University and the University of Michigan, which together hold the biggest historical culinary collection in the world. There were many other archives and many, many other fascinating sources—school and orphanage records, memoirs, etiquette guides, slave narratives, medical treatises, restaurant menus, government documents, poems, consumption statistics, newspaper articles, television shows, scientific papers on nutrition and taste, advertisements, and more—which you’ll find woven into the story the book tells.

One final comment. Historical sources sometimes contain errors. Some writers didn’t have much formal education and wrote with nonstandard spelling or grammar. In those cases, I preserved their language and indicated in a note that the language was original. Sometimes there were obvious typos, and when I was confident the writer would have corrected a small blooper if they’d noticed it, I made the change and indicated it in the endnote. I also occasionally altered capitalization or verb tense so that the language from the sources flowed smoothly within my own sentences, and I also indicated these—and any other small changes—in the notes.
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Little Omnivores
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Children “eat anything and everything.”

—Dr. Henry Minton, physician, 1866


Favorite Meal of a New England Boy, 1850s
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Imagine an eight-year-old boy in 1850. Let’s say he lives on a farm, as most American children did. And let’s give him a chore many farm children performed every day: He gets up before dawn to drive the family’s cows up from the pasture to the barn, then he milks them and walks them back to the pasture. Afterward, he has a big breakfast: corn bread and coffee and some porky beans left over from dinner. Then he walks to school. Schooling wasn’t mandatory in the United States yet, but we’ll say this boy goes to a country schoolhouse a mile away, and at noon he eats corn dodgers, cold meat, and molasses cookies that he carried from home in a basket. After school he walks home, does more chores, and plays outside. Now it’s early evening, and he’s eaten nothing since lunch, so he’s ravenous when he’s finally called inside. Let’s imagine it’s a good year for his family and there’s plenty of food on the table: a roasted marsh bird called snipe, buttery cabbage, fried parsnips, sour milk biscuits, and piccalilli (a condiment made from pickled vegetables, mustard seeds, and cloves). To drink, there’s buttermilk. For dessert, there’s squash pie.2

Most parents today would assume that an eight-year-old wouldn’t like squash pie, much less parsnips or pickled vegetables or snipe. But it’s overwhelmingly likely that a boy like this one would have eaten everything with great pleasure. American children weren’t picky in the nineteenth century. Some children, like some adults, disliked individual foods, but no one thought that pickiness was related to age. If anything, Americans thought children were much less discriminating around food than adults. What created this world in which childhood pickiness didn’t exist?

Hunger and Zest

Were nineteenth-century children simply too hungry to be picky? Sometimes, yes. Some American children were desperately poor and, by all accounts, poor children ate eagerly and indiscriminately. For any child who struggled to secure enough food, chronic pickiness would have meant certain suffering and possible death. One nineteenth-century term for homeless children—“waifs”—eventually became synonymous with extreme thinness because street children were so consistently emaciated.3 Children who made it to reform schools and orphanages eagerly ate mutton, vegetables, clam soup, and coffee when these things were available, and they cherished treats like getting butter on their bread on Sundays.4

Enslaved children, especially, were woefully underfed. Antebellum slavery was a diverse institution, and some enslaved children had relatively easy childhoods and plenty to eat. But most didn’t. Strange as it might sound, slave owners often provided no food whatsoever to children under the age of nine or ten, even as they gave measured rations to older slaves. Instead, they expected children to wheedle, beg, and generally get by with very little.5 Even in households where children got rations, those rations were often inadequate. Frederick Douglass, for one, was constantly hungry as a child. On the Maryland farm where he lived, children were supposed to get a small ration of pebbly cornmeal, but the cook who distributed the food skimmed from other children’s rations to give her own children more. Douglass was so constantly ravenous that he gulped down rancid bacon and fought with the dog for table scraps.6 Booker T. Washington was a child on a Virginia plantation where his own mother was the cook, but even that didn’t guarantee enough to eat. His mother occasionally managed to secret away eggs or chicken to feed to her children in the middle of the night, but Washington’s dominant childhood memory was of gnawing hunger.7 Child hunger was so normal that it dramatically stunted growth, with enslaved four-year-olds measuring a full five inches shorter, on average, than American four-year-olds today.8

To supplement their meager diets, enslaved children hunted, gardened, and gleaned, and they took obvious pleasure in the diverse foods they amassed. They gathered chestnuts, hickory nuts, and prairie chicken eggs. They caught possums, rabbits, raccoons, groundhogs, and squirrels by setting homemade wooden traps or by stunning animals with rocks and then killing them by hand. Children who lived by water caught fish and gathered oysters or clams. Enslaved children prized plants and grains, devouring field peas, corn bread, garden vegetables, and the pot liquor left from cooking greens.9 One boy, enslaved in Alabama, later remembered: “Cabbage was my delight, and turnips.”10

