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    In a rambling New England schoolhouse, mischief is not crushed but patiently coaxed toward conscience, as a household of spirited children, watchful adults, and the recurring trials of work, play, and friendship transforms the rough energies of youth into the steadier lights of character, so that scraped knees, impulsive boasts, small economies, and shared meals all become lessons in courage, fairness, and care, and a modest community proves that growth seldom arrives with fanfare but with daily choices that turn high spirits into responsibility and free hearts into neighbors.

Little Men, by American author Louisa May Alcott, was first published in 1871, following the extraordinary success of Little Women and returning to the world of the March family through Jo, now married and helping to run a school. Written in the wake of the American Civil War and issued by Roberts Brothers in Boston, the novel extends Alcott’s domestic realism into a lively educational setting. Its premise is at once simple and inviting: a country home opened to a circle of boys, each bringing distinctive temperaments and needs, learning under firm, affectionate guidance that seeks to develop character as well as intellect.

Plumfield, the school at the center of the narrative, operates as both household and academy, a place where lessons, chores, games, and stories intermingle. The adults who lead it aim to foster self-knowledge and self-control rather than unquestioning conformity, trusting experience to teach as surely as books do. New pupils come from varied circumstances, and their differences are welcomed as opportunities for mutual understanding. The result is an ensemble portrait: a group of children testing limits, discovering loyalties, and learning to respect themselves and others. Without relying on spectacle, the book finds drama in the small turning points of everyday life.

Little Men holds classic status because it perfected a mode of storytelling that treats childhood with seriousness, moral clarity, and humor all at once. Alcott’s gift for rendering ordinary incidents as decisive moral moments helped set a standard for Anglophone children’s fiction, influencing expectations for school-centered narratives and family sagas. Her approach respects young readers’ intelligence without sacrificing warmth, presenting guidance that is firm yet humane. The novel’s balance of narrative delight and ethical reflection, its brisk pacing, and its sympathetic but unsentimental tone have allowed it to cross generations, remaining readable while continuing to shape discussions about what stories for children can do.

Although it follows Little Women, this book stands on its own by shifting the lens from sisters growing up to a community of boys learning how to be good men. The change of focus widens Alcott’s domestic canvas, inviting readers to consider how gentleness, industry, and imagination form a durable version of manhood. It also underscores the power of home as a site of reform, where discipline is inseparable from affection and where rules are explained rather than merely enforced. By expanding the household into a school, Alcott sketches a vision of education grounded in respect, responsibility, and mutual aid.

Alcott structures the novel as an array of interlinked episodes, each highlighting the growth of one or more children while advancing the shared life of the school. The ensemble design allows a chorus of voices: shy and bold, methodical and impulsive, reflective and exuberant. Scenes turn on the texture of lived detail—errands, mishaps, ceremonies—and the narrator’s steady, compassionate perspective keeps judgment clear without harshness. Humor softens instruction, and the consequences of choices arise organically from character. The style is brisk and conversational yet carefully observed, creating an intimacy that draws readers into the rhythms of a home where learning is continuous.

Underlying this craft is a set of themes that has proved durable: the dignity of work, the worth of play, the power of community, and the claim that education should cultivate conscience as well as skill. Alcott’s familiarity with reform-minded pedagogy—shaped by her New England milieu and by her father’s educational experiments—animates the book’s emphasis on kindness, self-reliance, and experiential learning. The story refuses false oppositions between discipline and freedom, encouraging a balanced life in which curiosity is guided, not extinguished. In presenting boys who are allowed to be tender, afraid, inventive, and brave, it broadens the emotional vocabulary available to young readers.

Published during the Reconstruction era, Little Men answers the anxieties of its moment with a vision of responsibility rooted in community. The United States in the 1870s wrestled with questions of citizenship, opportunity, and social repair; Alcott’s school proposes that civic health begins in daily habits of fairness, thrift, and care for the vulnerable. The setting—rural yet connected to the wider world—suggests that moral progress does not require grand institutions so much as trustworthy households and thoughtful teachers. Without polemic, the book reflects contemporary debates about charity, merit, and reform through the concrete experiences of children learning to live together.

Across subsequent decades, readers and writers have returned to Little Men for its blueprint of the school as a moral commons and for its generous portrait of flawed, energetic children. Its episodic ensemble structure and affectionate realism can be traced in countless later works for young audiences that center on classrooms, clubs, dormitories, and families. The novel has also enjoyed a long life in the public imagination through reissues and adaptations, testament to its durable appeal. Its influence is not a matter of slogans but of tone and pattern: a humane outlook that shapes how stories teach without hectoring and entertain without cynicism.

For first-time readers, the pleasure lies in how the narrative respects small stakes while making them matter. A lost possession, an unkept promise, an act of honesty—these moments carry weight because they are noticed and remembered by a community that cares. The prose is direct and musical, the humor genial, the moral compass steady. Rather than racing toward spectacle, the book invites a measured attentiveness to friendship, craft, health, and nature. It is hospitable to young readers, clear in its values and situations, yet layered enough that adults can appreciate the discipline of its structure and the tact of its guidance.

At heart, Little Men offers a test of a simple proposition: that children flourish when trusted with meaningful responsibility and answered with unwavering fairness. The story does not promise perfection, and it is not a tract; it is a portrait of growth that assumes mistakes and mends them through patience and example. Readers will meet a range of temperaments and watch them try, fail, and try again, supported by adults who make their own quiet adjustments. The book’s calm confidence that character can be cultivated through shared life remains unexpectedly bracing in an age more inclined to hurry and scold.

Today, debates about education, equity, and the emotional lives of children make Little Men newly resonant. Its vision of a school-home where freedom is real, consequences are instructive, and kindness is a practice speaks to current efforts to connect learning with belonging. The novel’s endurance rests on its faith that communities can be intentionally built and sustained, one habit at a time. In returning to Alcott’s steady, generous narrative, we encounter not nostalgia but a working model of hope: a reminder that the making of good people is slow, relational work, and that stories themselves can help keep that work alive.
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    Louisa May Alcott’s Little Men: Life at Plumfield with Jo’s Boys (1871) continues the world of Little Women by shifting focus to Jo March and her husband, Professor Friedrich Bhaer, as they run an unconventional school on the Plumfield estate. The narrative blends episodic adventures with a steady portrait of domestic and educational life. Rather than a single, suspense-driven plot, the book follows a sequence of formative incidents that test character and community. Through these episodes, Alcott examines how kindness, practical instruction, and patient guidance can shape young people. The story’s arc grows from arrivals and adjustments toward a maturing sense of responsibility among the pupils.

