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The Centuries of Childhood: An American Story exhibit will open at the Mercer Museum & Library on September 
16, 2017 and will be on view through December 31, 2017. 

If you have any questions about the exhibit, education programs or if you wish to book your school field trip, call 
215-348-9461. 

This exhibit connects students with the stories of American history to their own experiences by learning about the 
lives of five historical children and their families. Each historical character will have its own distinct environment 
based on the time period and location in which they lived.  

Students will become immersed in history and have the opportunity to engage with replicas of artifacts, home 
setting and traditional dress – they will feel as if they are stepping into another time and place. 

The stories included in the exhibit are: 

• Onatah: a 7-year old Iroquois girl who recounts life in the Great Lakes Region in the 1700’s. 
• Gregory: a 10-year old Colonial apprentice. He shares his story of working and living away from home. 
• Clara: a pioneer girl who heads west with her family in 1840. 
• Jacob: a Jewish boy living in Cleveland in the late 1800’s. 
• Michael: a mid-20th century African American child moving from the Deep South to Chicago. 

The exhibit offers a variety of hands-on experiences for students in preschool and grades K-4. 

The Centuries of Childhood Educator Resource is available for teachers who will be bringing their students to the 
Mercer Museum & Library to view the exhibit. This is a great resource for both pre-visit and post-visit use. This 
exhibit encourages a unique view into American history. And will help strengthen a student’s understanding and 
appreciation of what life was like for children in a variety of time periods throughout American history. 

  



 

 

CLARA’S STORY: Packing the Wagon for the Oregon Trail 

Clara’s Story: Clara is a four-year old girl living in 1852. Her family has decided to head west in search of farm land. 
They are taking their covered wagon, full of important items to build and furnish their new home in Oregon. 

Grade Level:  

Preschool through 4rd Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will be able to name at least three items families would have brought with them on the Oregon 
Trail. 

• Children will categorize common items brought on Oregon Trail journeys. 

Activity: 

Begin by asking student s the following questions- 

• Have you ever gone a long trip? 
• Where did you go? 
• Did you help your family pack for the trip? 
• What did you pack for the trip? 
• How did you get to where you were going? 

Their answers will lead into the discussion about a families experiences traveling on the Oregon Trail: 

Those traveling on the Oregon Trail to their new homes needed to bring along items that would help them once 
they arrived. Let us see if we can identify some of the items they would take with them. 

 

 



 

 

• Using the images below, have students complete the following tasks: 
• What images show items that could be used to prepare food/meals? (Answers: skillet, sack of sugar, sacks 

of flour and beans, utensils) 
• What images would provide us something that would keep us warm? (Answers: quilt, wool blanket) 
• Find an image you would need to for tasks around the house. (Answers: washboard, sewing kit, coffee 

grinder, plate, cup) 
• Find an item the one might use for working around the farm. (Answers: ax, bucket) 
• Find items that might have been used for entertainment, fun and play. (Answers: violin, banjo, penny 

whistle, doll, children’s book) 
 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

                                           

 

 

                                         

 

                                                             



 

                      

 

                                    

                   

 

                     

 



                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CLARA’S STORY: Butter Making on the Frontier  

 
Clara’s family had to make their own butter, and so can you! 

 
Grade Level:  

Preschool through 4th Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will develop an understanding of the butter making process. 
• Children will gain hands-on experience at making butter.   

Food in Early America 
 
When you were hungry in the 1800’s you could not run to the grocery store to buy your food. Putting food on the 
table meant a lot of hard work: planting, harvesting, preparing and preserving foods, which took up most of the day 
for men, women, and children. 
 
Men were usually responsible for hunting, trapping, plowing and seeding the fields, then harvesting the foods that 
were grown. They also raised and tended the animals used for meat. 
 
Women’s responsibilities usually centered around the kitchen and the kitchen garden: tending the garden, 
preparing the foods grown from the garden, preserving foods, and dairying. 
 
Popular foods of this time period: stews, soups, fruits and vegetables, puddings, breads and baked goods. Meats 
were eaten less frequently. 
 
Most of the cooking took place over an open hearth. Many homesteads, however, did have a brick or stone bake 
oven that could be built into the hearth or stand separately outdoors. 
 
Butter making 
 
 Where does butter come from? (cow, milk, cream=butter) 

 
 A farms primary objective of keeping cows in early America was to supply the needs of the family for milk 

and butter. 
 
 As communities expanded many families who did not own cows had to purchase their milk and butter from 

farmers located in their vicinity. 
 