Non-enslaved children were sometimes desperately hungry, too, and their hunger drove them to appreciate almost anything they could get.11 William Apes, a native Pequot child in early 1800s Connecticut, suffered terrible privation living with neglectful grandparents, and he and his siblings often went to bed so hungry “we were thankful to get a cold potatoe for our breakfasts.”12 A boy in an impoverished Rhode Island family in the 1830s opened a surprise barrel that arrived in the mail one day to discover, euphorically, that it was stuffed with salted passenger pigeon breasts sent from a distant uncle.13 Laura Ingalls experienced periods of acute childhood poverty as her family moved westward in the 1870s and 1880s, and she fondly remembered virtually every kind of food, ranging from bear meat to pig’s tail to boiled beans. For her, stewed prunes or green pumpkin pie were rare treats, and spring greens like pea shoots and wild sheep sorrel were precious reprieves after monotonous winter fare.14 Voracious children who lived through the late nineteenth-century grasshopper plagues on the Great Plains ate all the grasshoppers they could catch.15

Fair enough: Desperately poor children weren’t picky. Yet, remarkably, neither were children who had plenty to eat. The United States had unusually rich food resources in the nineteenth century, and children as a group usually ate “anything and everything,” as one doctor put it in the 1860s.16 That was true whether they were the children of wealthy industrialists or children on prosperous farms or Native American children living in situations of abundance.17 Consider Black Elk, an Oglala Lakota child living in the land that would later be called South Dakota. As a nine- and ten-year-old in the early 1870s, he gleefully snuck morsels of bison tongue and regarded raw deer liver as a luxury to be savored. He didn’t eat these things out of desperation. He ate them because he loved them, at a time when “there was all we wanted to eat” and the Black Hills “were like a big food pack for our people.”18 Or consider the novelist Edith Wharton, who spent her Gilded Age girlhood amid luxurious abundance in New York City. If any child would be prone to be picky, we might think, it would be a rich girl like her. But she was as omnivorous as any other nineteenth-century child, and she adored dishes like turtle, oyster sauce, lima beans in cream, stewed celery, and cooked tomatoes. Her favorite food was a salad made entirely of tiny little crabs she ate by the spoonful, shell and all.19

One reason nineteenth-century children ate so widely and appreciatively was that they were often really hungry when they sat down to meals, even if they were amply fed overall. In other words, abundance and hunger were not mutually exclusive on an hour-by-hour basis. Well-fed children often came to meals hungry for two reasons. First, they used a lot of calories. Most American children did physically demanding chores and played outdoors in their free time, and many regularly walked long distances. Rural children, especially, often walked miles a day. An 1880s Wisconsin farm girl named Eliza Iserg reported, “I get up mornings and build fire, and cook breakfast, and then call papa and mamma to come and eat breakfast, then I wash the dishes, after which I start for school. I have a mile to walk.” And a mile was easy. On Sundays, she walked four miles each way to church.20

The other reason children got hungry is that they rarely ate between meals. Snacking was frowned upon in nineteenth-century America. Some people fretted that snacking was “ill bred,” and others worried about digestion.21 But perhaps more than anything, snacking was logistically challenging. Before modern processing or refrigeration, most food had to be prepared and cooked at home before it was edible, which made it harder to nibble outside of mealtime. And before modern packaging, anyone who wanted to carry food around had to use paper or cloth or other imperfect containers, like one woman who carried a baked apple on a train in a delicate glass tumbler.22 This doesn’t mean that children never snacked. Some parents gave children bread or leftovers between meals, and children sometimes foraged or snuck food on their own.23 But there wasn’t a culture of grazing, and many children ate little or nothing between meals.24 In today’s heavy-snacking culture, it can be hard to imagine how they endured between-meal hunger, but the answer seems to be that they got used to it, just as children do in other cultures today where snacking is less common.25 For instance, one boy growing up in rural Indiana in the 1820s was so distracted by his joyful outdoor play that he didn’t mind his stomach rumbling before meals: “Hunger did not seem to exhaust me,” he remembered.26 Some parents believed that eliminating between-meal “nibbles” taught children self-restraint. But diminishing children’s pleasure was almost never the main goal. Instead, adults saw snacks themselves as the enemy of pleasurable, hearty eating because they “blunted the zest” that children should rightly bring to their meals.27

Hunger figured in another way, too. If a child had turned up their nose at a meal (and there are very few sources recording a child ever doing this in the nineteenth century), there wouldn’t have been much else available to eat. There were no bananas on the counter. There were no Goldfish crackers or peanut butter in the pantry, and no cheese sticks or yogurt in the refrigerator. There was no refrigerator. Food that wasn’t eaten at dinner would quickly have gone bad, and few adults would have seen it as good parenting to reward a child’s bizarre rejection of food with additional food. A child who refused supper would likely have gone hungry until breakfast, and they would have come to that next meal with a sharper appetite than ever.

Whether they were hungry because of poverty or because they developed big appetites between meals, hunger was a major reason that nineteenth-century children weren’t picky. But it was far from the only one.