The book opens with the school’s welcoming ethos as new pupils come under Jo and the Professor’s care. Nat Blake, a shy, musically gifted boy with a difficult past, represents the challenges and possibilities facing Plumfield’s methods. Through gentle structure—regular lessons, shared chores, and artistic outlets—Nat begins to find a place among other students. His early missteps, especially around truthfulness and pride, prompt conversations rather than punishments. The school’s family-like arrangement encourages the boys to see each other as allies in improvement, and this atmosphere of trust sets the pattern for later events, where mistakes become occasions for growth rather than grounds for exclusion.

Plumfield’s routines reflect a philosophy that blends discipline with freedom. Each child tends a garden plot, cares for pets, and contributes to household work, learning stewardship through tangible responsibilities. Academics sit alongside music, handcrafts, and outdoor exploration, an approach that, for Alcott, anchors moral lessons in everyday practice. When small acts of selfishness, waste, or dishonesty occur, the Bhaers respond with consequences tied to restitution and reflection. The school values self-command over severity, aiming to cultivate conscience. Gradually, students internalize the rules because they understand their purpose: protecting trust, nurturing competence, and preserving a sense of shared endeavor.

The arrival of Dan, a strong-willed boy from a rougher background, tests Plumfield’s capacity to hold complicated children within its generous bounds. Restless, blunt, and drawn to the natural world, he disrupts routines and strains peer relationships. Yet the Bhaers read his defiance as energy seeking direction, offering purposeful tasks and room for independence without letting him imperil others. Classmates, too, must learn to meet difference with patience. Dan’s presence crystallizes the book’s central question: how can education channel unruly gifts without breaking spirit? His fitful progress demonstrates the school’s principle that belonging precedes lasting reform.

Various scrapes and experiments punctuate the term, revealing both the hazards and the promise of youthful initiative. An ill-advised project, for instance, results in damage that cannot be ignored; instead of imposing humiliation, the Bhaers require practical amends—repairs, apologies, and earned replacements. The boys learn that consequences are not merely penalties but pathways back into trust. Collective responsibility steadily replaces impulsive daring, as older pupils help younger ones foresee risks. Through such episodes, Alcott sketches an ethic of accountability: mistakes are inevitable, but character lies in how one meets them, restoring what was harmed and drawing lessons that prevent repetition.

Plumfield’s inclusiveness extends to girls, notably Daisy Brooke and Nan Harding, whose contrasting interests probe expectations about gender. Daisy delights in caretaking and domestic skills, which the school treats as worthy and rigorous. Nan, spirited and curious, resists conventional boundaries, gravitating toward books, tools, and experiments. Rather than force conformity, Jo encourages both to pursue competence in their own directions, showing that respect for individual bent need not disrupt communal harmony. These portraits widen the educational vision: practical independence belongs to all children, and character formation is strengthened—not threatened—when talents and ambitions are allowed to differ.

Life at Plumfield is interwoven with the surrounding community through small festivals, visits, and charitable efforts. Seasonal rhythms—planting, harvests, and winter gatherings—become occasions for the children to display progress in work, study, and self-control. Exhibitions of gardens and handiwork reward perseverance more than innate talent, underscoring fairness and humility. Musicals, recitations, and simple entertainments give shy pupils a chance to find voice while reinforcing camaraderie. Such communal scenes ground the narrative, illustrating how education thrives when tethered to shared celebration, civic feeling, and the habit of giving pleasure to others through honest, well-finished work.

Individual arcs unfold within this framework. Nat gains steadiness as he learns that musical ability rests on reliability and truth. Dan’s force is gradually tempered by tasks that harness his love of nature and his protective instincts. Other pupils, including lively boys given to pranks and bolder talents dreaming beyond the schoolyard, confront their own flaws—vanity, carelessness, greed—and discover better uses for their energies. Throughout, Jo and the Professor model balanced authority: they forgive without forgetting lessons, and they demand effort without chilling affection. The school’s older youths increasingly mentor newcomers, turning personal progress into communal strength.

Without hinging on a single climactic revelation, Little Men gathers its meaning from the accumulation of everyday victories and setbacks. Alcott presents a pedagogy rooted in affection, responsibility, and the dignity of useful work, suggesting that moral growth is most durable when it is practiced, not preached. The book closes its term with futures still open, pointing toward continued development rather than perfect endings. Its enduring significance lies in an optimistic, practical faith: families and schools can cultivate integrity by honoring individuality, insisting on fairness, and replacing fear with trust—an approach that remains resonant well beyond Plumfield.
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    Louisa May Alcott’s Little Men is set in post–Civil War New England, in a fictional rural community resembling Concord, Massachusetts, where Alcott lived. The narrative centers on a small, home-like school, a dominant institution of the era alongside church, family, and the expanding market economy. Daily life is framed by Protestant moral culture, the rhythms of agricultural and village work, and a growing public school system that shaped children’s routines. The story reflects a society that prized character formation as much as academic instruction, emphasizing thrift, self-control, and civic responsibility, while negotiating the new realities of Reconstruction, industrial expansion, and urban influence reaching into country towns.

Published in 1871 by Roberts Brothers of Boston, Little Men follows the success of Little Women (1868–69) and addresses a readership formed during the United States’ Reconstruction period (circa 1865–77). Its appearance between the Civil War and the Panic of 1873 placed it at a hinge moment when American families were redefining security, work, and education. Children’s literature was expanding rapidly, and Alcott’s book offered both entertainment and moral instruction. The novel’s domestic-school setting allowed Alcott to explore contemporary debates about raising boys into useful citizens, without relying on heavy-handed sermonizing, even as it clearly participates in the Victorian culture of improvement.

Alcott’s educational vision draws on the Transcendentalist and reform background of her family. Her father, Amos Bronson Alcott, experimented with progressive schooling at Boston’s Temple School (1834–39), emphasizing conversation, the child’s moral intuition, and gentle discipline. These ideas, related to European pedagogues like Pestalozzi, challenged rote learning and corporal punishment common in the era. Louisa grew up amid Concord’s reformers, absorbing confidence in the child’s capacity for self-direction and the moral power of nurturing environments. Little Men’s school echoes that inheritance through trust, experiential learning, and the belief that affection and reason, not fear, best cultivate conscience.

The book also reflects the common school movement that reshaped education from the 1830s through the 1860s. In Massachusetts, Horace Mann promoted publicly funded, standardized schooling and professionally trained teachers. The state passed the nation’s first compulsory attendance law in 1852. Many common schools in New England were coeducational at the primary level, though advanced education remained largely segregated by gender. Little Men’s home school blends formal lessons with practical skills—gardening, chores, and music—mirroring contemporary debates about manual training and “learning by doing,” while depicting an education that aims at citizenship and moral development rather than mere examination success.