 Butter usually could be purchased for about 20 cents per pound. 

 
 By 1850, the area surrounding Philadelphia was considered the “butter belt.” The average farm in this area 

consisted of six cows and produced 630 pounds of butter of year. 
 
 After milking the cow, the milk would sit in a springhouse (cool, dry place) for a day or two to allow the 

cream to separate from the milk and rise to the top.  
 
 When enough cream had been collected, it was then placed in a butter churn. 

 

 
 

 



 
 Churning was done year round, but more often in the spring and summer months. 

 
 Once the butter had been formed in the churn it was placed in a large bowl. A butter paddle was used to 

squeeze and press the butter to get out any liquid that might remain. This liquid, buttermilk, was poured 
into a pitcher and used for cooking or a refreshing drink. 

 
 The butter was then spread onto long trays where it could be stamped with pretty designs before being put 

in the springhouse to keep cool. The butter could also be placed in butter molds to make a nice round pat 
of butter. 

 
 Farm wives used their butter as barter at general stores in country towns or trading centers in exchange for 

merchandise they needed at home. The butter molds and stamps were important because these marks 
helped identify which farm produced the butter.  

 
Materials: 
 

• Glass mason jars or plastic jar with airtight lid 
• Heavy whipping cream 
• Images of butter churns 

 
Churn Activity: 
 

• Place heavy whipping cream in Mason jar or plastic container, filling only half way. Pass the container 
around to each student to allow them to shake (churn) the jar.  

• The process of turning the cream into butter will take some time until it begins to solidify. It is suggested 
that the teacher either prepare their own butter ahead of time, or purchase whipped butter at the grocery 
store. This will provide an example to the students as to what the butter will eventually look like when the 
“churning” is complete. 

• There is a churn in the Centuries of Childhood exhibit. This activity will prepare them for this station of the 
exhibit, allowing them to develop an understanding of the work that went into living on a farm during the 
1800’s. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Butter Churns 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

MICHAEL’S STORY: THE GREAT MIGRATION 

Michael’s Story: Michael is a five year old living in the year 1947. His parents wish for them to get away from the 
rural farm life of the South in Greenville, Mississippi and want to move to make a better life for their family. They 
choose Chicago. After the move north, they live with Michael’s extended family until they find a more permanent 
home. Michael is very excited to live in a big city and to go to a new school. 

Grade Level:  

Preschool through 4rd Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will develop an understanding of who Jacob Lawrence was in the art world. 
• Children will be able to describe what the Great Migration was and through the Jacob Lawrence series.  

Materials: 

• Paint 
• Paint Brushes 
• Paper 
• Examples of Jacob Lawrence Great Migration series 
• Suggested book: The Great Migration: An American Story 

Information & Activity: 

• Michael’s family was part of something called the Great Migration. It was the movement of six million 
African-Americans out of the rural Southern United States to the urban Northeast, Midwest, and West that 
occurred between 1916 and 1970. 

• A migrant is someone who moves from one location of the country to another location. 
• Today we will learn about an artist called Jacob Lawrence. He was an African American artist. He was born 

in 1917 and passed away in 2000. He was the first African American artist to have his work in the 
permanent collection of the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. He created 60 panels for his Great 
Migration painting series.  

• Show the example prints from Jacob Lawrence’s The Great Migration series. Read what each print is 
depicting.  
 Have you ever moved from one place to another? How did it make you feel? The experience can be 

both exciting, like an adventure, and scary, all at the same time. 
 How do these prints show what Michael was thinking and feeling during his families migration? 

 



 
• As you look at the prints, what do you notice? Jacob Lawrence used many repeating patterns. He also used 

lots of circles, triangles, rectangles and squares. He also used the same colors over and over – black, 
orange, red, green, white, yellow and blue. 

• Now you are going to create a Jacob Lawrence style painting. He liked to paint people and scenes, 
especially from history and just everyday life. 

 

 
Panel 23: The migration spread 
 

 
Panel 27: Many men stayed behind until they could bring their families with them 
 



 

 
Panel 32: The railroad stations in the South were crowded with people leaving for the North 
 

 
Panel 35: They left the South in large numbers and they arrived in the North in large numbers 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Panel 45: The migrants arrived in Pittsburgh, one of the great industrial centers of the North 
 

 
Panel 60: And the migrants kept coming 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

ONATAH’S STORY: A DAY IN THE LIFE 

Onatah’s Story: Onatah is seven years old. She lives in 1700. She is a Native American; her family is part of the 
Iroquois Confederacy. She spends her days helping her family and large community with their farming, cooking, and 
everyday chores. 