Spicy, Smoky, Bitter, Funky

If nineteenth-century children weren’t picky, was that because they were only being fed the same bland food they would have preferred anyway? It’s true that Americans then ate a whole lot of bread. Whether it was whole-wheat bread, corn pone, white biscuits, rye crackers, or Graham muffins, around a third of Americans’ calories came from bread, and children ate even more bread than adults, proportionally.28 For supper, children often got “Bread and Milk,” a dish made by putting torn pieces of bread into a bowl, dousing them with warm milk, and (if children were lucky) sprinkling a little fruit or sugar on top.29 Bread and Milk was an easy, filling, and relatively cheap meal, and it made good use of foods that would otherwise have gone stale or sour.30

Americans’ diets could be plain in other ways, too. In cold months, when gardens didn’t grow and cows didn’t give milk, many people ate little but combinations of wheat, cornmeal, beans, potatoes, and preserved meat. Poor Americans often had monotonous diets at all times of year.31 It’s also true, in theory, that most parents wouldn’t have worried much if a child had refused to eat a particular vegetable. Before the discovery of vitamins in the early twentieth century, vegetables simply didn’t seem very important from a health standpoint.32

Yet despite eating lots of bread, sometimes relying on monotonous staples, and knowing nothing about vitamins, most nineteenth-century Americans didn’t eat blandly at all. Vinegary, briny, sour, smoky, and funkily fermented flavors dominated nineteenth-century cuisine because these were the tastes of home preservation techniques that were essential before refrigeration. Meanwhile, months of starchy winter fare were followed by months of fresh produce. The minute green things started elbowing out of the soil in spring, children rushed out to forage purslane and pigweed and wild onions. Some Oklahoma children were so eager for greens after a long winter, for instance, that they stood on boxes to munch on the sheep sorrel growing out of their home’s sod roof. This kind of eating wasn’t torture for children. It was pleasure. One boy lovingly described all the different greens he’d foraged as a “symphony in eating.”33

The truth was that children, like adults, relished vegetables when they could get them: asparagus, salsify, spinach, celery, parsnips, eggplant, cauliflower, beets, capers, cabbage, onions, turnip greens, squash, and many more show up in sources as foods beloved by children. Homemade condiments—including countless varieties of preserved vegetables—were legion. At the time, “ketchup” didn’t mean a sweet tomato paste you bought in a store. Instead, it referred to hundreds of different homemade sauces that could be made with nuts and mushrooms and shellfish, as well as tomatoes. And “pickles” didn’t just mean cucumbers. Home cooks pickled eggs and oysters and flower buds as well as every imaginable vegetable. Nineteenth-century Americans also loved relishes, and cookbooks overflow with recipes for vinegars, horseradish, chowchows, and other “spicy condiments.”34 At the same time, children—like other Americans—enjoyed an enormous variety of animal species and organ meats.35

Appreciation of varied and flavorful foods shines through in virtually every memoir of nineteenth-century childhood. Remembering “sumptuous” childhood meals at his uncle’s Missouri farm, Mark Twain became unabashedly nostalgic. “Well, it makes me cry to think of them,” he wrote. “Fried chicken, roast pig; wild and tame turkeys, ducks, and geese; venison just killed; squirrels, rabbits, pheasants, partridges, prairie chickens; biscuits, hot batter cakes, hot buckwheat cakes, hot ‘wheat bread,’ hot rolls, hot corn pone; fresh corn boiled on the ear, succotash, butter-beans, string-beans, tomatoes, peas, Irish potatoes, sweet potatoes; buttermilk, sweet milk, ‘clabber’; watermelons, muskmelons, cantaloupes—all fresh from the garden; apple pie, peach pie, pumpkin pie, apple dumplings, peach cobbler,” and more.36

Blissful memories of diverse childhood foods are typical. One boy growing up on the coast of Massachusetts in the 1810s adored the fish and shellfish his family lived on in the winter: He savored “sweet clams,” thought perch and bass were “very delicious,” and described the eel, herring, and shad he caught with other boys in a saltwater estuary as “superb” when his mother cooked them in their open hearth.37 As a child in 1820s New York State, the future women’s rights champion Elizabeth Cady Stanton happily ate vegetables, hickory nuts, and cold jellied brain.38 Frances Willard, later a leading temperance reformer, lived on vegetables and fish as a child in 1840s Wisconsin, and she loved trapping quail with her siblings and then devouring the roasted birds stuffed with bread crumbs and herbs.39 Growing up in a New England village in the 1850s, another boy’s favorite foods were turnips, cabbage, onions, codfish cakes, corned beef, salt pork, baked beans, and mince pie.40