American child welfare reform forms another crucial backdrop. The New York Children’s Aid Society, founded in 1853 by Charles Loring Brace, pioneered the “orphan trains” beginning in 1854, relocating urban children to rural homes in the Midwest. Benevolent societies, orphan asylums, and reform homes multiplied in northern cities during the 1850s–70s as immigration and urban poverty swelled. Little Men’s admission of boys from precarious circumstances reflects this environment, translating philanthropic ideals into a domestic setting that prefers personal mentorship to institutional regimentation. The book’s faith in reform through stable family-like community aligns with mid-century child-saving impulses.

The Civil War’s social aftershocks infuse the novel’s ethos of care and service. Between 1861 and 1865, enormous casualties created widows, orphans, and enduring psychological and economic strains. Alcott herself served as a Union nurse in Washington, D.C., in 1862–63 and published Hospital Sketches in 1863, drawing on first-hand experience of suffering and volunteer relief. This background helps explain the book’s attention to kindness, convalescence, and the moral dignity of caregiving. Without dwelling on battlefield trauma, Little Men channels postwar humanitarian energies into a peaceful school where healing is domestic, sustained, and practical.

Abolition’s legacy and Reconstruction politics shaped New England reform culture in which Alcott wrote. The Thirteenth (1865), Fourteenth (1868), and Fifteenth (1870) Amendments legally ended slavery, defined citizenship, and enfranchised Black men, while Northern reformers debated how to realize equality. Massachusetts had outlawed school segregation in 1855, signaling a regional commitment to public inclusion, however imperfectly realized. Although Little Men focuses on a largely white New England milieu, its charitable ethos, insistence on innate worth, and emphasis on moral education reflect a broader post-abolition belief in human improvability that animated many Northern households and schools.

Women’s rights activism provides another vital context. The Seneca Falls Declaration in 1848 initiated organized suffrage campaigning. After the Civil War, the American Woman Suffrage Association (founded 1869 in Boston) and the National Woman Suffrage Association (1869) pursued different strategies. Massachusetts permitted women to vote in school committee elections by 1879, and Alcott registered and encouraged other women to participate around 1879–80. In Little Men, a married woman who writes for publication and co-directs a school reflects shifting possibilities for women’s public work and authority, negotiating domestic expectations while modeling competence and leadership for younger generations.

Economically, Little Men belongs to an early Gilded Age moment marked by rapid growth and rising anxiety about materialism. The Panic of 1873 triggered a prolonged downturn that sharpened attention to thrift, debt, and honest labor. In New England, traditional artisanal and agrarian rhythms coexisted uneasily with expanding markets and speculative ventures. The school’s ethic—saving pennies, valuing handiwork, and treating property as a moral trust—echoes contemporary middle-class ideals that sought to counter speculative risk with character education. By celebrating modest prosperity rooted in steady effort, the book offers a quiet critique of conspicuous consumption and unstable fortune.

Industrialization reshaped childhood throughout the 19th century. Massachusetts textile mills had drawn young workers since the early 1800s, and by 1870, the U.S. Census recorded hundreds of thousands of children aged roughly 10 to 15 at work. Factory schedules, urban streets, and casual labor challenged older models of apprenticeship and family supervision. Little Men’s protected school-farm environment responds to these pressures by integrating manual labor with study, presenting work as dignified training rather than exploitation. The narrative endorses the idea that structured, meaningful tasks—gardening, craft, and repair—can form character better than idle leisure or wage labor undertaken too young.

Immigration and urban growth also shape the book’s background. New England cities, especially Boston, absorbed large numbers of Irish immigrants from the 1840s onward, with attendant debates over poverty, public order, and education. Reformers worried about “street” children and advocated relocation, industrial schooling, and moral rescue. Little Men participates in this discourse by portraying the transformation of boys through stable community and ethical instruction, while softening contemporary prejudices. Instead of pathologizing city youth, it stresses environmental change, mentorship, and opportunity—tools reformers thought could harmonize diverse populations within a national civic culture.

Little Men emerged amid an expanding market for juvenile literature, school readers, and domestic manuals. Publishers such as Roberts Brothers marketed morally improving yet entertaining fiction to middle-class families. Periodicals like The Youth’s Companion (founded in Boston in 1827) helped establish reading as a central childhood habit. While the “cult of domesticity” elevated mothers as moral guardians, writers sought to balance didactic aims with believable scenes. Alcott’s approach, honed through earlier magazine work and popular novels, uses humor, episodic plots, and everyday dilemmas to deliver ethical lessons lightly—an innovation that made her books appealing to children and acceptable to parents and teachers.

Technological change touched ordinary routines that the novel quietly presumes. By the late 1860s, railroads linked New England towns, enabling visits, school excursions, and exchange of goods. The telegraph, common since the 1850s, accelerated news circulation; the postal system supported a lively culture of letters and small parcels. Sewing machines, increasingly affordable by the 1860s, altered household production, while upright pianos and cheap sheet music made parlor music a staple of middle-class leisure. Little Men’s world, though rural, benefits from these technologies’ reach, which knit family, school, and markets together without erasing the feel of village life.

Health and moral reform currents inform the school’s routines. Mid-century hygienic movements emphasized ventilation, bathing, and exercise, trends reinforced by Louis Pasteur’s work in the 1860s and Joseph Lister’s antiseptic techniques publicized from 1867 onward. Temperance advocacy, soon institutionalized in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (founded 1874), promoted sobriety as a family safeguard. The YMCA arrived in Boston in 1851, urging wholesome recreation. Little Men aligns with these developments by valuing fresh air, gardens, play, and moderation. Physical activity and wholesome diet appear as tools of moral pedagogy, treating bodily habits as inseparable from conscience and community responsibility.

The Concord intellectual milieu provided Alcott with a vocabulary of self-culture and nature reverence. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essays on self-reliance and Margaret Fuller’s and Henry David Thoreau’s calls for simplicity and integrity formed the atmosphere of Alcott’s youth. While Little Men is not a philosophical treatise, its trust in the moral instruction of nature—through gardens, walks, and observation—reflects Transcendentalist habits. The school’s patience with the quirks of growing minds resonates with the belief that individuals, if given sympathy and space, will develop rightly. Such ideas had local roots but national influence through literature and reform networks.

Legal frameworks around childhood were shifting as Alcott wrote. The highly publicized 1874 New York case of Mary Ellen Wilson spurred the creation of the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, with similar organizations forming in other states later in the decade, including Massachusetts. The trend moved child welfare from private charity and family autonomy toward public oversight and child protection. Little Men’s approach to discipline—restitution, forgiveness, and gradual reform—mirrors this transition. It imagines authority figures as guardians aiming to protect and rehabilitate rather than to inflict shame or pain, anticipating a more modern child-centered jurisprudence.