Grade Level:  

2nd through 4th Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will develop an understanding of longhouses, the housing structures of the Iroquois. 

Suggested Video: 

• YouTube Video - People of the Longhouse: The Iroquois (5:40) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9spMSCUCxM 

The Iroquois Confederacy 
The Iroquois Confederacy consisted of the Five Nations, an alliance of five, later six, American Indian tribes—the 
Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca, and Tuscarora—located in modern-day New York state. 
Longhouses  
 
 A longhouse ranged in length from 30 feet to several hundred feet. 
 The frames of the longhouses were made with poles which were covered with sheets of bark that was cut 

into rectangular slabs. A variety of different trees were used to build a longhouse, depending on the tree's 
strength, flexibility and resistance to decay. 

 To insulate their homes, they used woven mates or animal fur. 
 The length of the longhouse was determined by the size of the extended family that would live in it. 
 As the size of the family grew, the building was enlarged to make more room. 
 The roof was rounded rather than peaked. The round roof was efficient because it allowed the heat to rise 

and then fall. 
 There were two doors for the entire building, one at each end. 
 Inside the longhouse was divided into compartments. Two families lived in each compartment.  
 There was an aisle that was 10 feet wide, running the full length of the longhouse. 
 This was common space used by all the family members. 

 
Longhouse Questions: 
 

1. The frame work of a longhouse was cover with ____________________________________ 
2. How many families usually lived in each compartment of the longhouse?  _______ 
3. ______________________________ were used to insulate the inside wall of the longhouse. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9spMSCUCxM


 
Answers: 1. Sheets of bark; 2. Two; 3. Woven mats or furs 
 
Longhouse Craft Activity 
 
Materials: 
 
 Empty Oatmeal Cylindrical container 
 Empty shoebox 
 Glue 
 Paintbrush or popsicle stick 
 Brown Construction paper or a ripped up brown shopping bag/lunch bag 
 Scissors 

 

 
 
Step 1: 

 
Tape the lid to the cylindrical oatmeal container in place, and then cut the container in half lengthwise. Keep one 

half to serve as the roof of your longhouse and set the second half aside for another project. (This might be better 

done ahead time by teachers, depending on the age of the students and thickness of the material) 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Step 2: 

 
Cut three one-inch holes in the top of the oatmeal container roof to serve as smoke holes. 

 

Step 3: 

 
Glue the oatmeal container roof to the shoe box. Now you have the basic structure of the longhouse. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Step 4: 

 
Cut a hole in each end of the shoebox to serve as the doors. 

 

 

Step 5: 

 
Use the paintbrush to spread glue all over the longhouse. Glue on the strips and squares of brown construction 

paper or ripped paper bag pieces, overlapping and scrunching the pieces to resemble tree bark. Your longhouse 

model is done. 

 



                     
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

JACOB’S STORY: COMING TO AMERICA 

Jacob’s Story: Jacob is six years old. In 1904 Jacob’s parents, two sisters and three brothers moved to America. 
During that time many families were leaving Europe in order to seek a better life where there were more 
opportunities for work. Jacob is a Jewish immigrant learning how to become an American. 

Grade Level:  

1st through 4th Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will develop an understanding of a young child’s immigrant experience. 
• Children will be able to describe three facts about the Statue of Liberty 

Materials: 

• Books – Emma’s Poem: The Voice of the Statue of Liberty, by Linda Glazer and When Jessie Came Across 
the Sea, by Amy Hest 

• Statue of Liberty Images 

What is the Statue of Liberty? 

• It is a monument dedicated to the friendship between different nations (US and France).  
• Before people could travel by air, ships would sail in to New York Harbor. Lady Liberty, her nickname, 

would welcome passengers, many of whom were immigrants traveling to the United States for the first 
time. 

• The statue celebrates America’s first 100 years as a nation.  
• Frederic-August Barholdi designed the statue and named her Liberty Enlightening the World. 
• It also celebrates the friendship between France and the United States during the Revolutionary War. 
• The statue was completed in the year 1886. 

How was she built? 

• The statue was so big that is was made in pieces. 
• It was made of steel with copper on the outside. 
• A ship carried the pieces across the ocean to America from France. 
• Workers put the statue together like a puzzle. 
• The statue is 305 feet and 1 inch tall. 