Food famously dominates Laura Ingalls Wilder’s account of her husband Almanzo’s boyhood on an upstate New York farm in the 1860s. Her book is fictionalized, but the dishes she describes Almanzo loving are perfectly in keeping with foods described in other memoirs of nineteenth-century childhoods: baked beans and salt pork; corn and rye bread; beet pickles, watermelon-rind pickles, green-tomato pickles; thick buttermilk and icy eggnog; roast goose and chicken pie; sour pork-pickle, spareribs, and sausage; heart, liver, and tongue; pumpkin, vinegar, mince, and raisin pies; and a parade of vegetables consumed with gusto, such as mashed turnips and fried parsnips, baked squash and stewed pumpkin, candied carrots, succotash, and—nine-year-old Almanzo’s very favorite food of all—fried apples and onions.41

Children’s cookbooks, which emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, reveal the same assumption underlying these expansive, flavorful diets: that children could and would enjoy anything adults did. Authors of children’s cookbooks often presented cooking information whimsically, appealing to child readers with characters or illustrations or rhymes, like this one about the powers of slow cooking:


Some meat is tender, and some is so tough;

The first you cook quickly, the last slow enough;

The French who in cooking excel us, they say,

Are stewing and stewing the whole of the day.42



But the whimsy was only a teaching tool. Cooking was serious business and children’s cookbooks aimed to teach girls to cook family meals.43 As a result, they didn’t treat “children’s food” as a separate category. Instead, they gave children recipes for exactly the same kinds of dishes that were found in other cookbooks, like Minced Spinach, Creamed Carrots, Hash on Toast, and Pea Soup. Never was there even a hint in these books that children themselves might not like such dishes.44

Lots of American children lived on meats and breads and pies and vegetables, a legacy of enduring English culinary influence. But this diet wasn’t universal. For one thing, Americans’ childhoods didn’t always happen in America. Throughout the century, large numbers of adolescents and young adults immigrated to the United States, having spent their young childhoods in other places. The American naturalist John Muir lived in 1840s Scotland as a small child, and there he devoured the scanty porridge, barley scones, mutton, and vegetable broth he was served (although he hated the barley scones).45 Samuel McClure, later a famous American muckraking journalist, spent his childhood in 1860s Ireland living on fried oat cakes, potatoes, a little bacon, a lot of buttermilk, and herrings roasted over a peat fire; one of his most vivid childhood memories was stopping at a turnip patch with friends on the way home from school when he was seven, and all of them eating sweet, raw turnips “with great enjoyment.”46 Mary Antin, later an author and activist, ate everything “with considerable relish” when she was a young Jewish girl living in the Russian empire in the 1880s, especially savoring “thick cheese cakes” on Saturday nights.47 Some American-born children also lived abroad or attended foreign schools. At a French boarding school in the 1810s, two Massachusetts boys happily ate roasted snails.48

Indigenous children ate even more widely and appreciatively. Many of them wouldn’t have considered themselves “American,” but Indigenous experiences—and especially those of children who didn’t have much exposure to European ingredients or food cultures—give a crucial sense of how very broad children’s enjoyment of different foods was. Maria Chona, a Tohono O’odham girl living in the mid-nineteenth century in the deserts of what would later be called southern Arizona, joyfully ate a wide range of foods. Squash was “beautiful” and “good,” and she feasted on the buds and stems of cholla cactus in the brief window they were in season: “Green things!” she said rapturously. She adored the bright red gruel her mother made out of wild seeds and grasses and corn, and she appreciated the fact that the gruel’s color came from the red earth in the cooking water. “I liked that earth taste in my food,” she remembered later. “Yes, I liked it.” She and other children also loved eating rats, which they impaled whole on sticks to roast over a fire: “Good food, that used to be!”49 Luther Standing Bear, a Sioux boy in the 1870s, relished soup that was cooked inside a buffalo stomach with hot stones; after he and his people ate the soup, they cut up the stomach itself and feasted on that.50 In the 1890s, a Hopi boy named Chuka loved chiles, vegetables, wild plants, and a wide variety of meats, including chipmunk, porcupine, donkey, badger, bluebird, coyote, fox, wildcat, bear, kangaroo rat, horse, and goat testicles.51

Yet even Chuka didn’t necessarily like everything. In particular, he was reluctant to eat wheat bread and coffee and other “food of the white people” he was seeing more and more. He preferred “the old Hopi foods.”52 Other Indigenous children who encountered ingredients from white settlers also sometimes found them hard to stomach. Maria Chona, who happily devoured cactus and wild grasses and rats, thought wheat flour was sickeningly bland.53 Zitkála-Šá, a girl of the Yankton Sioux born in the 1870s in the land that would later be called South Dakota, was lured to an Indian boarding school at age eight by white missionaries who gave her candy and chewing gum and promised she could have all the apples she wanted there. But the lonesome reality of life in the austere Quaker school made her heartsick, and one noon when she was told to mash boiled turnips, she found their steaming odor so offensive that she broke the jar they were in with her ferocious mashing.54

Enthralling Pleasures

Hearing rapturous childhood descriptions of foods many of us consider unlikable by children, it may be tempting to wonder: Were standards of pleasure just different? In some ways, they were. Nineteenth-century Americans didn’t have our seasonless abundance or our highly processed food supply. There was much less white flour and white sugar, much less cheese and ground meat, very little chocolate, and few deep-fried foods. But that’s not to say that children got less pleasure from eating. If anything, it’s hard not to conclude that children then experienced much keener and more conscious pleasure from food than children do today.