Alcott’s own career situates the book within women’s professional authorship. She began publishing in the 1850s, including sensational tales to support her family’s finances, then achieved unprecedented success with Little Women. Writing became a respectable income for some women in the period, though critics policed “proper” themes. Little Men extends the possibility that domestic life and intellectual labor can coexist, presenting authorship and school leadership as compatible with family roles. This stance subtly contests the era’s limits on women’s work by modeling female competence in education, budgeting, and public-minded philanthropy without abandoning domestic commitments valued by readers and reformers alike.
Little Men also reflects northern debates about religion and pluralism. New England’s Protestant heritage still framed moral language, yet Unitarian and Transcendentalist influences softened doctrinal edges in favor of ethical living and self-improvement. Sunday schools, charitable fairs, and literary societies tied piety to civic activity. The novel’s tone is more ethical than sectarian; it assumes a shared moral vocabulary of honesty, charity, and duty rather than insisting on denominational correctness. This broad moral consensus allowed Alcott to speak across theological divides, offering a vision of community bound by practice—work, play, service—more than by formal creed or ritual observance.
In portraying property, money, and charity, the book registers Gilded Age tensions. Rapid wealth accumulation in railroads, finance, and manufacturing provoked criticism of greed and speculation. Philanthropy expanded, yet anxieties persisted about dependency and moral hazard. Little Men answers by dramatizing habits—saving small sums, sharing tools, tending common spaces—that make wealth a communal trust. It treats benevolence as education: recipients learn stewardship by participating in work and decision-making. This approach mirrored contemporary “scientific charity” impulses, which emphasized personal reform and accountability, while still insisting, in Alcott’s case, on the primacy of sympathy over bureaucratic hardness.
As a work of children’s fiction rooted in its time, Little Men functions both as a mirror and a critique of postwar New England. It mirrors an era confident in progress, education, and the moral capacity of ordinary people, while critiquing punitive schooling, idle luxury, and narrow gender roles. It absorbs reform energies—from abolition’s aftermath to women’s civic activism—and translates them into the gentle governance of a household school. By embedding debates about welfare, work, and character in daily routines, the novel preserves the period’s hopes and anxieties, offering readers then and now a humane, historically grounded vision of growth.
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    Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888) was an American author whose career spanned the decades around the Civil War and Reconstruction. Best known for Little Women, she wrote across forms—juvenile fiction, domestic realism, memoir, and sensational tales—while engaging issues of work, ethics, and women’s autonomy. Her fiction helped shape English-language understandings of girlhood and family life, and it achieved a rare combination of popular appeal and moral seriousness. Alcott’s readership eventually extended across the Atlantic, and her narratives have remained continuously in print, adapted for new media and generations. She stands as a pivotal figure in nineteenth-century American literature and in the history of children’s publishing.

Alcott grew up in New England after being born in Pennsylvania, receiving an informal but rigorous education. She was influenced by the Transcendentalist milieu, with access to lectures, libraries, and conversations associated with figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller. Reading widely and practicing daily composition, she developed discipline and an ear for dialogue. Nature study, public talks, and self-directed study substituted for formal schooling and nurtured her interest in ethics and reform. This intellectual environment, emphasizing self-reliance and moral inquiry, informed both her early experiments in poetry and sketches and the social purpose evident throughout her mature fiction.

Economic necessity pushed Alcott to work various jobs—teaching, sewing, governessing—while she pursued publication in the 1850s. Her first book, Flower Fables (1854), drew on fairy lore and signaled her interest in writing for young readers. During the Civil War she served briefly as a nurse in Washington, D.C., an experience that produced Hospital Sketches (1863). Based on letters and observations, that book won attention for its clear-eyed humor and unflinching depiction of military hospitals. It established her national reputation as a prose writer able to balance sentiment with realism and to treat suffering, patriotism, and duty without grandiosity.

Alcott’s next phase included experimentation with the novel form. Moods (published in the 1860s and later revised) explored temperament, choice, and constraint, receiving mixed reviews. Her breakthrough came with Little Women (1868), quickly followed by a second volume (1869) often bound with the first. Drawing on contemporary domestic life, the book offered an unusually candid portrayal of growing up, work, and moral striving for young readers. Its immediate commercial success transformed Alcott’s publishing prospects, secured financial stability, and amplified her public voice. Critics and readers praised its lively dialogue, strong characterization, and recognition of female ambition within the bounds of nineteenth-century propriety.

Building on that success, Alcott expanded her fictional world and diversified her audience. She wrote An Old-Fashioned Girl (late 1860s), Little Men (1871), and Jo’s Boys (1886), further developing themes of education, mentorship, and community. Other notable works included Work: A Story of Experience (1873), which examined labor and self-making; Eight Cousins (1875) and Rose in Bloom (1876), which explored health, inheritance, and social responsibility. Throughout, she advocated practical education and ethical independence while crafting narratives accessible to young and general readers. Her books sold widely, were translated, and continued to sustain a reputation for combining moral seriousness with narrative zest.

Alongside domestic realism, Alcott produced sensational fiction, often under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard. In the 1860s she published works such as Pauline’s Passion and Punishment, Behind a Mask; or, A Woman’s Power, and The Abbot’s Ghost. These tales probe performance, secrecy, and power, offering cunning heroines and brisk plots distinct from her family-centered novels. Scholarly work in the twentieth century reattributed and republished many of these pieces, revealing the breadth of her craft. A Long Fatal Love Chase, written in the 1860s, appeared posthumously in the 1990s, further confirming her range and her interest in testing genre boundaries and female agency.

Alcott engaged public causes consistent with her writing. She supported abolition and, later, women’s rights, urging civic participation and publishing essays that promoted suffrage. After Massachusetts permitted women to vote in school committee elections in 1879, she encouraged local women to register and cast ballots. Persistent health problems limited her mobility in later years, but she continued to write, edit collections, and correspond with readers. She died in Boston in 1888. Her legacy endures in classrooms, scholarship, and cultural adaptations, where Little Women and related works remain touchstones for conversations about gender, work, creativity, and the possibilities of youth literature.
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"Please, sir, is this Plumfield[1][1q]?" asked a ragged boy of the man who opened the great gate at which the omnibus[2] left him.



"Yes. Who sent you?"



"Mr. Laurence. I have got a letter for the lady."



"All right; go up to the house, and give it to her; she'll see to you, little chap."