 

 



 

What is she wearing? 

• She is holding a torch; the torch symbolizes lighting the path to freedom. She is “enlightening the world.” 
• The current torch is a replacement torch, done in 1986. It is a copper flame covered in 24K gold. 
• She has spikes in her crown. There are seven spikes; they represent the seven seas and continents. 
• Her tablet says July 4, 1776 on it. It is written in Roman numerals. 
• Her color used to look like copper, much like a penny looks. Now, over the many years at sea, she has 

changed in color due to something called oxidation. This is a reaction caused between the metal of the 
statue and the ocean water. This caused the color now to be green. 

• The broken chain around her foot is on purpose. This shows how people can break through to find their 
freedom. 

Activity 1: 

1. Read the book, Emma’s Poem by Linda Glaser. 
2. In order to demonstrate the size of the Statue of Liberty, you can focus on the individual parts of the statue 

(as listed below).  
3. Based on a pediatric growth chart the average 5-year-old is about 3 ½ feet tall. 

Statue of Liberty Measurements:  (the student numbers are approximate, depending on the age group) 

 Her finger – 8 feet (two students) 
 Length of hand – 16 feet 5 inches (5 students) 
 Length of torch – 21 feet (6 students) 

 
4. Choose the students and instruct them to lie on the floor, feet to head in a line (no kicking!!). This will give 

them a visual of just about how large Lady Liberty really is! 

Activity 2: 

1. Read the story, When Jessie Came across the Sea by Amy Hest. 

There are many reasons why families and individuals decided to leave their homes and everything they knew to 
come to America. 

• Religious freedom 
• Work (due to job shortages, famine, etc.) 
• Escape racial and political persecution 
• To obtain land, there seemed room for growth 

When they made the decision to leave and start a new life in America, they needed to leave most of their 
belongings behind. They also were leaving family members behind, family that may or may not also come to 
America at a later time. 

They were each allowed one suitcase for a 10-day to a month long journey across the ocean. They would need to 
be sure they had papers proving who they were, such as a birth certificate. 

What to bring?  

1. Immigrants would need to decide what they would bring; they had to travel very light. 
2. Have the students list 6 items they would bring with them if they were forced to leave their home in a 

hurry. ONLY six! They won’t be going back, so they must choose wisely and thoughtfully. Have them share 
their answers. 



 

3. Show children images provided. The images show different groups of people, many of them children, 
viewing the Statue of Liberty for the first time as they arrive in America. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

GREGORY’S STORY: COMING TO AMERICA 

Gregory’s Story: Gregory is ten years old. He lives in the year 1747, in a colony of Pennsylvania. He lives away from 
home and works as an apprentice in a blacksmith shop. He will train for many years to learn his trade with the 
hopes of owning his own shop one day. 

Grade Level:  

1st through 4th Grade 

Objectives:  

• Children will create hornbooks, reminiscent of those that were used during the colonial period. 
• Children will be able to explain how children learned to read during the colonial period 

The Hornbook 

 In colonial times there were schoolbooks, but they were very different than ours today.   
 Instead of schoolbooks, young children had hornbooks.  A hornbook was made from a variety of materials, 

such as ivory, silver, leather and bone. But the more common material was wood. 
 Children wore their hornbooks around their necks, or attached to a part of their clothing.  
 The printed alphabet (upper and lower case letters), numbers, and sometimes, verses from the Bible were 

usually on it. This is how they were taught to read. Sometimes there was writing on both sides; sometimes 
there was writing only on one side of it.  It was covered by a thin sheet of cow horn.    

Materials: 

• Hornbook template 
• Light cardboard or oak tag 
• Pencils 
• Markers 
• Hole puncher 
• Rulers 
• String or yarn 

 

 

 



 

 

Activity: 

1. Cut out Hornbook from the paper. Use as a template; trace the shape of the hornbook onto the cardboard. 
Cut it out. 

2. Punch a hole into the handle portion of the paper hornbook piece and the cardboard one. 
3. On the paper portion of the hornbook, have them write the upper and lower case alphabet in pencil or 

marker: 

 

4. Put glue on the back of the paper hornbook piece with the glue stick. Make sure the holes in the handles 
line up. Glue on to the cardboard. Using a pencil poke through the hole in the handle. 

5. Using yarn or ribbon, pull through the hornbook handle, tie ends into a knot. The yarn or ribbon should be 
long enough for students to wear the hornbook around their necks. 

Colonial Hornbook Examples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