Look at the kinds of food that nineteenth-century children thought of as treats. A treat, by definition, is something special. It’s a pleasant deviation from normal, and so what counts as a treat to any one person depends on what normal means to them. Obviously, chronically hungry children were delighted when unexpected food came their way. But even children who were otherwise well fed experienced “joyful anticipations” and conscious gratitude for all sorts of treats that many twenty-first-century children would scathingly reject.55 A Quaker boy and his siblings in Pennsylvania dreamed about their weekly cup of coffee, which they were “favored with” only on Sundays.56 Children who rarely got tomatoes considered them “a great treat.”57 Prairie dogs—which a native Tewa boy named Nuvayoiyava hunted, wrapped in corn leaves, and roasted in ashes in the 1890s—were “always a great treat for us young ones,” he later remembered.58 Other children were equally thrilled to receive a handful of fennel seeds, a piece of gingerbread, a slice of jellied pork brain, or water flavored with vinegar and ginger.59

More than any other treat, nineteenth-century children adored fruit and nuts, foods that few middle-class children today consider particularly special, if they’re willing to eat them at all. After all, even when nuts are fragrant and oily, they’re less unctuous than potato chips, and even when fruit is drippingly ripe, it’s less sweet than a granola bar. But nineteenth-century Americans didn’t have the same hyperpalatable foods to compare them against. Fresh fruits and fresh nuts were simply luscious and fleeting, and they were treasured.60

Whether fruits and nuts grew wild in the woods, were cultivated in orchards, or hung heavily from neighborhood trees, they were treats that children often foraged (and sometimes stole) themselves and then gorged on with little adult oversight. Ecstatic descriptions of doing so punctuate memories of childhoods across the century.61 The most “enthralling pleasures” of Theodore Roosevelt’s privileged 1860s boyhood, he said, were picking apples, chestnuts, and hickory nuts.62 James Weldon Johnson, later a leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, grew up in 1870s Florida and described the excitement of hunting for ripe blackberries and getting syrupy figs from a “marvelous fig tree.”63 That same decade in Richmond, Virginia, where her father was a rabbi, Rebekah Kohut and her brother were so eager for walnuts that they shook them down from their tree on the Sabbath—and were soundly punished when they were caught.64 Oranges, which were rare in most parts of the country, were a special delight for children: “round, fresh, yellow, glowing,” and “very tempting.”65

Of course, children also loved desserts, and most were elated to get plum pudding or molasses candy or doughnuts.66 But whatever we might assume today, nineteenth-century children didn’t necessarily think of desserts as more desirable than fruit or nuts. For one thing, Americans then often thought of fruit and nuts as a kind of dessert, both in humble meals and in opulent banquets.67 More than that, though, nineteenth-century children also clearly adored fruit and nuts for their own qualities. Over and over again, children casually gave fruits, nuts, and sweets equal status—like one boy who was wild with indecision after he earned a penny and had to choose whether to spend it on an orange, an apple, or candy.68

Work and Gratitude

In the old days, you may have heard, food was women’s work. But that’s a misconception. Cooking was feminized in the nineteenth century, but food was everyone’s work. The majority of Americans were farmers, and the majority of all work done by men, women, and children was directly related to food. In fact, one of the most important reasons for children’s vivid enjoyment of diverse foods is that they worked so hard to produce the food themselves.

And children really did work. This can be hard to imagine today, when a child who “helps” make dinner often requires a parent to set up a time-consuming tableau so the child can imagine they’re helping as they splatter batter or incompetently peel a carrot. But in the nineteenth century, children’s help was not imaginary, and even young children weren’t seen as inherently inept. They weren’t inept.69 From an early age, children in most American homes learned to do a variety of chores, and through practice and repetition they got good at them. Even young children’s contributions could be substantial, and older children’s contributions were often crucial.70 As they matured, children graduated to more complex work, so that it didn’t seem unusual that an adolescent girl would become the family cook and housekeeper when her own mother fell ill, or that an adolescent boy would run a family farm when a father died.71

Take John Massey. Born in a log cabin in rural Alabama, Massey was a poor white boy growing up in the 1840s, and he helped his family produce food starting almost in toddlerhood. When very young, he dropped seeds into holes and weeded the corn. When he was a little older, he learned to grind corn with a heavy hand mill, and this difficult and important job became one of his regular tasks. As soon as he was big enough to reach the plow handles, he helped to plow. He liked plowing, but his very favorite chore was shooting squirrels—and eating them. By age seven he had his own shotgun, and he would circle the cornfield several times a day shooting at squirrels, both to keep them out of the crop and to provide meat for breakfast the next day. By the time he was nine he was hunting deer, possum, partridge, and wild turkey. All this early labor was excellent preparation. His father died abruptly when Massey was fourteen, and he had to run the family farm himself.72