The man spoke pleasantly, and the boy went on, feeling much cheered by the words. Through the soft spring rain that fell on sprouting grass and budding trees, Nat saw a large square house before him a hospitable-looking house, with an old-fashioned porch, wide steps, and lights shining in many windows. Neither curtains nor shutters hid the cheerful glimmer; and, pausing a moment before he rang, Nat saw many little shadows dancing on the walls, heard the pleasant hum of young voices, and felt that it was hardly possible that the light and warmth and comfort within could be for a homeless "little chap" like him.



"I hope the lady will see to me," he thought, and gave a timid rap with the great bronze knocker, which was a jovial griffin's head.



A rosy-faced servant-maid opened the door, and smiled as she took the letter which he silently offered. She seemed used to receiving strange boys, for she pointed to a seat in the hall, and said, with a nod:



"Sit there and drip on the mat a bit, while I take this in to missis."



Nat found plenty to amuse him while he waited, and stared about him curiously, enjoying the view, yet glad to do so unobserved in the dusky recess by the door.



The house seemed swarming with boys, who were beguiling the rainy twilight with all sorts of amusements. There were boys everywhere, "up-stairs and down-stairs and in the lady's chamber," apparently, for various open doors showed pleasant groups of big boys, little boys, and middle-sized boys in all stages of evening relaxation, not to say effervescence. Two large rooms on the right were evidently schoolrooms, for desks, maps, blackboards, and books were scattered about. An open fire burned on the hearth, and several indolent lads lay on their backs before it, discussing a new cricket-ground, with such animation that their boots waved in the air. A tall youth was practising on the flute in one corner, quite undisturbed by the racket all about him. Two or three others were jumping over the desks, pausing, now and then, to get their breath and laugh at the droll sketches of a little wag who was caricaturing the whole household on a blackboard.



[image: ]

In the room on the left a long supper-table was seen, set forth with great pitchers of new milk, piles of brown and white bread, and perfect stacks of the shiny gingerbread so dear to boyish souls. A flavor of toast was in the air, also suggestions of baked apples, very tantalizing to one hungry little nose and stomach.



The hall, however, presented the most inviting prospect of all, for a brisk game of tag was going on in the upper entry. One landing was devoted to marbles, the other to checkers, while the stairs were occupied by a boy reading, a girl singing a lullaby to her doll, two puppies, a kitten, and a constant succession of small boys sliding down the banisters, to the great detriment of their clothes and danger to their limbs.



So absorbed did Nat become in this exciting race, that he ventured farther and farther out of his corner; and when one very lively boy came down so swiftly that he could not stop himself, but fell off the banisters, with a crash that would have broken any head but one rendered nearly as hard as a cannon-ball by eleven years of constant bumping, Nat forgot himself, and ran up to the fallen rider, expecting to find him half-dead. The boy, however, only winked rapidly for a second, then lay calmly looking up at the new face with a surprised, "Hullo!"



"Hullo!" returned Nat, not knowing what else to say, and thinking that form of reply both brief and easy.



"Are you a new boy?" asked the recumbent youth, without stirring.



"Don't know yet."



"What's your name?"



"Nat Blake."



"Mine's Tommy Bangs. Come up and have a go, will you?" and Tommy got upon his legs like one suddenly remembering the duties of hospitality.



"Guess I won't, till I see whether I'm going to stay or not," returned Nat, feeling the desire to stay increase every moment.



"I say, Demi, here's a new one. Come and see to him;" and the lively Thomas returned to his sport with unabated relish.



At his call, the boy reading on the stairs looked up with a pair of big brown eyes, and after an instant's pause, as if a little shy, he put the book under his arm, and came soberly down to greet the new-comer, who found something very attractive in the pleasant face of this slender, mild-eyed boy.



"Have you seen Aunt Jo?" he asked, as if that was some sort of important ceremony.



"I haven't seen anybody yet but you boys; I'm waiting," answered Nat.



"Did Uncle Laurie send you?" proceeded Demi, politely, but gravely.



"Mr. Laurence did."



"He is Uncle Laurie; and he always sends nice boys."



Nat looked gratified at the remark, and smiled, in a way that made his thin face very pleasant. He did not know what to say next, so the two stood staring at one another in friendly silence, till the little girl came up with her doll in her arms. She was very like Demi, only not so tall, and had a rounder, rosier face, and blue eyes.



"This is my sister, Daisy," announced Demi, as if presenting a rare and precious creature.



The children nodded to one another; and the little girl's face dimpled with pleasure, as she said affably:



"I hope you'll stay. We have such good times here; don't we, Demi?"



"Of course, we do: that's what Aunt Jo has Plumfield for."



"It seems a very nice place indeed," observed Nat, feeling that he must respond to these amiable young persons.



"It's the nicest place in the world, isn't it, Demi?" said Daisy, who evidently regarded her brother as authority on all subjects.



"No, I think Greenland, where the icebergs and seals are, is more interesting. But I'm fond of Plumfield, and it is a very nice place to be in," returned Demi, who was interested just now in a book on Greenland. He was about to offer to show Nat the pictures and explain them, when the servant returned, saying with a nod toward the parlor-door:



"All right; you are to stop."



"I'm glad; now come to Aunt Jo." And Daisy took him by the hand with a pretty protecting air, which made Nat feel at home at once.



Demi returned to his beloved book, while his sister led the new-comer into a back room, where a stout gentleman was frolicking with two little boys on the sofa, and a thin lady was just finishing the letter which she seemed to have been re-reading.



"Here he is, aunty!" cried Daisy.



"So this is my new boy? I am glad to see you, my dear, and hope you'll be happy here," said the lady, drawing him to her, and stroking back the hair from his forehead with a kind hand and a motherly look, which made Nat's lonely little heart yearn toward her.



She was not at all handsome, but she had a merry sort of face that never seemed to have forgotten certain childish ways and looks, any more than her voice and manner had; and these things, hard to describe but very plain to see and feel, made her a genial, comfortable kind of person, easy to get on with, and generally "jolly," as boys would say. She saw the little tremble of Nat's lips as she smoothed his hair, and her keen eyes grew softer, but she only drew the shabby figure nearer and said, laughing:



"I am Mother Bhaer, that gentleman is Father Bhaer, and these are the two little Bhaers. Come here, boys, and see Nat."



The three wrestlers obeyed at once; and the stout man, with a chubby child on each shoulder, came up to welcome the new boy. Rob and Teddy merely grinned at him, but Mr. Bhaer shook hands, and pointing to a low chair near the fire, said, in a cordial voice:



"There is a place all ready for thee, my son; sit down and dry thy wet feet at once."



"Wet? So they are! My dear, off with your shoes this minute, and I'll have some dry things ready for you in a jiffy," cried Mrs. Bhaer, bustling about so energetically that Nat found himself in the cosy little chair, with dry socks and warm slippers on his feet, before he would have had time to say Jack Robinson[3], if he had wanted to try. He said "Thank you, ma'am," instead; and said it so gratefully that Mrs. Bhaer's eyes grew soft again, and she said something merry, because she felt so tender, which was a way she had.



"There are Tommy Bangs' slippers; but he never will remember to put them on in the house; so he shall not have them. They are too big; but that's all the better; you can't run away from us so fast as if they fitted."



"I don't want to run away, ma'am." And Nat spread his grimy little hands before the comfortable blaze, with a long sigh of satisfaction.



"That's good! Now I am going to toast you well, and try to get rid of that ugly cough. How long have you had it, dear?" asked Mrs. Bhaer, as she rummaged in her big basket for a strip of flannel.



"All winter. I got cold, and it wouldn't get better, somehow."



"No wonder, living in that damp cellar with hardly a rag to his poor dear back!" said Mrs. Bhaer, in a low tone to her husband, who was looking at the boy with a skillful pair of eyes that marked the thin temples and feverish lips, as well as the hoarse voice and frequent fits of coughing that shook the bent shoulders under the patched jacket.



"Robin, my man, trot up to Nursey, and tell her to give thee the cough-bottle and the liniment," said Mr. Bhaer, after his eyes had exchanged telegrams with his wife's.



Nat looked a little anxious at the preparations, but forgot his fears in a hearty laugh, when Mrs. Bhaer whispered to him, with a droll look:



"Hear my rogue Teddy try to cough. The syrup I'm going to give you has honey in it; and he wants some."



Little Ted was red in the face with his exertions by the time the bottle came, and was allowed to suck the spoon after Nat had manfully taken a dose and had the bit of flannel put about his throat.



These first steps toward a cure were hardly completed when a great bell rang, and a loud tramping through the hall announced supper. Bashful Nat quaked at the thought of meeting many strange boys, but Mrs. Bhaer held out her hand to him, and Rob said, patronizingly, "Don't be 'fraid; I'll take care of you."



Twelve boys, six on a side, stood behind their chairs, prancing with impatience to begin, while the tall flute-playing youth was trying to curb their ardor. But no one sat down till Mrs. Bhaer was in her place behind the teapot, with Teddy on her left, and Nat on her right.



"This is our new boy, Nat Blake. After supper you can say how do you do? Gently, boys, gently."



As she spoke every one stared at Nat, and then whisked into their seats, trying to be orderly and failing utterly. The Bhaers did their best to have the lads behave well at meal times, and generally succeeded pretty well, for their rules were few and sensible, and the boys, knowing that they tried to make things easy and happy, did their best to obey. But there are times when hungry boys cannot be repressed without real cruelty, and Saturday evening, after a half-holiday, was one of those times.



"Dear little souls, do let them have one day in which they can howl and racket and frolic to their hearts' content. A holiday isn't a holiday without plenty of freedom and fun; and they shall have full swing once a week," Mrs. Bhaer used to say, when prim people wondered why banister-sliding, pillow-fights, and all manner of jovial games were allowed under the once decorous roof of Plumfield.



It did seem at times as if the aforesaid roof was in danger of flying off, but it never did, for a word from Father Bhaer could at any time produce a lull, and the lads had learned that liberty must not be abused. So, in spite of many dark predictions, the school flourished, and manners and morals were insinuated, without the pupils exactly knowing how it was done.



Nat found himself very well off behind the tall pitchers, with Tommy Bangs just around the corner, and Mrs. Bhaer close by to fill up plate and mug as fast as he could empty them.



"Who is that boy next the girl down at the other end?" whispered Nat to his young neighbor under cover of a general laugh.



"That's Demi Brooke. Mr. Bhaer is his uncle."



"What a queer name!"



"His real name is John, but they call him Demi-John, because his father is John too. That's a joke, don't you see?" said Tommy, kindly explaining. Nat did not see, but politely smiled, and asked, with interest :



"Isn't he a very nice boy?"



"I bet you he is; knows lots and reads like any thing."



"Who is the fat one next him?"



"Oh, that's Stuffy Cole. His name is George, but we call him Stuffy 'cause he eats so much. The little fellow next Father Bhaer is his boy Rob, and then there's big Franz his nephew; he teaches some, and kind of sees to us."



"He plays the flute, doesn't he?" asked Nat as Tommy rendered himself speechless by putting a whole baked apple into his mouth at one blow.



Tommy nodded, and said, sooner than one would have imagined possible under the circumstances, "Oh, don't he, though? And we dance sometimes, and do gymnastics to music. I like a drum myself, and mean to learn as soon as ever I can."



"I like a fiddle best; I can play one too," said Nat, getting confidential on this attractive subject.



"Can you?" and Tommy stared over the rim of his mug with round eyes, full of interest. "Mr. Bhaer's got an old fiddle, and he'll let you play on it if you want to."



"Could I? Oh, I would like it ever so much. You see, I used to go round fiddling with my father, and another man, till he died."



"Wasn't that fun?" cried Tommy, much impressed.



"No, it was horrid; so cold in winter, and hot in summer. And I got tired; and they were cross sometimes; and I didn't get enough to eat." Nat paused to take a generous bite of gingerbread, as if to assure himself that the hard times were over; and then he added regretfully: "But I did love my little fiddle, and I miss it. Nicolo took it away when father died, and wouldn't have me any longer, 'cause I was sick."



"You'll belong to the band if you play good. See if you don't."



"Do you have a band here?" Nat's eyes sparkled.



"Guess we do; a jolly band, all boys; and they have concerts and things. You just see what happens to-morrow night."



After this pleasantly exciting remark, Tommy returned to his supper, and Nat sank into a blissful reverie over his full plate.



Mrs. Bhaer had heard all they said, while apparently absorbed in filling mugs, and overseeing little Ted, who was so sleepy that he put his spoon in his eye, nodded like a rosy poppy, and finally fell fast asleep, with his cheek pillowed on a soft bun. Mrs. Bhaer had put Nat next to Tommy, because that roly-poly boy had a frank and social way with him, very attractive to shy persons. Nat felt this, and had made several small confidences during supper, which gave Mrs. Bhaer the key to the new boy's character, better than if she had talked to him herself.



In the letter which Mr. Laurence had sent with Nat, he had said:




"DEAR JO: Here is a case after your own heart. This poor lad is an orphan now, sick and friendless. He has been a street-musician; and I found him in a cellar, mourning for his dead father, and his lost violin. I think there is something in him, and have a fancy that between us we may give this little man a lift. You cure his overtasked body, Fritz help his neglected mind, and when he is ready I'll see if he is a genius or only a boy with a talent which may earn his bread for him. Give him a trial, for the sake of your own boy,



TEDDY."