Most American children lived on farms in the nineteenth century and helped produce food directly, working for hours a day before school, after school, or sometimes instead of school. Children sowed and hoed and weeded and watered. They harvested crops and gathered garden vegetables. They got up before dawn to milk cows or to drive them to and from pastures. They lugged buckets of water to the kitchen, or they lugged jugs of water to thirsty family members working in fields, or they lugged pails of skim milk out to the pig’s trough. They chopped wood and gathered kindling and shuttled coal and built cooking fires, or sometimes they walked to “borrow fire” from distant neighbors if their family’s kitchen fire went out. They butchered and plucked and fileted. They churned butter and made cheese, and they baked and boiled and smoked and salted and generally did a lot of cooking, standing on chairs if they were too short to see over the tabletop. Then they washed dishes afterward.73

Not all children worked on farms. Some wealthy children hardly worked at all, and other children worked for wages in factories or mines or laundries or in hundreds of other jobs unrelated to food. Still, those children’s wages helped pay family food bills, and other wage labor was food-related: Children also worked in bakeries and dry goods stores and as kitchen maids.74 And sometimes they were paid in food, like one boy who proudly brought home two pumpkins he’d received as payment for work on a neighbor’s farm.75

Just like adults’ labor, children’s labor was often gendered—at least in theory. Girls were generally supposed to perform certain food-related tasks, such as cooking, while boys were supposed to do others, like plowing. But poverty, a lack of siblings, a parent’s illness, and other exigencies shuffled the roles much more frequently than we might imagine. There weren’t enough girls in Emory Skinner’s New York farm family in the 1830s, for example, so his mother taught him to cook and churn butter and make cheese.76 Another boy—the son of Dutch immigrants growing up in 1870s Brooklyn—had no sisters, so he and his brother got up early every day to build the fire, make breakfast, and wash the dishes; after school, they headed back to the kitchen for more cooking and cleaning.77 Girls also stepped in as needed to hunt, drive cattle, or work in the fields, such as when brotherless Laura Ingalls worked long days helping her father stack the hay that would keep their dairy cow alive all winter, even though her mother objected to a girl “doing men’s work.”78

Even children’s play often involved food.79 It’s difficult to find a memoir of nineteenth-century boyhood that doesn’t include blissful memories of hunting, fishing, or foraging. Girls sometimes did those things, too, although parents were less willing to allow daughters to roam outside unsupervised.80 In early 1840s Maine, one boy’s “favorite sport” was trout fishing. He and his friends made their own fishing poles, dug up worms, and then cleaned and fileted the fish afterward.81 As a boy, Mark Twain hunted squirrels, prairie chickens, and wild turkeys, and when a mammoth flock of passenger pigeons passed through, shattering trees as they roosted by the tens of thousands, he and other boys gleefully clubbed them to death.82 Philip Cowen, a Jewish boy growing up in mid-nineteenth-century lower Manhattan, joined other boys in stealing radishes from market wagons and “fishing” potatoes and apples up from the corner grocer’s display with an improvised hook and line.83 Wealthy children also fished and foraged for fun. Henry Adams, the grandson and great-grandson of presidents, grew up in elite mid-century Boston but still managed to fish for smelts, hunt snapping turtles, and gather mushrooms.84 Pampered Edith Wharton, as a girl, fished with her brothers when they summered in Newport, and the cook then served the “succulent little” porgies they caught for high tea.85

Hunting was a major part of the lives of boys in different Indigenous cultures, and a joyful one, by all accounts.86 Boys killed animals ranging from prairie chickens and rabbits to bears and mountain lions to deer and buffalo, although different cultures had distinct beliefs about which animals were acceptable or taboo for eating.87 Luther Standing Bear was proud to kill his first buffalo when he was around eight years old in the 1870s, in land that would later be called northern Nebraska. But his first buffalo turned out to be his last: Even as he was learning to ride and hunt beside his older male relatives, white settlers were slaughtering buffalo by the tens of millions, driving them to the brink of extinction.88

For most children in Indigenous cultures, food work was even more intense and inseparable from daily life. The Chiricahua Apache leader Geronimo, as a child in the 1830s, spent much of his time in the fields: not playing, but hoeing, planting, and guarding the corn, beans, and pumpkins.89 Chona, the Tohono O’odham girl, worked continuously to produce food. As a tiny girl in the 1840s, she could do little but gather seeds, but by the time she was ten she was so skilled that she took over all food-related work so her mother could devote herself to basket-weaving.90 Other children worked equally hard. One young Navajo child in the 1870s worked as a human scarecrow in the corn and played noisily among the lambs so the coyotes wouldn’t attack them.91 Small Dakota boys protected the maple sap as it poured out of the trees by shooting rabbits and squirrels that tried to feed on it; not only were the boys proud to “become useful,” but they also got to eat the animals they killed.92 In the 1890s, the Tewa boy Nuvayoiyava got up early to help in the fields, tend sheep, keep rats out of the corn seeds, and protect the melons from crows.93