"Of course we will!" cried Mrs. Bhaer, as she read the letter; and when she saw Nat she felt at once that, whether he was a genius or not, here was a lonely, sick boy who needed just what she loved to give, a home and motherly care. Both she and Mr. Bhaer observed him quietly; and in spite of ragged clothes, awkward manners, and a dirty face, they saw much about Nat that pleased them. He was a thin, pale boy, of twelve, with blue eyes, and a good forehead under the rough, neglected hair; an anxious, scared face, at times, as if he expected hard words, or blows; and a sensitive mouth that trembled when a kind glance fell on him; while a gentle speech called up a look of gratitude, very sweet to see. "Bless the poor dear, he shall fiddle all day long if he likes," said Mrs. Bhaer to herself, as she saw the eager, happy expression on his face when Tommy talked of the band.



So, after supper, when the lads flocked into the schoolroom for more "high jinks," Mrs. Jo appeared with a violin in her hand, and after a word with her husband, went to Nat, who sat in a corner watching the scene with intense interest.



"Now, my lad, give us a little tune. We want a violin in our band, and I think you will do it nicely."



She expected that he would hesitate; but he seized the old fiddle at once, and handled it with such loving care, it was plain to see that music was his passion.



"I'll do the best I can, ma'am," was all he said; and then drew the bow across the strings, as if eager to hear the dear notes again.



There was a great clatter in the room, but as if deaf to any sounds but those he made, Nat played softly to himself, forgetting every thing in his delight. It was only a simple Negro melody, such as street-musicians play, but it caught the ears of the boys at once, and silenced them, till they stood listening with surprise and pleasure. Gradually they got nearer and nearer, and Mr. Bhaer came up to watch the boy; for, as if he was in his element now, Nat played away and never minded any one, while his eyes shone, his cheeks reddened, and his thin fingers flew, as he hugged the old fiddle and made it speak to all their hearts the language that he loved.



A hearty round of applause rewarded him better than a shower of pennies, when he stopped and glanced about him, as if to say:



"I've done my best; please like it."



"I say, you do that first rate," cried Tommy, who considered Nat his prot‚g‚.



"You shall be the first fiddle in my band," added Franz, with an approving smile.



Mrs. Bhaer whispered to her husband:



"Teddy is right: there's something in the child." And Mr. Bhaer nodded his head emphatically, as he clapped Nat on the shoulder, saying, heartily:



"You play well, my son. Come now and play something which we can sing."



It was the proudest, happiest minute of the poor boy's life when he was led to the place of honor by the piano, and the lads gathered round, never heeding his poor clothes, but eying him respectfully and waiting eagerly to hear him play again.



They chose a song he knew; and after one or two false starts they got going, and violin, flute, and piano led a chorus of boyish voices that made the old roof ring again. It was too much for Nat, more feeble than he knew; and as the final shout died away, his face began to work, he dropped the fiddle, and turning to the wall sobbed like a little child.



"My dear, what is it?" asked Mrs. Bhaer, who had been singing with all her might, and trying to keep little Rob from beating time with his boots.



"You are all so kind and it's so beautiful I can't help it," sobbed Nat, coughing till he was breathless.



"Come with me, dear; you must go to bed and rest; you are worn out, and this is too noisy a place for you," whispered Mrs. Bhaer; and took him away to her own parlor, where she let him cry himself quiet.



Then she won him to tell her all his troubles, and listened to the little story with tears in her own eyes, though it was not a new one to her.



"My child, you have got a father and a mother now, and this is home. Don't think of those sad times any more, but get well and happy; and be sure you shall never suffer again, if we can help it. This place is made for all sorts of boys to have a good time in, and to learn how to help themselves and be useful men, I hope. You shall have as much music as you want, only you must get strong first. Now come up to Nursey and have a bath, and then go to bed, and to-morrow we will lay some nice little plans together."



Nat held her hand fast in his, but had not a word to say, and let his grateful eyes speak for him, as Mrs. Bhaer led him up to a big room, where they found a stout German woman with a face so round and cheery that it looked like a sort of sun, with the wide frill of her cap for rays.



"This is Nursey Hummel, and she will give you a nice bath, and cut your hair, and make you all 'comfy,' as Rob says. That's the bath-room in there; and on Saturday nights we scrub all the little lads first, and pack them away in bed before the big ones get through singing. Now then, Rob, in with you."



As she talked, Mrs. Bhaer had whipped off Rob's clothes and popped him into a long bath-tub in the little room opening into the nursery.



There were two tubs, besides foot-baths, basins, douche-pipes, and all manner of contrivances for cleanliness. Nat was soon luxuriating in the other bath; and while simmering there, he watched the performances of the two women, who scrubbed, clean night-gowned, and bundled into bed four or five small boys, who, of course, cut up all sorts of capers during the operation, and kept every one in a gale of merriment till they were extinguished in their beds.



By the time Nat was washed and done up in a blanket by the fire, while Nursey cut his hair, a new detachment of boys arrived and were shut into the bath-room, where they made as much splashing and noise as a school of young whales at play.



"Nat had better sleep here, so that if his cough troubles him in the night you can see that he takes a good draught of flax-seed tea," said Mrs. Bhaer, who was flying about like a distracted hen with a large brood of lively ducklings.



Nursey approved the plan, finished Nat off with a flannel night-gown, a drink of something warm and sweet, and then tucked him into one of the three little beds standing in the room, where he lay looking like a contented mummy and feeling that nothing more in the way of luxury could be offered him. Cleanliness in itself was a new and delightful sensation; flannel gowns were unknown comforts in his world; sips of "good stuff" soothed his cough as pleasantly as kind words did his lonely heart; and the feeling that somebody cared for him made that plain room seem a sort of heaven to the homeless child. It was like a cosy dream; and he often shut his eyes to see if it would not vanish when he opened them again. It was too pleasant to let him sleep, and he could not have done so if he had tried, for in a few minutes one of the peculiar institutions of Plumfield was revealed to his astonished but appreciative eyes.



A momentary lull in the aquatic exercises was followed by the sudden appearance of pillows flying in all directions, hurled by white goblins, who came rioting out of their beds. The battle raged in several rooms, all down the upper hall, and even surged at intervals into the nursery, when some hard-pressed warrior took refuge there. No one seemed to mind this explosion in the least; no one forbade it, or even looked surprised. Nursey went on hanging up towels, and Mrs. Bhaer laid out clean clothes, as calmly as if the most perfect order reigned. Nay, she even chased one daring boy out of the room, and fired after him the pillow he had slyly thrown at her.



"Won't they hurt 'em?" asked Nat, who lay laughing with all his might.



"Oh dear, no! We always allow one pillow-fight Saturday night. The cases are changed to-morrow; and it gets up a glow after the boys' baths; so I rather like it myself," said Mrs. Bhaer, busy again among her dozen pairs of socks.



"What a very nice school this is!" observed Nat, in a burst of admiration.



"It's an odd one," laughed Mrs. Bhaer, "but you see we don't believe in making children miserable by too many rules, and too much study. I forbade night-gown parties at first; but, bless you, it was of no use. I could no more keep those boys in their beds than so many jacks in the box. So I made an agreement with them: I was to allow a fifteen-minute pillow-fight every Saturday night; and they promised to go properly to bed every other night. I tried it, and it worked well. If they don't keep their word, no frolic; if they do, I just turn the glasses round, put the lamps in safe places, and let them rampage as much as they like."



"It's a beautiful plan," said Nat, feeling that he should like to join in the fray, but not venturing to propose it the first night. So he lay enjoying the spectacle, which certainly was a lively one.



Tommy Bangs led the assailing party, and Demi defended his own room with a dogged courage fine to see, collecting pillows behind him as fast as they were thrown, till the besiegers were out of ammunition, when they would charge upon him in a body, and recover their arms. A few slight accidents occurred, but nobody minded, and gave and took sounding thwacks with perfect good humor, while pillows flew like big snowflakes, till Mrs. Bhaer looked at her watch, and called out:



"Time is up, boys. Into bed, every man jack, or pay the forfeit!"



"What is the forfeit?" asked Nat, sitting up in his eagerness to know what happened to those wretches who disobeyed this most peculiar, but public-spirited school-ma'am.



"Lose their fun next time," answered Mrs. Bhaer. "I give them five minutes to settle down, then put out the lights, and expect order. They are honorable lads, and they keep their word."



That was evident, for the battle ended as abruptly as it began a parting shot or two, a final cheer, as Demi fired the seventh pillow at the retiring foe, a few challenges for next time, then order prevailed. And nothing but an occasional giggle or a suppressed whisper broke the quiet which followed the Saturday-night frolic, as Mother Bhaer kissed her new boy and left him to happy dreams of life at Plumfield.




CHAPTER II

THE BOYS
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While Nat takes a good long sleep, I will tell my little readers something about the boys, among whom he found himself when he woke up.



To begin with our old friends. Franz was a tall lad, of sixteen now, a regular German, big, blond, and bookish, also very domestic, amiable, and musical. His uncle was fitting him for college, and his aunt for a happy home of his own hereafter, because she carefully fostered in him gentle manners, love of children, respect for women, old and young, and helpful ways about the house. He was her right-hand man on all occasions, steady, kind, and patient; and he loved his merry aunt like a mother, for such she had tried to be to him.



Emil was quite different, being quick-tempered, restless, and enterprising, bent on going to sea, for the blood of the old vikings stirred in his veins, and could not be tamed. His uncle promised that he should go when he was sixteen, and set him to studying navigation, gave him stories of good and famous admirals and heroes to read, and let him lead the life of a frog in river, pond, and brook, when lessons were done. His room looked like the cabin of a man-of-war, for every thing was nautical, military, and shipshape. Captain Kyd[4] was his delight, and his favorite amusement was to rig up like that piratical gentleman, and roar out sanguinary sea-songs at the top of his voice. He would dance nothing but sailors' hornpipes, rolled in his gait, and was as nautical in conversation to his uncle would permit. The boys called him "Commodore," and took great pride in his fleet, which whitened the pond and suffered disasters that would have daunted any commander but a sea-struck boy.



Demi was one of the children who show plainly the effect of intelligent love and care, for soul and body worked harmoniously together. The natural refinement which nothing but home influence can teach, gave him sweet and simple manners: his mother had cherished an innocent and loving heart in him; his father had watched over the physical growth of his boy, and kept the little body straight and strong on wholesome food and exercise and sleep, while Grandpa March cultivated the little mind with the tender wisdom of a modern Pythagoras[5], not tasking it with long, hard lessons, parrot-learned, but helping it to unfold as naturally and beautifully as sun and dew help roses bloom. He was not a perfect child, by any means, but his faults were of the better sort; and being early taught the secret of self-control, he was not left at the mercy of appetites and passions, as some poor little mortals are, and then punished for yielding to the temptations against which they have no armor. A quiet, quaint boy was Demi, serious, yet cheery, quite unconscious that he was unusually bright and beautiful, yet quick to see and love intelligence or beauty in other children. Very fond of books, and full of lively fancies, born of a strong imagination and a spiritual nature, these traits made his parents anxious to balance them with useful knowledge and healthful society, lest they should make him one of those pale precocious children who amaze and delight a family sometimes, and fade away like hot-house flowers, because the young soul blooms too soon, and has not a hearty body to root it firmly in the wholesome soil of this world.



So Demi was transplanted to Plumfield, and took so kindly to the life there, that Meg and John and Grandpa felt satisfied that they had done well. Mixing with other boys brought out the practical side of him, roused his spirit, and brushed away the pretty cobwebs he was so fond of spinning in that little brain of his. To be sure, he rather shocked his mother when he came home, by banging doors, saying "by George" emphatically, and demanding tall thick boots "that clumped like papa's." But John rejoiced over him, laughed at his explosive remarks, got the boots, and said contentedly,



"He is doing well; so let him clump. I want my son to be a manly boy, and this temporary roughness won't hurt him. We can polish him up by and by; and as for learning, he will pick that up as pigeons do peas. So don't hurry him."



Daisy was as sunshiny and charming as ever, with all sorts of womanlinesses budding in her, for she was like her gentle mother, and delighted in domestic things. She had a family of dolls, whom she brought up in the most exemplary manner; she could not get on without her little work-basket and bits of sewing, which she did so nicely, that Demi frequently pulled out his handkerchief display her neat stitches, and Baby Josy had a flannel petticoat beautifully made by Sister Daisy. She like to quiddle about the china-closet, prepare the salt-cellars, put the spoons straight on the table; and every day went round the parlor with her brush, dusting chairs and tables. Demi called her a "Betty," but was very glad to have her keep his things in order, lend him her nimble fingers in all sorts of work, and help him with his lessons, for they kept abreast there, and had no thought of rivalry.



The love between them was as strong as ever; and no one could laugh Demi out of his affectionate ways with Daisy. He fought her battles valiantly, and never could understand why boys should be ashamed to say "right out," that they loved their sisters. Daisy adored her twin, thought "my brother" the most remarkable boy in the world, and every morning, in her little wrapper, trotted to tap at his door with a motherly "Get up, my dear, it's 'most breakfast time; and here's your clean collar."



Rob was an energetic morsel of a boy, who seemed to have discovered the secret of perpetual motion, for
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