Children rarely left written records spelling out a connection between their work with food and their later grateful consumption of it, but that’s exactly what seems to have happened: Hard work and joyful play with food contributed to a vivid sense that food was important and valuable.94 In surviving sources where children write about their work with food and their feelings about it, non-enslaved children overwhelmingly describe their contributions with pride. For instance, when a Midwestern periodical called Prairie Farmer solicited letters from children in the 1880s about their lives, children responded by the hundreds. What they wrote about most was their work with food, proudly detailing how they fed the hogs, raised poultry, gathered eggs, tended gardens, and cooked for their families. A Kansas farm girl could milk three cows, she reported with satisfaction; an Illinois boy could also milk three and hoped that soon he could milk five like his big brother; a Michigan girl could milk only one cow—but then again, she was only six years old.95



Happy childhood omnivorousness was remarkably consistent across the nineteenth century. Children’s diets varied depending on whether their families were wealthy or impoverished, Indigenous or enslaved, rural or urban, and on dozens of other factors. But no matter where children lived or what specific foods filled their lunch pails and dinner plates, almost everyone assumed that children loved to eat, that they were capable of enjoying diverse foods, and that their cheerful, curious omnivorousness was in the natural order of things.

The culture of non-pickiness was everywhere in nineteenth-century America. It came from children’s outdoor work and play and walking, and from their infrequent snacking, which gave them roaring mealtime appetites. It came from the fact that most people didn’t have ready-to-eat alternatives to family meals, and from the absence of hyperpalatable factory foods and the different standards of pleasure that resulted. It came from children’s own hard work producing food and their firsthand appreciation of food’s value. There’s another reason for children’s non-pickiness, too, one so fundamental it’s easy to miss. It was confidence. Adults and children alike shared a deep certainty that children could enjoy anything and everything adults enjoyed. Together, all of this created a profoundly different American food culture that helped children eat with attention, gratitude, and enormous pleasure.
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Food and Fear



[image: A child lies in a bed with their head on pillows, covered by a blanket. A woman sits beside the bed and sews fabric by hand. A small table holds a glass bottle, papers, and tools near the bed.]
Whether a child is “ill, or improperly fed” amounts “to nearly the same thing.”

—Mary Hunt Tyler, mother of eight, 1811


Plain Children’s Meal, 1839

[image: ] Unbuttered bread, torn and soaked in milk

with pieces of peeled, ripe fruit1

Menu for a Child with Diphtheria, 1866

[image: ] Clam broth

[image: ] raw oysters

[image: ] beef-tea mixed with port wine2



William Alcott had a habit. Whenever he met a woman whose child had died, he immediately asked her what kinds of foods she had fed them. He was only trying to figure out what exactly had killed the child, he explained to his readers, but unfortunately most women only stared back at him as if he had asked a rude question. Now, of course, his question seems worse than rude, but Alcott felt utterly justified in asking. To him and other nineteenth-century reformers, it was maddening that a veil of politeness was thrown over the parental feeding errors that they believed were killing so many children.3

Child death was appallingly normal in the nineteenth-century United States. Children sometimes died in accidents or from acts of violence, but mostly it was microorganisms. Before vaccinations, epidemic diseases were the leading cause of death for all Americans, and children were especially vulnerable.4 At the same time, before refrigeration, pathogens flourished in food that was always stored at room temperature. As a result, children got sick all the time, and about one in four died before age ten.5 In an era when women bore between four and seven children, it was normal for families to experience the death of at least one child, and often more.6 In fact, if you think of any famous nineteenth-century American, it’s likely that one of their children or siblings died when they were a child. Laura Ingalls Wilder and Abraham Lincoln each lost a sibling, for example.7 Susan B. Anthony lost two siblings.8 Mark Twain and Ralph Waldo Emerson lost three.9 Elizabeth Cady Stanton lost five.10 Child death was so common that it was normal to name a new baby after a sibling who had died before they were born.11 It was so common that people who hadn’t experienced it often went out of their way to clarify that their siblings or offspring “all grew to maturity.”12 By their natures, it seemed, children teetered between sickness and health, and even the most exuberant could fall off the edge with little warning.13

It might be tempting to assume that nineteenth-century parents couldn’t possibly have loved their children as much as we do, knowing how possible it was they might die. But make no mistake: They loved them anyway.14 Parents felt tremendous fear that a child might die, and they felt tremendous grief when it happened. One testament to this love and sorrow is the elaborate mourning apparatus that helped Americans express and contain that grief: the mourning cards and poems, the songs about death and loss, the prescribed periods for wearing black and (perhaps helpfully) for taking it off. And for many middle-class mothers there was the lifelong wearing of hairwork jewelry made of locks of hair snipped from the heads of dead or dying children. Of course, people mourned spouses and parents and friends as well as children, but it’s hard to imagine that nineteenth-century mourning rituals would have had the same electric charge had child death been rare. It makes sense in this context that one mother described maternal love as “an almost painful affection.”15

And how is child death related to picky eating? Intimately, it turns out. Nineteenth-century children weren’t picky, but far from celebrating what everyone saw as their natural love of food, a growing number of reformers worried that children’s “indiscriminate diet” might actually be killing them.16 During the century, reformers articulated an increasingly clear—and deeply pseudoscientific—argument about food’s malicious effects. They said that rich, diverse, and highly seasoned foods weakened children, caused them to crave alcohol, and sparked fatal diseases. As a result, reformers argued it was essential that children eat only bland foods and learn to be more discriminating. As we might see it, they essentially wanted to make children pickier.

Children’s food reform wasn’t an organized movement yet, and reformers weren’t particularly cohesive as a group: the rural mother dispensing childcare advice in the 1810s; the 1850s cookbook author giving recipes fit for both children and sick adults; the city doctor sitting by a child’s deathbed in the 1880s. These were members of different generations working in different fields, and in some ways they had little in common. They certainly would have disagreed on the biological specifics of digestion and disease. Yet food reformers shared three crucial obsessions. First, they thought plain, bland diets were both physically and morally superior to more delicious ways of eating. Second, they believed that many specific foods were dangerous. And third, they were convinced that children needed special diets. Those arguments would ultimately lead to huge changes in twentieth-century attitudes about what children should and shouldn’t eat. Most important, they left us with the lasting idea that children should eat “children’s food”—a new culinary category that meant children should eat differently from everyone else.

A Deadly Lack of Pickiness

Getting a healthy child to eat was hardly ever considered a problem in the nineteenth century. Almost everyone saw children as eager and undiscriminating—the very opposite of picky. A group of children in 1830s Boston who spent their pocket money on raw oysters, doused them with vinegar and pepper, and “ate them with rapture”?17 That kind of zest seemed normal and even childish. At the time, most Americans thought lively curiosity and nearly bottomless appetite were defining features of childhood, starting the moment babies emerged from the womb.18

In contrast, Americans saw discrimination as a learned behavior and an attribute of high culture. At a time when fewer people had the luxury of rejecting edible food, being discriminating, finicky, and wasteful was a prerogative of the wealthy.19 It could be racially charged, too. White Americans sometimes claimed that Chinese people or African Americans would eat just about anything, whereas civilized adults like themselves had the discernment and delicacy to be choosy about what they put in their mouths.20 Yet wealthy children in the nineteenth century were usually just as omnivorousness as their less privileged peers. Children’s eagerness to eat was a cross-class phenomenon then, just as pickiness is a cross-class phenomenon now.

Consider the inventory made by two 1880s doctors of what they saw as a typically “indiscriminate” children’s diet. For breakfast, they said, children devoured things like salt fish, dried beef, whole-grain pancakes, and coffee. A typical midday dinner was meat and “a great variety of vegetables” (which children loved, they observed), followed by pies and puddings. In the evening, children had black tea and radishes and cucumbers, padding everything out with bread, butter, jam, and fruit. Children cheerfully eating vegetables and everything else they were served? This was terrible, the doctors said. It was a miracle they had “any health at all.”21 But no one said such tastes were surprising. Of course children liked fermented fish and peppery radishes and hot coffee. Those foods were delicious! They were appetizing! That was the problem. According to reformers, appetizing foods literally created appetite, making children eat too much and eat the wrong things. Reformers’ big argument was that children’s “love of good eating” and “promiscuous” tastes should be curbed.22

The reason was simple. For children, the wrong food could be fatal.23 Over and over again, reformers blamed children’s illnesses and deaths on the foods they ate, which is to say that they blamed them on parents, since it was assumed that children would happily eat whatever they were given.24 Influenced by John Locke’s writings about the malleability of children, nineteenth-century Americans took it for granted that children wanted to be and to eat like adults.25 Children had an inborn “propensity to imitation,” as one mother put it, which made it “almost impossible to keep them from partaking in the meals of their attendants.”26 As a result, reformers warned parents to protect children by never letting them try a single bite of the many foods that weren’t good for them. Otherwise, it seemed obvious, they’d want to eat more of them.27

Reformers’ big point was that parents shouldn’t feed their children the foods they were eating themselves. Children should eat differently. This sounds normal today, but it was a deeply countercultural argument at a time when the great majority of families shared the same meals and the same dishes, both out of habit and necessity. The truth was that even if they’d wanted to cook different dishes for different family members, few Americans had the time or resources to do so. But reformers seemed to gain strength from the very radicalism of their position, and many agreed with William Alcott’s blunt assessment: Careless parents “murdered” their children with food.28

Of course, this was pseudoscience, as we see it, but it made a certain sense at the time.
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